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Action 1.1: Optimize for Equity 
Towns of Old Lyme and Lyme 

August 2021 
  
The Towns of Lyme and Old Lyme collaboratively completed Action 4.4: Provide an Arts and 
Culture Program for Youth utilizing the Equity Toolkit Framework. The Equity Toolkit process 
took place from March 2021 to August 2021. 
 
The Towns of Lyme and Old Lyme have a rich arts history. Of primary note is the rise of the 
American Impressionist art movement here. At the turn of the 20th Century, painters (later known 
as the Lyme Art Colony) often stayed in the Lymes to capture its landscapes, with the Florence 
Griswold boardinghouse (now a museum) as the art colony epicenter. The towns continue to 
attract artists and creative professionals to live and work, in turn supporting a local arts 
community that includes the Lyme Academy of Fine Arts and the Lyme Art Association, 
currently celebrating its centennial anniversary. 
 
Equity Toolkit Step One: Who Lives and Works in Your Community?  
 
The adjacent towns of Lyme and Old Lyme share a regional school district (RSD #18: Lyme-Old 
Lyme Public Schools) as well as the towns’ Lymes’ Youth Service Bureau (LYSB) and other 
services such as the Lymes’ Senior Center. The Towns decided to collaborate on Action 4.4 as it 
seemed a natural fit to meet the needs of young adults in our two towns/one school district.  
 
Although Old Lyme has almost three times the population of Lyme (7,162 : 2,567 in 2020), the 
demographics of the townspeople are somewhat similar. Both towns have relatively low poverty 
rates and higher than average median household incomes. Neither town reflects a racially diverse 
community.  
 
 Old Lyme Lyme State Average 
Poverty Rate 2.7% 2.2% 10.1% 
Median HH Income $95,175 $84,922 $73,781 
% of Population Age 
0-4 

2% 4% 5% 

% of Population Age 
5-14 

13% 9% 12% 

% of Population Age 
15-24 

8% 8% 14% 

% of Population Age 
25-44 

14% 15% 24% 

% of Population Age 
45-64 

35% 32% 29% 

% of Population Age 
65+ 

28% 32% 16% 

Single-family units 
owner-occupied 
dwellings 

82.6% 86.4% 66.6% 
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White/Non-Hispanic 
Residents 

95% 96.4% 68% 

Black Residents 1.3% 0 9.7% 
Asian Residents 1.2% .9% 4.3% 
Native American 0 0 .14% 
Multi-Racial 1.2% .24% 2.3% 
Hispanic/Latino 
Residents 

1% 2.3% 15.3% 

Source: Lyme and Old Lyme’s CERC Town Profiles, 2019 
 
As large local employers have reduced staffing, families with school-aged children have left the 
area, leaving the towns with decreasing school enrollment and a lower than average percentage 
of youth in the total population. However, pandemic-era real estate trends have resulted in an 
expected 2021-22 increase in school enrollment, albeit in the primary grades. 
 
 Lyme-Old Lyme School 

District 
State Average 

Four-Year Cohort Graduation 
Rate 

99.1% 88.5% 

Eligible for Free or Reduced-
Price Meals 

17.1% 43.3% 

English Learners 2.3% 8.3% 
Chronic Absenteeism 8.2% 12.2% 

Source: Regional School District 18 2019 Profile & Performance Report, CT Department of 
Education 
 
Attached to this application, please find the Advance CT 2019 Town Profiles for Lyme and Old 
Lyme, and the 2019 State of CT EdSight School District Profile for Regional School District 18.  
 
These statistics underscore the income disparity between a larger than typical percentage of 
youth living in families of affluent means, and the smaller percentage of youth who might be less 
able to participate in extracurricular or other activities due to a lack of resources; whether that be 
financial, time availability (e.g., watching siblings while parents work, after-school jobs), or lack 
of transportation. 
 
In choosing Action 4.4 to work on collaboratively, the two towns considered how different youth 
may experience our Lyme-Old Lyme community and decided it was important to apply the 
Equity Toolkit to this action to ensure that our program development was inclusive of the 
audiences we wished to serve and provided the under-represented, less affluent youth of our 
school district with equitable access to our programming. 
 
At the same time, our Action 4.4 inventory of offerings suggested that extra-curricular arts 
activities were more plentiful for younger students, and therefore decided to focus on middle 
school and high school students for our initial activity. We also knew many students were 
already engaged in sports, extracurricular activities, employment, and homework after school 
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and on weekends; and therefore decided to consider whether summer arts programming would 
be of interest to our population of students. 
 
In addition to including youth in our program development, we identified additional stakeholders 
to determine what kind of arts programming should be our focus. This included the school 
district administration and teachers, Lymes’ Youth Service Bureau, our town libraries, and local 
artists. 
 
Equity Toolkit Step Two: How Did You Connect With Each Other? 
 
In order to ensure our stakeholder outreach was robust during this process we asked ourselves at 
multiple points, “Who are we including and who are we forgetting to include? What channels 
are we using and what channels are we forgetting to use? Whom do we think we reach with each 
of these channels and whom might we not be reaching with these channels?” We were fortunate 
to add to our process this self-reflection exercise at the suggestion of our Sustainable CT Equity 
Coach. 
 
As we considered how to invite students to participate in our Action 4.4 roundtable and program 
development, our Sustainable CT Equity Coach suggested an online survey of students in grades 
6-12. This would provide us the chance to reach all students including those less inclined to hear 
about and participate in a roundtable discussion. Our Google survey of students focused on 
several key issues: 
 

• Arts programming students currently participate in during and outside of school 
• Interest in further participating in other arts programming 
• The self-perceived barriers to participation, including lack of time, financial resources, 

transportation, and self confidence 
• How students learn about arts programming and what students are unaware of 

opportunities. 
 
In addition to these key questions, we asked survey respondents if they wished to participate in 
co-creating our arts programming, and if so, to provide contact information (otherwise responses 
were anonymous). Of the 59 survey respondents, six students responded they would be interested 
in participating in the co-creation of our programming. The town libraries and LYSB also 
reached out to students resulting in a total of nine students having an interest in participating. 
 
The findings of the survey, along with the Action 4.4 inventory of arts programming, would be 
the guideposts for the development of our new programming. 
 
In order to encourage as many students in grades 6-12 to take our survey, we reached out to the 
school district’s Superintendent and received his approval to request help from school principals, 
homeroom teachers, and art & music teachers to encourage students to take the online survey. 
We created a poster that was displayed in classrooms, the school hallways, libraries, and other 
locations encouraging students to take the survey (the poster included a QR code linking students 
directly to the survey.) Finally, we promoted the survey to parents through school emails and to 
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all adults through our local e-newspaper (Lymeline), Facebook, and through the Selectman’s 
Office of both towns. Fifty-nine students in grades 6-12 completed our survey. 
 
https://lymeline.com/2021/03/survey-now-open-for-students-to-share-interests-in-summer-
arts-help-develop-this-years-programs/ 
 
https://www.oldlyme-ct.gov/home/news/weekly-update-first-selectman’s-office-3192021 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Survey findings are provided in the addendum of this narrative and included the following key 
insights: 
 
Although some students, such as those who play and instrument or dance in their free time, 
participate in related extracurricular programming, other categories such as creative writing and 
painting/drawing show a low likelihood of participating in extracurricular programming related 
to their interests in their free time: 

• 58% play a musical instrument in their free time, and 50% are in a band or take lessons 
• 39% enjoy dancing in their free time and 30% take dance lessons 
• 40% write creative pieces in their spare time, but only 8.5% participate in 

extracurricular storytelling, poetry or other creative writing activities  
• 61% sketch, paint or draw in their free time, and 54% take art classes in school, but 

only 17% take participate in art programming outside of school. 
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Reasons why some of the 59 respondents do not participate in extracurricular arts activities: 
• I don’t know how to find programs I would be interested in (40%) 
• I feel I am not talented enough or would feel embarrassed (33%) 
• I am not interested (30%) 
• I don’t think my family can afford them (15%) 
• Answers written in included “I don’t have enough time to do an activity outside of 

school” 
 
74% of the survey respondents would be interested in summer arts programming and almost half 
would like to be an art mentors to younger students. 
 
Simultaneous to the survey process, we continued to reach out to other key stakeholders, 
including providers of arts programming in town, and artists residing in the two towns. We 
planned our first roundtable meeting for March 31, 2021. The meeting was held by Zoom, per 
pandemic precautions as well as making it as easy as possible for all to attend an evening 
meeting. All students had access to Zoom, as the school system had provided the technology 
necessary for remote learning. Roundtable Participants included: 

• Five Students (grades represented were 8th, 9th, 11th and 12) 
• Director of Curriculum for Lyme-Old Lyme Schools 
• Youth Service Bureau Director 
• Youth Service Bureau Youth Program Coordinator 
• Youth Librarians of each town’s public libraries 
• A local Professional Musician/Program Provider 
• An Artist/Art Educator 
• An Action 4.4 Project Leader from each town’s Sustainable team 

 
Equity Toolkit Step Three: What Emerged From Your Dialogue? 
 
Providing an Arts Program for Youth (Action 4.4) was deemed an important initiative based on 
the survey findings, the roundtables described here, and the general “temperature taking” of 
school administrators and youth service bureau staff who felt strongly that students needed 
engaging, creative programming during the upcoming summer.  
 
In conversations leading up to the roundtable discussion, the concern for students’ level of stress 
was clear from school administrators and the youth service bureau director. The roundtable in 
March 2021 came 12 months after the start of pandemic isolation for many and the general 
anxiety related to the pandemic year. Although Lyme-Old Lyme Schools held in-person classes 
during the 2020-21 school year, social isolation after school and during times such as the lunch 
period (no longer in the cafeteria but in classrooms) increased educators’ concerns about the 
well-being of children and young adults. As LYSB Director Mary Seidner said in a Lymeline 
article, “This summer more than ever our teens need a creative outlet.” Additionally, American 
Rescue Plan funding was available to provide programming designed to reduce stress and 
increase social engagement for students during the summer months.  
 
The first of two roundtable discussions took place via Zoom on March 31, 2021. A presentation 
of survey findings and the inventory of existing programs were shared with the roundtable 
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participants. Students provided an array of ideas on the type of workshops they would be 
interested in, including ukulele classes, a drop-in drum circle, and “how to perform.” 
 

 
Zoom Roundtable with Powerpoint Screen Share 
 
Key Steps and Ideas that came out of the meeting were as follows: 

1. Regardless of the programming, it is important to alert students to programming options 
through channels they use, such as Instagram, Snapchat, posters in the school hallways, 
and the school texting app “Remind.” Students find it hard to know what arts offerings 
are out there. Some rely on their parents to notice offerings through channels parents pay 
attention to (Facebook, newspapers, parent emails) but not every student has that 
advantage, nor may a parent know a student’s growing interest in arts or music. 

2. It is important to create programming that will be comfortable for students who do not 
feel talented or confident enough to typically participate. Ideas to address this included 
offering one-on-one time with teachers or mentors, offering “true beginner” classes, and 
offering workshops or programs in relaxed settings rather than in a classroom. 

3. Students are interested in Mentoring/or Being Mentored. Find ways for students to 
mentor younger students in the arts; find college-aged students home for the summer to 
mentor high school artists. There was also some interest from high school students in 
being mentored by older professional artists. 

4. Workshops should provide ways to drop in or commit to some but not all sessions. 
Students find committing to a multi-week program can be stressful when balanced 
against jobs and other commitments. Students feel a lot of pressure in school, so they are 
interested in less structured programming outside of the school year. Consider ways to 
have students committed to participating, yet it is okay to not make every session. 
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It was also important to the two towns to provide low-cost/no-cost options to students to ensure 
all were equally able to participate, regardless of financial position. In working with the school 
system and LYSB, funding was arranged through LYSB and the American Rescue Plan that 
covered workshop leader stipends, scholarships, and workshop materials as needed. There was 
concern among providers that if workshops were free to students, some might sign up and then 
not attend a workshop at all. Therefore, providers had the option of requesting small registration 
fees to ensure students valued the signup and attended at least one session. For instance, the 
Outdoor Arts Studio, hosted by Lyme Parks & Recreation, charged students $10 total for an 8-
session art program; and the Ukulele Workshop hosted by Nightingale’s Acoustic Café also 
charged $10 total for 4 one-hour sessions (scholarships for both $10 fees were available.) 
 
A second roundtable was held April 8, 2021, to look at workshop offerings planned to date, and 
to hear more ideas from the students on creating and promoting this program. During this 
meeting, students generated ideas for promoting the programming to other students through 
social media posts including Snapchat and Instagram. Students made plans to work together 
remotely during the upcoming Spring Break to name the initiative (eventually named “Lymes 
Creative Arts”) and to design a program logo with help from the Old Lyme Youth Librarian. 
While students continued work on their promotion ideas, program providers finalized plans for 
what arts programming they would offer during the summer. 
 
Equity Toolkit Step Four: What Was the Result of Your Collaboration? 

Program providers listened carefully to the youth they were serving and co-created programming 
accordingly. This included seeking out college students to present workshops, offering 
programming at a variety of times throughout the summer, and creating programs that were fun 
and low stress. Once providers had their list of programs, we actively pursued additional 
programming to round out our complete list of offerings (challenges to this are referred to in the 
last step of the Equity Toolkit below). Our programming had the following characteristics: 

• Summer Programming for Youth Grades 6-12 
• Outdoors when Possible (pandemic precautions) 
• Low and No-Cost Programming 
• Offered during a Variety of Times and Weeks during the Summer 
• Low-Stress Offerings (arts to explore and flexible commitment to attending all sessions) 
• Programs Offered by Young Adults When Possible 
• Beginners Should be Embraced and Offered Opportunities to Feel Confident 
• Programs Marketed to Students Directly as well as to Parents  
• Connected to the Larger Community  

Our first workshop took place the first week of the school system’s summer break and 
workshops continued into early August. Lymes Creative Arts offerings included:  

• Caricature Workshop 
• Ukulele Workshop 
• Outdoor Studio Drawing and Painting 
• The Art of 3D Sculpture 
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• Music Club (cancelled due to lack of registrations) 
• Wirework Jewelry Workshop 
• Comics & Doodling Workshop 
• Pre-College & Middle School Academy Offerings at Lyme Academy of Fine Arts 

(scholarships were made available through LYSB for this pre-existing programming) 
• Teen Open Mic Night 
• Take Home Crafting Kits 

The workshop descriptions with registration links were listed on LYSB.org/TeenArts. Before the 
summer break began, arts teachers in the Lyme-Old Lyme schools actively sought out students 
who could benefit from the programming to encourage them to participate. Throughout the 
summer, students could join later sessions of workshops such as the arts studio and ukulele 
workshop. This was helpful because positive word of mouth meant friends were encouraging 
friends to join them in a workshop. 
 
Our Student Advisory Committee promoted programming through their social media channels 
and put up posters around town (see addendum) with QR codes linking viewers to our webpage. 
To reach parents, an article regarding the upcoming initiative was published in Lymeline 
(https://lymeline.com/2021/06/lymes-creative-arts-kicks-off-summer-arts-and-music-programs-
for-students/) as well as through Town communications. These communications also connected 
new program providers to us, and new workshops were added as appropriate. 

 
The program leaders maintained an 
active communication with the 
students through the Remind App 
(see screenshot to the left), updating 
the team on which workshops had 
open seats and could use additional 
promotion by the students. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In addition, Lymes Creative Arts maintained a Facebook page that promoted upcoming 
workshops. Followers of this page included Lyme-Old Lyme parents, program providers, and 
local arts organizations who shared our posts. Posts on this page were also pushed out to 
community Facebook groups to reach those that might not automatically gravitate towards an 
arts organization. 
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Equity Toolkit Step Five: How Will You Refine, Revisit, and Improve? 
 
The Sustainable Lyme and Old Lyme teams believe we created an arts program that was highly 
inclusive in its creation and implementation. The Equity Toolkit framework resulted in an 
informed approach to our initiative.  
 
In addition to the co-creative process with the youth we sought to serve, Lymes Creative Arts 
brought together the Lyme-Old Lyme Schools, Lymes’ Youth Service Bureau, the town libraries, 
and various arts organizations and program providers. Several partner organizations noted they 
learned a lot about the programming they should serve in the future by this inclusive process 
with the youth. The collaborative work of all the partners allowed Lyme and Old Lyme, as small 
towns, to provide complementary rather than competing programs for middle and high school 
students. We also created a one-stop website for all summer arts programs in the two towns 
regardless of who provided it. This collaborative partnership benefited both Lyme and Old Lyme 
families and the program providers, and should be continued going forward.  
 
Sustainable CT Fellows assisted Lyme Creative Arts in creating a post-program evaluation 
survey emailed to youth or their parents following a workshop participated in (see addendum). 
We have found it difficult to engage families via email during August and continue to seek 
organized feedback from them. 
 
There were other challenges to be met throughout the process.  In some cases, beginning our 
process much earlier -- perhaps even in the Fall -- would allow us to better meet our objectives. 
Despite their best intentions, students involved in the program co-creation were many times 
over-extended with schoolwork, sports, and theater performances, meaning collaborative work 
was often difficult to schedule and complete. The pandemic and the “educator burnout” resulting 
from a challenging school year meant it was difficult to secure summer workshop leaders. Arts 
organizations, suffering from low revenue during the pandemic closures, did not have expert 
staff available for offerings such as the drum circle. This hopefully will be less of a problem in 
the future. In terms of program interest and attendance, the Music Club was cancelled due to lack 
of registrations; the outcome perhaps would have been better if there had been an after-school 
program kicking off the club. Other ideas to overcome challenges include: 
 
Challenge: Improve Engagement with Students for Planning, Participation, and Feedback 

• Hold Roundtables during the “gap period” between sports seasons – e.g., after winter 
sports end and before spring sports begin. 

• Work to include in-person meetings during the spring to fully engage student planners. 
• Post-participation surveys: Have printed surveys available at the last session of every 

workshop rather than rely on email communications.  
 
Challenge: Securing Potential Workshop Leaders 

• Hopefully future summers will be less affected by the pandemic, whether through 
pandemic burnout, or the availability of arts organizations to provide programming 

• Engage College Students earlier in the year; perhaps creating a summer internship 
opportunity through LYSB to lead workshops or mentor youth in the arts.  
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Challenge: Creating a Mentorship Program 
• Work with LYSB to create mentorship training at least four months prior. Set up a formal 

program in collaboration with other organizations to match mentors and mentees. 
 
Challenge: Improve Workshop Signups  
Approximately 60 students participated. There are about 687 students [2021-22] in Lyme-Old 
Lyme grades 6-12, meaning there was roughly an 8.7% participation rate. 

• Garner attention for the Initiative with a kickoff event in schools, and signup tables at 
community events. 

• Ensure workshops are planned by February, so that registrations (and promotion) can 
begin early. 

• While the Facebook page was effective for reaching parents, middle and high school 
students are on Instagram. A dedicated Lyme Creative Arts Instagram page should be 
created to reach students directly and allow them to easily share programs with their 
peers 

 
 
In conclusion, the Lymes Creative Arts initiative was considered a successful new program, 
which better met the needs of its audience, namely youth in Old Lyme and Lyme, by actively 
engaging them in our planning and implementation. This learning and improvement continues 
and will positively inform future efforts. 
 
 

# # # 
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Addendum 

• Program Creation Survey Findings • 

• Lymes Creative Arts Poster • 

• Events Magazine Article • 

• Post-Participation Survey • 
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