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Introduction
The Collaborative Center for Social Innovation is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit that empowers youth to
better our community by fostering empathy and instilling a sense of purpose and belonging. We
use innovative educational opportunities to address declining youth mental health1,2, educational
outcomes3, and readiness for dynamic economic landscapes4.

With the purpose of informing the development of effective programs and initiatives aimed at
fostering mental wellbeing among teens, The Collaborative Center for Social Innovation
presents the findings from a series of in person focus groups conducted in Western New York,
with a specific emphasis on Erie County, between the months of January 2023 and April 2023.
By capturing the voices of 276 teens, 32 parents/caregivers, and 19 community leaders
representing diverse backgrounds, educational settings, and community organizations, this
research provides comprehensive insight into the needs and wants of teens in terms of mental
wellbeing and support.

It is our hope that the findings presented in this report will spark conversation and collaboration
to contribute to the ongoing efforts to prioritize and support the mental wellbeing of teens,
ultimately creating a healthier and more resilient generation in Western New York and beyond.

The Focus Group Process

The focus groups were interactive and incorporated creative problem solving techniques. They
were all conducted in person at various locations, including urban and suburban schools,
community schools, community centers, career fairs, and nonprofit youth organizations. This
diverse range of settings ensured the inclusion of voices from different socioeconomic
backgrounds and geographic areas, enabling a more nuanced understanding of the unique
needs and experiences of teens in Western New York. Of note, community leaders were defined
as youth-facing adults, such as educators and those who work in youth development
organizations.

Working in groups, participants engaged with a series of targeted questions on defining mental
wellbeing and their experiences, barriers, and desired takeaways from programs that would
support teen mental wellbeing. Further, participants were asked to propose an ideal program to
support mental wellbeing. The data collected during these focus groups has been analyzed to
identify common themes, trends, and recommendations that emerged from the participants'
responses. All of the proposed programs ideated by the participants are included in the
supplemental information.

1. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). 1991-2021 High School Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data. Available at
http://yrbs-explorer.services.cdc.gov/.

2. Office of the Surgeon General (OSG). Protecting Youth Mental Health: The U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory [Internet]. Washington (DC): US
Department of Health and Human Services; 2021. PMID: 34982518. Available at

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-youth-mental-health-advisory.pdf
3. National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. High School Benchmarks. October 27, 2022. Available at

https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_HSBenchmarksReport.pdf
4. World Economic Forum. May 2023. Future of Jobs Report Insight Report. Available at

https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2023.pdf
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Focus Group Results

What is Mental Wellbeing?
(135 responses)

Of note to the facilitators was the frequency of tautologies in the responses and the limited
vocabulary around emotional expressions, particularly in responses around general state of
mind. This implies a need for further developing and emphasizing emotional intelligence.
Further, while most responses were internally focused on a sense of being, a subset of them
were more relational in how outer input connected with inner agency and action.

Mental wellbeing, to the focus group participants, is an understanding of your emotions and
feelings, and how to nurture, support, and foster positive responses.
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Reaching Out For Help
Given the scenario: “I’m a teen and I am super concerned about a friend of
mine. I’m worried. They are really struggling and just not themselves.”

What do you hear when you reach out for help?
(87 responses)

What do you want to hear when you reach out for help?
(80 responses)

Of note to the facilitators was the contrast of the messaging that teens do receive - they receive
both reassuring messages and messages that devalue their emotions and/or their existence.
This was true across demographics and socio-economic status. Also notable is that the
responses for seeking help were primarily placing the agency on the teen to seek help and were
void of the sense of togetherness that teens seek.
Parent/caregiver responses (see supplemental, n=15) tended to focus more on reassurance
and gathering information, while community leader responses (see supplemental, n=23) tended
to focus more on presence and offering resources.
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The Perfect Program

Why are you so excited about it?

Community engagement, socialization, and the importance of connection are emphasized by
teens, parents/caregivers, and community leaders, and there was a focus on providing
opportunities for personal growth, self-expression, and building emotional intelligence.

The teen responses (n=146) overwhelmingly emphasized a desire to travel both near and far, to
be with and help others, and to expand on specific special interests, while parent/caregiver
responses (see supplemental, n=34) focused more on broad social-emotional development and
mental wellness. Community leaders (see supplemental, n=37) mentioned dialogue across
generations and engaging with diverse perspectives, and had an added focus on equal access
in terms of accessibility, availability, and transportation.

Of note, parents/caregivers specifically expressed concerns about mental health matters and
challenges related to social media issues and bullying, while these topics were not mentioned
by the teens.
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What makes you feel like you can be your authentic self?
(148 responses)

Overwhelmingly, responses from teens, parents/caregivers (see supplemental, n=33), and
community leaders (see supplemental, n=38) emphasized the importance of supportive
relationships and an accepting, non-judgmental environment. Parents/caregivers also
highlighted trust, belonging, and youth empowerment, while community leaders focused on
creating safe and inclusive environments, being supportive role models, and facilitating
connections and support for teens.

Further, teens specifically requested that their voice be heard, they can safely share their
opinion, and that they are supported when they fail or make a mistake. On peer interactions,
they mention friendship, being surrounded by people their age, having a close connection to the
people there (adults and peers), and being with peers who share similar interests and want to
explore something new. Interestingly, the teens also openly discussed, without prompting, how a
‘no phone’ environment would be less distracting and less judgmental.
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What barriers have been removed?
(146 responses)

In accessibility and resources, teens primarily emphasized the monetary barriers that when
probed further they described as both the cost of attending a program and the need to work for
income. On a smaller scale, they also mentioned language barriers and transportation,
particularly related to traveling to a variety of different places. Parent/Caregiver responses (see
supplemental, n=32) viewed accessibility primarily through a transportation access lens and
were thinking more of local ‘home to site’ or ‘school to site’ transportation, while community
leader responses (see supplemental, n=32) gave equal weight to the need for transportation
and financial support.

Of note was the abundance of the word ‘fear’ in the teen responses, such as fear of failure, fear
of being yourself, fear of embarrassment, fear of talking to people, and fear of judgment.
Further, they expressed concerns about communication skills, nervousness, lack of confidence,
and anxiety.

All groups highlighted the significance of creating a supportive and accepting environment. They
mentioned the importance of inclusive spaces, supportive adults, gaining trust, and having a
support system.
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What do you gain?
(169 responses)

The responses from teens, parents/caregivers (see supplemental, n=35), and community
leaders (see supplemental, n=37) all mentioned confidence and the teens' belief in themselves.
Social skills and relationships also stand out as a shared takeaway, with an emphasis on
forming new friendships, connections, and building relationships and networks. Further, all
groups acknowledge the opportunity for teens to gain knowledge, learn new things, and develop
important skills for their future.

While the importance of positive mindset and a sense of fulfillment is also recognized across the
board with all three groups emphasizing social emotional growth, teens view this more as a
result of a new experience. Of note in the teen responses is that across categories, the word
“new” appeared in nearly every teen group - new experiences, new memories, new people, new
friendships, etc. Neither the parents/caregivers nor the community leaders placed emphasis on
more immediate outcomes such as experiences and memories as takeaways or vehicles for
personal growth. Also of note was that neither the parent/caregiver groups nor the community
leader groups specifically mentioned ‘happiness’, another more immediate outcome, while it
appeared in multiple teen groups.
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Conclusions
In analyzing all of the responses to the focus group questions, as well as the programs ideated
by the groups (see supplemental), we believe that teens want a deep seeded sense of purpose
and belonging, both as individuals and as a community, to support their mental wellbeing. They
seek opportunities to explore the world, make a positive impact, develop inter- and
intra-personal skills, express themselves, and engage in meaningful experiences. The following
are trends in their desired programs:

1. Experiential Learning: Teens are interested in educational components and expanding
their knowledge and skill sets, particularly in special interest areas. The way in which
teens express this desire, however, is that the knowledge and skills are developed
through authentic and place-based learning experiences where they are actively
engaged in the learning. Further, these experiences engage and embed them in new
places where they build connections with new people.

2. Travel and Exploration: Travel is a prominent theme in the teens' responses and
program suggestions. They express a desire to explore different parts of the country and
the world for both educational and social reasons. Travel is a means to deepen their
existing friendships while building new ones, gain autonomy, learn about new cultures,
and gain global perspectives.

3. Community Service and Social Impact: Teens demonstrate a strong interest in
community service and making a positive impact on society. Many programs involve
volunteering and helping people, animals, and the environment. Giving back to their
communities and addressing social issues are not stand alone initiatives, rather, they
provide a framework for their desired experiences.

4. Personal Growth and Self-Expression: Responses and programs that focus on personal
growth, self-expression, and skill development are prevalent. Teens express interest in
gaining confidence, resilience and coping skills, and ability to take risks.

5. Socializing and Bonding: Teens seek opportunities that foster connection and bonding
among participants. In both structured and unstructured ways, connecting with others in
a meaningful way is important. While they simultaneously would like to engage in
experiences with current friends and expand their personal and professional networks.

Importantly, we would like to note that the teens were less interested in any one of these trends
in a silo, but rather it was the interconnectedness of the trends within a singular experience that
was appealing to them.

Contact Information
We invite the opportunity to engage in dialogue to further the conversation on programming to
support youth mental wellbeing, as well as the intersection of youth development and
experiential education. Please visit our website at collaborativecenterforsocialinnovation.org or
reach out to Apryle Schneeberger, Founder and Executive Director of The Collaborative Center
for Social Innovation at connect@collaborativecenterforsocialinnovation.org.
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Meet the Facilitators
Apryle Schneeberger serves as the Founder and Executive Director
of CCSI. With dynamic experience in the education system, Apryle
specializes in building cultures that foster curiosity and creativity to
nurture community while providing an intellectually rigorous and
psychologically safe environment for all to bring their authentic selves
to engage in shared learning experiences.

After earning a Master of Science degree in synthetic organic
chemistry from the University of Notre Dame, she began her career as
a high school chemistry teacher by designing and implementing
innovative transdisciplinary learning experiences to engage students
and prepare them for careers in the medical sciences. Understanding
the importance of a whole-child approach to educating youth, she
continually integrated social-emotional and place-based learning into
her classroom, and additionally designed opportunities for students to
showcase and articulate their knowledge and ideas to the community.

In 2020, Apryle coordinated a school’s PreK-12 COVID-19 reopening plan and engaged the faculty and
students for a safe and successful year of in-person learning. During this time, she also became the
Director of Marketing, employing human-centric and data-driven approaches to branding, curriculum
design, and community engagement. After co-facilitating a school’s PreK-12 comprehensive strategic
plan from 2021 to 2022, Apryle founded The Collaborative Center for Social Innovation to reimagine
education and create educational opportunities for youth that instill a sense of belonging and purpose by
connecting their learning to real and relevant sustainability issues in their communities.

Dr. Brianna Cornelius, Founder and Primary Researcher of Evolve
Initiative Consulting, serves as the Cultural Strategist for CCSI. She
advises on systemic equity and curriculum development, and also
facilitates lessons on identity, community impact, and the iterative
process.

Brianna is an Educator, Linguist, and Cultural Strategist. Raised in
Memphis, Tennessee, she was driven by the pursuit of justice and a love
for language and education from an early age. Brianna is a graduate of
Bowdoin College (2009) where she obtained a B.A. in Romance
Languages in hopes of pursuing equity on a global scale.
After living abroad for two years in France, she returned to the United
States to pursue an M.A. in Linguistics at the University at Buffalo. It was
there that her interests in language, culture, and social justice coalesced
through the study of sociolinguistics. Brianna continued on to the
University of South Carolina where she earned her doctorate in the field.

Her doctoral research centered around the interface of language and socially constructed realities
(notably identity as intersectional and multiplex). In addition to teaching humanities and serving as an
Associate Director of Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Belonging, her current work expands on her doctoral
research as it examines the ways in which language creates social realities as an applied method of
social justice and cultural reform. This academic work directly informs and shapes her practice as a DEI
practitioner and has built the foundation of her strategic approach to equity and inclusion as an
independent consultant.
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Caitlin Littlefield serves as the Curriculum Strategist for CCSI. She
advises on transdisciplinary curriculum development, and also facilitates
lessons on evidence-based design, ideation, and the iterative process.

Caitlin earned her B.A. from University of Toronto in Mathematics, and a
M.S. from University Wis-Madison in Environmental Studies. While
learning about climate change and sustainability, Caitlin realized that
education was one of her best tools to make the world a better place,
and as such, she pursued and earned her teaching certification with
specialization in secondary mathematics and social studies instruction,
from Old Dominion University, Norfolk VA. She also had the great
opportunity to study opera for a year in France at the Conservatoire de
Nimes.

Caitlin has extensive experience designing and implementing
progressive curricula, having taught at Virginia Beach Friends School,
The Gardner School of Arts and Sciences in Vancouver, WA, and The Park School of Buffalo, where she
designed engaging place-based curriculum centered on the Great Lakes Basin. She also served as Dean
of Teaching and Learning, where she guided faculty in creating interdisciplinary curricula based in a
strong understanding of metacognition and pedagogical research. With a passion for equitable learning
and inspiring all students to become lifelong learners, her lessons are embedded in a classroom
environment intentionally crafted to nurture learner agency, empathy, reflection and growth mindset.

Caitlin’s mission in life is to shine a light on all the ways that everything is connected, and to foster a
sense of wonder, curiosity and joy in the world. She loves to travel, learn, ask questions and build a better
future.

Anisa Umugwanera, Founder and Wellness Consultant of Welcovery,
served as a focus group co-facilitator for CCSI. Through mental health
outreach and consultation, she has dedicated her career to making a
positive impact on the lives of young people.

After completing her education in practical nursing and continuing
education in psychology, Anisa began her career as a social emotional
coordinator, working with high-risk youth in her community. She quickly
realized that there was a significant need for mental health support and
guidance among young people, particularly those from marginalized
communities. This motivated her to start Welcovery, an organization that
bridges the gap between scholars and mental health resources.

Through partnerships with local organizations, schools, and community groups, Anisa creates a
comprehensive network of support for scholars by incorporating an understanding of the social
determinants of health into providing a human-centric, solution-based strategy to empower scholars to
take charge of their wellbeing and make informed decisions about their education.
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Supplemental Data

Focus Group Results: Parents/Caregivers and Community Leaders

Reaching out for Help: What do teens hear when they reach out for help?
Scenario: “I’m a teen and I am super concerned about a friend of mine. I’m
worried. They are really struggling and just not themselves.”

Reaching out for Help: What do teens want to hear when they reach out for help?
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The Perfect Program (for teens): Why are you so excited about it?

The Perfect Program (for teens): What makes them feel like they can be their
authentic self?
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The Perfect Program (for teens): What barriers have been removed?

The Perfect Program (for teens): What do they gain?
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Programs Ideated by Teens
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Programs Ideated by Parents/Caregivers
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Programs Ideated by Community Leaders
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