P.R.O.T.E.C.T.:  PARENTS REACHING OUT TO EDUCATE THE COMMUNITIES TOGETHER (1) organized a forum for these speakers to share their experiences with parents in the community to help them avoid the pitfalls associated with similar experiences they may be encountering in their families.  
Monday October 26, 2009, at Westfield High School

SPEAKERS:  
Sgt. Bill Fulton, Western Fairfax SRO Coordinator; 
Mr. and Mrs. Greg Lannes, Parents; 
Karen Case, ADS (Alcohol and Drug Services Administration) Substance Abuse      Specialist at Chantilly HS; 

Greg Richter, Parent; 

Leslie Roberts, ADS Substance Abuse Specialist at Centreville HS; 

Jody Stokely, Parent; 

Leslie Churn, ADS Substance Abuse Specialist at Westfield HS; 

Andrea, Taylor and Edwin, young people who were in a heroin ring.   
Speaker Comments:

Andrea

Andrea stated that she was an alcoholic and an addict.  She started using drugs at age 11. She skipped school, stayed out late, and ran away from home. She was picked up and arrested.  Her probation officer help her join an ADS program.  She was kicked out for her behavior and let back in, never passed a urine screening, and eventually dropped out of the program.  At age 14, Andrea stole a car, got arrested and was put under house arrest.  She did not improve and eventually ADS helped place her into a residential treatment center.  She wanted no part of this until it was too late when  she was already sent back to day treatment. She was now 15 years old.  She stated that both of her parents were addicts.  Her problems continued for two more years and at 17 she was cited for DUI. When she was offered help this time, she was receptive and graduated from the program. 

Andrea is now interested in volunteering for the ADS program and is 17 months sober.  When asked how she started using drugs, Andrea said she started with Corricidin and progressed to crack cocaine.

Sgt. Bill Fulton
Sgt. Bill Fulton, FCPD, said that parents need to be wise to what’s going on with our young people. They are hanging out in places (e.g. shopping centers, outside schools, etc.) where marijuana is easy to get. He suggested:

· talking to your kids

· holding them accountable for their whereabouts

· making them call you when they get where they’re going

· letting them know you’re interested and on top of things.   

Marijuana is a “gateway drug.”  Once kids become friends with kids who are selling or distributing marijuana, they are easily introduced to other drugs by their “new friends.” At school, kids may be asked by their SRO (School Resource Officer from FCPD) where or from whom they obtained the drugs.  Our schools have a zero tolerance policy for drugs and alcohol and will investigate any situation involving drugs on the premises. If you have concerns about your kids, contact your high school SRO and he/she will work with you.

Taylor

Taylor spoke about the heroin ring recently uncovered in Fairfax County which became a federal case.  When Taylor was 13 years old, her mother was in a coma for a week and almost died.  Taylor said she internalized her fears and emotions.  She was a good student, had little interest in drugs, and participated in the Christian Young Life Program. However, at 17 she started working at a restaurant with college age kids, and began smoking marijuana.  Six weeks later, she was arrested, charges were dropped, and she convinced her parents she was innocent. Next she experimented with other drugs made available by her new friends including ecstasy, over the counter meds, and crystal meth.  By age 18, Taylor and many of her friends since preschool were using heroin. She ended up using heroin daily, supplied free by her boyfriend. After eight months Taylor was arrested for possession with intent to distribute.  She convinced her parents that she was not distributing.  They believed her. Her boyfriend went to jail, and she became a dealer to get heroin for her self.  She increased her daily usage fivefold.  She had an accident while high on heroin and asked her father to help her get treatment, but she was later kicked out of the program.  

Ultimately, Taylor was federally indicted for distributing heroin.  She was put on probation with weekly drug testing, and went through the 12 step program.  She committed herself this time to the program and went to 90 meetings in 90 days.  Taylor is now drug-free. 

Taylor’s message to parents was to let them know that experimentation, addiction, and legal and health consequences can happen to anybody.  Addiction can last a long time, so question your kids and don’t believe them if you have an inkling they’re using or lying about it.  She believes that she got away too easily with her lies and that her parents should have been more skeptical, especially after she got into trouble the first time.

Mrs. Lannes

Mrs. Lannes spoke to honor her daughter who passed away due to a heroin overdose.  She tearfully spoke about the loss of her daughter and encouraged parents to be more proactive.  She said we don’t know why some young people choose to use drugs. (Is it access? genetics?) A parent who has a “feeling” about their child needs to act on it.  

At 14, her daughter, Alicia was a victim of sexual abuse.  She decided to keep it a secret to protect her parents and family.  She thought she was strong enough to handle it. However, Alicia dealt with flashbacks, nightmares, anxiety-attacks, and post-traumatic stress disorder. She was in counseling for her Post Traumatic Stress for over a year.  She had been a great student, a volunteer, had stayed home on weekends, and earned 18 college credits. 

At age 19, heroin killed Alicia. Her parents detected no physical signs of drug abuse, and they found no paraphernalia around the house.  Mrs. Lannes is a registered nurse and feels she would have been able to notice the signs. They knew she could turn to drugs, given her post-traumatic stress disorder so they were vigilant.   

Mrs. Lannes wears a bracelet of Alicia’s which reminds her of her daughter and of her great loss.  She does not want this to happen to other parents.  She addressed young women saying: “you need to be your own best advocate.  If you feel fragile, keeping silent will make you explode.  You need to break the silence and get help.  Never let a so-called friend tell you he or she has the drug to make you feel better.  Friends don’t tell you to do drugs.”  

Mr. Lannes
Mr. Lannes stated that their daughter, Alicia, died in March 2008.  She was involved with the Centreville heroin drug ring which resulted in 4 deaths and 16 people sent to federal prison. The heroin ring started with heroin coming in from outside the area.  Heroin is distributed in Baltimore and Washington, DC. Parents can’t do anything about the supply side, but can make a difference on the demand side.  Statistics show that:

· 11 % of kids have been bullied, 

· 30% have sadness or depression, and 

· 5% have been raped.  

This accounts for a lot of our students, and these high risk categories help make up the demand for drugs.  Today fellow students help cover up a youth’s problem.

He suggested that:

· A parent should take note of changes in his child’s moods, grades, and activities. Get professional help when necessary.  Parents can go to ADS for help.  

· The community needs to speak up - neighbors need to tell neighbors when they see a young person doing something illegal or dangerous.  We need to get back to being involved in our neighborhoods

· Parents should not respond negatively to high school administrators if they come with some knowledge of your child’s wrongdoing.  Don’t threaten to sue, but instead work with them to save your child.  Listen to them. They know your kids and when your help is needed as parent. 

Karen Case
Karen Case, ADS, talked about signs of adolescent substance abuse.  

· Look for a change in attitude towards rules, parents or siblings.  

· Look for withdrawal from family functions or secrets about possessions and activities.  

· Read your children’s texts, and you will find out if they’re talking about drugs. 

· Consider whether or not your kids are sleeping over at a friend’s house frequently possibly to have more time to sober up before they come home.  

· If your child is being vague about whom he or she is going out with andf for what purpose, find out why. 

· If they avoid contact or conversation upon arriving home, they may have something to hide.  Give them a kiss. Stay up to greet them and engage them in conversation. 

· Look for frequent use of body spray, mouthwash, eye drops and things like these to cover up the smell of drugs or alcohol.  

· Check your liquor cabinets, and look for missing alcohol or medicine cabinets to look for missing prescription drugs.  

· See if your young person is avoiding old friends, or dropping hobbies or sports that were once enjoyable to them.  

· Act right away because they’re probably past the experimenting stage. Remember that by the time you find signs or drugs, it has probably been going on for some time.  Not everyone who does drugs in their youth will become an addict, but you don’t know that they’re not going to have a long term problem, so be proactive. 

Ms. Case said that it’s hard to talk to kids who think they know everything.  But keep talking to your children; they do hear you (through rolling eyes).  Parental expectations are the biggest predictor of kids staying clean.  So tell them what you expect of them.

Taylor had many of these signs - she dropped out of Art School, flunked out of NOVA, changed all her friends - and her parents didn’t suspect a thing.  

(Youth talked about hiding paraphernalia in light fixtures, in air vents, in clothes pockets in their closet, in boxes buried out in the back yard.  They said to also look for missing spoons and knives.)

Greg Richter

Greg Richter told the story of his daughter, Anna, who was involved in the heroin ring in Fairfax County.  Anna had grief issues and was in counseling.  She had lost friends at VA Tech and was in auto accidents.  She went to West Virginia University (WVU) and came back for the summer.  At the end of the summer, Mr. Richter suspected drug use, but Anna told him she was fine. Anna went back to WVU, but didn’t do well.  After trying to get help for Anna, she was pulled out of school in December 2007, and once home, it was like there was a stranger in the house. She cracked up a car and they found incriminating text messages and needles hidden in Anna’s beanie baby collection. Her mother confronted her and she acknowledged heroin use.  She went into a program, lasted one month, and relapsed. 

Anna went into a residential program where she had a 21 day non-medical detoxification and then she went into a program in Florida. Her parents wanted her away from her old friends.  Anna was federally indicted for her heroin involvement.  Because she was in the above program and working hard in it, she got a 60 day sentence which she has already served.  Anna has been drug-free for 18 months sober and is helping others at the center in Florida.  

Mr. Richter’s message to parents:

· The hardest part is admitting you’re child has a problem.  You worry about what your friends are going to think.  But he says, they’re already thinking it. (Anna overdosed in an open air heroin market in Baltimore and was rushed to the hospital.  Mr. Richter found out about it when a neighbor called him to tell him what happened and to offer to go to Baltimore with him to see/get her. He wasn’t the first to know.)  

· If you suspect your child has a problem with drugs or alcohol, you can contact the ADS yourself to get help.  It’s a confidential service and your children will not be expelled from school.  

· The more proactive you are as parents the better off your children will be in the long run.  

Leslie Roberts

Leslie Roberts, ADS specialist, stated that these parents were working through shame and fear. This is what makes it so difficult for parents to peg their own kids’ drug use behaviors. Her advice to parents was:

· If your child has a problem, you have to get past the fear and the shame in order to start to get help for your child.  

· EVERY addict she has known has started with marijuana!  There are not enough studies to prove it is a “gateway drug,” but her experience says that it is. Some kids just get into the drug culture, its fun or exciting, but then it crashes. Sometimes it’s a parenting issue

· Know your son or daughter’s friends and their parents.  

· Know the signs of depression and addiction.  

· Have an ongoing dialogue with your children.  

· Be a positive role model and make sure No means No.  

· Encourage involvement in positive activities 

· Enforce clear boundaries. 

Edwin

Edwin is 19 years old, an addict, and an alcoholic.   He went five drug rehabilitation programs, 16 months each.  He had his first alcoholic drink at age 8.  There was a lot of alcohol at his house.  He was a good student in elementary and middle school. However, in middle school he started buying and selling weed (marijuana).   He ran away from home at age 14.  He dropped out of high school, got a good paying job, and then started using again after 16 months of sobriety.  Later, Edwin went to Crossroads and has been clean and sober for 18 months.  

Edwin’s comments:

· Addiction doesn’t discriminate. It is not necessarily genetic. Many in his family drink, but are not alcoholics.  (Research has shown that there is a genetic pre-disposition to becoming alcohol dependent. Not all in a family would have the pre-disposition but if some family members are addicted, chances are there is a pre-disposition. Because you have a pre-disposition does not mean you have to become addicted if you drink responsibly with limits. de)

· There is lots of help out there and youth who have problems with drugs or alcohol should ask for help.  

· The Crossroads program helped him but also helped his family to understand the disease and to be better able to support him.

Jody Stokley

Jody Stokley is a parent of three children - a daughter age 39, a son age 32, and a son age 19.  She speaks on behalf of many parents whose children have become drug addicts.  She spoke of parents’ responsibility to protect their children from child molesters when they are young and from drugs and alcohol when they are adolescents.  She commented that drugs are a bigger problem than child molesters, yet we all talk about teaching our kids not to talk to strangers, while many of us look the other way when our kids are teens. 

Her son Phillip was a senior in 2007.  He had been caught smoking marijuana in her home in 9th grade.  She posted Zero Tolerance signs in her home, installed cameras all over the house, but did not get her son help.  He had been very athletic, but then he started hanging out with another crowd and lost interest in sports.  During the summer of 2007 he went to several youth camps and in December 2007 he left home. After four days he asked to come home and she refused to allow him to return; she felt he needed to act on his own behalf. He went to the ADS counselor at his school who within one hour lined him and our family up for a program of help.  Phillip stayed at Chantilly HS but given some continuing issues, they pulled him out in March 2008 to attend the Compass School, where he finished up high school and was allowed to graduate with his Chantilly class.  The Compass School was 4 hours of class and 4 hours of counseling each day.  This was a radical move, but as she explained, it was her last shot.  Once a child is 18 it’s not as easy to get them into treatment. As a teen,  Phillip was using cocaine. He relapsed and went back into rehab.  Philip is now in the military, but he has an addiction for  life.  He could relapse at any time. 

Mrs. Stokley wants parents to know:

· There is help out there, especially in Fairfax County.  

· She has shared her experience with everyone she knows to help others avoid what happened to her family.  

· When drug use starts in adolescence, the drugs can rewire the underdeveloped brain. Early use can wire a child to be addicted for life. 

· She recommends drug testing kits.  They can be purchased cheaply ($30) at the drug store and she recommends making it clear that drugs are not acceptable and that you will test them if you suspect they are using.  

To young people she says:

· A friend will not ask you to do drugs.  That’s not a friend.

Leslie Churn

Leslie Chun, ADS specialist, added that there are 11 Student Assistance Program coordinators in Fairfax County High Schools.  They address academic concerns, facilitate interventions and referral services, meet with families, do urine screening, assessments and make recommendations to help students with drug and alcohol problems and their families.  

By Deborah Roney 
with editing by

S. Freund and D. Eckert

Nov. 4, 2009

(1) P.R.O.T.E.C.T.: PARENTS REACHING OUT TO EDUCATE THE COMMUNITIES TOGETHER is a collaboration between parents, school coalitions, PTSA, FCPS’s  Student Safety & Wellness Office the FCPD, Alcohol & Drug Youth Services, Community & Recreation Services and Substance Abuse & Recovery Alliance (SAARA).  These organizations reach out to educate and protect our children, families and communities from the dangers of drugs and alcohol.
