F Y20 21 n ar r at ive r ep ort

Youth Engagement
Network Success Stories

S u c c es s Sto r ies

An Introduction
In 2021 young people selected “We are the Now” as the
Maine Youth Leadership Conference theme. Included
in this report are 12 stories exemplifying the presentday leadership of Maine youth, and the myriad of ways

The US CDC’s Division of Adolescent and School
Health Success Story model describes success
stories as “a narrative—usually between one and two
pages—highlighting the achievements and progress

we all benefit when young people’s contributions are
welcomed and valued within communities. Maine
Youth are the Now.

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” These stories spotlight
the caliber of partnerships and projects happening
in every public health district and at the state level.
We credit the facilitators who model best practices in
youth-adult partnerships and offer our thanks to the
innumerable youth leaders whose vision brought each
project to life. Thank you!

As adults, we are inspired by the youth-led projects
detailed here. Each story recommits us to doing our
part: supporting the healthy development of youth
leaders and striving for more equitable communities.
An authentic youth-adult partnership underlies every
project within the Maine Youth Action Network. This
relational approach to public health work centers our
most important experts—the public, specifically a
diverse subpopulation within communities historically
excluded from policy-making. We are stronger
together.

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.
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District
Partners

district partners by public health
district
Aroostook — Aroostook Mental Health
Center

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.

Central — Healthy Communities of the
Capital Area

Funding for this project is provided by Maine Prevention
Services.

Tribal — Wabanaki Public Health &
Wellness

Cumberland — The Public Health Program
at The Opportunity Alliance
Downeast — Healthy Acadia
Midcoast — OUT Maine
Penquis — Penquis Community Action
Program

Western — Healthy Community Coalition
of Greater Franklin County
York — Partners for Healthier
Communities
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A note
The authors of this report acknowledge
the limitations of this map in depicting
the Wabanaki Confederacy and four tribal
nations whose sovereignty overlaps with this
geographic territory.
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Aroostook Teen
Leadership Camp
Facilitated by Abigail Pooler and Amber Stedt

Background
Aroostook Team Leadership Camp (ATLC) has been a
staple for youth who want to develop leadership skills,
find community, and have fun since 1987! However,
during the summer of 2020, the camp was canceled
for the first time ever. The young people who spent
the year leading up to camp planning the budget,
workshops, and other content felt the impacts of social
isolation left by COVID-19.
Events like ATLC are important for young people as
they provide outlets for positive social development
while cultivating valuable life skills.1 The benefits
of these programs are especially true in rural
communities where access to resources and other
social opportunities are less readily available.2
Even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, these were
challenges that young people faced, now social
isolation has become a central focus of adolescent
mental health.3 In a year when this important summer
camp was needed, arguably needed the most, it could
not happen. Abigail Pooler and Amber Stedt, staff
members at Aroostook Mental Health Center (AMHC),
who oversee the planning and implementation of
ATLC, began mobilizing immediately to ensure ATLC
would happen in summer 2021.
1

Project Description
ATLC is a year-round leadership development and
drug prevention program for teens. A part of AMHC,
teens will hear from national speakers about positive
leadership, attend workshops, participate in team
building activities, and small discussion groups.
The importance of ATLC goes beyond the standard
benefits of an annual summer camp. ATLC is a year
round program for youth planned by youth. Student
staff are recruited from around Aroostook County to
spend the year deciding every detail needed for ATLC.

Richmond, Dan, et al. “Understanding the Role of Summer Camps in the Learning Landscape: An Exploratory Sequential Study.” Journal

of Youth Development, 2019, https://jyd.pitt.edu/ojs/jyd/article/view/19-14-03-FA-01.
2 Factors that impact mental health in rural areas – RHIhub toolkit. Retrieved October 4, 2021, from https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/
toolkits/mental-health/1/outside-factors
3 “Lonely young people have an increased risk of mental health problems years later: research suggests lockdown could have a long term
effect.” National Institute for Health and Research, February 23, 2021. Retrieved October 4, 2021, from https://evidence.nihr.ac.uk/alert/
lonely-young-people-risk-mental-health-problems-years-after-lockdown/
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For those of you who have planned an event, you know
how difficult it can be to decide on the budget, recruit
and schedule workshop presenters, and find a location
for the event, in addition to other logistics. High
school students who participate in ATLC as staff join

The campers and staff gathered again through virtual
platforms on July 11th and 25th. In addition to the
important team building activities, campers were
joined by speakers who Zoomed in from around
the country. These talks provided an opportunity

one of six committees: programming, advisory board,
public relationships, administration team, finance, or
reunion. The student staff are joined by adult allies for
meetings throughout the year to help plan for camp.
This year, the ATLC committees didn’t just plan for
a single week long camp; the teams collaborated to
plan several different iterations for camp depending
on what state and federal guidelines determined was
possible. The ATLC teams knew they couldn’t cancel
another year of camp because it is too important for
the community, so the group made contingency plan
after contingency plan to ensure camp would be a
success!

for campers to grow their community beyond their
geographic location, expand their social network, and
learn from inspirational talks.

Program Outcomes
On June 27th, campers, who are students entering
6th–8th grade, joined ATLC staffers in Caribou
for the first day of in-person programming. During
the day, campers got the chance to participate in a
range of activities designed to build connection and
relationships, resiliency, and leadership skills in a safe,
drug free environment for young people. Participants
cultivated skills and knowledge through hands-on
activities and valuable debriefs.

On August 15th ATLC resumed in-person activities for
their final day of the 2021 camp year. The end of camp
is always a bittersweet event and there were mixed
emotions as campers said goodbye to new friends,
shared in one last secret handshake, and thanked staff
for their support throughout camp. Fortunately, due
to the diligent work of the youth committees, these
connections could persist in virtual formats even
before returning to school.
While ATLC 2021 came to a close, the work is just
beginning for the next round of ATLC staff. Eager to
keep the magic, campers who age out but want to
stay connected will become staff for next year. ATLC
represents the importance of community-based
programs and Aroostook County values. Young people
who attend ATLC can’t wait to come back to support
the development of the camp as staff, and then again
as adults. Even Abby and Amber, members of AMHC
staff, were once campers. While every year of ATLC
seems to have a special place for those who attend, for
those who helped plan camp 2021, it will not soon be
forgotten!

C en t r a l d istr ic t s uc c es s story

Youth-led Advocacy for Schoolbased Mental Health Resources
Facilitated by Kevin Carter and April Hughes

Background

Project Description

Mental health has become a consistent theme
throughout MYAN and District Partners’ work
in the past year. While mental health has always
been a concern to young people, the isolation and
uncertainty created by the COVID-19 pandemic
exacerbated existing mental health concerns and has
led young people to think differently about how the
environments they experience support or harm youth
mental health.

Students at Maine Arts Academy (MEAA) in Sidney
have been continuous outspoken advocates for mental
health. During the 2019–2020 school year, they
surveyed their peers about their experiences with
mental health and researched the impact of mental
health nationally. They then organized an art show
about the topic of mental health, with art pieces from
over 20 of their school peers. This show brought youth
mental health experiences to the forefront, but the
group knew there was more work to do.

Young people spend the majority of their time at
school. Shifting to a virtual model removed some
of the protective factors inherent in in-person
schooling, such as peer-to-peer support and presence
of supportive adults. In fact, since the beginning
of the COVID-19 pandemic, parents have reported
being more worried about their children’s social
emotional health than ever before. Young people have
experienced disruptions in their routines, less social
connection, and higher levels of stress.1 Additionally,
32% of high schoolers in Maine report being so sad or
hopeless for at least 2 weeks in the last year.2 While
young people are feeling the increasing impact of
mental health, there is still a lack of resources and
awareness.

This year, the group worked in partnership with Kevin
Carter and April Hughes, the District Youth
Coordinators based at Healthy Communities of the
Capital Area, to focus on the availability of mental
health resources at their school. Their previous work
had brought awareness to mental health, but
awareness is not enough; young people need and
deserve comprehensive services to meet their mental
health needs. The group decided to kick off their
research by looking into what other schools within
Maine do to address mental health. This preliminary
research found that there is not much information
about the landscape of mental health resources in
Maine schools. Additionally, with the limited
information they could find, there were no public

1 Panchal, N., Kamal, R., Cox, C., & Garfield, R. (2021, February 10). The implications of COVID-19 for mental health and substance use.
KFF. Retrieved October 13, 2021, from https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-healthand-substance-use/.
2 2019 Fact Sheets: MIYHS. Maine Integrated Youth Health Survey. (2019). Retrieved September 24, 2021, from https://www.maine.gov/
miyhs/2019-fact-sheets.
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program recommendations to improve mental health
in schools. MEAA students also noted how adults
within the school space have a big impact on youth
mental health: both positive and negative. However,
continuing education and educational opportunities
for both adults and young people are necessary to
ensure the community is providing meaningful
support. The group then decided to focus their project
on gathering feedback from MEAA students through a
survey about their experiences with mental health in
school.

experiences with staff prevent them from reaching out
for support. The students also shared that when they
did reach out to staff for support, they were met with
misunderstanding or were told they were “making
excuses.” However, students also shared what the
school could do differently to support mental health.
Youth advocated for a full-time counselor in the
school as well as the ability to walk away, take a quiet
moment, or to go to a different space in the school to
care for their mental health. They also emphasized
the importance of LGBTQ+ affirming mental health
services. Survey respondents also shared that when
they share that they are struggling, they are looking
for validation and support, confidentiality, trust, and
options to help them care for themselves.
The MEAA Youth Policy Board shared the survey
results with the school headmaster as well as their
recommendations for improvement in the school. The
group advocated for more mental health trainings
for both students and peers, including Youth Mental
Health First Aid and Sources of Strength, both of
which are delivered by NAMI Maine. Additionally, the
group advocated for:
Ɂ Presentations from community organizations
about mental health
Ɂ Quiet spaces for students who need to step
away from class
Ɂ Yoga and meditation courses as gym credit

Artwork for 2019–2020 Mental Health Artshow by
Max Daly, MEAA Student

Project Outcomes
The survey found that most MEAA students primarily
confide in their peers when they are struggling with
their mental health. Students also shared that fear
of judgment, fear of stigma, and previous negative

Ɂ Review of mandatory policies regarding
capstone projects (these are a source of stress
for students).
The group continues to advocate for mental health
resources within the school and hopes to work in
partnership with Kevin, school staff, and other
students to bring more awareness and resources to the
school.

C um b e r la n d distr ic t s uc c es s story

Communications Campaign in
Support of Black Student Union
Facilitated by Kai Morley
community-building techniques through these
curricula, the young people decided they wanted to
focus on creating positive policies and environments
within their school and broader communities.

Background
In the 19th century Maine was more racially diverse
than it is today. Shifting economics and an influx
of hate groups prompted many Black, Indigenous,
and people of color to leave Maine.1 However, these
distinct and overlapping communities remain an
integral part of the state as we know it today. The
narrative that Black communities do not exist in Maine
harms all young people, but especially Black youth.
According to the Maine Integrated Youth Health
Survey, 8.9% of students experienced being targeted
by offensive racial comments or being attacked based
on their race or ethnicity at school or on the way to
or from school. Of these students, 45.1% identified as
Black.2 A group of young people from South Portland
organized to challenge this dominant, yet harmful,
narrative by developing a communications campaign
in support of their school’s Black Student Union
(BSU).

Project description
In February of 2020, SoPo Unite invited the
Cumberland District Youth Coordinator, Kai Morley,
to lead a youth group through both MYAN’s
Restorative Practices curriculum and Center for
Tobacco Independence’s Sidekicks curriculum. As the
group learned about different communication and

As the group navigated difficult conversations about
some of the issues that they, their peers, and their
communities face, Kai created a scaffolded approach to
these conversations, including both written and verbal

1 Arnold, W. R. (2020, June 11). Why is Maine so White? And what it means to ask the question. Maine Public. Retrieved September 29,
2021, from https://www.mainepublic.org/maine/2019-02-19/why-is-maine-so-white-and-what-it-means-to-ask-the-question.
2 2019 fact Sheets: MIYHS. Maine Integrated Youth Health Survey. (2019). Retrieved September 24, 2021, from https://www.maine.gov/
miyhs/2019-fact-sheets.
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responses. The group conversation landed on the
group’s disappointment by the lack of communication
by some in their school community. The Black Student
Union at their school had recently received harmful
comments from a member of the school community,
and there was a lack of space and time for students
and the broader school community to process this
event.
The restorative practices curriculum includes a root
cause activity during which young people dig into the
topic of commercial tobacco use and explore what
root causes could lead to commercial tobacco use. The
group identified that the root causes of the comments
made by the community member were similar to
those of commercial tobacco use: including harmful
messaging in media and a lack of resources and
education on the topics.
The group decided to create a project, based on the
communication skills they learned in the Restorative
Practices and Sidekicks curricula, to support their
school’s BSU. One student from this group attended
a BSU meeting and shared that SoPo Unite was
hoping to support the BSU. While most of the SoPo
Unite young people were not part of the BSU and
held different identities, they knew the importance
of amplifying the voices within the BSU and standing

with them in solidarity. To address the root causes
they addressed, the group also made a bulletin board to
show support for the BSU and to bring visibility to the
issues they face.

Project Outcomes
Through the nuanced conversations the group shared,
they identified lack of awareness about racism and
privilege as a root cause of the harmful comments
directed at the BSU. The bulletin board the SoPo
United students created served to increase awareness
about the BSU and to provide support to those
students. The bulletin board also included resources
to support individuals hoping to learn more about
their privilege and how they can support marginalized
groups in their community. While this is just a start to
addressing the discrimination faced by young BIPOC
individuals and communities, the solidarity, advocacy,
and support from this group of young people creates
more opportunities to engage in these discussions
and to invite our communities to be more inclusive.
This group of young people continues to support their
school’s BSU by attending meetings when appropriate,
advocating for more support for the BSU, and
challenging harmful narratives in the community.

D o w n e a st d istr ic t s uc c es s story

Healthy Acadia’s Teen
Leadership Camp
Facilitated by Corrie Hunkler and Sara McConnell
Success Program Coordinator, Sara McConnell, were
thrilled to host the Downeast Teen Leadership Camp
(DETLC) in person as a way to promote peer to peer
community building. While this five-day residential

background
Youth in Downeast Maine are socially and
geographically isolated. This makes accessing
programs, resources, and supports hard. One of
the strengths for communities in Downeast has
traditionally been one’s proximity to family, friends,
and other close relationships. However, due to the
global pandemic, the opportunities for young people in
Downeast Maine to access these support systems have
become even more limited.

summer program for teens entering grades 7-9 has
been an important program in Downeast for the past
20 years, this year was especially important. Because of
this, Corrie and Sara applied to be part of the Gateway
to Opportunity (G2O) pilot program so they could hire
youth staff to re-imagine DETLC. G2O is a summer
program out of the Cutler Institute coordinated by
The Maine Youth Action Network that connects
low-income young people (both in-school and out-ofschool) with paid, work-based learning projects during
the summer. These projects help youth develop the
21st Century Skills required for success in their future
careers. The projects that youth develop and
implement also help community organizations to
develop meaningful programs and improve
organizational culture.1

The impacts of the global pandemic still have not
been fully realized, but some of the challenges facing
young people in Downeast are known. In 2019 32% of
high schoolers in Washington and Hancock counties
reported feeling so sad or hopeless every day for
more than 2-weeks or more that they stopped doing
some usual activities (MIYHS). This number jumped
to 43.5% for students that identified as Hispanic and
62.5% for students who identified as Transgender.
Among all students who reported being sad or
hopeless, only 23% reported getting help from an adult.
While this data does not share with us the whole story,
it seems that young people in Downeast Maine who
are struggling aren’t seeking help from adults.

Project Description
This summer Healthy Acadia’s Youth Engagement
Coordinator, Corrie Hunkler, and Partnerships for

1 Williams, Nikki, and Susy Hawes. “Gateway to Opportunity: A promising summer youth employment model to address local workforce
needs.” Maine Policy Review 30.1 (2021) , https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mpr/vol30/iss1/3.
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Program Outcomes
The combination of these two programs, DELTC
and G2O, promoted positive social development and
lifelong resilience. Throughout their week at DETLC,
teens cultivated their communication skills, ability
to collaborate with others, problem solving, and
sense of leadership to support their community. One
camper shared, “I felt very disconnected over the past
year, DETLC helped me connect to friends, create
community and learn more about coping skills.” In
addition to community building activities, workshop
presenters from around the state were selected by the
youth to instruct and inform campers. Topics ranged
from mental health education facilitated by National
Alliance on Mental Illness to affordable and healthy
cooking lessons hosted by SNAP Education.

“I felt very disconnected over the past
year, DETLC helped me connect to
friends, create community, and learn
more about coping skills.”
The G2O model helps youth be successful in today’s
workforce, with tangible outcomes for young people,
their communities, and the local economy. This
strategy is integral to the G2O model’s principles:
youth work in project teams rather than individually.
They have the freedom to self-direct their day-to-day
tasks with guidance from supportive adults. G20 youth
reflect on employability development and learning,
take ownership of designing their final work products
and are supported by their Team Leader, a near-peer
mentor who is an undergraduate college student. G2O
Team Leader, Chloe Mankin, said “I have never had the
experience of attending a summer camp until now, but
I can say with utmost certainty that had I been able
to attend DETLC in my youth, it would have changed
my life.” Chloe, with support from Corrie and Sara,

mentored and supervised five young people as part
of the G2O program. Together the team planned and
implemented DETLC.
Despite the myriad of challenges facing the group of
youth who were planning Downeast Teen Leadership
Camp 2021, it was a resounding success. DETLC has
always been more than a summer camp for young
people of Downeast Maine. This could be their first
experience attending a summer camp or their first
exposure to honest and open conversations about
mental health and substance misuse. Campers have
the opportunity for essential social connection with
their peers, guidance by youth mentors and support
from adult allies in their community. As communities
struggle to identify solutions to systemic challenges
like childhood poverty, racial inequities, among others
– programs like DETLC invite young people to join the
problem solving. One young person shared, “This
program made me aware of how much I can do for my
community if I use my voice and make sure my voice is
heard.” There are lessons to be learned here for adults.
Sometimes when we step back and trust a group of
young people amazing things can happen. This
summer camp is a great example of that lesson. Or in
the words of a DETLC 2021 attendee, “My favorite part
of camp was everything.”

M i d c oa st d istr ic t s uc c es s sto ry

Podcast Series Amplifies
LGBTQ⁺ Youth Voice
Facilitated by Leah Trommer and Grace Hansen

Background
Young people living in rural areas often experience
increased isolation and a lack of positive supports.
For Maine’s LGBTQ+ youth, these realities are often
magnified. According to the Maine Integrated Youth
Health Survey (2019), LGBT youth are less likely to
have support from their family compared to non-LGBT
peers (LGBT: 69% vs non-LGBT: 83%). LGBT 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.
Recognizing the need to provide on-going support
through the pandemic, OUT Maine quadrupled
its weekly programming, offering 4 regular, virtual
programs that had a state-wide reach from elementary
through college-aged students. Staff are keenly aware
that LGBTQ+ youth in high school through their early
twenties need continued support as the youth make
the often vulnerable and tenuous transition into
adulthood. OUT Maine created the Emerging Leaders
group for youth aged 16 to 22 to allow young adults
to expand their LGBTQ+ community and further the
skills and experience needed to function and thrive as
adults.

showcase their insights, stories, questions, and
reflections about being a queer youth in Maine. The
group has an immense amount of ownership over the
podcast, which allows the project to be a platform for
group members to build both individual and
interpersonal skills such in personal reflection,
organization, time management collaboration,
communication, and conflict resolution.

Program Outcomes
Once the group chose the name and format, they
decided where the podcast would be launched. In
addition to OUT Maine’s website, several local
radio stations were interested in airing it. WERUFM provided a multi-session training for all of the
Emerging Leader youth and adult participants. The

Project Description
With the goal of raising LGBTQ+ youth voices while
also providing a focused project, the Emerging Leaders
Youth Group with support of District Youth
Coordinators Leah Trommer and Grace Hansen, chose
to create a podcast, “LGBTea Time w/Chuck,” to
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trainings covered radio best practices as well as WERU
and federal regulation requirements for radio.
After approval by OUT Maine’s leadership team, the
group submitted the podcast to WERU-FM. The
station was delighted with the product and worked
with their current schedule to find a monthly,
30-minute slot to air the podcast. LGBTea Time is
currently being aired on WERU-FM on the first
Thursday of every month from 5:30–6:00pm, (one of
the highest levels of listening times in the work day).
The Emerging Leaders group has produced two
episodes: the first episode, “Pre-Coming-Out Stories,”
provides a snap-shot into the experiences, thoughts,
and emotions leading-up to youths’ decisions to
come out; the second, “Coming OUT,” focuses on
the experience of being outed. The third episode,
“Exploring Reflections on Gender,” is currently in
production.
Please lend your ear and feel free to share your
thoughts with OUT Maine’s phenomenal LGBTea
Time podcast crew! Past recordings of the podcast can
be found on LGBTea Time’s Podcast Page on WERU.
org.

P en q u i s d istr ic t s uc c es s story

School-based Food Pantry
and Toiletry Basket
Facilitated by Courtney Lanham

job exploration, community service, citizenship and
civics. The group at Old Town lived out these values
through their project to address food insecurity
in their community. The JMG team saw a need in

Background
One in six Mainers is food insecure, according to the
definition set by the United States Department of
Agriculture. This means that roughly 203,000 residents
of Maine live without reliable access to a sufficient
quantity of affordable, nutritious food.1 Rates of
food insecurity are elevated in rural communities in
Maine, including Piscataquis (22.5%) and Penobscot
county (20.1%). This number continues to increase
among children in Maine, where one in four young
people under the age of 18 do not have reliable access
to affordable and nutritious food. These aren’t just
numbers for the Old Town Jobs for Maine Graduate
(JMG) class; these are well known truths in their
community. This past year, this group of high school
students worked together with Courtney Lanham,
District Youth Coordinator at Penquis Community
Action Program, to learn more about food justice and
explore solutions.

their community, but wanted to learn more before
addressing the problem.
The group utilized Youth Participatory Action
Research as a model for information gathering.
Through this process, the team were both researchers
and participants in their efforts to address food
insecurity in their school. They began their work by
asking questions, working to identify what was the
core research question they wanted to answer.
Through this process JMG class asked: How can we
make food and toiletries available for families outside
of school hours?

Project Description
JMG is a year round class that supports middle and
high school students to develop the guidance, skills,
and opportunities they need to be successful in their
careers. This program often includes building 21st
century skills needed for the transition into post
secondary work or schools, such as personal finance,

1 Ibid., pp. 7, 21. What we commonly refer to as “hunger” is termed “food insecurity” by the United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) and divided into two categories: low food security is characterized by a reduction in the quality and variety of diet, and very low food
security by “disrupted eating patterns and reduced food intake.” Detailed definitions can be found at https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/foodnutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/definitions-of-food-security.aspx.
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Many young people in rural Maine are familiar with
free or reduced lunch, and this group was no exception.
Through their research they learned more about the
limitations of these policies which included a lack of
access to health food outside of school hours. They
discovered that a school-based food pantry was one
solution to food insecurity in their community; and
Hermon High school, nearby, had already implemented
a similar program. To learn more about how this
could be implemented in their own school, the team
piled into a van and took a short field trip to Hermon
High School. After talking with peers, teachers and
administrators, the group was inspired. They were
inspired to figure out what else communities were
struggling to access.
As the school year was coming to a close, the group
finalized a presentation to the Old Town High School
Administration. They compiled all that they had
learned into recommendations for the school to
develop a school based food pantry and toiletry basket
that would be accessible for all students. However,
while they were presenting to the adults at their
school, the team was already planning how they were
going to fund and then implement their big ideas. The
Old Town JMG team began identifying community
businesses and adult allies to financially support their
project. It wasn’t enough to wait to see their ideas
come to fruition—this team took action to make their
community get the resources they were needing.

Outcomes
In fall 2021, young people across the state returned to
school with uncertainty, and Old Town’s JMG class
was no exception. However, this class returned with a
passion project waiting for them. The team continues
their efforts in providing toiletry/hygiene baskets
through school bathrooms and look forward to when
they will be able to create dedicated space for a schoolbased food pantry. While the team awaits confirmation
that Hannaford Supermarket will fund their project,
they look towards future projects. This group of young
people didn’t just celebrate a successful project—they
are asking themselves and their community, what’s
next?

Tri bal d ist r ic t s uc c es s story

Tribal Community
LGBTQ2+ Pride Walk
Facilitated by April Lola and Wabanaki Public Health & Wellness

of their signs had positive and inspiring messages that
supported and empowered LGBTQ2+ people.

Background
Youth council members within the tribal communities
saw a lack of support for their LGBTQ2+ tribal
members. When European colonizers came to Turtle
Island (now known as the United States of America)
they created issues of homophobia. They also forced
strict male and female gender roles in tribal nations
where those things did not previously exist. It was the
colonizers attempt to civilize indigenous people. As a
result, LGBTQ2+ tribal people were dispossessed of
their spiritual traditions. It stripped away their way of
life. Following colonization, many tribal nations began
chastising LGBTQ2+ people in their communities.
Since then, lack of support for members of the
LGBTQ2+ tribal people has been a real threat and a
challenge to the overall well-being of the LGBTQ2+
tribal members. The lack of support not only directly
affects those that identify as LGBTQ2+, but the
entire community, including their friends, family, and
children. The youth council members identified this
issue and wanted to address it.

The young people planned to host the Pride Walk
at the end of June to coincide with Pride month.
Together the youth council members, alongside
community members, gathered in central locations in
the various tribal communities and marched together
with upbeat music, pride flags, and other accessories
supporting LGBTQ2+.

Project Description
With the help of Wabanaki Public Health and Wellness
Nikan’usk Educators and tribal youth and recreation
departments, youth councils within the tribal
communities developed a plan to host a Pride Walk
event within the tribal communities to engage youth
and their families. Leading up to the Pride Walk event,
many of the youth council members created yard signs
and posted them up within their communities. Many

13

Program Outcomes
After the event, we debriefed with youth council
members. According to them, as well as word-ofmouth feedback from community members, the
march was successful in making LGBTQ2+ community
members, as well as their family and friends feel
empowered and supported. Hosting the event
led to conversations within youth council groups
surrounding the start of student-led clubs in hopes
of creating a safe and inclusive school environment

for all young people, regardless of their sexual
orientation or gender identity. Many of those same
young people involved in the march were also inspired
to continue to address other issues within their tribal
schools. Today, some are taking the next steps toward
generating PSA’s surrounding dress code policy
issues as well as continuing to move forward with the
creation of what would be, the very first GSA in one of
their tribal schools.

West e r n distr ic t s uc c es s story

Racial Justice Advocacy in
a School Community
Facilitated by Jason Labbe and Sabrina Keene

Background

Project Description

Students across the state of Maine, and the country,
have increased their advocacy to promote racial equity.
School—where most young people spend the majority
of their time—is one setting where it is imperative to
work towards racial equity.

A group of students from Mt. Blue High School and
adult advisors, Sabrina Keene and Jason Labbe, formed
to advocate for racial justice and to address the lack of
inclusivity at the school. The group dove into existing
research about these issues and educated themselves
with a wide variety of scholarly articles, videos, and
podcasts. The group learned about racism targeted at
people with specific ethnicities, racism in schools, and
implicit bias, among other topics.

According to the Maine Integrated Youth Health
Survey, 8.9% of students experienced being targeted
by offensive racial comments or being attacked based
on their race or ethnicity at school or on the way to
or from school. Of these students, 33.9% identified as
Hispanic, 19.1% identified as American Indian or Alaska
Native, 27.5% identified as Asian, 45.1% identified as
Black, and 46.8% identified as Native Hawaiian or
Pacific Islander.

How to be an Antiracist
Tip #7
SPEAK UP ON SOCIAL MEDIA, AT
SCHOOL, AND ANYWHERE YOU
SEE INJUSTICE.

Although Maine is referred to as a “white” state, this
erasure does not acknowledge the Indigenous territory
we are occupying, nor the history and current actions
within the state make it unwelcoming to BIPOC
(Black, Indigenous, People of Color). Students at Mt.
Blue High School in Farmington gathered to discuss
their and their peers’ experiences with racial injustice
and lack of inclusivity at the school. They also shared
a desire for more BIPOC history and studies to be
integrated into the curriculum. The students also
recognized the lack of education and awareness about
racial injustice throughout both the student body and
staff.
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Then, the group conducted their own research by
creating surveys for both staff and students with a mix
of qualitative and quantitative questions. Through the
staff surveys, the group found that:
Ɂ Staff did not have enough resources on
creating inclusive classrooms
Ɂ Staff did not want to make certain students
feel like tokens
Ɂ Some staff did not know how to present the
topic of racial justice to their students
Ɂ Some staff feared resistance from students
and/or parents when discussing racial justice
Through the student survey, the group found that:
Ɂ Half of students believed that Mt. Blue is
trying to address racial justice; but

HOW TO BE AN
ANTIRACIST

TIP

#9

Recognize that
you have
unconscious
bias

Ɂ Half of students said Mt. Blue is not executing
racial justice curriculum properly
Ɂ Many students did not know what “internal
bias” means
Ɂ Students of color are punished at
disproportionate rates
The group presented the survey findings to the AntiRacism Committee at Mt. Blue High School. This
committee is a group of 10–15 staff members who
focus on raising awareness for racial injustice, creating
policies within the school that work towards racial
justice, and educating other staff members and the
school board. The student group created a list of
resources for teachers to support them in creating
inclusive classrooms and addressing racial injustice
in both the classroom and personal lives. The group
made sure to include a diverse and broad array of
resources to highlight individual and group lived
experiences.

The students also created a “How to be Anti-Racist”
posters, which have specific steps that both students
and staff can make to become more inclusive and antiracist. Since the student survey highlighted the need
for education around implicit bias, the students made
sure to include this topic in the posters.

Project Outcomes
Culture change within schools takes time, but now
Mt. Blue High School is set up to begin the work of
creating a more inclusive and equitable classroom,
with a group of passionate young people leading the
work. The most immediate outcome of this project
is the creation of the resource list. This is an easily
accessible tool for both students and staff to use to
begin their own learning about racial inequities. The
student group plans to continue this work in the
upcoming years to make Mt. Blue a school that is
inclusive and equitable.

Yor k d ist r ic t s uc c es s story

Mental Health Advocacy
in a School Community
Facilitated by Maria Curit

Background

Project Description

Mental health is a topic that affects individuals of
all ages but is of particular concern to young people.
According to the Maine Integrated Youth Health
Survey (MIYHS), 32% of Maine high schoolers had
felt so sad or hopeless for at least 2 weeks in the past
year, which is an indicator for depression. In 2019,
16% of Maine high schoolers had seriously considered
attempting suicide in the past year. 1 In the United
States, half of all lifetime cases of mental illness begin
by the age of 14, and 75% begin by the age of 24.2
Additionally, 23% of Maine high schoolers reported
being bullied at school. 3

Maria, based out of Partners for Healthy Communities,
first met these students through facilitating MYAN’s
Restorative Practices for School Communities
curriculum. This group of young people, who named
themselves The Flock, are all of different ages, grades,
and identities. As the students explored the root
causes of commercial tobacco use and vaping in
schools, they identified unmet mental health needs as
a contributing factor.

Despite the awareness of the increasing incidence of
young people experiencing mental health concerns,
only 50.6% of young people receive treatment for their
mental illnesses.4 The lack of awareness and treatment,
paired with the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, has
made the mental health crisis even more urgent.
The Flock—a youth group based at Old Orchard
Beach High School and in partnership District
Youth Coordinator Maria Curit—saw the need to
destigmatize mental illness in their school community.

1 2019 Fact Sheets: MIYHS. Maine Integrated Youth Health Survey. (2019). Retrieved September 24, 2021, from https://www.maine.gov/
miyhs/2019-fact-sheets.
2

Mental health by the numbers. NAMI. (2021, March). Retrieved September 24, 2021, from https://www.nami.org/mhstats.

3 2019 Fact Sheets: MIYHS. Maine Integrated Youth Health Survey. (2019). Retrieved September 24, 2021, from https://www.maine.gov/
miyhs/2019-fact-sheets.
4

Mental health by the numbers. NAMI. (2021, March). Retrieved September 24, 2021, from https://www.nami.org/mhstats.
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When reflecting on the curriculum, one student
said, “One of the bigger takeaways I got from the
[curriculum] is how to properly listen and to be
responsive. What I mean by properly listening is
engaging yourself in a conversation, and allowing
the person you’re communicating [to know you’re]
listening. This can be through your body language and
eye contact. Tying into listening is how to properly
respond. By reciting back what they’re saying to show
your understanding or even making a connection to
yourself and how you dealt with a similar situation.”
The group noticed that although many of them and
their peers are navigating mental health concerns,
there was no space in their school community to
discuss these topics and provide support to each other.
Therefore, The Flock created a mental health check-in
survey that they sent out to the entire student body
every Monday. The survey asked about the students’
current mental health and provided an opportunity to
receive follow-up from either the group’s adult advisor
at the school or from one of the group members
themselves. The Flock members would meet every
Wednesday to discuss the survey responses and to
coordinate any necessary follow-up.
Additionally, The Flock met with Maine Department of
Education employees to discuss ‘mental health days’
policies in Maine. A policy was passed at the state level
to allow young people to take mental health days away
from school; however, school districts can choose
whether to and how to implement this policy. The
Flock advocated to both Maine DOE and their school
administrators to approve this policy in their district
so that students can take time from school to care for
their mental health without being penalized.

Project Outcomes
The flyers and videos the Flock made to spread
information about the survey and mental health
generally served to increase awareness about this issue
throughout the school. Talking openly about mental
health and educating yourself and others are strategies
to reduce the stigma surrounding the issue.5
Every week, 10-15 students completed the survey, and
4 students asked for follow-up. While culture change
can feel slow, this is a clear demonstration of how one
group shedding light on an issue spreads out to the
community at large. One member of the Flock, when
reflecting on this project, shared, “It’s important to
focus our work on removing the stigma around mental
health in the school because it’s not looked at enough.

“It’s always a good feeling when you
know you’ve helped a fellow student
with a personal problem.”
People don’t look deep enough into issues or feelings
so at some point you have to ask and learn more about
those feelings and then you’ll see that it isn’t just stress
or irritation, it may be depression or worse. It’s always
a good feeling when you know you’ve helped a fellow
student with a personal problem.”
Beth Nason, the group’s advisor, said the most
impactful part of this project was to see the students
take ownership over their own mental health and
smash the stigma surrounding it.
The Flock plans to continue with their mental health
survey when school starts up again in the fall. They
also plan to bring other mental health programming
into the school.

Greenstein, L. (2017, October 11). 9 ways to FIGHT mental health stigma. NAMI. Retrieved September 24, 2021, from https://
www.nami.org/blogs/nami-blog/october-2017/9-ways-to-fight-mental-health-stigma.
5
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Black Student Caucus
Facilitated by Christina Donato and Laura Iteka
see it as a discipline—Black youth strengthened their
connections to community and fostered
transformative visions for their collective futures.
Many of the participants joined from beyond
Cumberland County and, although some youth already
belonged to BSUs, several participants expressed an
interest in joining or forming affinity spaces within
their communities. The Caucus generated connection

Background
In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, a secondary
crisis entered the news. Widespread mental health
concerns factored heavily in conversations about
returning to in-person gatherings. Although these
concerns extended to all people, for historically
marginalized communities the compounding reality
of long standing, and ongoing, structural racism
exasperated these impacts.

opportunities for Black youth across Maine, celebrated
the resiliency of participants, and promoted healing
and wellness for all who joined.

Affinity spaces serve to affirm identities and foster
belonging for members of marginalized communities
including Black, Indigenous, and people of color.
Participation in a racial affinity space operates as
a protective factor for individual and community
wellness. For Black youth, even those who previously
participated in Black Student Unions (BSUs) within
school communities, the challenge of connecting with
these integral groups during the pandemic required
new strategies.

Project Description
In April 2021, young Black Mainers designed the first
annual Black Student Caucus for themselves, “taking
up space” virtually every Saturday. With the support of
MYAN facilitators Christina Donato and Laura Iteka,
the sessions were co-designed by Black youth; and the
content mirrored the goals for racial affinity spaces,
emphasizing connection, celebration, and deeper
learning.

Project Outcomes
Over the four sessions, 41 unique participants joined
the Caucus. Additionally, 65 people used the digital
platform to engage with job postings, community
messaging, and a Q&A with the guest speakers.
Caucus participants formed long-lasting, meaningful
connections and networks of support. One student
that attended the Caucus described its importance as:

Throughout the Caucus, facilitators guided
participants to explore their lived experiences, both
the joyful and the challenging. Through this
embodiment of what Dr. Mariame Kaba calls
“practicing hope”—not to do away with emotions like
anger, frustration, or fear in exchange for hope, but to
19

“[b]eing able to have a safe space to try out a new
name and being accepted with open arms. And
then also having a space to discuss difficult topics
and having the freedom to speak my truth and ask
questions and have other people who have similar
experiences, understand me or are willing to listen. It
was very healing. ”

“The freedom to speak my truth
and ask questions and have other
people who have similar experiences,
understand me”

MYAN facilitators remain in relationship with
participants, leveraging the energy of the Caucus
towards another successful convening: a late-summer
leadership retreat for BSU student representatives and
advisors. The pandemic may eventually wane but, in
the absence of larger shifts, the impacts of structural
racism will persist. For Black youth in Maine, racial
affinity spaces like the Caucus are an integral element
of individual and collective wellness. MYAN is grateful
for the opportunity to support this initial convening
and committed to the realization of future iterations as
well.
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The Gateway to Opportunity
Initiative at MYAN
Facilitated by Christina Donato (Lead); Host Site Facilitators: Chloe Mankin and Corrie Hunkler, Maria Curit, Billie
Watson, and Liz Nassaazi.
learnings of the prior year propelled the program to
even greater heights. The host site staff understood the
importance of a strong service-learning project and
obtained the necessary pre-approvals for a community

Background
Throughout Maine and across the nation, employers
struggle to find workers with in-demand skills and
competencies to build a talent pipeline that will meet
both their current and future workforce needs. At the
same time, work-eligible youth are often unable to find
skill-building employment experiences (Remington
2020: 19). The Gateway to Opportunity (G2O) model
connects high-school-aged youth, typically 16- to 19years-olds, with paid, work-based learning projects
focused on developing 21st century skills. In the midst
of the COVID-19 pandemic and its incalculable toll
on mental wellness, MYAN heard from young people
how badly they wanted to be in community, to make a
difference, to develop the skill sets necessary for their
futures. Meaningful summer employment programs
like G2O provided an important service in past years.
During a national public health crisis, the program
rose to the challenge of reimagining its structures
while unfailingly continuing to partner with host site
employers and youth workers.

mural in the Woodfords Corner section of Portland.
Although city offices were closed for programming,
MYAN staff leveraged connections at the University of
Southern Maine to identify suitable meeting space
where the team of six youth learned about commercial
tobacco prevention strategies and the City’s
commitment to pursuing community wellness.

Project Description
One of these host sites was the City of Portland’s
public health division which participated for the
second consecutive session. The City had joined the
G2O community in time to pivot to a full virtual
program in summer 2020. With creativity, flexibility,
and often sheer resilience, both host site and youth
participants completed the experience with genuine
feelings of pride and demonstrable success. When the
City of Portland returned for summer 2021, the

The project centered the youth; they learned to
work together while navigating numerous challenges
including transportation, internet access issues, and
the typical pressures of project deadlines. Beyond the
project element, G2O programming included virtual
career workshops, resume and cover letter writing
21

sessions with emerging adult facilitators, and a public
presentation to the community. At the end of August,
this team of youth and the City of Portland celebrated
a successful community mural, complete with a
QR code connected to a youth-developed site with
commercial tobacco prevention resources.
MYAN facilitated projects in four Maine communities
during summer 2021: Biddeford, Westbrook, Portland,
and Machias. Each of these youth-led projects
explicitly focused on prevention topics and included
host site partners with strong ties to community
health. This year the initiative engaged 4 youth and 17
emerging adults in the six-week programming.

Project Outcomes
There is a tangible impact every time a community
member passes the Portland mural and uses the QR
code. An even greater ripple effect of the G2O program
lives within each youth participant. Although their
projects are impressive, the intangible experiences
across the six week program and the process through
which each team committed offers the real measures
of success. MYAN looks forward to recruiting program
graduates back as facilitators in subsequent summers
while expanding the communities served by the
Gateway to Opportunity initiative.
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Maine Youth Leadership
Conference
Facilitated by Ysanne Bethel and Ladi Nzeyimana

leadership received information about the educational
nature of the Conference content for every registered
youth participant, highlighting the 32 content and skillbuilding workshop offerings. Early registrants received

Background
The COVID-19 pandemic impacted everything and
everyone. In Maine, limited broadband coupled with
intergenerational poverty and/or extreme rurality
combined to create large deserts of technology access.
While social isolation and individual mental wellness
concerns grew nationwide, public health and safety
concerns left limited opportunities for in-person
engagements during the 2020–2021 academic year.
Young people expressed a need to be in community.
Educators and families worried about youth. The
Maine Youth Action Network committed to offering a
virtual youth leadership conference in response.

t-shirts, many of which were worn on camera during
the Conference sessions, and all young people became
members of a virtual community promoting youth
leadership and supporting the unique interests and
experiences of Maine youth.

Each year, MYAN recruits youth leaders from across
the state to co-design and co-host the Maine Youth
Leadership Conference. This Youth Planning Team is
core to the Conference, their vision and design ensures
it is truly a space for young people. Despite their own
pandemic-related challenges, Planning Team members
committed nine months to designing a virtual
Conference which was held in April 2021.

Project Description
The two-day virtual Conference addressed the
isolation felt by all young people and included a myriad
of opportunities for youth and adults to reconnect.
MYAN recruited whole classrooms in more rural
spaces where students were attending in-person
school again and could access reliable internet, and
leveraged a technology platform that worked as an
app on cell phones and tablets/laptops alike. School
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In creating youth-led spaces for young people, the
MYAN team also developed complementary workshops
for adult attendees. District Youth Coordinators
and MYAN statewide staff facilitated two sessions
focused on resiliency and authentic partnerships,

celebrating the strengths of participants. Many adults
also attended a youth leadership panel to hear about
the process Planning Team members used to develop
the Conference and to grow their learning. One adult
attendee shared, “I found that I learned a lot by sitting
back and listening to the discussion…letting youth take
the lead in their own peer-to-peer learning.”
The Planning Team successfully developed a virtual
youth leadership conference, a first ever for the MYAN
program. Equally significant, these 12 young people
engaged in healthy risk-taking and collaborative
problem-solving as they deepened their facilitation and
leadership skills. They learned to show up for each
other, make space for processing national events, and
to prioritize connection during a time of significant
isolation. This work was not tangential, the social and
emotional skills they explored together shone through
during each component of the Conference.

“I haven’t gone to a conference like
this before. It represents a big step
towards…making a change.”

Project Outcomes
During the two-day event, 213 youth and adults logged
in for the Maine Youth Leadership Conference. Youth
from across the state created connections and fostered
discussions through the virtual platform, many of
which continued on the platform message boards
after the Conference. Over 90% of those who filled
out evaluation forms said that they “know how to use
[their] skills and interests to make [their] community
better” and they “have a deeper understanding of
people’s experiences that are different from [their]
own”.
Research shows social emotional skills can be “caught”
when modeled by others.1 MYAN facilitators
strengthened these competencies in work with
Planning Team members, which then rippled
throughout the Conference. Evaluations identified
adult and youth participants learned how to use their
skills to improve their communities while gaining a
better understanding of root causes and the system
changes needed to improve communities.

Keynote speaker, Amara Ifeji, speaking about the power of starting your activism locally and with your community.

1 Best Practices in Social Emotional Learning. (2019, July). Retrieved from http://www.wasa-oly.org/WASA/images/WASA/1.0%20Who%20
We%20Are/1.4.1.6%20SIRS/Download_Files/LI%202017/Sept%20-%20Best%20Practices%20in%20Social-Emotional%20Learning.pdf

