A CONVERSATION

BY LAURI MCNIGHT | PHOTCS BY SANDY ARENA

Between Lauri McKm:glrt, Children
Awaiting Parents’ Executive Director
Founder

In March, Children Waiting Parents
(CAP) Executive Director Lauri
McKnight was honored to be guest
at Worth More Nations (WMN)

annual fundraising fashion show.
AsCAPand WMN havea strong,
shared bond, Lauri and WMN
Founder Sandy Arena had the
following conversation about [P
children—particularly the needs
f girls—currently or formerly

n roster care.

LM: How was Worth More
Nation founded, and what drew

you to this mission/passion?

SA: | founded Worth More
Nation (WMN) in 2016 with
the vision to empower girls
and young women. The name
came to me while praying and
running on a treadmill at the
Pittsford Y! I was a former faith-
based dance studio owner and
founder/director of a faith-based
traveling ballet company working
with thousands of girls over the
ycars producmg programs and
shows with urpose. We
transitioned Lﬁlc: dn[')cctorshlp of
that organization to my oldest daughter
Alexis, who since made it her own. While
I was still involved in the organization—
mentoring her as needed and serving
as her professional photographer—1
dearly missed working with children

and young people and was ready again
for something of my own.
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I then registered the name and created
a template for a social mediaand online
presence, and then let the name sit as
I had no idea specifically what Worth
More Nation would be, or how it would
serve. All I knew was that [ wanted to
empower young ladies and girls to gain
confidence and inner strength and to

know their worth.
l

It wasn't until the following year in
2017 my personal involvernent
fostering chi drcn in our home, as well
as working in the pageantry and fashion
industries as a photographer and also
“Momager” to my youngest daughter
Annaliese—that WMN would become
better defined as an organization that

would help girls know their worth

through fashion, pageantry and giving
initiatives.

LM: What drew you to this mission/
passion?

SA: I was sexually abused as a child by
my grandfather and suffered through
moving to a new home or
town at least every other

year. [ had lived in 25 homes
by thc time | i;raduattd

four homcs during the first
year of my life. My father
was an alcoholic and my
parents divorced when [ was
ayoung teen. | knew from
experience that early trauma
had a way of whispering the
lie that you don’t matter
and that you are less than
those around you. I became
passionate about helping
girls and young women
rise out of traumatic times
to live out their God-given
that they are ENOUGH
and that they are Worth
More.

LM: Why is this so
important for the
pamapants’What kind

Of l’CSUIlS are you SCCII'Ig

SA: I had seen with my own daughter that
participating in pageants, fashion shows
andﬁnh:on&rootsandwmn beautiful
garments—if done compassio! mtdyand
correctly —had a way of boosting her

confidence and bringing her joy while












“1 see the power of these moments to transform girls where they would hold their bead

higher, smile more brightly, or walk with more confidence.”

she made new friends and developed
poise, presentation, publlc slxakmgand
advocacy skills for a lifetime. | see the
power of these moments to transform
I'IS“TI.'IEI'EIZIE}P would hold their head
ﬁllgher smile more brightly, or walk
with more confidence. | SEEthE
of a dress to transform and to set the
stage for what could be. I see a shy
demeanor tum o 1:riump|1 when glrls
would gather the confidence to walk
On a stage or spea.k ina mi::n:lpl'lune. I
see them ligl'lt up in the appreciation
of applause, and in the glory of being

seen and not

Through WMN initiatives and programs
then, I wanted to provide girls IIll'lEEEI

of their support systems or abilities to
y. | wanted to give girls that same

heaing belm.

LM: Who can participate, and whar

is the process?

Miss Worth More Nation Pageant
where girls unpacted by foster care
or any kind of trauma are invited to
p:aruclpateatnndwge T]'.I.ESE].‘HI’JI.EIE
irls who are |n foster care,
girls who haveagedautaffnstermm,
and gld.swl'ma.re sibl.ings in families
who foster. We also work with girls
wh:Jmn families through any kind of
adu n circumstance.
pageant, each girl receives a gown
andadressmwmnndwpageantand
take home, as well as a Miss Worth
More Nation banner, crown and t-shirt.

At the pageant, the girls are mentored
by professional models and pageant
giﬂsasmﬂaﬂexlﬂs in the foster care
community. They are taught poise, public
5 ing and presentation skills, and
e end of the program, they showcase
the skills they learn on a beautiful stage
in front of an audience. Because of the
confidentiality and nature of foster care
in some circumstances where girls are
still in the system, our r.san:nnt
open to the public
family and friends.

LM: Where do you get your dresses?

SA: We have aspeda]nccasinndmet
ﬁllaclwﬂh.mdmdsnfgmgmm,hmt-l}r
gowns and cockeail dresses that
hmbemdunamdu:msnwﬁi}f&unugh
l:h-enannnal pageant community. As
more dresses show up

['.il:ep,a.m:lnurheadqm.ltﬂs
paci
andghtler"Theglrlsand}rn

we serve are invited to take dresses

furﬂ}eunmpemna]mel:ﬂrpmrm,
tion ceremonies, school concerts
events, and even just for fun. As
qmddyastheycmnehywe“ﬂmdwm
to go out again! We also use the powns
and dresses for our Miss Worth More
Martion t, as well as to showcase
them on the runway at our Fashion
ShuwFund.m.'ﬁemfeatuﬁnggi.rlswlm
have been in our Worth More Nation
pageants, as well as professional models
andpﬂgeantgjﬂsﬁmuﬂlﬂpﬂgeam
systemns. These fundraisers sup
P:ageantsawmnnﬁerd'l IE:

ﬂIGLLI'

LM: What's the bippest take-away?

SA: My biggest take-away for our
participants in our Miss Worth More
Mation Pageant for Girls impacted
by Foster Care and Trauma, or our
empowerment fashion shows and

shoots is that they would feel appreciated,
confident and sn.lppnrted. We want
them to see what could be and realize
d‘reirpntential.%mntﬂlﬂn to know
their worth and value and to embrace
the idea of a future withour limit. We
want them to dream bigger and to walk
into those dreams with confidence. We
want thern to meet new friends, find new
mentors and rin a community of
support. We want them to know they
are loved and cherished and that they
matter, and that there is a giant team of
Worth More Nation volunteers behind

I am a woman of faith who believes that
Gﬂdu‘mtﬂ:lﬂpﬂmnwiﬂ'la]:urpme,
plan and destiny to bring them hope and
ag:-:ldﬁmue.Whmnmmaenteminm
your life as a child—through no fault
your own—the unconscious messages
often are that it is your fault and thar
you are unworthy. It is so important
and young ladies experie
e e
negative mindsets and to find inner
value and purpose to break free to a
new future. I know this from personal

hard.ship and experience.

IM: What kind of funding support
do you receive?

SA: We have been supported by the
up:sl:aieNewYurkandmtnm]]:n%:n

and fashion community who
embraced our idea of building confidence
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As CAP and WMN have a strong,

Arena had the following conversation about children—particularly the needs of girls—

currently or formerly in foster care.”

and self-worth because they know from
their own pemn;a] experiences that
pageantry with purpose and fashion on
the runway can be powerful. I always
joke that if you want something done,
ask a pageant girl and pageant mom.
I'HFEEHJDCI.I:IHEEII'EHIICIWD]TIEIIWI:E
goal oriented, service
oriented. They are the ones collecting
mldsl'dpphlgusﬁedmssesmﬂgnm

aurparﬁcipmltswearunsmgemld
hring home. We also have received a

III'EI'I'LEI'IEI.DIE amount EIF SIJ.PPEI-I'II EDITI

the foster care community, professional
p hers, and from our local and

communities. All of our gm]s
have been acmmpl.ished ﬂ'erl.l.gh in-
kind donations of and dresses,
and ﬂmd.miiing t'_'ﬂ%‘:’mIS

LM: What do you want the world o
know about Worth More Nation?

SA: 1 wanr the world to know thar
we are here to help all girls and young
ladies in need of a boost to know and
undﬂsmnddmumr&l,andd'mmdu

and piving,
Tl:rrrmm nmn}rbmken children and
young people in this world, and it is
wid‘ninmrpuwurtu mmealuru;sidetu
puide and offer our love, support and
hea]ing. Glitter is our gig and it is fun,
LM: What are your next goals?

54 To take Worth More Nation to a
hlgher |Euel,cn.|rnmgual is to become
a 501(c)(3) organization to open up
new levels of funding to expand our

programs. My goal is to have a Miss
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Worth More Nation t in every
state. | want to gather girls from across
the country in the Finger Lakes area for
anamural,naﬁunalpageanttusl‘mme
ona national stage to help advocacy and
to be connected to a community. We
need funding support for I:eesfur
the 501(c)(3), mldpﬁ?r wentegal

fees.ﬂcrmbanmf anclt—d'ﬂrtpadmge

I'.HIKSIEII.‘P
pmchlceatnpnntdl t event. We

only want the best for the girls we serve!

Another goal is to beautify our Worth
More Nation dress closet. To keep
our expenses down, the dress closet
is currently located in a spacious and
separate area in our home. Last
year, we held a fashion show fundraiser
to raise money to put down new flooring
in the closet. The floors are currenty
crumbling and we have makeshift rugs
to try to cover them. We ended up
donating that money to supporta local
foster care family who had tragically
lost ane of their children that they had

colleting money to g him the funeral

more hnpurtantmsuppartdmnﬂur
ﬂmﬁngnaeds.ﬂidsmmetm:hedmet
foe fittings for our and fashion
shows, and [ would love for them o
have a notch boutique ience
when trytig on the dresoss boeafier
all that Is past of the fun and joy in the
confidence building journey!

[ M: Who has been involved behind
the scenes, and hwh:avttl‘teyhdped?

Sam, son Caleb, son-in-law John, and
chughl:ers Alexis and Annaliese have
do E\I'Ej}rﬂung from moving dresses
and show equipment from one place
to another; hauling props and gowns
o our empowerment to shoots;
working backstage as ing room
attendants or backstage managers; to
Fuerﬁarming dance pmdu:ﬁnns O Our
stages. My oldest daughter Alexis has
been so gracious in sharing her dance
company at our shows.

My youngest daughter Annaliese,
however, has been the most involved

in the administrative work behind the
scenes, helping to the dress closet
m@mdmmikﬁwhml pageant
'.ruhlnteers, helping with all of the dress
ngs, and, as a professional model
:md pageant uﬂell:nlder for the past
nine years, teaching and demonstrating
staging and public speaking skills to
our participants. She also serves as our
emcee, as she is very comfortable in the
spotlight and has excellent public speaking
skills, learned ﬂ'lmugh participating
in pageants! Annaliese has held many
pageant titles over the years and has
walked in many fashion shows. She is
the current Miss Guam High School
America and will compete for the title
of Miss High School America 2021 in
June in Little Rock, Arkansas. Visit her
LinkTree to connect with her online:
https://linkir.ce/AnnalieseArena

Ermnﬁfwmmm%#fm
Nation, Mﬂmaﬁmﬂhﬂm
Facebook: worthmorengrion; Iﬂwlgnm:l.
(@worth_mere_nation; Youtube: Warth
More Nation.



CHILDRE
AVAITIN
PARENTS

m[)v WALD J. CorperT Anormion AGENCY

Help Us Find
Forever Families

for Children
Waiting the
Longestin

Foster Care.

At Children Awaiting Parents we provide:

¥ Pre- and post-adoption services

¥ Support services for youth aging out of foster care
¥ MAPP training for prospective adoptive parents

¥ Support groups

childrenawaitingparents.org | 585-232-5110 or 888-835-8802
f@iny




