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Background

The THBT grants program works to support the goals of the Tar Heel Bus Tour. The program also encourages
Tar Heel Bus Tour participants to build on and maintain their connections across North Carolina by
developing projects that address issues and needs in partnership with communities throughout the state. In
2024, Carolina Across 100 offered $20,000 in grant funding to community-engaged projects in Dare and
Robeson counties.  These grants are made possible through strong partnerships with the Carolina Center for
Public Service and the Office of the Chancellor. 

Carolina Across 100 
“Carolina Across 100” is a five-year, pan-university effort to partner with communities in
each of North Carolina’s 100 counties. The project is charged and supported by the
Chancellor’s Office at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC), coordinated
by the UNC School of Government’s ncIMPACT Initiative, and led by the Carolina
Engagement Council. It embodies the public university’smission to enhance quality of
life for all people in the state by building and supporting cross-sector collaborations that
address challenges created or exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting
stay-at-home orders. 

The Tar Heel Bus Tour aims to help Carolina faculty and senior administrators to 

:  

Learn about the state and visit communities that many of our students call home; 

Understand UNC-Chapel Hill’s impact on the state of North Carolina and our

commitment to public service 

Introduce participants to people, ideas, and programs that can inform their teaching

and research 

Identify opportunities for engaged scholarship and service that respond to the

concerns of the state and contribute to the common good 

Build our community together and encourage interdisciplinary connections.  

Tar Heel Bus Tour (THBT)  

Since 1997, the THBT has served to connect UNC faculty and administrators to North
Carolinians and deepen their knowledge of, and connection to, the state. It is a
wonderful yearly event that leads to friendships, partnerships, and wonderful cross-
state connections that continue after the tour’s conclusion.  

Tar Heel Bus Tour Grants

https://carolinaacross100.unc.edu/
https://ncimpact.sog.unc.edu/
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In the summer and fall of 2024, the CX100 team interviewed 2023 THBT grant awardees—both
community and campus partners—to learn more about the impact of the work that resulted from these
grants, their experiences partnering with one another, and the advice they would give to others looking to
form effective campus-community partnerships.

The teams shared the following advice for others looking to forge campus-community partnerships:
Prioritize relationship-building between parties before beginning project work. Through in-person
meetings and visits, the teams established trust, discussed their motivations and hopes for their
shared work, and created a strong foundation for collaboration.  
Develop a shared, detailed understanding of how you will work together before beginning work
with external partners and participations. By building consensus on desired project outcomes,
timelines, and how the group will respond to challenges before involving others in the work, the
group is better positioned to be successful.  
Prioritize benefits to the participants by compensating them for their time and sharing the results
back with them. 

Campus-Community Partnerships 

The origins of the campus-community partnerships supported by the 2025 THBT grant program are
distinct. However, both teams have utilized the THBT grant opportunity to strengthen relationships
between UNC-Chapel Hill and the community partners and organizations from Dare and Robeson
counties. 

Supporting New Partnerships: The THBT grant supported the formation of the partnerships
necessary to the success of the “Exploring the Impact of Cultural Nuances and Contextual Factors
on Mental Health/Well-being Perceptions among Residents Aged 18-34 years in Dare County,
NC.” By providing monetary support to UNC-Chapel Hill Bus Tour participants to seek community-
engaged project work, new relationships have been formed between the campus and community.

Strengthening Existing Collaboration: In contrast, the partnerships involved in the “Sustaining
the Future Generations of Robeson County, NC: Employing Talking Circles in School Settings to
Promote Holistic Health and Well-being in Native Adolescent Youth” were formed long before the
THBT grant, and the partners have completed multiple projects together. The grant was utilized to
deepen their existing work and provide needed resources to implement talking circles in schools. 

Summary and Takeaways 

In the summer of 2025, ncIMPACT Lead Community-Based Researcher Abigail Holdsclaw interviewed
members of the 2024 THBT grantee project teams, consisting of both campus and community partners.
Interviewees shared information about the impact of their projects, their experiences working as
campus-community interdisciplinary teams, and advice for others looking to form effective campus-
community partnerships.  
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As the teams look to the future, they have exciting plans to continue scaling their work to impact more
residents, and to share their findings through multiple channels such as podcasts, conferences, and
community outreach. 

They highlighted the importance of ongoing support and collaboration from UNC-Chapel Hill and
community colleagues and partners as they look to continue to positively impact the projects will have on
the wellbeing of Dare and Robeson County community members.  

Next Steps and Sustainability  

Both teams reflected on the importance of community engagement and intentional communication in the
early phases of their projects. Campus partners emphasized the importance of project work being
responsive to community-identified needs and the lived experiences of individuals that the projects are
meant to serve. Teams also emphasized the planning and consensus-building measures they completed
together before beginning their projects. 

Project Creation  

By forming partnerships between organizations based at UNC-Chapel Hill and in Dare and Robeson
Counties, individuals were able to share their unique skills and knowledge, resulting in deeply impactful
projects that they would not have been able to accomplish alone. Both teams emphasized the benefits of
having diverse skillsets represented on their teams and the new perspectives they gained from one
another. 

Capacity-Building  



Project team: 

LLaTonia Clark Chalmers, DNP-TCN, APRN, PMHNP-BC, APHN-BC, HWNC-BC; Assistant Professor, School of
Nursing  

Sheila Davies, PhD; Dare County Deputy County Manager and Director of Health and Human Services and
Adjunct Faculty, MPH@UNC 

Lori Evarts, MPH, PMP, CPH, MBTI; Associate Professor and Associate Chair for Academics, Department of
Public Health Leadership and Practice 

Marie Lina Excellent, MD, MPH; Assistant Professor, Department of Public Health Leadership and Practice
and Global Health Certificate Lead, Department of Public Health Leadership and Practice 

Kelly Fleming, MPA; Dare County Health and Human Services Health Education and Outreach Supervisor;
Cochair of Breaking Through Task Force 

Judy Schmidt, EdD, CRC, LCMHCA; Program Coordinator, Clinical Mental Health Counseling Program,
Division of Clinical Rehabilitation and Mental Health Counseling, Department of Allied Health Sciences,

Director, DAHS Interprofessional Education and Practice, and Adjunct Clinical Assistant Professor,
Department of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation 

Michelle Wagner; Dare County Health and Human Services Health Educator; Cochair of Breaking Through
Task Force  

Samira Zahedrozegar, DDS, MPH; Graduate Research Assistant, Department of Public Health Leadership
and Practice 
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Exploring the Impact of Cultural Nuances and Contextual Factors
on Mental Health/Well-being Perceptions among Residents Aged
18-34 years in Dare County, NC  

Campus Partners:  

Community Partner(s):

Gillings School of Global Public Health Public Health Leadership Program  
Division of Clinical Rehabilitation and Mental Health Counseling, School of Medicine  
School of Nursing  

Dare County Department of Health and Human Services, including the Breaking Through Taskforce  
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Dr. Marie Lina Excellent participated in the 2024 Tar
Heel Bus Tour. She was already engaged with work
focused on mental health in Chatham County, NC
through her Thorp Faculty Engaged Scholarship and
wanted to understand the prevalence of youth deaths
by suicide in Dare County. The 2021-2022 Dare County
Community Health Needs Assessment (CHNA)
highlighted mental health as a top contributor to
mortality rates and noted that the Dare County suicide
rate is higher (19.3 per 100,000 population) compared
to the state suicide rate of North Carolina (13.4 per
100,000 population). It was clear that the 20-34-year-
olds were facing something difficult, and there was a
need to understand why this is happening. Dr. Excellent
applied to the “Tar Heel Bus Tour Grant” opportunity
with the support of other campus partners who she
knew were passionate about mental health. 

Project Background: 

Additionally, the work of the Breaking Through Task Force in the years prior laid a strong foundation, as it
gathered perspectives of community members, such as those who have lost a family member to suicide
and first responders who have been present during calls involving death by suicide. The Breaking Through
Taskforce has been incredibly effective in Dare County, with study participants reporting a reduction in
the stigma around mental health in their home community. This existing work provided a foundation for
Dare County and UNC’s work together as they discussed project activities. 

Together, they decided to form a project that explored avenues for enhancing mental health awareness,
literacy and reducing stigma. This aimed to investigate how cultural nuances and contextual factors shape
the perceptions of mental health and well-being among residents aged 18-34 years in Dare County, North
Carolina by May 2025. The primary project activities were a survey disseminated to gather preliminary
information about barriers to care, key stakeholder interviews were conducted and focus groups
administered with individuals who expressed an unmet need for mental healthcare. 

At the outset of the project, the campus team visited Dare County and had a conversation with the Dare
County Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) team, other community members and important
partners in Dare County, including young adults, those with lived experience and first responders. 

This conversation led to fruitful changes, including
expanding the project scope to include 18- and 19-year-
olds. These changes were welcome and based on the
community’s perspective and needs as the activities
evolved. 

It was important to the group that this project, built on
the existing community efforts, would help inform their
work going forward. For a few years, there has been an
open, quarterly meeting for mental health and addiction
counselors in Dare County. 

https://www.darenc.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/11170/637920908322630000
https://www.darenc.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/11170/637920908322630000
https://www.breakthestigmaobx.com/
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The partnership between the Schools of Global Public health, Nursing, and Medicine and Dare County
DHHS and Breaking Through Task Force existed long before the THBT grant through other research and
teaching engagements, the relationships between individuals and units has only been strengthened by
their work together. From their initial meeting, they all had a common drive to serve the community and
understand what was contributing to the disproportionate rates of suicide in Dare County. Agreeing was
very easy, and they all shared an eagerness to serve the community and listen to shared experiences. The
campus leaders were clear that they understood and appreciated that community partners had already
been doing a great deal of work to address the issue and were experts in their own community’s strengths
and challenges. 

Partnership Building: 

“We listened to Kelly and Michelle and Sheila tell us what they were already doing and trying to find out
what questions they had that would further inform their work.” – Lori Evarts 

The efforts of the project intended to inform and enhance the existing work, not replace it. The survey,
interviews and focus groups helped to inform the work that Dare County DHHS along with its Breaking
Through Task Force was already doing and to uncover aspects of mental health barriers to access not
commonly considered. For example, childcare was identified as a barrier to care in the survey but did not
emerge as one of the top three reasons that residents of Dare County were not accessing care.
Additionally, the focus groups helped to uncover gender differences in how residents perceive the level of
care they are receiving. 

“Nobody was shut down... It was not academia knowing best…
Everybody was learning from each other [and how] we complement

each other. And I think these are the key foundations that oftentimes
can build a relationship or ruin it.” - Marie Lina Excellent 

The study was well received by the community, with impressive participation in the survey and focus
groups. The team noted that once individuals were exposed to basic information about mental health,
stigmas often became minimized. 

The inclusion and centering of individuals and groups most impacted
was “exemplary public health work,” Sheila Davies shared. 

Two focus groups were held with a diverse group of community members that Dare County DHHS already
had relationships with and included: those with lived experience, faith leaders, first responders, mental
healthcare providers, survivors of suicide attempts, police officers and food pantry staff. While some
prompts were asked of all participants, other focus group topics were tailored to the specific group
participating.

The survey received 4,363 responses, reflecting the importance of the topic to Dare County residents. In
the focus groups that followed, participants were able to attend in person or virtually and were
compensated with a small gift card. The team noted that this compensation was important for
recruitment, especially young adults. 



1. Utilize servant leadership. 
a. The focus on the growth and wellbeing of your team will lead to stronger and more meaningful

connections as you work together 
2. Compensate participants for their time 

a. This will aid in recruitment  
3. Share the results of your work with participants early. 

a. This is best practice – research and findings are not always communicated first to the
participants, but when you  have collaborative projects, make sure you share the data with project
co-creators first so they can take action as the top priority versus seeking publication  

4. For academic partners – first and foremost, listen. Rather than leading with theories and research,
listen to what will work within the local context. 

a. Keep in mind that while academia has technical skills, community members are the experts.  
5. Seek to build consensus from the entire group and be willing to revisit previous questions to make

sure there is a shared understanding across all parties.  
6. Prioritize timely communication 

a. Being proactive and adjusting to one another’s schedules enables a team to move forward with
their goals while also balancing many other priorities.  
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When asked what advice they would give to other individuals looking to form effective campus-community
partnerships, they shared the following advice: 

Advice to other campus-community partnerships  

Following the focus groups, a graduate student presented the data to the project group, community
members who participated in focus groups, and posted results on the Dare County DHHS website. The
graduate student flexed their data analysis skills and learned how to present data in a way that is
accessible to wide audiences, and balance confidentiality concerns with producing valid results. Campus
partners also gained valuable insight into existing local initiatives to address the alarming statistics and
their impact on the region. 

Capacity-building 

The team’s motivations and personalities were important to the quick rapport and partnership they
developed. While everyone had expertise, they all led with humility and wanted to do better and save
lives. They respected and knew that everyone brought something unique and valuable to their
project. 

Throughout the project, the team had a wonderful synergy and connection not only to the work, but also
to one another. They are very grateful for the commitment and drive for improvement for the residents of
Dare County that brought them together. Marie Lina Excellent shared that she was “Happy to have the
opportunity to get to know them, connect, collaborate on such a great cause, which is ultimately about
saving lives.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zEYQhcggF8Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zEYQhcggF8Q
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The team identified the following resources as being helpful to their project’s sustainability: 

Funding, especially to provide further Mental health First Aid training to teachers 
Access to technical resources, especially data analysis support 

The team shared that they have much to look forward to moving forward, including: 

Continuing to hear anecdotal success stories from the community. Recently, a community member
shared that they used the skills they learned to help a child with mental health concerns, and that
other individuals have sought out care for themselves. These stories speak to the wide-reaching,
positive effects of the project on the community. 
Launching a community podcast on mental health that will feature topics relevant to Dare County
residents, such as seasonable depression when there is not tourism and abundant employment
options in the region with experts. The podcast will allow the team to reach residents with important
information about mental health in a new way. 
The Dare County DHHS team being Mental Health First Aid instructors and continuing to offer
education to their community. They have 10 courses scheduled for the upcoming fiscal year. They are
also looking forward to strengthening their partnership with local schools to implement school-based
Mental Health First Aid training. 
Continuing their public awareness and education efforts. Recently, the DHHS including the Breaking
Through Taskforce team purchased books focused on mental health for libraries, supplied reading
lists around purpose and wellness, and distributed child and adult mental health workbooks to
community locations. 
Presenting at the 2025 American Public Health Association Conference as an oral presentation team. 
Continued collaboration to leverage University and statewide resources to benefit Dare County
residents. 

Next Steps and Sustainability 

Conclusion  

The partnerships strengthened by the work between the UNC-Chapel Hill Schools of Global Public Health,
Nursing, and Medicine and Dare County DHHS including Breaking Through Taskforce was grounded in a
commitment to serve the residents of Dare County and respond to the pressing need for greater understanding
of mental health challenges. Together, the team’s approach of centering the lived experiences and cultural
knowledge of residents has led to impressive and encouraging outcomes such as community reductions in
stigma and increasing understanding and training around mental health. The team will continue to share their
work with national audiences, and impact Dare County residents through outreach and training. 

Community partners shared that they had gained new perspectives for their ongoing work that they now
see through a new lens following this project. The survey and focus groups allowed them to “see project
partners’ different thought processes” and “grow [their] thinking about [their] work in the community,”
Kelly Fleming shared. 



Project team: 

Dr. Ronny A. Bell, PhD, MS; Chair, Division of Pharmaceutical Outcomes and Policy and Fred Eshelman
Distinguished Professor, UNC-Chapel Hill Eshleman School of Pharmacy 

Dr. Jada Brooks, PhD, MPSH, RN, FAAN; Associate Professor, UNC-Chapel Hill School of Nursing 
Gail Fallon Currin, Social and Clinical Research Specialist, UNC-Chapel Hill School of Nursing 

Dr. Brenda Dial Deese, PhD, NCC, MA; Vice Chair of old Amin STREAM Academy; founder and owner of
Cinnamon Wit, LLC 

Dr. Brenda Haggins 

Dr. Connie Locklear, PhD; Director of the Title VI Indian Education Program, Public Schools of Robeson
County 
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Sustaining the Future Generations of Robeson County, NC:
Employing Talking Circles in School Settings to Promote
Holistic Health and Well-being in Native Adolescent Youth  

Campus Partner(s): 

Community Partner(s): 

UNC-Chapel Hill School of Nursing 
UNC-Chapel Hill Eshleman School of Pharmacy 

Old Main STREAM Academy (OMSA) 
Indian Education Program, Public Schools of Robeson County 
Communities in Schools (CIS) Academy, Robeson County  
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The partnership between the UNC-Chapel Hill School of Nursing, UNC-Chapel Hill Eshleman School of
Pharmacy, Old Main STREAM Academy (OMSA), Indian Education Program, Public Schools of Robeson
County, and Communities in Schools (CIS) Academy of Robeson County is one that is a decade old. 
The work began with an inter-tribal talking circle project in 2015. 

Project Background

The work began with an inter-tribal talking circle project in 2015. Talking circles are a safe space where
both the limitations and strengths of an individual are accepted and it is acknowledged that people are
both simultaneously good and bad. This fact of the human condition and how it has affected their tribe is
centered in this practice. The team has worked on research projects that used talking circles for a variety
of healing purposes, such as for young adults dealing with substance misuse and adults dealing with
trauma from Hurricanes Floyd and Matthew. The team noted that these projects were very helpful for
encouraging people to open up and explore how the trauma they’ve experienced is manifesting in their
community.  

Dr. Jada Brooks brought forward the training, and the community partners were very enthusiastic about
continuing the work. The team members were noticing high rates of student suspensions and wanted to
give them the tools to control their anger and disappointment and to be productive members of society.
The students shouldn’t just be understood as resilient but should also learn how to deal with the trauma
they have hidden so it does not manifest in their adult life. Before jumping to conclusions, the talking
circle gives students the chance to listen and understand one another. Dr. Connie Locklear noted that
because behavioral concerns often result in students being removed from schools, “we pull the leaves off
the tree before we go to the root of the problem.”  

In this project, a pilot group of 37 schools with 27 youth development specialists who had previously
received talking circles training led the talking circles. Now, with the implementation of talking circles in
those schools, before a student receives a referral for disciplinary action, they go through the talking
circle. This practice allows students to share their concerns with one another and work through the issue,
rather than only removing the student from the environment without investigating the cause of their
behavior. The talking circles expose students to a way to heal from hurt and trauma in a traditional way
demonstrated by adults. 

The team shared that with their Title 6 grant, any students with American Indian heritage all the way back
to their grandmother can participate in the program, allowing them to include many young adults in the
practice. The team implemented the talking circles in schools and in a summer camp with over 200
students. The larger project was a pilot targeting two schools (experiment and control) – data was
astounding and proved that the talking circle was working. 

The talking circles demonstrate traditional Native practices and help build trust between the students, as
they provide a means of open communication, rather than students jumping to conclusions about one
another that result in their peers being removed from the learning environment. The team described the
multiple positive benefits to the students, their schools, and larger community. The talking circles help
the students build necessary skills they need to cope with trauma, make good decisions, graduate high
school, and transition into productive members of their community after graduation. The project has
allowed the celebration of Native American practices and place-based health, as the students and
instructors do a “view of Indianness” activity to talk about their values and the base of their identifies. The
program demonstrates that their Native practices are alive and that they are connected to them. 
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At 949 square miles, Robeson County has the largest landmass in the state. As a result, there are
communities within the county where specific types of outreach and engagement are best carried out by
those considered trusted members, as a safety practice. By engaging with students in various
communities across the county, they have been able to reach students that are outside the “hub” of the
Native community where you are surrounded by others who share your cultural norms. As a result, these
students have been able to engage with Native culture in ways that may not have otherwise been
available to them. 

The project has highlighted Native healing practices not only among students, but also the adults leading
the talking circles and the administrators. At one school, a youth development specialist presented a
talking stick that he uses in his talking circles to the district Superintendent. The talking stick is used by
students in the talking circle to denote that only the individual holding the stick may speak to facilitate the
group solving differences. After seeing the deep, positive impact it had on his students, he wanted to
share this with educational leadership. Students were in the room when the gift was made and shared the
importance of the talking circles with the school leadership. 

Throughout the project, the team has experienced barriers to their work as some members of the county
have taken issue with the implementation of the traditional practice. However, the team has navigated
these barriers by being intentional and thoughtful about how to structure the project. They have also met
these challenges by being flexible in how they framed the project and collected their data. The team
acknowledged that there will always be barriers to their work, but they have found additional routes to
ensure that the trainings continued. 

“There's always going to be a roadblock and there's always going to be
a barrier. But what you have to do is… decide, is it worth trying to find
a different route? I think anything worth having is worth fighting for

and we have really been able to work together as a team to implement
this training” – Dr. Connie Locklear 

Their work can be challenging due to the resistance of others to see the importance of implementing
Native practices within schools. However, the team shared that the vision is greater than their team, the
grant, and even Indian education. The vision is to impact the entire community and their people, and that
keeping this larger purpose in mind makes the work a lot easier. 

The team shared that their partnership comes easily, as all project partners see the importance and
relevance of their work and are motivated by wanting the best for their students and community. Their
shared mindset as educators to prioritize the wellbeing of their students to shape their future and that of
their community and describe their work as “heart work.” They speak openly with each other and
communicate often, strengthening their collaboration. Dr. Connie Locklear shared that “the power is in
the collaboration that we form and that we trust each other to agree to disagree and we have the
best interests of their program, students, and community in mind.” 

Partnership Building: 
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Rather than being led by ego or competition, the team is driven by their goal of healing their community
and doing what’s right. Dr. Brenda Deese provided insight into how their team functions, sharing “when
you are working in a university setting, there is a certain competition. When you go in, there is a certain
competition... that is [a value] within [the] mainstream, but when you're here at home... it is not value you
have to wrestle with.” The team is proud to share that they “practice what they preach,” freely bringing
issues up to one another and always seeking to understand each other and equally valuing one another’s
perspectives.

 “Every person has a right to speak and to tell what their experiences
are and how they believe we should go forward.” – Dr. Brenda Deese 

Advice to other campus-community partnerships 

When asked what advice they would give to other individuals looking to form effective campus-community
partnerships, they shared the following advice: 

Get to know your partners and build a trusting relationship. You will not accomplish as much
without first getting to know one another’s personalities and establishing trust. 
Don’t give up with challenges arise. Instead, adapt and be nimble so your progress doesn’t stall. 
Define your internal investment so that you understand why you are willing to invest time and
energy into the work. 
Discuss project the project in detail before implementing. Discuss together the different challenges
that may arise and how you’ll respond to them before you begin the project. Although these
conversations may be uncomfortable, they are very important to a successful project. 
Start with outcomes. Discuss what you want to be able to share with others at the end. What does
the team want out of the work, and what will this look like?

Community partners shared that this project has shown new ways to navigate and persist through
challenges in their community-engaged work. Dr. Connie Locklear shared “there’s always a different road.
And just because you hear no doesn’t mean you give up.” Community partners who taught the training
mentioned that they also personally benefitted from the practice, as it surfaced their own trauma and
unhealed wounds. AS a result, the way that they see themselves, others, and how they deal with trauma
have all been positively impacted by the project. 

Capacity-building 

Next Steps and Sustainability 

The team shared that they have much to look forward to moving forward, including: 

Involving young students to begin building their communication and coping skills from a young age. 
Implementing the program in more schools across their district. 
Seeing the impact of the practice across their community. By positively impacting a subgroup of
students, they know there will be positive effects for everyone. 
Knowing that there will be a positive impact for families and communities even after they have passed
on. 

The team identified the following resources as being helpful to their project’s sustainability: 

Ongoing support for the practice from school leadership. 
Additional partnerships with university colleagues, such as those with expertise in implementation
science.
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Conclusion 

The longstanding partnership between the UNC-Chapel Hill Schools of Nursing and Pharmacy with Old
Main STREAM Academy (OMSA), Indian Education Program, Public Schools of Robeson County, and
Communities in Schools (CIS) Academy, Robeson County continued to be held strong by a shared
commitment to improving the lives and wellbeing of Native communities for generations to come in
Robeson County. The team kept their commitment to Native youth and to their community front and
center as the navigated implementation challenges together. The project has resulted in incredible
outcomes for the students, schools, and larger community as they engage in talking circles and
reconnect with the Native practice. The team looks forward to continuing their work together and
bringing new partners and expertise into future projects. 
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	The teams shared the following advice for others looking to forge campus-community partnerships:
	Prioritize relationship-building between parties before beginning project work. Through in-person meetings and visits, the teams established trust, discussed their motivations and hopes for their shared work, and created a strong foundation for collaboration.
	Develop a shared, detailed understanding of how you will work together before beginning work with external partners and participations. By building consensus on desired project outcomes, timelines, and how the group will respond to challenges before involving others in the work, the group is better positioned to be successful.
	Prioritize benefits to the participants by compensating them for their time and sharing the results back with them.

	Project Creation
	Both teams reflected on the importance of community engagement and intentional communication in the early phases of their projects. Campus partners emphasized the importance of project work being responsive to community-identified needs and the lived experiences of individuals that the projects are meant to serve. Teams also emphasized the planning and consensus-building measures they completed together before beginning their projects.

	Capacity-Building
	By forming partnerships between organizations based at UNC-Chapel Hill and in Dare and Robeson Counties, individuals were able to share their unique skills and knowledge, resulting in deeply impactful projects that they would not have been able to accomplish alone. Both teams emphasized the benefits of having diverse skillsets represented on their teams and the new perspectives they gained from one another.

	Next Steps and Sustainability
	As the teams look to the future, they have exciting plans to continue scaling their work to impact more residents, and to share their findings through multiple channels such as podcasts, conferences, and community outreach.
	They highlighted the importance of ongoing support and collaboration from UNC-Chapel Hill and community colleagues and partners as they look to continue to positively impact the projects will have on the wellbeing of Dare and Robeson County community members.

	Exploring the Impact of Cultural Nuances and Contextual Factors on Mental Health/Well-being Perceptions among Residents Aged 18-34 years in Dare County, NC 
	Campus Partners: 
	Gillings School of Global Public Health Public Health Leadership Program 
	Division of Clinical Rehabilitation and Mental Health Counseling, School of Medicine
	School of Nursing  

	Community Partner(s):
	Dare County Department of Health and Human Services, including the Breaking Through Taskforce  

	Project team: 
	LLaTonia Clark Chalmers, DNP-TCN, APRN, PMHNP-BC, APHN-BC, HWNC-BC; Assistant Professor, School of Nursing
	Sheila Davies, PhD; Dare County Deputy County Manager and Director of Health and Human Services and Adjunct Faculty, MPH@UNC
	Lori Evarts, MPH, PMP, CPH, MBTI; Associate Professor and Associate Chair for Academics, Department of Public Health Leadership and Practice
	Marie Lina Excellent, MD, MPH; Assistant Professor, Department of Public Health Leadership and Practice and Global Health Certificate Lead, Department of Public Health Leadership and Practice
	Kelly Fleming, MPA; Dare County Health and Human Services Health Education and Outreach Supervisor; Cochair of Breaking Through Task Force
	Judy Schmidt, EdD, CRC, LCMHCA; Program Coordinator, Clinical Mental Health Counseling Program, Division of Clinical Rehabilitation and Mental Health Counseling, Department of Allied Health Sciences,
	Director, DAHS Interprofessional Education and Practice, and Adjunct Clinical Assistant Professor, Department of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation
	Michelle Wagner; Dare County Health and Human Services Health Educator; Cochair of Breaking Through Task Force
	Samira Zahedrozegar, DDS, MPH; Graduate Research Assistant, Department of Public Health Leadership and Practice


	Project Background:
	Dr. Marie Lina Excellent participated in the 2024 Tar Heel Bus Tour. She was already engaged with work focused on mental health in Chatham County, NC through her Thorp Faculty Engaged Scholarship and wanted to understand the prevalence of youth deaths by suicide in Dare County. The 2021-2022 Dare County Community Health Needs Assessment (CHNA) highlighted mental health as a top contributor to mortality rates and noted that the Dare County suicide rate is higher (19.3 per 100,000 population) compared to the state suicide rate of North Carolina (13.4 per 100,000 population). It was clear that the 20-34-year-olds were facing something difficult, and there was a need to understand why this is happening. Dr. Excellent applied to the “Tar Heel Bus Tour Grant” opportunity with the support of other campus partners who she knew were passionate about mental health.
	At the outset of the project, the campus team visited Dare County and had a conversation with the Dare County Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) team, other community members and important partners in Dare County, including young adults, those with lived experience and first responders.
	This conversation led to fruitful changes, including expanding the project scope to include 18- and 19-year-olds. These changes were welcome and based on the community’s perspective and needs as the activities evolved.
	It was important to the group that this project, built on the existing community efforts, would help inform their work going forward. For a few years, there has been an open, quarterly meeting for mental health and addiction counselors in Dare County.
	Additionally, the work of the Breaking Through Task Force in the years prior laid a strong foundation, as it gathered perspectives of community members, such as those who have lost a family member to suicide and first responders who have been present during calls involving death by suicide. The Breaking Through Taskforce has been incredibly effective in Dare County, with study participants reporting a reduction in the stigma around mental health in their home community. This existing work provided a foundation for Dare County and UNC’s work together as they discussed project activities.
	Together, they decided to form a project that explored avenues for enhancing mental health awareness, literacy and reducing stigma. This aimed to investigate how cultural nuances and contextual factors shape the perceptions of mental health and well-being among residents aged 18-34 years in Dare County, North Carolina by May 2025. The primary project activities were a survey disseminated to gather preliminary information about barriers to care, key stakeholder interviews were conducted and focus groups administered with individuals who expressed an unmet need for mental healthcare.
	The survey received 4,363 responses, reflecting the importance of the topic to Dare County residents. In the focus groups that followed, participants were able to attend in person or virtually and were compensated with a small gift card. The team noted that this compensation was important for recruitment, especially young adults.
	Two focus groups were held with a diverse group of community members that Dare County DHHS already had relationships with and included: those with lived experience, faith leaders, first responders, mental healthcare providers, survivors of suicide attempts, police officers and food pantry staff. While some prompts were asked of all participants, other focus group topics were tailored to the specific group participating.


	The inclusion and centering of individuals and groups most impacted was “exemplary public health work,” Sheila Davies shared.
	The study was well received by the community, with impressive participation in the survey and focus groups. The team noted that once individuals were exposed to basic information about mental health, stigmas often became minimized.
	The efforts of the project intended to inform and enhance the existing work, not replace it. The survey, interviews and focus groups helped to inform the work that Dare County DHHS along with its Breaking Through Task Force was already doing and to uncover aspects of mental health barriers to access not commonly considered. For example, childcare was identified as a barrier to care in the survey but did not emerge as one of the top three reasons that residents of Dare County were not accessing care. Additionally, the focus groups helped to uncover gender differences in how residents perceive the level of care they are receiving.
	Partnership Building:
	The partnership between the Schools of Global Public health, Nursing, and Medicine and Dare County DHHS and Breaking Through Task Force existed long before the THBT grant through other research and teaching engagements, the relationships between individuals and units has only been strengthened by their work together. From their initial meeting, they all had a common drive to serve the community and understand what was contributing to the disproportionate rates of suicide in Dare County. Agreeing was very easy, and they all shared an eagerness to serve the community and listen to shared experiences. The campus leaders were clear that they understood and appreciated that community partners had already been doing a great deal of work to address the issue and were experts in their own community’s strengths and challenges.
	“We listened to Kelly and Michelle and Sheila tell us what they were already doing and trying to find out what questions they had that would further inform their work.” – Lori Evarts

	“Nobody was shut down... It was not academia knowing best… Everybody was learning from each other [and how] we complement each other. And I think these are the key foundations that oftentimes can build a relationship or ruin it.” - Marie Lina Excellent
	Throughout the project, the team had a wonderful synergy and connection not only to the work, but also to one another. They are very grateful for the commitment and drive for improvement for the residents of Dare County that brought them together. Marie Lina Excellent shared that she was “Happy to have the opportunity to get to know them, connect, collaborate on such a great cause, which is ultimately about saving lives.”
	The team’s motivations and personalities were important to the quick rapport and partnership they developed. While everyone had expertise, they all led with humility and wanted to do better and save lives. They respected and knew that everyone brought something unique and valuable to their project.

	Advice to other campus-community partnerships
	When asked what advice they would give to other individuals looking to form effective campus-community partnerships, they shared the following advice:
	Utilize servant leadership.
	The focus on the growth and wellbeing of your team will lead to stronger and more meaningful connections as you work together
	Compensate participants for their time
	This will aid in recruitment
	Share the results of your work with participants early.
	This is best practice – research and findings are not always communicated first to the participants, but when you  have collaborative projects, make sure you share the data with project co-creators first so they can take action as the top priority versus seeking publication
	For academic partners – first and foremost, listen. Rather than leading with theories and research, listen to what will work within the local context.
	Keep in mind that while academia has technical skills, community members are the experts.
	Seek to build consensus from the entire group and be willing to revisit previous questions to make sure there is a shared understanding across all parties.
	Prioritize timely communication
	Being proactive and adjusting to one another’s schedules enables a team to move forward with their goals while also balancing many other priorities.

	Capacity-building
	Following the focus groups, a graduate student presented the data to the project group, community members who participated in focus groups, and posted results on the Dare County DHHS website. The graduate student flexed their data analysis skills and learned how to present data in a way that is accessible to wide audiences, and balance confidentiality concerns with producing valid results. Campus partners also gained valuable insight into existing local initiatives to address the alarming statistics and their impact on the region.
	Community partners shared that they had gained new perspectives for their ongoing work that they now see through a new lens following this project. The survey and focus groups allowed them to “see project partners’ different thought processes” and “grow [their] thinking about [their] work in the community,” Kelly Fleming shared.

	Next Steps and Sustainability
	The team shared that they have much to look forward to moving forward, including:
	Continuing to hear anecdotal success stories from the community. Recently, a community member shared that they used the skills they learned to help a child with mental health concerns, and that other individuals have sought out care for themselves. These stories speak to the wide-reaching, positive effects of the project on the community.
	Launching a community podcast on mental health that will feature topics relevant to Dare County residents, such as seasonable depression when there is not tourism and abundant employment options in the region with experts. The podcast will allow the team to reach residents with important information about mental health in a new way.
	The Dare County DHHS team being Mental Health First Aid instructors and continuing to offer education to their community. They have 10 courses scheduled for the upcoming fiscal year. They are also looking forward to strengthening their partnership with local schools to implement school-based Mental Health First Aid training.
	Continuing their public awareness and education efforts. Recently, the DHHS including the Breaking Through Taskforce team purchased books focused on mental health for libraries, supplied reading lists around purpose and wellness, and distributed child and adult mental health workbooks to community locations.
	Presenting at the 2025 American Public Health Association Conference as an oral presentation team.
	Continued collaboration to leverage University and statewide resources to benefit Dare County residents.
	The team identified the following resources as being helpful to their project’s sustainability:
	Funding, especially to provide further Mental health First Aid training to teachers
	Access to technical resources, especially data analysis support

	Conclusion
	The partnerships strengthened by the work between the UNC-Chapel Hill Schools of Global Public Health, Nursing, and Medicine and Dare County DHHS including Breaking Through Taskforce was grounded in a commitment to serve the residents of Dare County and respond to the pressing need for greater understanding of mental health challenges. Together, the team’s approach of centering the lived experiences and cultural knowledge of residents has led to impressive and encouraging outcomes such as community reductions in stigma and increasing understanding and training around mental health. The team will continue to share their work with national audiences, and impact Dare County residents through outreach and training.

	Sustaining the Future Generations of Robeson County, NC: Employing Talking Circles in School Settings to Promote Holistic Health and Well-being in Native Adolescent Youth 
	Campus Partner(s):
	UNC-Chapel Hill School of Nursing
	UNC-Chapel Hill Eshleman School of Pharmacy

	Community Partner(s):
	Old Main STREAM Academy (OMSA)
	Indian Education Program, Public Schools of Robeson County
	Communities in Schools (CIS) Academy, Robeson County 

	Project team:
	Dr. Ronny A. Bell, PhD, MS; Chair, Division of Pharmaceutical Outcomes and Policy and Fred Eshelman Distinguished Professor, UNC-Chapel Hill Eshleman School of Pharmacy
	Dr. Jada Brooks, PhD, MPSH, RN, FAAN; Associate Professor, UNC-Chapel Hill School of Nursing  Gail Fallon Currin, Social and Clinical Research Specialist, UNC-Chapel Hill School of Nursing
	Dr. Brenda Dial Deese, PhD, NCC, MA; Vice Chair of old Amin STREAM Academy; founder and owner of Cinnamon Wit, LLC
	Dr. Brenda Haggins
	Dr. Connie Locklear, PhD; Director of the Title VI Indian Education Program, Public Schools of Robeson County


	Project Background
	The partnership between the UNC-Chapel Hill School of Nursing, UNC-Chapel Hill Eshleman School of Pharmacy, Old Main STREAM Academy (OMSA), Indian Education Program, Public Schools of Robeson County, and Communities in Schools (CIS) Academy of Robeson County is one that is a decade old.  The work began with an inter-tribal talking circle project in 2015.
	The work began with an inter-tribal talking circle project in 2015. Talking circles are a safe space where both the limitations and strengths of an individual are accepted and it is acknowledged that people are both simultaneously good and bad. This fact of the human condition and how it has affected their tribe is centered in this practice. The team has worked on research projects that used talking circles for a variety of healing purposes, such as for young adults dealing with substance misuse and adults dealing with trauma from Hurricanes Floyd and Matthew. The team noted that these projects were very helpful for encouraging people to open up and explore how the trauma they’ve experienced is manifesting in their community.
	Dr. Jada Brooks brought forward the training, and the community partners were very enthusiastic about continuing the work. The team members were noticing high rates of student suspensions and wanted to give them the tools to control their anger and disappointment and to be productive members of society. The students shouldn’t just be understood as resilient but should also learn how to deal with the trauma they have hidden so it does not manifest in their adult life. Before jumping to conclusions, the talking circle gives students the chance to listen and understand one another. Dr. Connie Locklear noted that because behavioral concerns often result in students being removed from schools, “we pull the leaves off the tree before we go to the root of the problem.”
	In this project, a pilot group of 37 schools with 27 youth development specialists who had previously received talking circles training led the talking circles. Now, with the implementation of talking circles in those schools, before a student receives a referral for disciplinary action, they go through the talking circle. This practice allows students to share their concerns with one another and work through the issue, rather than only removing the student from the environment without investigating the cause of their behavior. The talking circles expose students to a way to heal from hurt and trauma in a traditional way demonstrated by adults.
	The team shared that with their Title 6 grant, any students with American Indian heritage all the way back to their grandmother can participate in the program, allowing them to include many young adults in the practice. The team implemented the talking circles in schools and in a summer camp with over 200 students. The larger project was a pilot targeting two schools (experiment and control) – data was astounding and proved that the talking circle was working.
	The talking circles demonstrate traditional Native practices and help build trust between the students, as they provide a means of open communication, rather than students jumping to conclusions about one another that result in their peers being removed from the learning environment. The team described the multiple positive benefits to the students, their schools, and larger community. The talking circles help the students build necessary skills they need to cope with trauma, make good decisions, graduate high school, and transition into productive members of their community after graduation. The project has allowed the celebration of Native American practices and place-based health, as the students and instructors do a “view of Indianness” activity to talk about their values and the base of their identifies. The program demonstrates that their Native practices are alive and that they are connected to them.
	At 949 square miles, Robeson County has the largest landmass in the state. As a result, there are communities within the county where specific types of outreach and engagement are best carried out by those considered trusted members, as a safety practice. By engaging with students in various communities across the county, they have been able to reach students that are outside the “hub” of the Native community where you are surrounded by others who share your cultural norms. As a result, these students have been able to engage with Native culture in ways that may not have otherwise been available to them.
	The project has highlighted Native healing practices not only among students, but also the adults leading the talking circles and the administrators. At one school, a youth development specialist presented a talking stick that he uses in his talking circles to the district Superintendent. The talking stick is used by students in the talking circle to denote that only the individual holding the stick may speak to facilitate the group solving differences. After seeing the deep, positive impact it had on his students, he wanted to share this with educational leadership. Students were in the room when the gift was made and shared the importance of the talking circles with the school leadership.
	Throughout the project, the team has experienced barriers to their work as some members of the county have taken issue with the implementation of the traditional practice. However, the team has navigated these barriers by being intentional and thoughtful about how to structure the project. They have also met these challenges by being flexible in how they framed the project and collected their data. The team acknowledged that there will always be barriers to their work, but they have found additional routes to ensure that the trainings continued.


	“There's always going to be a roadblock and there's always going to be a barrier. But what you have to do is… decide, is it worth trying to find a different route? I think anything worth having is worth fighting for and we have really been able to work together as a team to implement this training” – Dr. Connie Locklear
	Their work can be challenging due to the resistance of others to see the importance of implementing Native practices within schools. However, the team shared that the vision is greater than their team, the grant, and even Indian education. The vision is to impact the entire community and their people, and that keeping this larger purpose in mind makes the work a lot easier.
	Partnership Building:
	The team shared that their partnership comes easily, as all project partners see the importance and relevance of their work and are motivated by wanting the best for their students and community. Their shared mindset as educators to prioritize the wellbeing of their students to shape their future and that of their community and describe their work as “heart work.” They speak openly with each other and communicate often, strengthening their collaboration. Dr. Connie Locklear shared that “the power is in the collaboration that we form and that we trust each other to agree to disagree and we have the best interests of their program, students, and community in mind.”
	Rather than being led by ego or competition, the team is driven by their goal of healing their community and doing what’s right. Dr. Brenda Deese provided insight into how their team functions, sharing “when you are working in a university setting, there is a certain competition. When you go in, there is a certain competition... that is [a value] within [the] mainstream, but when you're here at home... it is not value you have to wrestle with.” The team is proud to share that they “practice what they preach,” freely bringing issues up to one another and always seeking to understand each other and equally valuing one another’s perspectives.


	“Every person has a right to speak and to tell what their experiences are and how they believe we should go forward.” – Dr. Brenda Deese
	Advice to other campus-community partnerships
	When asked what advice they would give to other individuals looking to form effective campus-community partnerships, they shared the following advice:
	Get to know your partners and build a trusting relationship. You will not accomplish as much without first getting to know one another’s personalities and establishing trust.
	Don’t give up with challenges arise. Instead, adapt and be nimble so your progress doesn’t stall.
	Define your internal investment so that you understand why you are willing to invest time and energy into the work.
	Discuss project the project in detail before implementing. Discuss together the different challenges that may arise and how you’ll respond to them before you begin the project. Although these conversations may be uncomfortable, they are very important to a successful project.
	Start with outcomes. Discuss what you want to be able to share with others at the end. What does the team want out of the work, and what will this look like?

	Capacity-building
	Community partners shared that this project has shown new ways to navigate and persist through challenges in their community-engaged work. Dr. Connie Locklear shared “there’s always a different road. And just because you hear no doesn’t mean you give up.” Community partners who taught the training mentioned that they also personally benefitted from the practice, as it surfaced their own trauma and unhealed wounds. AS a result, the way that they see themselves, others, and how they deal with trauma have all been positively impacted by the project.

	Next Steps and Sustainability
	The team shared that they have much to look forward to moving forward, including:
	Involving young students to begin building their communication and coping skills from a young age.
	Implementing the program in more schools across their district.
	Seeing the impact of the practice across their community. By positively impacting a subgroup of students, they know there will be positive effects for everyone.
	Knowing that there will be a positive impact for families and communities even after they have passed on.
	The team identified the following resources as being helpful to their project’s sustainability:
	Ongoing support for the practice from school leadership.
	Additional partnerships with university colleagues, such as those with expertise in implementation science.


	Conclusion
	The longstanding partnership between the UNC-Chapel Hill Schools of Nursing and Pharmacy with Old Main STREAM Academy (OMSA), Indian Education Program, Public Schools of Robeson County, and Communities in Schools (CIS) Academy, Robeson County continued to be held strong by a shared commitment to improving the lives and wellbeing of Native communities for generations to come in Robeson County. The team kept their commitment to Native youth and to their community front and center as the navigated implementation challenges together. The project has resulted in incredible outcomes for the students, schools, and larger community as they engage in talking circles and reconnect with the Native practice. The team looks forward to continuing their work together and bringing new partners and expertise into future projects.


