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The use of local Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) data is an important way to track trends in substance 

use and perceptions of substance use by youth. YRBS data is also valuable for targeting areas of concern 

within the community. The following information was produced based on the 2013 YRBS results within 

the Southwest Vermont Supervisory Union. 

The perception of harming oneself through substance use appears to have a significant impact on 

whether or not an individual chooses to use such substances. As the perception of harm from using a 

substance decreases, the overall use of that substance tends to increase. In local YRBS data, 23% of 12th 

grade students believed they would harm themselves through regular marijuana use and of the same 

12th grade students, 26% reported having used marijuana in the past 30 days. When looking at perceived 

risk from smoking a pack of cigarettes a day, 66% of 12th grade students believed they would harm 

themselves by doing this and of those same 12th grade students, only 12% reported smoking within the 

past 30 days. A 2011 National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) supports this trend as well. For 

students who perceived “great risk” from marijuana use, only 0.8% reported using marijuana in the past 

30 days. Of students who perceived “moderate, slight or no risk”, 13.8% reported marijuana use in the 

past 30 days. 

Perception of harm from substance use also appears to decrease as a student progresses in age. This 

perception continues to be inversely related to overall substance use. In local YRBS data, 59% of 8th 

graders perceived risk from binge drinking compared to 40% of 12th graders perceiving risk from binge 

drinking. Over the same years, alcohol use in the past 30 days rises from 12% use in 8th graders to 38% 

use in 12th graders. This trend is seen with marijuana use and tobacco use. 55% of 8th grade students 

reported a perception of harm from smoking marijuana regularly, compared to only 23% of 12th grade 

students with the same perception. The perception of harm from smoking tobacco drops from 77% in 8th 

grade students to 66% in 12th grade students. The 2011 NSDUH report also confirms this trend on a 

national level. Of 12 to 14 year olds surveyed, 54.7% perceived great risk from smoking marijuana once 

or twice a week, compared to 35.6% of 15 to 17 year olds perceiving the same risk. 

Over the course of the previous four YRBS data collections, there have been noticeable decreases in 

alcohol and tobacco 30-day use in the SVSU. In 2007, 36% of students reported consumption of alcohol 

in the past 30 days, compared to 27% in 2013. Tobacco use in the past 30 days was reported at 22% in 

2007 compared to 10% in 2013. This trend of decreased substance use is consistent with national YRBS 

data.  

In 2013, the SVSU had a significantly lower rate of alcohol consumption in the past 30 days compared to 

both Vermont and national averages. Despite this fact, alcohol is still the most widely used substance in 

the SVSU. Through community readiness surveys, the Bennington community has identified alcohol as 

being the greatest threat to youth. The Bennington community identified heroin as the substance of 

second greatest concern despite only 1% of SVSU students reporting having ever used heroin in 2013, 

which is down from 3% reporting heroin use by SVSU students in 2007. 

Decreases in substance use among students in the SVSU cannot be attributed solely to the efforts of 

community activism groups which focus on the substance use issue in Bennington, but those efforts 

have certainly made an impact. Despite the work that these community groups are doing, there is a 

perception of lack of commitment to reducing youth substance use in Bennington. Only 38% of 

Bennington residents surveyed “Agree: or “Strongly Agree” that the community is committed to 

reducing substance abuse in Bennington youth.  


