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                               ABOUT THE YOUTH CONNECTION 

 
The Youth Connection,  provided  free  by  the  Institute  for  

Youth   Development ,   offers   information  on  events  of  

interest,  federal  and  private grant opportunities,  resources,  

and publications of interest to our clients. Mention is not  an  

endorsement   or  recommendation   by  IYD,  its   staff   or  

employees.   Opinions,   findings,  or  recommendations   in  

resources do not necessarily reflect the view of IYD, and we  

do not assume responsibility for errors.  If your organization  

has  an  item  of  interest  that  relates to youth development,  

e-mail us for inclusion. Please note that all requests may not  

be  granted.  For  questions,   inclusion,  or  to  subscribe  or  

unsubscribe, e-mail the editor cdcta@youthdevelopment.org.  
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Merry Christmas, Happy Chanukah, and Kwanza 

Greetings to you and yours! 

And hopes for a blessed New Year in 2010!  
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          PPRREESSII DDEENNTTôôSS  PPAAGGEE::   SSCCHHOOOOLL--CCHHII LLDD  CCOONNNNEECCTTEEDDNNEESSSS  

  
hen Bob Blum, MD, PhD, and Peggy Reinhart wrote their monograph on the National Longitudinal Study 

of Adolescent Health (Add Health), they titled it óConnections That Make a Difference in the Lives of 

Youth.ô It was an appropriate title, especially after they explained that independent of race, ethnicity, family 

structure, and poverty status, adolescents who are connected to their parents, to their families, and to their school 

community are healthier than those who are not. While we have heard a lot about parent-child connectedness, it is time 

we examine school-child connectedness more closely, because staying connected to young people, either in the family 

or at school, should be one of our highest goals. 

 

Not surprisingly, schools, along with parents, have the greatest impact on the lives of youth. In large measure, during 

most of their formative years young people are either at home or in school, so it is little wonder that both will have a 

considerable influence on their development. First, it is important to understand what is meant by school 

connectedness. Does simply being in a school building equate to establishing connectedness, or is there more to it than 

that? One of the most interesting findings in the Add Health study related to this topic is when schools have more than 

900 students, the power of connectedness begins to decline. School size, not classroom size, has the greater affect. 

 

For a child to feel connected to school there needs to be a sense of extended family closeness, both in friendship of 

peers and relationship with adults, with teachers and other faculty members. Participation in classroom activities as 

well as extracurricular activities helps build this feeling of connection and closeness. In very large schools, this is more 

difficult to achieve since a young person can quickly feel lost in the crowd. But where school connectedness was found 

to exist, it was one of the most robust findings in the Add Health data, 

right after parent-child connectedness. 

 

When a child feels connected to their school community, its protective 

benefits are significant. Not only are children in these settings less likely 

to use alcohol, cigarettes, or marijuana, but they are equally less likely to 

initiate sexual activity at early ages or feel depressed or suicidal. If a 

child does not feel connected, that they are not being treated fairly, or 

that there is prejudice at their school, then the opposite effect occurs, 

wherein they are more likely to participate in unhealthy behaviors. 

 

There was one other important finding in Add Health which affects 

students in all schools, whether they feel connected to them or not, and 

that is grade point average. Students who study hard and earn high 

grades gain a very high level of protection from participation in 

unhealthy behaviors. And contrary to popular belief, parents who strongly encourage their children to study hard and 

have high academic expectations for their son or daughter actually reduce emotional distress rather than increase such 

stress in the child. When either parents or teachers push their children or students hard in academics they almost always 

are doing it for the benefit of the childéand thankfully children understand that even though they may not express their 

gratitude at the time. However, we know from experience that they will thank us later for pushing them to succeed! ƴ 

 

             Sincerely, 

Sincerely,               

Shepherd Smith is the president of the Institute for Youth Development (IYD), a non-partisan, 

non-profit organization that promotes a consistent, comprehensive risk avoidance message to 

youth for five harmful risk-behaviors that are inextricably linked: alcohol, drugs, sex, 

tobacco, and violence. To learn more about IYD visit www.youthdevelopment.org 

W 

 

ñNot only are children in 

these settings less likely to 

use alcohol, cigarettes, or 

marijuana,  but  they  are 

equally    less   likely    to 

initiate sexual activity at 

early     ages     or     feel 

depressed   or  suicidal.ò 

http://www.youthdevelopment.org/
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YYOOUUTTHH  DDEEVVEELL OOPPMM EENNTT::   VVEESSTTEEDD  II NNTTEERREESSTT   

  
he Washington, D.C. metro area in which I live has just been hit with the worst snowstorm since 1932.  Over 

two feet of snow fell out of the sky in less than a 24-hour period. Students everywhere are rejoicing that the 

last two days before Christmas break have been cancelled due to the inclement weather, giving them all an 

even longer break.   

 

One such student that is rejoicing is my 13 year old son Marcus. To say that school is not his favorite thing is to put it 

mildly. Marcus has never felt connected to his school or any one teacher. School connectedness revolves around the 

idea that when youth consistently receive empathy, attention, and praise at school they feel a sense of belonging and 

support. This in turn fosters healthy growth and development and a positive attitude toward learning.
1
 Subsequently, 

this reduces risky behaviors such as violence, school dropout and sexual activity. In short, feeling connected to oneôs 

school is a good thing; something that my son did not possess.   

 

Marcus is in the 7
th
 grade and has always struggled in school; not because of a learning 

disability, but because he never felt connected to school. Rarely has he had a teacher 

that has engaged him and challenged him to learn. According to research by Blum and 

colleagues, children and adolescentsô beliefs about themselves and their abilities are 

shaped by the extent to which they perceive that the adults in their lives care about them 

and are involved in their lives.
 
Children and adolescents who feel supported by 

important adults in their lives are likely to be more engaged in school and learning.
2
 

Last year, Marcus had a teacher for an English class that he was sure didnôt like him. He 

did poorly in her classes and said that she made derogatory statements about him in 

class that embarrassed him. Unfortunately, he ended up with the same teacher again for 

English this year too.   

 

After requesting a transfer into a new room, the Vice Principal suggested that Marcus 

have the opportunity to address his concerns with his teacher directly. Marcus was very 

reluctant to do this at first, fearing retribution later in the classroom. However, after my 

husband and I encouraged him, he agreed. During the meeting Marcus hesitantly 

explained to his teacher that some of her comments to him were hurtful, embarrassing, 

and caused him to be teased by friends. The teacher apologized to Marcus for her 

behavior and then explained her reasoning for making those statements. She and Marcus 

were able to come up with a plan for respecting one another in the classroom. The 

teacher assured Marcus that he was not going to be punished in the classroom for telling 

her how he felt. She even went on to express emotion that she wasnôt perfect and 

appreciated the learning opportunity that he provided to help her improve as a teacher.  

 

This moment in Marcusô school career could be the turning point for him in feeling connected to school. He realized 

that he can speak up for himself, be heard, and have his opinions and feelings respected. The school provided an 

environment that was non-threatening and allowed him to have input into change that would be made in the classroom.  

Some factors in creating an environment where students can feel connected to school are developing policies related to 

discipline with student input, opportunities for meaningful student participation in class, and teachersô classroom 

management practices. Research indicates that in schools with a harsh and punitive discipline climate, student- 

connectedness is lower. A positive school environment, often called school climate, is characterized by caring and 

supportive interpersonal relationships.
1
   

 

The importance of school climate in school connectedness has become more evident in recent studies. One such study 

of an upstate New York State community found that school climate mattered far more than other elements of a young 

personôs life (gender, parental income, race, religiosity, or academic standing) in explaining school connectedness. 

T 
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Virtually all of the most powerful predictors of school connectedness were those related to school climate. In this study, 

youth participants evaluated their degree of connectedness by assessing the extent to which school rules and policies 

communicated care, value, respect and trust. This seemed especially important for older youth, who were far more 

sensitive to power imbalances, and the ways in which school policies were designed to control their behavior as 

opposed to support their growing need for autonomy.
3
   

 

Marcus  has  always  had  a  need  to  express  his  independence  

and  autonomy. The experience that was provided to him will 

help him to see that the adults he interacts with are vested in 

him. Hopefully  he  will gain  a vested  interest in   his  

connection to  school  as  well.  There is a growing body of 

evidence to support the assumption that schools have an 

important developmental role to play in producing more than 

just positive academic outcomes. What we know from current  research supports  what  teachers  and  others  who  

work  with  youth  know: positive   relationships  with  adults  and   opportunities  to   influence  not  only  what 

happens  in  class,  but  school  structure,  policies,  and  rules,  matter  for  youth well-being  and  productivity.  This  is  

particularly  important  for  youth  who are the  least likely  to  be connected and successful at school or in other 

important settings,  as  they are at the greatest risk for problems during adolescence and later in life. ƴ  

 

 

Eva McGann is the Vice President for Programs at the Institute for Youth Development 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
1
 McNeely, C., Nonnemaker, J.M., Blum, R.W. (2002). Promoting school Connectedness: evidence from the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health. Journal of School Health 72(4), 138-146. 
2
 Blum RW, McNeely C, Rinehart PM. Improving the odds: the untapped power of schools to improve the health of teens. Minneapolis: Center 

for Adolescent Health and Development, University of Minnesota; 2002.  
3
 Whitlock, J. (2003). Voice, visibility, place and power: Correlates of school and community connectedness among 8th, 10th, and 12th grade 

youth. Cornell University. 

ñWhen youth feel connected to 

school  they  are buffered from 

risks that jeopardize their health 

and social development.ò 
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WWHHAATT  SSCCII EENNCCEE  SSAAYYSS::   TTEEAACCHHEERRSS  NNEEEEDD  TTOO  GGOO  TTOO    

WWHHEERREE  TTHHEE  SSTTUUDDEENNTTSS  AARREE!!    
 

nfamous bank robber Willie Sutton was once asked, ñWhy do you rob banks,ò by a news reporter, to which he 

answered, ñBecause that's where the money is.ò Such a simple question was surprisingly met by a simple answer. 

But seldom do these questions get answered so easily in todayôs educational climate. In the past 20 years, the 

world has seen a dramatic shift in how information is gathered, communication is generated, and business is conducted. 

The World Wide Web has literally changed our lives! Likewise, higher education has also followed course, as many 

students are now getting their education, at least in part, online. For example, a 2007 survey found that nearly one in 

five college students take at least one class online (see graph below).
1
  

 
Online universities use technology such as Blackboard to enhance learning, and also incorporate social networking 

websites to improve personal communication between students and professors. For example, Facebook and Yahoo 

allow users to create private web groups to exchange information and chat with each other over the net. With this kind 

of technology, online schools are finding it easier to create a sense of student-school connectedness. But why are high, 

middle, and elementary schools lagging behind in their use of the internet and technology to enhance learning? 

 

Safety Comes First  

 

The most obvious answer is safety. The internet brought us from an 8 am ï 3 pm classroom to a 24-hour instruction 

facility almost overnight! With the advent of Blackboard and other similar technologies, students are no longer 

constricted to a once-a-day lecture and interaction with their professors and classmates during business hours. Now 

they can go online, access assignments, and learn anytime of the day. However, there is great risk with allowing 

teenagers and children unhindered access to the web at all hours of the day (and night). Online predators and virtual 

pornography entrap children in a world that is largely un-regulated. Unfortunately, the age old phrase, ñwith great 

freedom comes great responsibilityò is not something that all young people can relate to. Weôve all heard the horror 

stories of students committing suicide due to virtual bullying on MySpace, and who hasnôt seen ABCôs To Catch a 

Predator series on 20/20? The simple fact is that not all young people know how to gauge the risks they take while on 

the internet, which is why many schools have placed security concerns over the potential for enhanced instruction via 

                                                 
1
 Abramson, L. (November 28, 2007). Online Courses Catch On in U.S. Colleges. National Public Radio. Retrieved December 22, 2009 from: 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=16638700  
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