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EXPANDING URBAN AMERICAN INDIAN YOUTHS’ REPERTOIRE 
OF DRUG RESISTANCE SKILLS: PILOT RESULTS FROM A 

CULTURALLY ADAPTED PREVENTION PROGRAM

Stephen Kulis, PhD, Patricia A. Dustman, EdD, Eddie F. Brown, DSW, 
and Marcos Martinez, MSW

Abstract:  This article examines changes in the drug resistance strategies 
used by urban American Indian (UAI) middle school students during a pilot 

youth, Living in 2 Worlds (L2W). L2W teaches four drug resistance strategies 
(refuse, explain, avoid, leave [R-E-A-L]) in culturally appropriate ways. 
Data come from 57 UAI students (53% female; mean age = 12.5 years) who 
participated in L2W during an academic enrichment class for Native youth at 
two Phoenix schools. Students completed a pre-test questionnaire before the 
L2W lessons and a post-test 7 months later. Questions assessed the use of R-E-
A-L and alternative strategies commonly reported by UAI youth (change the 
subject, use humor). Tests of mean differences from pre-test to post-test showed 

R-E-A-L repertoire. Use of more passive strategies (avoid, use humor) did 

school grades, parental education, or length of urban residence. The L2W 
curriculum appears effective in teaching culturally relevant communication 
strategies that expand UAI youths’ repertoire of drug resistance skills. 

INTRODUCTION

This article reports on a pilot test of a culturally adapted substance use prevention intervention 
Living 

in Two Worlds keepin’ it REAL, a universal substance use prevention curriculum 
which is designed to equip youth in middle school with a repertoire of skills to resist substance use 

Keepin’ it REAL is a model program for middle school 
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of responding to offers to use them. This article describes changes in the nature and frequency of 

adapted prevention curriculum at two sites.

Substance Use among AI Youth

vulnerable to substance use, although rates of use vary markedly by substance, region, and tribal 

reported earlier onset, higher rates, and less perceived harmfulness of substance use in some studies 

suicidality across clinical, community-based, reservation, urban, national, and statewide samples 

for effective prevention approaches. 
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Prevention through Drug Resistance Training

The systematic incorporation of drug resistance skill training in prevention programs is 

youth are better able to competently resist using substances when they possess the knowledge, skills, 

relates to understanding the effects and consequences of substance use, while the skills component 
involves effective ways of interacting and communicating to resist substance offers.  Motivation 

thinking, the ability to consider multiple strategies in a substance offer situation until an effective 

strategy may be inadequate because pressure from the offeror may increase after initial resistance 

skills is needed, too, because substance offer interactions unfold in different ways depending on 
the setting, the person offering, and the particular substance. Youth are particularly susceptible to 

are socially adept at turning down substance offers while also maintaining valued relationships with 

Prevention programs that teach a repertoire of drug resistance strategies have been found 

The drug resistance strategies taught in the keepin’ it REAL
leave—represent a variety of approaches to resisting substance offers.  The refuse strategy is to 

stay away from situations or places where substances might be offered.  The leave strategy is to 
keepin’ it 

REAL

that is, embedded in the cultural values of the target populations, rather than merely composed of 
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images. The keepin’ it REAL program was systematically grounded in the communication styles 

White—and this multicultural intervention was proven effective in preventing substance use and 
reinforcing anti-drug norms and attitudes among youth from these racial and ethnic groups in a 

keepin’ it REAL program 

who participated in keepin’ it REAL

keepin’ 
it REAL
use scenarios, and drug resistance strategies.

Cultural Program Adaptation for UAI Youth 

Although a detailed description of the adaptation process is beyond the scope of this article 

stage.
The adaptation of keepin’ it REAL

from interdependent relationships with peers and family members in schools, reservations, and 
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family members, substance offers made to youth by their relatives, and adult models of substance 

youth who described actual scenarios where they had encountered substance offers, including 

use the four R-E-A-L drug resistance strategies, they employ them in distinctive ways and supplement 

lessons.  The integration of traditional knowledge and values into self-identity can serve as a 
protective factor for Native youth by promoting ethnic pride, self-esteem, and interpersonal skills 

and varied ethnic and cultural identities, making it challenging to identify shared elements of cultural 
heritage that resonate among those from different tribal backgrounds and with different family 
histories of migration from reservation to urban communities.  
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The steering group is an advisory body for the research team’s university research center, 

about recruitment, content, and format of the adult focus groups.  

the curriculum and provided feedback about the appropriateness of the content and format via a 
standard set of questions.  

Although the members of the four groups that provided input on cultural content for the 

The research team analyzed this feedback to identify the intertribal cultural elements—those that 
are meaningful across tribes—that were most commonly and widely seen as essential for culturally 

The qualitative data analysis was designed to identify emergent themes rather than a priori 

worked independently to identify and code themes, grouping highly similar responses to reach 
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of culture and identity, passed down by elders, that helps youth understand their origins and their 

research on ecological risk and resiliency factors, prior research on circumstances surrounding 
keepin’ it REAL

of the keepin’ it REAL program was preserved.  These components include the R-E-A-L drug 

the original program taught the avoid strategy primarily as a way to stay out of risky situations.  

substances in situations they cannot avoid, such as pretending to use substances offered by their 

The purpose of the current study was to assess changes in the use of R-E-A-L and other 

offers.
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METHODS

schools were chosen because they offer voluntary academic and cultural enrichment programs 

the students’ schools and school districts, and of the social service agency sponsoring the academic 

voluntary academic enrichment program in the study schools was invited, and agreed, to participate 
in the study. Active parental consent and student assent were obtained from all the participants, 

consent and assent in a non-coercive manner. 

students’ regular classrooms.  Students were informed that the questionnaire was part of a university 

given the option to return a signed assent form and complete the questionnaire, or to return the assent 
form unsigned along with a blank questionnaire, without drawing attention to their choice not to 

complete the questionnaire in class within the subsequent two-week period.  Seven students who 
completed only the pre-test or the post-test, but not both, were not included in the analysis.

the regular class period for the Native educational and cultural enrichment program. Some lessons 
spanned multiple weekly classes. The lessons were delivered by a Native facilitator provided by the 
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research team constructed multiple item measures of the use of seven drug resistance strategies, with 

total number of times they were offered substances, or whether they chose between using a strategy 

team analyzed the strategies as dichotomies—whether the strategy had been used, regardless of 

mostly F’s D’s and F’s
mostly D’s C’s and D’s mostly C’s B’s and C’s mostly B’s A’s and B’s

mostly A’s less than high school high school beyond high 
school one-parent household two-parent household

less than 1 year 1-5 years more than 10 years all my life

and type of drug resistance strategies through paired t-tests of mean differences in the frequency 
of their use from pre-test to post-test.  Additional results present the proportion of students using 

of the strategies by minorities of the students—these proportions reveal how commonly students 
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changed their behavior and in which direction, and they separate students who had no opportunity to 

tested whether changes in the frequency of use of strategies varied by demographic characteristics, 
using residual change regression models. 

RESULTS

t-tests of mean differences in their use. The strategy 
used most commonly at pre-test was avoid, which was used by more than half the students and with 
a mean frequency that was more than twice that of any other strategy.  The strategies used least often 

of the students.  The proportion of students using each strategy increased from pre-test to post-test, 
such that the mean frequency of use of the different strategies clustered within a narrower range 
at post-test.  T

Table 1
Use of Drug Resistance Strategies in the Last 30 Days, at Pre-test and Post-test (N = 57)

Pre-test Post-test

Variable Mean SD % Non-
zero Mean SD % Non-

zero t-test

Refuse 1.06 2.16 32.6% 2.04 2.48 56.1%  2.25*

Explain 1.25 2.31 34.7% 2.04 2.29 57.5%  1.84*

Avoid 2.63 3.37 54.2% 2.29 2.57 57.1% -0.61

Leave 0.87 1.93 28.8% 1.75 2.28 52.6%  2.22*
Redirect (Change subject) 1.17 2.12 35.1% 2.00 2.51 54.6%  1.91*
Humor 1.27 2.11 38.1% 1.79 2.28 52.1%  1.24
Other strategy 0.89 2.02 25.8% 2.18 2.68 55.8%  2.89**
REAL Repertoire 1.50 1.48 65.3% 2.24 1.61 75.4%  2.73**

One-tailed tests:
* p < .05
** p < .01
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available to them.
Table 2 depicts the changes in use of drug resistance strategies from pre-test to post-test in 

or at post-test, those who used it at both times at the same frequency, those whose use decreased 
in frequency, and those whose use increased in frequency.  The distributions were very similar for 

equivalent.  The proportion of students who never used a strategy at pre- or at post-test––which 

Table 2
Pre-test to Post-test Changes in Frequency of Use of Drug Resistance Strategies (N = 57)

Refuse Explain Avoid Leave Redirect Humor Other REAL 
Repertoire

No Use 33.0% 28.3% 22.1% 26.1% 31.9% 33.9% 36.3% 23.2%

Same 6.8% 4.9% 11.1% 6.5% 7.9% 8.8% 7.0% 4.7%

Decreased 17.2% 19.5% 33.0% 15.3% 19.8% 20.4% 13.5% 22.5%

Increased 43.0% 47.4% 33.9% 42.1% 40.4% 37.0% 43.2% 49.7%

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
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Table 3
Regression Analysis Predicting Frequency of Use of Drug Resistance Strategies at Post-test, 

Adjusting for Pre-test Frequency (N = 57)

Refuse Explain Avoid Leave Redirect Humor Other REAL 
Repertoire

Pre-test 
Frequency

0.238 
 0.283a

0.103
0.180

0.176
0.114

0.233
0.210

0.276
0.245

0.287
0.228

0.207
0.245

0.210
0.146

Gender (Male = 0, 
Female =1)

-0.505
 0.735

-0.474
  0.782

0.656
0.846

0.065
0.738

-0.487
0.916

-0.144
0.888

-0.343
 1.050

-0.228
 0.471

Age -0.067
 0.367

-0.018
 0.351

0.088
0.328

0.019
0.380

0.085
0.419

0.101
0.314

0.052
0.305

0.122
0.250

School Grades -0.132
 0.205

-0.145
 0.156

0.092
0.178

-0.214
 0.237

-0.185
 0.172

-0.186
 0.183

-0.281
 0.220

-0.063
 0.100

Two-parent Family -0.436
 0.921

-0.865
 0.950

-2.297*
1.015

-0.581
1.020

-0.544
0.957

-0.523
1.011

-0.704
 0.895

-0.669
 0.539

Parental Education -0.378
 0.336

-0.486
 0.375

-0.260
 0.375

-0.362
 0.388

-0.407
 0.348

-0.252
 0.432

-0.440
 0.413

-0.237
 0.180

Time in 
Urban Area

0.079
0.316

0.146
0.276

0.328
0.254

0.226
0.272

0.109
0.334

0.140
0.339

0.179
0.365

0.069
0.150

Intercept 3.351
4.575

2.929
4.413

0.888
4.122

0.528
5.072

1.231
5.233

-0.222
3.829

1.192
4.578

0.792
3.068

R2 .142 .155 .214 .158 .176 .159 .177 .174

a Standard errors are italicized
* p < .05

DISCUSSION

The L2W curriculum was designed to teach a range of drug resistance strategies based on 
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The pilot test of the adapted L2W curriculum did not have a control group for comparison 

short interval between the end of the curriculum and the post-test, and despite the resulting need to 

test and post-test data.  Measuring students’ use of the strategies over a longer time period might 

age, academic grades, and parental education provides initial indications that the program resonates 

sensitized the students to different ways of responding to substance use offers, such that they both 
recognized additional ways that they had been using to deal with substance offers, and developed 
new ways to handle such offers.  As researchers identify these strategies and document their 
prevalence, it may be worthwhile to consider incorporating them into the repertoire of strategies 

non-probability sample of two schools in a single metropolitan area of the Southwest. Thus, the 

cultural enrichment program for Native students. 
Another limitation of the study is that, without randomization or a control group, the study 

term results on the use of drug resistance strategies. When data from the randomized trial of L2W 

helpful if future studies can distinguish between students who have an opportunity to use a R-E-
A-L strategy but do not, and students who have no such opportunity. Because of the small sample 
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Nevertheless, the consistency of the pilot results showing increases in use of three of the four R-E-

learning and application of important skills for resisting substance use. 
Although the cultural adaptation process for L2W was not the primary focus of this article, the 

research team hypothesized that relevant cultural material could be incorporated into the curriculum 

results showing changes in students’ use of drug resistance strategies.
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