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Grantee: Project Grad Kenai Peninsula 
Request Amount: $134,100.00 
Project Title: Rural School Counselor Program 
Grant Term: 7/1/2026 to 6/30/2027 
Fund Source: FY26 Partnerships/Designated Grants 
Trust Staff: Samantha Ponts 
 
Requested Motion: 
The Program and Planning Committee recommends that the Board of Trustees approve a 
$134,100 authority grant to Project Grad Kenai Peninsula for the Rural School Counselor 
Program.  These funds will come from the Partnerships/Designated Grants line of the FY26 
budget. 

 
Staff Analysis: 
 
What does this project do? 
Trust funds will support one year of salary and associated costs for a full-time, certified school 
counselor serving K-12 students across four rural communities on the Kenai Peninsula: Tyonek, 
Nanwalek, Port Graham, and Ninilchik. The counselor will provide culturally responsive, school-
based mental health services through a regular rotation scheduling.  

 
Who is receiving the funds? 
The grant recipient is Project GRAD Kenai Peninsula (PGKP), a long-standing nonprofit organization 
that has worked in these communities for over 20 years. PGKP partners closely with the Kenai 
Peninsula Borough School District, local tribal councils, school administrators, educators, and 
families to deliver culturally responsive educational and prevention programming in rural 
communities.  
 

Why is staff recommending this project? 
This project directly supports youth who are at risk of becoming Trust beneficiaries due to elevated 
rates of depression and suicidal ideation. The project increases access to consistent, school-based 
mental health care in very isolated communities, implements evidence-based prevention strategies 
shown to reduce suicide risk and strengthen protective factors, improves early identification and 
intervention for at-risk youth, strengthens school completion, connectedness to caring adults, and 
family community support systems. This investment aligns with Trust priorities around prevention, 
early interventions, and youth mental health, particularly in rural areas with limited access to 
services.  

 
Will this be a multi-year project? 

This request is for one-time, one-year of funding.  Project GRAD has a sustainability plan and is actively 
pursuing multi-year federal and educational funding, including a Native Youth Community Projects 
(NYCP) application and future Alaska Native Education Program (ANEP) funding to continue the position 
beyond the Trust funding period.  

 
Trust Five Year Funding History 
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No previous Trust grants. 
 
Comp Plan Identification 
 
Area of Focus Objective Comments 
Area of Focus 1: Early Childhood & 
Youth 
 

1.1 Promote practice-informed 
comprehensive developmental 
screening efforts and early 
intervention services 

 

 

 
Trust Focus Area Connection 

 
Budget Area Strategy Comments 
Early Childhood & Youth 
 

Early Childhood - Promote 
practice-informed, universal 
screening efforts and early 
intervention services 

 

 
Project Description (from grant application) 
 
The Problem 
 
Alaska Native youth consistently struggle when it comes to critical mental health indicators. According 
to the Alaska Native Health Status Report (2021), in 2019, nearly one in four (24.3%) Alaska Native 
high school students reported attempting suicide within the past 12 months, a rate substantially higher 
than the 15.1% reported by Alaska White students. The same report cites depression among Alaska 
Native high school students reaching 43.1%, compared to 34.2% for Alaska Non-Natives. During the 
2016-2019 period, the suicide mortality rate among Alaska Native people (39.9 per 100,000) was 
nearly double that of Alaska non-Natives (20.3 per 100,000). According to a SAMHSA literature 
review titled Suicide Clusters Within American Indian and Alaska Native Communities, the highest 
suicide rates in the nation occurred in Alaska, 42.5 per 100,000. 
 
The rural Alaska Native communities of Tyonek, Nanwalek, Port Graham, and Ninilchik face these 
mental health challenges with limited resources. Each community houses a K-12 public school. 
Tyonek, Nanwalek, and Port Graham are accessible only by boat or small plane, while Ninilchik is 
located on the road system. Currently, 206 students attend these four schools (88 in Ninilchik, 64 in 
Nanwalek, 30 in Tyonek, and 24 in Port Graham), with 102 students in grades K-6 and 104 in grades 7-
12. These Title I schools serve predominantly Alaska Native students in economically disadvantaged 
communities. Additionally, chronic absenteeism is a persistent challenge, with rates ranging from 41%-
87% (Alaska Department of Education and Early Development).  
 
School-based mental health services in these communities are inconsistent. Each school is technically 
assigned a counselor, however, these counselors serve five or more schools simultaneously and 
typically visit each village only a few times per year. The Kenai Peninsula Borough School District 
consistently battles budget constraints that lead to reduced travel support, leaving students without 
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predictable mental health support. No school has a full-time counselor, and none have access to a 
school nurse. 
 
In Nanwalek and Port Graham, Chugachmiut provides community counselors that fly in periodically or 
work remotely. However, these practitioners do not typically work within the school setting, limiting 
their access to students during the school day when youth are most readily available for intervention. 
Ninilchik Tradition Council (NTC) and Southcentral Foundation (serving Tyonek) also employ 
practitioners, but only NTC provides school office space in Ninilchik. A school-based counselor would 
complement existing services in all four communities through collaboration and referrals. Counselors 
familiar with these communities report that mental health incidents and crises are significantly 
underreported due to the realities of small villages where privacy concerns and stigma prevent 
disclosure. 
 
SAMHSA's aforementioned review on suicide clusters identifies gaps in rural communities that 
contribute to elevated suicide risk, including limited access to mental health resources, lack of 
engaging youth activities, and insufficient community-based prevention strategies. The report 
emphasizes several protective factors that research has shown reduce suicide risk in AI/AN 
populations: school completion, strong connections between youth and caring adults, and 
strengthening family and community support systems. This project aims to address these gaps by 
providing consistent mental health services and supporting students' academic success and 
graduation.  
 
What We Will Do  
   
Project GRAD Kenai Peninsula (PGKP) will employ one full-time certified school counselor for one 
year to provide consistent, culturally responsive mental health services and comprehensive school 
counseling support to all K-12 students across the four communities of Tyonek, Nanwalek, Port 
Graham, and Ninilchik. 
 
The counselor's primary focus will be on mental health prevention and intervention, including: 
 
-Implementing evidence-based Social Emotional Learning (SEL) and suicide prevention programming, 
particularly Sources of Strength curriculum 
-Providing individual and group counseling for students experiencing mental health challenges 
-Conducting crisis intervention  
-Building protective factors and strengthening the web of support around vulnerable youth 
-Working collaboratively with teachers, families, tribal councils, and existing community mental health 
providers 
 
In addition, the counselor will provide essential school counseling functions that support student 
success and reinforce protective factors: 
 
-Supporting school completion: Helping students stay on track for graduation through academic 
planning and intervention 
-Postsecondary readiness: Assisting students with college applications, FAFSA completion, and 
exploring alternative pathways including technical programs career training 
-Building connections: Connecting students and families with resources for life after high school 
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-Addressing barriers: Identifying and addressing barriers to attendance and academic achievement 
that can contribute to disconnection 
 
The counselor will work on a rotation schedule: traveling weekly to Nanwalek, Port Graham, and 
Ninilchik, and monthly to Tyonek (weather permitting). This consistent presence will allow the 
counselor to build trusting relationships with students, identify at-risk youth early, and provide 
ongoing support rather than crisis-only intervention. The counselor will coordinate with counselors in 
their respective regions to ensure comprehensive support and appropriate referrals for students 
needing more intensive services.  
 
The counselor will integrate evidence-based SEL curriculum tailored to developmental stages. For 
grades K-6, the counselor will deliver Second Step Elementary lessons, an evidence-based SEL 
curriculum that teaches students skills in emotional management, empathy, problem solving, and self-
regulation. Second Step has demonstrated effectiveness in improving social-emotional competence, 
reducing behavioral problems, and creating positive school climates. For grades 7-12, the counselor 
will implement Sources of Strength, a nationally recognized, evidence-based program that has 
demonstrated a 29% reduction in new suicide attempts in participating schools. Sources of Strength 
has been successfully implemented in tribal and rural communities and uses a strength-based 
approach focusing on eight protective factors: family support, positive friends, mentors, healthy 
activities, generosity, spirituality, physical health, and mental health. 
 
Target Population and Geographic Area 
 
This prevention project serves 206 Alaska Native students (grades K-12) and their families across four 
Alaska Native communities on the Kenai Peninsula: Tyonek (population 291), Nanwalek (population 
208), Port Graham (population 125), and Ninilchik (population approximately 1,009). Tyonek, 
Nanwalek, and Port Graham are accessible only by boat or small plane, while Ninilchik is located on 
the road system. All four communities face significant barriers to consistent mental health care. 
 
Trust Beneficiaries 
 
This initiative serves Alaska Native youth who are at high risk of becoming Trust beneficiaries. By 
providing consistent counseling and evidence-based suicide prevention programming, this project will 
help prevent vulnerable Alaska Native youth from developing mental illness, substance abuse 
disorders, and suicidal behaviors. Research demonstrates that early intervention during childhood and 
adolescence is crucial to alleviate the impact of early stress and encourage self-regulatory functioning. 
Additionally, by supporting school completion and other protective factors, this project addresses 
elements that research has shown reduce suicide risk. 
 
Expected Outcomes 
 
By the end of the one-year project period, we expect: 
 
-All students will have access to a consistent, on-site school counselor on a regular rotation basis 
-Students will receive direct instruction in evidence-based SEL and protective factors through 
classroom lessons 
-Increased student perceptions that adults at school help suicidal youth 
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-Increased help-seeking behaviors among students 
-Improved connectedness between students and caring adults 
-Reduced codes of silence around mental health and suicide 
-Early identification and intervention for at-risk youth before crisis occurs 
-Measurable improvement in student social-emotional wellbeing as assessed through pre/post surveys 
-Enhanced coordination with existing mental health resources  
 
Long-Term Outcomes (with sustained funding): 
 
If this position continues beyond the 26/27 school year, we anticipate: 
 
-Increased graduation rates as students receive consistent academic planning and support 
-Increased postsecondary enrollment and completion of FAFSA/college applications  
-Reduced suicide attempts and mental health crises  
-Improved chronic absenteeism rates as underlying barriers are identified and addressed  
-Stronger school-family-community partnerships around youth mental health  
-Measurable reduction in risk behaviors (substance use, self-harm) as reported in Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey data 
 
Community Support 
 
This project has strong community support from multiple stakeholders. PGKP has worked in these 
communities for over 20 years and has cultivated deep partnerships with the Kenai Peninsula Borough 
School District, local tribal councils, school principals, teachers, and families. Through this 
longstanding work, we have earned the trust of community leaders, educators, and youth. We will be 
submitting letters of support from all four school principals. Tribal councils in these communities have 
also expressed the urgent need for services like those proposed in this project.  
 
Project GRAD's current POWER UP initiative, funded through the Alaska Native Education Program, 
has surpassed all established goals, delivering 5,671 academic and SEL sessions totaling 10,756 hours 
of service to 269 participants in the 2024-25 school year. Our reputation for delivering culturally 
relevant programming positions us well to successfully implement this mental health prevention 
project. 
 
 
Performance Measures 
 
How much did you do? 

 
a. Total number (#) of students served during the reporting period across all four schools 

and broken down by the number (#) of students served at each school. 
b. Number (#) of individual counseling sessions provided during the grant reporting 

period, in total (across all four schools) and number (#) of sessions at each school. 
c. Number (#) of small group counseling sessions provided during the grant reporting 

period, in total (across all four schools) and number (#) of sessions at each school. 
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d. Number (#) of post-secondary counseling sessions held during the grant reporting 
period, broken down by number (#) of individual sessions and the number (#) of group 
sessions.  For the group sessions, please list the topics discussed during each session. 

e. Number (#) of classroom lessons delivered during the grant reporting period, broken 
down by school location, age/grade, and topic. 

f. Number (#) of crisis interventions conducted during the grant reporting period. 
g. Number (#) of external referrals made to mental health services during the grant 

reporting period. 
 

How well did you do it? 
 

a. Provide a narrative describing the timeline, activities, successes, challenges, and any 
lessons learned during the reporting period.  Additionally, provide information on the 
travel schedule to each community (frequency and duration of each trip). 

b. Number (#) and percentage (%) of students who increased their knowledge on topics 
discussed during the school visits and/or classroom sessions based on a pre-/post-survey 
of participants. 

c. Number (#) and percentage (%) of students who can identify two or more trusted adults 
or resources in their school/community by the end of the grant reporting period. 

d. Number (#) and percentage (%) of students who increased their willingness to seek help 
for mental health concerns (for either themselves or a friend) from baseline to follow-up. 

 
Is anyone better off? 

 
a. Provide a synopsis of pre-/post-data collected on student participant improvements and 

changes in help-seeking behaviors, social-emotional well-being (emotional regulation, 
social connection, coping skills), school attendance, and disciplinary incidents. 

b. Provide four statements from participants that describe how the programming and/or 
counseling they received as part of the project impacted their quality of life.  

 
Sustainability (from grant application) 
 
Project GRAD is committed to sustaining this position beyond the one-year funding period provided 
by the Alaska Mental Health Trust. We have developed a plan that leverages our strong track record of 
securing federal funding and our partnerships with tribal communities. 
 
We are currently working on a Native Youth Community Projects (NYCP) grant application that will 
include a school counseling position serving these same four communities. If funded, this would be a 
three-year project with the possibility of extending to five years, providing long term support for 
mental health services in Tyonek, Nanwalek, Port Graham, and Ninilchik.  
 
Additionally, we plan to apply for Alaska Native Education Program (ANEP) funding when the next 
competition is released, anticipated in FY27. Project GRAD has had significant success with ANEP 
funding over the past decade, and we will include one, or possibly two counseling positions in our next 
ANEP application. Given that counseling is integral to our mission of increasing graduation rates and 
supporting student success in rural Alaska Native communities, these positions will be core 
components of future ANEP proposals. 
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Beyond grant applications, we are in active discussions with tribal councils in all four communities 
about sustaining these services. Our years of partnership have built trust and demonstrated our 
commitment to these communities. Tribal leaders have expressed strong support for mental health 
services and recognize the critical need for consistent counseling support. We are exploring pathways 
for sustaining services through tribal partnerships, particularly if federal funding opportunities are 
delayed or limited. 
 
Project GRAD has successfully sustained programming in these communities for over 20 years. Our 
organization has secured over $16 million in federal and state funding since 2015, demonstrating our 
capacity to maintain and grow services.  The one-year Alaska Mental Health Trust funding will allow 
us to continue this vital service, demonstrate its impact, and build the case for continued funding 
through federal programs that support Alaska Native youth development and education. 
 
Who We Serve (from grant application) 
 
This is a prevention project designed to prevent youth in these rural communities from becoming 
Alaska Mental Health Trust beneficiaries. Alaska Native youth, the primary target population of this 
program, consistently report higher rates of depression, suicide attempts, and substance use.  
 
By providing consistent counseling services to these remote schools, we expect some of the following 
benefits.  
 
-Preventing mental illness: Early identification and intervention for students showing signs of 
depression, anxiety, and other mental health concerns before they develop into chronic conditions 
-Preventing substance abuse disorders: Building protective factors and healthy coping skills that 
reduce the likelihood of youth turning to alcohol and drugs to manage stress 
-Preventing suicide and self-harm: Implementing evidence-based curriculum to change norms around 
help-seeking and increase connections to supportive adults 
-Building resilience: Strengthening protective factors (family support, positive friends, mentors, 
healthy activities, generosity, spirituality, physical health, mental health) that research shows reduce 
risk for Trust beneficiary conditions 
 
Research consistently shows that upstream intervention is the most effective time to intervene, 
providing students with the necessary skills to build a healthy lifestyle, rather than tackling conditions 
after they emerge. This project aims to serve youth before they become Trust beneficiaries, hopefully 
relieving some of the long-term stress put on mental health resources in our state. 

 
Estimated Numbers of Beneficiaries Served Experiencing (from grant 
application) 

Mental Illness: 50 
Number of people to be trained 1 

 
Project Budget (from grant application) 
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Personnel Services Costs $99,050.00 
Personnel Services Costs (Other 
Sources) 

$0.00 

Personnel Services Narrative K-12 School Counselor (1.0 FTE): $70,000 for 10 month 
contract 
Project Director (0.1 FTE):  $9,240/year for 1 year 
Payroll Taxes & Benefits: $19,810 (25% of salaries and wages) 

 
Travel Costs $25,245.00 
Travel Costs (Other Sources) $0.00 
Travel Costs Narrative Counselor Programming Travel: ($25,245) 

 
-Flights to Nanwalek and Port Graham: 2 round trips 
(RT)/week X $200 per RT X 39 weeks/year = $15,600 
-Trips to Tyonek: 8 RT/year X $957/RT = $7,656 
Mileage Reimbursement for Ninilchik: 1 RT/week X $51/RT X 
39 weeks/year = $1,989 

 
Space or Facilities Costs $2,970.00 
Space or Facilities Costs (Other Sources) $16,830.00 
Space or Facilities Narrative Rent: 15% of rent costs ($2,970), other 85% of rent will be in-

kind 
 

Supplies Costs $1,000.00 
Supplies Costs (Other Sources) $1,000.00 
Supplies Narrative General Office Supplies: $500 

Programming Materials: $500 
 
Curriculum and Office Supplies Already Purchased: $4,000 

 
Other Costs $5,835.00 
Other Costs (Other Sources) $11,352.00 
Other Costs Narrative Costs at 15% Grant Request and 85% In-Kind: 

 
Utilities/Subscriptions: $2,155 from Trust + $11,362 in-kind 
 
Sources of Strength Licensing Fee: $750 
Bookkeeping: $1,680 
Sources of Strength Training Fee: $1,250 

 
Other Funding Sources (from grant application) 
 

Project GRAD Kenai Peninsula 
(SECURED) 

$32,182.00 

Total Leveraged Funds $32,182.00 
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To Whom It May Concem,

This letter comes in support of Project GRAD Kenai Peninsula's proposal to the Alaska Mental Health

Trust Authority to provide a qualified Social Counselorto the K-12 students at Tebughna School.

As the Native Village of Tyonek, we have witnessed firsthand the positive impact Project GRAD has had

on our youth across the region and within our district. GRADrstaff have consistently demonstrated the

professional capacity, experience, and enthusiasm to strenglhen programs that support our students'

iuccess. Building upon years ofculturally resporisive programming, we believe Project GRAD is well-

positioned to deliver a counseling program that will meet the unique needs ofour community.

As you are aware, Alaska Native students in rural villages often face additional barriers to accessing

counseling and other supportive services. Statewide data makes clear that these disparities in mental

health acciss persist. Tlie presence ofa trained counselor would significantly reduce the likelihood of
student isolation and risky behaviors by ensuring that each thild has access to a trusted and caring adult.

At presen! we do not have access to a full-time school counselor, and this resource would provide critical

support in addressing the social, emotional, and academic barriers our youth face'

Pmject GRAD's strength-based approach draws upon the creativity, resilience, and cultural power

inhlrent in our youth, ;mpowering them to move forward with confidence and connection to their

community. I am confident that Project GRAD's track record in leadership, academics, and social-

emotional leaming has pr€pared them to deliver a robust and effective counseling program for our

students.

Given the financial challenges our schools are facing, resources like this are essential for helping our

students build resilience and thrive. Having another scheduled and consistent counselor will strengthen

the safe and focused school environment that allows our youth to make healthy, life-impacting decisions

rooted in compassion and respect.

we look forward to working together on this important initiative. Ifyou require any additional

information about Project GRAD orthe needs ofour students, please feel free to contact me.

j
t

Sincerely,

Robert Stephan
Native Village of Tyonek
Council President

l2O. Box 82009 | Tytch AK 99682 | 907.583.220 I Ph | 907'583.2142 f
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