How Can United Way of
Morris County Make
a Difference?

United Way of Morris County offers years of
experience in successfully bringing together the
community’s attention, expertise, and resources to
affect positive change. There is no greater need
than to ensure our young people have the best
possible foundation as they approach young
adulthood. United Way’s unique position in the

community — as an experienced convener and
community builder - offers the perfect vehicle to
harness the community’s many resources to address
this most pressing and important issue.

What Will Success Look Like?

The ultimate goal is an improvement in the well-being
of middle school youth in Morris County. This will
provide our middle school students with the strong
foundation they need to have successful high school
and college careers which will lead them to become
productive, contributing members of our society.

The results will be measured by a significant positive
change in the hard statistics.
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Background

Today’s youth are living in a more complex world where
they are forced to deal with tough issues earlier than
ever before. Children as young as 11 are being
confronted with pressures to drink, take drugs, have
sex, and bully others. The result is that our children are
harming themselves and others and they do not know
where to turn for help. If we continue to ignore the fact
that our children are exposed to, and experimenting
with risky behaviors, some of these children will end up
in serious trouble leading to:

¢ Drug/alcohol addiction or overdose
Early pregnancy

Sexually transmitted diseases
Psychological damage

Suicide

What’s the best way to understand the problems that
children face? Listen to them! In 2005, United Way
of Morris County, in partnership with local school
districts, initiated the Youth Empowerment Project,
which began a series of in depth
conversations with children
about serious issues. The
first part of this project
engaged over 150
students from five
middle schools in
Morris County in a
detailed survey and
follow-up focus
groups. Following
the initial survey, an
additional 100 middle
school students
participated in other
student-led discussions about these same issues.
In this safe and confidential environment, children
had the opportunity to share their thoughts and
feelings about tough issues.

What Did They Tell Us?

The survey revealed students generally understood
rules and consequences both at home and at school,
felt supported by their families and friends, and
reported success in school was important to them.

However, a number of significant areas emerged from
this research as shared challenges which demand a
focused, coordinated response in order to ensure the
best possible outcomes for middle school students in
Morris County.

The Children Reported...

Not always feeling safe in their school or community

Many students reported they do not feel safe in their
environment because of bullying, fights and lack of
knowledge about where to go for help. In order to
thrive, children need to feel safe and secure.

¢ One-third of students in our survey did not feel safe
and supported in their environment

Over 50% lacked sufficient knowledge about
support services available to them (counseling,
mentoring, tutoring etc.)

® 80% have witnessed bullying in their schools

Wanting more adult role models

Success in middle school in many cases depends on
students connecting with meaningful adult role mod-
els in their lives, at home, and in school.

¢ Nearly one-third of students felt they did not have
adults whom they could contact when they
felt upset and needed to speak with someone

e Over half did not feel comfortable expressing their
feelings to adults

A prevalence of negative peer pressure

Negative peer pressure intensifies during

adolescence and can influence kids the wrong way.

¢ One-fifth of students shared that they have been
offered alcohol or drugs

e Over 50% knew students their age who smoke and
almost 50% knew students who drink

¢ One third knew students who were sexually active

Not knowing where to go when they need help

Many children experience emotional problems that
are real and painful.

¢ Nearly half reported that they knew someone their
age who purposely cut or hurt their body

¢ One-third reported that they knew someone their
age who had attempted suicide

Footnote: While information collected cannot be generalized to the entire
population of Morris County or beyond, it can be considered a baseline
for community understanding. The content is significantly important
when continuing to explore strengths and challenges encountered by
adolescents as well as approaches to better serve them.

Our Vision

The objective of the Youth
Empowerment Initiative is
to make meaningful
changes in the community
and in children’s daily
environment providing
the support and sense

of security they need

to succeed.

How Will this
Be Acheived?

United Way of Morris County created and provides
leadership to a newly instituted group called the
Youth Empowerment Alliance (YEA). This alliance
will include key constituents from throughout the
county — schools, agencies, corporations,
government, community members and academics —
who have a vested interest in achieving the vision.

With United Way’s leadership, the YEA is working to
define priorities and develop an over-arching plan
which will identify, develop and implement focused,
measurable action strategies which address the
issues raised in the survey.

What Happens Next

Through programs and partnerships, the

Youth Empowerment Alliance aims by 2010, to
have made significant strides in addressing the
issues and challenges revealed in our study.

The result will be an enhanced environment where
middle-school aged children in Morris County
thrive. Specifically, we will:

e Unite the community to save our children

e Help children feel safer in their schools

e Empower children with the skills necessary to be
strong self-advocates

e Create an environment that fosters strong, healthy
emotional bonds with trusted, caring adults

e Encourage a culture of positive peer pressure
where students influence each other to make
good decisions

e Build the necessary trust among teachers,
administrators, counselors, children, and parents
which allow for candid discussions

e Institute a system whereby middle school students
know where to turn to receive appropriate support
and treatment for mental and emotional issues
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