
The Mayfly Project

 

 Mentoring Youth in Foster Care Through Fly Fishing 

  

About TMP: 

 

The Mayfly Project is a non-profit organization that uses fly fishing as a catalyst to 

mentor youth in foster care.  

  

The Mayfly Project is designed to meet foster care youth where they are at, introduce 

them to the great outdoors through fly fishing, and provide some fun during a most 

chaotic time in their lives. Our Mentors understand that they can’t change what foster 

kids have been through, but they can offer an opportunity for them to escape from the 

pressures of foster care, find solace in nature, and develop a love for fly fishing. We hope 

that every foster care child we mentor leaves with not only a desire to be in nature and 

continue to develop their fly fishing skills, but that they know they are not alone in their 

journey.  

  

Why Fly Fishing? 



  

From learning to tie a fly on their line to landing their first rainbow trout in the net, fly 

fishing offers several opportunities for youth to build character and self-esteem. 

Learning to tie knots and cast can be difficult at first, but once the youth are able to 

create a beautiful drift or set the hook, something happens-- it’s evident with their 

smiles and laughter-- they had to push through the frustrations of learning and 

accomplished something amazing, they tricked a trout. 

  

Fly-fishing also gives us reason to get into nature and teaches us how to tune out our 

problem-solving minds and concerns. For a foster care child, taking a break from being 

worried, and simply spending time in nature with people that are not trying to pressure 

them, truly is something kids in foster care need. 

  

  

Why is Mentorship Important? 

 

Mentorship means spending time with a child in order to lead them to the sport of fly 

fishing, which for some can be life-changing. Fly-fishing mentorship is perfect for foster 

care youth because it takes the pressure off of the youth to be a certain way or meet an 

expectation; they are there to learn how to fish and to take a break from their everyday 

lives. Mentors are not there to be therapists, caseworkers, or anyone trying to decide 

where they are going next, but they are there to teach them new skills and offer a healthy 

example of how other people live. 

  

From a 14 year old Foster Care Child, in foster care for 9 years of her life. 

  

“Something mentors need to know is that we are used to being left behind. We are used 

to broken promises and relationships ending quickly. What we want is someone to just 

get us out for a bit, to not ask us a million questions about why we are in foster care or 

what has happened to us, but to just get us away from it all. Since I’ve been fly fishing 

with my mentor, I found I really love the times we get to go on an adventure. I get to 

leave where I am at all the time and just go explore. We usually end up with a funny 

story and I come back feeling a bit lighter. 

 

The Mentoring Process: 

Once you complete the application, reference check and background check, you become 

a mentor. We understand that you have jobs and families to attend to, so it is our goal to 

make this process as smooth for you as possible. We have several ways we support you 



through the process, which we will discuss further once you have turned in your 

application.  Each project has a Lead Mentor, which is the first mentor to begin the 

project, and the one in charge of gathering mentors and connecting with the group 

home/foster parents. There are 5 phases of the project process: 

1. Introduction- Meet with your mentee and their caregivers to discuss the fly 

fishing mentoring process and exchange meeting times, etc. This may happen at 

your nymph phase as well.  

 

2. Nymph Phase- This phase includes meeting to educate mentee on casting, line 

management, flies, and setting up a rod. This takes place in public near local 

water and should take around 2 hours. We have training available for you to 

watch prior to your session, if needed.  

 

3. Emerger Phase- This phase includes more fun casting practice, education on 

reading waters, water safety, tying knots and explaining various fly patterns 

(nymphs, emergers, dry flies, etc.). Send home some practice gear for knot tying 

and set some goals for your next meeting. 

 

4.  Catch Phase- This session is geared towards getting a fish on the line of the child, 

any way possible. Take them to a location fully stocked with trout or teeming with 

blue gill. The goal is to make sure the child has experienced success with a fly rod.  

 

5. Big Fish- This final phase is geared towards a full day fishing trip-- either a float 

trip or fishing a local river. The goal for this trip is to not only have a fun day 

away from home, but to show the child how fun fly fishing can be. We will work 

with you to make sure this is an epic day.  

 

After the Big Fish phase, we encourage mentors to give the children their new fly fishing 

gear, a map full of ideas of places to fish, introduce them to their local fly shops, and 

assess any barriers to success for kids interested in continuing their fly fishing 

adventures. This is also the time to assess if the child/family/mentor would like to 

continue doing fly fishing outings or re-fresher training sessions. There are several ways 



to make sure the child can continue to fly fish as well that we can discuss. Some projects 

vary how they introduce fly fishing and some may even have the kids catching fish on 

the first day-- it’s really up to you and the group home on how you want to structure 

your project.  

 

Ways to become involved with TMP: 

 

The great thing about The Mayfly Project is it opens up opportunities for mentors all 

over the USA and Canada to get involved in helping foster care youth. Even if you don’t 

feel like you are able to mentor, here are ways you can help: 

  

~Share our organization with your friends, families, local TU chapters, and fly fishing 

groups. Spread the word about what we are doing, why supporting foster care youth is 

important, and how they can help. The more we share, the more kids we can get out 

there fly fishing.  

  

~Donations: Fly Gear and Monetary 

Our goal is to get fly gear in the hands of every foster kid that is interested in pursuing 

fly-fishing. Sometimes a fly rod becomes a close friend that is with them every where 

they go, so we want them to have gear so they can take every opportunity to practice, etc. 

From used waders to fly gunk, we need it all. We also feel like it is essential that each 

child receives the gift of a fly rod. We will be having a raffle every May to support TMP 

so we are always seeking items to raffle off to support TMP.  

 

Please don’t hesitate to contact us with further questions-- contact Jess Westbrook 

Founder and Director of TMP, or Kaitlin Barnhart, Project Coordinator and Co-Founder 

of TMP National. If you would like to start your mentoring process, please go to our 

website at www.themayflyproject.com to the Take Action tab. Thank you for your time 

and assistance in helping youth in foster care find their home waters! 

 

(This information is confidential and is not to be copied or used without permission) 

 

Jess Westbrook, phone number 501-317-5864, arkansasflyfishingguide@gmail.com 

Kaitlin Barnhart, phone number 208-659-6584, kaitlin@themayflyproject.com  

http://www.themayflyproject.com/
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