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FARMINGTON — For a recent school project, Farmington High School students Mariam Safirta, Preya 
Patel and Amatullah Poonawala could have picked from a broad range of topics. 
They could have “done anything, absolutely anything,” said Nina Merget, a marketing teacher at 
Farmington High. 
 
Even with that kind of flexibility, what the Farmington High juniors chose to focus on was a community 
awareness project about the dangers associated with drug and alcohol use. The students are part of a 
Distributive Education Clubs of America chapter at Farmington High, and Merget is their advisor. Their 
project was taken on due to their role in DECA, which is a not-for-profit student organization located in 
all 50 states, as well as other countries. 
 
According to its website, “DECA prepares emerging leaders and entrepreneurs in marketing, finance, 
hospitality and management in high schools and colleges around the globe.” 
The students’ project recently resulted in being selected as Michigan state finalists in a category that 
Merget described as “community awareness.” 
 
“They wanted to work on a community awareness campaign, and they picked drug and alcohol 
awareness,” Merget said. “They did some investigating. … They’ve been contacting people from 
California, Chicago, and organizations from all over the country. … They did surveys in the school, 
they’ve had events … and they were working with the student body.” 
 
The students’ work got the attention of the Oakland Community Health Network. 
“OCHN is proud to support these young leaders in their work to promote the well-being of fellow 
students by making sure they understand the negative health impacts of drug and alcohol use,” OCHN 
Executive Director and CEO Dana Lasenby stated in a press release. “In addition to helping them get the 
word out about this project, OCHN continues to educate people about where, when and how to access 
substance use disorder support that leads to recovery.” 
 
According to Patel, the goals of the initiative were to “educate others, direct activities and spread 
awareness that addressed the horrific effects of substance abuse.” 
 
In an email, Patel stated other goals centered around “how to help your loved ones or you seek help if 
you or them suffer from substance abuse, what to do in situations involving drugs/alcohol,” and 
“improved mental health and overall well-being.” 
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Safirta shared details about how the students got the word out about their campaign. 
“We experimented with different methods of spreading information and tried to see what would be the 
most effective,” she stated via email. “We learned a lot about how to post engaging posts on social 
media, make engaging flyers and informative brochures and communicate with our peers.” 
The knowledge that was gained during the research phase of the project created an urgency to share 
what was learned with peers. 
 
“While we knew some of the dangers of substance abuse, we learned a lot about how substance abuse 
starts,” Safirta stated. “We found that many teens struggle with mental health, which causes them to 
turn to substances as a coping mechanism. We were astonished by all the information, and we knew we 
had to figure out different ways to share this information with our fellow students.” 
 
According to Patel, 62% of teenagers have abused alcohol by their senior year; over 2 million students 
reported using e-cigarettes in 2021; 50% of teenagers have misused a drug at least once; 25% of 
Michigan students reported being offered, sold, or given illegal drugs on school property; and over a 
third of Michigan high school students reported having used marijuana. 
 
The information that was discovered and shared by the students has not gone unnoticed. 
“I think I speak for all of us when I say we never expected this project to reach the amount of people it 
did,” Poonawala stated via email. “Overall, we estimate to have reached about 11,800 people in 
Oakland County. Additionally, we were very fortunate to have opportunities for partnerships with the 
Oakland Community Health Network and the Alliance of Coalitions, as well as Natural High, a California 
company that deals with substance usage in youth. We are very proud to say we have educated and 
influenced our own peers who have pledged to remain drug-free, and that is the biggest 
accomplishment of ours.” 
 
Safirta stated that a survey was conducted at Farmington High, with nearly 300 responses received. 
Questions about drug abuse history were part of the survey. 
 
“We had a Likert scale question where students can rate how much they thought drug and alcohol 
awareness was needed in our school on a scale of 1-10,” Safirta stated. “The overwhelming majority 
voted over a 5. We also had a comment section where students could leave their opinions.” 
The students received positive feedback from their peers. 
 
“It was interesting to read how people felt about the project and the varying viewpoints,” Safirta stated. 
“Overall, there was support from many students, which we saw based on the survey results and in our 
social media.” 
 
DECA was founded more than 75 years ago, and Poonawala is a proponent of what the education club 
offers for students who go through the program. “DECA allows students to create innovative solutions 
to scenarios and present these solutions to adults who will critique their solutions,” she stated. “DECA 
prepares students for the future, allowing them to develop their professional skills. DECA students learn 
leadership, problem solving, effective communication and teamwork. Overall, DECA is preparing 
emerging leaders and entrepreneurs to be college and career ready.” 
 
To be a part of Farmington High’s DECA chapter, Merget said, students must have already taken a 
marketing class, which is a year-long elective, or be registered to do so. 



She described it as an after-school activity, with grades not being part of it. 
Although helping prepare entrepreneurs is a large part of DECA’s aspiration, Merget believes the 
students’ project fits in nicely with what the club offers. 
 
“They had to work on publicity and promotion; they had to figure out what their target market was. … 
They had to come up with a survey,” she said. “That’s marketing information management, determining 
what your survey questions are (and) analyzing the data. It involved a ton of the things that they learned 
in their basic marketing class, along with communication skills, (which) are key for a project like that.” 
From Merget’s perspective, going through the project is something that could benefit the students well 
beyond their high school years. 
 
“The skills they’ve learned in the project, and the project itself, is something that they’re going to be 
able to showcase in any interviews they go to, or any college applications — colleges love DECA,” she 
said. “They love it when you’re a state qualifier when you’re a state winner. … Even just the steps they 
went through with the project management techniques, that’s something they can talk about with 
future employers. … That’s what they use in business now.” 
 
Merget has been a DECA advisor for approximately 17 years, and the students succeeded in impressing 
her. “I think they did an excellent job,” she said. “I’m very proud of the process they went through, the 
project management process, the results, and their reaching out to affiliate organizations to assist them 
and give them ideas. … They show a lot of creative thinking, so I’m very proud of these students.” 
As for the project’s theme, Safirta shared a message for her peers. 
 
“We know that many students struggle with mental health, which leads to drug and alcohol use, and we 
want everyone to know that there is someone they can reach out to in a time of need,” she stated. 
“They can reach out to a trusted adult at school, or even take advantage of the online sources available. 
We just hope that everyone can get the help they need and be able to live their lives being the best 
version of themselves.” 
 
The Oakland Community Health Network can be reached at (248) 464-6363 or online at 
oaklandchn.org. 
 


