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6-7TH GRADE PARENTS GET INSIGHT INTO “THE SECRET LIFE OF ADOLESCENTS”

On March 30, a panel of Brookline High School Peer Leaders, social workers, health teachers and AWARE educators joined forces for “The Secret Lives of Young Adolescents: Why NOW is the time to discuss substance use, healthy relationships and internet behavior with your 6th or 7th grader.” The B-PEN event encouraged parents to talk to their middle schoolers about some of the issues they are dealing with, from alcohol/marijuana experimentation to internet use and bullying.

Health educators shared what kinds of information they will be teaching rising 7-8th grade students in health education next year, which includes anatomy, healthy lifestyle, relationships and sexuality, a fact-based approach to substance awareness, violence prevention and bullying, peer pressure, and internet safety. One of the program’s major goals is to empower kids with the information and refusal skills to make healthy decisions in the face of negative external pressures, and methodology used includes skits, video clips, writing exercise, parent assignments, and interactive activities, such as role playing.

AWARE officers introduced their special classes in internet safety, violence prevention, and substance use. BHS Peer Leaders talked about the special programs they contribute. Since they are much closer in age to the middle school students, their perspective is especially persuasive, and the kids really open up to them. The Peer Leaders offer keen insights and a variety of engaging interactive activities to shed light on issues like bullying, with skits and asking kids to make lists of respectful behavior vs. different forms of abuse – physical, emotional, verbal.

Peer Leader Jen Chuck provided parents with an introduction to how middle schoolers are using Facebook, good and bad. (Even though Facebook does not allow users under the age of 13, the site is rampant for younger users, and experts advise close monitoring and open dialogue as well as an “internet contract” for responsible, respectful use.) Peer Leader Jamie Francona believes kids tend to fall into three basic groups – clueless, middle, experimenting – and asserted  that it is important to talk to them now to see where they are on the spectrum. With summer a prime time for experimentation, parents need to address substance issues and set limits so that expectations are clear. She urged parents really listen to their kids and be aware of activities -- the warning signs of risky behavior may include too many movies, too much hanging out in Coolidge Corner, weekly sleepovers, pushing curfew, etc.

One Peer Leader bravely told of his drunken fall from grace his freshman year, thanking his parents for taking a stand and sticking to it, following through on their promise to ground him from activities if he ever got caught drinking, which helped him get his act together. Another confessed her middle school tenure as a “cool girl” bully, expressing appreciation for her mother’s guidance while she was experimenting with identity development. She noted that parental disappointment is a huge deterrence for risky behavior. 

The evening’s overriding message centered on the importance of parental involvement, citing evidence that talking openly and honestly about risky behaviors is not an invitation to experiment, but rather a deterrent when parents are clear on their values and expectations. Parents were given a take-away outline of the curriculum along with some effective conversation starters and talking points for parents to use in initiating meaningful conversations with their children.
