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Numbers and data. So much of our work gets quantified 
into extensive statistics, especially helpful for assessing 
the reach, impact, and effectiveness of prevention 
initiatives. As public health workers, educators, and 
policy makers we’re all eminently familiar with them. 
While they’re a vital source of information about our 
work, numbers alone obscure the whole and human 
stories of robust youth engagement programming. 

To fully appreciate the effectiveness of youth-centered 
programming, we turn to qualitive data and narrative 
storytelling. Success stories provide an opportunity to 
capture nuanced details, perspectives of youth leaders, 
and examples of community-level impacts. Pictures 
and quotes give you, the reader, a better understanding 
of how the project looked and felt to its participants. 
Success stories give us the context behind the numbers. 

Our approach to these reports draws from the US 
CDC’s Division of Adolescent and School Health 
Success Story model. They describe success stories 

like this: “A narrative – usually between one and two 
pages – highlighting the achievements and progress 
of a program/activity… When presented effectively, 
success stories can be a useful tool for educating your 
stakeholders about the outcomes of your work and the 
results you are achieving.” 1 

The success stories included here focus on both process 
and outcome. They explain the various ways in which 
young people and their broader communities benefit 
from youth engagement programming.  

Stories and narratives. That is what you’ll find in this 
report—detailed examples capturing the specific 
projects, unique outcomes, and the tangible impacts that 
youth-adult partnerships are having on positive youth 
development all over Maine. 

1 CDC Division of Adolescent and School Health, U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services, How to Develop a Success Story, https://www.cdc.gov/
healthyschools/stories/pdf/howto_create_success_story.pdf.

An Introduction



District 
Partners
MYAN partners with nine community organizations 
to provide support for direct youth programming in 
their public health district. Their work, as well as their 
continued commitment to positive youth development, 
is directly responsible for the stories and the positive 
outcomes you will read from each individual district. 
Local district partners reach a wide network of young 
people and adults, creating the backbone of Maine 
Prevention Services’ youth engagement initiative.

district partners by 
public health district

York — Partners for Healthier Communities

Cumberland — The Public Health Program at 
The Opportunity Alliance

Western — Healthy Community Coalition of 
Greater Franklin County

Midcoast — OUT Maine

Central — Healthy Communities of the 
Capital Area

Penquis — Penquis Community Action 
Program

Downeast — Healthy Acadia

Aroostook — Aroostook Mental Health 
Center

Tribal — Wabanaki Public Health
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Student Athlete 
Encouragement Video
a york district success story from biddeford 
senior high school

background
Extracurricular activities provide critical opportunities 
for young people to build community, cultivate their 
interests, and develop leadership skills.  For many young 
people, school sports allow students to connect with 
each other and their communities. Research shows that 
participation in school sports can be a protective factor 
against youth suicide, support school achievement, 
improve inclusivity and participation in the classroom, 
and help young people build identity and connection 
with their peers.1, 2, 3

When the COVID19 pandemic hit Maine communities 
in 2020, schools and youth programs were forced to 
cancel or postpone activities to ensure the safety of their 
communities. Biddeford High School was one of the 
many schools that cancelled their spring sports season. 
When the Spring 2020 sports season was cancelled, 250 
student athletes at Biddeford High School lost access 
to supportive sports communities. The athletes who 
were seniors at Biddeford High School were especially 
impacted because they were missing their final sports 
season as high school athletes. 

project description 
The senior athletes at Biddeford High School decided to 
use the time they had as a result of the cancelled sports 
season to work on a project that promoted hope and 
resiliency within their athletics community. Eight senior 
athletes, head coaches, and the athletic director at 
Biddeford High School partnered with Southern Maine 
Health Care’s youth engagement coordinator to make 

a video promoting a message of hope and resiliency to 
share with underclassmen athletes.  

In the video, the senior athletes shared stories related to 
their favorite experiences from school sports, any advice 
they have for younger athletes, and examples of what the 
younger athletes can look forward to once sports start 
back up again. In the video, one student advised the 
younger athletes to 

“Try to make the best out of this situation. Get outside 
and try to take advantage of this time and get better at 
what you do.” 
In a similar vein, another athlete said, 

“Never take a practice, game, team 
dinner, or team bonding event for 
granted. You never know when your 
last time will be. Truly take advantage 
of these four years.”  



The students in the video also discussed their favorite 
memories from their sports season to help younger 
students feel inspired and excited to push through this 
difficult time. One student said that younger students 
can look forward to “making new friends. I met my 
friends through sports. You meet so many great people.” 
Another said they cherished “the team aspect. Being able 
to rep your community is unlike anything else. It’s like a 
family. It’s really special”.  

This video was shown at the end of season banquet, 
which was a virtual event this year, and shared with the 
entire sports community at Biddeford High School. The 
athletes in the video are very well respected by their 
peers and younger athletes, so the coaches and athletic 
director were confident that the messaging would be 
well received by the younger students.  

project outcomes 
The senior athletes who participated in the video 
succeeded in sharing a message of solidarity, hope, 
and resilience with their peers and younger athletes at 
their school. The District Youth Coordinator gathered 
positive feedback about the video from the head 
coaches, athletic director, parents, and other student 
athletes. Additionally, the students strengthened Tiger 
Pride. One student in the video says,  

“being involved in high school sports, 
especially in Biddeford, is a feeling like 
no other, because the community is so 
supportive and has so much pride. It 
makes the experience so special.”

The Biddeford community takes sports and being a 
Biddeford Tiger very seriously, and it was a devastating 
blow when the season was cancelled. The senior athletes 
stepped up when their community experienced a loss 
and were able to uplift their peers. 

The seniors who participated in the video showed 
resilience by taking a difficult situation and turning 
it into an opportunity for community building and 
peer support. Research shows that creating supportive 
environments can support resilience and mental 
health in young people, and various studies show 
the effectiveness of peer support and mentorship on 

youth resilience and mental health.4  Creating this 
video also strengthened the student’s social-emotional 
competencies. Through this process, the senior athletes 
increased their self-awareness by working through their 
own feelings of loss as well as recognizing themselves 
and leaders in their community. The senior students 
also exhibited responsible decision making and social 
awareness; they saw the big picture of their whole 
community experiencing this loss. They created this 
video not only to support the current underclassmen, 
but to keep Tiger Pride alive for the years to come.  
They were able to empathize with the underclassmen 
athletes that relied on school sports for community. 
As one student in the video said, Right now, it’s tough 
for athletes. We have to work through together, move 
forward, and prepare for our futures.” Through this 
video, the older athletes created a timely message of 
hope for younger athletes.  

1 Benefits of School-Based Sports. (2018, January 23). Retrieved September 14, 
2020, from http://globalsportsdevelopment.org/2013/09/12/benefits-of-school-
based-sports/

2 Sember V, Jurak G, Kovač M, Morrison SA, Starc G. Children’s Physical 
Activity, Academic Performance, and Cognitive Functioning: A Systematic 
Review and Meta-Analysis. Front Public Health. 2020;8:307. Published 2020 
Jul 14. doi:10.3389/fpubh.2020.00307

3 Taliaferro LA, Rienzo BA, Miller MD, Pigg RM Jr, Dodd VJ. High school 
youth and suicide risk: exploring protection afforded through physical activity 
and sport participation. J Sch Health. 2008;78(10):545-553. doi:10.1111/j.1746-
1561.2008.00342.x

4 https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/nc-youth-resilience-mental-
health.pdf

View the student video at this link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D_
hE01fbhqk&t=2s



Breathe Program’s “I Am” 
Poster Project
a cumberland district success story

background
The Breathe Program (formerly known as Bayside 
Learning Community) at Portland High School is a 
learning cohort of neurodiverse students in 9th-12th 
grades. While the Breathe Program is the school’s 
approach to serving students with disabilities in the 
least restrictive learning environment, Breathe remains 
very separate from the mainstream high school.

Despite prevailing social narratives that regard separate 
or self-contained educational settings as necessary 
and best suited to meet the needs of students with 
disabilities,¹ research underscores the value of 
integration for both students with disabilities as well 
as for students without disabilities.² Students with 
moderate to severe disabilities who are educated 
in inclusive settings have shown greater academic 
achievement and increased use of academic skills,³ 
higher participation in their schools,⁴ and increased self-
determination skills.⁵ These students also demonstrate 
higher levels of social engagement,⁶ increased 
communication and social interactions,⁷ and greater
growth in social skills as a result of their access to 
broader social networks.⁸ Further, students without 
disabilities who are educated in inclusive settings 
alongside students with disabilities demonstrate greater 
academic progress⁹ and class participation.¹⁰

Despite the benefits of inclusion, education for students
with disabilities remains “distinctly separatist” and 
efforts to include them in general education classes 
are often “highly contentious.”¹¹ Consistent with this 
norm, Breathe students use a separate entrance to their 

basement classroom, and they interact very little with 
the rest of the student body. The diverse learning styles 
and higher needs of Breathe students, compounded by 
their separateness from the rest of the school, present 
challenges to building cohesion among Breathe students
as well as connection to the broader school community.

project description 
The Opportunity Alliance Public Health Program Youth
Engagement Coordinator initially engaged Breath  
students using a Youth Taking Action curriculum to help 
them connect with each other and with opportunities 
where they could pursue their interests. This process 
involved students using handson, arts-based activities to 
explore their interests, identify opportunities to engage 
in those interests at school or in the larger community, 
plan actions they could take to participate in those 



opportunities, and then take those action steps. While
Breathe students could easily identify their interests and 
how they wanted to pursue them, it became apparent 
how very separated they were from the broader school 
community and how many social, attitudinal, and 
institutional barriers stood in the way of their inclusion.

To increase Breathe students’ inclusion in their 
school, the group adapted the “I AM” poem into a 
poster project to create an art installation about their 
identities, and visually voice their presence in the 
school building. Students selected prompts from the I 
AM poem template to create the picture of themselves 
that they wanted others to know about. Having a pool 
of prompts to choose from rather than a set template 
to follow encouraged students to mold their I AM 
poster in any way that reflected the multi-dimensional 
identity they wanted to share. Turning the poem into 
a poster adapted the activity to match the strengths of 
the Breathe students and aligned the end product with 
the school’s needs regarding inclusion and integration 
of neurodiverse youth within the broader student 
community.

project outcomes 
Before installing the I AM posters in the school hallways, 
students first built up their comfort and confidence 
by sharing their posters with each other. They had the 
option of sharing with the entire class, with the group 
facilitator, or keeping their work to themselves. At 
first, only a few students opted to share with the whole 
group. Some preferred a slightly less public vulnerability 
by sharing one-on-one with the group facilitator who 
then presented their poster to the group. One student 

was willing to have their poster viewed but not read 
aloud. Of the 8 students who participated in the Youth 
Engagement Group, 5 created I AM posters that they 
were willing to share with each other and then install 
in the hallways to visually represent their voice in the 
school.

Students found commonalities in the prompts that 
classmates had selected to express themselves and built 
connectedness as they listened to the statements that 
each other had written to reveal their uniqueness. The 
thread of stories that emerged from students’ I AM 
posters built cohesion within the group, as they were 
able to see each other’s passions, values, hopes, and 
strengths. After sharing with each other, the students 
were excited to have their expressions of self become 
a visible display in the school hallways, claiming their 
presence and inviting connection.
As the first audience to the students’ I AM posters, 
Breathe classroom teachers and the program 
coordinator became more aware of students’ desire 
for inclusion and began regarding their role as one in 
partnership with the students to increase opportunities 
for involvement and address structural barriers to 
inclusion in the broader school community.

¹ Kirby, M. (2017). Implicit Assumptions in Special Education Policy: Promoting Full 
Inclusion for Students with Learning Disabilities. Child Youth Care Forum, 46, 175–191.
² Agran, M., et al. (2020). Why Aren’t Students with Severe Disabilities Being Placed in 
General Education Classrooms: Examining the Relations Among Classroom Placement, 
Learner Outcomes, and Other Factors. Research and Practice for Persons with Severe 
Disabilities, 45 (1), 4–13.
³ Kurth, J. & Mastergeorge, A. (2010). Individual education plan goals and services for 
adolescents with autism: Impact of grade and educational setting. The Journal of Special 
Education, 44, 146-160.

⁴ Kurth, J. & Mastergeorge, A. (2012). Impact of setting and instructional context for 
adolescents with autism. The Journal of Special Education, 46 , 36-48.
⁵ Hughes, C., Cosgriff, J., Agran, M. & Washington, B. (2013). Student self-determination: 
A preliminary investigation of the role of participation in inclusive settings. Education 
and Training in Autism and Developmental Disabilities, 48, 3-17.
⁶ Lyons, J., Cappadocia, M., & Weiss, J. (2011). Social characteristics of students with 
autism spectrum disorders across classroom settings. Journal on Developmental 
Disabilities, 17 , 77-82.
⁷ Fisher, M. & Meyer, L. (2002). Development and social competence after two years for 
students enrolled in inclusive and self-contained educational programs. Research and 
Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 27, 165-174.
⁸ McDonnell, J., Johnson, J., Polychronis, S. & Riesen, T. (2002). Effects of embedded 
instruction on students with moderate disabilities enrolled in general education classes. 
Education and Training in Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities, 37 , 363-
377.
⁹ Cole, C., Waldron, N. & Majd, M. (2004). Academic progress of students across inclusive 
and traditional settings. Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, 42, 136-144.
¹⁰ Cushing, L. & Kennedy, C. (1997). Academic effects of providing peer support in general 
education classrooms on students without disabilities. Journal of Applied Behavior 
Analysis, 30 , 139-151. doi:10.1901/jaba.1997.30-139
¹¹ Connor, D. & Ferri, B. (2007). The conflict within: Resistance to inclusion and other 
paradoxes in special education. Disability & Society, 22 , 63-77.



MBHS Here Group 
Karaoke Night
a western district youth policy board 
success story

background
Students at Mt. Blue High School started the Here 
Group in 2017 so that students who experienced 
bullying could support each other and come up with 
solutions to the issues they were facing, both in and 
out of school. These students felt that bullying was 
a significant issue in their school, and found the 
school’s anti-bullying policies confusing. So, students 
formed this group to start addressing their concerns. 
According to the 2019 Maine Integrated Youth Health 
Survey, 23.9% of respondents experienced bullying on 
school grounds, and 20.1% experienced cyber bullying. 
Additionally, this survey shows that 35% of Maine 
students felt sad or hopeless every day for two weeks or 
more, but only 18.8% received mental health support.1

According to the Youth Behavior Surveillance System, 
19% of students across the United States experienced 
bullying on school grounds.2

With more students in Maine reporting bullying 
compared to the country as a whole, the Here Group 
focussed their project on addressing bullying in their 
community. 

Project Description 
The Here Group started as a Youth Taking Action 
group in 2017, with support from the youth engagement 
coordinator at Healthy Community Coalition of Greater 

Franklin County. In 2019, the Here Group transformed 
into a Youth Policy Board, so that the members could 
focus on the issues they were most passionate about: 
bullying and mental health. The members and their 
peers reported experiencing bullying and isolation that 
was not addressed by school staff or administrators.  
One founding member of the Here Group said,

“I started this group because I have 
been bullied most my life and I am 
tired of it. I am tired of being brought 
down and I’m tired of seeing other 
people being brought down, so I 
thought I’d take a stand and try and do 
something about it.”  

The Here Group members decided on hosting a karaoke 
night at Mt. Blue High School to bring the school 
community together with those who have experienced 
bullying in solidarity. The group members chose a 
karaoke night because they shared a bond over the 
love of singing and had used it before as a strategy to 
process their experiences and build connections. The 
group members wanted to utilize karaoke to share an 
important and serious message in a fun way. The Here 
Group intentionally chose songs that resonated with 
their experiences and that communicated a message of 
hope. 



Many of the Here Group members had expressed feeling 
isolated due to their experiences of being bullied, 
and wanted to show each other and their community 
through this event that they were not alone. They put 
up flyers around the school, promoted it in the school’s 
daily announcements, and advertised in the school’s 
weekly email blasts to bring as many people together as 
they could.

Project Outcomes 
This event was noteworthy in that it brought together 
the whole school community; rather than previous 
Here Group events that were only attended by group 
members. The karaoke night was widely had 30 people 
attend, widely by young people and school staff who 
were not group members. 

The karaoke event achieved its goal to create a sense of 
community and support. One student said, 

“We [sang] songs that almost everyone 
knew, we all had an amazing time, and 
we most importantly let everyone 
know we are all in this together and we 
will always support each other.”  

The group raised $56.00 towards supporting future 
programming and events. This event symbolized the 
growth that the Here Group had made over the past 
three years; despite all of the transitions and challenges 
students face, they are resilient.  

The youth engagement coordinator, who has worked 
with these students over the last three years, described 
how 

“this group was able to take something 
they were passionate about and 
learn how to use their skills to make 
change. They learned how to navigate 
their passion through research, while 
learning more about themselves 

and their peers. They learned when 
working together, you discover more 
people in your corner and used that to 
amplify their voices within the school 
community.”

The students invited school staff to the event as a way 
to bring attention to the concerns of the students. 
Following the event, school staff—especially the Student 
Resource Officer and the Success and Innovation Center 
staff—started reaching out to students more frequently 
to provide support. The School Resource Officer 
set up a meeting with students to talk about policy 
recommendations for strengthening the school’s anti-
bullying policies. Mt. Blue High School’s principal also 
arranged a meeting with the Here Group to offer her 
support and encouragement to continue making policy 
recommendations.  

Collective advocacy by the Here Group increased their 
access to adult decision makers,  who began inviting 
greater youth feedback into school policies. Their work 
directly created new opportunities for young people 
to engage in the decision making process, which many 
formal education settings lack procedures for. Through 
their karaoke event, the Here Group members started to 
get buy-in from both students and school administrators 
on the importance of youth voice in school policies. 

School policies that are made in partnership with young 
people create more equitable and just schools. Youth are 
experts in how school policies impact their wellness and 
educational experiences, and their feedback is essential 
to creating schools that support the development and 
wellness of young people.

1 Maine Integrated Youth Health Survey. (n.d.). Maine High School 
Students 2019 [fact sheet]. Maine Department of Public Health. https://
data.mainepublichealth.gov/miyhs/files/Snapshot/2019_High_School_

StateSnapshot.pdf 

2 Facts About Bullying. (2019, December 18). Retrieved July 27, 2020, from 
https://www.stopbullying.gov/resources/facts 



Building Community and Connection 
With Roleplaying Games
an out maine success story of the 2020 pandemic 

summary
Maine’s LGBTQ+ youth are at very high risk, particularly 
those living in rural areas who often experience severe 
isolation and a lack of support. According to the Maine 
Integrated Youth Health Survey, LGBTQ+ youth are 
less likely to have support from their parents and other 
adults compared to non-LGBTQ+ peers. LGBTQ+ youth 
in Maine are twice as likely to report that they have 
considered leaving home due to violence or the threat of 
violence in their household.  

Partly due to the lack of support 
in their households and school 
communities, LGBTQ+ youth in 
Maine are more than twice as likely to 
feel sad or hopeless and have reported 
more substance use, including 
commercial tobacco and alcohol use, 
than their non-LGBTQ+ peers. 1 

OUT Maine works statewide to build a welcoming and 
affirming Maine for our rural youth of non-conforming 
sexual orientation, gender expression and gender 
identity through support, education, and empowerment 
of these youth, their allies and families. Direct youth 

programming provides youth engagement to foster 
connection and support. Work in schools and training 
of health and behavioral health providers help to 
ensure that these entities and practitioners also provide 
supportive and culturally competent services. OUT 
Maine’s model seeks to mitigate the very poor statistics 
and future trajectories of these youth, who now make up 
20% of Maine teens.2  

Once the COVID-19 pandemic hit in March, OUT 
Maine had to cancel its spring 
annual Rainbow Ball Weekend. This 
signature event was scheduled to 
bring over 200 LGBTQ+ youth and 
their adult supporters from around 
the state together for a weekend of 
community and connection, topped by 
an LGBTQ+ youth safe prom. Youth 
regional overnight programs around 
the state had to be deferred and the 

ongoing in-person youth programming had to shift to 
virtual spaces. LGBTQ+ youth, already isolated and at 
high risk, were now locked up in homes that were too 
often unsupportive.  

MAINE’S LGBTQ+ STUDENTS 
ARE NEARLY FOUR TIMES 
MORE LIKELY TO HAVE 
CONSIDERED SUICIDE IN THE 
PAST YEAR THAN THEIR NON-
LGBTQ+ PEERS

MAINE’S LGBTQ+ YOUTH HAVE 
FOUR TIMES THE SUICIDAL 
THOUGHTS AND ACTIONS 
OF THEIR CISGENDER AND 
HETEROSEXUAL PEERS



program description 
Committed to building youth connection and capacity 
in its ongoing work, OUT Maine has an Emerging 
Leaders group. These young people were scheduled to 
be the junior counselors at the Rainbow Ball Weekend. 
Feeling the increased isolation caused by the pandemic 
themselves, these young leaders decided to take action. 
As a team, they developed a creative approach to 
reducing isolation and providing support for LGBTQ+ 
youth in rural Maine through virtual role-playing games 
(RPGs). 

Since the spring, the Emerging Leaders group members 
have coordinated and facilitated three weekly RPG 
online groups for LGBTQ+ youth joining from around 
Maine. The group used Dungeons and Dragons, a well-
known RPG program, for two of the groups, and set 
up a third group that rotates through different games. 
Dream Askew has emerged as a favorite RPG for the 
youth, which gives participants the opportunity to 
explore different aspects of their identity—building 
both connection to each other and to themselves as 
individuals—in a queer virtual community.  

For the RPGs, the Emerging Leaders group used the 
social media platform Discord to provide connection 
and support for LGBTQ+ youth during the pandemic’s 
restrictions on physical gatherings. The Discord server 
is a space where these young people can create affirming 
environments for themselves and their peers and build 
out support systems virtually when they may not have 
them in their homes or communities. The server has 
numerous strategies to keep young people feeling 
connected and affirmed. 

Key elements of Discord that have particular importance 
for LGBTQ+ youth include:

• a specialized consent form where game
participants can indicate their comfort levels
with various aspects of RPGs (such as violence,
substance use, sexual activity);

• chat rooms that are limited to a small number of
participants so that they can have smaller, private
conversations; and

• quiet, calming rooms that are especially
important for individuals who are neurodivergent.

Project Outcomes
The RPG groups began in April 2020, only a few weeks 
after the implementation of the COVID-19 lockdown. 
As of August 2020, twenty unique youth engaged in the 
RPG groups, with 163 engagements in total over the four 
months. Four emerging leaders facilitated the RPGs, 
with two others providing additional support. Each RPG 
group also had an OUT Maine staff member or trained 
adult volunteer in attendance as support. 

Each RPG group met virtually at least once a week for 
two hours, providing safe space, connection and creative 
encouragement, for a total of six hours weekly. In 
addition, the Emerging Leaders met separately weekly 
to build their own leadership and communication skills 
and to address and resolve issues that emerged during 
their RPG facilitation.  

The project was exciting, and built the skills and 
confidence of the Emerging Leaders themselves, while 
providing critical support and connection to many 
isolated LGBTQ+ youth spread across Maine’s wide 
geography. The games created protective relationships 
that helped to fight the negative impact of the 
pandemic’s lockdown that was exacerbating LBGTQ+ 
youth anxiety and depression.  

OUT Maine is excited to have this new programming 
approach that will greatly enhance its ability to reach 
youth across the state in engaging, supportive and 
educating ways. This new structure, now part of 
the organization’s strategy, will be embedded in its 
programming workplan and will continue to offer youth 
who are challenged by travel and supportive parents’ 
connection and community, regardless of their physical 
location. We are particularly excited by the Dream 
Askew RPG that enables participants to express parts 
of themselves in building a queer community through 
a collaborative story-telling experience. Thanks to the 
vision of the Emerging Leaders, OUT Maine is now 
armed with a new set of tools to build the LGBTQ+ 
youth supportive community virtually.  

1 Maine Integrated Youth Health Survey. (n.d.). LGBTQ Student Health [Fact 
sheet]. Maine Department of Public Health. https://data.mainepublichealth.
gov/miyhs/files/Snapshot/2019MIYHSLGBTInfographic.pdf

2 Ibid.
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Maine Arts Academy 
Virtual Art Show
a central district youth policy board 
success story

background
Mental wellness is a topic that affects all people and is 
of particular importance to young people living in rural 
areas in Maine. In the United States, 1 in 5 individuals 
between the ages of 13 and 18 have or will have a mental 
illness.  Fifty percent of all lifetime cases of mental 
illness begin by the age of 14 and 75% onset by the age 
of 24.1 In Maine, 32% of youth reported feeling sad or 
hopeless for at least 2 weeks in the past year, 23% were 
bullied at school in the past year, and 16% seriously 
considered attempting suicide in the past year.2  

The Central District Youth Policy Board, made up 
of Maine Arts Academy students, identified youth 
mental health as a topic important to them and their 
community. Youth Policy Board members knew that 
they and their peers struggled with stress, anxiety, 
and depression and felt that there were not adequate 
resources to meet their needs. Maine Arts Academy 
has a counselor on staff, but students at the school 
expressed preferences for alternative methods of mental 
health support. 

The Maine Arts Academy is an arts-based charter high 
school, and the Youth Policy Board knew that most of 
the student body engaged in some form of art, and that 
many use art as a tool to process their feelings. The 
Youth Policy Board members researched the impacts of 
art making on mental health. They found that art is an 
important tool for expressing complex emotions that 
are difficult to express with words. Expressing emotions 
through art creates an emotional release. Additionally, 
creating art is shown to relax both the mind and body.3 

project description 
The Maine Arts Academy Youth Policy Board utilized 
question storming and project mapping to decide 
on how to address the mental health needs of their 
community. They decided to use visual arts to raise 
awareness of youth mental health. As the COVID19 

pandemic swept across the globe, the policy board 
members knew that this topic was more relevant than 
ever. After schools shut down, they had to creatively 
present their project, which led them to the idea of a 
virtual art show. 

The following were goals for this project: 

To raise awareness of youth mental health 
among students and staff through visual 
arts 

To build community among their peers 
through participation in the art show 

To provide an opportunity for connection 
and creativity while students were 
physically isolated due to COVID19 

“Hyperfocus”

by Brendon Luparia



To encourage discussion and planning 
among students and staff to continue 
addressing this topic and to develop a 
related project in the next year

The Youth Policy Board members put out flyers to 
advertise the event and to recruit youth artists to submit 
their work for the art show. The only requirement 
for submissions was that the artwork conveys what 
mental health means to the artist. Submissions could 
be in any medium. The policy board received 43 art 
submissions from 34 youth artists. The group made a 
digital slideshow that showcased the art submissions 
interspersed with mental health facts. Two Youth Policy 
Board members facilitated the art show, which was 
attended by over 30 people. 

project outcomes 
The art show was highly praised by faculty, staff, and 
students. Maine Arts Academy’s principal showed 
the recording of the event to members of the Charter 
School Association, with the hope that it will spark 
creative ideas and projects in other charter schools. The 
event was attended by over 30 people, who were both 
school staff and students. The participants reported 
appreciating and enjoying the event, and the District 

Youth Coordinator and the Youth Policy Board members 
have noted an increased interest in addressing youth 
mental health at the school. The Youth Policy Board 
members are planning to continue exploring this topic 
and to develop a project that builds from the art show.  

Through the participatory action research process, 
the Youth Policy Board members cultivated their 
advocacy skills on a topic that impacts them and 
their community. They utilized their expertise and 
experiences to raise awareness around this issue, which 
reached adult decision makers. This project laid a strong 
foundation for addressing the mental health needs of 
the community, which the students can build upon in 
coming years. 
1 Data obtained from NAMI
² Data obtained from 2019 Maine Integrated Youth Health Survey
³ Creativity and Recovery: The Mental Health Benefits of Art Therapy

 www.rtor.org
 https://www.rtor.org/2018/07/10/benefits-of-art-therapy/

Paige Morgan

“A repression of Anxiety.”

“Behind the Curtains”

by Mercedes Vincent



Penquis Six-Word Stories 
and COVID response
a penquis district success story

background
Summer of 2020 posed a great challenge for young 
people, schools, and traditional summer programs 
in Maine and all over the country. The public health 
challenges presented by COVID-19 necessitated the 
closing or disruption of summer programs, activities, 
and even young peoples’ sense of normalcy. Young 
people, already feeling isolated from school closures 
just a few months earlier, were unable to see their 
friends and participate in the activities, sports, and 
milestones they had counted on due to social distancing 
requirements.

Local programs, such as Brewer Parks & Rec and the 
YMCA, were only able to offer limited programming 
options at reduced capacity. The reduction in 
opportunities for young people to connect with each 
other and their communities left young people feeling 
disconnected or even frustrated, and with limited access 
to traditional support systems. COVID related closures 
and their long-term effects on young people are still 
unknown, but decisions to cancel sports and summer 
recreation programs had a pronounced impact in the 
short term. With little-to-no say and a lack of choices, 
young people in Maine were effectively forced to adapt 
to new changes every day, largely on their own.  National 
Organizations, like the Collaborative for Academic and 
Emotional Learning (CASEL), and local organizations 
mobilized to provide adults with resources to care 
for youth wellness. Even with these resources, young 
people were most often not being actively engaged as 
stakeholders in their own learning and health. 

Community and connection is a major protective 
factor for young people. Knowing this, staff at Penquis 
identified the express need in their community for new 
engagement opportunities. They desired to expand 
programming options for young people and provide 
space for youth in the community to manage anxieties 
related to the pandemic. 

project description
Beginning in July, The Penquis Youth Engagement Team 
(PYET) met twice a week in person with young people 
outdoors at the Capri Street Park in Brewer. PYET 
recruited young people in the community via a digital 
flyer that was shared over a social media group popular 
with parents in the community.
The twice-weekly group provided a space for youth to 
connect, make friends, and cope with anxieties. The 
group developed a dedicated following of young people 
between the ages of 11 and 14, who would arrive 30 
minutes early and reported choosing to attend even 
over video games and other entertainment. This really 
demonstrated youth needs for expanded out-of-school 

support during COVID. Young people actively chose 
to come because of the in-person connection and as a 
break from screens.

It became clear while meeting with these young people 
that many of them were expressing anxiety over what 
the return to school would look like in the Fall amid the 
pandemic, on top of existing stress about entering new 
schools and grade levels. To help address and process 
these anxieties, Penquis staff invited the young people 
to participate in a youth participatory action research 
(YPAR) project. The group selected a six-word story 
project as a way to visualize and externalize anxieties 
felt by themselves and their peers. A six-word story 
is a collaborative project that invites participants to 
share their insights in a list or sentence of 6 words 



that describes their unique experience or perspective. 
Together, the group held rounds of conversations 
to process their feelings, connect with each other, 
and crystalize the most important aspects of their 
experiences. With their stories in hand, young people 
printed and wore their six-word stories on t-shirts. 
PYET also used one of their final meetings to hold a 
socially distanced community movie night, bringing 
young people together one last time before the start of 
the school year.

outcomes
Young people were able to connect and form bonds 
with PYET staff and each other. The summer group gave 
youth something to look forward to in an otherwise 

difficult and isolating time. Not only did young people 
have fun, they also used the opportunity to develop a 
number of skills: 

1. Young people practiced communicating their
emotions and expressing empathy and support for
the experiences of others;

2. They demonstrated resiliency in naming their
sources of strength and support as an exercise in
learning to process difficult emotions; and

3. They cultivated leadership practices through their
continuing advocacy inspired by the project.

The Capri Street Park where the group met had 
otherwise fallen into disuse—rusty swings and outdated 
park equipment in disrepair. With the success of the 
youth group, young people have begun conversations 
with the City of Brewer to renovate and revitalize the 
park with a skate park and other amenities to make 
the park more accessible and exciting for other young 
people in their community.
Additionally, the group wanted to continue meeting 
into the Fall, once school had started, to continue the 
relationships and work they had done together over the 
summer. This is evidence of the community connections 
forged by group participants, a known protective factor 
for youth development. Because this program model 
proved so successful, the Penquis Youth Engagement 
Team has taken the Brewer model and started new 
groups in nearby communities, including Bangor.
The summer engagement group begun by PYET stands 
as an example of young people coming together to create 
necessary opportunities for their community. Despite 
circumstances that made it impossible for established 
youth engagement programs to operate at full capacity, 
Penquis and their youth participants demonstrated the 
adaptability, creativity, and resilience of young people to 
create healthier communities.

1 Efuribe, C., Barre-Hemingway, M., Vaghefi, E., & Suleiman, A. B. (2020). 
Coping With the COVID-19 Crisis: A Call for Youth Engagement and the 
Inclusion of Young People in Matters That Affect Their Lives. The Journal of 
adolescent health : official publication of the Society for Adolescent Medicine, 
67(1), 16–17. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2020.04.009

2  Abbott, A., Askelson, N., Scherer, A. M., & Afifi, R. A. (2020). Critical 
Reflections on COVID-19 Communication Efforts Targeting Adolescents and 
Young Adults. The Journal of adolescent health : official publication of the 
Society for Adolescent Medicine, 67(2), 159–160. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jadohealth.2020.05.013



Restorative Practices in 
Nature and Community
a downeast district success story

background
The summer of 2020 will be remembered by many 
people in Downeast Maine. Typical activities that young 
people enjoy - attending summer camps, participating 
in family gatherings and obtaining work - were 
unavailable to many. The lack of opportunities to engage 
in community activities left young 
people feeling physically disconnected 
from traditional support systems and 
likely frustrated that they could not 
participate in anticipated summer 
activities. There was additional 
uncertainty as schools navigated how 
they could resume in the fall after 
months of physical distancing. Youth 
Engagement Professions around the 
country sought out new partnerships 
to support creative programming. 
Healthy Acadia’s Youth Engagement 
Coordinator initiated creative 
programming through a partnership 
with The Maine Outdoor School. 
This collaboration led to Restorative 
Practices in Nature and Community, a 
three-day intensive program designed 
to help youth foster skills that would 
restore their relationships to each 
other and the natural world.  

While the long-term impacts of COVID on young people 
remains unknown, decisions made by schools, sports 
teams, recreation centers and other youth serving 
organizations to cancel programming drastically affected 
young people in the short term. With very little say in 
these decisions, youth in Maine had to adapt to new 
changes every day.1 National organizations, like the 
Collaborative for Academic and Emotional learning 
(CASEL), and local organizations mobilized to provide 
adults with resources to care for youth wellness. Even 
with these resources, youth were not being actively 
engaged as stakeholders in their own learning and 
health.2 As decisions continued to be made for young 
people, challenges to youth wellness grew.  

program description: 
Amidst the uncertainty about returning to school 
and after months of physical distancing, seven youth 
gathered at Machias River Preserve. Healthy Acadia’s 
District Youth Coordinator felt that it was important to 
invite young people to gather in person, reconnecting 

with each other and their 
surroundings. The program 
was designed to engage 
youth in training and skill 
development to restore their 
relationships with each other 
and the environment. The 
program paired Maine Youth 
Action Network’s Restorative 
Practices curriculum with fun 
and engaging activities, such 
as hiking, listening, reflecting, 
being curious, and responding 
to our natural surroundings. 
Through this process, young 
people developed important 
social emotional learning and 
resilience skills, and were able 
to safely return to in person 
programming.  

Participant Griffin N. (12) of 
Cherryfield said he had fun 

creating things, while Rain D. (13) was thrilled to be 
“playing camouflage and learning again.” Both shared 
that they had missed school. Hunter R. (10) and David 
W. (11) of East Machias shared that they had great fun
“exploring nature.” This learning was made accessible
and engaging through Healthy Acadia and the Maine
Outdoor School’s creative and intentional approach to
Restorative Practices work.

program outcomes: 
The first restorative project undertaken by the group 
grew from an idea from Kyle Winslow, the land steward 
from Downeast Coastal Conservancy, the organization 
that maintains the Machias River Preserve. This project 



provided youth with the skills and knowledge to restore 
habitats for animals found in the Preserve. Two young 
people summarized this project: 

 “We built shelters and forts for 
squirrels, hares, birds, and other 
wildlife so they can have habitat. We 
built them by clearing out the woods 
next to the trails. We wanted to help 
the animals and used a restorative 
practice of reflecting, to think about 
what we had learned, and how we can 
help our natural community.”  

During the program, a second project emerged as the 
group was inspired by the Land Acknowledgement 
they created on the first day. A Land Acknowledgement 
is a formal statement that recognizes the history of 
Indigenous Peoples as traditional stewards of this land 

and their continued presence and commitment to their 
homes.3 After creating the Land Acknowledgement 
together, the group was inspired to learn more about 
the indigenous people in their shared community and 
the history of the land. Through the process of learning 
more about the history of indigenous communities in 
Downeast Maine, the group became eager to share what 
they had learned to better educate other white people 

in the region. To do this the group shared their learning 
and resources through an article in the local newspaper: 

“We respect the Wabanaki, the people 
of the dawn. The people who tended 
this land before us, and continue to 
live in this community. We want to 
restore our connections to the natural 
world and each other by educating 
ourselves about the Passamaquoddy 
people, how they live(d) here and 
the history of this land. To do this 
you can visit the Wabanaki Culture 
Center and Museum at 39 Union St 
in Calais or the Abbe Museum at 26 
Mt Desert St in Bar Harbor. We can 
also encourage educators to teach us 
about the indigenous people and the 
whole history of what happened in our 
communities.” 4  

The partnership between Healthy Acadia and Maine 
Outdoor School led to an exciting and important 
training. With new skills and knowledge relating to 
Restorative Practices and the natural environment, 
the group continues to explore ways to integrate their 
learning as they return to school. This group of young 
people continue to advocate for outdoor learning and 
historically accurate curriculum that promote equity in 
their learning.

1 Efuribe, C., Barre-Hemingway, M., Vaghefi, E., & Suleiman, A. B. (2020). 
Coping With the COVID-19 Crisis: A Call for Youth Engagement and the 
Inclusion of Young People in Matters That Affect Their Lives. The Journal of 
adolescent health : official publication of the Society for Adolescent Medicine, 
67(1), 16–17. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2020.04.009

2  Abbott, A., Askelson, N., Scherer, A. M., & Afifi, R. A. (2020). Critical 
Reflections on COVID-19 Communication Efforts Targeting Adolescents and 
Young Adults. The Journal of adolescent health : official publication of the 
Society for Adolescent Medicine, 67(2), 159–160. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jadohealth.2020.05.013

3  A guide to Indigenous land acknowledgment. (2020, May 14). Retrieved 
October 02, 2020, from https://nativegov.org/a-guide-to-indigenous-land-
acknowledgment/

4 Maine Native Studies Resources. (n.d.). Retrieved October 02, 2020, 
from https://www.maine.gov/doe/learning/content/socialstudies/resources/
mainenativestudies/resources



Youth-led Peer to Peer 
Presentations 
an aroostook district success story

background
Young people in Aroostook County face challenges 
surrounding substance use, self-esteem, and bullying, 
as in other parts of Maine, but distance between 
communities and established support structures can 
pose unique challenges. Best practices for prevention 
work are to invite youth to be active participants, which 
encourages social/emotional development and prepares 
them with leadership skills, teamwork skills, and goal 
setting to help face what’s ahead. 

Often at schools like Fort Kent Community High School, 
these skills are presented by adults outside of the local 
community, who are separated from the experiences 
of young people by a generation or more. This age 
difference presents relational challenges between 
young people and adults. Noticing this, one high school 
student from Houlton named Nolan, thought prevention 
focused messaging would be more effective if it came 
from other young people in the school community. 
Namely, older youth who have already taken steps 
to develop their leadership around topics relevant to 

younger students. These youth could act as mentors, 
role models, and model healthy resiliency for middle 
school youth to use daily. Such a program would not 
only build much needed community, connection, and 
skill development for middle school participants, 
but also empower high school mentors with valuable 
leadership and communications skills.

Using a survey circulated to school administration 
and middle school students in Fort Kent, Caribou, and 
Houlton, participants were asked which youth topics 
and problems were most pressing in their day-to-day 
experiences at school. Participants across all three 
schools identified substance use, bullying & self-esteem, 
leadership & teamwork, and goals & values as topics 
they wanted more information on and support around.

program description
Early in the project’s creation, Nolan partnered with 
Aroostook Mental Health Center (AMHC)’s youth 
coordinator, Abigail Pooler and their prevention 
coordinator and Aroostook  Teen Leadership Camp 
organizer, Amber Stedt. Nolan created several trial 
presentations to address the topic areas that middle 
school students identified in the survey. The first trial 
presentations were given to middle school students 
in Houlton. Students and administrators alike loved 
this new, youth-led alternative to typical adult led 
prevention conversations. 

The trial presentations were so successful that the 
project grew to include both Fort Kent and Caribou 
Middle Schools. With networking support from Abigail 
and Amber through AMHC, Nolan held multiple virtual 
meetings over Zoom with school staff from AMHC’s 
offices in Caribou. Conversations about the success and 
potential of the project excited administrators, who 
agreed to send other interested students to train in how 
to be program presenters and facilitators. 

Nine other students were inspired by their hard work 



and signed up to train as presenters using Nolan’s 
piloted project as a guide. Four Fort Kent students, 
three Caribou students, and two Houlton students 
were trained by Abigail, Amber, and Nolan to present 
on prevention focused topics to their schools. Abigail, 
Amber, and AMHC continued to provide support to 
youth facilitators by connecting them with community 
experts, school staff, and local resources to strengthen 
their presentations and build relationships. The training 
also enhanced team members’ presentation skills and 
engagement best practices. 

program outcomes
The program reached a large audience. 250 middle 
school students across three towns were engaged by 
the nine youth presenters. Each participant was able 
to connect to a young role model from their own 
community and created further opportunities for 
connection. Youth facilitators helped middle school 
participants develop skills and resiliencies to help 
them overcome challenges in their lives, such as 

unhealthy risk-taking, bullying, substance use, and self-
esteem challenges. 
This project made significant impacts in the local 
community. Nolan’s individual work and partnership 
with AMHC inspired nine other students to join them. 
Youth leaders were given the tools and skill coaching 
necessary to model leadership competencies for their 
younger peers. This project started with one young 
person who saw a need to be fulfilled, and whose 
leadership rippled outward to affect hundreds of other 
young people and dozens of community organizations, 
and will continue to do so.

This project is a self-sustaining model. It has created 
youth-driven ladders of leadership, where younger 
students can connect with youth role-models from 
high school or college and have a path to step into 
positions of leadership themselves. It allows high 
school and college students to connect with future 
leaders, establish relationships, and share connections. 
This project created community-grown and youth led 
solutions to problems identified by young people and 
adults alike. 

Having been successful in Aroostook County, this type 
of project can easily transfer to other communities 
and projects across Maine. The process that Nolan, 
and AMHC have piloted can be replicated to create 
community-based and youth-directed programs 
anywhere in the state.



Youth Led Inter-
Tribal Social
a tribal district success story

background
On November 3rd 2019, over 200 people from across the 
state and Wabanki communities gathered to celebrate 
their culture, strengths and connections to each other. 
The first annual Youth-Led Inter-Tribal Social was a 
multi-year effort organized and hosted by the Micmac 
Youth Council. The youth council began meeting to 
create space for native youth to develop and participate 
in culturally competent leadership abilities. 

Tribal communities worldwide have developed 
prevention strategies to address community health 
challenges, adopting the phrase ‘Culture is Prevention’ 
to honor traditional cultural values as methods of 
prevention.1 This phrase is echoed throughout Wabanaki 
Public Health’s work to connect and collaborate with 
Maine’s tribal communities prevent public health 
disparities.

The work of indigenous communities to reclaim and 
reconnect with their culture often takes shape through 
youth engagement work. Projects like We R Native 
demonstrate the important role that Native youth 
can have in blending the healing power of traditional 
teachings and practices with modern society. When 

young people lead projects to ensure that prevention 
efforts and health services are culturally competent, the 
outcomes are more meaningful and impactful.2 Projects 

like the Inter-Tribal Social promote culture-developing 
protective factors and support essential prevention 
work and positive youth development.3 Such factors 
support resiliency and are developed through cultivating 
positive relationships, self-efficacy, and cultural 
connectedness. Tribal members encourage skill and 
resiliency development by providing cultural workshops, 
traditional cooking, gardening and art classes. Others 
facilitate youth group meetings and offer storytelling 
events and traditional games for youth.4

project description:
The Inter-tribal social was the result of several years 
of work on behalf of the Micmac Youth Council and 
Wabanaki Public Health (WPH). The youth council 
was planning an intertribal youth gathering in 2018, 
but after the council’s adult advisor left their position, 
the group dispersed before the gathering could be held. 
Despite the setbacks, the youth council president was 
determined to make the event a reality. They went 



before the city of Presque Isle and proposed a youth-led 
intertribal gathering. The city offered their support for 
the event, and the youth council president shared the 
exciting news with WPH staff. The social was scheduled 
for Native American Heritage month. 

The youth council wanted to honor Native American 
veterans and build connection and community, offering 
a strengths-based approach to substance use prevention. 
Official planning started in the summer of 2019 during 
Wabanaki Public Health’s inter-tribal youth gathering. 
Their intent was to provide tribal communities with 
a space to gather and 
celebrate their cultural 
traditions. Geographic 
location, among other 
challenges, make inter-
tribal gatherings difficult 
to coordinate. The 
youth council engaged 
in extended research 
and group discussion 
and concluded that 
organizing a community 
gathering was the most 
effective way to support 
their communities’ 
healthy development. Rather than try to address 
specific issues, the group identified the strengths of 
their community and leveraged them to help their 
communities build connections, celebrate their heritage, 
and learn new skills. 

The youth council needed key partnerships to make 
their project a reality. They first secured approval to 
host their event from town officials at Presque Isle City 
hall. Following city approval, the group negotiated with 
administrators at the University of Maine at Presque 
Isle to use the campus’s facilities as a central space 
for participants. The youth council also reached out 
to locally based organizations including Presque Isle 
Boys and Girls club, Aroostook Band of Micmacs, ABM 
Cultural Department, Little Eagles, Huntly Brook, 
and other community members to participate as co-
sponsors and vendors. Vendors included local elders 
and community artisans such as bead crafters and 
basket weavers. The youth council themselves led the 
event as its masters of ceremonies. Every partnership 
made was essential for the event to succeed. In the 

process of bringing together so many people in support 
of their event, youth council members built valuable 
communication skills, cultivated a strong community 
space, and fostered valuable connections for themselves 
and their participants. The youth council led the 
gathering as its masters of ceremonies.

project outcomes
The Micmac Youth Council worked for nearly a year, 
culminating in The First Annual Youth Led Inter-
Tribal Social. This event was entirely substance free to 

encourage young people 
and the public to celebrate 
Wabanaki culture and stay 
away from the harmful 
atmosphere of alcohol 
and drug use. Youth 
councils from other tribal 
communities, like the 
Penobscot Nation Youth 
Council members, attended 
to take part in the event. 
This event inspired these 
other youth councils to 
organize local community 

gatherings in the efforts of developing deeper 
connections within tribal communities. 

Dance captured the impact of youth leadership at the 
Inter-Tribal Social. Young people were the first ones on 
the dance floor, blazing a path in a modern world while 
integrating their culture’s traditional teachings. The 
social gathering connected community members in ways 
they might not have otherwise. It helped strengthen 
cultural identity and displayed the value of youth 
leadership, exemplifying ‘culture is prevention.’ 

1 https://www.wernative.org/blog-posts/culture-is-prevention

2 https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/programs_campaigns/tloa/
prevention-recovery-special-edition-spring-2015.pdf

3 https://www.ihs.gov/opioids/prevention/culture/

4 https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/nc-oy1-task-3-culture-is-
prevention-final-2018-05-31.pdf



A Young People’s Caucus for 
Underrepresented Youth
a myan statewide success story

background
Youth rarely have opportunities to participate directly 
in the organizational, community, and public policy 
spheres that effect their lives. Young people lack 
opportunities to be consulted about policies and have 
limited formal voice in decision making, even when 
those policies and decisions directly impact their lives.  
There are also many barriers to equal representation 
and decision-making power for young people from 
underrepresented communities. Youth of color, youth 
who identify as LGBTQ+, new Mainers, youth with 
disabilities, those experiencing homelessness, or 
involved in the foster care or juvenile justice system are 
often disproportionately impacted by policy decisions. 

Young people make up around 20% of the population of 
Maine, and their advocacy and influence shift the way 
society tackles large-scale issues, despite their lack of 
formal inclusion. Young people want to and should be 
active participants in our democracy. They bring unique 
and critical perspectives that can better inform local, 
community and statewide public policy. The Young 

People’s Caucus (YPC) is one initiative that seeks 
solutions with young people to overcome traditional 
barriers that limit youth voice in Maine’s state 
policymaking.

program description
In 2018, the Young People’s Caucus was created by State 
Representative Victoria Morales in partnership with 
the Youth and Community Engagement (YCE) team 
at the University of Southern Maine’s Cutler Institute 
and MYAN. The YPC is designed so that Maine youth 
can inform and connect with policy makers across the 
State on topics that are important to them. Topics have 
included substance use prevention, youth employment, 
youth homelessness, youth mental health, juvenile 
justice reform, school climate and discipline policies.
The YPC has held collaborative events at the Maine 
Statehouse for over two years, bringing together youth 
from across Maine to speak about their experiences and 
local work. The YPC’s events are open to the public and 
typically attended by legislative aides, adult lobbyists, 
department staff, Commissioners, and  Legislators. 

 In the YPC’s second year, the program was led by a 
youth leadership team. These young people were hired 
by the YPC to co-facilitate events at the State House 
and support other young people presenting at YPC 
events. They underwent a month-long onboarding 
program led by MYAN and YCE staff, making sure 
the YPC was informed, directed, and driven by youth. 
The team consisted of young people ages 15-24. The 
leadership team planned and designed each of the YPC’s 
events, presentations, conversations, and workshops. 
The leadership team facilitated most of the in-person 
meetings and provided opportunities for other youth 
and organizations to join at any or all of the meetings.

For their third event of the year, the leadership 
team chose to title and theme the event “A Focus on 
Underrepresented Voices of Youth.”
This meeting of the YPC began on a cold morning 



in February 2020. MYAN staff started with a quick 
icebreaker before the youth leadership team took over 
and lead the group in an identity share. Young people 
shared about themselves and the communities they 
came to represent. The group then brainstormed a 
list of key issues in their communities they wanted 
legislators to know about and better understand. 
MYAN and YCE staff used a process designed by the 
youth leadership team to guide the brainstorm and 
encouraged young people to draw connections between 
topics. To maximize their time and impact, the youth 
representatives voted on eight topics to present to the 
adult attendees:

• Access (to healthcare, childcare, transportation, and
public spaces for those with mobility needs)

• Being openly gay/queer in public
• Poverty and homelessness
• Mental health
• Stigma
• Health care
• Foster care
• Juvenile justice system

Youth self-sorted into groups aligned with the issues 
they felt most passionate about or personally impacted 
by. With a bipartisan audience of aides and legislators 
in mind, each group drafted a list of recommendations 
for how adult decision makers can best support young 

people experiencing challenges born from their topic 
area. Young people identified underlying root causes and 
challenges for youth that were shared between topics.

After lunch, the room filled with around 20 aides, 
departmental staff, policy writers, and law makers—
two of which were members of the State Legislature 
. The YPC members took turns presenting on their 
topics, drawing explicit connections between them, 
and delivering policy recommendations. The young 
people involved said it was important to approach their 
presentations with an intersectional philosophy. They 
fielded numerous questions from those in the audience 
and led small group discussions with adult policy 
makers. 

outcomes
The impact of the YPC’s February session is two-
fold—both youth and adults were positively impacted. 
The young people that formed the YPC that day 
expressed feeling energized and proud of what they 
had accomplished. “It was nice to present. We felt 
powerful and almost like we were doing something we 
weren’t supposed to—telling adults things they might 
not necessarily want to hear,” one member reported. 
Another young person reported struggling with nerves 
and anxiety over what language to use, and fear of not 
being taken seriously, but “felt that the adults were 
surprised by how much effort I put in… I hope they 
realize that young people know what they’re talking 
about. I feel like adults assume I don’t know what I’m 
talking about, when I really do. I’ve done my research.” 

Around  the topic of homelessness, 
young people voiced concern 
that state policies for counting 
homelessness do not include 
couch surfing, which inadvertently 
requires young people experiencing 
housing insecurity to go further 
into poverty before they can 
receive state assistance, which 
often compounds issues of access 
and/or contact with related issues 
in the juvenile justice system.



Another young person said, “I feel like the adults today 
listened. I liked that they chose to be here and weren’t 
forced to.”

Young people walked away feeling heard and 
empowered by their experience, more willing to seek out 
opportunities to use their voices. They also developed 
skills in public speaking, navigating complex issues, 
finding intersections between the needs of different 
communities, and how decisions can have ripple effects 
across those different communities. A few youth 
members were also able to set up meetings and share 
information to reconnect with decision makers in the 
room. The youth leadership team handed out their own 
YPC business cards, which offered further information 
about their areas of expertise, study, and interest. 

Adults walked away just as invigorated as the young 
people themselves. “It felt great and exciting to be 
where young people are leading and not just talked 
at,” reported one of the audience members. She said 
that youth voice should be more prominent in decision 
making, and that the YPC could be used as a model for 
more of this work. “There’s lots to work on, but there is 
a real need to hear the voices that were presented here.” 
Adults were surprised by how informed and passionate 
these young people were and walked away with a new 
appreciation for the value of young peoples’ ideas and 
perspectives. 

For example, some adults in the room responded to 
recommendations the YPC offered related to youth 
mental health. One audience member commented 
on how often adults, like teachers, do not have the 
time or training to support young people through a 
mental health crisis. The YPC offered that teachers and 
administrators should not have to be relied on as the 
only support for young people. They should be trained, 
but also better connected with external support systems. 
Adults can make it easier for young people to access help 
by using their established relationships to direct them to 
more skilled counselors. They added that, “There should 
be more resources outside of the classroom .” Back-and-
forth’s like these are made possible by the YPC’s format, 
and naturally encourages collaboration between youth 
and adults to generate more creative approaches.

We are already seeing the ripple effects of these 
meetings. Since February, the YPC presented a virtual 
meeting with the Dept. of Education, which took place 
during the early stages of the COVID epidemic. YPC 
members advised the DOE on a host of strategies to 
better support and communicate with students about 
their education during COVID-19 closures. In the fall, 
the YPC will work directly with Maine’s Children’s 
Cabinet focusing on the Cabinet’s strategies to address 
topics like restorative justice, youth employment, 
education reform, housing and public health. 



SYPB Takes over MYAN’s 
Instagram
a myan statewide success story

background
MYAN’s Statewide Youth Policy Board (SYPB) is 
a passionate group of young people drawn from 
communities across Maine. For the last two years, 
the SYPB conducted research into the availability and 
effectiveness of mental health resources in Maine 
schools. The group started their research by evaluating 
Maine’s Gatekeeper training program, and then 
expanded into considering access to mental health 
supports more generally. The SYPB describes their 
investment in their research, saying, 

“Youth mental health and wellness 
impacts most students lives, 
either directly or indirectly, and is 
consequently one of the biggest 
issues facing schools. Suicide is the 
second leading cause of death for 
people between the ages of 15-24 in 
Maine. And bullying in school is often 
tied to mental health challenges. We 
chose this topic because of the wide-
reaching implications of mental health 
on schooling, as well as our own 
experiences navigating mental health 
challenges.”

Early 2020 posed unprecedented challenges for young 
people. Much of Maine and the rest of the country 
closed in the early months of the pandemic in response 
to the spread of COVID-19. Decisions to close school 

and youth programs had significant impacts on many 
young people and their physical/emotional health. While 
there’s limited-to-no data on the long-term effects of 
school closures, young people were clearly disrupted 
and frustrated by them. Many young people also lost 
access to traditional support structures and were asked 
to adapt quickly to new structures, often without a 

voice or participation in those decisions.1 Young people 
experience healthier outcomes when they have strong 
connections to their communities, peers, and supportive 
adults. 

The SYPB recognized that many young people were 
feeling isolated due to school closures and a more 



pronounced lack of access to mental health services. 
Additionally, their own project work was stalled by 
physical distancing and the SYPB decided on a pivot 
to meet the moment. Having identified community 
connection as an important protective factor during 
their two years of research, the SYPB planned a public 
photovoice project to be shared on MYAN’s Instagram 
page via an “Instagram takeover.”

program description

In the weeks after statewide stay-at-home orders were 
issued, seven members of the SYPB met online in a 
series of Zoom calls with MYAN staff. They discussed 
the collective anxieties they were feeling and were 
being expressed online by other youth. Together, 
SYPB members decided to create a photovoice project, 
based in their mental health research, to express 
themselves and offer a source of connection for other 
Maine youth. Photovoice is a participatory action 
research methodology that empowers people to 
identify, represent and enhance their community and 
life circumstances through images. Photovoice invites 
participants to act as recorders and potential analysts 
for social action and change through the immediacy of 
visual images and their accompanying stories.2

SYPB members brainstormed a list of potential topics 
that could serve as themes for the photovoice series. 
They deliberated on why they thought specific themes 
would be most impactful and coached each other to 
think about how those themes were showing up in 
their lives. The SYPB ultimately decided on six days of 
consecutive Instagram posts, each aligned to a different 
theme.

Day 1: Connection to Others
Day 2: Happiness
Day 3: Hope
Day 4: Resilience
Day 5: Strength
Day 6: Connection to Self

These themes were chosen by the SYPB specifically to 
help counter the negative messages that were prevalent 
online at the beginning of the pandemic. They wanted to 
provide a positive narrative to young people struggling 
with the transition to physical distancing and invite 
them to form new connections online and through 
social media. In addition, SYPB members discussed their 
contributions with one another, further solidifying their 
connections with one another. 

Every post featured an opening video message from 
an SYPB member talking about the day’s theme and 
purpose. Each member added a personal photo related 
to the theme with a caption of what the theme meant 
to them. MYAN staff members supporting the SYPB 
also participated. The final project resulted in a six-part 
photovoice series that put board members’ experiences 
into conversation with one another and invited 
participation from MYAN’s Instagram community.

outcomes
The SYPB’s photo voice project was warmly received on 
Instagram. Each post had a reach of 300 to 400 people, 
and were liked a total of 264 times, an average of 38 
likes per post. At their time of posting, they ranked as 
the most popular posts on MYAN’s Instagram page. 
What began as a pivot project ended up reaching a 
huge number of people with messages of community, 
connection, and resilience.

While developing the project, members of the SYPB 
enhanced a number of key personal skills:



Advocacy – they gained experience articulating their 
ideas and advocating for what they thought would be 
the best option for the group. This required trust in one 
another and confidence in themselves. Ultimately, each 
group member contributed to shaping the focus of the 
photovoice.
Creative Communication – they practiced using 
multiple methods to express their points of view and to 
share their experiences and explored creative outlets as 
a tool for messaging with a larger shared community.
Empathy – the project required SYPB members to listen 
to one another’s emotional challenges and experiences 
during the pandemic; they provided emotional support 
and helped each other feel confident to share their 
insights with hundreds of strangers through the 
Instagram takeover.

On top of these three key skills, this project required 
a high level of teamwork, self-reflection and healthy 
risk taking to share personal insights to a wide 

audience during a difficult moment worldwide. This 
project demonstrates that youth-driven work has the 
potential to resonate with community members at 
a greater frequency than traditional organizational 
communication. Since publicly sharing the project, 
SYPB members have taken the photovoice project back 
to their local youth engagement groups, rippling out into 
new photovoice projects starting in other areas of the 
state. 

The SYPB photovoice project represents a successful 
project that both responded to COVID-19 and 
contributed to improved youth mental health.

1 Efuribe, C., Barre-Hemingway, M., Vaghefi, E., & Suleiman, A. B. (2020). 
Coping With the COVID-19 Crisis: A Call for Youth Engagement and the 
Inclusion of Young People in Matters That Affect Their Lives. The Journal of 
adolescent health : official publication of the Society for Adolescent Medicine, 
67(1), 16–17. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2020.04.009

2  Wang C. & Burris M. (1997). Photovoice: Concept, Methodology, and Use 
for Participatory Needs Assessment. Health Education & Behavior, 24 (3), 
369–387



Success Story Creation Guide
Is there a program or project you’d like to capture in more than data alone? Use this document as a starting place to 
tell youth engagement stories!

section 1: project background 
The first section of your success story should provide context for the project or program 
highlight. Begin by introducing readers to the group of young people whose work is being 
celebrated. Then, contextualize their work using relevant environmental, cultural, and youth 
development information. 
• Introduce the group or program. 
• Describe the group or program’s purpose. What problem do they hope to solve? 

 ɐ What issues are they working to address? 
 ɐ Which youth assets does the group or program support? 

• Frame the purpose with data, research, or stories. 

section 2: project description 
Use this section to describe the project or program initiative and its specific actions and/
or processes. Readers should understand the project’s scope, stakeholders, activities, and 
connection to the group or program’s purpose (as described in section 1).
• Explain the connection between the project and the group’s purpose. 

 ɐ How does this specific project support youth asset development or address the problem? 
• Described stakeholders involved, including both internal and external partners. 

 ɐ How did youth participants guide/lead the project? 
• Provide an overview of project activities. 

 ɐ What was done? 
 ɐ When and where? 

section 3: project outcomes 
This section provides an overview of the project’s positive outcomes at the individual, 
group, community, and (if applicable) environmental levels. Include both qualitative 
and quantitative impact measures. Support claims with data, if possible. This is the most 
significant portion of the Success Story, where you’ll show readers the wider impacts of the 
project and why it’s successful.
• Explain the short- and immediate-term outcomes of the project. 
• Explain areas of individual growth and asset development for youth group members. 

 ɐ What skills or social-emotional competencies were highlighted by this project? 
• Explain project outcomes at the group, community, and (if applicable) environmental levels. 

 ɐ How did this project positively shape the group or program experience? 
 ɐ How did this project positively impact the broader community or cultural context?
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