
How to Help Your Child Navigate the 
High School Transition        

(and Keep Yourself Sane)

TRUMBULL PUBLIC SCHOOLS

MAY 8, 2019



Introduction & Welcome

Katie Benoit & Julia Saunders

8th Grade Counselors



This program is sponsored by                           
TPAUD – Trumbull’s Prevention Partnership

TPAUD is a grant-funded community coalition 
whose mission is to engage and mobilize youth, 

parents, and community partners to reduce youth 
alcohol and drug use and create a safe and healthy 

Trumbull.



Tonight’s Program

8th grade is a time of tremendous change –
academic, physical, social, and emotional.

We hope tonight’s program will provide you with 
information, tools, and resources to help you and 

your child navigate this important transition. 

Thank you to our presenters for giving up their 
time. We also want to thank Mr. Marc Guarino, 

Dr. Mike McGrath, Dr. Gary Cialfi and the 
Trumbull Public Schools for their support of this 

program.



Speakers will be available for Q&A at 
the end of the program. 

Tonight’s PowerPoint will be posted on 
the TrumbullPS.org and TPAUD.org 
websites, and the program will be 
available on Trumbull Community 

Television.



Presenters

Maryann Agostin, THS School Psychologist

Michael McHugh, Caroline Marchetti, and 
Ally Zafina, THS Students

Melissa McGarry, TPAUD Project Director

Jeff Rago, Hillcrest School Counselor



Teen (and Parent) Stress

Maryann Agostin

School Psychologist

Trumbull High School



8th to 9th 

Transition

Yikes!  

What do I do 

now?



Commonly Asked Questions:

1. What if my child has no one to sit with at lunch?

2. What if my child cannot handle the workload?

3. What if my child can’t get their locker open?

4. What if my child gets lost?



Commonly Asked Questions:

5. Who can my child talk to if they need help?  They don’t 

know anybody!

6. What if my child needs to change a class?

7. What if my child doesn’t get into college?



It’s All Good



It’s All Good

I Invalidate is BAD / Validate is 

GOOD

T Take your child’s temperature. 

Take your own!

S Self-Soothing Strategies



A Always and Never

L Learning Experience

L Look to model GOOD social  

media behaviors

It’s All Good



G Grades

O COntrol the Controllables

O Other Options

D Deep Breaths 

It’s All Good



A Student’s Perspective

Caroline Marchetti, Michael McHugh, & Ally Zaffina

Students

Trumbull High School



Biggest Concerns

8th graders were asked anonymously about their biggest 
concerns about going from 8th to 9th grade. The most 
common answers were:

School – how to navigate a bigger school and harder 
classwork

Social lives – how to manage their friendships

It’s important that you stay connected to your kids and 
support them through this time.



School
 High school is bigger, but that offers kids more diverse opportunities for 

classes and activities.

 Kids should take this time to challenge themselves in their classes but balance 

is important.

 Kids need to get involved in school activities when they get to high school. 

Quality not quantity matters - encourage them to find sports, clubs, and 

activities that they are passionate about.

 Teachers are helpful and supportive – encourage your kids to get to know 

their teachers and advocate for themselves if they have a question or problem.

 Much more goes on in high school, so make sure your kids stay organized and 

on track.



Social
 Your kids will make new friends and some of their old 
friendships will change. 

 The bigger high school offers the chance to meet lots of 
different types of kids with different interests.

 Clubs, activities, and sports teams are a great way to 
make friends.



Important Notes for Parents
 Always be supportive/acknowledge them.

 Give them space, but set ground rules.

 It’s important for kids to handle problems themselves.

 Sometimes kids just need someone there to listen to 
them, instead of giving an opinion.

 It’s very important to keep open the line of 
communication no matter the circumstance is/how 
uncomfortable it might make you as the parent.



The Teen Brain:
Under Construction

Melissa McGarry
TPAUD Project Director



Teen Brains Matter

The teen brain 
is going 

through a time 
of enormous 

change. 

Source: kidzu.com
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The most used connections become stronger



WWW.THEPARENTCOMPASS.COM

The reward centers of the brain are most 
sensitive in the teen years

The emotional rush of risk-taking is a priority for the teen brain. 

Teens give more weight to potential pleasure than possible problems.
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Exposure to alcohol, marijuana, and other drugs 
can permanently alter the reward center of the 
brain and can result in addiction.



WWW.THEPARENTCOMPASS.COM

Social rewards are a primary motivator  
for teenagers

That’s why teens take more risks in 
groups than alone.



WWW.THEPARENTCOMPASS.COM

…with no brakes or steering wheel

Teens’ brains are like a racecar…



WWW.THEPARENTCOMPASS.COM

WE can help our kids navigate the teen years.



ALCOHOL, MARIJUANA, & VAPING: 
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW
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http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://www.sciencetimes.com/articles/2822/20150123/are-e-cigs-really-healthier-or-could-chemicals-like-formaldehyde-be-hiding-in-sweet-smoke.htm&ei=0z9SVe2XIYW5ggSovoGoBA&bvm=bv.92885102,d.eXY&psig=AFQjCNExKXeHAytaG-98KmjMBIFHyrTx3A&ust=1431540005349839


Parents Have the Power!

Parental disapproval is the one clear indicator of 
whether or not our youth will engage in substance 

use/abuse.

Trumbull students who believed that their parents 
disapproved were 4x less likely to binge drink and 5x
less likely to use marijuana than those who believed 

their parents don’t disapprove.



ALCOHOL & OUR KIDS



What’s the Big Deal?

Kids who start drinking earlier in life are more likely to 
struggle with alcohol in adulthood.

Alcohol use impairs athletic performance and increases 
likelihood of injury.

Teens who use alcohol early are more likely to use other 
drugs later.

 THS kids who drink were 8x more likely to smoke pot. 

Kids who drink are more likely to have unplanned or 
unprotected sex.



Trends in Underage Drinking

What/ how teens are drinking is dangerous

 Teens prefer malt-based beverages, hard alcohol 

 Teens are drinking solely to get drunk

Social Media reinforces the idea that everyone does it

 Snapchat, Instagram, YouTube

Teens get their alcohol from home

 40% of MS and 75% of HS students said that alcohol would be 
“very easy” or “somewhat easy” to get. 

Smaller gatherings in private homes

 Social Host Law makes it illegal to allow kids to drink on private 
property. Criminal penalties in addition to civil liability.



MARIJUANA & OUR KIDS



►Marijuana use increases around 11th grade. 35% of 11th and 
12th graders have smoked pot. 1 in 5 have used in the past 30 
days. 51% of HS students reported that marijuana would be 
easy to get.

►Our teens are inundated with pro-marijuana information 

►Positive message come from a variety of sources – from TV, 
movies, music, social media, and legalization efforts. 

►Even our language is problematic – “recreational” marijuana

Weed is safe

Weed is legal

Weed is organic

Weed is medicine

Weed isn’t addictive



Pro-Marijuana Messages
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The Realities of Marijuana

“Not your mother’s marijuana” - today’s weed is 
stronger than in the past, with higher THC levels (3-7% 
vs as much as 30% potency). 

Concentrated marijuana products (liquid, wax, or 
dabs) can be more than 90% pure.

Marijuana is the most common substance of abuse for 
teens who enter drug treatment. About 1 in 6 people 
who start using as a teen become addicted to 
marijuana. (NIDA)



The Impact of Marijuana on Teen Brains



Mental Health & Marijuana

Growing evidence about how marijuana impacts 
mental health. 

A study in The Lancet found that daily, average 
potency marijuana users were 3x more likely to be 
diagnosed with psychosis than non-users. With high 
potency marijuana, this number increased to five 
times as likely.

For those pre-disposed to schizophrenia, marijuana 
use, especially by the young, has been linked to 
earlier onset and worse symptoms.



VAPES
Battery-powered nicotine delivery devices that emit an aerosol 

containing chemicals and ultra-fine particles.  
No smoke/odor. Easy to hide and use.



Vapes
 Marketing targets kids - they’re sold locally and 

online. Lower regulations/taxes as tobacco.

 24% of MS and 74% of HS students said they’d be 
easy to get (2017 TPAUD Survey).

 Vape juice is sold in flavors designed to appeal to kids 
(i.e. gummy bear, marshmallow, graham cracker)

 “Dab pens” can be used to ingest THC (“wax” or 
“dabs”) and hash oil, which is difficult to detect. 10x 
stronger high than smoking pot.



JUULS

• Most popular product with teens in 
Trumbull and surrounding towns.

• Resembles a flash drive; can be charged in 
a computer’s USB port or with a wall 
charger.

• Each JUUL cartridge contains 50 mg of 
nicotine – equivalent to a pack of cigarettes
– in around 200 puffs.



Vapes – the Risks
 Nicotine use by teens damages brain development.

◦ Nicotine is highly addictive.

◦ Vapes deliver high concentration of nicotine.

◦ Evidence that teens who vape are more likely to use traditional 
cigarettes (American Academy of Pediatrics)

 Vape juice contains hundreds of chemicals, some of which have been 
determined to be cancer-causing.

 Aerosols in e-juice enter lungs unfiltered and leave chemical residue 
behind.

 Side effects are eye, ear, and throat irritation. Dry mouth and nasal 
passages, causing nosebleeds.



Vapes – the Risks

 Little quality control – FDA has delayed plans to 
regulate for 4 years.

 No longitudinal health studies – users are the lab rats



Parents Have the Power!

Ensure that alcohol, medical 
marijuana, and medications 
sleeping pills, sedatives, 
stimulants, narcotic pain 
relievers, ADD/ADHD meds, 
cough medicines) are not 
accessible in your home –
Count It, Track It, Lock It Up, 
Dispose of It!



Parents Have the Power!

Talk Early and Talk Often about family rules and 
expectations, and how underage drinking and drug 
use is unacceptable. 

Consider any family history of addiction, and discuss 
how this increases risk.

Think about the behavior you model. Kids need to 
see the adults around them having fun without 
alcohol.

Talk to your kids about how to handle pressure from 
friends. Develop an exit strategy. 



Local Resources:

• Trumbull Public Schools staff

• Mary J. Sherlach Counseling Center –
Licensed Alcohol and Drug Counselor and 
Family Therapists

• The C.A.R.E.S. Group – free family support 
group

• Teen SmokeStoppers Program at St. Vincent’s 
Hospital



Anonymous TipsLine



How Can You Stay Involved?

STAY INFORMED about the issue of underage drinking and 
drug use.

or www.tpaud.org

SIGN UP to receive TPAUD’s parent information emails.

GET INVOLVED – Attend a coalition meeting 

May 15th

8:00 am at Trumbull EMS, 250 Middlebrooks Ave. 



Parenting 201: 

The Teenage Years  

Jeff Rago

Hillcrest School Counselor



Although the world is constantly changing, 
one thing that has not changed is the role 
parents play in helping their teen to be the 
best that they can be. 

What does it mean for an adolescent to “be 
the best they can be”? 



Require that your child tries their 
hardest to: 

BE THE BEST son or daughter they can be!

BE THE BEST sister or brother they can be!

BE THE BEST student they can be!

BE THE BEST artist, dancer, musician, 
performer, artist, athlete, etc. they can be!

BE THE BEST person they can be!



What should you do if your teen 
lacks motivation and they are not 

working to their potential? 



Formula for Success

1. Accept responsibility as the adult and apologize 
for allowing them to develop the bad habits that 
they possess.

2. Re-set and start over with clear expectations 
moving forward. 

3. Expect their greatest effort always.

4. Praise effort, not results.

5. Hold them accountable for not giving their best 
effort and being the best they can be in all that 
they do and all that they are.

6. Use Rewards/Consequences accordingly. 



Need to Fix Now!!!!!

►Re-establish Trust 

►Rebuild the Relationship 

►Regain Control





Not too late yet. 

13/14 – Very Possible

15/16 – Challenging

17/18 – Very Difficult 



A key element of a successful 
parent/teen relationship is that the 

parent MUST be in charge! 

Young kids and adolescents 

want/need/expect boundaries, 

structure, and high expectations. 

A kid being in charge is what allows them to 
stray and make bad choices which then often 
leads to worse choices in their teenage years.   



Use the Power you Possess



As educators, we often see adolescents 
making many poor choices when it comes to 
their commitment to school and their families 
but have many luxuries:   

 smart phone

 gaming system

 designer clothing 

 hundreds of dollars spent on footwear

 private lessons (music, sports, dance)  

 $100 haircuts, hair care products, cosmetics



Parent/Guardian Responsibilities

 Provide Shelter

 Provide Food

 Provide Clothing

 Provide Medical Care



Effective Parenting means: 

1. Building a relationship based on 
trust. 

2. Mean what you say/say what you 
mean. 

3. Be consistent and follow through.  



HONESTY, TRUST, AND RESPECT

 Paramount in parent/child relationship.

 Teens must lie in order to engage in risky 
behaviors.

 “It’s personal” an option instead of lying.  

 Parents pleading the Fifth????? 



Kids work together,  

shouldn’t parents do the same?



Sleepovers then . . .



. . . sleepovers now



Risky behaviors often occur 
while at sleepovers … 



. . . or when they say  
they are at sleepovers. 



Some practical parenting tips passed 

along to me that I found helpful:

 Use car rides to your advantage.  

 Watch TV shows with your teens for the 
teachable moments and to get an idea 
where they are developmentally.

 Have escape plan without questions.

 Enjoy meaningful time together!

 Put work in now, enjoy later!!!!!







Jeff Rago

School Counselor

Hillcrest Middle School

203-452-4463

JRago@trumbullps.org



Question & Answers

Speakers and staff are available for 
your questions.

Thank you!!


