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Planning a Safe Prom

 By Wendy Leonard

It’s spring of junior year. Your son and daughter just got their invitations to the prom. There are dresses and tuxes to be bought; travel arrangements to be made; a post-prom party to be planned. But are you all really ready for that special night?
One Talk Won’t Do It
Rose H., a West Virginia mother, says, “I’ve been talking with my daughter about making smart decisions for years. Every time she goes out, I know where she’s going and whom she’s with. So, for us, prom night was no different. Its taken time–but now I know I can trust her to play by my rules.”
“Mom was great,” concurs her daughter, Karen. “She was so excited for me. But going out that night was like any other night; I had my cell phone, and I knew if I needed her, all I had to do was call.”
How many families have worked this long on a process of trust? Linda R., a mother from Maryland, had a very anxious prom night.
“I sat down with Josh and warned him about not getting in a car with someone who’d been drinking. But once he was out the door, I felt powerless; and I worried all night until he got home safely.”
“Yeah, my folks gave me all sorts of warnings,” shares 18-year-old Josh. “But my friends and I can handle ourselves. And, seriously, it was prom night…we had to have some fun! Nobody died.”
Both of these families were fortunate. However, the grim reality is, over one third of all alcohol-related teen deaths occur during prom season. So, let’s get down to business. What can you do?
Looking to the Community for Solutions
Teaching teens to make good judgments and think before they act is a life-long job. But it’s good to know how important your opinion is. “What parents may not realize,” says Charles Curie, Administrator of SAMHSA (Substance Abuse & Mental Health Human Services), “is that children say that parental disapproval of underage drinking is the key reason they have chosen not to drink.”
And yet, you are not the only influence, not by a long shot. Peer pressure, the excitement of the evening, and a hundred other factors come into play when it comes to the drinking, sexuality, and traffic accidents that occur on prom nights all over the country. For this reason, communities around the country are making sure that they do as much preventive work for that special night as possible.
Here are three actionable programs that can help:
Think MADD about Prom: Mothers Against Drunk Driving
“MADD and Nationwide created THINK to save young lives—during prom and all year long,” explains Amy George, Director of Media Relations.
Think.Prom is a peer-to-peer program that encourages students to pledge to be alcohol- and drug-free. The THINK Pledge Pack is designed to be purchased by high schools via fund-raising efforts initiated by the teens themselves. The pack includes awareness posters and pledge cards for prom, and for other potentially difficult occasions such as homecoming or summer vacation. Parents should be sure to read both the parent and student areas of the Think.Prom Web site for optimal insight. They also offer a PDF that can be printed out and distributed in your school.
Safe Prom Program: Effington County, GA
For the third year in a row, Effington County High School, near Savannah GA, has received a $2,500 grant from the Peace Officers Association of Georgia, to support their safe prom program. The grant is funded by a sponsorship from a local communications company. The funds are used for education programs during the week of prom, including speakers and campaigns against drunk driving, in an effort to support a safe environment at prom. In order to keep students at prom and out of unsafe situations, the high school also raffles cash and gift cards throughout the event. Apparently, this effort has been enormously successful—throughout the three years, not one prom-goer has been stopped for speeding, let alone an accident.
Drawing the Line: Community Efforts in Montgomery County, MD
The Drawing the Line (DTL) program has successfully reduced the prom-related automobile fatalities in their community to zero, ten years running. This program is a coalition of organizations and individuals who work to prevent underage drinking by “changing community perception of—and reaction to—underage alcohol use in Montgomery County,” says the program coordinator, Meg Baker.
A key component of the success of DTL was the establishment of a Police Prom Season Task Force, who initiated participation and input from limo companies. (Previously, it wasn’t uncommon for a limo driver to allow drinking, and even stop and purchase the alcohol for his underage passengers.) “It was a win-win,” explains Officer William Morrison. “Intoxicated kids throwing up and trashing limos cost them money.”
All area limo companies are invited to attend an annual seminar given by the police to increase awareness of the consequences of alcohol and drug abuse.
For example, limo professionals are taught that one indicator that someone is under the influence of Ecstasy is that they are likely to suck on a pacifier or lollipop, because the drug causes users to grind their teeth and become excessively thirsty.
Such training is essential for limo drivers’ ability to effectively enforce the "zero tolerance" contract (to alcohol, tobacco, drug use, and sexual activity), signed by parents and teens. “The evening is immediately over if there are any violations,” explains Officer Morrison. “The parents must pick up their kids, and there are no refunds.”
The Prom as Practice for Life
Prom night is the perfect opportunity to reinforce in your teen that if they want to be treated like adults, they need to consider the consequences of their actions. Teens are hungry for this type of empowerment. It’s also essential that this process begin while they’re still under your roof. That way, you can guide their decisions and veto the unacceptable ones.
Set Clear Rules About Alcohol
Be Specific. Tell your teen what the law is, what your household rules are, and behavior you expect. “Alcohol is for adults. Don’t drink alcohol until you’re 21. Our family follows the law.”
Be Consistent. Be sure your teen understands that the rules are maintained at all times, and that the rules hold true even at other people’s homes.
Be Reasonable. Don’t change the rules in mid-stream or add new consequences without talking with your teen. Avoid unrealistic threats.
Recognize Good Behavior. Always let your teen know how pleased you are when they respect the rules of the household.
Put it into Practice. Write out your most important family rules and post them clearly, where everyone in the family will see them often. Then review the rules regularly, such as at the beginning of each school year and before all events where alcohol might be involved.
Source: SAMHSA US Dept. of Health & Human Services, Start Talking Before They Start Drinking.
Helping Your Community With Safe Proms
The National Limousine Association provides these five tips when you hire a transportation service for your teenager’s big night:

1 
Ask the transportation company for the Prom Promise. Many limousine and chauffeured transportation companies offer a contract that teens sign agreeing to not drink or take drugs on prom night. This gives parents an outlet to discuss the importance of safety on Prom with their teens.

2 
Give the transportation company a curfew. That’s right; the chauffeur will abide by any rules you set forth, and will make sure to pick up and drop off your kids at a designated hour. This is a great way ensure your kids make it home on time, no excuses.

3 
Make sure the company you choose is reputable. Reputable associations such as the National Limousine Association (NLA) and the local livery association are good indications that your service provider does their due diligence. If you are still stuck, consult www.nlaride.com.

4 
Set ground rules. You can ask that the chauffeur keep the privacy screen down for the entire ride, so that he/she has a full grasp of what your kids are up to. If any of your rules are broken, the chauffeur can turn the car around and bring your kids home.

5 
Sit back and relax. A reputable company hires drivers with proper training and licensing. Theses chauffeurs are used to carting around excited passengers all day long, so they know how to keep things under control.
Wendy Leonard is an award-winning medical writer with over 23 years experience translating complicated medical jargon for lay readers. Author of the cardio-protective cookbook, WomenHeart's All Heart Family Cookbook, Wendy is also currently earning her PhD in Public Health, specializing in community health promotion and education.
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