YOUTH GROUP SUGGESTIONS FROM YOUR PEERS

· Below comments from Kristi Lipp/Weston County

The following are the things that come to my mind regarding making your efforts count with youth groups:

· Identify those things that your youth enjoy and are important to THEM.  If risky, on-the-edge activities is what makes them tick, then find a place they can graffiti or paint a mural with prevention messages. (ie: The Line or Most of Us messages.)  Organize an alternative no-alcohol event for high schoolers that has some excitement involved, etc.  

· FOOD!  Our kids really appreciate being fed. Lunch is always provided during our monthly meetings. 

· Have patience, as nothing happens overnight.

· Get buy-in from key school staff – whether it is a principal, teacher and/or activities director. Our AD has been a great connection for us at Newcastle High School. 

· Keep school board abreast of activities and youth focus – they appreciate being informed and may provide support when needed.

· Build relationships with the school office, janitorial and cafeteria staff – they have more pull than you know!  They may be willing to make an announcement, get you into a hallway or room after-hours, leave up prevention signage, excuse youth group kids rather than count them tardy if at a prevention activity, etc.  

· Realize that you only have a certain amount of time to devote to the group or it could consume 100% of your time

· Reward members with a youth group hoodie, t-shirt or other “gear.” Once a youth participates in x# of activities they receive a $20 VISA card.  (Sports, extra-curricular activities and jobs compete with youth group events – make it worth their time and effort to be involved.) 

· Really reward your most active youth member by placing them on a “Leadership Team” which designates them as the more elite of the larger group who brain-storm ideas and at times are the main/key decision-makers of the group.   The couple “cream of the crop” are able to attend a national leadership conference!

· The nine Key Steps to Successful Youth Groups shared in the Drug Free Youth Groups study conducted by WYSAC is an awesome tool!  A qualitative review of these data revealed that stakeholders and participants overall report nine factors as critical to group success and sustainability.

                                                                1. youth led,

                                                                2. consistent adult coordinator,

                                                                3. positive focus emphasizing the benefits of remaining drug free,

                                                                4. motivators in the form of rewards and consequences,

                                                                5. youth leadership development emphasis,

                                                                6. interpersonal and social skills development component,

                                                 7. strong community stakeholder connections and effort to grow   

                                                                     these,

    8. identified funding source(s) and/or volunteers to aid in   

         maintaining and grow reach,

                                                                9. a formal commitment from members to remain drug free. 

· I also believe in not re-inventing the wheel and have taken several ideas from others, including Tracy Young/Albany and Lynette Saucedo/Goshen.  Sharing ideas and successful activities amongst program coordinators is key! 

Coordinators are always welcome to call or email me! ~Kristi 

· Below comments shared by Bill Hawley/Johnson County PF

The absolute best piece of advice I can give is this:  Educate, Facilitate, Motivate...never Mandate.  I see my role with youth as empowering them to shape, develop their group - create their group's personality if you will.  If you tell kids what to do - you've lost 'em completely - you'll have zero credibility!

Perhaps the most important piece is that the youth must feel that they "own" the group.  Therefore, practically - the youth make ALL of the decisions (with some guidance from adult sponsors) on activities, logo, strategies, spending THEIR money, etc.  The more invisible I am during meetings, activities, etc. - the better!

One other concept that I try to infuse in the youth - especially the  

leaders - is that the group is a place for caring for one another.   

It's not about being judgmental if/when a member makes a poor choice, but rather, it's about supporting each other's healthy decision NOT to use ATOD. Emphasis is on their positive, healthy choices and that they are the majority - not minority.

One last thing - I've never been about numbers.  Some equate success with having 75 members in their group...or...having 80% of the school signing a pledge to stay drug free.  These are good & perhaps noble, but I'm more into the positive relational impact that young people can have on each other - individually and collectively.  Make sense?... I call it sustainability!  In other words, I hope the real effect of being in SPEAR or Take It Back is felt / realized / remembered sometime/somewhere in a future experience or moment in a life.

Give youth opportunities to effect the change they wish to see in their community - their future - and get out of their way!!!!

Hope this helps. ;>) Bill

· Below comments shared by Whitney Swieter/Natrona County Tobacco Prevention

If you're having trouble finding kids to join your youth coalition:

1. Family members are a great pool to draw from. 

2. Ask your members to bring a friend to the next meeting, This makes them feel more comfortable at the meetings anyway.

3. Many of our kids are children of people we know in the community. We go to many meetings and announce our youth coalition's activities at every one. Many colleagues approach us about their kids. 

4. Keep your eyes peeled...as my Mom would say. :) One of our most energetic and knowledgeable members was a boy I met at a booth. He kept coming over to play a game we had, then he started showing others how to play. I recruited him right there.

Keeping kids coming to the meetings:

1. Serve food!!! Kids like eating pizza and parents like not having to feed them! It's a win/win!!

2. Send out a newsletter between meetings. I like to recap a bit on what was discussed for those who missed, let them know what's coming up, and give them additional info. A newsletter keeps the coalition in the front of their mind. Kids also like getting mail!!! Who doesn't? :) Also, it allows the parents to see what their kids are up to and gives them a reason to keep sending their kids our way!

3. Provide incentives to come to meetings....as if food isn't enough. :) For example, Deborah from Wyoming Through With Chew will be presenting at our next meeting, and offered to give every member attending a TWC T-shirt. I made sure to put that info in the newsletter.

4. T-shirts that identify the kids as being in the youth coalition are a great way to create a feeling of belonging to something. Ours say: front: I am a designated non-smoking area. back: Students Working Against Tobacco.

Making meetings interesting and exciting.

 

I actually love coming up with activities for meetings...I hate it at the same time because it can be hard, but when pressed, you'll be surprised what you can come up with. We have only had a few meetings so we haven't had to do too many activities but here are some: (be warned, kids act like you're lame when you tell them what they'll be doing, but they end up loving it!)

1. Charades of the effects of tobacco. I found a blog by a man who quit smoking and he wrote down what he noticed tobacco caused, such as yellow teeth, shortness of breath, smelly clothes, etc.

2. Bingo! Categories being: the effects of tobacco, ways to say 'no', reasons why kids smoke, etc. You can make up your own or buy one.

3. Role playing. Have one kid try to get another to smoke or dip. Put them in situations similar to what they might experience with their peers. Then the other will use his refusal skills..

4. Give the kids an assignment to bring a tobacco ad and explain to everyone how that ad is targeting them.

Mix up the interesting activities and the more boring ones. I really like the Chief Hawn DVD, but the kids did not, so give them something fun to follow instead of the not-so-fun. 

 

Also, if you want them to maintain focus...do not give them anything to do/eat at that time. Part of the reason no one liked the Chief Hawn DVD was because they were eating at the same time. They had no reason to focus on the DVD because there were other things going on.

 

 

· Below comments shared by Tauna Richardson/Fremont County PF

Probably the most important aspect to keeping our Fremont County youth engaged is encouraging them to decide their focus and how they’re going to proceed.  Once they’re aware of the resources available and clear about their goals and objectives we encourage them to run the show.  They have fun doing their stuff, and their enthusiasm is contagious.

· Below comments shared by Lynette Saucedo/Goshen County PF & BG

First and foremost, I have been extremely fortunate to have an excellent support and guidance system with Tracy Young, Krista West, folks at the state, WyPTAC and WYSAC.  I ask a lot of questions, even the dumb ones, and try to learn from that. 
I am in constant contact with my youth, mostly via text messaging.  Our initial group of young people was identified by school counselors, teachers, other youth program leaders, and myself.  The HSs gave the students a simple note stating that they had been identified as a leader and if they were interested in being part of a new substance abuse prevention youth led program, to meet at a pizza lunch meeting.  We visited and took them to the first Take it Back in Laramie.  The kids did the work from there!  They were on fire after that conference.  They named their group and set up the next meeting on the bus ride home.  We adopted by-laws and a mission and elected officers.  All of this happened through trial and error with the supports I mentioned before and lots of contact with Goshen County Schools.  

It really just takes good old fashioned relationship development.  Meet the kids where they are to get them where you hope they can be!  And, so important, know the difference between being a friend and being a mentor/confidant!  You cannot be their friend!  But I text with my kids regarding STEP UP stuff a few times a week, they nearly all answer and converse with me.  I also text regarding other issues in their lives and their schools.  For example, extra-curricular successes and challenges, personal issues, at the end of a quarter..."how are your grades?", right before a school dance or challenging weekend..."take care of yourself and others", etc.  These kids tell me everything!  Knowing full well I may share that information, if necessary.  I talk to their parents and, again, am very involved in school stuff.  

I think the real key is passion and commitment.  This is never a J-O-B for a successful program.  It's what I believe in and the kids know it.  Sometimes I work a regular work schedule, other times I am texting kids at midnight, during my own kids' programs, etc.  An understanding and committed family is also important.  This is not something you can be successful at, on your own.  It takes a great family, good connections and support.  And, there are times when I decide to "just do something" even if it's wrong.  In other words, don't talk it to death...do it!  Then if you screw up, admit it, fix it, learn from it, and move on.  

STEP UP is VERY youth led.  I require them to the make meeting agendas, set up meetings and appointments with school administrators, teachers, policy makers, Law Enforcement, etc.  I help and I always attend.  They have to plan what they are going to say and run it by me first.  I prepare them when I think things might be sticky.  For example, when we were working on the GCSD#1 Testing Policy, we met and I gave them each one sentence on a sheet of paper that they carried with them everywhere in case they were publicly questioned about their position on this issue.  We spoke together, with one voice.  Whenever we spoke publicly, we prepared together, and I never let them be anywhere alone.  But, it was all THEM...amazing!  It really becomes easier, the more they realize their power and strength to make a difference.  And when they fall...always, always pick them up!  I am just blessed with the kids that I have!
Also, the OJJDP/UDETC Leadership Conference 2010.  This is another step I would HIGHLY recommend that anyone starting a Youth Coalition take-to attend the OJJDP/UDETC Leadership Conference 2010 with youth, if at all possible.  It is an extremely amazing networking opportunity and gives both youth and adults a glimpse into what youth led movements can look like and how adults can effectively facilitate change in their communities.   The first time I went I did not take youth, I wanted to know what I was doing before I threw kids into the mix.  If I had to it over again, I would probably still do it that way.  But, if these folks are looking at getting the ball rolling right away, I would recommend they take kids.

 Hope that helps!  I am always available to help!    THANKS -  Lynette  

