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Program’s success strengthens resolve to save it 
Although federal funding for the underage drinking prevention program offered through the I-KAN Regional Office of Education’s Life Education Centers ended last September, the program’s success has strengthened the commitment of the Pledge for Life Partnership to find additional funding to keep the program going.
With money from U.S. Department of Education’s Grant to Reduce Alcohol Abuse, the Partnership spent the last four years assisting with the implementation of research-based programming to approximately 14,000 junior high school students and their families in Kankakee and Iroquois counties. Using Project Northland – a curriculum for 6th, 7th and 8th graders developed by the University of Minnesota and distributed by the Hazelden Foundation – instruction focused on delivering a consistent message about the dangers of underage drinking.   A class for high students also was introduced one year into the project.
Time and again, annual surveying by the Partnership demonstrated that students who participated in Project Northland were less likely to use alcohol than local students who did not.  Results from 10th grade participants showed that they were 64 percent more likely to have friends who did not drink; 54 percent more likely to talk to their parents about the dangers of alcohol; 22 percent more likely to perceive alcohol use as harmful to one’s health; 16 percent less likely to engage in binge drinking; 14 percent less likely to have used alcohol in the last 30 days; and 9 percent more likely to disapprove of underage drinking.



A personal anecdote from one family best describes the impact of the program, said Debra Baron, director of the Partnership.  “All three children attended the same schools but Project Northland wasn’t offered when the eldest was in junior high.  He told his parents that he had only one friend who hadn’t tried alcohol and that most of his friends had started drinking when they were freshmen.”
The second child, who graduated this year and whose sixth grade class was among the first to begin participating in the program, said that at least a dozen of her friends had stayed away from drinking until the summer of their senior year.  Last year, when the youngest – a freshman – was faced with an underage drinking situation at a sleepover, she called her mother at 2 a.m. to pick her up.  “In my opinion, that clearly depicts a non-drinking norm among young people that wasn’t there five years ago,” she stressed. 
Baron credits the program’s comprehensive approach for the success. In addition to classroom instruction, activities included regular parent education programs and annual community awareness campaigns and also connected school-based efforts to law enforcement activities.
“I believe we made a lot of progress convincing adults that underage dinking is not a ‘rite of passage’ and that the affect of alcohol on developing teens is much more harmful than we realized.   But more work clearly needs to be done.”  
Parent guides, newsletters and other informational materials were mailed to parents at least four times during the school year and numerous parent education programs were held.  The Partnership also produced two educational videos and community awareness campaigns were conducted at least twice a year during October and to correspond with National Alcohol Awareness Month in April.

Area judges, many of whom have school-age children, have been very helpful in making classroom presentations and opening their courtrooms to teach students about the consequences of alcohol abuse.  Also, 8th grade projects were aimed at increasing support for enforcement of underage drinking laws and many police are serving as spokespersons for the Partnership’s “Don’t Look the Other Way…Start Talking Now!” community awareness initiative.
However, data obtained from a Community Readiness survey and from annual student surveys indicated that parents need and desire much more guidance and assistance in communicating with their kids about alcohol consumption, she continued. “Many parents have indicated that they feel like hypocrites telling their older kids not to drink when they did as teens.  So, helping parents to distinguish their own choices from that of their children is one area we definitely want to concentrate on more.”
The federal grant ended last September and minor adjustments have been made to compensate during this the 2006-2007 academic year.  As members of the Life Education Consortium, participating schools contribute $3.75 per student of their Safe and Drug Free School funds towards the cost of the program.  Also, proceeds from the annual Family Fun-a-thon which is being held on February 18 at Olivet Nazarene University, go to help support the program.
However, programming for next year will be determined if and when funding sources become available. “This is an excellent program that has proven to get results. We will continue every effort keep instruction going in both counties. 
The Grant to Reduce Alcohol Abuse began in October 2002 and continued through September 2006.  Project Northland instruction is currently offered at 18 junior high and 6 high schools in both counties.  

For more information about the Life Education Centers’ underage drinking prevention program or its K-6th grade healthy lifestyles and substance abuse prevention programs, call the Partnership at 936-4606.
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