
DEAR CHARLES TOWN,
This month, we’re reminded how deeply connected
our community truly is. We’re excited to highlight
Shepherd University’s recently formed Youth
Coalition, which is creating meaningful
opportunities for young people to shape the future
of our community through leadership and
collaboration. You’ll also read about the many
ways Charles Town continues to show up for one
another. From joyful moments at Toys for Joys,
where generosity brings comfort and excitement to
local families, to recent efforts focused on giving
back across our community, these stories reflect
the compassion that defines Charles Town. Thank
you for being part of a community that cares,
learns, and grows together.
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Misty Waits, Police Support Specialist
with the Charles Town Police
Department, recently partnered with
The Anthology Church to support the
local homeless community. The church’s
youth group thoughtfully prepared 48
backpacks filled with essential items and
personally delivered them to Misty.
Pictured are Pastor Curtis, Youth Group
Leader Michelle, her daughter Kendall,
and Misty with the backpacks, an
inspiring example of young people
taking the lead to make a real difference
in their community. Their efforts
highlight the power of collaboration and
compassion in addressing local needs.

COMMUNITY SPOTLIGHT: GIVING BACK IN
CHARLES TOWN

CHECK OUT SHEPHERD UNIVERSITY’S
NEW YOUTH COALITION!

Shepherd University’s newly formed Drug-Free Student Coalition, led by
faculty advisor Albina Laskovtsov, is hitting the ground running! Focused on
educating, preventing, and reducing stigma around substance use, this 

student-led group is all about promoting
personal and community well-being. They
recently hosted a tabling event at the Rams
Den, engaging students on the importance
of stigma-free language around substance
use. Attendees learned how bias-free
language and understanding substance use
can make a real difference in creating a
supportive campus environment. The Youth
Coalition is excited to continue their
mission and welcomes students to join the
coalition and be part of positive change.



This month, CTI School Support Specialist Danielle Baker and Lead Mentor Brian
Hairston participated in the annual Joys and Toys giveaway, an event that has
truly become one of the most heartfelt traditions in our community. Thanks to a
generous Secret Santa, who once again donated full tractor-trailers of toys,
clothing, hygiene items, and household goods, thousands of items were made
available to local families. Volunteers from a wide variety of community
organizations worked side-by-side to unload, sort, and prepare these gifts.

Throughout the week, school counselors, social workers, and community
organizations “shopped” for the children and families they serve, ensuring that
hundreds of local kids will wake up to joy on Christmas morning. Joys and Toys
is more than an event: it is a testament to how compassion, collaboration, and
generosity can transform lives. We look forward to sharing photos and more
details with you soon.

TOYS FOR JOYS
Spreading Cheer, One Toy at a Time



EDVENTURE
FAMILY

ENGAGEMENT
TRAINING

On November 20, School Support
Specialist Danielle Baker and Lead
Mentor Brian Hairston attended a
dynamic regional training, hosted
by the WV Family Engagement
Center and The Martinsburg
Initiative, that brought educators,
caregivers, and community
partners together for a powerful
day of connection and learning.
Participants explored how to
strengthen family-school
relationships, elevate Appalachian
cultural strengths, build trust, and
use play and engagement strategies
that support families statewide.
These conversations reaffirmed a
core truth: when families, schools,
and communities work together,
everyone thrives. We extend our
thanks to all who participated and
contributed to this meaningful day.





WHEN COMMUNITY SAFETY
BECOMES A HEART HEALTH ISSUE
A growing body of public health research is showing that the

impacts of firearm violence extend far beyond immediate
injuries and loss of life.

A recent study from the University of Michigan School of Public Health highlights
an important and often overlooked connection: living in communities with higher
levels of gun violence may increase residents’ risk of dying from cardiovascular
disease. The research found that for every 10 additional firearm incidents in a
neighborhood each year, residents faced a 1.6% higher risk of death from stress-
related heart disease, even after accounting for individual and community factors
such as age, income, tobacco use, and urban versus rural location. 

This study underscores a powerful insight for public health: violence isn’t just
about crime statistics, it's an environmental stressor that can wear down
residents’ bodies over time. 

STUDYREAD THE 

https://sph.umich.edu/news/2025posts/gun-violence-heart-disease-study.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://sph.umich.edu/news/2025posts/gun-violence-heart-disease-study.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://sph.umich.edu/news/2025posts/gun-violence-heart-disease-study.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://sph.umich.edu/news/2025posts/gun-violence-heart-disease-study.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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How Violence “Gets Under the Skin”

Repeated exposure to violence, whether through direct experience, witnessing it, or
simply living in a neighborhood where it happens frequently, activates the body’s
stress response. Over time, this chronic stress can lead to inflammation, higher blood
pressure, and damage to the heart and blood vessels. The body literally stays in “high
alert” mode, which increases the risk of heart attacks, strokes, and other
cardiovascular events. This connection suggests that violence prevention isn’t just a
matter of improving public safety—it could also be a strategy for improving population
heart health.

XX

Why This Matters Locally

Firearm deaths in West Virginia average
more than the U.S. average and include
homicides and suicides, with the
majority of gun deaths being suicides. 

Heart Disease and Violence in West Virginia: A Snapshot

Heart disease remains the state’s
top cause of death, with higher
prevalence compared to many other
states. 

In West Virginia, firearm-related deaths
remain a significant public health concern.
The state’s firearm death rate is higher
than the national average, with roughly 15–
17 gun deaths per 100,000 residents each
year, including homicides, suicides, and
other gun-related fatalities. Heart disease
is also the leading cause of death in West
Virginia, with the state historically showing
some of the highest rates of heart disease
and related mortality in the nation. Taken
together, these facts make the new
Michigan study especially relevant for our
communities: if firearm violence
contributes to chronic stress that raises
cardiovascular risk, then areas of West
Virginia with higher rates of gun violence
may also be grappling with greater heart
health burdens—beyond what traditional
risk factors alone can explain.

https://usafacts.org/answers/how-many-people-die-from-gun-related-injuries-in-the-us-each-month/state/west-virginia/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://usafacts.org/answers/how-many-people-die-from-gun-related-injuries-in-the-us-each-month/state/west-virginia/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/state-stats/states/wv.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/state-stats/states/wv.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://usafacts.org/answers/how-many-people-die-from-gun-related-injuries-in-the-us-each-month/state/west-virginia/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://usafacts.org/answers/how-many-people-die-from-gun-related-injuries-in-the-us-each-month/state/west-virginia/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/state-stats/states/wv.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/state-stats/states/wv.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/state-stats/states/wv.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Investing in safe, green public spaces that encourage exercise and reduce stress.
Expanding mental health and community support services to help residents cope
with trauma and chronic stress.
Hospital-based and community intervention programs that support victims and
reduce retaliation cycles.

When communities work to reduce violence, they can also help create environments
where people feel safer, more connected, and less stressed—conditions that support
heart health in the long run.

While the Michigan study doesn’t prove that firearm violence causes cardiovascular
deaths, it adds to a growing understanding that where we live and the stressors we face
as a community can shape health outcomes. For West Virginia, this means seeing
violence prevention and heart health promotion not as separate goals, but as linked
priorities that can strengthen the wellbeing of families and neighborhoods across the
state.

Traditionally, efforts to prevent heart disease focus on things like diet, smoking
cessation, and encouraging exercise. While all of these remain important, the Michigan
research suggests that reducing community violence could be another piece of the
cardiovascular health puzzle.

Many communities here already face social and economic challenges that can
compound both stress and health risks—including limited access to healthcare,
higher rates of smoking and obesity, and fewer opportunities for safe physical
activity.

What This Means for Prevention

Evidence-informed strategies that could make a difference
include:

Looking Ahead






