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B A C K G R O U N D  

Mental health is a serious situation, especially for Alaskan youth.1 Between 2011 and 2023, 

there has been a significant increase in the percentage of adolescents who: 

» felt sad or hopeless for a significant time in the past 12 months (from 26% to 43%) 

» seriously considered attempting suicide (from 15% to 23%) 

» made a plan about how they would attempt suicide (from 13% to 21%) 

» attempted suicide (from 9% to 19%).2 

The lack of access to mental health supports is one reason that the U.S. Surgeon General has 

recommended that mental health supports be placed where children and youth spend a lot 

of their time: in educational, community, and childcare settings.3 Recognizing the dire need 

for mental health supports, the Alaska Mental Health Trust Authority (The Trust) spearheaded 

the creation of the Mental Health Supports in Schools State Leadership Team alongside 

partners from the State of Alaska Departments of Education & Early Development (DEED) 

and Health (DOH), Alaska Mental Health Board/Advisory Board on Alcoholism and Drug 

Abuse (AMHB/ABADA), and other statewide stakeholders.4 In 2021, the State Leadership 

Team released the Mental Health in Alaska Schools Phase One: Landscape Assessment. Initial 

work from the Landscape Assessment was built on to create the 2022 Mental Health in Alaska 

Schools Phase Two: The State of Student Mental Health & Promising Approaches report. 

Overall, these reports have revealed how important it is to learn from and support one 

another not only to achieve a truly whole-of-society approach to mental health, but also to 

strengthen mental and behavioral health systems in the state. The reports have also revealed 

how solutions can come from within communities and within school districts themselves 

when they are equipped with the right tools and resources. 

P H A S E  T H R E E :  T H E  C O M M U N I T Y  O F  P R A C T I C E  

In 2024, the State Leadership Team embarked on the third phase of this project, a Mental 

Health Supports in Schools Community of Practice (COP). A community of practice is defined 

as a group of people who come together on an ongoing basis to share a common concern, 

 

1 National Alliance on Mental Illness. “Mental Health in Alaska.” NAMI.org, March 2025, 
https://www.nami.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Alaska-GRPA-Data-Sheet-8.5-x-11-wide.pdf  
2 Alaska Department of Health. “Alaska YRBS Statewide Survey Results.” Alaska Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey (YRBS), January 12, 2026, 
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/yrbs.alaska/viz/yrbs/LandingPage  
3 U.S. Office of the Surgeon General. “Protecting Youth Mental Health: The U.S. Surgeon General’s 
Advisory.” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Public Health Service, 2021, 
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-youth-mental-health-advisory.pdf 
4 Alaska Mental Health Trust Authority. “Mental Health in Alaska Schools Phase One: Landscape 
Assessment.” AlaskaMentalHealthTrust.org, 2021, https://alaskamentalhealthtrust.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/08/Mental-Health-in-Alaska-Schools-Phase-1-Landscape-Assessment-FINAL-
REV-8-22.pdf  

https://alaskamentalhealthtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Mental-Health-in-Alaska-Schools-Phase-1-Landscape-Assessment-FINAL-REV-8-22.pdf
https://alaskamentalhealthtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/BHinSchools-Phase2-FINALi.pdf
https://alaskamentalhealthtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/BHinSchools-Phase2-FINALi.pdf
https://www.nami.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Alaska-GRPA-Data-Sheet-8.5-x-11-wide.pdf
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/yrbs.alaska/viz/yrbs/LandingPage
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-youth-mental-health-advisory.pdf
https://alaskamentalhealthtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Mental-Health-in-Alaska-Schools-Phase-1-Landscape-Assessment-FINAL-REV-8-22.pdf
https://alaskamentalhealthtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Mental-Health-in-Alaska-Schools-Phase-1-Landscape-Assessment-FINAL-REV-8-22.pdf
https://alaskamentalhealthtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Mental-Health-in-Alaska-Schools-Phase-1-Landscape-Assessment-FINAL-REV-8-22.pdf
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interest, or goal.5 The purpose of the COP is to bring together teams of education 

professionals, mental and behavioral health professionals, community leaders, families, and 

other relevant stakeholders to learn with and from one another, gaining new ideas and 

resources to strengthen mental health supports in their school districts and communities. The 

Trust contracted with the Stellar Group through a competitive process to support phase 

three, including convening and facilitation of the COP.  

In its first year (2024-2025), the COP was open to school district teams comprised ideally of 1) 

a member of the school district administration involved in their district’s mental health 

systems, and 2) a mental or behavioral health clinician, either an internal or external provider 

working with the school district. 20 participants representing nine school districts joined the 

COP. 

T H E  2 0 2 5 - 2 0 2 6  C O M M U N I T Y  O F  P R A C T I C E   

In its second year, participation was opened up to anyone who was interested in mental 

health support in schools, though the following were highly encouraged to join as individual 

participants: 

» School district administrators involved in their district’s mental health systems 

» Community-based mental or behavioral health organizations interested in 

strengthening relationships with school districts 

» Mental health clinicians, school counselors, school leadership, teachers, community 

leaders, school-based health centers, school nurses, social service agencies, and 

student-parent-family support agencies 

Recruitment kicked off in September 2025 during the School Safety and Well-Being Summit, 

an annual summit convened by DEED that gathers educational leaders, key staff, and 

strategic stakeholders to improve school safety and well-being in Alaska by both learning and 

sharing methods to promote healthy development, improve school climate, and be better 

prepared for any possible school crisis. While most participants were recruited within a 

month of the summit, recruitment continued throughout the year. In all, the 2025-2026 

cohort comprised of 54 participants representing 25 school districts, community 

organizations, and state agencies, demonstrating how the change in eligibility increased 

enrollment.

 

5 Edmonton Regional Learning Consortium. “What is a Community of Practice?” Creating Communities 
of Practice, 2016, https://www.communityofpractice.ca/background/what-is-a-community-of-practice/  

https://www.communityofpractice.ca/background/what-is-a-community-of-practice/
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MAP OF SCHOOL DISTRICTS THAT HAD REPRESENTATIVES PARTICIPATING IN THE COP6 

 

 

6 Based on DEED’s District Map: https://education.alaska.gov/alaskan_schools/alaska-district-map  

https://education.alaska.gov/alaskan_schools/alaska-district-map


 

TABLE 1. MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORTS IN SCHOOLS COP REGISTRATION 

School District/Organization Participant Name Role 

Alaska Behavioral Health 
Association (ABHA) 

Victoria Kildal Chief Learning Officer 

Anchorage School District Allison Susel Director of Student Support 

Ashley Doss School Psychologist 

ChaSae Harris School Nurse 

Elizabeth Congdon-
McGee 

Counselor 

Jen Mickelson Migrant Education Student & Family 
Engagement Manager 

Kayla McDonogh Educator 

Maureen Cronin Academy Coach 

Nicole Stuemke Social Work Coordinator 

Lillian Anderson School Nurse 

Alaska School Counselor 
Association 

Cathy Snider Region 3 Representative 

Maggie Samson Region 2, Chair of Research Relations and 
University Liaison 

Bering Strait School District Emily Crysel Counselor 

Russell Espina Educator 

Sarah Swanson Counseling coordinator 

Bristol Bay Borough School 
District 

Esther Pepin Director of Special Projects 

Kathryn Frutiger Social Worker 

Alaska Department of 
Education and Early 
Development (DEED) 

Kristie Parsons Empowerment Specialist, School 
Recognition and Support 

Alaska Department of Health 
(DOH) 

Jennifer Baker Public Health Specialist 

Fairbanks North Star Borough 
School District 

Dana Ricks Counselor 

Liz Kane Counselor 

Galena City School District Ashley Murray   

Juneau Borough School 
District 

Natalia Bucher Counselor 

Nicole Weston Counselor 

Kenai Peninsula Borough 
School District 

Claudette Schlegel School Nurse 

Danielle Self Social Worker 

Donna Anderson Educator 

Erin Stevens Title I Specialist 

Ketchikan Gateway Borough 
School District 

Ashley Kessler Social Worker 

Cathy Rocke Counselor 

Jason House Director of Student Supports 

Robert Holston Community Member 

Kodiak Island Borough Kate Korrow School Psychologist 

Kuspuk School District Madeline Aguillard Superintendent 
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Rebecca Stallworth Director of Administrative Projects & 
Food Service 

Mt. Edgecumbe School Miranda Bacha School administration 

Shadiya Alshabibi-
Nestor 

Counselor 

National Alliance on Mental 
Illness Alaska (NAMI) 

Ann Ringstad Executive Director 

North Slope Borough School 
District 

Laura Thomas Public Health Nurse 

Shirley Hautala School Principal 

Tracy Mulvenon Assistant Superintendent 

Maniilaq Association Billie Halsey Lead Children's Therapist 

Petersburg School District Rosal Concepcion Educator 

Southwest Region School 
District 

Le Esia O'Sullivan Special Education Director 

Spirit of Youth Aislinn Waite Coalition Coordinator 

Karen Zeman Executive Director 

Valdez City School District Gianna Gusti Counselor 

Jason Weber Superintendent  

VOA Alaska Haylee Donovan Director of Community Services 

Jaclyn Wallen Vice President of Community Behavioral 
Health 

LeeAnn Mitchell School-based clinician 

Yakutat School District Carol Pate Superintendent 

Yukon-Koyukuk School District Roxanne Stickman State and Federal Programs 
Administrative Assistant 

Maegan Mascagno Administrative Assistant 

S E S S I O N  D A T E S  &  A T T E N D A N C E  

The Stellar Group sent monthly meeting invitations to all registrants and compiled meeting 

notes, slides, and recordings. Only presentations were recorded. The facilitators compiled all 

recordings and meeting materials into a webpage that participants can continue to reference 

and access even after the close of the COP sessions. The first and last sessions were not 

recorded, since they were mostly discussion sessions.  

While there were 54 registrants for the 2025-2026 cohort, there were, on average, 11 

attendees per session, similar to the first year of the COP. There was also an average of 4 

views per available session recording. 

1. October 14, 2025: 14 attendees 

2. November 18, 2025: 10 attendees, 5 views 

3. December 9, 2025: 14 attendees, 5 views 

4. January 13, 2026: 10 attendees, 3 views 

5. February 10, 2026: 11 attendees, 7 views 

6. March 10, 2026: 11 attendees, 1 view 

7. April 14, 2026: 9 attendees, 4 views 

https://sites.google.com/view/25-26akmhinschoolscop/home


 

 

6 

Mental Health Supports in Schools Community of Practice Annual Report   |   July 2026 

S
te

lla
r G

ro
u

p
 

8. May 12, 2026: 6 attendees 

In addition to the regular monthly COP sessions, the Stellar Group helped organize three 

half-day special topic sessions which were open to the Alaskan public, not just COP 

participants: 

1. January 14, 2026 – Positive Behavior Interventions & Supports Learning Session (with 

Northwest PBIS): 32 attendees, 4 views 

2. March 12, 2026 – Youth-Centered Approaches to Substance Use Prevention (with 

Alaska Alliance and VOA Alaska): 24 attendees, 6 views 

3. April 20, 2026 – A Deep Dive into the AK Safe Grant (with SERRC Alaska): 16 

attendees, 2 views 

C O P  T O P I C S  

When registering for the COP, participants were asked about what issues they were 

experiencing in their school districts and their biggest needs. Comments were also gathered 

from the School Safety and Wellbeing Summit in September 2025. 

Participants cited student mental health issues, such as bullying, substance misuse, 

depression, and anxiety. Suicide was a particular concern for a number of participants. They 

also discussed several barriers to delivering appropriate services to students, including a lack 

of programming, limited access to services (especially in rural areas), and insufficient human 

and financial resources. In addition to the need for more targeted support and interventions, 

participants discussed the need for universal and preventive support, including social-

emotional learning, healthy relationships, coping and resilience strategies, culturally 

responsive support, and alternative pathways. In addition, the participants mentioned the 

need for increased family and community engagement, the removal of social and cultural 

stigmas, and a response to students’ and families’ basic needs. 

 In the registration form, participants were also asked if their school district or organization 

had any strengths or successes they wanted to celebrate with the rest of the group. The 

facilitators invited those who answered this question to present to the group if they were 

interested and available. Additionally, the facilitators worked with DEED and the rest of the 

Mental Health Supports in Schools State Leadership Team to brainstorm presenters for the 

half-day special topic sessions. Based on the cited needs and issues, as well as presenters’ 

interests and availability, the following topics were discussed: 

November 18, 2025: Building and staffing a mental health team with Kuspuk School District 

and Anchorage School District 

Participants from the Kuspuk and Anchorage School Districts discussed creative ways to build 

their schools’ mental health teams, including exploring telehealth options, professional 

development, technological innovations, and community partnerships. 
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December 9, 2025: Approaches to threat assessment with Valdez City School District 

Participants from Valdez City School District discussed their approaches to threat assessment, 

i.e., a clinical measure used to evaluate situations and provide appropriate services. It 

involves building multidisciplinary teams that communicate and coordinate with one another. 

January 13, 2026: Referral Coordination with Help Me Grow Alaska 

A representative of Help Me Grow Alaska was invited to present on their referral coordination 

services. They are a statewide non-profit organization that helps connect families and 

children to needed services at no cost. School staff can work with them to request referrals to 

students as needed. 

February 10, 2026: Student Referral and Tracking System with Ketchikan Gateway Borough 

School District 

Participants from the Ketchikan Gateway Borough School District presented their student 

referral and tracking system, which they developed to track student needs, referrals, and the 

services accessed. It also involves building trust through outreach and consistent 

communication strategies, as well as developing data management and tracking systems. 

March 10, 2026: Community Partnerships and Collaboration with Maniilaq Association, 

Kotzebue 

A participant from Maniilaq Association talked about how they collaborate with the 

Northwest Arctic Borough School District and other state and community partners to enable 

planning, resource sharing, support and intervention, and to ensure that students access the 

services they need. 

April 14, 2026: Interconnected Systems Framework with Anchorage School District 

Participants from Anchorage School District and VOA Alaska presented on the 

Interconnected Systems Framework, a structured approach that integrates school mental 

health systems with Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) to ensure that 

students, school staff and leadership, and providers communicate effectively and create a 

single system of delivery. 

May 12, 2026: Participants’ end-of-year reflections 

During the last session of the year, participants reflected on their experiences and engaged 

in a reflection exercise about what each person has learned and then the main learnings they 

are taking with them.  

Participants appreciated learning from the creative responses of different school districts 

during tough times. The presentations throughout the year highlighted how school districts 

are innovating and continue to prioritize youth health and wellbeing, even with dwindling 

budgets. Amidst challenges, there has been significant positive change and encouraging 
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momentum. As an example of a creative approach, one member from the North Slope 

School District shared that they recently began using an online therapy program called 

Huddle Up. They reported that it was very well received and helpful to some students. 

Some also mentioned the need for a coordinated approach and the importance of a 

multidisciplinary team. Ensuring that a variety of professionals are involved in 

understanding the factors each child faces is key to addressing root causes. Holistic support 

that looks at the whole child is most effective. Additionally, family engagement is front and 

center and key for the success of the work, especially from an Interconnected Systems 

Framework perspective. Working with youth means including the parents in the conversation 

and treatment approach. 

One member discussed the benefits of Mental Health First Aid as an element of workforce 

development and career preparedness, not only for mental health professionals but also as 

an empowering training for all people who work with students. Members also talked about 

the value of peer support for mental health professionals. Hearing about how others are 

encountering and navigating similar issues in their work is encouraging and decreases a 

sense of isolation. One member said the COP meetings have been key to collaborating with 

others and overcoming obstacles. 

F E E D B A C K  F R O M  C O P  P A R T I C I P A N T S  

The Stellar Group disseminated a satisfaction survey to all 54 participants from May 6 to May 

19, 2025. One of the emails bounced. Of the 53 survey recipients, 9 provided valid responses 

(17% response rate). 

Overall, 100% of respondents (N=9) agreed or strongly agreed that they were satisfied with 

their experience in the COP. They agreed or strongly agreed that they looked forward to 

attending the sessions, that the topics discussed were interesting and relevant to their work, 

that they felt they had the opportunity to contribute to discussions and speak about their own 

experiences, and that they have shared knowledge they learned from the COP back to their 

own workplace.  
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When asked what they most enjoyed about the COP, respondents had many positive 

comments, mostly about the connectedness they felt as part of the COP: 

» I enjoyed connecting with others in similar programming and learning from others.  

» Meeting people from all over the state that have the same issues and are doing 

similar work. 

» It's nice to hear from others around the state. It's validating to know our successes 

and challenges are similar.  

» Very good to hear about and learn from other programs and how they are supporting 

mental health in schools. 

» The opportunity to connect with and learn from others in multiple fields across the 

state 

One hundred percent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they were satisfied with 

how the COP was facilitated and with the organization and structure of the sessions (N=9). 

One respondent shared: “Always appreciate how well these are facilitated and the demeanor 

of the facilitators.“ Sixty-seven percent agreed or strongly agreed that the meeting times and 

dates were convenient for them. It may be noted that when coordinating with COP 
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All respondents had positive feelings regarding their experiences participating in the COP. 
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56%

56%

44%

33%

33%
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44%
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67%

Overall, I am satisfied with my experience.

I looked forward to attending the COP.

The topics discussed were interesting and
relevant to my work.

All COP members have the opportunity to
contribute to discussions.

I am satisfied with the way in which the COP
was facilitated.

I was able to speak about my own
experiences in the COP.

I have shared knowledge from the COP with
others in my work.

Strongly agree Agree Disagree Strongly disagree
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registrants, no single day and time fit all registrants’ schedules, so the facilitators ultimately 

selected the time and day that best suited the largest number of registrants. 

Even if the day and time worked, a few respondents noted that their limited capacity affected 

their attendance. One respondent shared that “For me it was always juggling of time.” 

Another respondent shared: “Monthly meetings have been difficult to attend.  Perhaps 

meetings every other month would be more convenient for others as well.” Moreover, another 

participant suggested scheduling sessions either before or after the school day. 

When asked whether they had any suggestions for improving future COPs, a few 

respondents shared ideas, including allotting less time to the monthly introductory check-ins, 

incorporating mindfulness activities, inviting speakers from other states, and sharing more 

data that illustrate school districts’ successes. 

One hundred percent of respondents reported they were likely or very likely to participate in 

the COP again if it were restructured to be more goal-oriented next year (N=9). When asked 

how they would want to structure the COP to be more goal-oriented, one respondent 

summarized the opportunity well:  

» I appreciate it when we hear from professionals or informational sessions combined 

with real-life practical examples and programs. I want to know how to put things into 

action. I feel like I have talked and heard time and time again, but to actually put 

something into practice is where it becomes more difficult. Maybe a project-based 

approach woven in, identifying personal/professional projects and then checkpoints 
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All respondents had positive feelings regarding how the COP sessions were organized and 
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and having accountability for the project/opportunity you chose to put into action or 

further develop. Some support through the process and having the group or a team 

as a check-in resource.  

In summary, respondents appreciated the COP and offered some suggestions for continued 

improvement. They value being able to connect with their peers across the state and see an 

opportunity for the COP to help them become more goal-oriented and turn shared ideas into 

tangible next steps.  

 “I appreciate the opportunity to participate, and I would like to participate in all 

COP sessions for next year.”  - Survey respondent 
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A P P E N D I X  A :  R E C R U I T M E N T  F L Y E R  
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A P P E N D I X  B :  S P E C I A L  T O P I C  S E S S I O N  F L Y E R S  
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