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I. Introduction 

The Milton Substance Abuse Prevention Coalition (MSAPC) was launched in September 2014.  Beginning 

in September 2015, a Community Assessment subcommittee was formed and began a yearlong 

endeavor to conduct a comprehensive data collection process focusing mostly on youth substance 

misuse and behavioral health concerns. The quantitative data was collected through December 2015. It 

included an analysis of the December 2014 Youth Risk Behavioral Survey conducted by the Milton Public 

School system. The results were presented to the community and are contained in a written report and 

loaded as a video on MSAPC’s website. (www.milton-coalition.org).   

Subsequently, MSAPC conducted a qualitative assessment of the Milton community to better ascertain 

the reasons for youth substance misuse in the community, as revealed by the quantitative data. A 

qualitative assessment is a method that is used to examine data that are not easily quantified, such as 

community perceptions and concerns. The Community Assessment committee outlined the questions 

they wanted answered, and identified who they thought could best answer them. The purpose of the 

qualitative assessment is to complement the quantitative data that was reported in Part A of the Milton 

community assessment. This report includes information on the methodology used for the qualitative 

assessment, the findings of the assessment, and the conclusions drawn from both the quantitative and 

qualitative data.  

 

 

http://www.milton-coalition.org/
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II. Methodology 

Coalition investigators used three different methods to gather information: key informant interviews, 

focus groups, and parent as well as student surveys. The purpose of using all three methods was to 

gather information from different facets of the community.  

Key informant interviews (KIIs) are in-depth interviews conducted with community members who have 

unique insights regarding community issues, activities, and concerns. Coalition members conducted 

seven key informant interviews. The interviewees included the director of the high school guidance 

department, a town employee who works with youth, a recent graduate from Milton High School, a 

senior citizen that grew up in Milton and was impacted by familial alcohol addiction, a park security 

officer, the former and current Chiefs of the Milton Police Department, and a local pediatrician. The 

interviewers asked semi-structured questions that were recommended by experts in the field. 

Responses of the interviewees were recorded, but remain confidential.  MSAPC consultants produced a 

consolidated report of common themes that arose from the seven interviews. 

In addition to the KIIs, five focus groups were conducted. The focus groups consisted of guided 

discussions with a number of people who have common experiences. Three of the focus groups included 

students of the Milton school district: middle school students (8th graders), high school 

freshman/sophomores, and high school juniors/seniors.  Another focus group was comprised of Milton 

High School athletic coaches, and the other was comprised of members of the Milton Interfaith Clergy 

Association. An unbiased individual proctored the focus groups, and the responses were recorded by 

another unbiased public health professional.  

A Parent Survey was another method of data collection utilized by the coalition, with the assistance of a 

professor from Tufts University School of Medicine and Community Health. The online survey was 

adapted from surveys used in other similar communities, and contained approximately 50 questions. 

The survey was open to all Milton parents whose oldest child was attending a public or private middle 

school and/or high school. The detailed parent survey data can be found on the MSAPC website. The 

questions varied in subject, and covered both underage alcohol and drug use. The coalition sought 

information on the demographics of the survey respondents and their children, as well as parental 

concerns, knowledge, perceptions, and practices. The demographic information is presented below:  

Number participants- There were 822 eligible participants, but they did not complete all of the 

questions. There were, on average, about 700 parents/guardians that completed all questions. 

Oldest child- The survey respondents were asked to answer questions about their oldest child who’s 

attended either middle or high school.  One-third of the students were enrolled in middle school; two-

thirds were enrolled in high school 

School- 84% of children attended public school; 16% attended private school 

Gender Respondents- 78% were female 
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Gender Oldest Child- 52% male; 48% female students 

Race- 86% Caucasian; 14% Racial/Ethnic minority mostly identified as Black, Caribbean and Latino 

Residency: All respondents currently live in Milton. One in five respondents grew up in Milton. 

The parent survey responses were then analyzed using statistical tests to determine if there were 

associations among different factors.  

 

All of these survey methods sought to answer the following key questions on youth substance use: 

o What are Milton parents’ greatest health and safety concerns for their children 

o Is youth substance abuse a problem in Milton? 

o What substances are most problematic in our community? 

o Where, when and how are kids accessing alcohol and drugs? 

o What factors are driving the problems? 

o What are the risk and protective factors in the community? 

o What things can we do together as a community to address these issues? 

 

III. Results 

 

A. Key Informant Interviews 

The results of the key informant interviews are summarized in the chart listed below. The chart lists 

the common themes that emerged during the KIIs and a summary of each of the key findings. 

Key Themes Summary 

Is Underage Substance Use a problem in Milton? 
What substances? 

 Yes;  Milton is known as a drinking town 
for years.  

 Marijuana is growing problem. 

Why substances are used by youth  Boredom. Nothing to do on days off from 
school 

  Peer pressure/Fear of Missing Out 
(FOMO) 

  Coping with academic/athletic/social 
pressures 

 There is a tradition of drinking in Milton 

Drinking is a cultural norm  Kids believe drinking is ok based on the 
belief that so many other kids and adults 
are doing it 

Parents are part of the problem  Parents condone drinking- giving kids rides 
to parties and other places where kids do 
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substances 

 Parents bring solo cups to athletic events 

  Parents do not ask for help; stigma 

Where substances are used  Cunningham Park (the woods)/ the crater, 
homes in basement and side of house, 
parties 

Avenues for getting alcohol and drugs  Parents’ stash 

 Older siblings 

 Friends 

 Fake IDs 

 Dealers mostly in neighboring towns 

 More difficult to get on school premises 

No clear consequences  Few police arrests or other penalties 

 Parents and other adults often don’t take 
it seriously 

  Mixed messages from community 

At risk Populations  Kids of financial means have easy access 

Protective Factors  Little drinking and driving 

 Resources for help and recovery are not 
too far away 

  Some youth focused activities 

Suggestions  Practical/Skills building Education (kids, 
parents, coaches), 

 More structured activities for youth 

 Change community norms 

 

B. Focus Groups 

The results of the focus groups are shown in the table below. The same themes that were identified 

in the KIIs were also frequently present in the focus groups. For consistency, the same themes are 

listed in the next table. The information highlighted in red is information that did not appear in the 

KIIs or the other focus groups.  

Key Themes  Middle School High School Athletic Coaches Faith Leaders 
Is Underage 
Substance Use a 

problem in Milton? 

+Yes-marijuana, cough syrup, 
hard drugs, alcohol (based on 

students’ ages) 

+Yes-alcohol, marijuana, hookah +Yes- mostly alcohol, 
marijuana, prescription 

drugs 

+Yes- kids don’t 
realize drugs can 

kill 

Why substances are 

used 

+Boredom 

+Peer pressure/ fitting in 

+ Coping with academic/athletic 

pressures 

+Coping with home trouble 
(escape) 

+Boredom 

+ Peer pressure/ fitting in 

+ Coping with academic/athletic 

pressures 

+Depression 

+Peer pressure 

+School pressure 

+Easily accessed 

+Inconsistent messages 

+Social Media 
+Athletic team 

mentality 

+Pressure 

+Easy availability 

Drinking is a 
cultural Norm 

N/A N/A 
+ It is considered an 
honor 

+Culture to live up 
to 

Parents are part of 

the problem 

+Parents drink in front of 

children 

+Parents are in denial +Parents afraid to let 

kids fail 

+Parents afraid of 

+Parents 

pressuring their 

kids 
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stigma 

+Parents letting kids 
drink 

+Parents do not 

want kids to miss 
out on social life 

Where substances 

are used 

+The woods/ the crater 

+The quarries 

+Cunningham Park (the woods)/ 

the crater 

+Social media is used to arrange 
gatherings 

+Golf course 

+Bonfires (the pit) 

+ The woods  

 

N/A 

Avenues for getting 

alcohol 

+Parents 

+Home  

+Older siblings/ friends 

+Sports connection 

+Fake IDs 

+Easily gotten 
+Parents 

+Siblings 

+Siblings 

+Fake IDs 

+Home 

+Siblings 

+Parents  

+Older friends 

No clear 

consequences 
 

N/A 

+Authority figures only 

concerned with hiding the 
problem 

+Need to be 

consequences 
+Things are quashed to 

prevent stigma 

+Consequences are 

based on student’s 
status 

+Parents get mad 

at police 

Suggestions +Education- mostly parents 

+Education curriculum focusing 

on practical aspects of 
abstaining from substance use 

+Peer to peer opportunities 

+Consistent consequences 

+Limiting access to substances 

+Use social media for education 
+Start education earlier 

+Use older siblings to educate 

younger siblings 

+Remove stigma 

+Educate about 

warning signs 
+Anonymous tip line 

+Open door policy for 

coaches 

+Parent and youth 

educational 

workshops 
+4 step meetings 

+Youth groups 

 

C. Parent Survey 

The parent survey detailed results are available on the MSAPC website. There was too much 

information to include it all in this report, but the highlights are included below.  

Parental Concerns/Beliefs 

 Parental concerns regarding children are: social life/friendships, drug use and exposure, 

academic pressures, anxiety and depression, alcohol use and exposure (listed from most 

important to least).  

 2/3 of parents believe that too many parents turn a blind eye to underage drinking.  

 Parents believe that about 37% of high school students binge drink. 

• More than ¼ of parents believe that too many parents provide alcohol to their children.  

• Almost 50% of parents believe that too many Milton parents drink excessively in front of their 

kids.  

• Almost 1/5 of parents feel that occasional underage drinking is ok as long as there is parental 

supervision or no driving.  

• Parents believe that 84% of parents would allow their kids to go to parties or the woods where 

underage drinking occurs. Most parents believe other parents allow it because: they did it when 

they were a kid, they don’t want their child to feel left out, or they know where their kids are 

•  However, 78% of parents reported they, themselves, would never knowingly allow their 

children to go to places where substances are used.  
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• 1 in 4 parents believe that too many Milton parents provide their children with alcohol. 

• 95% of parents agree that youth marijuana use is never okay.  

• Nearly 1/3 of parents agree that too many parents turn a blind eye to youth marijuana. 

• More than 1/3 of parents agree that there is too much non-authorized prescription drug use 

amongst youth in Milton. (Curiously, the majority did not have an opinion about this issue) 

 

Parent Behaviors 

• More than 4/5 of parents who have alcohol in their homes do not lock it up. 

• 1/3 of parents do not monitor their alcohol supply.  

• 2/3 of those parents with prescription medications in their home do not secure them. 

• 66% of parents spoke with their child about how to say “no” to their peers. 

• 86% of parents spoke with their child about the potential negative consequences of substances 

since the school year began. 

• Nearly 1 in 5 parents believe that what they say has little influence on whether their child uses 

alcohol or drugs.  

• 1 in 3 parents have no specific rules or consequences for their child about drinking alcohol or 

using drugs. 

• 1 in 10 parents rarely or never communicate their expectations or rules to their children around 

youth alcohol or drug use. 

• Over 20% parents felt that there are times when it is okay for their child going to parties where 

underage drinking occurs.  

• 87% of parents would prohibit their child from going to another child’s home where that parent 

was known to allow underage drinking in their home.   

• 95% of parents said they would feel fine having other parents call them to see if a parent would 

be home for a social gathering at their house. 

• 88% felt very or pretty comfortable about calling other parents to see if they’re home. 

 

What parents want 
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• Over 90% want the police or school to contact them if their child was known to be drinking. 

• 60% of parents want the police to issue the child a warning if caught. 

• 76% want the police to be more proactive about monitoring drinking locations. 

• 62% want schools to enforce Massachusetts Interscholastic Athletic Association sanctions. 

• 56% want the school to require the child to attend a substance abuse education class if they are 

known to be misusing substances. 

• 83% of parents would like the schools to provide more programs for students designed to 

prevent or reduce drug and alcohol use. 

• Only a small number of parents want punitive actions taken (such as arresting or suspending the 

student). 

 

IV. Summary 

Based on the quantitative and qualitative data, these are the key findings from the community 

assessment. The following are conclusions from each of the guiding questions we sought to answer.  

1) Is youth substance abuse a problem in Milton? 

The Milton Substance Abuse Prevention Coalition qualitative community assessment revealed that there 

is widespread awareness of the substance use problem in Milton. Every representative of the 

community that was surveyed, interviewed, or participated in a focus group acknowledged that there is 

a youth substance use problem in Milton. Although the problem is widely acknowledged, many 

individuals suggested that people would not speak openly about the problem. “It’s underground.”This 

was attributed to stigma, fear of negative public opinion, and parents not wishing for their child to fail.  

2) What substances are most problematic in our community? 

The Youth Risk Behavioral Survey of Milton High School students indicates that binge drinking is twice 

the state rate and that marijuana use is a third higher than the state rate.  Non prescribed prescription 

pills are the most frequently used illicit drugs outside of marijuana.  Other forms of illicit drugs are not 

widely used by Milton youth. 

Alcohol is the most openly used substance. Everyone was aware of the underage drinking that occurs in 

Milton. Most individuals were also aware of the high marijuana use in the community, but the 

prescription drug use came as a surprise to some individuals.  

3) Where, when and how are kids accessing alcohol and drugs? 
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Alcohol and drugs are staples at youth parties in Milton. The primary locations for these parties were 

known not just to students, but also known to parents, police, and other community members. Students 

use social media to plan gatherings and bonfires. These gatherings take place in the woods of 

Cunningham Park, the quarries, and the crater. The parties occur anytime the students have free time. 

This is primarily the weekends or the night before a day off of school.  

Students are getting their supplies from a variety of avenues. They have older siblings and friends who 

purchase substances for them, but they also have fake IDs as a resource. In addition, they take alcohol 

and drugs from their parent’s supplies. The parent survey showed that many parents do not monitor or 

secure their alcohol/ drug supply. Parents, at times, also supply alcohol to their children in an attempt to 

have some control over their children’s exposure to alcohol.  

4) What factors are driving the problems? 

The reasons for substance use were identified as boredom, peer pressure, stress and town tradition. 

Depression was also cited, and the YRBS survey indicates that Milton boys and girls experience higher 

rates of sadness and hopelessness. Students and other community members stated that there are not 

enough structured activities that are targeted to junior high and high school students. As a result, the 

students choose to gather in the woods for entertainment. Peer pressure, athletic pressure, and 

academic pressures were all identified as potential reasons for substance use. These reasons were 

common among all facets of the community. In addition, the substances are readily available. This is a 

contributing factor.  

5) What are the risk and protective factors in the community? 

One of the main risk factors in the community is that Milton has a strong drinking culture. It is believed 

to be an honor to be labeled as a “drinking town.” Parents contribute to this by telling drinking stories 

from when they were youths growing up in Milton. Parents have been identified as being a significant 

part of the problem. They put pressures on their children to perform. Some also provide alcohol to their 

children and consume alcohol in front of their children. Many parents let children attend parties where 

substance use occurs, and they even drop their children off at the parties.  

Other authority figures are also part of the problem. There are few clear consequences for students who 

are caught using substances outside of school. Instead of addressing substance use, incidents are 

quashed to prevent stigma. Parents become angry if the police do arrest or detain students when they 

are caught. The students interviewed didn’t know what the consequences would be if they were caught 

imbibing. There are a significant number of parents who do not have, or express, clear rules or 

consequences to their children about using substances. 

There were protective factors identified in the community. Kids generally like their school, its diversity, 

and the afterschool programs and sports.  The SADD chapter at Milton High School is very motivated to 

collaborate with MSAPC.  While the Milton Public Schools are able and willing to help students who are 

struggling with substances and depression, school services are currently underutilized, and this is 
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attributed to the stigma surrounding substance use as well as the unfounded fear of being disciplined at 

school.  Moreover, the Milton Public Schools have strong rules and consequences regarding substance 

misuse, and substances are difficult to come by on school grounds.  Finally, when students drink, they 

are conscientious about preventing themselves and other intoxicated individuals from driving. 

6) What things can we do together as a community to address these issues? 

There were many suggestions made from individuals with varying perspectives on how to decrease the 

substance use problem.   The most recommended suggestions were parent and student education and 

changing community norms, messaging and consequences.  Schools have recently increased health 

education opportunities, including alcohol and drug education to the students. But students, parents 

and faculty believe more needs to be done in a way that better speaks to the children, and that 

programs need to be introduced at earlier ages. Since substance use is a community problem, the entire 

community needs to be educated. Most people who were interviewed suggested it was imperative for 

parents to be educated on how to be appropriate role models, how to communicate better with their 

children, and how to set clear expectations and consequences.  Each group and individual provided 

different ideas for increasing the efficacy of existing education and implementing education for new 

populations in the community. Students suggested peer-to-peer educational opportunities as well as 

using social media. Many community members felt that substances were too easily accessed, and this 

needed to be changed.  There also needs to be a reduction in the stigma surrounding substance use, so 

afflicted individuals or family members feel comfortable getting assistance. There need to be clear 

consequences for students who choose to engage in substance use. Students are not likely to refrain 

from using if there are no consequences. Also, it would be beneficial to offer more youth focused 

activities for their days off from school. Then, students would have less of a desire to host and attend 

parties.  

 

V. Conclusion: Putting it all Together 

In summary, MSAPC  has made the following observations about youth substance use in Milton: 
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Our community voices bring wisdom to our process as we move to develop a community strategic plan. 
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Thank you to all who contributed to, and supported this process. 

 

 

 


