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It is our honor as members of the organizing committee to welcome you to the Annual Graduate Student Research and Creative
Activity Conference, hosted by Southern Connecticut State University. This event is a celebration of scholarship and creativity
in all forms, as well as a showcase for the leading minds of today’s graduate community. As an educational institution, Southern
seeks to promote interdisciplinary academic careers and both logic and creativity are key components in individual, economic,
and societal success. The presentations highlighted in this conference demonstrate the diverse scope of subjects engaged by
students from many disciplines as well as illustrating the parallels between them. This conference aims to not only encourage
continued work as a community, but also to awaken individual curiosity and purpose. So it is with great pleasure that we present
the scholarship and creative activity featured this year and invite you to join in what promises to be an unparalleled demonstration
of graduate accomplishment.

The Graduate Student Research and Creative Activity Conference is proudly sponsored
by:

The SCSU Foundation
The Office of the Provost/Vice President of Academic Affairs
Research and Innovation
The Research and Scholarship Advisory Committee
School of Graduate and Professional Studies/Graduate Student Affairs Committee

Conference Organizers
Listed in alphabetical order:

Charles Baraw Jessica Jensen
Kelly Bordner Frances Penny
Christine Broadbridge Amitkumar Singh
Siobhan Carter-Davis Heather Stearns
Jeremy Chandler C. Michele Thompson
Qu Chen Jonathan Weinbaum
Emma Cross Jonathan Wharton
Peter Dimoulas Bogdan Zamfir
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8" Annual Graduate Research and Creativity Conference

Monday, May 5, 2025 | 4:30 p.m. — 8:00 p.m.

Southern Connecticut State University

Check i
4:30 — 5:00 p.m. eeiein . 3 floor Adanti Student Center
Poster and oral presentation set-up

5:00 — 5:20 p.m. Welcoming Remarks: 3 floor Ballroom

Michele Thompson, Ph.D. | Prof. of Southeast Asian History; Chair of the Research and Scholarship Advisory Committee
Julia Irwin, Ph.D. | Interim Provost & Vice President of Academic Affairs, Southern Connecticut State University
Rabia Hos, Ph.D. | Dean, School of Graduate and Professional Studies

5:30 — 6:40 p.m. Poster Presentations — Session 1 ASC Ballroom
5:45—7:45 p.m. Oral Panel — Social Work Capstone ASC room 301
Oral Presentations — Session 1 ASC room 308
6:00 — 7:30 p.m. Oral Presentations — Session 2 ASC room 309
Oral Presentations — Session 3 ASC room 311
6:50 — 8:00 p.m. Poster Presentations — Session 2 ASC Ballroom
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5:30 — 6:40 p.m.

Poster Presentations — Session 1

ASC Ballroom

P1.1

P1.2

P1.3

Examining the Impact of Healthcare Disparities: Mistreatment of LGBTQIA2S+ Individuals in Clinical Settings
Author(s): Richard Casey

Faculty Mentor: Stephen Hoffler

Department: Doctor of Social Work (D.S.W.)

Abstract: This study examines the impact of healthcare provider communication styles, specifically the use of
inclusive language and attitudes, on the perceived quality of healthcare services among

LGBTQIA2S+ individuals. Utilizing a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design, this research explores systemic
challenges such as bias denial, cultural insensitivity, and stereotyping. Statistical analyses, including the Pearson
correlation test, reveal a strong relationship between affirming provider communication and higher patient trust,
satisfaction, and engagement. Findings underscore the urgent need for culturally sensitive training, intersectional
approaches, and healthcare policy reforms to create more inclusive healthcare environments. This research contributes
to ongoing efforts to dismantle systemic disparities and improve healthcare outcomes for LGBTQIA2S+ individuals.

The Impact: Exploring the Effects of BSW Course Content on Students’ Attitudes Towards the Substance Use
Population

Author(s): Thea Ferdinand

Faculty Mentor: Joyce Taylor

Department: Doctor of Social Work (D.S.W.)

Abstract: Stigmatizing attitudes towards the substance use population contribute to poorer outcomes. Research shows
that having substance use (SU) training/education predicts more positive attitudes towards the population. BSW
students, having limited access to related educational/vocational opportunities, have been proven to hold negative
beliefs about this community. The purpose of the current research is to explore how course content about SU stigma
impact BSW students’ attitudes towards the population. The sample of BSW students (n = 13) was predominantly
aged 20-29 (77%), female (92%), and pursuing their first college degree (77%). Participants engaged in a pre-test,
interactive presentation, and post-test. Individual participants’ pre-/post-test surveys were compared to assess the
intervention’s impact. Then, shifts between pre-test and post-test were compared to the target responses to determine
the type of impact: positive, no net impact, or negative. Findings indicated that 85% (n=11) of the participants showed
improvement post intervention. The results indicate the intervention had the most positive impact on participants who:
denied any experience (n=1) or endorsed only personal experience (n=8) with the population, were employed part-
time (n=7) or full-time (n=1), and denied (n=3) or were unsure whether they had any prior SU education (n=2). The
results of the current study resonate with existing research: training/education on SU yields more positive attitudes
among BSW students. The intervention and measures should be refined to support replication with a larger, more
diversified sample, then be adapted for other populations. The results have implications for academia as it underscores
the benefits of SU education in social work.

The Neurological Effects of Marijuana on Teenagers Brains

Author(s): Erna Clarke

Faculty Mentor: Denise Dawson

Department: Dual MSW/M.A. in Women's and Gender Studies

Abstract: This project addresses the critical need within a crisis intervention service organization serving adolescents
in Greater New Haven by examining the neurological effects of marijuana use on adolescent brain development.
Adolescence is a vulnerable period when marijuana use can significantly impact cognitive functions, emotional
regulation, memory, and learning, leading to increased risks of anxiety, depression, psychosis, and substance use
disorders. The literature review highlights marijuana's detrimental effects on brain structures such as the prefrontal
cortex, hippocampus, and amygdala, raising questions about how cultural perspectives and stigma influence usage
patterns in marginalized communities. The deliverable, an educational video titled "The Effects of Weed on Teenage
Brains," targets adolescents and families, emphasizing mental health resources and supportive interventions. This
project's significance for social work includes enhancing culturally responsive practice, informing preventive
strategies, and improving therapeutic interventions for adolescents struggling with marijuana use.
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The Impact Work Environments Have on a Social Workers Ability to be Competent,; Exploring the Influence of
Educational Diversity in Management

Author(s): Stephanie LaMacchia-Cruz

Faculty Mentor: Todd Rofuth

Department: Dual MSW/M.A. in Women's and Gender Studies

Abstract: Social workers often work in multidisciplinary teams where management and colleagues may not have
formal social work training. These teams are made up of clinicians, interns and specialists who come from different
educational backgrounds. While educational diversity brings unique perspectives, it can also create challenges. These
challenges arise more so when leadership lacks an understanding of social work competencies, ethics, and best
practices. This gap in knowledge can lead to ineffective policies, unrealistic expectations, and environments that
hinder a social worker’s ability to provide ethical and competent care. Therefore, there is an organizational need for
better education and training among management and non-social work professionals to ensure social workers can
function effectively in their roles. This capstone project will provide training and resources to help social workers
navigate and uphold ethical practices when working under and alongside professionals from different educational
backgrounds.

Adolescent Mental Health and Social Media

Author(s): Elizabeth Feeley

Faculty Mentor: Christie Hunnicutt

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: This capstone project addressed the need for accessible, adolescent-centered psychoeducational tools that
promote a healthier relationship and engagement level with social media. Adolescents were found to be among the
most active users of social media and often experienced both the harmful outcomes and the positive benefits of online
interactions. While existing research highlighted concerns such as cyberbullying and social comparison, it also
identified social media’s potential for connection, advocacy, and peer support. This project explored how social
media could be used to support adolescent mental health and resulted in the creation of a Social Media Literacy &
Mental Health Resource Booklet. The guide was designed for adolescents in need and to be distributed by providers
in clinical, school, or community settings. It includes strategies, reflection prompts, and culturally responsive
resources. The project contributed to social work knowledge by integrating online literacy into adolescent mental
health support and responded to the growing need for strengths-based interventions that reflected the realities of
youth in a digital age.

Education on Healthy Relationships for Young Adults with Complex Interpersonal Trauma

Author(s): Faith Littleton

Faculty Mentor: Denise Dawson

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: The psychosocial developmental challenge for young adults, age 18-25 years old, is to form and maintain
close, committed relationships which can be extremely difficult for young adults with complex interpersonal trauma
especially at the height of typical behavioral health symptomatology. It is imperative that this population is equipped
with the best education needed to form close friendships and romantic relationships during this time period. A vast
research base on working with traumatized individuals suggests the use of psychotherapy models can improve their
mental health symptoms. Additionally, social support can enhance the ability to cope with difficulty. The
psychotherapy context can teach skills that are essential to healthy relationships such as effective communication
and emotion regulation. However, this does not specifically address education on building healthy relationships and
many young adults in a digital age are used to and prefer incorporating technology into their learning. Through the
use of a website, information on effective communication, emotion regulation, developing and maintaining healthy
friendships and romantic relationships is blended into a creative therapy aid that is accessible to an outpatient therapy
clinic. Clinicians could truly benefit from a quick and easily accessible resource to use during a time-limited therapy
session. The clinician will be able to help clients consider this information and their own experiences in constructive
ways. Moreover, clients may find learning more fun and interactive from a digital resource used in the therapy
session.

Bridging the Gap: Addressing Mental Health Service Shortages in High Schools

Author(s): Amanda McGeehan

Faculty Mentor: Christie Hunnicutt

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: This project addresses the critical shortage of mental health services in high schools and its impact on
students' social-emotional wellbeing. The literature review explores how limited mental health service availability
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correlates with student wellbeing, focusing on three themes: the impact of service shortages, barriers to accessing
support, and best practices for expanding services. The research question examines the relationship between limited
mental health services and students' social-emotional wellbeing. The project aims to develop a Response Manual
Toolkit for schools to enhance their mental health services, incorporating evidence-based interventions, stigma
reduction strategies, and recommendations for integrating resources. This toolkit will contribute to social work
knowledge by identifying effective strategies for supporting adolescent mental health in educational settings,
emphasizing a holistic, student-centered approach grounded in social work principles. The project's significance lies
in its potential to address mental health disparities and serve as a model for future school-based initiatives.

Mental Health Support in West Haven Elementary Schools

Author(s): Keegan Riccio

Faculty Mentor: Christie Hunnicutt

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: This project addresses the lack of mental health services in West Haven elementary schools by developing
an accessible and culturally responsive infographic brochure. The infographic brochure includes local mental health
resources, social-emotional learning activities for school staff, and coping strategies for students. The literature
review highlights the critical need for early mental health interventions in schools, particularly for children from low-
income and diverse backgrounds, who face significant barriers to accessing care. Key themes include the
effectiveness of school-based mental health programs, the importance of culturally competent services, and the
challenges of engaging families in mental health support. The deliverable aims to empower school staff, students,
and parents by offering practical tools for promoting emotional well-being. This project contributes to social work
knowledge and practice by advocating for school-based mental health support and culturally inclusive approaches,
reinforcing the role of social workers in addressing community needs.

Effectiveness of DBT Methods for Adolescents with Problem Sexual Behaviors

Author(s): Maya Kadel

Faculty Mentor: Ingrid Aarons

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: The cycle of sexual abuse often begins with a victimized child who, without proper treatment, may
perpetuate harmful behaviors. Adolescents with Problem Sexual Behavior (PSB) are frequently victims of sexual
abuse, disrupting their emotional, social, and psychological development. This study addresses the effectiveness of
Multisystemic Therapy for Problem Sexual Behavior (MST-PSB) and the need for culturally competent interventions
for diverse ethnic groups. Previous research shows that while MST-PSB is an evidence-based intervention, its
efficacy across cultural contexts remains under-explored, highlighting a critical gap in the literature. This research is
timely due to the increasing recognition of cultural sensitivity in therapeutic practices, particularly as the adolescent
PSB population continues to grow. A common challenge for survivors of sexual abuse is difficulty with emotional
regulation, where trauma responses are triggered by seemingly minor situations. This leads to escalated crises that
are difficult to de-escalate, a common issue for adolescents with PSB. To investigate this, a mixed-methods approach
was employed with a population of adolescents with PSB who struggle to de-escalate. This combined quantitative
assessments of emotional regulation outcomes with qualitative interviews from both clinicians and adolescents.
Incorporating culturally competent, research-informed practices such as Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT)
skills—particularly mindfulness and box breathing—can provide effective tools for self-regulation during emotional
crises. This approach supports immediate coping strategies and promotes long-term healing, emphasizing the need
for social workers to adopt a culturally competent framework in their intervention.

Compassion and Work Fatigue Among Mental Health Professionals

Author(s): Brooke Martins

Faculty Mentor: Walter Belsito

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: Mental health professionals often face unique challenges in their roles, which often cause compassion
fatigue. This compassion/work fatigue, burnout and even secondary traumatic stress is often caused by these unique
challenges, emotional demands or high caseloads. In this literature review, we will be exploring the key factors that
contribute to compassion fatigue along with evidence-based interventions that are effective to combat it. This review
will also explore major themes such as the cause and effect of compassion fatigue, and best practices for prevention
that exist within completed research on the topic. This review will also highlight key theoretical frameworks such as
the Ecological Systems Theory and Maslach’s Burnout Theory in order to fully understand the concern. In existing
research, their findings suggest there are many interventions that can reduce compassion/work fatigue such as self-
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care, organizational/agency support and mindfulness-based stress reduction which can be vital when trying to
improve job satisfaction and reduce overall burnout.

Community Resource Guide

Author(s): Heather Torpey

Faculty Mentor: Denise Dawson

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: This capstone project focuses on addressing the housing barriers affecting individuals recovering from
substance use disorders (SUD). The project, developed at Charlotte Hungerford Hospital’s inpatient psychiatric unit
and acute behavioral unit (ABU), aimed to enhance discharge planning by providing a resource pamphlet listing
housing, food, and support services. The literature review explores the connection between stable housing and
recovery outcomes, highlighting the Housing First model and the importance of trauma informed care. The project
plan details the implementation process, including resources compilation, dissemination, and evaluation. Findings
indicate that access to stable housing significantly improves recovery outcomes, yet systemic barriers persist. This
project contributes to social work practice by advocating holistic, culturally responsive discharge planning that
empowers individuals in their recovery journey.

Imani Ambassador Program

Author(s): Kiron Bunch, Lorie Gardella

Faculty Mentor: Todd Rofuth

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: This project aims to address mental health disparities in Black communities through the Imani Ambassador
Program, a culturally tailored, peer-driven support model designed to reduce stigma and improve engagement in
mental health and substance use disorder treatment. The literature review explores how community-led programs can
reduce stigma, emphasizing cultural competence, peer support, and lived experiences. Key themes include reducing
stigma, cultural competence in mental health care, and the importance of peer support. The research question asks
how community-led programs like the Imani Ambassador program can reduce stigma in Substance Use Disorder
treatment. Further research is needed on sustainable funding options for community-led interventions. The project's
deliverable is a comprehensive plan for implementing the Imani Ambassador Program, which will contribute to social
work knowledge by providing real-world examples of how community-led interventions can reduce racial disparities
in mental health care and improve treatment engagement within marginalized communities.

A Literature Review on Research and Therapeutic Treatments for African Americans

Author(s): Nasiyra Clayton

Faculty Mentor: Denise Dawson

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: Not all people in the United States are experiencing equality and fairness. The U.S. has been trying to
delete Black Americans' civil rights, possibilities, and wellbeing. Existing rights remain weak in actions. This
research informs readers about unfairness in the Institutions that overlooks the rights of African Americans. The
nation's moral obligation to rectifying historical injustices is eroding, impacting historically disenfranchised African
Americans’ mental health and stability. Racist attitudes and policies spread subliminal messages to "kick them while
they are down". According to research, a need for effective therapeutic remedies addressing generational race-related
trauma affecting African Americans. This qualitative research examines the effectiveness of evidence-based research
and therapy for African Americans and emphasizes the need to study the mental health effects of racism on current
and historical African Americans. It explores scholars that examined African Americans' experiences with racism,
the lack of research-based therapies for race-related trauma, and the contributing factors that lead to low therapeutic
treatment engagement. A thorough and objective assessment of how racism influences trauma exposure, the lack of
mental health care, and race-related PTSD—despite it not being a diagnosis—Ied to a therapeutic framework. The
culturally responsive framework encourages health care providers, social workers, and other helping providers to
serve marginalized groups while learning more about their vocations. Surveying, visiting community development
groups, and being open to new therapeutic ideas, and self-reflection benefits evidence-based researchers, social
workers, and clinicians to grow in cultural responsiveness, competency, and research.
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Compassion Fatigue in Mental Health Services

Author(s): Keannah Colon

Faculty Mentor: Walter Belsito

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: Compassion fatigue is a common and often overlooked issue among mental health providers, presenting
a serious threat to their well-being and the quality of care they deliver (Cocker & Joss, 2016). Mental health
professionals work relentlessly to support individuals dealing with trauma, loss, and emotional distress. As a result,
they may experience emotional and physical exhaustion that affect their ability to empathize, connect, and effectively
provide care. Addressing compassion fatigue is crucial not only for the well-being of mental health providers but
also for ensuring that patients continue to receive the best possible care. This project aims to explore the impact of
compassion fatigue on mental health professionals and develop a comprehensive approach to reduce its effects,
resulting in a healthier and sustainable workforce in the mental health field. My research question is: How does
compassion fatigue affect the personal well-being, work-life balance, and overall health of mental health providers?
This research will dive into major themes, such as utilizing Trauma-Informed Care to address compassion fatigue
and discuss the populations within mental health providers that normally get overlooked.

Enhancing SUD Recovery for Veterans Through Farm-Based Group Therapy

Author(s): Alanna Gilbert

Faculty Mentor: Christine Limone

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: This project explores the potential of farm-based therapy as an adjunctive treatment for veterans with
substance use disorders (SUDs). Veterans face unique challenges related to mental health, trauma, and reintegration,
including high rates of SUD and PTSD. While traditional treatments like Medically Assisted Treatment and
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy are effective, they may not fully address veterans' holistic needs. Recent literature
suggests that farm- and nature-based therapies can enhance recovery by promoting physical activity, a sense of
connection, stress relief, and emotional healing. Theories like Ecopsychology and Self-Determination Theory support
the effectiveness of farm-based therapy in addressing both SUD and co-occurring mental health disorders like PTSD.
This capstone project provides a six-week farm-based therapy curriculum designed for veterans with SUDs,
integrating exercise, mindfulness, community building, and skills-mastery to offer physical, psychological, and social
benefits that can complement more traditional evidence-based therapies. Developed from existing research
supporting horticultural and exercise-based therapy, the curriculum provides a flexible group therapy structure
designed to accommodate veterans from diverse backgrounds, striving to enhance their emotional and physical well-
being while increasing engagement with evidence-based interventions. The target stakeholder group includes social
workers from SUD treatment programs within the VA as well as partner community organizations serving veterans.
In order to disseminate the project, a VA social worker would act as a point person to hold and distribute the
curriculum to other social workers throughout the organization, facilitating implementation and engagement.

How does financial hardship effect early child development

Author(s): William Hunter

Faculty Mentor: Denise Dawson

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: Financial hardship significantly impacts early childhood development, influencing cognitive, social,
emotional, and physical well-being. Children in low-income households face barriers to essential resources, such as
healthcare, early education, and adequate nutrition, which contribute to developmental disparities. Research indicates
that poverty affects brain language acquisition, literacy and numeracy skills, often leading to delays in school
readiness. Additionally, economic stress disrupts parent-child relationships, resulting in increased parental stress and
reduced positive parenting practices, which can negatively affect children’s emotional and social development. High-
quality early education programs and access to community resources can mitigate some of these adverse effects, yet
systemic barriers and lack of awareness often prevent families from utilizing available support. To address these
challenges, this paper proposes the creation of a comprehensive resource guide to connect families with essential
services, aiming to improve developmental outcomes and reduce the long-term consequences of childhood poverty.

Therapeutic D&D

Author(s): Patrick Kingston

Faculty Mentor: Christine Limone

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: This project introduces a structured approach for using the tabletop role-playing game Dungeons &
Dragons to encourage social and emotional learning among young adults with autism. By blending imagination with
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clear guidelines for communication and collaboration, D&D offers an engaging platform for practicing conversation,
turn-taking, and problem-solving in a less intimidating setting than traditional social skills groups. The project's
deliverable is a manual intended for social workers, mental health professionals, and Dungeon Masters. It outlines
practical strategies for session planning, adapting rules and story elements, and creating a safe, inclusive atmosphere.
It also emphasizes culturally responsive practices that acknowledge the diverse interests and identities of participants.
The manual provides concrete tips, scripts, and printable resources to guide facilitators through every stage, from
“Session Zero” introductions to ongoing debriefs and evaluations. The ultimate goal is to help participants reduce
feelings of isolation, increase self-confidence, and develop lasting relationships with their peers. Through clear
instruction and adaptability, the manual aims to empower professionals to create meaningful group experiences that
blend the fun of role-playing with evidence-based methods for social development.

Empowerment in Practice: Support for those working with under-diagnosed or misdiagnosed youth

Author(s): Allison Long

Faculty Mentor: Christine Limone

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: Many youths are underdiagnosed or misdiagnosed with mental health disorders and the potential for
childhood trauma is often overlooked. The literature suggests that children’s environment plays a role in how they
are presenting, as well as how are they impacted on a micro/macro level. Literature also states the importance of
addressing the mental health issues for what they are, instead of addressing just the specific presenting problem.
Youth who are under-diagnosed or misdiagnosed will often face difficulty receiving appropriate care, which in turn
can impact their success in education, social interactions, emotional well-being etc.

To address this, I developed a 7-week course for social workers who work with children and families, who are seeking
support and guidance for the best way to support their clients. The aim of this capstone project is to provide support
and offer new ways to understand children and families’ needs. The intended outcome is for social workers to be
able to help youth and families grow and heal, but also to dismantle the negative stigma that comes with therapy and
getting help. Social workers will be more equipped to recognize difficult and complex situations within youth and to
structure appropriate care plans tailored to specific needs, which will ultimately improve the lives of children and
families.

Treatment Barriers for Immigrants Struggling with Substance Use and Mental Health

Author(s): Francheska Nieves

Faculty Mentor: Walter Belsito

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: Immigrants in the United States face distinctive and compounding barriers to accessing mental health and
substance use treatment. In addition to general obstacles such as cost, stigma, and limited accessibility of services,
immigrants, particularly those who are undocumented, face further challenges related to legal status, language, and
cultural differences. This capstone project presents a literature review highlighting current research on structural,
systemic, and socioeconomic barriers that deter treatment access for immigrant populations. This research is
grounded on Critical Race Theory and Acculturation Theory to emphasize how systemic inequities and cultural
adaptation practices shape immigrants' experiences in seeking care. The project also includes a community-based
intervention and a culturally and linguistically responsive educational flyer in Spanish, which will be distributed via
mobile outreach services in Stamford and Bridgeport. This deliverable aims to reduce language barriers, promote
resource awareness, and enhance engagement with treatment services. The project contributes to social work practice
by advocating for culturally competent and accessible care models for marginalized populations.

Impact of physical activity on mental health, particularly in early and middle adulthood

Author(s): Andres Palacio

Faculty Mentor: Walter Belsito

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: Depression remains a widespread mental health concern, affecting millions globally (Harvey et al., 2010).
As its prevalence increases, there is growing interest in effective, accessible treatments beyond traditional medication
and psychotherapy. Physical activity has emerged as a promising intervention, with research linking regular exercise
to reduced depressive symptoms, enhanced cognitive functioning, and improved overall well-being (Teychenne et
al., 2008). Biologically, exercise supports mental health through improved neurotransmitter activity, increased
neuroplasticity, and better stress regulation (Gourgouvelis et al., 2018). However, many individuals face barriers to
engaging in physical activity, including lack of motivation, socioeconomic limitations, and restricted access to
structured programs—factors that challenge the integration of exercise into mental health treatment (Harvey et al.,
2018).
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This literature review explores the impact of physical activity on mental health in early and middle adulthood,
focusing on its effectiveness in individuals with depression. The central research question is: How does exercise
influence mental health outcomes in adults with depression, and what barriers affect its implementation in clinical
and community settings? The review is organized around three key themes: (1) the biological mechanisms behind
exercise’s mental health benefits, (2) its role as a clinical intervention—especially when integrated with treatments
like cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), and (3) structural and environmental barriers limiting access to exercise-
based interventions.

The Effect of Mental Health Resources for Teachers on Student Wellbeing

Author(s): Emma Tavera

Faculty Mentor: Denise Dawson

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: The purpose of this capstone project is to examine the impact of mental health resources for teachers on
student well-being in the classroom. About half of the population is affected by some mental health diagnosis, which
comes into play in the classroom. The deliverable being created is based on information collected from teachers in
Hartford County Catholic Schools' elementary schools. This project aims to develop a resource that outlines the
training required for teachers and provides links to access it at little to no cost.

["Closer" - Zine] Resources for Families and Clients in Extended Day Treatment (EDT) Programs Pre- and Post
Graduation

Author(s): Arjun Jackson

Faculty Mentor: Denise Dawson

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: Extended Day Treatment (EDT) programs are an intermediate-level service targeted to provide
psychoeducation via multicomponent interventions for children and adolescents (5 to 17 years old) with significant
emotional and behavioral disorders. EDT programs typically last 6 months in duration and take place after school
hours; however, families may un-enroll their children from the program whenever they so choose. Typical
interventions offered across EDT programs include: daily peer groups; family support; group, individual and family
therapy; case management; medication management. Caregiver involvement in service, caregiver and client
perceptions of program efficacy, and communication between families and EDT staff play pivotal parts in
maintaining efficacy and a family's trust in the program. While resources and referrals provided to families are
individually designed based on a client’s treatment and discharge plan, there is little research detailing internal EDT-
related resources provided to families upon the completion, or early un-enrollment. This Capstone aims to fulfill the
gap in service of providing families group activity related materials that they can re-simulate or reference whenever
needed. The deliverable for this capstone, a comprehensive Zine (or magazine) aims to present material covered in
EDT group therapy with a collection of over 24 activities divided into 12 themes. This study contributes to the
growing body of research of literature on post-extended day treatment, caregiver and child connectivity, and bridging
a gap in resources that families can simulate and reference beyond the scope of EDT enrollment.

Breaking Barriers with Language-Inclusive Student Resource Guides for Immigrant Students in Community
Colleges

Author(s): Jennifer Vorel

Faculty Mentor: Todd Rofuth

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: Access to higher education resources is crucial for student success; however, language barriers hinder
many Arabic-speaking students and their families from fully utilizing essential college services. This gap in
accessibility leads to disparities in educational attainment, retention, and the use of financial aid within Arabic-
speaking communities. Building on existing research that identifies language and cultural barriers as significant
obstacles for refugee students, this capstone project aims to address these challenges by translating vital college
resources into Arabic. The project ensures equitable access to student support services, financial aid information,
academic advising, and other institutional resources.

My project translated important institutional materials, enhancing clarity and connecting them with financial aid,
academic support, and mental health services to ensure you have access to all the help you need.

Rooted in anti-racist and culturally responsive principles, this initiative emphasized language accessibility as a crucial
component of educational equity. By collaborating with native Arabic speakers and community advocates, the
translations were crafted to be linguistically accurate and culturally relevant. This approach not only addressed
immediate accessibility issues but also fostered long-term systemic change, ensuring that refugee and immigrant
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students receive the necessary support for academic success, personal development, and full integration within the
community college environment.

Breaking Barriers to Attendance. Equipping Educators to Foster Student Belonging

Author(s): Bryanna Bonner

Faculty Mentor: Walter Belsito

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: Chronic absenteeism is a pressing issue that affects student achievement, school engagement, and long-
term success. This project addresses the need for intentional, research-based strategies to foster belonging in
schools—a key factor in reducing absenteeism. Grounded in a literature review exploring the link between student
engagement, social-emotional learning, and culturally responsive practices, the research examines how relationships,
classroom climate, and school-wide initiatives can positively influence attendance rates. The project deliverable is a
professional development (PD) binder designed to equip educators with practical tools, reflection prompts, and
actionable strategies for building student connection and participation. By centering student voices and emphasizing
small, daily interventions, this work contributes to the field of social work in education, reinforcing the power of
proactive, relationship-driven approaches to combat absenteeism. Future research should explore long-term
implementation and systemic policy changes to ensure sustained impact.

How Substance Use Influences Men's Perceptions and Approaches to Relationships Community or Organizational
Need

Author(s): Jaime Edwards

Faculty Mentor: Christine Limone

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: The purpose of this project is to address the critical need within community-based organizations to enhance
the competence and ethical practice of social workers through improved workplace environments and informed
management practices. A comprehensive literature review explored the impact of organizational climate and
leadership education on social worker performance, satisfaction, and ethical decision-making. Key themes identified
include the correlation between supportive management and enhanced worker effectiveness, the role of trauma-
informed organizational culture, and strategies for fostering culturally responsive practices. Questions for further
research highlighted gaps concerning the specific educational needs of management teams and effective interventions
to bridge diverse educational backgrounds among human service professionals. The project's deliverable, a targeted
training program, integrates anti-racist and trauma-informed principles to empower social workers and management
personnel. This initiative significantly contributes to social work knowledge by offering practical tools to improve
ethical integrity, cultural responsiveness, and overall organizational effectiveness in serving diverse populations.

Reducing Social Isolation and Loneliness amongst Older Adults: A Manual for Social Workers Running Group
Author(s): Joanna Fairweather

Faculty Mentor: Christine Limone

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: Loneliness and social isolation are growing concerns among older adults, often leading to negative impacts
on mental, emotional, and physical well-being. This capstone project addresses these struggles through the
implementation of a five- week peer support group curriculum, facilitated by a social worker at senior centers. This
peer support group focused to meet the unmet needs for social engagement and emotional support among seniors.
The peer support group is opened to every seniors with curriculum focused on weekly themes such as; welcome &
building connections, sharing stories & finding common ground, managing loneliness & building emotional well-
being, strengthening friendships & social support, and moving forward & staying connected. As trained facilitators,
social workers played an important role in creating a safe, inclusive space where seniors or participants expressed
themselves and support each other. Using the pre and post survey and group discussions, the project evaluated
changes the perceptions of loneliness and social engagement. Result showed that the peer support group positively
influenced seniors emotional wellbeing and reduced feelings of social isolation. This is important because emotional
well-being influences an overall sense of well-being that can contribute to other factors in their lives. Finally, this
peer support curriculum serves as an important model for senior centers and community organizations looking to
strengthen social well-being among older adults.
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Exploring Supervisory Practices for Women of Color in Social Work: A Critical Race Theory Perspective
Author(s): Ingrid Aarons

Faculty Mentor: Isabel Logan

Department: Social Work

Abstract: Supervision is vital in organizational settings, providing essential support for professionals to enhance
their skills and knowledge. This relationship is particularly important for marginalized groups, such as women of
color (WOC) in social work, who strive to develop foundational abilities and ethical competencies. Despite evidence
indicating that effective supervision positively impacts staff (Plummer, 2018), there is limited research on integrating
social justice advocacy within supervisory practices. The intersection of race and gender complicates the supervisory
experience for WOC. This research explores the impact of supervision on the professional growth of WOC in social
work, focusing on how supervisors can acknowledge and integrate their identities into the supervisory relationship.
Utilizing Critical Race Theory, the study examines historical practices that contribute to disparities faced by WOC
and advocates for inclusive supervisory frameworks that promote diversity, equity, and empowerment. A cross-
sectional survey design was employed, recruiting a purposive sample of WOC, with 121 participants contributing
data (50 responses were excluded due to incomplete data). Findings revealed that gender significantly influenced
supervisees' comfort with supervisors' vulnerability; over 54% of WOC felt more supported under female supervisors
compared to male ones, who often created a more guarded environment. This indicates ongoing challenges for WOC
in attaining leadership roles and highlights the necessity for organizational contexts that advocate for diversity and
equity. The study underscores the urgent need for further research into supervisory practices within social work,
particularly regarding WOC, to inform educational frameworks and practical approaches that enhance support and
equity in the field.

Your Next Chapter Reentry Toolkit

Author(s): Annalisa Arias

Faculty Mentor: Christie Hunnicutt

Department: Social Work

Abstract: An extensive literature review highlights gaps in existing reentry services, including the lack of culturally
responsive and strength-based approaches. While exploring best practices for addressing systemic barriers faced by
marginalized populations disproportionately impacted by incarceration. This project plan outlines the creation of the
Your Next Chapter Reentry Toolkit, a website designed to support formerly incarcerated individuals in Connecticut,
addressing a critical gap in accessible, strength-based resources. The literature review examines challenges to
successful reintegration, including systemic barriers, stigma, and mental health, while highlighting the potential of
mentorship programs. Mass incarceration disproportionately affects marginalized communities. Furthermore,
individuals face legal restrictions, employment discrimination, and limited access to housing. The initiative addresses
the critical need for resources that empower individuals during their reintegration into society, shifting the focus from
deficits to strengths. The project recognizes peer mentorships as a significantly underutilized resource, offering
unique support and guidance through shared experiences. Grounded in social work principles, the toolkit emphasizes
hope, resilience, and self-determination while providing practical tools for navigating reentry. This project also
emphasizes cultural competence by tailoring resources to diverse racial, ethnic, and linguistic groups. Furthermore,
it advances social work knowledge by evaluating strength-based interventions and advocating for systemic change.

Addressing Mental Health Barriers: Culturally Responsive Care

Author(s): Ariana Azarbad

Faculty Mentor: Walter Belsito

Department: Social Work

Abstract: Disparities in the mental health care system pose a considerable challenge for Black and African American
communities. This capstone project features culturally responsive training for mental health professionals, with an
emphasis on its influence on therapeutic relationships, clinical effectiveness, and patient outcomes for Black and
African American. Culturally responsive care emphasizes the recognition and integration of diverse cultural values,
beliefs, and experiences into mental health treatment, thereby improving communication, fostering trust, and
increasing patient engagement. This literature review examines into the historical evolution of cultural competence
in mental health, its role in mitigating disparities, and its implementation in clinical and social work environments.
The study is based on Culturally Responsive Theory and Trauma-Informed Theory, emphasizing the importance of
cultural sensitivity, minimizing implicit biases, and improving client outcomes. The deliverable will include a
training program aimed to improve the competencies of service providers, promote equitable access to mental health
services, and assist diverse communities. Anticipated outcomes encompass increased awareness among providers,
strengthened therapeutic relationships, and diminished disparities in access to mental health care. The document
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concludes with a suggested curriculum framework intended to facilitate the incorporation of culturally responsive
practices within mental health care clinics.

Enhancing DCF Support for Youth Transitioning to Independent Adulthood

Author(s): Taleicia Barnhill

Faculty Mentor: Ingrid Aarons

Department: Social Work

Abstract: Youth aging out of the foster care system face significant challenges in their transition to independent
adulthood, including barriers to stable housing, education, employment, and access to mental health support. The
Department of Children and Families is critical in facilitating this transition; existing policies and services often
cannot ensure long-term stability and success for former foster youth. This study explores how the Department of
Children and Families can enhance its support systems by identifying key gaps in current transitional programs and
evaluating best practices in extended care, life skills training, financial assistance, and mentorship. Strengthening
DCF’s role in this transition is crucial to preventing homelessness, unemployment, and economic instability among
former foster youth, ultimately promoting a more sustainable and successful path to independent adulthood.

Stress Management Intervention Workshop for Employee Well-Being

Author(s): Maria Berrios

Faculty Mentor: Christine Limone

Department: Social Work

Abstract: In today’s fast-paced and demanding work environment, stress has become unmanageable. Understanding
the causes of work stress and cultivating strategies for managing stress is imperative. Some causes of workplace
stress are heavy workloads, poor work-life balance, unclear expectations, interpersonal conflicts and toxic work
culture, and organizational changes. Excessive stress can have negative effects on individuals both physically and
emotionally. Some negative effects are physical health problems like headaches, high blood pressure, and fatigue.
Mental health issues like anxiety and depression can lead to a negative impact on personal life and relationships,
decreased productivity and motivation, reduced job satisfaction, and increased absenteeism and turnover. Stress
effects impact the employees and the organization. Some of these effects include lower employee performance,
increased healthcare costs and insurance claims, high turnover rates and recruitment costs, deterioration of workplace
culture. How does the integration of research-based stress management techniques influence employee well-being
and productivity? The goal of stress management workshops is to equip employees with practical skills to deal with
workplace stress in a sustainable way. Mental health issues related to stress are often stigmatized in the workplace.
Designing a workshop can open discussion between employees and employers about stress and introduce coping
mechanisms. By using research-based approaches to stress management, workshops can lead to improvements in
employee mental health and burnout prevention.

Burnout in School Social Work

Author(s): Ethan Boileau

Faculty Mentor: Lorrie Gardella

Department: Social Work

Abstract: Burnout among school social workers is a critical issue that impacts both professionals and the students
they serve. High caseloads, limited resources, and the emotionally demanding nature of the work contribute to stress,
emotional exhaustion, and job dissatisfaction, ultimately affecting student outcomes. This project seeks to address
burnout by developing and facilitating a virtual mutual aid group for school social workers, providing a dedicated
space for peer support, resource-sharing, and collective problem-solving.

The mutual aid group will serve as a structured yet flexible environment where participants can discuss challenges,
exchange coping strategies, and build a supportive professional network. Rooted in culturally responsive and anti-
racist practices, the group will also explore systemic factors contributing to burnout, such as institutional inequities
and policy barriers affecting marginalized students. The virtual format ensures accessibility for social workers in
various educational settings, fostering connection across geographic regions. A pilot session will be implemented
and evaluated through participant feedback, assessing the group’s effectiveness, relevance, and feasibility for
ongoing meetings. Expected outcomes include increased job satisfaction, reduced burnout symptoms, and improved
ability to provide high-quality student support. By fostering connection and sustainability in school social work, this
project offers a replicable model for addressing burnout in other helping professions. This presentation will explore
the development, implementation, and preliminary evaluation of the mutual aid group, highlighting its potential as a
long-term strategy for promoting resilience and well-being among school social workers.
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Overcoming Performance Anxiety in Collegiate Athletes

Author(s): Julianna Bonilla

Faculty Mentor: Christie Hunnicutt

Department: Social Work

Abstract: Performance anxiety is a significant challenge for collegiate athletes, impacting both mental well-being
and athletic performance. This project explores individualized coping strategies to address performance anxiety and
enhance mental health support within collegiate athletics. Through a comprehensive literature review, the research
examines key themes such as the psychological factors influencing performance anxiety, the effectiveness of coping
mechanisms, and the role of social support systems in athlete well-being. The study seeks to answer how tailored
interventions can better support athletes based on factors such as gender, sport type, and cognitive orientation. The
project deliverable includes a resource that provides evidence-based strategies for managing performance anxiety,
offering practical applications for athletes, coaches, and mental health professionals. By contributing to the
understanding of individualized coping mechanisms, this work has the potential to inform more effective mental
health interventions, advancing social work practice in sports psychology and athlete support services.

Strength Beyond the Playing Field: Exploring Protective Factors for Mental Health in College Athletes

Author(s): Susan Cardillo-Cunningham

Faculty Mentor: Todd Rofuth

Department: Social Work

Abstract: This poster presentation will illustrate the research findings addressing the pressing issue of mental health
among collegiate student athletes. This research aimed to explore, from the student athlete’s perspective, what factors
promote or hinder student athletes from seeking support when faced with mental health challenges. Guided by self-
determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and supported by the data from the Perception of Stigmatization of Others
for Seeking Help (PSOSH)(Vogel et al., 2009) and the Self-Stigma of Seeking Help scales (Vogel et al., 2006), this
research analyzed responses from 392 collegiate student athletes to uncover key personal, social, institutional, and
cultural facts that influence an athlete's decision in seeking help for mental health support. The results of this research
provided valuable insights into the question of what factors facilitate or hinder student athletes from seeking support
when dealing with a mental health issue. Most of the participants (n=342) were undergraduates who reported
spending a significant amount of time and energy on their sport, aligning with existing literature on the multiple
demands faced by student athletes compounding their stress levels (Galvan, 2021; Gray et al., 2023; Hamlin et al.,
2019; Lopes DosSantos et al., 2020). This poster presentation will illustrate the study’s implications for social work
practice, education and interprofessional collaboration.

Wellness Experiences of Latine Undergraduate Students: A Systematic Review

Author(s): Nicole Cepeda

Faculty Mentor: Isabel Logan

Department: Social Work

Abstract: Latine undergraduate students represent a growing demographic in higher education, yet their experiences
of wellness and well-being remain underexplored. Utilizing a systematic review approach, this study examined the
challenges and supports that influence the wellness experienced of Latine students, guided by the eight Dimensions
of Wellness model. The key points illustrated by this systematic review shed light on alternative ways to consider
wellness, wellness practices, and implementation of wellness programs on college campuses. The findings from this
systematic review highlight the importance of considering the impact of racism on Latine students. Furthermore, it
pivots ideas and practices of wellness to a more collectivistic framework. Lastly, it emphasizes the need to practice
wellness across the dimensions as the benefits are intertwined and impact one’s overall well-being. Implications for
institutional policy, student support services, and future research are discussed.

How to Raise Awareness and Education For African American women with Major Depression

Author(s): Carla Chappel

Faculty Mentor: Walter Belsito

Department: Social Work

Abstract: This capstone project will raise awareness of the symptoms of major depression among African American
women and resources for treatment. African American Women are less likely to seek mental health services than
White women, and if they do they terminate early. African American women’s experiences of racism, sexism, micro-
aggressions and economic hardship may contribute to depression and distrust in the medical system. In addition,
African American women are not getting their cultural needs met when they do seek help, which can result in their
feeling unheard and unseen. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy is an evidenced based practice for treating major
depression, however cultural adaptions are needed to strengthen the therapeutic relationship between providers and
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African American women. The deliverable for this research project will be a brochure on the symptoms of major
depression and a QR code to give information on mental health treatment and services in the community. The
brochure will include a QR code to give information on mental health treatment and services in the community. The
brochure will be disseminated with the church bulletin in a Black church community.

The Effects of Social Worker Intervention on Activities of Daily Living Independence with Individuals with
Dementia Diagnoses

Author(s): Megan Arnold

Faculty Mentor: Todd Rofuth

Department: Social Work

Abstract: As the baby boomer generation continues to age, the need for care for the elderly has increased. Dementia
depletes the cognition of those impacted by the disease, leading to loss of physical and mental abilities. This leads to
a loss of abilities for activities of daily living, of ADLs. ADLs are characterized by bathing, brushing your teeth,
using the bathroom, and cooking food. These activities are markers for one’s independence, and when individuals
lose their ability to do so independently, they require higher levels of care such as assisted living facilities and skilled
nursing facilities (SNFs). The social workers who work with these individuals can have great influence on the
populations they serve, running groups and individual sessions. Through research and experience via internship
placement, this allowed for the cultivation of this resource guide for facilitating groups with the geriatric population
impacted by dementia. Assessing the needs of this population at different levels of the disease allows for more
accurate and targeted interventions to be performed, leading to sustained cognition for the affected individuals. This
allows the individuals to maintain their autonomy for longer, leading to longer spans of life with independence. Social
work interventions play a large role in the continuation of cognitive abilities for the individuals they serve.

Systematic Review of the Clinical and Contextual Needs of Children and Families Impacted by Homicide
Author(s): Catherine Corto-Mergins

Faculty Mentor: Joyce Taylor

Department: Social Work

Abstract: The impact of homicide on children and adult family survivors is devastating and long lasting. Survivors
are frequently left with traumatic grief and other mental health concerns both immediately following the homicide
and potentially across the lifespan. In addition, the act of homicide often begins a myriad of unforeseen contextual
and systemic demands on families, creating numerous ongoing adjustment issues related to the violent death. Black,
Latine, and other marginalized and under-resourced communities experience elevated risks of homicide,
polyvictimization, and differential impacts due to socioeconomic and environmental factors. There are interventions
that have shown successful outcomes with trauma victims, but very few have been developed and utilized specifically
for the trauma of homicide, and even less for specific ages and cultures who have experienced this trauma. There is
arepeated paucity of research on both long- and short-term symptoms, as well as data on successful multidisciplinary
treatment outcomes. This systematic review synthesized findings of both the clinical and contextual needs of
intrafamilial homicide survivors. Results indicate that existing services are not designed to fully address these
complex needs on an extended basis. Multidisciplinary teamwork and homicide specific, culturally congruent
approaches are critical in supporting families through the bereavement process post homicide. This systematic review
contributes to existing research informing recommendations for service design, delivery and coordination to improve
outcomes for affected children and families.

Black Men: A Mental Health Pandemic

Author(s): Mikyle DePina

Faculty Mentor: Todd Rofuth

Department: Social Work

Abstract: Cultural stigma significantly impacts help-seeking behaviors among Black men in the US by supporting
the belief that seeking mental health support is a sign of weakness or inadequacy. This stigma can discourage
individuals from accessing necessary services, leading to untreated mental health issues and exacerbating disparities
in mental health care. Efforts to reduce stigma and promote culturally competent support are crucial for improving
mental health outcomes in this community.
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SEL Coloring Book for Children

Author(s): Madison Dzwonkowski

Faculty Mentor: Lorrie Gardella

Department: Social Work

Abstract: For my capstone project, I developed a social-emotional learning (SEL) coloring book specifically
designed for elementary-aged children in the Thomaston School District. The primary goal of this project was to help
students recognize, understand, and regulate their emotions in a fun and engaging way. The coloring book was created
to be used both in the classroom and at home, offering children a coping tool for managing "big" feelings and building
emotional regulation skills. I included structured coloring worksheets that addressed various emotions and coping
strategies, while also providing opportunities for students to design their own pages. This approach encouraged
creativity and personal reflection, allowing students to connect more deeply with the material. By incorporating both
guided activities and open-ended creative tasks, the project aimed to empower students to actively engage in their
emotional development, fostering both self-awareness and self-regulation.

Integrating Religion and Social Work

Author(s): Cade Buckheit

Faculty Mentor: Todd Rufoth

Department: Social Work

Abstract: The integration of religion into clinical social work practice has become a topic of increasing relevance as
the field has come to recognize the centrality of clients' religious and spiritual beliefs. However, research indicates
that while many social workers acknowledge the importance of religion and spirituality, they do not feel confident
in their ability to address and integrate client spirituality and religion. This capstone project seeks to address this gap
by developing and facilitating a professional development workshop to enhance social work students' and
professionals' competency and confidence. Using an Intergroup Dialogue framework, this workshop will inspire
discussions that increase participants’ self-awareness, explore biases, and provide insight into practical applications
and interventions.

Understanding Attachment Trauma: Supporting Pre-Teens at Polk Elementary School

Author(s): Meadow Mancini

Faculty Mentor: Ingrid Aarons

Department: Social Work

Abstract: This capstone project addresses the critical need at Polk Elementary School to understand and address
behavioral and emotional issues in pre-teens stemming from early childhood trauma. The literature review explores
the effects of trauma on infant mental health, focusing on attachment relationships and long-term consequences. Key
themes include the impact of trauma on infant development, signs of attachment trauma, and potential interventions.
Questions for further research involve successful recovery interventions, long-term mental health outcomes, and
early intervention strategies. The project deliverable is an informative poster designed to educate Polk Elementary
School staff about infant mental health and trauma. This project's significance lies in its ability to enhance trauma-
informed care in the school setting, improve early identification of attachment-related issues, and develop culturally
sensitive interventions for marginalized populations affected by trauma, ultimately contributing to better outcomes
for children and families in the community.

Enhancing Adolescent Mental Health: Integrating Emotional Processing and Evidence-Based Therapies
Author(s): Laura Welch

Faculty Mentor: Ingrid Aarons

Department: Social Work

Abstract: Adolescence is a critical developmental period marked by rapid emotional, psychological, and
neurobiological changes. Mental health challenges such as depression and anxiety can significantly disrupt emotional
processing and overall well-being during this stage. These disorders often lead to a negative bias in emotional
valence, where neutral or ambiguous stimuli are perceived negatively, contributing to emotional dysregulation. The
amygdala, a brain region central to emotional processing, plays a key role in these responses. Dysregulated amygdala
activation has been linked to heightened anxiety and depression, exacerbating emotional distress and maladaptive
coping strategies. Neuroimaging studies reveal distinct patterns of heightened amygdala activity in adolescents with
these conditions, underscoring the neurobiological basis of altered emotional processing. Therapeutic interventions
such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) are widely recognized for
their effectiveness in addressing depression, anxiety, and emotional dysregulation. CBT focuses on identifying and
reshaping negative thought patterns, while DBT emphasizes emotional regulation, distress tolerance, and
mindfulness skills. Both therapies have shown promise in regulating amygdala activation and improving emotional
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valence. However, further research is needed to evaluate their efficacy in hospitalized adolescents and explore
additional interventions tailored to this population’s unique challenges. This special project examines the interplay
between emotional processing, amygdala activation, therapeutic interventions, and clinical outcomes in adolescents
with mental health concerns. By integrating neurobiological insights and evidence-based practices, it aims to enhance
therapeutic approaches and improve outcomes for this vulnerable demographic.

Best Practice Models for Youth Advisory Boards (YABs)

Author(s): Emily Ziemba

Faculty Mentor: Ingrid Aarons

Department: Social Work

Abstract: Youth Advisory Boards (YABs) are organizations that are composed of and led by current and former
foster youth designed to empower the members as they advocate for positive changes in the child welfare system
while learning valuable leadership skills. YABs serve as great opportunities to engage individuals with current or
previous foster involvement in the analysis and betterment of child welfare systems. YABs have been successfully
organized and operated across the United States, but there is still a striking lack of literature detailing the internal
processes of YAB development. There is a need for a more standardized approach to the organization of YABs, as
well as the dissemination of their impacts on their local and broader communities to better inform the development
of new Y ABs. This project aims to compile a best practice model inspired by local CT Y ABs to document successful
methods being implemented in our local child welfare system. Preliminary research and community engagement has
helped the student researcher guiding this project identify several key factors aiding in a successful YAB including
but not limited to: contracting YAB supervisors from third party community agencies, centering youth voices, and
focusing on policy change as a method of structural improvement. This research project is guided by the following
question: “How do the organizational structures and implementation strategies of Youth Advisory Boards influence
their impact on policy, service provision, and youth development in the foster care system?”

Addressing Post-COVID OCD in College Students

Author(s): Abbey Halloran

Faculty Mentor: Lorrie Gardella

Department: Master of Social Work (M.S.W.)

Abstract: This project presents a four-week training curriculum designed to address the rise in Obsessive-
Compulsive Disorder (OCD) symptoms among college students in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. Aimed
at college counselors and student support staff, the program equips participants with the tools to effectively
understand, assess, and intervene in OCD cases using evidence-based and culturally responsive strategies. Developed
within the context of the Southern Connecticut State University counseling center, the curriculum emphasizes the
unique mental health needs of first-generation and culturally diverse students, acknowledging how stigma, family
expectations, and cultural narratives influence their experiences with OCD.

The curriculum focuses on three primary outcomes: increasing awareness and competency in identifying and
understanding OCD, improving intervention strategies through techniques such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
(CBT), Exposure and Response Prevention (ERP), and trauma-informed care, and enhancing campus-wide support
systems for mental health. Each week targets specific learning objectives, including understanding post-COVID
OCD, implementing culturally competent interventions, building supportive campus structures, and addressing co-
occurring disorders.

Designed for flexible delivery (either in-person or online), the training includes testimonials, case studies, and
practical applications. Formative evaluation methods involve expert review and pilot testing, ensuring the curriculum
is both accurate and effective. Ultimately, the project promotes advocacy, reduces stigma, and supports long-ter