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Agenda ● Background & Introduction

● Origin of the Niagara Falls Health Equity Task 
Force

● Niagara County / Niagara Falls Snapshot

● About the Niagara Falls Health Equity Task 
Force

● Youth Programming

● Workshop case scenarios

● Q&A



Background: 
Introductions

Kaylyn Townsend-Kensinger, MSW

Community Health Equity Specialist II

Rose Bente Lee Ostapenko Center for Race, Equity, and 
Mission
Niagara University

- Member, Niagara Falls Health Equity Task Force

- Member, Steering Committee, COVID-19 Research 
Collaborative

- Member, WNY Digital Equity Coalition

- Member, Mount St. Mary’s Hospital Patient Family 
Advisory Council

- Adjunct Professor of Social Work



Site: 
Niagara University
Rose Bente Lee Ostapenko
Center for Race, Equity, & Mission



Mission Statement 

The Rose Bente Lee Ostapenko Center for Race, Equity, and      
Mission establishes critical interdependencies both on and off 

campus, working together with faculty and students across 
colleges and disciplines of study to leverage change in the 

academy and across sectors of education, business, government, 
health and the community. As such, the Center serves as a 

resource to the community on issues of racial equity.



Vision Statement

To become a key partner in our surrounding 
region driving policy, behavior, and institutional 
shifts that create racial equity and inclusion in 

systems and structures that affect youth, 
community stakeholders, and organizational 

leaders. 



Grounding Ourselves in Social 
Determinants of Health



Social 
Determinants 
(Drivers) 
of Health

Policy 

& 

Law





Impacts of Social 
Determinants of 
Health

● SDOH contribute to wide health disparities 

and inequities. For example, people who 

don't have access to grocery stores with 

healthy foods are less likely to have good 

nutrition. That raises their risk of health 

conditions like heart disease, diabetes, and 

obesity — and even lowers life expectancy 

relative to people who do have access to 

healthy foods.

● Just promoting healthy choices won't 

eliminate these and other health disparities. 

Instead, public health organizations and their 

partners in sectors like education, 

transportation, and housing need to take 

action to improve the conditions in people's 

environments.



Grounding Ourselves in the Data:
Niagara County / Niagara Falls Snapshot



Niagara County



Primary Focus area:

Niagara Falls, NY



Why Niagara Falls?

Economic 
Insecurity

Source: Community Snapshot, 
Numbers in Need, 2019



Map of 
Poverty in 
Niagara 
Falls

Overall, 44% of 
residents live in poverty 
or close to it. The 
neighborhoods of Hyde 
Park, Highland, and 
Downtown are hit 
hardest.



Comparisons: 
Niagara Falls, Niagara County, NY, US



Target Zip codes in 
Niagara Falls:

14301, 14303, 14305

POVERTY RATES in the City of Niagara Falls

● 14301
○ Poverty rate: 38%

● 14303
○ Poverty rate: 35.3% 

● 14305
○ Poverty rate: 31.1% 

● In comparison to 14304:
○ Poverty rate: 9.8

(Source: American Community Survey)



● Niagara County 51st out of 62 counties in New York State based on health 
outcomes and health factors.

● 13% of County Population is BIPOC
● 13% of County Population is living in Poverty
● Ratio of people to a MD - 2,480:1 (compared to NYS average of 1,220:1)

● Indicators of Health Outcomes (County Outcomes)
○ https://www.health.ny.gov/statistics/community/minority/county/niagara.htm#hosp

- Respiratory
- Heart Disease
- Diabetes
- Cancer

New York State Department of Health, 2023

NIAGARA COUNTY HEALTH OUTCOMES
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https://www.health.ny.gov/statistics/community/minority/county/niagara.htm


Niagara County



Niagara County



Rates of Premature Death



Niagara Falls 
Health Equity Task Force



Background: 
How did the Task Force Come to Be?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g088RFw0Yfw


Stages of the Task Force



Who is at the Table? Breakdown of traditional silos:

• Health care

• Education

• Housing

• Faith communities

• Business

• Human services

• Government

• Community members (trusted 
messengers; ambassadors)

• Youth (ambassadors)



ORIGINAL

Theory of Change & 
Goal

IF WE

Understand Niagara Falls COVID Data 
(including positivity rates and vaccination 

rates), Increase Testing, Increase 
Vaccinations, Educate Residents, 
Distribute PPE, and Provide Social 

Services

THEN WE

Increase Health Equity for Niagara Falls 
Residents



Current Theory 
of Change

Established June of 2022



2022 & Beyond 
Health Priorities

Established June of 2022



2023 Task Force Objectives

● #1: How the Task Force can serve 
members:
○ Continued networking, reduction of silos, 

and shared resources
○ Continued focus on SDOHs, disparities, & 

equity
○ Continued engagement with the 

community

● #2: Resources/Trainings desired:
○ Diversity & anti-bias trainings
○ Data sharing
○ Information/resource sharing

● #3: Challenges the TF should address:
○ Community engagement
○ Food access

● #4: Top goals the TF should set:
○ Improved access to youth recreation
○ Improved access to transportation for 

community members
○ Improved access to food & food security
○ Expansion of the TF (increase 

membership of organizations across the 
county)

● #5: Meeting Frequency:
○ Monthly



Human Capital Exchange at TF meetings

● Lockport Memorial Hospital (Catholic Health)

● Buffalo Fatherhood Initiative (Buffalo Prenatal-Perinatal Network, Inc.)

● Housing / Homelessness (Heart, Love, & Soul)

● SNUG Program (Community Missions)

● Public Health Fellowships (ECDOH)

● No Menthol Sunday (Niagara University)

● PATH 3D Program & Opioid Crisis (Niagara County Department of Mental Health & Substance Abuse)

● Suicide Prevention (Niagara County Department of Mental Health & Substance Abuse)

● Domestic Violence & Sexual Assault Awareness (YWCA of the Niagara Frontier)

● Food Security & Access (Field & Fork Network)

● Legislation Impacting Cancer (American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network)

● State of Homelessness in Niagara County (Homeless Alliance of WNY)



Members of the Niagara Falls Health Equity Task Force Over the Years
HEALTH/MEDICAL 

● Catholic Health, Mount St. Mary’s Hospital
● Catholic Health, Mount St. Mary’s Neighborhood Health
● Niagara Falls Memorial Medical Center
● Community Health Center of Buffalo/Niagara 
● Niagara County Department of  Health
● Niagara County Department of Mental Health & Substance Abuse
● Fidelis Care
● Univera Health
● Child Advocacy Center of Niagara

GOVERNMENT
● City of Niagara Falls
● Rep. Brian Higgins’ (NY-26) Office
● Niagara County Legislature

FAITH-BASED ORGANIZATIONS & CHURCHES
● Niagara Organizing Alliance for Hope (NOAH)
● Niagara Falls Ministerial Council
● Word of Life Ministries (Bishop Scott)
● True Bethel Baptist Church Niagara Falls (Pastor Pridgen)
● First Presbyterian Church (NF)

ACADEMIC INSTITUTIONS & SCHOOLS
● Niagara University
● Niagara Falls City School District
● Niagara County Community College

COMMUNITY-BASED ORGANIZATIONS
● Heart, Love, & Soul
● Field and Fork Network
● Community Missions, Inc.
● Niagara Pride
● Empower
● 211 WNY
● YWCA of the Niagara Frontier
● Pinnacle Community Services
● Northpointe Council
● Catholic Charities
● Create a Healthier Niagara Falls Collaborative
● Neighborhood Legal Services
● Niagara Community Action Program
● A Better YOU Lifestyle
● Grassroots Gardens of Western New York (GGWNY)
● Jewish Family Services
● Salvation Army
● Mobile Safety Net Team
● Independent Health Foundation
● Native American Community Services
● ESPRI

OTHER
● Niagara Falls Housing Authority
● 1199 SEIU - Healthcare Education Project

● M&T Bank
● Phyllis Gunning
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Since May 18, 2020, the 
Niagara Falls Health Equity 

Task Force has met…

119 times.

As of December 4,  2023





This is how we get 
to better 
Health Outcomes



These are the 
Health Outcomes 
we seek to address

● Health Status

● Mortality

● Morbidity

● Life Expectancy

● Health Care Expenditures

● Functional Limitations



How do we address health outcomes? 

Community Projects / Programming



Types of 
programming:

(1/2)

● Youth programs (more later)

● Senior programs

○ Isolation bags

○ Social programming

○ Nutrition programming

● Advocacy

○ Letter writing

● Community resource bags

● Community meetings

● Community events

● Marketing

○ Digital ads

○ Bus shelters & interiors

○ Billboards

○ Road signs

● Resource sharing



Types of 
programming:

(2/2)

● Data collection

● Vaccination clinics

● Testing sites

● Canvassing

● Print resources

○ Bulletin boards

○ Posters

○ Lawn signs

○ Flyers

● Postcards

● Research projects

○ Vaccine Hesitancy Study (partnership with 

University at Buffalo)

○ Faith, Science, & COVID-19 study



Special Projects - Highlights

June 2022 - June 2023



Postcards

109,338 mailed between June 2022- June 2023

Topics
● Asthma & COVID

● End of the public health emergency

● Kidney disease & COVID

● No Menthol Sunday Campaign

● Women’s History Month & long COVID

● New Year campaign

● Up to date on boosters campaign

● Child vaccines (event promotion)

● December holiday campaign
(clinic promotion)

● Thanksgiving campaign

● Halloween campaign (clinic promotion)

● Back to school campaign (psychological, physical, and social wellness)

Zip codes:
14301, 14303, 14305, 14067, 14012, 

14008, 14131, 14108, 14105, 14028, 

14094



Community presentations:

• 10

Academic / conference presentations:
• 5

Events tabled at:
• 31

Events held:
• 11

June 2022- June 2023



Trunk or Treat Highlights

Get Hooked on Vaccines!

1,050 outreach contacts during October 2022

● Five local trunk or treat events in the City 

of Niagara Falls & Town of Niagara

● Outreach culminated in a vaccination 

clinic at a local community health center



Holiday Outreach Highlights

992 outreach contacts during December 2022

● 167 bags for community members housed at 

five local motels in Niagara Falls

● 225 bags for Niagara Falls City School District 

youth experiencing homelessness

● 400 bags for Wrobel & Spallino Towers 

residents

● 200 items for Packard Court Community 

Center’s Kwanzaa celebration



Total June 2022 – June 
2023 Outreach Contacts

146,655



The Story of Us

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qCtsY1QfEYI


Youth as Health Ambassadors



Discussion 
Question In what ways do you 

work with youth to 

promote public 

health in your 

community?



Niagara Falls 
Health Equity Task 
Force Youth 
Ambassadors 
Program

YEAR 1
(Summer 2021)

YEAR 2
(Summer 2022)

11 youth 5 youth

2 days a week,
5 hours a week total

4 days a week,
20 hours a week total

Three marketing products 
produced

24 marketing products 
produced

Community Partnerships: 1
Health Professional interviews: 
10 (via Zoom)

Community Partnerships: 23

Pilot Curriculum Trainer Manual

Program Details:

University-community partnership to foster COVID-19 Vaccine 
ambassadorship among Niagara Falls City youths. Ambassadorship 
was achieved through comprehensive public health education, 
community outreach work, and completion of final group 
intervention projects.



Why Youth 
Ambassador 
Program?  

University-Community 
Partnership 

Opportunities

Led by Niagara University 

and the Niagara Falls Health 

Equity Task Force

Public Health 
Dilemma

Low vaccination rates among 

Niagara County 12-25 year olds, 

and even lower rates among city 

youths, during an ongoing 

pandemic

COVID-19 Vaccine Youth Ambassadors 
Program

Functioning as…
-A preventative intervention

-An opportunity to establish youth community 
health worker alliance

Specifically reaches…
-Niagara Falls City Youth living in target zip codes

Source: Brown, Redelfs, A. H., Taylor, T. J., & Messer, R. L. (2015). Comparing the Functioning of Youth and Adult Partnershi ps for Health 

Promotion. American Journal of Community Psychology , 56(1-2), 25–35. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-015-9730-2
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Adultism and 
Youth 
Engagement

Adultism: the idea that the will and power of adults will always 
prevail over that of younger members of society

• This prevailing idea has led to the suppression of youth 
voices and the assumption that young people are 
incapable of being responsible leaders with a valued 
perspective

• When youth are given the resources that they need to 
excel, they are often successful in sharing a seat at the 
table with adults and becoming change agents in the 
community.

• it is important to recognize internalized adultism in order 
to create opportunities for youth to become valued 
leaders.

• This program is rooted in the principles of Youth 
Participatory Action Research (YPAR), and the idea that 
young people can engage the community in issues that 
directly impact their lives.

Throughout this program, young people act as both public 
educators and advocates, taking on active roles in creating 
systemic changes.
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Youth Engagement Continuum



Youth Ambassador 
Program 
Implementation Public Health & COVID-19 

Educational Sessions

Youth Conducted 
Research

Community 
Engagement and 

Canvassing

Youth 
Intervention

Projects

Community Leader, Health 
Professionals, & Public

Health Expert Interviews

Lessons on
SDOH and Best
Practices for 

Canvassing



Program Activities

53

Youth Ambassadors increased their knowledge about 

these topics through interactive learning activities, 

agency site visits, volunteering at community 

organizations, and group discussions with over 25 

healthcare professionals and community leaders 

throughout the summer.

● Youth Ambassadors engaged community 

members in conversations about COVID-19, 

vaccines, and social determinants of health 

through door-to-door canvassing, creating social 

marketing materials, and educational 

workshops for both their peers and younger 

residents (aged 5-11). At the end of the 

summer, the youth had the opportunity to 

present their final projects to community 

leaders/stakeholders.
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Overview of Unit Learning Objectives
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Weeks 1 - 3 



56
Weeks 4 & 5 



57
Weeks 6 & 7 



Youth in Community 
&

Examples of Projects
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Youth Public Health Cards Example
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Examples: 
Sidewalk chalk
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What Is the Future for the Youth Ambassador 
Program? 

Opportunities for YPAR/CBPR

- Bringing research and 

intervention full circle

- Publish ambassador trainer 

manual*

- Youth Ambassadors will have 

the opportunity to engage in 

scientific inquiry and publish 

their findings

Establish Initial Intervention Program

- Program developed to 

encourage community-based 

intervention

- Small program community 

partnership allowed for low 

cost intervention that will 

inform larger-scale 

implementation in the future

- Opportunities for 

Improvement

Larger Pilot Program*

- Niagara Falls City School 

District and rural Niagara 

County schools (RoyHart

School District)

- Modification of curriculum 

to be implemented in 

classrooms and during 

summer camps.

- Develop ambassador trainer 

manual

* We Are Here *



Workshop Case Scenarios



Case Scenario #1:

Social planning

February 2021:

The State finally decides to use those embedded in 

community to distribute vaccines. They tell you 1,000 

vaccines will be distributed at a neighborhood clinic and 

you will have say over how the vaccines will be distributed. 

You receive a call a few days later informing you that you 
will only receive 300 doses.

How do we decide who gets the vaccine 

with only 300 doses available?

REFERENCE:

● Example

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1vYLu5nEy4UisRFY8JrWaO9RBV7pAQ_OIW2_H6u2zGEY/edit


Case Scenario #2:

Social action

January 6, 2022

You are watching TV when you see an announcement that 
county officials will distribute at home test kits on the other 
side of the county via a drive through. Approximately 25% 
percent of folks in your geographic area do not have cars and 
will not be able to travel 30 minutes to get one test kit per car. 
You have been asking legislative officials to distribute test kits at 
the local level, but a comprehensive distribution plan has yet to 
be communicated.

What are your next steps as facilitator of the task 
force?

REFERENCE:

● Example

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DyncJHwK1ec2LLxa7k1v8ceK67q78-kU/view?usp=share_link


Questions?
Contact

Kaylyn Townsend-Kensinger, MSW: 

ktownsend@niagara.edu

69

mailto:ktownsend@niagara.edu

	Slide 1: Community Collaboration Throughout and Beyond the COVID-19 Pandemic: Successes of the Niagara Falls Health Equity Task Force & Youth as Public Health Ambassadors: A Campus and Community Framework to Address Health Disparities
	Slide 2: Agenda
	Slide 3: Background: Introductions
	Slide 4: Site:  Niagara University  Rose Bente Lee Ostapenko  Center for Race, Equity, & Mission
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7: Grounding Ourselves in Social Determinants of Health
	Slide 8: Social Determinants (Drivers)  of Health
	Slide 9
	Slide 10: Impacts of Social Determinants of Health
	Slide 11: Grounding Ourselves in the Data: Niagara County / Niagara Falls Snapshot
	Slide 12
	Slide 13: Primary Focus area:  Niagara Falls, NY
	Slide 14: Why Niagara Falls?  Economic Insecurity
	Slide 15: Map of Poverty in Niagara Falls
	Slide 16: Comparisons:  Niagara Falls, Niagara County, NY, US
	Slide 17
	Slide 18: NIAGARA COUNTY HEALTH OUTCOMES
	Slide 19: Niagara County
	Slide 20: Niagara County
	Slide 21: Rates of Premature Death
	Slide 22: Niagara Falls  Health Equity Task Force
	Slide 23: Background:  How did the Task Force Come to Be?
	Slide 24: Stages of the Task Force
	Slide 25: Who is at the Table?
	Slide 26: ORIGINAL  Theory of Change & Goal
	Slide 27: Current Theory of Change
	Slide 28: 2022 & Beyond Health Priorities
	Slide 29: 2023 Task Force Objectives
	Slide 30: Human Capital Exchange at TF meetings
	Slide 31
	Slide 32: Since May 18, 2020, the Niagara Falls Health Equity Task Force has met…  119 times. 
	Slide 33
	Slide 34: This is how we get to better  Health Outcomes 
	Slide 35: These are the Health Outcomes we seek to address
	Slide 36: How do we address health outcomes?    Community Projects / Programming
	Slide 37: Types of programming:  (1/2)
	Slide 38: Types of programming:  (2/2)
	Slide 39: Special Projects - Highlights  June 2022 - June 2023
	Slide 40: Postcards
	Slide 41
	Slide 42: Trunk or Treat Highlights
	Slide 43: Holiday Outreach Highlights
	Slide 44
	Slide 45: The Story of Us
	Slide 46: Youth as Health Ambassadors
	Slide 47: Discussion Question
	Slide 48: Niagara Falls Health Equity Task Force Youth Ambassadors Program
	Slide 49: Why Youth Ambassador Program?  
	Slide 50: Adultism and Youth Engagement
	Slide 51: Youth Engagement Continuum
	Slide 52: Youth Ambassador Program Implementation  
	Slide 53: Program Activities
	Slide 54: Overview of Unit Learning Objectives
	Slide 55
	Slide 56
	Slide 57
	Slide 58: Youth in Community                    & Examples of Projects
	Slide 59
	Slide 60: Youth Public Health Cards Example
	Slide 61: Examples:  Sidewalk chalk
	Slide 62
	Slide 63
	Slide 64
	Slide 65: What Is the Future for the Youth Ambassador Program? 
	Slide 66: Workshop Case Scenarios
	Slide 67: Case Scenario #1:   Social planning
	Slide 68: Case Scenario #2:   Social action
	Slide 69: Questions?

