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the most important things we
learned from these summits are:

Middle school can be a challenging time for youth but overall they are doing ok.

The tough issues and concerns in their lives are interrelated — students are experi-
encing a lot of stress and it's impacting their academic performance, their relation-
ships, and their participation in risk behaviors — and they recognize that interrela-

tionship.

Some topics may be difficult or uncomfortable to talk about but they want to talk
and they want someone to listen in a non-reactive way.

Family relationships are still very important to middle school students and influence

their behavior.

what are the implications for our

community?

There are aspects of today’s culture that no previous generation has experienced
that has an immediate impact on their lives, such as harassment through electronic

media.

Although we see through the summits and data gathered through the Boulder
County Youth Risk Behavior Survey that the majority of youth in the county are do-
ing ok, our hope is for all youth in our community to thrive.

Therefore as a community, we need to embrace youth — including the challenges
and opportunities — and make youth issues and concerns a priority. They are our

future.

This report, Voices and Views
Middle School Youth Speak Out,
provides us with a glimpse into
the lives of Boulder County mid-
dle school students. The intent
1s to arrive at a better under-
standing of the challenges they
face, and where we, as a commu-
nity, can have a positive impact
in their lives.

Use this report as a tool to help
provide a better understanding
of the challenges facing middle
schools students and to generate
ideas on ways in which we can
support them through the chal-
lenges.

Boulder County

Healthy Youth Alliance Partners
Alternatives for Youth, Blue
Sky Bridge, Boulder County
Alcohol Diversion Program,
Boulder County Community
Action Programs, Boulder
County GENESIS Program,
Boulder County IMPACT
Program, Boulder County
Prevention and Intervention
Program, Boulder County
Public Health, Boulder
County Tobacco Education
and Prevention Program,
Boulder PRIDE, Boulder
Psychological Services,
Boulder Valley Parent
Engagement Network,
Boulder Valley School
District, City of Boulder
Children, Youth and
Families, City of Boulder
Police Department, City of
Longmont Children and
Youth Resources, Foothills
United Way, I Have A
Dream Foundation of
Boulder County, Moving to
End Sexual Assault, Project
YES, Safehouse Progressive
Alliance for Nonviolence, St.
Vrain Valley School District,
Starwood Consulting,
TEENS Inc., YMCA of
Boulder Valley, Women’s
Health, and individual
members.



about uvoices and
views middle school

Two middle school youth sum-
mits were sponsored by Boulder
County, the Cities of Longmont
and Boulder, and the St. Vrain
and Boulder Valley School Dis-
tricts. The middle school youth
summits were part of the second
phase of a larger community en-
gagement process that began in
2005 in response to findings from
the Boulder County Youth Risk
Behavior Survey (YRBS) of high
school students in St. Vrain and
Boulder Valley school districts.

In 2005 and 2006, high school
youth summits were held to
learn more from teens them-
selves about the factors influenc-
ing their health, happiness, and
risk behaviors. During these
conversations with high school

students, middle school was
repeatedly identified as
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continued

The  insights
from the high
school summits
combined with
the analysis
of the 2005
YRBS data
provided the
impetus  to
bring together
a diverse group
of middle school
students in order
to learn more from
them. Approximate-
ly 130 7th and 8th graders
from each school district,
representing each of the
public middle schools,
participated in a day long
summit during the spring
2007.

The students were select-
ed, with parent approval,
to ensure that those par-
ticipating in the sum-

about voices and
views middle school

mit would reflect the student
population within the school dis-
tricts. The conversations at the
youth summit were held in small
groups with trained high school
student facilitators and adult
note takers.

The purpose of this report is to
highlight the prevailing themes
that emerged from the multiple
small group conversations. It is
not intended to be an exhaustive
summary but rather to help fo-
cus the ongoing community dia-
logue on the importance of un-
derstanding and influencing the
factors affecting youth health
and safety.

The information contained in this
report represents the perspec-
tives of youth who participated
in the summit, not all youth in
the St. Vrain or Boulder Valley
School District.



what is life like In
middle school?

« Middle school students are doing okay.

of connection outside their

Many of the youth partici-
pating in the summits report
they are happy, healthy, and
safe. Most students can easily
identify the things they enjoy
in their lives and talk openly
about their experiences.

Many students are acutely
self aware that middle school
is a challenging time in their
growth and development. The
eighth graders in particular
expressed a desire to move on
to high school.

Friends, cliques, and drama have a huge
impact on middle school students.

Nearly every small group iden-
tified “friends” as one of the
best parts of middle school.
Friends, “help you get through
the day.” Socializing with
friends gives students a sense

family structure while allow-
ing them to explore different
identities and peer groups.

Almost every student shared
that the social aspects of mid-
dle school are hard to manage
and contribute to stress, un-
happiness, and participation
in risky behaviors. Navigat-
ing the cliques, peer pressure
and “drama”, especially among
girls, is a major challenge for
middle school students.

Family plays a major role in the lives of

middle school students.

Many students reported hav-
ing strong and positive rela-
tionships with their parents
and siblings. Students recog-
nize that parents are trying to
adapt and grow as they do, but
some feel, “my parents aren’t
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what is life like in middle school? continued

In contrast, some students felt

keeping up with my changes.” o Toachers are both a Dowmlll Dosilive

They also feel the stress from
parents, “When my parents are
stressed, I am stressed. When
my parents are calm, I am
calm.”

Siblings also play a major role.
Many say negative interac-
tions with siblings can, “ruin
your day,” and that some sib-
lings model risky behaviors,
especially substance use. Yet,
siblings are often the first peo-
ple students turn to for help
and support.

Divorce and step-family re-
lationships are stressful and
difficult to manage for some
youth.

and negative influence on middle school

students.

Many students shared that the
best part of middle school was
their “favorite teacher.” Stu-
dents describe these teachers
as good communicators, teach-
ers that knew the students be-
yond the classroom, teachers
that challenged them and kept
them on track.

judged and disrespected by
certain teachers, “they judge
you — the way you dress, who
you run with.”

Relationships with adults are paradoxical.

Many students say they have
strong relationships with the
adults in their lives: parents,
teachers, counselors, and
coaches.

However, a “distrust” of adults
is evident in many of their
comments, especially in the
school setting. “Talking to
counselors is too awkward.”
“We worry about confidential-
ity. We worry about judgment
from teachers and counselors.”
“Teachers aren’t open-minded
to hear other ideas.”



what is I|Fe Ilhe iINn mMiddle school? continued

« Middle school is a time for new

independence.

Students say they enjoy their
growing Independence and
freedom. They value moving
through classes, going to the
mall alone, and the opportuni-
ty to participate in a variety of
activities and get to know di-
verse groups of people. Some
students say they feel more
“trust to make the right deci-
siton.” Students also recognize
they are not yet adults and
that they are still, “learning
how to be a person.”

They also recognize that new
responsibilities bring new
stress, “It is sad that we are
still kids but now there are so
many expectations.”

Extracurricular activities are important and
enriching.

Sports and other extracur-
ricular activities are positive
opportunities for many youth
that participated in the sum-
mit. Students said these ac-
tivities are important because
they are able to relieve stress,
be part of a team, compete
and push themselves, meet
new people, and form strong
friendships.

« Academics are challenging and can create

stress for many students.

Many middle school students
referenced academic rigor and
pressure as a challenge in their
lives. Many students said they
would like more choice, more
hands-on learning, and more
variety in the classroom.

Major aspects of the stress in-
clude understanding teacher
expectations, try-

ing to keep up p—_
with the pace of .=
the class work
and time man-
agement for home-
work and projects, “all due at
the same time.”

Some students also report
feeling pressure from CSAP
tests saying, “After CSAPs we
get to go out to eat, teach-

ers are more laid back, -
parents are nicer during

that time and we get to

go outside.” 1 1?1 ’4‘)



what 's on the mind of
middle school st.udent.s?

The top ranked concerns of St. Veain Valley
Mlddle School students:

. Stress/Expectations of
Maturity/Depression
2. Family Relationships/
Pressure from Parents
Drugs/Alcohol/Huffing
Cliques/Peer Pressure/
Rumors
5. Bullying/Harassment/Fights

P~

The top ranked concerns of Boulder Valley
Middle School students:

1. Cliques/Fitting In/Friend
Problems/Drama
Drugs/Alcohol
Harassment/Bullying/Fights
Stress/Depression

Intimate relationships/Sex
Pressure at School

O O

The top ranked concerns are in-
terrelated and somewhat seam-
less to students. The notes from
the summits show youth talk
about stress, depression, prob-
lems with friends, fitting in, us-
ing drugs and alcohol, bullying,
relating to family and managing
school work all within the same
conversation.

As a result of these conversa-
tions, students conveyed five
critical insights about their

health, happiness and safety.

1. Stress and depression are real and talking

about them is taboo.

Students say:

- Rumors, bullying, conflicts
with friends, homework, fam-
ily issues, and managing re-
lationships create feelings of
stress and depression.




what. 's on the mind of middle !
school student.s? continued

- Some students feel “pressure
to be perfect” and the stress of
meeting multiple expectations.
They, “worry about disappoint-
ing others: friends, coaches.”

- Some youth feel stress and
pressure from society at large
and the media, “Hollywood
makes people feel they need to
act in a certain way.” “The me-
dia only focuses on bad things
in the community.”

- It i1s uncomfortable to talk
about stress and depression.
Students turn to their friends
first for support; however they
say they don’t know what to do
when a friend turns to them,
especially when someone talks
about suicide

- It is awkward to go to school
counselors for support and
that they worry counselors
will, “make a big deal out of
it.”

- “Cutting is an issue directly
related to stress and depres-
sion. Students shared they
didn’t know what to do when
a friend is cutting, “you don’t
want to interfere with their
lives.”

- Students with experiences
with death, loss of a close
relative or especially a peer
through suicide, shared that
they are greatly impacted by
these experiences.

1 Many students feel judged, labeled, and
(aught up in the drama.

Students share:

- DRAMA is a major stressor for
nearly every group of students
participating in the summits.

1 Cutting refers to intentionally
hurting themselves without intent to die.
According to the 2005 Boulder County Youth
Risk Behavior Survey, 19.5% of high schools
students had purposely hurt themselves
without wanting to die within the past year.

They describe this as:

* “Making a huge deal out of
everything”

e “Overreacting for attention”

* “Rumors”

* “Holding grudges”

+ “Making up stories”

* “Talking behind people’s
backs”

* “Being mean”

- Modern technology has
changed how middle school
students mistreat one anoth-
er. Text messaging and web
sites such as My Space and
Facebook have created new
opportunities for students to

fuel the drama and
harass one another

~ inside and outside of
the classroom.

- Social groups
are highly defined
with students eas-
ily identifying the
“pot  heads, prep-
pies, jocks, skaters,
posers, gothic

and emo’s.”



what. 's on the mind of middle
school student.s? continued

Students say there is little to
no interaction between the
groups and that “groups hate
each other.” Many students
say much of the bullying and
fighting 1s between different
social groups.

- Social groups influence feel-
ings of peer pressure for some
youth. Some shared, “Popular
kids have the power to make
you go with the group.”

- They feel judged and labeled
by friends and teachers. Many
students feel that once you are
labeled there is no chance to
change social groups. Some

say they are looking forward
to high school where they can
expand or change their social
group.

 school kid
cape from1.__

mance.” A few identified, “the
rush and the buzz” as part of
the allure.

- Friends are the biggest influ-

ence and that substance use
can “make or break a group of
friends.” Many say they do not
like to be around people when
they are using, “Drunk people
are annoying and scary at the
same time.” One shared, “I
respect people less when they
drink.” Students who said
they do not use drugs or drink
said they were, “not interested
or too busy.”

- Parents and families also in-

fluence substance use. Some
youth shared their families
provided alcohol and struggle
with substance abuse.

- Popular culture also plays a

role, “Media and others make
l better.” -

o4
Drug use was I|t'nen‘cioned as ag
issue in both school districts,
but students in Boulder Valley
identified marijuana use as a
major issue?. They perceive

it sound cool, that it makes youi :

- In addition to pot, students

in both districts talked about,
“meth, coke, and prescription
drugs”as well as “sniffing crys-
tal light, spray paint, bleach
and sharpies.”

- Many students say, “Parents

have no idea what goes on at
parties.”

- Students’ perceptions of the

numbers of people drinking
and using drugs vary wildly.
Some think, “70% of 8" grad-
ers do drugs and alcohol.” And
that, “everyone at school is get-
ting drunk.” However, a few
tables conducted straw polls
and only a few youth said they
had ever used. In addition,
most youth said they have had
exposure to pot, but that very
few have actually tried it?.

i esteem a
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3 32%o0
alcohol b

ulder County 9% graders had drank
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what. 's on the mind of middle !
school student.s? continued

4. Some middle school youth are starting to

experience intimate relationships.

Students said:

- When asked what they liked
best about middle school, many
students responded, “Girls””
and “Boys!”

- Many students referred to

“gossip, drama and rumors”

relating to intimate relation-
ships in particular and that,
“rumors cause stress and frac-
ture relationships.”

a lot of boastir
number of B¢
dents said
who are having sex are “using
condoms.” =

- Some sexual interaction 1s
unwanted and unwelcomed.
“Boys are being very jorward
with girls, tickling, touching.”

- Some students believe girls
will give in to pressure to en-
gage in sexual activity, “to be
popular.”

i
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§. Certain students experience harassment

and physical violence in middle school.

Students shared:

- The judging, labeling and dra-
ma felt by nearly every middle
school student becomes ha-
rassment and physical vio-
lence for some.

- Some students report a sense
of physical fear, and a need to
“watch their backs.”

- Some harassment is sexual
and includes name calling, “ac-
cidental” inappropriate touch-

e ing, and cell phone pictures of

- genitals.

”Students from both school dis-
tricts describe racism and ra-
cial tension resulting in name

calling, group taunting, and
fights.

* One participant shared she
was asked, “Why dont you
talk like a black person, like a
rapper?”

- The role of parents in stop-
ping bullying is mixed. A few
said they don’t tell their par-

~ents because, “they don’t have
time” to do anything about
it. One youth shared, “T am
home alone until 6 pm, my
mom would never notice if 1

had a black eye.” Others say
their parents are protective
and helpful in weathering the
impacts of bullying and ha-
rassment. Some say they get
mixed messages, “Absolutely
do not get in a fight, but also
watch out for yourself.”

- A few students said that vio-
lence and bullying are not the
norm at their school and that
it is peaceful.

- Some believe the media pro-
vides a “perfect image” and if
you don’t reflect that image
it opens you up to bullying
and harassment. Some oth-

ers believe that violent movies
and videos make violence and
gangs, “seem ok.”

1



what middle and high school students
have to say about...

stress and depression

Middle School students response:

“I am pushing myself too hard
and not sleeping.”

“Parents pressure kids to do well
in everything — be good in school,
be good at sports.”

When a friend turns to them for
help, they say it is, “hard to tell
if someone is being serious or just
wanting attention.”

High School students response:

“Almost everyone feels sad at
some point.”

Managing different expectations
between family and friends, ne-
gotiating complex social scenes
at school, and peer pressure to fit
in cause a lot of stress as well.

Many risk behaviors are to es-
cape stress and sadness, particu-

12

They worry parents will “overre-
act and take you to the hospital
rather than finding out what is
really wrong.” This makes them
hesitant to seek help for them-
selves if they need it, or seek
help for a friend they are worried
about. They also feel, “Parents
might be afraid to ask kids about
being sad.”

larly drug and alcohol use and
unsafe sex.

Feeling alone and like no one
values them were identified as
the main reasons for youth con-
sidering suicide.

Suicide is an issue that is seldom
discussed and when 1t is it’s of-
ten an overreaction.

Some students recommend that:

- Good relationships with par-
ents are preventive

- Adults should be forward with
kids, talk about suicide and
depression

- Friends should know they can
support friends by taking their
minds off problems, hang-
ing out, getting out and doing
things together.

Youth feel disconnected about
parents on this issue. Parents
either over-react to sadness and
“send kids off to a therapist,” dis-
miss sadness as “teen drama,” or
minimize the feelings of youth.
Other youth say their parents
simply don’t know what to say
or how to deal with this issue
so young people ‘put on a happy
face,” around their parents.



what middle and high school students
have to say about...

Middle School students:

“Peer pressure to smoke, do drugs,
shoplift. It is hard to say no be-
cause friends are so important,
but you don’t want to say no.”

High School students:

They see little wrong with drink-
ing as long as it is done safely.

Adults often give them mixed
messages. For instance, many
young people say they hear
from parents that, “It’s okay to
call home for help if you've been
drinking.” Then get in trouble
when they do call home. They

“Pot is not bad for you, it only
screws up your short term mem-
ory.”

“Parents don’t care as much
about pot — they do care about al-
cohol and meth.”

conclude that it’s really not okay
to call home.

Youth use alcohol to help them
escape the stresses and pressure
they feel. Some youth observe
that younger high school stu-
dents may drink to fit in, while
seniors drink to “prepare for col-
lege.”

continued

“Music videos are all about
drugs and alcohol. If they do it,
I can too and I will be cool.”

They say that marijuana is very
common, easy to come by, and
considered by many to be “bet-
ter for you than alcohol and ciga-
rettes.”

Some think that their parents
expect them to know that drugs
are wrong, so parents don’t talk
to them about it.

2 5 % of Boulder County high school students have tried alcohol (more than a few sips)

and 9% have tried marijuana before age 13
— 2005 Boulder County Youth Risk Behavior Survey




harassment and bullying

Middle School students:

“People can be really mean and
think they are so much more im-
portant than others.”

High School students:

Intolerance of “people who are
different” is one of the major
causes of harassment, along
with immaturity and reacting to
stereotypes.

There 1s a definite “pecking or-
der” that exists in high school
and a lot of harassment arises
between different groups and
cliques. Students from smaller

“You can never win. No matter
what you do you are given a la-
bel.”

“People who are different get bul-
lied.”

schools didn’t feel as strongly;
reporting more connection with
the different grades and social
groups at their school.

Enforcement of harassment
policy is seen as inconsistent in
schools. Some students are able
to “get away” with harassing
others while other students “get
in trouble for the same thing.”

what middle and high school students
have to say about...

continued

“We hear things like beaner, oreo
(which means dark on the out-
side, white on the inside).”

“Non-Hispanic kids feel self con-
scious when groups start speak-
ing Spanish.”

Verbal harassment and “gossip”
are somewhat accepted by most
youth as a normal part of high
school, however, many youth re-
port feeling constantly harassed
and persecuted by peers and
adults.

35% of Boulder County high school students report being harassed at school or on the
way to or from school during the past year — 2005 Boulder County Youth Risk Behavior Survey

|




what middle and high school students

have to say about...

intimate relationships and seH

Middle School students:

Some students said, “75-85% of
people are in relationships. The
focus seems to be only on having
to have a boyfriend or girlfriend.”
“It can be annoying to think you
have to be in a relationship.”

High School students:

Sexual activity is a healthy part
of young peoples’ lives and that
adults should not consider it a
risk behavior. Sex is not a “ta-
boo” topic for more of the com-
munity so it feels like a more ac-
cepted issue.

“Music and media make you cu-
rious about sex.”

Students shared that there is
drinking and sex at parties and
that, “Guys use to be tough and
girls use to have sex.”

Education about sex and sexual
activity is too narrow — there
should be more education about
how to have safe sex and how to
get help when it is needed.

Ideas about sex are heavily in-
fluenced by the media including
television shows, commerials,
and, especially, music videos.

continued

They describe a “double stan-
dard” for sexually active stu-
dents, “Boys are studs and girls
are sluts and whores.”

Students don’t talk much about
sex with their parents unless
they get caught, then they are
“lectured.”

They acknowledge that sex in
the context of substance use and
multiple partners is unhealthy
and unsafe. They also say that
some people equate being sexu-
ally active with being mature.

1S



what can we do??

First and foremost, as a com-
munity we can value youth
as a positive and contribut-
ing force in our community.
We can align our resources to
match how much we say we value
youth. We can model behaviors
the community would like to see
in young people. We can prepare
young people to make informed
choices.

We accomplish this by having
open and honest conversations
about difficult topics, including
depression and suicide; start-
ing early and being peer group
sensitive; creating opportuni-
ties and support for parents and
families; making sure all youth
have access to meaningful pro-
grams and activities.

o
§

{ 1 Adapted from “Building Connections, Recommendations for the Boulder
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Youth

Peers

strategqic priorities

Reach out to caring adults — talk to
parents about difficult issues, reach out
to the interventionist at the schools, use
teachers.

Get involved; mentor younger kids.

Be honest with yourself about your
level of involvement in risky activities
and the impact they have on your life.

Make it ok to go to a party with
alcohol and not drink.

Stand up to harassment; be understand-
ing and more tolerant.

Make it ok to talk about sadness.

Families

Listen, accept, keep an open mind, sup-
port and trust youth.

Provide consistent messages about
substance use.

Reach out and get involved with groups
like parent discussion groups, church
support groups, community groups.

Schools

Create discrimination - free environ-
ments and provide more programs
about understanding each other.

Seek to engage parents at every
opportunity through back to school
night, parent-teacher conferences, parent
groups, etc.

Provide opportunities for students to
interact with peers from other schools.

Businesses

Underwrite specific activities and
programs such as anti-depression
walk-a-thons, poster contests or public
awareness campaigns.

Employ youth as part-time employees
or interns.

Be family-friendly with normative busi-
ness practices that support families.

Recruit employees to participate in
mentoring programs for youth.

Faith Communities

Educate parishioners about youth health
and the YRBS.

Expand outreach to parents, create
successful recreation opportunities for
youth and serve diverse populations.

Partner with other community entities
to provide programs that engage youth
(1.e. poetry slams, service projects,
recreation events, etc).

(ommunity Agencies

Align work with the recommendations
contained in the YRBS report “Build-
ing Connections, An Action Plan for
the Boulder Valley to Help Teens Build
Healthier, Happier Lives” and “Love,
Understanding and Respect; A report to
support Youth in the St.Vrain Valley”.

Incorporate support for parents into all
programs that serve youth.

Be intentional - coordinate with other
agencies, avoid overlap, don’t reinvent
the wheel, focus on developing services
that fill the gaps.

Government

Keep the health of youth and the YRBS
on the public agenda.

Increase investments in successful youth
and family programs.

Enforce alcohol-related regulations and
laws.

Continue collaborative and coordi-
nated efforts among governmental and
community partners to address youth
issues.
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