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A COMMUNITY THAT VALUES YOUTH?
by Julia Hampton, Youth Initiative Coordinator, United Way of Windham County

How do you think young people in the Brattleboro area would respond to the following statements: “adults in my town make me feel important;” “adults in my town listen to what I have to say;” “in my town, I feel like I matter to people”?  In a survey taken by 6th, 8th, 10th and 12th grade students in Windham Southeast Supervisory Union in 2004, only 27 percent responded positively to these statements.  This statistic begs the question: do we value our young people?  And if we do, how do we show them?   

I was concerned about this statistic so I decided to go to the source and talk with some youth in the community to find out the reality behind it.  First I talked with two young people in Harmony parking lot.  “Adults make snide remarks, give us dirty looks or…act like we’re not even there,” commented Sara Pamenter, 18. Damion Forbes, 16, said that he feels like people put him in the category of “pot head” and “Harmony rat” assuming because they see him in Harmony parking lot he must eat and sleep there and do drugs.  

At the Boys & Girls Club I talked to several different young people.  One teen, who wished to remain anonymous, said, “I’ll walk down the street and …I just get the vibe they [adults] don’t like me.”  When I asked him if he could give me an example of a time when an adult asked his opinion and really listened to what he had to say, he pointed out that I was asking him, but couldn’t really come up with any other example. Amber Mazelli, 15, stated that she feels that adults “judge teenagers depending on the way they dress.”  

At the Brattleboro Bowl on Friday night, I met Rachel Michelle Fagen, 18.  She said she feels “weird around adults cause they give me weird looks…they think I am part of a Gothic cult just because I dress in black, but I’m like no, I’m Rachel, ‘hi!’”   Lily McDonals, 17, said that she dresses in all different styles based on how she is feeling that day and adults definitely act differently toward her based on how she looks.  

If we’re honest, we have to admit that we all catch ourselves thinking in stereotypes and perhaps judging others based on stereotypes.  But what happens when those stereotypes and judgements begin to dictate how we act toward other people? 

If our actions toward young people are based on stereotypes, young people are made to feel that they aren’t ok or that they don’t belong.  This begins to negatively effect the way they see themselves and their community.  “I feel kind of bad about myself,” stated Fagen when I asked how she was affected by adults’ attitude toward her.  “Why can’t I be who I want to be?” she asked. 

Taking the time to talk with these teenagers, I found out all sorts of things I wouldn’t have known just by looking at them.  Gothic looking Fagen loves playing ‘Dance, Dance Revolution” with friends and she is passionate about stopping harassment and helping people who are homeless.  McDonald, with her low cut shirt and big dangly earrings is extremely articulate and a huge support to all her friends. Forbes and Pamenter described Harmony parking lot as a “community center” and a place where they can be themselves and connect with other youth.  Mazelli, with her oversized puffy jacket, described how, as president of the Keystone Club, she was planning the weekend Halloween event at the Boys & Girls Club as well as several community service projects with her peers.

We all want a community that values us.  We want neighbors that listen to and respect us.  It is our responsibility as adults to make sure this sense of value and respect is a part of the lives of our young people.  In the words of our teens, here’s some advice we should all take to heart:

· “It would be nice to have a ‘hi’ here and there,” Moses Jaenson.

· “Be nice and talk to everyone,” Mazelli.

· “Get to know me for who I am,” Fagen.

· “If you don’t give [me] a chance, how will you really know [me]?” McDonald.

This article is sponsored by the Brattleboro Area Community Team and the Youth Initiative of Windham County, H.E.Y. Help Empower Youth! 

