April 07, 2006
Meeting urges action on underage drinking
School official said children must be educated at a young age

By Nicholas Wiselogel 
 
The issue of underage drinking is one that Jeffersonville City Court Judge Vicki Carmichael does not take lightly.

In fact, Carmichael was fighting back tears Thursday night as she talked to a group of about 50 people gathered at the Community Action of Southern Indiana offices in Jeffersonville for a town hall meeting on underage alcohol use.

In relaying the story of Kyle Vissing, who was killed last month when the car he was riding in ran off the road in a Jeffersonville subdivision, she said, “He had been in my court a week before the accident.”

After stopping to compose herself, she added, “It’s very difficult to talk about those types of accidents that affect our entire community.”

The town hall meeting was hosted by the Grassroots Prevention Coalition of Clark County. The event was one of hundreds of similar events nationwide addressing the issue.

Carmichael said her interaction with Vissing illustrates a greater effort is needed to get though to children and young adults about the dangers of alcohol That sentiment was echoed by a half-dozen school, law-enforcement and community activists who spoke at the meeting.

“Hopefully, what we can do is at least get on the same page because this is a problem that we all know needs to be addressed,” said Fabrienne English, one of the organizers of the event.

Leitha Jackson, the programs director for the coalition, said, “For those in denial, or those who just don’t know how big a problem this is, hopefully this will be an eye-opener tonight.”

According to statistics provided by Margaret Shea, the direct of student services at Greater Clark County Schools, the number of students that are regularly drinking continues to be alarmingly high.

One in four eighth-grade students reported last year that they drink at least once a month, while one in three 10th-grade students and more than half of high school seniors also reported that they drink alcohol on a regular basis.

“This is not experimentation, these are children that are drinking alcohol at least once every single month,” Shea said.

Although she pointed out that the number of students that admit to drinking has decreased slightly in recent years, she said, 

“The statistics are very, very discouraging.”

The district has analyzed its survey data and determined that it needs to reach children in the fifth, sixth and seventh grade, Shea said.

“If we are going to intervene, we need to do it in the upper-elementary and middle-school levels,” she said. “By the time they get to high school, it is way too late.”
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Carmichael commended the efforts of the school district and intervention programs developed by the courts, but said parents play the most critical role in shaping children’s attitudes about alcohol use. 

“Alcohol touches lives in so many ways that young people just don’t realize,” she said. “And these programs just aren’t enough … Where it’s got to start is at home.”

Of particular concern to Carmichael is the attitude of some parents that it is better to allow children to drink at home under adult supervision.

“That’s not the answer, we have to educate parents that letting children drink at home is not going to solve the problem,” she said. “If they are drinking at home, they are going to drink elsewhere. 

“Parents need to educate their children about the dangers of alcohol and they need to be role models.”

Indiana State Police Sgt. Manville Nagle said underage drinking will not decrease until prosecutors and judges take a tougher stand against first-time offenders. 

“They need to be punished the first time,” he said, noting that the underage drinking and drug arrests he makes very seldom result in formal charges.

The event concluded with Fred Mitchell, the executive director of the Community Action Partnership, offering a note of optimism.

“We know this issue won’t disappear overnight,” he said. “But we are going to join together and over the next year, we are going to work to reduce, if not eliminate, this problem in our community.”

Source: http://www.news-tribune.net/news/local_story_097150818.html August 24, 2006 

