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Strengthening Positive Youth Development Environments


Reducing Risk Factors through Safe Youth Activities

Research:

Many communities across the nation have become increasingly concerned about the development of their youth. National data indicate that young people are experimenting with tobacco, alcohol, illicit drugs, and sexual activity earlier than ever before Fleming (1994). Research is showing that various models of activities, though not traditional prevention programs, may contribute to reducing risk factors that may be detrimental to the healthy development of young people. 

In their research, Carmona and Stewart (1997) discuss "alternatives" — activities, programs, and events that are free of alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drugs and for which participation is voluntary. These activities are likely to include one or more of the following elements: (1) promotion of skills, knowledge, and/or attitudes that might cause participants to refrain from future alcohol and drug use; (2) occupying free time that might otherwise be idle or unstructured; (3) community service and other activities that provide meaningful involvement in pro-social activities; (4) opportunities to interact with pro-social peers; and (5) adult supervision or the development of positive relationships with adults. In many cases, alternative programs do not include substance abuse-related content.  Prevention specialists have long maintained that during the middle through high school years, youth who participate in alternative activities are less inclined to engage in substance abuse. As a result, "alternatives" have become a standard component of many prevention programs.

After-school programs can provide youth with positive and healthy alternatives to drug, alcohol and tobacco use, criminal activity, and other high-risk behaviors during the peak crime hours after school.  "Latchkey" children are more likely to engage in risk-taking behavior, including substance abuse. Youth ages 10-16 who have a relationship with a mentor, an important component of a quality after-school program, are 46 percent less likely to start using drugs and 27 percent less likely to start drinking alcohol (Chung, 2000).
Young people with nothing to do during out-of-school hours miss valuable chances for growth and development.  The odds are high that youth with nothing positive to do and nowhere to go will find things to do and places to go that negatively influence their development and futures (NIOST, 2004).  Fleming (1994) cites that about 40 percent of young adolescents' waking hours are discretionary—not committed to other activities and are often unsupervised and/or unstructured.  A common complaint that is often heard from youth in communities is that there is "nothing to do."  In many cases, the youth are right.  Often there is no local place that youth can go to socialize and have fun in a safe and semi-structured setting. To this end, many communities have looked into developing a teen or youth center.

The Safe Night Program was developed to prevent youth violence by providing positive activities and violence prevention education. This is accomplished by uniting people, especially young people, for special events that are fun, educational and totally free from violence. Safe Night events can vary from dances, to skating parties, to basketball marathons, to simple organized group discussions. But all Safe Night Events must follow four simple guidelines: (1) No Guns; (2) No Alcohol; (3) No Arguments; and (4) Peace Education.

The theory behind Safe Night and the reason for the guidelines is:  If guns, alcohol, and arguments are removed from an environment and replaced with an enjoyable, positive event that raises awareness and teaches ways to live a non-violent life, we can create experiences for people that promote long-term non-violent lifestyles (Safe Night Planning Guide).
Practical Applications:

There are many opportunities in local communities to offer activities for young people to help reduce risk factors.

Safe Nights don’t have to just focus on violence prevention.  Tailor the model to meet your local community needs.  Offer an annual event for youth that involves youth in the planning.  Invite community partners to provide resources.  Tap into financial resources in your community such as a local AODA committee to help fund your event.  Here’s a link to an annual Safe Night event in Washburn County, WI http://www.jackpinesavagedays.com/safenight.html
Connect with local partners to develop youth centers.  A youth center can take several forms:  free standing independent centers, affiliated centers, and programmatic youth centers.  Find the one that works best with your local community and see how you can make it a reality.
Early release school days:  What’s provided by your community on the days that school has a planned early release day?  In one Wisconsin community, a local church offers a program that includes snack, homework time, and recreation.  In the same community, the Lion’s Club provides the financial support for kids to attend open swimming and ice skating at the local sports complex.
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Prevention specialists have long maintained that during the middle through high school years, youth who participate in alternative activities are less inclined to engage in substance abuse.
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