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Teaching Health and
Safety to Young Workers

Colorado Program Reaches Students in Grades 7 through 12

BY ROBERTA SMITH AND REBECCA J. GUERIN

as your AIHA local section ever tried to increase awareness
on a common issue? In 2018, the AIHA Rocky Mountain
Section (AIHA-RMS] did just that with Safety Matters, a
free educational program from NIOSH and AIHA that raises
awareness among young people about workplace safety
and health. This is important because national data indi-

cate that young workers (defined as those aged 15-24 years) experience higher
rates of work injuries that require treatment in hospital emergency departments
when compared to adult workers over the age of 25.

Young worker injuries are also an
important public health concern in
Colorado. According to Pinnacol Assur-
ance, Colorado’s largest workers' com-
pensation insurer, 380 Colorado teens
sustained workplace injuries in 2018.
Toaddress this challenge, the rich net-
work of health and safety professionals
in Colorado was leveraged to become
trained on the delivery of the Safety
Matters module and to disseminate the
program within their local networks.
Safety Matters, a one-hour, inter-
active teaching module targeted to
students in grades 7 through 12, is
designed to introduce young people
to foundational workplace knowledge
and skills that all young people should
have before entering the workforce.
Volunteers can use the teaching
module to inform students that all
workers can be injured, become sick,
or even be killed on the job; that most
work-related injuries and illnesses
are predictable and preventable; and
that employers are responsible for,
and workers have the right to, safe and
healthy work. Students also learn how
to identify workplace hazards and gain
an understanding of hazard-control
strategies; how to respond to a work-
place emergency; and how workers
can communicate with others—includ-

ing people in authority—when they feel
unsafe or threatened.

The Safety Matters materials are
based on a full, free curriculum called
Youth(@Work-Talking Safety that NIOSH
and its partners developed for imple-
mentation in schools. While Talking
Safety is intended for use by teach-
ers in school systems, Safety Matters
allows community members to bring

A grassroots
approach was a
great way to build
relationships with
youth organizations.

the message of workplace health and
safety to school districts that haven't
implemented the full curriculum or to
introduce the topic of workplace safety
and health into younger grades than
the curriculum is being taught.

In July 2018, the Colorado Depart-
ment of Public Health and Environ-

ment (CDPHE) Occupational Health
program, along with AIHA-RMS and
the Colorado Chapter of the Ameri-
can Society of Safety Professionals,
initiated a pilot project around youth
worker safety with the Safety Matters
program as the core. With CDPHE as
the lead agency, this effort received
one year of funding through a Research
to Practice Grant from the NIOSH
Mountains and Plains Education and
Resource Center.

The most immediate goal of the
Colorado pilot project was to pres-
ent Safety Matters in a focus-group
format to three established youth advi-
sory councils. These councils exist in
many Colorado communities to give
input about local policy initiatives and
issues affecting young people related
to public health and the environment.
Other goals of the pilot project were to
train a minimum of ten safety profes-
sionals, representing different geo-
graphic regions in Colorado, on the
Safety Matters program; present the
Safety Matters module to at least six
youth programs identified through the
focus groups; and evaluate changesin
the young participants” knowledge of
and attitudes about workplace safety
and health topics.

LISTENING TO YOUNG PEOPLE

The pilot project’s instructors wanted to
learn aboutyoung peoples perspectives
on young worker safety, get feedback

matterscenter.
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To access additional resources related to the joint AIHA/NIOSH Safety
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about theirwork experience, and hear
their ideas on how the Safety Matters
program could be disseminated. Two
focus groups were held at meetings of
established youth advisory boards with
membersingrades 7 through 12. The
meetings were held in Denver with the
Youth Partnership for Health (YPH), a
youth advisory council for state, local,
and community stakeholders, and in
Fort Collins. The YPH was created to
ensure that the needs of young people
are considered in programs and poli-
cies that affect them. The Fort Collins
youth advisory board gathers informa-
tion from local youth and other groups,
organizations, and agencies regarding
youth-oriented issues.

Participants in these sessions
were eager to share their thoughts
on young worker safety. They sug-
gested training other students as
peer trainers on the Safety Matters
program; creating a YouTube channel
for students to watch the program
on their own; and presenting the
program during school homeroom
sessions or at organizations such
as afterschool programs and Future
Business Leaders of America con-
ferences.

TRAINING THE TRAINERS

Train-the-trainer sessions were
arranged by advertising to AIHA-
RMS and ASSP Colorado members
to solicit interest in learning about
the program. Even though Safety
Matters has a step-by-step, easy-to-
follow instructor’s guide, two-hour
train-the-trainer sessions were held
to provide an overview of the goals
of the project and coach presenters

on how to deliver the module and
disseminate it within their local net-
works. Each session included a youth
advocate from CDPHE who advised
the health and safety profession-
als on how to talk to young people.
Overall, four training sessions were
held in various locations along Col-
orado’s Front Range area. In total,
36 health and safety professionals
were trained to deliver the Safety
Matters program.

DISSEMINATING THE MESSAGE

Once volunteers were trained on
Safety Matters, we matched them
to organizations that requested the
program. Presentations were deliv-
ered to the Colorado Springs YMCA,
the Buckley Air Force Base-Keystone
Leadership Program, regional and
state conferences of the Colorado
Future Business Leaders of America,
the Boys and Girls Club of Weld and
of Freemont County, and the Weld
County Workforce Center. During the
pilot study, eight of the 36 trained
safety professionals conducted 12
presentations up and down the Front
Range of Colorado, reaching more
than 300 young workers.

EVALUATING THE PROGRAM

To evaluate students” knowledge
of and attitudes about workplace
safety and health topics covered in
the module, we collaborated with
researchers in the NIOSH Safe-
Skilled-Ready-Workforce Program.
Questionnaires were administered to
all participating students before and
after the training sessions. Results
from preliminary analyses suggest

that the 279 participants who com-
pleted both a pre- and post-session
questionnaire demonstrated sta-
tistically significant changes after
receiving the Safety Matters program
in both their knowledge about work-
place safety and their attitude toward
the importance of workplace safety.

SHARING LESSONS LEARNED
This project provided a forum for
the local chapters of AIHA-RMS and
ASSP to work together and to include
other stakeholders in the process.
Through the presentations, youth
participants increased their knowl-
edge of safety issues and changed
their opinion on the importance of
safety in the workplace.

Using a grassroots approach was
a great way for the AIHA-RMS to build

relationships with youth organiza-
tions. The Future Business Leaders
of America and Workforce Center
forums were new opportunities
for health and safety professionals
to connect with youth. Future out-
reach opportunities on careers and
health and safety may be possible
with both organizations. The Safety
Matters program can be conducted
easily without much training on the
presenter’s behalf. We also learned
that many young people don't carry
pens—we needed to provide these so
students could complete the evalu-
ation forms.

We hope to continue to present
Safety Matters to local youth orga-
nizations to ensure that health and
safetyis one of their priorities as they
enter the workforce. ®

RESOURCES

NIOSH: "Talking Safety,” http://bit.ly/talkingsafetyniosh.
Pinnacol Assurance: “Summer Job Safety Strategies for Teens,” http://

bit.ly/pinnacolteen (PDF).

The Synergist: “Teenagers Are Injured at Twice the Rate of Adult Workers,”
http://bit.ly/synsafetymatters (August 2016).
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