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San Mateo County Youth Commission

Fishbowl Series 2008 - 2009 Highlights

ELECTION | DISCRIMINATION | DEPRESSION | DRUGS AND ALCOHOL | VIOLENCE

In December, February, and March, the San Mateo County Youth Commission collaborated with fellow Youth Development Initiative programs and conducted fishbowls on various topics.  Among the common themes were:

· Youth wanted more meaningful and respectful interactions with adults

· Youth wanted to talk more with other youth about tough and emotional topics and even asked for more Fishbowls

· Youth exhibited communication and listening skills that fostered rich, honest, and emotional conversations about difficult topics

· Adults were inspired, brought to tears, empathized, struggled with silence, and found the challenge of listening with out immediately helping out to be very beneficial

· Fishbowls are great ways to begin deeper discussions and action—they are not the final step in any process.

What exactly are Fishbowls?

They are specifically structured focus groups that engage youth in a conversation about a specific topic while observers, usually adults, sit around and listen respectfully, silently, and attentively.

After the conversation, both groups join together to discuss how it felt to be in the fishbowl, how it felt to observe, identify themes, and also identify action goals.

Why does the Youth Commission coordinate Fishbowls?

As a program of the Youth Development Initiative, it is part of our mission to include youth voice in decision making.

The Youth Commission wants to engage other youth and their opinions on important issues that affect young people and the whole community.

Most people who have attended and/or participated expressed an appreciation in being part of it.

What now?

Read the following highlights of actual statements, input, and action steps described and engage in making changes!

For more information or to inquire about future fishbowls:

Contact John Yap, john.yap@yfes.org, (650) 401-8617 ex. 11
Election Fishbowl

November 13, 2008

Redwood City Veteran’s Memorial Center

· Youth talked about politics in various places and it increased because of the election.

· The election process made them more aware of issues and it energized them to get more involved: they talked about it in class, online, saw it on TV more.  It was marketed a lot more to them.

· It got them to read the newspaper everyday and get involved with the community.

· They noticed that the campaigns for president and state propositions targeted more youth.

· Youth felt more hope, “I want to be the 1st Hispanic President”.

· The election helped them learn more about history.

· Sometimes they felt caught in the middle between church and their own opinions.

· They felt that Prop 8 was most known because it was the most publicized, most controversial, and more of their friends talked about it.

· They saw the right to choose more than seeing sexuality as the issue.

· Topics they would like to talk about with to President Obama: economy, reducing class sizes, plans for the war, affordable healthcare, national security, affordable transportation, taxes.

· The election showed that the country is ready for change and needs to change.

· It also showed that race is still an issue but more people are accepting.

· Youth felt that they needed to urge adults to vote otherwise they are leaving the future up to chance.
“Don’t Hate, Elevate”

Discrimination Fishbowl – High School
February 19, 2009

San Carlos Youth Center

· Hate speech is rude, hateful, stereotyping, and meant to harm.

· Youth noticed that a lot of the people who get picked on are gay/lesbian.  They are bullied and mocked.

· I act “straight” sometimes to fit in with everyone to hide my sexuality.

· On campus, there are a lot of jokes.  There are strict rules about not using hate speech, though.

· If someone experiences hate speech, it might cause them to take it out on another person.  There’s a cycle.

· Other deeper reasons for using hate speech: insecurities, trying to fit in.

· Sometimes they are just jokes that are taken the wrong way.

· Sometimes it’s a reflex.  Some people use the word in everyday speech and don’t realize what they are saying is hurtful or offensive.

· Reactions to hate speech really depends on who says it.

· Some youth don’t let speech get to them.  Ignore it.  Be stronger than others words.

· There are various ways of using hate speech: gender, race, immigrant status, culture, and more.

· Gay is used daily at school sometimes as a joke.  I heard it used 10 times today.

· At my school people are generally cool with each other, learn to respect each other, learn about racism.

· In class some teachers will stop the lesson if a word is said and will discuss it to really educate the history and power of the word.

· My principal made me go to the library and learn about the culture that I made fun of so I could understand it better.

· Suggested school responses other than punishment: study the race or a biography, staff should be educated on not using the words even if joking with each other or self, make more comfortable environments to decrease the use of them.

· We need to learn and educate on how to not be silent witnesses.

· It’s not alright to laugh.  Hopefully people realize the use of those words is not funny.
· Every single person is affected by discrimination.  We all have a race, a gender, and we’re either gay or straight so we’re all affected.  I think we should all make an effort to decrease discrimination in our communities and our schools for us and the new generation.

“Don’t Hate, Elevate”

Discrimination Fishbowl – Middle School

March 19, 2009

Kennedy Middle School, Redwood City

· Hate speech is used to fit in, as jokes, because of peer pressure, and to make people feel better about themselves.

· Hate speech is seen or heard daily at school – before, during break, at lunch, and after school.

· People use it a lot just as jokes.  They don’t mean to hurt anyone but sometimes it does offend people.

· Reaction to it depends on when and who says it.

· It is never appropriate – even when talking to friends because others may overhear.

· Some hate speech words are used differently by different genders.  Some guys use the N-word as a greeting with other guys.  The B-word is used by some girls in the same way.

· We’ve all experienced being called these names.

· These words help people stereotype – stereotyping is insulting.

· People make assumptions about you about your race.

· One way a lot of Latinos get stereotyped is that we’re all in a gang.  It’s unfair that we can’t go some places because of gangs.  It makes places unsafe.

· Usually at school, hate speech has been dealt with by punishment: suspension, being sent to the office, dress code.

· Other ways school could address this: take time in class to discuss the words, writing about how you feel and your emotions, express feelings through art.

“Youth and Depression”

Depression Fishbowl

March 24, 2009

Sequoia High School Teen Resource Center (TRC)

Collaboration with the TRC Youth Advisory Board (YAB)

· Depression is not just being sad.  It holds you down.  You can’t control feeling helpless.

· As a friend, it is hard to help and deal with friends who are depressed.  It drains you.

· Depression is affected by your environment: relationships, family, teachers, stress.

· Depression creates a bad cycle.  You feel depressed then distance yourself and your grades slip.  Then you feel worse because of it.

· Some youth can talk to various adults: parents, aunt, counselors, coordinators.  Although, they do not feel most adults understand.  They are worried that they will be judged or called “crazy” or “psycho”.  (This is stigma).

· Some people tell them to “just be happy”, but that doesn’t help.  Acting happy doesn’t change the feelings inside.

· It would be helpful to know what adults are safe to talk to – like how some people have the PRIDE flag that says it is safe to talk about LGBTQQI issues.

· Students and teachers can benefit from more awareness about the truth of depression, its symptoms, and how to help.

· Schools focus more on anger instead of depression.  Both should be discusses especially since anger sometimes is a symptom of depression.
· If you want to listen and help, then be honest if you don’t understand.  Say so, and then be open to learn.

· Sometimes it’s hard to talk to adults because of fear that they’ll overreact when all you want to do is talk it out.

· More support is needed not only for youth with depression but also for their friends.

“Drugs and Alcohol”

Drugs and Alcohol Fishbowl

March 25, 2009

Menlo Atherton High School

In Collaboration with the Menlo Atherton Youth Advisory Board (YAB)

· Students use drugs and alcohol to escape personal problems / issues

· Drinking is seen as “not bad,” unless it’s out of control

· Weed used to release stress

· More people smoke weed than drink

· Main drugs used by students: weed, coke, heroin

· Family members introduce drugs and alcohol to students

· Our families’ actions affect us – we see addiction at home

· People that use drugs have only one friend called Drugs

· Parents and kids need to talk about these issues

· Smoking happens every day

· Students don’t feel comfortable discussing this topic – it takes a while to feel comfortable talking about this with an adult, they don’t want to be judged

· Some students think that drugs and alcohol have the same effect; one is not worse than the other

· Drug and alcohol use is so common that students don’t really notice it

· Violence and drama are more important issues than drugs and alcohol

· Parents often blame their kid’s friends for influencing them negatively

· There is radio, TV, people on the streets talking about using drugs and alcohol

· There is a negative stigma about people who use drugs and alcohol too much

“A JEFF We Can Believe In”

Violence and Safety Fishbowl

March 31, 2009

Jefferson High School

In Collaboration with 21st Century ASSETs After School Programs

· Types of violence seen on campus: threats, fights, arguments between students and teachers, threats and bullying on text messages or email.

· There are some adults that we can talk to: mostly off campus.  They make us feel loved, not alone, and that we matter.

· On campus, it’s harder to find adults who we can talk to although there are some.

· Some youth don’t talk to anybody on campus.  Trust issues.

· Violence is more concealed – arguments and threats.  People only know about it when it gets bigger like a fight.
· We do peer mediation but usually get the conflict after it has already escalated.  We should get them earlier.

· Reasons for violence vary: drama, people instigate fights or gossip, people are just unhappy and look for conflict, a lot of people also are experiencing sadness and anger from other things in their lives and they bring it to school rather than deal with it.
· Some people get into fights because they don’t want to look weak or show vulnerable side.

· Everyone feels the effects of violence.

· Students felt the effects of a death of a student whether they were best friends with him or absolutely didn’t know him.  It was traumatic, it was tragic.  He was there one day, and not the next.  Hard to deal with.  Some people ended their conflicts with each other after the death.

· Violence is traumatizing.  You end up dealing with it throughout your life.

· I like to play football and other physical sports to deal with things I’m going through.

· Adults can help make the school safer: don’t take anger out on students, act like you care about us, expect that we’re going to push your buttons, don’t mug us in the hallway or look down on us, don’t label us, have higher expectations of us and challenge us in a supportive way.

· Youth should think more about the conflict and see both sides, slow down and don’t rush into a fight, shouldn’t instigate fights or create more drama, take more steps to being responsible about our actions.
· I appreciated being able to talk with and listen to what other people had to say because we don’t talk enough with each other even though we are all going through the same stuff.

· People have assumptions about our school, Jefferson HS, but I appreciate Jeff for the support and the feeling that I belong here.  At Jeff, people show that they care about me and I’m part of the community.

