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Learning Objectives

1. Become familiar with Rhode Island Youth Risk 
Behavior Survey (YRBS) survey planning, data 
collection and 2017 results.

2. Understand how the YRBS data are used to 
improve adolescent health and well-being. 

3. Discuss how YRBS data can be shared effectively 
with school leadership for decision making to 
ensure positive academic outcomes.





Rhode Island School Surveys

• School surveys offer an opportunity to hear directly from young 
people about their experiences. 

• The State conducts two surveys every year: SurveyWorks and 
either the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) OR the Rhode 
Island Student Survey. 

• While these are voluntary surveys, they provide the state and 
stakeholders with important data, help reduce the number of 
requests from outside research organizations, and allow key 
education stakeholders to better understand their school 
communities.

• These surveys allow students to share their experience and their 
voice so we can craft policy that is responsive to their needs.

• We make decisions based on young people’s responses: The 
state and our partners in the community are using these data in 
meaningful ways. 



Youth Risk Behavior Survey in RI

• Biennial national survey developed by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to monitor health risk 
behaviors related to leading causes of morbidity and mortality 
among youth.1

• Collaboration between the Rhode Island Department of 
Education and the Rhode Island Department of Health 
(RIDOH). 

• The survey is conducted during odd years.

• The YRBS only requires participation from a few classes – not 
the entire school – so only a small percentage of students will 
be involved. 

• Survey procedures are in place to ensure school 
confidentiality and protect student anonymity.

• Because no identifiers are linked to the data, results from an 
individual student, class or school cannot be reported.



YRBS Survey Topics

▪Alcohol and other drug use

▪Behaviors that contribute to unintentional injuries 

and violence, including bullying

▪ Tobacco use 

▪Sexual behaviors

▪Unhealthy dietary behaviors

▪ Inadequate physical activity

▪Obesity 



Planning the survey 

CDC provides states with a standard survey
• High school standard questionnaire

89 questions; 
Max Number of questions=99

• Middle school standard questionnaire 
49 questions;
Max Number of questions=54

A group of advisory members help determine 
what questions should be included on the 
survey. 



Modifying the survey

• Current or ever use?

• How will data be used? Required for a grant?

• Alternative source of information?

• Delete: not able to compare, interrupt trends

• Age at first sex, Hours spent watching TV; soda 
consumption

• Address emerging new behaviors

• Homelessness, hours of sleep,  cell use while driving

• Sensitivity of certain topics

• Prevalence of behavior



Survey Administration

• One class period is needed for the self-administered 
questionnaire.

• We administer the survey in 4-6 classrooms during 
that one period.

• Passive permission slips are provided to 
parent/guardians of students whose classes were 
selected.

• Parents and students can opt-out of participating.

• We provide students with resource sheet and notify 
school nurse of survey administration. 

• Participating schools receive a $500 stipend.

• RIDOH has worked with a survey vendor to 
administer the survey in the schools.



What do the RI YRBS data tell us?

• Using statistical methods, the weighted YRBS data 
provide Rhode Island with statewide estimates of 
risk behaviors students are taking part in. 

• We don’t have to guess or assume.

• Estimates are based on the state public school population, data 
are not available at the local level.

• Provides us with factual, valid, timely data on priority 
risk behaviors of public high and middle school 
students. 



Trends of Substance Use among Rhode 
Island High School students 2007-2017
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Percent of Rhode Island High School Students Who Felt 
Sad or Hopeless, by Sex, Grade, and Race/ Ethnicity, 2017
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Percent of high school students who were 
bullied in the last 12 months

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

*Have a disability

No disability

*Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual

Straight

Hispanic

^Black, Non-Hispanic

*White, Non-Hispanic

*Female

Male

RI state prevalence
*significantly increased risk, ^significantly decreased risk, p<.05; 
Data source: 2017 Rhode Island Youth Risk Behavior Survey, RIDOH CHDA



Trends of Sexual Behavior among Rhode 
Island High School students 2007-2017
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YRBS Data Products



YRBS Data Products



YRBS Data Products



How can the YRBS data help us with 
policy and program decision-making?

▪ Describe risk behaviors

▪ Decreases in sexual activity, cigarette smoking, alcohol

▪ Inform professional development

▪ Plan and monitor programs

▪ RI Boys and Girls Club uses RI YRBS data to plan after school program

▪ Support health-related policies and legislation

▪ Recreational marijuana

▪ Seek funding



YRBS Data in Action

• YRBS results enhance our understanding of social and 
emotional learning competencies.

• High school principals discuss YRBS results with their 
school leadership to determine wellness policies and 
plan annual school initiatives.

• Student Assistance Counselors use YRBS data with 
Varsity Athletes Against Substance Abuse (VAASA) 
programs to educate youth about the dangers of 
substance use and dispel myths about athletics and 
addiction. 

• A district used the data to identify priority areas for 
health education curricula and for professional 
development for teachers and staff.

• Pediatricians use YRBS survey results to screen, 
counsel, and educate teens on high risk behaviors. 



YRBS Takeaways

• YRBS results are the primary source of data on the 
most important health-risk behaviors of Rhode Island 
high school and middle school students.

• A high level of school and student participation, and 
sound methodology are critical factors in achieving 
sufficient and accurate data for state estimates. 

• YRBS data are disseminated to a variety of 
audiences.  

• YRBS data are used by educators, public health 
officials, and community partners to advocate for and 
improve school health policies and public health 
programs.



School Committee Input

• What topics are you interested in? 

• How might you use the data? 

• How do you like to receive data or reports?
• What is the best way to share results with you?

• Is there any interest in joining the Advisory 
Group or provide feedback on survey drafts?

• Is there interest in receiving a presentation on 
2019 YRBS results in your district?

• What concerns do you have about 
administration of the YRBS?



References and RI YRBS Resources

1Kann L, McManus T, Harris W et all. Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance-
United States, 2017. MMWR Surveill Summ 2018;67(No. SS-8). 

• https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/2017/ss6708.pdf.

Rhode Island Youth Risk Behavior Survey Webpage

• http://www.health.ri.gov/data/adolescenthealth/

Rhode Island Youth Risk Behavior Survey Results, 2017

• http://www.health.ri.gov/flipbook/YRBSResults2017.php#book/

Rhode Island Youth Risk Behavior Survey Student Posters, 2017

• What Students said about Managing Emotions

• What Students said about Relationships

• What Students said about Making Smart Choices

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/2017/ss6708.pdf
http://www.health.ri.gov/data/adolescenthealth/
http://www.health.ri.gov/flipbook/YRBSResults2017.php#book/
http://www.health.ri.gov/publications/posters/ManagingEmotions.pdf
http://www.health.ri.gov/publications/posters/Relationships.pdf
http://www.health.ri.gov/publications/posters/MakingSmartChoices.pdf


School success and academic achievement are built on a strong foundation 
of healthy students who learn in safe and caring school environments.

YRBS data help us better understand youth behaviors, and aid in developing and 
reinforcing policies and practices that help those students who are at highest risk.

Tara Cooper MPH

tara.cooper@health.ri.gov 

Center for Health Data & Analysis

Rhode Island Department of Health



2017 National YRBS highlights



How to Access RI YRBS 

http://www.health.ri.gov/teens

http://www.health.ri.gov/yrbs/

http://www.health.ri.gov/teens
http://www.health.ri.gov/yrbs/


How to Access RI YRBS - CDC

https://nccd.cdc.gov/youthonline/App/Default.aspx

https://nccd.cdc.gov/youthonline/App/Default.aspx


CDC Youth Online

https://nccd.cdc.gov/youthonline/App/Results.aspx?LID=RI



Do students tell the truth on the 
YRBS?

▪ Survey environment

▪ Questionnaire design and content

▪ Edit checks

▪ Logic within groups of questions

▪ Comparison of YRBS data to other survey data

▪ Consistency over time

▪ Consistency with health outcome data

▪ Subgroup differences


