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For the second time in four years, the Herkimer County DSS/Education Liaison Committee has spon-
sored the Herkimer County TAP Survey; and again, both the Herkimer-Oneida Counties Comprehensive
Planning Program and the Cornell Cooperative Extension Area Youth Development Program worked to-
gether to conduct the survey.  This year Catholic Charities of Herkimer County lent significant staff support
toward the survey administration.

A community effort made the Herkimer County 2001 TAP Survey possible.  Schools opened their doors,
agencies lent their staff, key organizations provided financial support, and youth responded to the survey.
Various people and organizations came together in the spirit of collaboration largely because they recognize
the value of documenting what our young people are experiencing. The long list of people and organizations
listed below shows that this project entailed a high level of collaboration and cooperation.

Sponsor:
Herkimer County DSS (Department of Social Services)/Education Liaison Committee

Funding and Organizational Support:
Cornell Cooperative Extension Area Youth Development Program
Herkimer County BOCES
Herkimer County Department of Social Services
Herkimer County Stop DWI Program
Herkimer County Youth Bureau
Herkimer-Oneida Counties Comprehensive Planning Program

Youth Participants: The TAP survey is a confidential, voluntary survey of 7th, 9th and 11th grade students.
Students are told in advance and told again when we administer the survey that it is voluntary, and yet almost
every student participated.  Based on their intent expressions and quiet work, students, with few exceptions,
seemed to take the survey seriously.

Some 2,165 students from 11 school districts and the BOCES Pine Grove Academy took the survey.
Without their active participation, there would be no TAP survey. They are the source of the data.  In appre-
ciation of their cooperation, we promise to share what they told us with others who want or need to know the
information, and we will encourage more opportunities for youth to be involved in the public discussion and
decision-making regarding youth issues.

Survey Administration:
Chip Bassett, Principal Planner, Herkimer-Oneida Counties Comprehensive Planning Program
Frances Trapanick, Area Extension Specialist,

     Cornell Cooperative Extension Area Youth Development Program

Survey Analysis:
Dale Miller, Associate Planner, Herkimer-Oneida Counties Comprehensive Planning Program

Consultation and Data Processing:
Dr. Thomas Hirschl, Associate Professor, Department of Rural Sociology, Cornell University

Graphic Design and Presentation:
Michele Huther, Senior Drafter, Herkimer-Oneida Counties Comprehensive Planning Program
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TAP Survey Source: The TAP survey is an anony-
mous and voluntary student survey that is designed
to document the concerns, perceptions and behav-
iors of teens.  The survey instrument was originally
designed by Dr. Stephen Small at the University of
Wisconsin, Cooperative Extension, and has been rep-
licated throughout the United States.  In New York,
the Community and Rural Development Institute at
Cornell University coordinates the TAP survey and
in this capacity, they provide technical assistance,
electronically scan the answer sheets and compile
databases.  Several other communities in New York
State have used the TAP survey.

Background: The Herkimer County DSS/Education
Liaison Committee sponsored the first Herkimer
County TAP Survey in 1997.  At that time they ex-
pressed interest in seeing the survey conducted ev-
ery four years.  In 2001, for the second time, both the
Herkimer-Oneida Counties Comprehensive Planning
Program and the Cornell Cooperative Extension Area
Youth Development Program collaborated in the ad-
ministration of the survey.  During 2001, Catholic
Charities of Herkimer County also lent staff support.

As in 1997, every school district, except one, that
is in Herkimer County and also associated with the
Herkimer County BOCES, participated in the sur-
vey.  The one exception, Richfield Springs School
District, participates in another student survey ad-
ministered in Otsego County where the majority of
their students reside.  In 2001, the Town of Webb
Free School, which is not associated with Herkimer
County BOCES but is in Herkimer County, joined
the list of schools participating in the TAP survey.
This means that in 1997 a total of ten school dis-
tricts, plus the Herkimer County BOCES Pine Grove
Academy, participated, and that in 2001 eleven school
districts, plus Pine Grove Academy, participated.

Though one more school district participated in
2001 than in 1997, more students actually took the
survey in 1997.  In 1997 - 2300 students took the
survey; in 2001 - 2165 students.  Both times about
80% of the total number of 7th, 9th and 11th graders
actually took the survey.  In 2001, there was simply a
smaller population of 7th, 9th and 11th graders ma-
triculated.  Those youth who did not participate in-
clude those who were absent at the time of the sur-
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Introduction
vey and those who elected (or parents instructed them)
not to participate.  The survey also, obviously, does
not include youth that dropped out of school.

Purpose: The purpose of the TAP survey is to pro-
vide youth, parents, schools, government, and agen-
cies with accurate, timely information concerning our
young people, so that as individual entities and to-
gether as a community we can identify the issues fac-
ing them, assess areas of need and respond appropri-
ately.

The best way to know how our youth are doing
is to ask them directly.  The TAP survey provides a
safe, confidential, anonymous and structured process
for a large number of teens to respond directly to a
wide range of questions.  The fact that all the schools
conduct the survey during the same two-week period
means that all of the responses can be combined in
order to derive a profile for Herkimer County.  This
information serves as the basis of this report.  Each
school receives the information for their students, so
that they can then compare the profile of their stu-
dents with that of the county.

Comparing 1997 & 2001 TAP: The 2001 TAP sur-
vey contains 154 questions, of those, 82 are the same,
or similar to, questions found in the 1997 survey.
Thus, the response to those 82 questions of the 2001
TAP Survey can be compared to those of the 1997
TAP Survey in order to determine whether there have
been changes in youth concerns, perceptions and be-
haviors over the past four years.

The main reason that the 2001 TAP survey in-
strument includes some different questions is that in
1998 Herkimer County initiated the Integrated County
Planning (ICP) Project in an effort to better coordi-
nate planning for human services.  The ICP Project
adopted as a planning process the Communities That
Care model from Developmental Research and Pro-
grams, Inc., in Seattle, Washington.  The 1997 TAP
data was used extensively for the ICP needs assess-
ment, however, the questions did not adequately ad-
dress some of the issues, or risk factors, identified by
Communities That Care.   Many of the new ques-
tions were added in order to better assess these risk
factors.  In the addendum at the back of the report,
all of the questions from the 2001 TAP Survey are
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listed with the response rate, as well as the comparative rate
from the 1997 survey for those 82 questions that are the same.

There are several reasons why it is valuable to continue
to conduct this survey every four years.  First, it is important
so that over time changes and trends can be discerned.  Hav-
ing conducted the survey now twice in four years, it is pos-
sible to indicate changes in youth concerns, perceptions and
behaviors, but still presumptuous to suggest a trend unless,
perhaps, the change is consistent with a longer range trend
seen nationally or statewide.   If the TAP survey is conducted
again in 2005, then trends can be better discerned.  Second,
this information is critical for evaluating the impact and ef-
fectiveness of various services and programs. Agencies are
expected to measure, often by their funding source, the im-
pact of their programs and services.  There are a host of pro-
grams designed to reduce risky behaviors by youth, or to
improve their emotional well being, their performance in
school or their relationship with parents or the community.
The TAP survey data helps in evaluating whether programs
and services are achieving their intended purpose.  A third
reason for conducting the survey every four years is that it
enables one to potentially follow a cohort of students first
when they are in 7th grade then again the next time when
they are in 11th grade.  Many of the 11th grade students sur-
veyed in 2001 were surveyed in 1997 when they were 7th
graders.  Given that this is the first cohort examined, there is
nothing with which to compare them.  The cohort informa-
tion will be more pertinent if the survey is repeated in 2005,
then there will be another cohort of 2001 - 7th graders and
2005 - 11th graders to compare to this year’s cohort.

Survey Implementation: A Principal Planner from
Herkimer-Oneida Counties Comprehensive Planning Program
and the Youth Development Specialist from Cornell Coop-
erative Extension Area Youth Development Program served
both as co-directors of the Herkimer County TAP Project and
as co-chairs of the Herkimer County TAP Steering Commit-
tee.  The Steering Committee is comprised of educators, ser-
vice providers and students.  As a subcommittee of the spon-
soring group, the Herkimer County DSS/Education Liaison
Committee, they assumed responsibility for preparing the
2001 TAP survey instrument and for reviewing the survey
implementation process.

Without the help and cooperation of school officials, the
TAP survey does not happen.  So, as a first step, all of the
school district superintendents in Herkimer County were con-
tacted and their schools invited to participate.  All but one
school district had participated in the 1997 TAP survey, so
school officials were familiar with the process. They readily
accepted the invitation.
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A Memorandum of Understanding was sent out
to each school.  In signing the Memorandum, schools
agreed to dedicate one hour of class time for students
to fill-out the survey and to allot sufficient space to
ensure that survey participants would feel their an-
swers would not be seen by others.  Plus, they agreed
to notify parents in advance of the survey, to provide
parents an opportunity to review the survey instru-
ment and to enable them to withdraw their child from
participation.

In order to ensure that students take the survey
seriously and answer the questions honestly, it is criti-
cal that the survey is administered effectively.  Stu-
dents need to understand the purpose of the survey,
to see the value of the survey to them, and to recog-
nize that their confidentiality will not be compro-
mised.  For this reason, the TAP survey relies on
trained volunteers to administer the survey.  Staff from
Catholic Charities of Herkimer County recruited and
helped organize the volunteer survey administrators,
and the Youth Development Specialist from Cornell
Cooperative Extension Area Youth Development Pro-
gram trained them.

In a two-week period, April 2nd to April 12th,
2001, all twelve schools - 2165 students - were sur-
veyed.  In each school, the trained volunteer survey
administrators introduced the TAP survey, distributed
the materials, supervised the students, answered stu-
dents’ questions, and collected the survey instruments
and answer sheets.  Most 11th grade students were
able to finish the survey in one-half hour; the 7th and
9th graders took on average a little longer; all but a
very few were able to complete the survey in the al-
lotted time.

Once the survey administration was completed,
all of the answer sheets were delivered to Cornell Uni-
versity.  Their demographer with the Department of
Rural Sociology tabulated the data and provided a
basic breakdown of the students’ responses to each
question.  The demographer performed this tabula-
tion for the county and separately for each school
district.  The Herkimer-Oneida Counties Comprehen-
sive Planning Program received the countywide tabu-
lations; each of the school districts received their re-
spective tabulations.  Staff of the Herkimer-Oneida
Counties Comprehensive Planning Program had pri-
mary responsibility for conducting further analysis,
for presenting the survey results, and for preparing
this report.
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GRADE

34%
7th Grade

37%
9th Grade

29%
11th Grade
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Demographics

Two thousand one hundred and sixty-five (2165)
youth in 7th, 9th and 11th grades participated in the
Herkimer County 2001 TAP Survey.  This represents
80% of the targeted population, a sample more than
large enough to ensure it accurately reflects the con-
cerns, perceptions and behaviors of Herkimer County
youth.

The TAP Survey included several demographic
questions.  Four related to the respondent directly:
gender, age, grade level and whether they had any
special needs.  Four more questions related to their
living situation.  Given the predominately homoge-
neous racial composition of the population, there were
no questions concerning their cultural or racial back-
ground.

In terms of gender, the sample was evenly split
between males and females.  The sample does not
divide evenly between the three grade levels.  As in
the 1997 TAP Survey, a larger proportion of the
sample was from the 7th and 9th grades (33% and
37% respectively), though 11th graders represent a
fair portion (29%).  (See Figure 1)  The age distribu-
tion reflects this grade breakdown.  The great major-
ity of respondents (86%) report that they have no
special needs such as learning, emotional or physi-
cal disability.

Just over 59% of youth indicated that they live
with both their natural or adoptive parents.  This is a
lower percentage than found in the 1997 TAP survey
when 64% of respondents said that they live with
both parents.  More youth in 2001 than in 1997 re-

TAP Results
port that they live in either a parent/step-parent house-
hold (1997 - 12%, 2001 - 15%) or a single-parent
household (1997 - 18%, 2001 - 21%).  The remain-
ing youth (less than 4%) live with other relatives, in
a foster home or alone. (See Figure 1)

About one in four youth (27%) indicated that they
qualify for either free or reduced price lunch.  When
asked what was the highest level of education com-
pleted by their mother and father, about a quarter re-
ported that their mothers and a quarter reported that
their fathers completed just high school.  Based on
the youth responses more of their mothers than fa-
thers earned higher degrees.  As far as a two-year
college degree, 14% of the mothers and 9% of the
fathers had completed them.  And, as for a four-year
degree, 15% of the mothers and 12% of the fathers
had completed them.  About 8% of both mothers and
fathers had master’s or doctorate degrees.

Findings - The Nine Foci

The Herkimer County 2001 TAP Survey is bro-
ken into nine component issue areas or foci.  These
include: 1. Mental Health, 2. Perceptions of Self and
Peers, 3. Sexual Behaviors and Perceptions, 4. Sexual
and Physical Abuse, 5. Alcohol, Tobacco and Other
Drugs, 6. Violence in Schools and Communities, 7.
Perceptions of School and Future, 8. Parent-Child
Relationships, and 9. Perceptions of Community.
Each of these foci will be summarized in the follow-
ing sections.

FAMILY TYPE

figure 1   Percentage of Respondents by Grade and by Family Type

59%
Two Parent

22%
Single
Parent

4%
Other15%

Step Family
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Foci defined: Adolescence is a difficult time for
many youth as they rapidly develop emotionally,
physically and socially. Not surprisingly, many of
the youth in the sample experienced various levels
of self-doubt and despondency. As in 1997, mental
health issues were narrowly defined by the survey
instrument. For purposes here, they were limited to
issues of despondency, as defined by a prolonged bout
of depression, and thoughts of suicide.

2001 Synopsis: About 20% of all youth indicated
that they were not particularly happy with themselves
most of the time. About 30% of youth worry that no
one loves or cares about them. As many as 40% in-
dicated that they had been despondent in the past six
months (i.e. felt depressed, helpless, hopeless or very
sad for a period of two weeks or longer). More than
one in ten youth (12%) said that they had felt this
way many times over the past six months.

One common escape from such feelings is to run
away from home in order to avoid situations that may
be contributing to these feelings. Nearly 40% of all
youth said that during the past year they had seri-
ously thought of running away from home. Among
youth thinking of running away, almost one in thir-
teen (7.7%) said they actually did leave the home at
some point during the past year.

A more serious reaction to despondency is the
consideration of suicide by youth. In order to have a
clearer understanding of the impact such ideation has

4

1. Mental Health
on youth, it is important to view suicide as a problem
within the general population, and then as it applies
to the youth actually expressing such feelings.

Based on responses to the TAP survey, almost
one quarter (23%) of the general teen population had
seriously considered suicide in the past 12 months.
About one out of every six youth (18%) in the
Herkimer County survey said that they had actually
planned how they would commit suicide. One out of
every ten youth (10%) indicated that they had actu-
ally attempted suicide in the last 12 months. Unfor-
tunately sometimes these attempts to harm themselves
resulted in injuries requiring medical treatment.
Among all TAP respondents, about one out of every
30 youth (3.3%) said that, during the last 12 months,
they had injured themselves to the point that medical
attention was required as a result of a suicide attempt.
So while about one out of every four youth in the
general population claim to have seriously consid-
ered suicide, about one out of every thirty actually
harms themselves. (See Figure 2)

But what does this mean then, when someone says
they are thinking of hurting themselves? Focusing
on just those youth who claim to have seriously con-
sidered suicide, nearly four out of five of these youth
(79%) go on to make a plan about how they might
attempt suicide. Slightly less than half (45%) of youth
who say they have seriously considered suicide also
claim to have followed through on these plans and
actually attempted suicide. While such “attempts” are

not defined in the survey, one
out of every seven youth that
say they have seriously con-
sidered suicide (14%) indi-
cated that they harmed them-
selves to the point of needing
medical attention as a result
of a suicide attempt. (See Fig-
ure 3)

Having seen what the re-
sponses to the TAP survey
questions have meant for the
general sample as well as
among teens that have seri-
ously considered suicide, it is
also important to place them
within the context of state and
national data. The  questions

figure 2   From Suicide Ideation to Attempts: Percentage of
    All Youth Thinking of, Planning for, and
    Attempting Suicide in the Past 12 Months (2001)
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•   more Herkimer County
youth indicated that they
had seriously considered at-
tempting suicide
(Herkimer County - 23%,
U.S. - 19%, NYS - 18%);

•   more Herkimer County
youth said they had made a
plan about how they would
attempt suicide  (Herkimer
County - 18%, U.S. - 15%,
NYS - 14%); and

•   more Herkimer County
youth reported they at-
tempted suicide (Herkimer
County - 10%, U.S. - 8%,
NYS 8%).

The most commonly cited contributing factor in
the Herkimer County TAP sample around which teen
suicide ideations seem to emanate are problems at
home. About 25% of all youth indicating that they
have thought of harming themselves said that prob-
lems at home or with their parents were the present-
ing issue the last time they had these types of thoughts.
The second most commonly cited reason were feel-
ings of isolation or aloneness. As many as 13% of all
youth indicated that this was the reason they had sui-
cide ideations. About a third of all youth who have
thought of suicide cited unspecified reasons or pres-

sures as the main factor
the last time they had
thoughts of committing
suicide. (See Figure 4)

Another issue of
concern is what youth
do, or perhaps what they
don’t do, in response to
these feelings of despon-
dency and suicide ide-
ation. The most common
response to these types
of feelings is for youth to
do nothing, or simply try
to solve their problems
on their own. Almost
half (45%) of youth who
have thought of suicide
take this approach. A sig-
nificant number (17%)

concerning depression and suicide ideation are de-
rived directly from the Center for Disease Control
(CDC) Youth Risk Behavior Survey. In comparing
the responses of Herkimer County youth to youth
from throughout the United States and New York
State who participated in the 1999 CDC Youth Risk
Behavior Survey, several differences can be seen:

• more Herkimer County youth said they felt de-
pressed, helpless, hopeless or very sad during
the past six months for a period of two weeks or
longer (Herkimer County - 41%, U.S. - 28%,
NYS - 30%);

figure 3    Among Respondents with Suicide Ideations:
    Percentage that Made the Progression from
    Thoughts to Actions (2001)
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figure 4   Most Commonly Cited Factors for Suicide Ideations
   by Youth Who Have Seriously Considered Suicide
   (2001)
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said that they turn to a teen friend for help. About
10% said that they specifically turn to alcohol or drugs
as a result of these feelings. Only one out of every 15
youth who have had thoughts of suicide said that they
seek help from a parent, other caring adult, or from
mental health professional services.
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2. Perceptions of Self and Peers

TAP Trends: Comparisons of the 1997 and 2001
Herkimer County TAP results show several interest-
ing changes over the past four years. For example,
youth still express similar levels of depression. About
40% (41.3% in 2001 and 40.4% in 1997) of Herkimer
County youth indicated that they felt “depressed, help-
less, hopeless or very sad for a period of 2 weeks or
longer” in the past six months. The differences between
1997 and 2001 were statistically negligible.

However, when comparing youth and suicide ide-
ations, significantly fewer respondents indicated that
they had thoughts or plans to harm themselves in the
2001 sample. While 26.1% of the 1997 sample said
that they “seriously considered suicide” in the past 12
months, about 22.5% of youth in the current sample
said they had similar thoughts. (See Figure 5)  This is
a significant decrease over the four year period. In
addition, but not surprisingly, statistically fewer youth
actually planned how they might attempt such action
in 2001 versus 1997.

Despite these very important changes, the percent-
age of youth actually harming themselves as a result
of suicide attempts remains similar to what it was in
1997. It remains a fact that about three to four percent
of youth in our communities have harmed themselves
to the point that they required medical attention dur-
ing the course of a suicide attempt.

Foci defined: Adolescence represents an often tu-
multuous journey from youth to young adulthood.
Accompanying this journey is a wide array of emo-
tions, ranging from self-doubt one minute to self-con-
fidence the next. For some youth the transition is a
difficult one; for others it is relatively smooth.

2001 Synopsis: As youth traverse the years from
childhood to adulthood, self image is often one of
the more difficult issues they face. These range from
perceptions of how they look to how they feel about
themselves. For example, many youth (60%) worry
a fair amount to a lot about how they look. Almost
two out of three teens (64%) worry that they are too
fat or too thin.

Along these lines, almost one out of every two
youth (49%) have tried losing weight in the past
month through various methods. About 30% of all
respondents said that they had tried a healthy diet or
exercise. Three percent (3%) of teens said that they

had used a dietary supplement such as pills, drinks, or
laxatives as a means of stimulating weight loss. An-
other 2% said that they had vomited in order to lose
weight in the past month. More than one in ten teens
said that they used some other method of weight loss.

Among youth that are attempting to lose or con-
trol their weight, only about 60% are using methods
that have been suggested as being medically sound -
namely exercise and a healthy diet. As many as 4 out
of 10 youth who are trying to control or lose weight
are using methods that, in many ways, can be harmful
to their health and pose a danger.

Despite this focus among many teens on their phy-
siques, 80% are otherwise happy with themselves most
of the time. While this might not mean that they are
happy about the way they look, they seem to be happy,
at the very least, about who they are. Despite this seem-
ingly widespread confidence in themselves, it is not
without some degree of self-doubt. A substantial por-
tion of the sample (38%) worried at least a little that

figure 5   Comparison of the Percentage
    of Respondents Who Seriously
    Thought About Suicide
    (1997 and 2001)
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no one loves or cares about them. More than 20% of
all youth worried about this a fair amount to a lot.
(See Figure 6)

This self-doubt and sense of being unloved con-
tinues to manifest itself in two ways. First, there is a
discernible subculture of silence among youth. Sec-
ond, there is a significant relationship between
youths’ perceptions of themselves as being unloved
and their participation in destructive behaviors.

When asking youth about whom they turn to
when they have a problem, about half (49%) said
they turn to a friend. Far and away, this was the most
common source teens turned to when they need help.
Parents were the second most common source (22%).
(See Figure 7)  If other family members are included
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in the equation, as many as one
out of every three youth (33%)
turn to their families for assis-
tance in a time of emotional
need. However, a substantial
number of respondents (11%)
also choose to do absolutely
nothing, either because they
don’t feel comfortable ap-
proaching others or because
they don’t feel they can turn to
anyone. Youth that particularly
feel unloved are significantly
less likely to turn to family
members with problems. In ad-

dition, these youth are more likely to remain silent
and internalize the issues than are other teens.

Of course the teens that perceive themselves as
unloved are also more likely than their peers to en-
gage in various destructive behaviors. One clear-cut
relationship is between teens who feel unloved and
those that seriously consider suicide. While about 23%
of all youth have seriously considered suicide at some
point in the last 12 months, youth that feel unloved
are 80% more likely to seriously think about suicide
than those that don’t worry about being loved. In ad-
dition to being more likely to have seriously thought
about suicide, teens that feel unloved are also:

• almost 10% more likely to drink alcohol than
other youth;

• about 11% more likely to
use marijuana than other youth;

• almost 20% more likely to
smoke tobacco than other youth;

• a third more likely to use
someone else’s prescription, or
to use steroids than other youth;

• about 40% more likely to
use drugs such as ecstasy, speed
or inhalants than other youth;

• nearly 90% more likely to
have used cocaine than other
youth;

• about 20% more likely to
have skipped classes in the past
month than other youth;

figure 6   Percentage of Youth by How Much They Worry
   No One Loves or Cares for Them (2001)

figure 7   Percentage of Youth by the PeopleWho They
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• about a third more likely to have gotten deten-
tion from school than other youth;

• almost 20% more likely to have engaged in sex
than other youth; and

• nearly 25% more likely to be promiscuous than

other youth.

Issues of causality aren’t addressed here. For ex-
ample, whether a youth feels unloved and turns to
drugs and alcohol for some sense of relief, or whether
the use of drugs and alcohol are contributing to a
teen’s feelings of low self-esteem is not the issue in
this report. What is at issue is that many high risk
behaviors tend to have a relationship to one another.
Those that experience low self-esteem and feelings
of depression are also likely to act out in ways that
might be self-destructive.

Besides family, another great influence in a teen’s
life is their peers. A teen’s friends can greatly influ-
ence many of the choices they make and often are an
important sounding board about the issues of ado-
lescence. Of course, fitting in with one’s peers is a
primary concern of most teens. Almost three quar-
ters of all respondents (72%) said that they worried
at least a little about not fitting in with other kids at
school. Some, about 40%, worried a fair amount to a
lot about fitting in with other youth.

The youth with whom teens associate have con-
siderable influence on their lives. Peers often can have
a very positive influence on one another. For example,
more than 70% of all respondents said that their
friends think getting good grades is important. More
than 80% talk with their friends about their future
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plans. Slightly more than half of all teens said their
friends feel that contributing to their community and
to society is important.

Friends also serve as boundary setters - helping
to set the guidelines for acceptable behavior. Almost
two thirds (66%)  of all teens said that their friends
don’t think that they need drugs or alcohol in order to
have a good time. Slightly more than 40% said that
their friends think that postponing sex until later in
life is also a good idea.

Teens’ friends also are a resource - helping to keep
them from getting in trouble, as well as helping them
when they are faced with a problem. Almost 85% of
all teens said that they can turn to their friends if they
have a real problem. And almost as many said that
their friends would stop them from doing something
foolish or dangerous. Clearly, a teen’s peers offer
guidelines, as well as support, as each respondent
finds their way through adolescence.

TAP Trends: Given the importance of feelings of self-
worth in relation to the likelihood that teens have par-
ticipated in various destructive behaviors, it is trou-
bling to find that a significantly greater number of
teens are feeling unloved and uncared for in 2001
than they were in 1997. Not only were youth in the
2001 sample more likely to feel unloved, but their
level of concern about this perception was greater than
in 1997. (See Figure 8)  In 1997, slightly more a third
of all respondents (34%) said that they felt no one
cared about them. In 2001, nearly 40% of youth said
that they felt no one cared. In addition, almost 20%
more teens said that they worried a fair amount to a
lot that no one cared about them in 2001 than four
years earlier.

figure 8   Comparison of Percentage of Youth by How Much
    They Worry No One Loves or Cares for Them
    (1997 and 2001)

9% 10%

62%

9%

16%

66%

13%
16%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Not At All A Little Fair Amount A Lot

Level of Worry

1997 2001



   Teen Assessment Project Survey Report

Foci defined: Teen sexuality and issues surround-
ing pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases, birth
control and abstinence continue to generate contro-
versy locally and nationally. That some youth are
sexually active is not unexpected. However, it is
important to understand the degree to which some
youth are active, and the ways in which those youth
might best protect their futures. It is also important
to recognize the role that abstinence, birth control,
and responsible decision-making plays in youths’
lives when it comes to personal relationships.

2001 Synopsis: About 30% of all Herkimer County
youth appear to have been sexually active, meaning
have had sexual intercourse, at some point in their
lives. More than half (55%) of all sexually active
youth in the 2001 TAP survey have had more than a
single sexual partner. (See Figure 9)  As many as a
quarter (24.3%) of all sexually active youth have had
4 or more sexual partners. This equates to about one
out of fourteen youth in the general population
(7.4%).

Obviously as one grows older there are more op-
portunities for sexual encounters. Therefore as youth
grow up, the number of partners could only climb or
remain steady, as opposed to decline. This is why,
for example, while only about 13% of all seventh
graders said that they had been sexually active, al-
most half of all 11th graders had been.

Despite this correlation between a youth’s age
and the likelihood that they have been sexually ac-
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3. Sexual Behaviors and Perceptions

tive, the level of promiscuity among teens,
when examined by grade level, is still fairly
constant. If the percentage of sexually active
youth in each grade who have had multiple
sexual partners is compared, statistically there
is no difference between 7th, 9th or 11th grad-
ers. In each case, somewhere around one in
four sexually active youth, regardless of grade
level, have had four or more partners. So while
fewer 7th graders might be sexually active
overall than, say, eleventh graders, those that
are sexually active are just as likely to have
had a large number of sexual partners as their
older counterparts.

    The questions in the Herkimer County TAP
Survey concerning youth sexual activity are
very similar to those used in the Center for

Disease Control (CDC) 1999 Youth Risk Behavior
Survey.  The two surveys, however, are administered
to different grades.  When only students in 9th and
11th grades are examined, it appears that Herkimer
County youth have not been as sexually active as other
youth in the national sample.  In Herkimer County,
just over 38% of 9th and 11th graders have ever had
sexual intercourse. Based on the 1999 CDC Survey,
45% of 9th and 11th graders in the U.S. have had
intercourse.  Similar patterns are seen when examin-
ing the percentage of 9th and 11th graders that re-
ported having sex before age 13, as well as those that
reported having had four or more sex partners. Lo-
cally, fewer youth indicated that they had had sex by
the age of 13 than did those in the national sample
(5.5% in Herkimer County, 8.3% nationally). Local
teens also were less likely to have had a high number
of multiple partners (i.e. four or more partners) than
were youth in the national sample (9.2% in Herkimer
County, 14.3% nationally).

One of the concerns of such levels of sexual ac-
tivity is, of course, pregnancy. Among TAP survey
respondents, about 70% of all sexually active youth
said that they specifically used some form of birth
control to prevent pregnancy on a regular basis. Al-
most 60% of all sexually active youth indicated that
they used birth control during every sexual encoun-
ter.

Another issue of concern for sexually active youth
is concern with sexually transmitted diseases (STDs).
While various methods of disease prevention are pos-

figure 9   Percentage of Sexually Active Youth
    by Number of Sexual Partners,
    Overall and by Grade (2001)
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sible for fighting the possibilities of STD transmis-
sion, condom use was specifically asked about in the
survey. Two out of every three (67%) sexually active
youth indicated that a condom was used on a regular
basis as a means of combatting STDs. More than half
of all active youth said that they used condoms dur-
ing each sexual encounter.

When asked specifically about  their concerns
with AIDS and other STDs, many youth expressed
no concern at all. Slightly more than 60% of all youth
indicated that they didn’t worry at all about AIDS or
STDs. Looking further into the responses, youth that
haven’t been sexually active are significantly more
likely than those that have been active to say they
have no concern with AIDS or STDs. While about
half of sexually active teens (54%) said that they
didn’t worry about disease transmission, almost two
thirds (65%) of youth that have never been sexually
active felt the same way.

One new topic approached in the 2001 TAP Sur-
vey was the issue of abstinence. Defining abstinence
as refraining from sexual intercourse until marriage,
youth were given an opportunity to indicate whether
they considered themselves to be abstinent. When
asked about their level of sexual activity, about 5%
of all youth chose to say they were currently absti-
nent. This option did not preclude them from having
ever been sexually active; merely, it was an opportu-
nity for them to indicate that, currently, they were
abstaining from sexual activity until they were in a
marriage.

While these numbers translate into about one out
of every 20 youth, much higher numbers of youth
place a value, if not a practical embracing of the con-
cept, on abstinence. When asked about whether they
agreed that it was important to be abstinent, more
than half (55%) said that they either agreed or strongly
agreed abstinence is important to them personally.

10

4. Sexual and Physical Abuse

Some of the discrepancy between how teens feel
about abstinence and whether they personally prac-
tice abstinence might be a result of the role peer pres-
sure plays in youth behavior. When respondents were
asked whether their friends felt that postponing sexual
intercourse until later in life was a good idea, more
than half said no. So while large numbers of youth
say that they feel abstinence is important, smaller
numbers think that their friends would agree, and even
fewer see themselves as being personally committed
to the idea of postponing intercourse until marriage.

TAP Trends: While the percentage of teens that are
sexually active in 2001 and 1997 appear fairly close
(30% versus 34%), this does represent a significant
decline in this behavior. Clearly, fewer youth have
chosen to become sexually active when the two sur-
vey samples are compared.

In addition, sexually active youth in the current
survey are less likely to have had a high number of
sexual partners. While about one in three (30%) of
all sexually active youth in 1997 had been involved
with four or more partners, only about one in four
(24%) from the 2001 sample indicated they had a
similar number of partners.

Youth in the 2001 sample clearly have expressed
less concern with AIDS and STDs than did youth in
the 1997 sample. While half (51%) of the 1997 sample
indicated that they weren’t worried at all about AIDS
or STDs, almost 62% of teens in 2001 expressed no
concern at all about such matters. Whether this is a
function of decreased sexual activity, or the result of
such things as national news accounts concerning the
declining rate of HIV infections is hard to say. How-
ever, it remains that all youth, as well as adults, should
have a reasonable level of concern for such issues
regardless of personal experiences or preferences.

Foci defined: Unfortunately, youth sometimes find
themselves the recipients of unwanted physical or
sexual attention. This includes a wide range of acts,
including physical intimidation, physical assault,
sexual harassment, and sexual assault. While all
members of our communities have the right to enjoy
a life free from such conflicts, those perceived as
having the least amount of ability to fight back, as it

were, are often the most likely victims. Young people
often fall into this category.

2001 Synopsis: The TAP survey asked youth a vari-
ety of questions about situations in which they were
either intimidated, threatened or actually assaulted.
These types of encounters can be broken into two
categories: sexual and physical abuse.
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Sexual Abuse: Sexual abuse takes many forms, rang-
ing from sexual harassment to sexual assault. Most
of the sexual harassment that teens experience seems
to come from their peers. Many youth (30%) said
that they felt pressure to have sexual relations. Al-
most half of these teens said that they felt that pres-
sure fairly strongly in their lives.

More than a quarter of all respondents (27%) said
that they had been sexually harassed by another teen.
(See Figure 10)  Only about one in ten youth (11%)
felt they had been sexually harassed by an adult.
Unfortunately, sexual harassment doesn’t tend to be
a singular incident. Nearly 10% of all youth said that
they had been harassed by either another teen or an
adult four or more times within the past year.

Sometimes harassment is only the tip of the ice-
berg. Sexual abuse, in the form of sexual assault, is
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also a problem some teens
face. Nearly one out of ev-
ery five youth (17%) said
that they had been subject
to physical/sexual contact
with another teen that was
unwanted. Some of these
involved acts such as kiss-
ing and/or touching (13%),
while others involved un-
wanted sexual intercourse.
Almost one out of every
fifty teens (1.8%) has been
forced into unwanted inter-
course by another teen. (See
Figure 11)

While the number
of youth experiencing
sexual assault by an adult is
lower than those being as-
saulted by a peer, they are
still troubling. Slightly less
than one in twelve youth
(8%) reported having had
an adult do something sexu-
ally to them that they did not
want. While the majority of
these cases involved un-
wanted kissing and/or
touching (5%), unwanted
sexual intercourse was still
present. About one out of
every seventy youth (1.4%)

said that they had experienced unwanted sexual in-
tercourse with an adult.

Of course, one of the desires of parents, commu-
nity members and professional service providers is
that youth will come forward and seek help when fac-
ing such issues. Given that as many as 85% of all
youth have never been sexually harassed or assaulted,
it is not surprising that many youth haven’t used any
of the services that might be available to them within
their communities and schools. What turns out to be
significant is the fact that if a teen turns to someone -
ANYONE - for help, the harassment or physical abuse
is far more likely to stop than if they are simply quiet
about the problem. Whether they turn to a parent,
another adult, a professional service provider or even
another teen, youth are significantly more likely to
see some sort of action taken to stop the harassment

figure 10   Percentage of Respondents that Experienced
     Sexual Harassment from Another Teen and by
     Number of Times (2001)

figure 11   Percentage of Respondents that Experienced
     Teen-Teen Sexual Abuse by Type of Abuse (2001)
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and abuse. The likely result of that action is that the
abuse will stop.

Physical Abuse: In addition to sexual abuse, many
teens face physical abuse in their homes or their com-
munities. Sexual abuse, of course, isn’t the only type
of abuse teens face in their lives. While community
and school violence is covered in another part of the
TAP report, violence at home is examined here.

Many youth have concerns about the degree to
which their parents get along.  More than half of all
respondents (53%) said that they worried a fair
amount to a lot about their parents’ relationship.
Along with that worry also comes a certain level of
concern for the safety of those at home. About one
out of every four (25%) youth worried at least a little
that someone at home might be hurt by another per-
son in the home. A number of respondents said they
had been physically hurt by an adult in the home.
One out of every ten teens said that an adult had physi-
cally hurt them at home over the past year. Half of
these youth had been hurt multiple times.

TAP Trends: Comparing the 1997 and 2001 TAP
survey results reveals some interesting changes in
regard to issues of sexual and physical abuse. For
example, youth are more worried in the 2001 sample
than the 1997 sample about how well their parents
are getting along. About 55% of the 1997 sample in-
dicated that they were worried about how well their
parents got along; in 2001, more than 70% expressed
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some level of concern about their parents’ relation-
ship.

In terms of sexual harassment and abuse, two in-
teresting patterns have emerged. First, overall, sig-
nificantly fewer teens are feeling pressure to engage
in sex in 2001 than they were four years earlier. In
2001, only 30% of teens said they had any worries
about being pressured for sex. In 1997, as many as
37% said that they worried about such peer pressure.

While the incidence of sexual assault is not sig-
nificantly different for teens in 2001 than it was in
1997, the type of assaults taking place have changed
somewhat. A statistically greater percentage of cases
involving incidences of unwanted sexual touching by
other teens were found among the 2001 sample than
had been the case in 1997.

Who teens are turning to for help hasn’t changed
since the 1997 survey. Roughly 21% of those youth
that have been subject to sexual or physical abuse
turned to their parents for help. A third (33%) turn to
other teens. Another third remained quiet and told no
one.  This is as true in 2001 as it was in 1997. How-
ever, a significant change in 2001 is the percentage
of cases in which some action is taken and the abuse
stops, after the teen victim tells someone. Whereas
only 25% of those youth who had suffered sexual or
physical abuse told someone and got the abuse
stopped in 1997, as many as 40% of youth in the 2001
sample had success in getting the abuse stopped by
telling someone about it.

5. Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drugs

Foci defined: Drug use among youth in America has
seen great increases in regard to some types of sub-
stances, and declines in others. The use of drugs such
as alcohol or tobacco, is seen as providing a gateway
for the use of more dangerous ones. In addition, drug
use is also seen as being a prime contributor to other
behaviors such as criminal activity and sexual activ-
ity. The TAP survey asked a variety of questions about
drugs - their introduction, availability, and use.

2001 Synopsis: Information from the TAP survey
has been generally categorized into the areas of to-
bacco, alcohol, and other drugs. Within each area,
issues of the introduction of these substances into a
youth’s life, their availability, and their frequency of
use are examined.

Tobacco: Almost three out of every five teens (59%)
in the 2001 TAP survey stated that they had never
smoked a tobacco product. Of course this varies sig-
nificantly based on the age of the respondent. For
example, only about a quarter of all 7th graders indi-
cated they had ever smoked a whole cigarette. In com-
parison, more than half of all 11th graders had smoked
at some point in their lives. The likelihood that teens
have used tobacco climbs significantly as youth get
older - beginning with 26.4% of 7th graders, to 43.4%
of 9th graders, to 54.9% of 11th graders.

Among youth that do smoke, a third (33%) are
regular smokers (having smoked at least 10 out of
the last 30 days), with about 20% of teen smokers
being habitual in their use of tobacco (they smoked
almost every day).
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Attempts to reduce teen smoking take on many
fronts, but getting smokers to stop smoking is one
tactic. Among respondents who smoked, nearly 80%
had tried to quit smoking at some point. More than
half of these teens have quit and haven’t returned to
smoking. The remainder said they had tried to quit,
only to begin smoking again.

Alcohol: Slightly less than half (43%) of all teens
surveyed indicated that they had never used alcohol.
Among the 57% of students who have used alcohol,
more than half were regular users (54% of drinkers
consumed alcohol at least a few times per month).
In the general population, this equates to about three
out of every 10 youth (29%). As many as one in ten
drinkers (10%) indicated that they were habitual us-
ers of the substance - they used alcohol at least a few
times per week.

Introduction of alcohol to youth takes place fairly
early and continues rather steadily throughout their
adolescence. About a third (31%) of all 7th grade
respondents indicated that they had used alcohol at
some point. In comparison, about two thirds (63%)
of all 9th graders used alcohol. Among 11th graders,
almost four out of every five (79%) had ever drank
alcohol. (See Figure 12)

The magnitude of alcohol consumption varies
in a similar pattern. While about one quarter (25.6%)
of all youth have gotten drunk (i.e. had 5 or more
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drinks in a 2 to 3 hour period) in the last
month, this “binge” drinking increases sig-
nificantly as the teen grows older. Only
about 7% of all seventh grade respondents
indicated that they had binged on alcohol
in the past 30 days. Slightly more than a
quarter (28%) of all ninth graders had done
so. But among 11th graders, the percent-
age of all respondents who have engaged
in binge drinking in the past month jumps
to almost half (45%). High school juniors
are nearly seven times as likely to binge
drink than are 7th grade students.

Sources of alcohol vary considerably.
Among youth that drink, about 30% have
someone of legal age buy the alcohol for
them. Almost 13% get their drinks from a
friend’s home without parental knowledge.
Nearly as many youth (10%) said that they
actually get their alcohol at home from
their parents.

Marijuana: A large majority of respondents (73%) in-
dicated that they had never used marijuana. Among
the 27% of students who have used marijuana, more
than half (55%) said they used marijuana at least a
few times per month. More than a third (35%) of mari-
juana users indicated that they smoked marijuana at
least a few times per week.

Increased likelihood of marijuana use occurs as
youth grow older.  While only about one out of ten
(10%) of all 7th grade respondents indicated that they
had used marijuana at some point, two out of every
five 11th graders (40%)  claimed to have smoked
marijuana. (See Figure 13)

Among users of marijuana, the most common
source for marijuana was a friend. More than half
(51%) of all users said that friends were their main
source of marijuana. Dealers and other sellers were
the main source for another 21% of users. Almost one
in ten youth (8.4%) said that they grew their own mari-
juana.

Other Drugs: The use of other drugs was relatively
small in comparison to alcohol, tobacco and mari-
juana. Only about 5% of all teens indicated that they
had ever used cocaine; about 1.5% might be consid-
ered habitual users of the substance. About 9% of all
youth have ever used inhalants.  About 1.5% said that
they use them on a habitual level. Slightly less than

figure 12   Percentage of Respondents Using
     Alcohol by Level of Drinking, Overall
     and by Grade (2001)
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4% of youth said that they had ever used steroids,
and almost none of them (less than half a percentage
point) used them with any regularity.

Other drugs, such as Ecstasy, LSD,  PCP, speed,
etc., had slightly more use as a group of drugs (10%),
but since they were grouped together it is hard to say
anything about any of them on an individual basis.

Interestingly, the sharing of prescription drugs
isn’t totally uncommon among teens. About 10% of
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all teens stated that they had used a prescrip-
tion, such as Ritalin or codeine, made out to
someone else in the past year.
Ease of access of drugs is an ongoing con-
cern, not only among parents and commu-
nity members, but also among law enforce-
ment. In rating the ease of access that they
had to various drugs, youth found alcohol as
the easiest drug to get. Nearly 60% of teens
said it would be easy or very easy to get al-
cohol. Almost as many (57%) said it would
be easy to get tobacco products as well. And
while marijuana is a controlled substance not
legally sold in this country, more than 2 out
of 5 youth (43%) said that they could easily
get marijuana as well.
       If local data are compared to national sta-
tistics, some interesting patterns can be seen.
While the percentage of youth ever having
used tobacco and alcohol products appears

to be similar to national figures, there are some dif-
ference in terms of use patterns. A comparison of the
responses of 9th and 11th graders from the 1999 CDC
Youth Risk Behavior data to those in the 2001
Herkimer County TAP data suggests that while:

•   similar percentages reported smoking a cigarette
in the past 30 days  (Herkimer County - 28%,
U.S. - 31%);

•   similar percentages reported having smoked a
whole cigarette before age 13  (Herkimer County
- 23%, U.S. - 25%);

•   similar percentages reported ever having had a
drink  of alcohol  (Herkimer County - 75%, U.S.
- 77%); and

•   similar percentages reported smoking marijuana
before age 13  (Herkimer County - 9%, U.S. -
11%),

Herkimer County youth were:

• more likely to have gone binge drinking during
the past month  (Herkimer County - 35%, U.S. -
27%);

• less likely to have tried alcohol before age 13
(Herkimer County - 26%, U.S. - 32%); and

• less likely to have reported having ever used mari-
juana  (Herkimer County - 35%, U.S. - 41.5%).

figure 13   Percentage of Respondents, Overall
     and by Grade, Using Marijuana (2001)

figure 14   Comparison of Percentage of
     Respondents, Overall and by
     Grade, Using Tobacco
     (1997 and 2001)
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So while tobacco use is pretty much in line with
national trends, and the percentage of youth having
ever used alcohol is not atypical of national data,
Herkimer County youth appear to have tried alcohol
at a later age. This, however, doesn’t mean that they
don’t drink, or don’t drink to excess. In fact, com-
pared to the national data, Herkimer County youth
appear more likely to have experienced episodes of
binge drinking. In terms of marijuana use, Herkimer
County teens don’t seem to be exposed to it as early
as other youth, and are less likely to have ever tried
the substance.

TAP Trends: Comparisons between the two surveys
conducted in Herkimer County over the past four
years show a significant decline in smoking among

6. Violence in Schools and Communities

Foci defined: A sense of safety and comfort in a
teen’s surroundings is important in the development
of positive self esteem and necessary in the creation
of an environment conducive to the learning process.
The TAP survey gave youth an opportunity to pro-
vide information about their surroundings and the
degree to which they felt comfortable in them.

2001 Synopsis: While the majority of youth said that
they felt safe in their communities and in school (82%
and 70%, respectively), there is a substantial portion
of the teen population that does have safety concerns
in both settings. Almost one in five youth feels less
than safe while in their community or neighborhood;
and nearly one in three feels unsafe while at school.

A major focus of recent work concerning youth
violence is the role of “bullying” by youth toward
other teens. In some well publicized cases, youth who
have acted out in a violent fashion have cited “bully-
ing” as one of the prime reasons for their despera-
tion. When asked in the TAP survey whether they
felt constantly teased, threatened or harassed by an-
other youth, almost one out of every five respondents
(18%) said they did feel that way.  When the ques-
tion was turned around, and youth were asked
whether they had used physical force or threatened
others in the past six months in order to get their
way, about 45% said that they had. Slightly less than
one in ten teens (8%) indicated that they used such
tactics fairly often as a means of winning an argu-

ment or getting their own way. So while there are
great concerns with helping youth learn to deflect the
negative effects of being bullied, obviously, there is
also a need to teach our youth alternatives to using
threats and violence as a means of persuasion.

For some youth, a fear for their safety translates
into a need to protect themselves or to react in a vio-
lent way to stop those they perceive as being threat-
ening. While many youth obviously find other av-
enues, such as avoidance, to deal with this fear, some
choose to take more aggressive, drastic steps. Unfor-
tunately, one of those options includes use of a weapon
against others. Respondents were asked whether they
had ever specifically carried a weapon such as a gun
or knife, in their school or community, with the ex-
pressed intent of harming someone or as a means of
protection. While most youth haven’t taken such dras-
tic measures, a considerable portion have. More than
one in seven youth (15%) indicated that they have
carried a gun or knife within their community setting
as a means of protection or with the intent to harm
someone else. Nearly one in eight youth (12%) said
they had done the same thing while attending school.

Naturally one of the barriers to such behavior is
access to a weapon. While access to the use of a knife
is relatively open, access to a gun is limited to those
that have, assumedly, registered firearms within the
home. Of course, this doesn’t preclude a youth from
illegally acquiring a weapon. Regardless, when asked
in the TAP survey about their ease of access, more

respondents. While about half of all teens said that
they had smoked in 1997, that number declined con-
siderably, to around 40% by 2001. (See Figure 14)
While this is encouraging, the same can’t be said for
alcohol consumption.

Alcohol use has remained rather steady between
the two periods covered by the surveys. In each case,
the percent of youth using alcohol has remained con-
sistently around 60%. In addition, use patterns have
remained relatively consistent within grade levels over
the past four years. Similar numbers of youth are regu-
lar and habitual users of alcohol among the 2001
sample as were found in the 1997 sample. There were
no significant differences in marijuana use between
the samples either.
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than 25% of all youth indicated that it would be easy
or very easy to get a gun if they wanted.

While the potential for violence among the gen-
eral youth population is a serious one, not enough
can be said about what appears to be a cycle of bul-
lying. According to respondents in the TAP survey,
those that feel bullied offer some telling insights. For
example, youth that are bullied may be experiencing
physical intimidation at home as well as in other set-
tings. Bullied youth report that they are more than
twice as likely to have been hurt in the past year at
home by an adult than youth that aren’t bullied.

It’s also clear from the responses that bullying is
a vicious circle. The bullied are often the “bulliers.”
Youth that have been bullied are almost four times
as likely to frequently bully others than youth that
haven’t been. They also appear to be more likely to
be prepared to take drastic, and potentially deadly,
actions. Youth that have been bullied are 30% more
likely to have carried a weapon such as a gun or knife
in the community with the intent of either protecting
themselves or harming someone else. They are nearly
55% more likely to have carried a weapon for the
same reasons while on school property. (See Figure
15)  The obvious potential tragedy this represents is
one that should not be ignored.

While the danger to others that potentially arises
from bullying is a concern, it is important to recog-
nize the danger that also exists within those feeling
constantly teased, threatened, and harassed. Those
that feel bullied are twice as likely to seriously con-
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sider suicide than are others.
This cycle of bullying is one
that needs to be broken, for
not only the sake of those
suffering from constant ha-
rassment but, also, for the
protection of all involved.
      While some youth might
choose a violent path, oth-
ers choose avoidance. While
questions weren’t asked
about avoidance of confron-
tation within community set-
tings, the survey did ask
teens if they had ever missed
school specifically because
of a concern for their safety.
Approximately one out of
every six youth (16%) stated

that they had stayed home from school because of a
fear for their safety within the school setting. As many
as one out of every twenty youth had done so mul-
tiple times in the past year.

TAP Trends: Interestingly, respondents to the 2001
TAP survey feel significantly less safe within their
schools and communities. In terms of teens’ fear for
their safety within the school setting, clearly youth
are expressing a greater fear level in 2001 than they
did in 1997. While nearly 80% of youth in 1997 said
that they felt safe at school, this number has dropped
to about 70% in 2001. (See Figure 16)

The basis for this drop in confidence is hard to
pinpoint. However, given the dramatic declines in
crime rates among the general population over the
past ten years, as well as a drop in crime rates among
teens, this is especially troubling. One potential source
of concern among youth may be in part due to an
increase in perceptions of the level of school-based
violence. With several widely covered school violence
episodes over the past several years, it may be that
teens are more sensitized to the issue than they previ-
ously were.

While there has been a clear change in attitude
among teens concerning school-based safety issues,
the differences between the 1997 and 2001 samples
are a little more subtle when it comes to community-
based safety. However, the changes are still statisti-
cally significant.

On the surface, the percentage of respondents in-
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dicating that they feel safe in their communities hasn’t
changed much from 1997 to 2001. In 1997, about
80% of all teens agreed with the statement that they
felt safe in their community. In 2001, about 82% of
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youth agreed with that
statement. So overall,
youth still express a simi-
lar level of feeling safe
within their communities.

The difference is in
terms of how strongly
they agree with the idea
that they are safe. While
a similar percentage agree
overall that they feel safe
in their community, the
number of youth that feel
strongly that they are safe
has dropped from 25% in
1997 to about 17% in
2001. This suggests that

teens’ perceptions of their level of safety within fa-
miliar surroundings (namely their neighborhoods and
community settings) has declined significantly.

7. Perceptions of School and Future

figure 16   Comparison of the Percentage of Respondents that
     Feel Safe by Location (1997 and 2001)

Foci defined: School is a place where teens spend a
substantial portion of their time. While youth gain
insight into their own intellectual, social and emo-
tional underpinnings, they are also developing long
term life skills and goals. The TAP survey asked
youth a variety of questions about these issues.

2001 Synopsis: School, at least for the majority of
youth, continues to be an enjoyable experience. About
60% of all respondents stated that they enjoyed be-
ing in school. Many show considerable concern with
their grades. More than 80% expressed a high level
of concern about  getting good grades.

Teachers are generally seen as having high ex-
pectations for students. About 80% of all respondents

agreed that teachers have high ex-
pectations for them. (See Figure 17)
Not only are teachers seen as hav-
ing high expectations, but they are
also seen as caring about teens as
individuals and about how well they
do in school. More than 75% of all
respondents said that teachers care
about them and how they perform
educationally. Teachers’ support and
their high expectations undoubtedly
play a role in molding the future
educational desires of teens. Among
respondents, more than two out of
three (71%) have plans that include
higher education. Among juniors,

figure 17   Percentage of Respondents by Degree that
     They Feel Teachers Have High Expectations
     of Them (2001)

55%
Agree

24%
Strongly

Agree

6%
Strongly
Disagree15%

Disagree

78% 80%

70%

82%

93%
95%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

At School In the Community At Home

1997 2001 1997 2001 1997 2001



2001 Herkimer County18

more than 80% expect to pursue a two-year or four-
year college degree.

Of course, not all students find the educational
process enjoyable or easy. In some cases, the prob-
lems lie with other teens. For example, about two
out of every five (41%) teens said that they worry a
fair amount to a lot about fitting in with other kids at
school. To some extent concern over “fitting in” is a
very natural part of adolescence. But some youth also
see the school setting as being less than fair in their
treatment of teens. Respondents were evenly divided
when asked if they felt that the rules that govern their
schools were equally applied to everyone. About half
(49%) said that the rules were not applied the same
for everyone at school. While the majority of youth
(73%) haven’t skipped a class in the last month, this
means as many as 25% have. More than 10% of all
teens said that they had skipped three or more classes
during that period. And nearly one in ten (9%) had
been suspended from school in the past year.

One of the more difficult experiences of any
youth is moving from one community to another. This
often results, of course, in a change of school dis-
tricts as well. The stresses associated with such moves
can be considerable and contribute to feelings of
alienation as well as difficulties in school work per-

formance. When
asked how often they
had moved to a new
school in the past five
years, most students
(75%) had remained
in the same district
over that period. How-
ever, one in four had
experienced at least
one change of district.
Many students (10%)
have experienced mul-
tiple moves over the
last five years, with as
many as one out of ev-
ery twenty-five youth
changing schools four
or more times. (See
Figure 18)

TAP Trends: Teens in the 2001 TAP survey appear
to be more worried about their academic performance
and their ability to fit in socially than did those in the
1997 sample. For example, in 1997 about 25% of all
youth expressed a high level of concern over “fitting
in” with other kids at school. In the 2001 sample, as
many as 40% of teens felt that way. This represents a
significant jump in the level of concern. Although
the numbers of youth concerned over their grades
appear relatively stable between the two samples
(80% in 1997 and 83% in 2001), these are also statis-
tically significant. Youth in the 2001 survey expressed
a greater level of concern with their grades. While
there is no definitive reason for this change, it may
reflect the considerable attention focussed on  the
changes in graduation requirements coming through
the NYS Department of Education.

While a large portion of youth are concerned over
the fair application of school rules to everyone (about
49% said that they felt such rules were not applied
equally at their school), this does represent a decline
in concern over the 1997 sample. In 1997 as many as
52% of youth felt that the rules were unevenly ap-
plied.
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8. Parent-Child Relationships

Foci defined: Families and parent-child relationships
are the basic building blocks of a child’s develop-
ment. Parents are the single greatest contributor to
the social, emotional and intellectual development
of a child. While many different people and institu-
tions influence children along the way as they move
from childhood to adolescence to adulthood, parents
and families are the centers from which children as-
similate the necessary values to become productive
and contributing members of our communities. The
TAP survey asked youth about their experiences and
their relationships within the home setting.

2001 Synopsis: In many ways, parents and families
serve dual roles for youth. They provide a variety of
insight and opportunity for exploration of family and
cultural values, while at the same time they are bar-
riers to youth involvement in a variety of activities
or association with a variety of issues. This duality
of purpose, while sometimes in conflict, is recog-
nized by many youth.

The messages that parents are trying to convey
are, for the most part, heard, if not heeded, by teens.
Many youth (75%) have had some level of conver-
sation with their parents about their family history,
their faith, or the values that are important to the fam-
ily. More than one in four teens (26%) said they had
these conversations on a fairly regular basis. Almost
95% of all youth said that their parents care about
their interests and encourage them in their activities
to some extent. More than half (56%) said parents
always offer such encouragement. Parents are also
seen as emphasizing the importance of school work.
The vast majority (95%) of teens indicated that their
parents are interested in their school work on some
level, and more than 85% said that their parents are
often or always concerned with how they are doing
in school. Almost 90% of youth understand that par-
ents feel that postponing sexual activity until they
are older is a good idea. And almost as many (85%
and 90%, respectively) understand that their parents
feel that using alcohol or tobacco is something teens
shouldn’t be doing either. Clearly parents’ desires,
and their associated values, are being understood by
a large number of teens.

Parents are also gatekeepers in many ways for
teens. Two out of every three youth said that their

parents always, or at least often, set clear rules for
them to follow. And a majority of youth (55%) ex-
pect to be punished by their parents if they don’t fol-
low these rules. Parents, according to teens, gener-
ally want to know who their kids are hanging around
with (81%), what they’re doing after school (81%),
and where they are when they go out (88%). And,
according to respondents, most parents (83%) expect
teens to call them when those teens are not at home.
Clearly parents are trying to be involved and keep
their finger on the pulse, as it were, of their children’s
development.

As much as parents are rule-setters and discipli-
narians, they are also seen as potential harbors of
safety and assistance for many youth. Moms and dads
are, in fact, seen as resources by many youth when
they are in need of help. About 80% of teens said that
they could turn to their mothers, and 65% to their
fathers, if they had a serious personal problem. When
given a scenario in which they were in need of a ride
in order to avoid getting involved in a bad situation,
more than four out of five teens (82%) indicated that
they would be willing to call their parents for a ride,
even if it meant getting in trouble.

However, the reality is that many youth don’t
seem to interact with their parents as much as might
be desired. About 13% of all respondents spend more
than 10 hours at home alone each week. Given that
the typical teen probably has about 60 hours per week
that they are not in school or asleep at night, this means
that one out of every eight youth spends more than
20% of their “home-time” home alone. Interestingly,
the time that is spent together between teens and adults
at home isn’t being spent in what has been seen as a
traditional family encounter - the family dinner hour.
Less than half of the teens surveyed (47%) said that
they sat down to dinner with their whole family five
or more times each week. More than a third only do it
once or twice a week.

The reality of modern families, at least for a por-
tion of youth, seems to be a conveyance of values,
and a willingness to consider members as important
resources, but a lack of interaction. More than half
(54%) of all respondents said that they had almost
never had a conversation with at least one parent about
the risks of smoking, drinking or using drugs over
the last year. In regard to the risks of being sexually
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active, almost two thirds (63%) of teens said they
had almost never talked to a parent about the issue.
(See Figure 19)

This limited, if sometimes non-existent, interac-
tion about important issues has a very real impact on
where youth turn when they are faced with problems.
When teens were asked whom they would generally
talk to when they had a problem, only about 22% of
respondents said that they would turn to a parent first.
The most common answer was that they would turn
to a friend (49%).

While this is somewhat disheartening, there is
an interesting relationship between the likelihood that
a teen turns to a parent for help and the level of open
discussion that occurs between parents and their chil-
dren. Teens who have had fairly regular discussions
with parents about issues such as drug use or sexual-
ity are one third more likely to turn to a parent if they
have a serious problem than are youth who haven’t.
In addition, these respondents are about 25% less
likely to simply hold back and not approach anyone
with their problems. So while youth who seem to
have more open communication with their parents
are more likely to seek out their help when serious
problems arise, they are also more likely to seek help
from other sources as well. This is at least preferable
to remaining silent and, typically, accomplishing little
to resolve the issue at hand.

Unfortunately, there are a fair number of situa-

tions in which the level of communi-
cation, and in fact the degree to which
teens get along with their parents, is
far from the ideal. When youth were
asked how much they worry about
getting along with their parents, about
60% said they worried a fair amount
to a lot. In addition, a substantial num-
ber also worry about how well their
parents are getting along with one an-
other. More than half (53%) worried
considerably about how their parents
got along as a couple.

Youth are concerned about other is-
sues at home as well. For example,
four out of ten youth said that they
worried at least to some degree about
their parents drinking or their use of
drugs. Two out of three (67%) were
quite concerned about their family’s fi-
nancial standing and whether there was

enough money for them to “get by.” Although the
majority of youth don’t have a great deal of fear for
their personal safety at home, as many as one in four
(24%) expressed at least some concern that someone
at home might get hurt by another person in the house-
hold.

TAP Trends: Comparisons between the 1997 and
2001 TAP data for Herkimer County suggest, at the
very least, that youth have become more sensitive to
the nature of their relationship with their parents. For
example, teens were more likely to be worried about
how they got along with their parents in 2001 than
they were in 1997. In addition, they were much more
likely to be worried about how well their parents were
getting along.

This is not to say that youth felt less safe at home
in 2001. In fact, statistically, significantly more youth
indicated that they felt safe at home in 2001 than did
in 1997.  In addition, the rules by which teens are
expected to live in the home are apparently being
conveyed more clearly and violations of these rules
are being dealt with more consistently in 2001 than
in 1997. A significantly greater number of youth say
that their parents are setting clear rules for them, and
that they expect to be punished if they fail to follow
these rules, now than they were four years ago.

While there are still large numbers of youth that
don’t have open conversations with their parents about

figure 19   Percentage of Respondents that Talk to
     Parents About Various Issues by
     Frequency (2001)
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issues of importance, there has been significant im-
provements in the levels of communication between
teens and their parents since 1997. For example,
while only slightly more (an additional 4%) teens
talked with their parents in the past year about fam-
ily history and values, the frequency of those con-
versations improved significantly. The number of
teens reporting that they had frequent conversations
with their parents about family values more than
doubled in 2001 over 1997.

When it comes to more sensitive topics, such as
teen sexuality or drug use, the data suggest that, to
some extent, there has been some ground lost in terms
of the percentage of parents and youth talking about
such topics, particularly drugs and alcohol. While
there is no significant difference in the number of
youth and parents talking about teen sexuality issues
(it remains around 60%), the numbers of families talk-
ing about drugs and alcohol has declined from 72%
to about 68%. This is a statistically significant change.

9. Perceptions of Community

Foci defined: The communities and neighborhoods
in which youth grow up are one of the strongest in-
fluences in their lives. Neighborhoods and commu-
nities both influence, and are influenced by, our
youth. Community involvement, both in terms of the
youth’s involvement in shaping his neighborhood and
the neighborhood’s influence on the youth’s devel-
opment, is an important part of helping teens define
their lives. The values and interests of the commu-
nity are often shared by the young people found liv-
ing there. Communities offer the opportunity for self-
fulfillment, as well as providing a guide in terms of
what might be acceptable or unacceptable activities.
They offer safe haven as well as providing restraints
against undesirable behavior.

2001 Synopsis: As indicated earlier, most youth feel
relatively safe within their community. Nearly 85%
of all respondents agreed that they felt safe while in
their community. A large number of youth see their
neighborhoods and communities as caring about
them and as a resource if needed. For example, more
than half (55%) of all youth indicated that they felt
adults in their community cared about, and valued,
kids their age. Teens also see the adults in their neigh-
borhoods and communities as being problem-solv-
ing resources. Almost three out of four youth (74%)
felt that they could count on adults in their commu-
nity to help them if they had a problem. Slightly more
respondents (80%) agreed that the adults in their com-
munity would also be likely to tell their parents if
they were doing something wrong.

While adults in the community are clearly seen
as an informal resource for youth, they are not the
only resource, of course. More formal options exist
for youth who need help. One obvious one would be
the local police. Half of all youth surveyed (50%)

indicated that they were comfortable in talking to the
police if they had a problem or needed help. A fair
number of youth are also aware of other specific com-
munity resources -  such as pregnancy/birth control/
abstinence counseling services (42%), services to help
address sexual or physical abuse (39%), alcohol/drug
abuse services (38%), or suicide prevention services
(37%). However, these numbers suggest that many
still remain unaware of the availability of commu-
nity-based programs. Nearly six out of every ten youth
were unaware of the availability of these types of ser-
vices, even though most are present in every commu-
nity in some form.

Youth also see their community settings in terms
of what they offer. For example, some youth see eco-
nomic opportunities in their local communities. More
than half (55%) of all respondents indicated that they
saw their communities as places they could earn
money or find a job. But while local settings offer
youth an opportunity to be productive, they don’t seem
to offer opportunities for entertainment. Less than one
third (32%) of youth said that there were fun things
to do in their community. Despite this perceived short-
coming, youth seem to view their neighborhoods and
communities as more than just a place to reap ben-
efits. They also have some perspective on giving back
to the places they live. Seven out of ten teens (70%)
said that they felt that it was important to contribute
to their communities and society.

TAP Trends: While only about a third of all youth
said that there were fun things to do in their commu-
nity in the 2001 survey, this does represent a statisti-
cally significant improvement over the 1997 numbers.
In 1997, about 27% of teens said there were fun things
to do where they lived; by 2001 that number had
climbed to 32%.
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This TAP survey is the second conducted in
Herkimer County. It offers some new insights, some
old confirmations, and an opportunity to continue the
process of listening, as well as talking with, our young
people about the issues that concern them. The in-
formation contained in this report is NOT intended
to be static and remain here as a part of a scholarly
work. Rather it is hoped that service providers, school
personnel, community leaders, parents and teens
themselves will use the information as the basis for
new discussions on ways in which we might all work
together to make the transition from youth to young
adulthood a safer, more enjoyable one for the youth
in our communities.

Based on the findings of the 2001 TAP survey, it
is clear many youth are successfully making their
way through this maturation process. At the same time
some youth fall prey to the pitfalls of modern ado-
lescence - alcohol use, drug use, irresponsible sexual
activity, suicide ideation, etc.

There is a common thread, however, within the
2001 survey, as well as in light of the 1997 survey,
that continues to offer hope and encouragement. In-
volved parents and families continue to be a primary
resource for teens. They continue to see parents and
families as being important factors in their own so-
cial, emotional and intellectual growth. It is what they
desire, what they need, and what they see as being
important in helping them along the path of adoles-
cence.

While parents continued to lag behind celebri-
ties/athletes as the most popular role model, they have
shown some gains since 1997. In the 1997 survey,
22% of  respondents indicated that either a parent or
adult relative was their role model. In 2001, 28% saw
parents or adult relatives as being their role models.
(See Figure 20)  This is a significant increase over
the last four years.

In addition, teens continue to see involved par-
ents and families as the single greatest factor keep-
ing them from becoming involved in various harm-
ful activities. More than 80% of all respondents saw
their parents and involved families as being helpful
in keeping them from being involved in destructive
behaviors. (See Figure 21)  Positive role models (of
which 28% of teens said their parents were their role
models) were the second most important factor (73%)
in this regard. After school activities was cited by as
many as 70% of teens as helping them keep from
becoming involved in harmful activities.

Clearly, involved parents and families continue
to have an important role to play in helping teens
through the difficulties of modern adolescence. For
example, youth that have talked to their parents about
drug use and the danger of alcohol use are signifi-
cantly less likely to be involved in those activities.
But it cannot be simply an occasional message to
teens. If the responses to questions about the fre-
quency of teen parent discussions about drugs and
alcohol are viewed closely, what is found is that the

greatest impact (and in some
cases the ONLY impact) occurs
when teens report having talked
often, or very often, about such
issues. Those that only have oc-
casional talks with their parents,
or those that have almost no such
conversations, tend to be more
likely to participate in such ac-
tivities.

Clearly, communication can
work. At issue of course is the
level of communication. Just as
parents play an important role in
overseeing their child’s home-
work and school performance,
they need to also realize that they

Conclusion

figure 20   Percentage of Youth that See Certain Figures
     as Heroes (2001)
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can play a positive role in helping to keep their chil-
dren safe from many of the other difficult issues they
face while growing up. Discussions about issues such
as substance abuse, risky sexual behaviors, physical
abuse, etc. are equally, if not more, important than
ones about family values and family history.

To point to communication as the catchall for all
of the pitfalls of adolescence, however, is too sim-
plistic, of course. The difficulties of parenting and
growing up in our world is sometimes overwhelm-
ing, if not at least daunting, for many families and
youth. Many youth, and many families, fall prey to
the difficulties of day to day survival in the face of
various difficulties despite good communication and
the best laid plans. Parents and youth have difficul-
ties fulfilling needed roles and contributing in posi-
tive ways to the good of the familial unit.

The community as a whole, including religious
institutions, service providers, schools, and other
community-based groups such as neighbors and
friends, plays an important role in the development
of our youth as well. These institutions, and the
people that comprise them, are important in defin-
ing positive activities, in supporting parents and fami-
lies in need, in preparing young people to be pro-
ductive contributors, and in filling the gaps when par-
ents fail to be able to fulfill their roles in youth de-
velopment.

At the core of all of this are the youth themselves.
They also have responsibilities - responsibilities to

be committed to self-improvement and to make posi-
tive contributions to their families; responsibilities to
uphold and assist community well-being; responsi-
bilities to value learning and to contribute to their
schools; responsibilities to assist their peers in find-
ing help when needed and to improve the quality of
their social interactions; and responsibilities to be
good to themselves, to see themselves as important
parts of the social fabric.

This report re-confirms something that was found
in the 1997 survey - that involved parents and fami-
lies CAN make a difference. Parents need to know
that their children continue to need their advice and
guidance, not just about school work and future life
plans, but also about other issues that represent seri-
ous challenges to them as they mature: drug use, al-
cohol use, teen sexuality, violence, and abuse. This is
not the voice of distant “experts.”  This is the voice
of our youth. It is what they told us four years ago. It
is what they are telling us still - be involved with us,
and help us.

By using the information contained in the 2001
Herkimer County Teen Assessment Project for such
things as project planning, program development, and
funding applications, work can progress toward
strengthening communities as well as families. It is
important that this data, and the teen voices it repre-
sents, is used as a means to assist our young people
as they become productive contributors to our social
fabric.

figure 21   Percentage of Respondents that Report that
     Certain Factors Help Keep Youth From Being
     Involved in Harmful or Negative Activities
     (2001)
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