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The Best Trip That Almost Didn’t Happen By Evelina Leppanen
…continued from front page

For me, the AboutFace Leadership & Life Skills Retreat was
the best trip that almost didn’t happen. A few days before my
flight from Vancouver to Toronto, I came pretty close to
cancelling my trip. I felt nervous about flying on my own for
the first time and meeting people I didn’t know.  I was self-
conscious and worried that the people at the conference
would judge me for my facial difference. Although logically I
knew it was a conference for people with facial differences,
worries about my appearance and how it affects people’s
opinions of me have followed me most of my life. In the end, I
followed through with the trip because some part of me knew
that facing these worries would be a good experience for me.
I’m happy to say that I was right!

Eight youth ages 18-24 attended the conference at
the University of Guelph in Ontario, along with our awesome leader Colleen Wheatley. We also had guests Anna Pileggi and
Sam Walsh come and spend some time with us. They led workshops with us about disability, self-esteem, and the work of
AboutFace and Camp Trailblazers. As part of the purpose of the leadership conference was to prepare us to work with youth
at our local Camp Trailblazers, we practised leading games and activities, which was a challenge as I tend to be a
wallflower. But it was actually really fun - I laughed so much that week!  We also had a lot of good discussions about our
experiences of living with a facial difference. Growing up, I felt really alone. I felt like my facial difference, Goldenhar
syndrome, defined me as a person, but at the same time
like I had to do everything I could to hide it. It was so
great to be able to talk with people my age who really
understood. That is why I am so impressed with the
work Camp Trailblazers does to connect youth with facial
differences. I didn’t hear about Camp Trailblazers or
AboutFace until I was 20. I think that it could have been
a great resource for me when I was a teen. I volunteered
at my local Camp Trailblazers this past September and
was just so impressed with the friendliness, courage, and
sense of humour of both the campers and my fellow
volunteers.

Both Camp Trailblazers and the AboutFace
leadership retreat were amazing experiences for me. I’d
like to thank everyone who made them possible,
including Colleen, Anna, Sam, the staff at the AboutFace
office, all the donors and everyone who attended. I’d like
to encourage anyone who is eligible to come out next
year. Even if, or maybe especially if you’re a bit scared
like I was. It’s definitely worth it.

For more information on the Leadership and Life Skills Retreat, check it out on our website HERE!

http://www.aboutface.ca/programs/#leadership-life-skills-retreat

