




Key Learnings & Initial Outcomes, Continued

Learnings from Next STEP

Community partnerships can re-track students who 

were previously off track to graduate. 

• Next STEP graduates 83% of their seniors each 

year (District average: 75%).

• Students earned an average of 4 more credits per 
year than they did in their previous years of high 

school before joining Next STEP.

• 59 students recovered a total of 76 credits in 

summer of 2024; 46 students recovered a total 

of 50.5 credits summer of 2025 through NS/Tree 

Street summer school partnership.

• 139 restorative processes with individuals that 
would have otherwise resulted in 200-400 

missed school days through traditional models.

Learnings from RootED

Community-Based Youth Development settings 

become outside of school third spaces and allow 

students to heal, repair, and restore harm created in 

schools, communities, and with the self. 

• 25 students returned to Lewiston Public 

Schools after previously being expelled.

• 48% reduction in office referrals after return.

• Students reported a renewed sense of purpose, 

increased connection to adults, and improved 

readiness for reintegration.

• Students who returned to school made 
progress towards graduation by earning 
credits.

Next STEP students experience 
a hands-on learning opportunity 
about apple cider pressing.

RootED students on a field 
trip to coastal Maine. 

*All data in the learnings and outcomes was collected through 
Lewiston Public School data tracking systems. 
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“This place as a building feels 
very settled now. BRANCHES 
played a significant role in 
helping students lower the 
volume on things. It’s the 
fights that don’t happen that 
you can’t count.”

- Lewiston High School 
   Principal, Jon Radtke

Insights from Co-Creation in Practice

• Students appreciate smaller, calmer environments that provide relief from the scale and 
intensity of large schools.

• Relationships with adults who listen first are highly valued by students and linked to 
greater trust and engagement.

• Students report improvements in emotional regulation and relationships with teachers,
indicating growth in social-emotional competence.

• Students become connected beyond the walls of school and have additional access 
and support opportunities during critical out of school times at community-based youth 
development settings.

• Increased participation among Black and multilingual students suggests that program 
design and practices are becoming more culturally responsive and relevant.
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Next STEP 
student signs 
the “values 
mural” - an 
annual tradition 
for new 
students who 
join the learning 
community.

At the student-level:

At the state- and system-level:

• Maine lacks sufficient programs that combine community-based ‘third spaces’ with 
educational supports for students disengaged from traditional schools.

• Maine currently lacks sufficient alternative programming for expelled students, aside 
from limited tutoring for those with IEPs.

• As traditional school models continue to evolve, co-designed approaches are emerging as 
effective tools for deepening students’ ability to thrive.

At the school- and district-level:

• Programs and approaches remain adaptive and responsive, evolving based on the 
changing needs of participating youth.

• Interpersonal conflicts among students require dedicated time and structured support to 
reach resolution, maintain community trust, and school safety.

• Teachers and administrators report reduced burnout and a greater capacity to meet 
students’ needs within school settings.

• Overall school climates have become calmer and more settled, according to observations 
from Lewiston Public Schools staff.



In Their Words

As part of the data collection and analysis process at the end of the 2024-2025 pilot year, students, 

teachers, staff members, and administrators were interviewed about their experiences. Here are some 

of their perspectives about the co-created programs described in this report.

“I don’t think I would get as good grades as I get now. I 

wouldn’t be as motivated to come to school. I know it’s going 

to be easier to come to school when I can go to BRANCHES.”         

            - BRANCHES Student

“Here at Tree: even if you crash out, you have issues, they 

still treat you the same. They don’t baby you, they give you a 

chance to grow. They tell you what’s going to happen. They 

give you options. Accountability.” 

            - RootED Alumna

“Kids used to wander throughout the building frequently. They 

were disrespectful to their teachers. Now they have a place 

to go to support their emotional well-being. Deans are able 

to respond to those things less and it frees them up for other 

supports. Teachers are noticing less disruptions. BRANCHES 

teachers learn things from kids that students might not be 

comfortable telling me.”

            - Lewiston Middle School Principal, Amanda Bryant
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Next STEP student on a 
field trip to a local orchard.

“This model works so well because a good proportion of 

the staff are IN the community. We are running into kids 

and parents and family members. We help strengthen all of 

those ties to the student in ways that support the student, 

which might not be possible in other settings or at scale.” 

                    - RootED Educator, Keenan Shields

“We don’t have a specific concentration that we have to 

push. Emotions don’t take a back seat. We can hold the 

space and tag team with the staff person who has a better 

relationship with a student. It’s more like mentorship than 

having to teach traditionally.”  - BRANCHES Staff Member

“We are not a replacement for the school, we are a ‘short-

term tune up station’.”  - OWL Staff Member

“We’re the net that catches kids.”  - RootED Staff Member

Next STEP students observe 
a demonstration of water 
wheel mechanics during a 
field trip to a local mill.



Tree Street students explore the outdoors 
during a summer experience.

Conclusion

The co-creative partnership between Tree Street Youth and Lewiston Public Schools is not a quick fix, a 

pilot project, or a program with an expiration date. It represents a long-term, transformative investment in 

the people, structures, and relationships that make youth flourishing possible—not only within schools, but 

across the entire community ecosystem. 

Rather than operating on the margins, this partnership weaves community-based youth development 

philosophies, principles, and individuals directly into the fabric of public education. Simultaneously, it brings 

the strengths, resources, and reach of Lewiston Public Schools into community-rooted spaces where 

youth already gather, grow, and lead. In doing so, the Lewiston community is boldly modeling a new path 

forward—one where schools and communities do not merely coordinate efforts, but co-create a shared 

system of support. It is a model that centers youth as whole people and seeks to ensure every student feels 

a deep sense of belonging, discovers a sense of purpose, and has access to a future filled with possibility.

Most importantly, this model is intentionally adaptive and open-ended. Its power lies not in replicable 

rigidity, but in its responsiveness to evolving needs, voices, and conditions. Strategically designed around 

emergence to grow alongside the community, it rejects a one-size-fits-all approach in favor of continuous 

learning and co-creation. In this way, the partnership offers both a challenge and a call to action to school 

districts, community-based youth development organizations, and policymakers across the country: What 

might be possible if we saw community-based youth development as the solution to cultivating  student 

identity? What could happen if we stopped designing systems for youth and started building them with 

youth? What could we unlock if we prioritized experience-expertise and relationships over rigid roles, and 

shared power instead of guarding it? 

While the answers won’t be identical in every place— the questions themselves are universal, and the 

Lewiston model shows it is not only possible, but life changing, to ask them.
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The 2024-2025 Next STEP staff team.

We’re passionate about empowering young people and building stronger communities far and wide. 

Our work is driven by collaboration, innovation, and a shared commitment to co-creation —and we 

believe that everyone has a role to play in shaping the future.

We would like to extend heartfelt gratitude to all those who believed, supported, and participated 

in the creation of this body of work. A special thank you to our youth, families and all educators 

involved for being leaders who feared less, loved more, and dreamed bigger to make this vision 

a reality.

If you’re interested in learning more about our initiatives, partnering with us, or finding ways to 

support your local community’s evolution, we encourage you to reach out. Together, we can create 

opportunities, foster growth, and make a meaningful impact.

Join us in creating lasting change.

Get in touch. treestreetyouth.org    •   samarastrategies.org    •   lewistonpublicschools.org

Jake Langlais, Superintendent of Schools

Lewiston Public Schools
36 Oak St. Lewiston, ME

jlanglais@lewistonpublicschools.org

Julia Sleeper, Founder/Co-Director

Tree Street Youth & Samara Strategies 
144 Howe St. Lewiston, ME

Julia@treestreetyouth.org


