Out-of-School Time Stories
BOOST Grantee Spotlight: Camden Connection
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In Camden County, afterschool hours can be the most vulnerable time of
day for young people. When school lets out, many families, particularly
those with working parents, struggle to secure safe, meaningful supervision
for their children. For middle school students, unsupervised time can
quickly turn into exposure to risky behaviors with long-term consequences.

The Camden Connection Clubhouse was created to address this critical gap
in the region intentionally, strategically, and with evidence-based solutions
at its core. The Clubhouse was developed following a comprehensive
community needs assessment conducted in partnership with the City of
Kingsland and Valdosta State University’s Rural Prosperity Institute. The
assessment revealed a clear and urgent finding: lack of access to afterschool
represented the single greatest risk factor for family instability during
emergencies. Camden Connection is the first dedicated teen afterschool
program for youth living outside the Kings Bay Naval Submarine Base,
providing academic support, mentorship, prevention education, and
enrichment in a safe environment.

«?\S\Evidence-Based Programs & Empowering Youth

Although initially open to both middle and high school students, demand
quickly revealed that middle school youth were the cohort most urgently in
need of intervention — an age group consistently identified by research as
having the highest risk for substance use, disengagement, and negative
outcomes when unsupervised.
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It's better to interact with a kid and try to give them some resiliency skills —
versus seeing them [later] with a substance abuse [issue] that really came
from a mental health need or a lack of support.

— Rep. Steven Sainz, Managing Principal of Camden Connection

Programming primarily serves middle school students, with a small number of high school participants returning
as peer leaders—a model that strengthens youth voice and reinforces positive behavior through relatable
mentorship. Peer leaders help deliver life skills lessons, model positive behavior, and connect authentically with
younger students on issues like vaping, peer pressure, and navigating social challenges. Amid ongoing concerns
about access to vaping products, including THC-laced variants, among certain age groups,

We're empowering them—nhelping
them understand assertiveness, how
to stick up for themselves, and how
to support peers facing tough
situations.

— Daniel Burns, Clubhouse Director

The program blends structured supervision, evidence-based
prevention education, and hands-on enrichment with
intentional youth development. Through a partnership with
the University of Georgia's Fanning Institute, the program
integrates a custom leadership curriculum into an
evidence-based substance abuse prevention framework,
which Camden Connection presents as its Healthy Living &
Leadership Curriculum. This framing helps youth connect
the lessons to future goals rather than risk factors alone,
guided by trusted adults and reinforced through peer
leadership.

Skill Building Enrichment

The Clubhouse goes beyond prevention by offering hands-on enrichment designed to build confidence, skills,
and pathways to successful, productive futures. Guest speakers, career exploration activities, and community
partnerships expose youth to opportunities they may not otherwise encounter.

Students participate in sports, outdoor activities, and a community garden, where they learn about nutrition,
food cultivation, and environmental stewardship. A Georgia Department of Education GOLD Grant—secured
through the Camden County School System—will expand the garden with new planters, seeds, and agricultural
learning opportunities tied to Future Farmers of America (FFA) and local school programs. Students explore
STEM through experiential learning, including a submersible-building program developed in partnership with
General Dynamics and the “Build Submarines” national workforce campaign. Guided by a local science teacher,
youth learn engineering fundamentals while collaborating in teams and testing their designs in real time — an
experience rooted in real engineering competencies essential to the Kings Bay Naval Submarine Base, one of
only two U.S. Communities hosting Trident nuclear submarines.



We’'re creating taxpayers, productive members of society.

— Steven Sainz, Managing Principal
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Recognizing that access is just as important as programming quality, Camden Connection worked closely with
the local school district to remove logistical barriers. Through a transportation agreement, school buses deliver
students directly to the Clubhouse from both middle schools and the high school. The program operates until
7:00 p.m., providing families with flexibility and peace of mind. Every student receives a full evening meal,
supported through partnerships with local businesses and GOLD grant funding.

Community Partnerships

Camden Connection’s success is rooted in deep collaboration with
the Camden County School System, from shared transportation to
aligned academic supports. Administrators, counselors, and
teachers actively support the program, share insights, and
collaborate on curriculum alignment and student needs. Thanks to
BOOST funding, the program co-implements the school system’s '
“Ready for Math” curriculum, offering fun, game-based
reinforcement that complements school-day instruction. Educators,
counselors, and administrators consistently report improved attitudes,
engagement, and confidence among participating students.

If | can see change in one child, that’s all it takes.
That's why | do this work.

— Daniel Burns

C(:E:fﬁallenges and Successes

Like many youth-serving organizations, Camden Connection faces challenges related to limited physical space,
staff burnout risks, and maintaining program fidelity when attendance varies due to family instability. Their
clubhouse, housed in a historically preserved train depot, creates a warm, open environment but restricts how
many students can be served at once. Despite these limitations, Camden Connection’s greatest successes shine
clearly: meaningful mentorship, visible student growth, increased school alignment, a program that families trust
deeply, and shaping a safer, more resilient community for the future.



