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Our mission is to provide exceptional 
one-on-one tutoring for students from 

economically disadvantaged families, to 
allow them to maximize their learning 

potential and to confidently pursue their 
educational and personal goals.

S H O U L D E R S  T O  S T A N D  O N  F O R  T H O S E  W H O  W A N T  T O  R E A C H  T H E  S T A R S

Smiling faces with big toothless grins; 
busy classrooms with students, teachers, 
and support staff moving freely about 
in a comfortable, relaxed atmosphere 
of learning; friendships and life skills 
being developed on the playground 
at recess… these are the images that 
parents, educators, and the Life Tools 
Foundation team are yearning for. The 
studies are in, and the statistics are 
abundantly clear that the past twelve 
months have been devastating to our 
students both personally and academi-
cally. There is so much work to be done 
to provide the additional resources that 
will be required to provide our students 

with a much-needed hand up, and the 
staff at LTF is answering that call. 

THE SHOULDERS-TO-STAND-ON PROGRAM
SSO program tutors assist high school 
girls in the Fox Valley who are expe-
riencing obstacles to pursuing their 
dreams of post-secondary education to 
be successful. Pre-pandemic, our teams 
were working on-campus at local high 
schools to provide that academic and 
life skills tutoring. This past school year, 
our tutors and our logistics staff worked 
hard to reach our students virtually, and 
we are gearing up to tutor in-person, 
on-campus in the fall at four local high 

schools (Neenah, St. Mary, Kaukauna, 
and a fourth to be named soon). Our 
goal is to help 65 or more young wom-
en in need take the next step in their 
career goals.

THE PAGE TURNERS LITERACY PROGRAM
With many of the local schools closed 
until recently, our team had limited  
access to the Kindergarten – grade three 
students who struggle with reading  
proficiency. Thankfully, working closely 
with the local school districts and the 
Boys & Girls Clubs of the Fox Valley to 
ensure the safety of our tutors and the 
students, we are again meeting one-
on-one with our students to begin to 
repair the damage done. In addition, 
plans are being developed to allow us to  
continue tutoring throughout the sum-
mer months so that no time is wasted 
in getting these students on track for 
success. Come fall, the PTLP will be 
larger than ever – allowing our tutors to 
change the lives of over 200 of our most 
vulnerable young people.

OUTREACH TO INDIVIDUAL STUDENTS
As more and more parents struggle 
with the negative effects that have come 
out of the pandemic, many financially 
disadvantaged families are desperately 
searching for assistance for their stu-
dents. Our goal as we meet with these 
students is to get them back on track  
academically, but more importantly to 
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DEPRESSION, ANXIETY, WEIGHT 
GAIN AND EVEN LOSS OF TOILET 
TRAINING ARE ON THE RISE IN KIDS 
AS THE PANDEMIC DRAGS ON.

At the beginning of the school year, 
Paige Gagerman was highly moti-
vated. The Deerfield High School  
junior got dressed each day and set 
herself up for a day of school at her 
desk, or the kitchen. But now in her 
second semester, Paige sits in bed with 
her sweatshirt hood over her head.  
Remote learning has worn her down.

“I think that all the hope and all the 
life has been drained out of me and 
my peers, and really the teachers, 
too,” Paige said. “I think that is very 
apparent in my grades, in my com-
mitment to my classes.”

Before the pandemic, Paige said she 
earned good grades. She played two 
sports and was in a number of clubs 
at school. Now, she does a few activ-
ities online, but she mostly stays in 
bed, not bothering to turn on the 
lights for class, not bothering to 
change her clothes for days.

“It’s really defeating,” she said. 
“Sometimes, I’ll stay up for hours 
during the night, anxious about the 
homework I couldn’t [be motivated] 

to do. Or about the fact that I just 
don’t know what to do with all these 
thoughts. It keeps me up at night.”

She thinks sometimes teachers misin-
terpret the hopelessness for laziness, 
which adds to her anxiety. Paige is 
looking forward to meeting with a 
therapist soon, a first for her. She 
thinks going back to school, even for 
a few hours a day or a couple days a 
week, would be a major boost to her 
mental health. Some relief might be 
coming her way. On Monday night, 

the school board in Deerfield ap-
proved beginning a transition to  
hybrid learning on Feb. 23.

Paige’s experience has become 
more common for teens during 
the pandemic. After the pandemic 
hit the U.S., mental health-related  
doctors visits for kids between 12 and 
17 years old increased about 31% 
compared to 2019, according to the 
Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention. The CDC also found an in-
crease in children visiting the emer-
gency room for mental health crises.

WORRISOME TRENDS IN THE  
PEDIATRICIAN’S OFFICE

Pediatricians are also seeing trou-
bling signs in their offices.

be ‘present’ to them in their time of 
need. We affirm them in their struggles, 
we challenge them to overcome obsta-
cles, and we provide the tools they will 
need to be successful in school and in 
life. One of our parents, a single dad 
struggling with a variety of life issues, 
told us, ‘Thanks to Cindi’s tutoring, my 
daughter read her first book and she is 
building confidence in herself and in 
what she can do. Thank you.”

ADDITIONAL COLLABORATION EFFORTS
As the recently implemented collabo-
ration effort between Big Brothers Big  
Sisters of East Central Wisconsin and 
the LTF is improving the lives of the  
‘littles’ who need assistance in school 
work and life skills, our team continues 
to discover new opportunities to part-
ner with other non-profit agencies in 
our area to maximize our impact. Our 
collaboration partnerships have taught 
us that when we work together, we can 
reach far more students more economi-
cally than we could on our own.

As an organization and as part of the 
Northeast Wisconsin community, our 
heartbreak is turning to hope and our 
disappointment to optimism. Thank you 
for joining us to change the lives of so 
many young people in our community.

THERE IS MUCH WORK TO 
BE DONE TO PROVIDE THE 
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
THAT WILL BE REQUIRED... 
AND THE STAFF AT LTF IS 
ANSWERING THAT CALL.
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Paige Gagerman spends most of her days during remote learning in her bed at home.  
Courtesy of Paige Gagerman / WBEZ
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“We probably see more mental health 
visits than we do sick visits,” said Dr. 
Valerie Kimball, a pediatrician in north 
suburban Evanston.

She said she’s making more referrals 
to mental health specialists and pre-
scribing more antidepressants than 
usual. But it’s not just mental health. 
Since the pandemic began, she’s seeing 
younger children regress, like losing 
toilet training. Across age groups, more  
patients are gaining significant amounts 
of weight.

Kimball said the common thread is  
continuous remote learning. She said 
while kids are resilient, this is pushing 
the limits.

“It’s not just a matter of ‘They’re just go-
ing to have to wait it out, they’re going 
to have to be resilient, they’re going to 
have to be patient,’” Kimball said. “Their 
brains are not equipped to do those 
kinds of things, and now we’re getting to 
the point where it’s become unhealthy.”

Kimball said the damage of staying  
remote outweighs the risk of going 
back to school. She’s part of a group of  
parents and medical professionals 
calling for Evanston Township High 
School to open for at least some form of  
in-person learning.

Concerns about teen mental health 
has become a major arguing point in 
the push to reopen schools. In Janu-
ary, a student at Glenbrook North High 
School died in an apparent suicide. 
The student’s family told reporters they  
believe the isolation of pandemic played 
a part. While some mental health pro-
fessionals have said it’s hard to tie the 
increase of psychiatric visits exclusively 
to remote learning, some say in-person 
class could help.

“There’s real grief going on,” said  
Peggy Kubert, senior director of educa-
tion with Erika’s Lighthouse, an orga-
nization that specializes in depression  
education programs.

“Whether it’s because you as a family 
have been impacted by COVID… or the 
loss of income or simply the loss of your 

routine. It’s having this deep impact on 
kids across the board.”

Erika’s Lighthouse has no stance on 
whether schools should reopen. And 
Kubert said while there are kids in both 
remote and in-person learning who 
are in pain, there are also kids who are  
doing well right now. But she is con-
cerned what school workers are missing. 
They are often the first to identify when 
a student is struggling, but generally it’s 
been harder to do remotely.

“That’s why we’re seeing that jump in 
the emergency room, referrals for men-
tal health, because kids are not getting 
this early identification,” Kubert said.

Erika’s Lighthouse offers free men-
tal health programs for schools, and  
Kubert said there’s been a significant 
increase in schools, both in-person and 
remote, signing up.

While the push continues to reopen 
schools, Kubert cautions that in-person 
learning, or even the end of the pandem-
ic won’t solve all mental health problems.

“Schools that are smart are going to be 
preparing for the repercussions that are 
going to be happening next year and 
the year after as kids are playing catch 
up, as life is not immediately going back 
to the way it was before,” she said.

Susie An’s article originally appeared online at 
WBEZChicago. Reprinted with permission.
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TUTOR SPOTLIGHT
My name is Cindi Dinkler. I have a 

Bachelor’s Degree in English and 

am working towards a Master’s 

Degree in Education. My greatest 

asset when it comes to tutoring 

is my fifteen years of experience 

homeschooling my nine children 

with their distinct personalities and 

learning styles. I’ve been fascinat-

ed by the learning process and 

how each child learns in his own 

particular way. I’ve also studied 

and used many different types of 

curriculum. Tutoring gives me the 

opportunity to know each student 

individually and creatively meet 

his or her learning challenges. In 

my free time I love spending time 

with my ever-expanding family, 

taking bike ride adventures with 

my husband, and writing children’s 

picture books. 

Being one-on-one with our students allows our tutors to be present  
to our students, whatever their challenges. Help us be that lifeline.

GIVE NOW ONLINE! 
www.LifeToolsFoundation.org



THANK YOU TO OUR HERO DONORS!

Life Tools Foundation, Inc. announces 
the hiring of Aryn Brault as the Director of 
Development, effective February 15, 2021. 
In her role, Brault’s primary responsibility 
will be to raise the much-needed funds for 
the Foundation and our students; her fur-
ther responsibilities will include social me-
dia, marketing, and other public relations 
tasks. Aryn comes to us from St. Norbert 
College, bringing with her knowledge, a 
passion to serve others and a readiness to 
learn. She has a bachelor’s degree in Psy-
chology and is currently pursuing a Mas-
ter’s degree in Public Administration with 
an emphasis in Nonprofit Management.

“I am excited to help students 
gain access to new resources 
in order to reach their goals 
and fullest potential, and I am 
looking forward to working 
with a wonderful group of 
driven individuals.”

We are excited to have Aryn as part of 
our team! Please join us in welcoming 
her to our organization as we look to 
increase our impact and continue to  
help students thrive.
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The Life Team Foundation mourns the loss of 
Ray Schmidt, entrepreneur, philanthropist, and 
family man. Ray was one of the first financial 
supporters of the LTF mission when our orga-
nization was just beginning. He believed in our 
efforts to empower youth to find and grab their 
dreams, and he was happy to lend a financial 
hand to make that possible. The Life Tools 

Foundation and our clients, like so many other 
organizations and individuals throughout our 
community, were blessed to have known Ray. 
In his honor, the Life Tools Foundation will be 
creating a $1,500 scholarship in Ray’s name for 
a student in need in 2021. Thank you, Ray, for 
your support and your joy-filled example  
of a life well-lived.

A Tribute to Ray Schmidt


