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COVID Turns Commencement into an 
Online Celebration

When the COVID pandemic began 
to really affect the United States in 
March 2020, the School was in the 
final stages of planning its annual 
Convocation Ceremony for the Class 
of 2020 graduates. With in-person 
events no longer permitted, officials 
from the School quickly moved 
to make this important event for 
graduates and their families into an 
online program they would be proud 
of and worthy of the hard work 
they put in to get their MSW or PhD 
degree. 
 The online ceremony, which can 
be seen at www.sswcelebrates.net/ 
included many of the same features 
as the in-person event but with some 
innovative twists. Each graduate 
could see and hear their name 
being read, could view the dean and 

speakers make their presentations, 
and graduates even got their own 
web page as a way to thank the 
family and friends that helped them 
achieve their educational dream. 
Family and friends could also 
take part by leaving messages of 
congratulations to their graduate! 
 In addition, each graduate was 
mailed a special Convocation 
package that included a printed 
program, graduation tassel, alumni 
gifts, and a commemorative coin 
recognizing the unique challenge 
they overcame in their final semester. 
 We hope the Class of 2020 was 
proud of what was presented, and 
the School wishes each and every 
graduate tremendous success in  
the future! 

SCHOOL NEWS
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Dean Barth and Others at the 2020 
Commencement Virtual Celebration  

Online Celebration

The “Save the Perishables” Team (Image credit: Nick Schauman)

On the first day of Spring 2020, during four labor-
intensive hours, a group of dedicated volunteers quickly 
gathered and packed perishable food from Booker 
T. Washington Middle School’s cafeteria, promptly 
distributing it via the Outcast Food Network and the 
Ruth Kirk Recreation Center. 
 Mariel Pfister, LCSW-C, Promise Heights’ Community 
School Director at Booker T. Washington Middle School 
led volunteers, afterward sharing that, “it was inspiring to 
work along with folks that show up for others even in the 
most uncertain of times, and it’s nice that the milk didn’t 
go to waste and actually went somewhere where it was 
needed. I guess it’s true what they say—it takes a village 
to move a mountain of milk.”

BRAVA & BRAVO FOR THE  
PERISHABLE FOOD RESCUE TEAM!

COVID RESPONSE 
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COVID RESPONSE 
You will want to hear directly from our Early Childhood and Community School leaders, as they have their fingers 
on the pulse of the demands of this time and are sharing crucial insights and how to practice social work during a 
pandemic. 

FURMAN L. TEMPLETON PREPARATORY ACADEMY 

PRACTICING SOCIAL WORK AT OUR COMMUNITY SCHOOLS

SCHOOL NEWS
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LINDA CALLAHAN, LMSW
Early Childhood Mental Health 
Consultant

"When I think about what it 
will mean for our kids to be 
studying remotely, I see a variety 
of positives. For example, for 
some children, it may be easier 
for them to learn when they are 
not in a classroom full of other 
children. For some, the rules 
and social skills required may be 
challenging. For others who are 
easily distracted, it might actually 
turn out better for them to be 
at home, since virtual learning 
may allow them to have more 
concentrated attention of an adult 
than is possible in a full class." 

MEAGHAN TINE, LMSW
Community School Director

"[Regarding COVID] I’d like to 
see new structures and systems—
stop trying to fit a circle into a 
square. Let’s reinvent what it 
means to engage with people, 
what it means for teachers to 
teach from home. To reinvent all 
of our norms, and to not fit into 
this presumed “box.” That is what 
I’m hopeful for, and I feel that this 
time has made collaboration and 
communication so much more 
important. I think as a site and 
school partner to Furman, that 
we’ve really stepped up to our 
commitment." 

THE HISTORIC SAMUEL 
COLERIDGE-TAYLOR 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 
CATHERINE ANTHONY, LMSW
Community School Director

"We’ve created strategic plans to 
make the most of the time kids 
are spending at home. We’ve 
been supporting families and 
students as they learn and grow 
during this challenging year, 
while simultaneously keeping 
it light with family-friendly 
activities such as movie and 
paint nights. Basically, this year is 
completely unique, yet so is our 
Historic Samuel Coleridge-Taylor 
Elementary School team." 

BOOKER T. WASHINGTON 
MIDDLE SCHOOL FOR THE ARTS
MARIEL PFISTER, LCSW-C
Community School Director

"Now that we’ve gone virtual, 
I'll be regularly checking in with 
students to see if someone seems 
to be struggling. If we see that, 
we’ll reach out to the family and 
see what support we can offer, 
or maybe use targeted case 
management. Since my Assistant 
Community School Director 
and I are licensed clinical social 
workers, we’re ready to provide 
robust services to our families 
and make appropriate referrals. 
I definitely rely heavily on my 
team—not just traditional school 
staff or even my colleagues at 
Booker T. Many people have eyes 
and are talking with students…
even other parents and other 
students, so I’m very lucky the 
parents of Booker T Washington 
are so fabulous!"

RENAISSANCE ACADEMY HIGH 
SCHOOL
HALLIE ATWATER, LCSW-C
Community School Director

"I think that flexibility and 
resourcefulness will be paramount 
assets for our team this coming 
fall. Our students and families 
deserve all of the support and 
warmth that we were able to 
provide in-person before the 
pandemic, and now we must work 
together to continue providing 
that genuine support and warmth 
from a distance."

It's never too early to learn literacy skills! The 
Eutaw-Marshburn Judy Center playgroup enjoyed 
Lunch on the Lawn meetups. We'll continue these 
outdoor sessions as long as possible.



EUTAW-MARSHBURN 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
CLARE DONOFRIO, LMSW
Early Childhood Mental Health 
Consultant

"One thing we’ve done to 
ameliorate that has been to 
host our Judy Center summer 
playgroups outside. We’ve hosted 
these events every Thursday in 
August and called them “Lunch 
on the Lawn” gatherings. That 
has made it possible for us to 
meet some of our new Pre-K 
and Kindergarten students. It 
has also given the families an 
opportunity to meet us and allow 
us to provide support with the 
online school registration process 
because that has been really 
difficult for families to navigate." 

EUTAW-MARSHBURN 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
RUSSELL ELMORE, LMSW
Community School Director

"My daily tasks have been to 
assist our partners who’ve been 
gathering school supplies and 
calling families at EMES to ensure 
we’ll count all families who need 
technology, whether laptops or 
hotspots so that they would be 
equipped before school starts.

Everybody seems fairly anxious 
about this new (remote) school 
year. Teachers, students, parents, 
and administrators all are feeling 
uncertain about what this coming 
school year holds. Given the 
pandemic, I think it's important 
to normalize these feelings while 
continuing to do our best to 
provide the best opportunities for 
our families and students."

Reflecting about the past months, Clare shared that, “after the stay-at-
home order took effect, we invited parents to join us for a virtual Parent 
University Chat. In this phase, parents had the opportunity to check-in, 
discussing their feelings of stress, and the challenges of online learning. 
They offered each other mutual support, while our staff provided 
resources and relevant content gleaned from Chicago Parent Program 
and other sources. Yet parents said they missed the chance to get out 
and interact with other families, and some had technology barriers 
to joining the online meetings. We decided to meet safely outside 
each week in the pavilion behind the Pennsylvania Avenue A.M.E. Zion 
Church and did that every Tuesday for the month of July. We called 
it Parent University’s Meet-Up in the Park. A group from the original 
cohort has enjoyed these socially distanced, masked-up gatherings. 
Lunch is provided and children have time to socialize and sing a few 
songs. Meanwhile, parents enjoy much-needed time to connect with 
other adults in person and begin to normalize meeting safely in public.”

PROMISE HEIGHTS IN FOCUS: NURTURING JOY 
AND COMFORT WHILE BUILDING SOCIAL SKILLS
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As a safety measure, Parent University’s Meet Up in the Park families gathers families outdoors.



FAMILY CONNECTIONS
Caregiver Advisor Group: Family Connections 
Caregiver Advisory Group generally meets monthly. 
During COVID-19 the group has decided to meet bi-
weekly via Zoom. The topics of conversation address 
the ongoing health disparities and health experiences 
of the caregivers and their family members. Sessions 
include conversations regarding inadequate resources, 
challenges with accessing available resources and 
continued health challenges influencing children and 
families’ safety and well-being.

Weekly Wellness Checks: Family Connections Social 
Workers and Interns completed weekly wellness checks 
with families and continued therapeutic services utilizing 
virtual telehealth platforms. Social Workers and Interns 
supported families with navigating resources, often 
traveling throughout the community to locate and 
secure resources and items identified by families. For 
example, FC social workers and interns obtain resources 
for caregivers with pre-existing health conditions and are 
considered at-risk to becoming isolated.

During COVID-19 Family Connections continues to 
provide families with emergency needs including 
rental assistance, utility assistance, food assistance and 
household items. Family Connections Workers drop off 
emergency items at doorsteps of family homes including 
diapers and wipes, baby formula, food items, cleaning 
supplies, enrichment activities for children and additional 
items for their safety and well-being.

Technology: Family Connections distributed 
Chromebooks to all families engaged in services 
including Caregiver Advisory Group members in order 
for caregivers to attend critical health appointments 
(virtually) and for caregivers to continue to access their 
educational needs with GED Programs and College 
Programs. Families utilize the technology to access 
additional community resources and to gain information 
related to city, state and national news and information 
on COVID-19. 

SWCOS
COVID-RELATED EFFORTS 
IN WEST BALTIMORE

SCHOOL NEWS
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SWCOS
It all began as a way to thank 
the School of Social Work, and 
honor beloved family members.
Blanche Cody, MSW ’75, received 
an unexpected inheritance from 
a great aunt and uncle, Ethel and 
Elmer Werblun of Chicago, IL. 
     In her hope to honor the 
Werbluns, Blanche thought of 
how her relatives had admired 

Blanche’s success in earning her MSW, and she 
remembered how Dean of Administration Lily Gold 
had assisted her financially with an emergency loan 
at the School. Blanche’s idea of a gift to UMSSW in 
honor of the Werbluns was born! 
 The Werblun Student Emergency Fund was 
established to honor her great aunt and uncle, 
and to give students opportunities they might not 
otherwise have. Blanche describes her late great 
aunt and uncle as “salt of the earth people” who 
cared about family, and who would have been 
honored to help foster student success. 
 However, financial and legal issues at the School 
required a new process and rethinking of how to 
address student emergency needs. With the arrival 
of Assistant Dean of Student Henriette Taylor in 

SSW STUDENT EMERGENCY FUND LEADS  
TO COVID LEADERSHIP ACROSS UM SYSTEM

the fall of 2019, a team was established to create a new 
process. 
 The first steps went into place in January 2020 to 
create policies in place for the Student Emergency Fund. 
Then, March 2020 and the COVID pandemic swept 
the School, the University of Maryland system and the 
nation. 
 SSW saw an immediate and critical need to address 
emergency funds for students. With the new process  
in place from the Werblun Fund, the staff was ready  
to assist. 
 The School’s Board of Advisors, Alumni Association 
Board of Advisors, and the UMBF Board of Trustees 
responded quickly to provide matching funds. UMSSW 
alumni responded like never before: 

• 362 gifts 
• $52,639 raised 
• 44 Students assisted to date 

 As word spread to other Schools that UMSSW had an 
approved and legal process in place to support students 
with emergency funds, the School assisted other 
University System of Maryland schools in developing 
their own process for fund distribution, as well as 
Schools and Universities throughout the nation. 
 One couple’s generosity, years ago, has yielded untold 
support to students in this pandemic and beyond. 

Henriette Taylor

•  Connected families to financial and other resources to 
pay bills or fight eviction.

•  Support school leaders with crafting a plan to support 
virtual learning.

•  Provide families with technical assistance and helping 
students to connect to virtual classrooms.

•  Supporting families in getting food support in the form 
of their P-EBT cards from the district.

•  Conducting welfare checks for students unaccounted 
for or have not commenced school this academic year. 

Next Generation Scholars - Technology distribution and 
PPE distribution (masks).

Intensive Climate Collaborative facilitated COVID-19 
focused healing circles for district office and school-
based staff. Professional development on self-care 
strategies during COVID.

Field interns distributed food multiple times a week 
through the Julie Center and through United Workers for 
an average of 100 families combined. We also provided 
a little case management around housing and resource 
allocation.

community school coordinators

COVID-RELATED EFFORTS IN 
WEST BALTIMORE continued

SWCOS
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2020 Alumni Award Winners
COVID-19 did not stop the School of Social Work from recognizing our 2020 
Alumni Award Winners. Staff from the School did their best social distancing 
to stop by their homes and award a plaque to each of our winners early this 
summer. This year’s winners include: 

Bronwyn Mayden, MSW ’77 - Alumni of the Year Award 

Lisa Shapero Merkin, MSW ’88 – USG Alumni Recognition Award 

Susan Futeral, PhD ’93, MSW ’82 - Emeritus Award 

Dr. Angelina Anthony-Sills, MSW ’79 - Field Instructor of the Year Award 

Social Worker in the Library Program - Innovation in Social Work Award 

Catherine Kirk Robins, MSW ’17 - Outstanding Recent Graduate Award

Kate Jakuta - Outstanding Student of the Year Award

Congratulations to all our winners and we hope to see everyone in person 
when we honor alumni again at our next Homecoming event in 2021!

Kate JakutaCatherine Kirk RobinsDr. Angelina Anthony-SillsCatherine Kirk RobinsLisa Shapero Merkin

Bronwyn Mayden Social Worker in the Library Program

SCHOOL NEWS
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SSW Names Assistant 
Dean for Diversity, 
Equity and Inclusion
Neijma Celestine-Donnor, MSW '09 is named the first Assistant Dean 
for Diversity, Equity and Inclusion at the School of Social Work. 
 Neijma assists in the important leadership of the School’s 
diversity and anti-oppression efforts and helps guide the 
achievement of a new standard for inclusive excellence. As a 
member of the Dean’s executive leadership team, Neijma has 
a strategic position responsible for promoting and enabling 
an inclusive environment for faculty, students and staff while 
championing organizational change. 
 Grounded in pursuing social justice for minoritized populations 
and supporting equity in higher education, Neijma is an experienced 
leader focused on providing strategic oversight for protocols, 
services and policies related to campus climate. She utilizes her 
clinical and conflict resolution skills to provide individual and 
systemic trauma-informed outreach, advocacy and support for all. 
Her extensive experience developing, facilitating and assessing 
professional development workshops, trainings and programming 
designed to enhance the intercultural competency of students, 
faculty and staff will be a tremendous benefit to the School. 
 Neijma comes to the School from the University of Maryland, 
College Park where she served as Director of Campus Climate 
Support and Engagement in the University’s Division of Diversity 
and Inclusion. She is a proud 2009 graduate of our MSW program 
and has previously served the School as a clinical training instructor 
and adjunct faculty member. In addition, Neijma is studying for a 
Doctor of Jurisprudence degree from the University of Baltimore.

Professor Jodi 
Jacobson Frey, 
PhD, and her 
team were just 
awarded a new 
five-year grant 
funded by the 
Centers for 
Disease Control 

and Prevention. The grant, titled, 
Preventing Suicide in Michigan Men 
(PRiSMM) is a comprehensive multi-
component collaboration, led by the 
Michigan Department of Health and 
Human Services.
  PRiSMM is designed to reduce 
Michigan’s suicide morbidity and 
mortality rates by 10% over five 
years. With a focus on adult men, 
who represent 67% of the suicide 
deaths annually in Michigan, PRiSMM 
is designed to reduce the occurrence 
of suicidal behaviors among adult 
men. Dr. Frey is the University of 
Maryland Subcontract Principal 
Investigator and she and her team, 
with leaders from Grit Digital and the 
University of Utah, will contribute 
to this project by building on her 
prior work in Michigan to further 
expand the reach and impact of 
Man Therapy in reducing suicide risk 
with working-aged men. To learn 
more, contact Dr. Frey at jfrey@ssw.
umaryland.edu.

JACOBSON 
FREY 
EARNS CDC 
FUNDING FOR 
“PREVENTING 
SUICIDE IN 
MICHIGAN 
MEN” PROJECT
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Welcome Dean Judy Postmus

Dean Judy Postmus 
Welcomed as the 7th 
Dean of the School
By Angela Walsing

LEADING, TOGETHER
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Dean Judy Postmus 
Welcomed as the 7th 
Dean of the School
By Angela Walsing

A cat bursts into view—sauntering 
between the Dean and her computer’s 
camera; suddenly occupying the entire 
screen. “This is my cat, HoneyB - short 
for Honey Badger,” laughs Dean Judy 
Postmus, gently nudging her out of the 
way. The Zoom call continues; with her 
seamlessly picking up the thread where 
she left off: her recent tour of Baltimore 
neighborhoods where the School is 
actively involved.
 With COVID-19 still a defining 
presence, Zoom meets are how many 
faculty and students will get acquainted 
with Judy L. Postmus, PhD, the first new 
Dean to assume this role at the School 
of Social Work in 14 years, and only the 
second female to hold the position in 
the School’s history.

LEADING, TOGETHER
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Since the start of her career, when she 
was discovering her place in the world 
- working in Miami’s Liberty City, 
an area that is like West Baltimore 
in many ways, one constant that has 
defined her is her approach to people.
 For someone who prizes personal 
connection and collaboration, not 
being able to grasp new acquaintances 
— whether a faculty member or 
Baltimore resident — by the hand, to 
sit, face-to-face to hear about projects, 
experiences, challenges, ideas— it is 
particularly inhibiting.
 But, unsurprisingly to those who 
know her best, Postmus has found 
a temporary solution launching a 
series of intensely scheduled “coffee” 
and “cocktail” meetings via Zoom—
squeezing as many into the month  
as possible.
 As she begins her first semester as 
Dean of the University of Maryland 
School of Social Work, Postmus is 
doing so in unprecedented times. 
COVID-19 is disrupting in-person 
learning, straining universities 
throughout the country, and casting 
ripple effects throughout the school 
and community. At the same time, the 
nation — the city — is experiencing 
a renewed move for social justice, a 
reckoning, with the country’s racist 
past and present.
 And separately, social work masters’ 
programs nationwide are experiencing 
slipping enrollment numbers. The 
rising cost of higher education, 
particularly in an economic climate 
that has seen stagnant wage growth, 
adds yet another layer of complexity to 
the role Postmus has taken on as Dean 
of the SSW.

 When the 
search for the new 
Dean began, the 
committee knew 
it was asking for 
a lot in a future 
Dean. “Our wish 
list was long,” said 
Jay Unick, PhD, 

the SSW’s Faculty Organization Chair 
and an associate professor. Unick, 
who served on the search committee, 
said the committee was looking for 
someone who was very strong on 
research, strong as an administrator, 
and who could lead the school through 
challenging times.
 “We needed someone who would 
be able to speak to issues related to 
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion… 
someone able to lead in this area - the 
faculty, the School,” said Unick. “At the 
same time, we needed someone who 
would be able to walk into a church in 
East Baltimore—and be able to relate 
to them.”
 In her previous position as 
Associate Dean at Rutgers University 
School of Social Work, Postmus 
supported the School’s commitment 
to greater diversity among its faculty 
by implementing mentoring and 
training programs specifically focused 
on faculty from under-represented and 
marginalized communities. She also 
made the school’s climate and culture 
a focus, addressing microaggressions, 
while also attending and holding 
training for School faculty on safe 
and effective communication among 
faculty of differing ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds.

Jay Unick, PhD

“We needed 
someone who would 
be able to speak 
to issues related 
to Diversity, Equity 
and Inclusion… 
someone able to 
lead in this area 
- the faculty, the 
School,” said Unick. 
“At the same time, 
we needed someone 
who would be 
able to walk into 
a church in East 
Baltimore—and  
be able to relate  
to them.”
    — Jay Unick, PhD
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 Dr. Sheila Borges Rajguru has 
first-hand knowledge of the kind of 
full-throated advocate Postmus is 
when it comes to issues of inclusion 
and describes Postmus as an ally to 
minoritized populations - whether 
staff, student, or community member. 
Rajguru worked for Postmus as a grant 
specialist at Rutgers.
 “There are leaders that use all the 
right terminology – the right words – 
to discuss issues of Diversity, Equity, & 
Inclusion but only a rare few actually 
walk the walk not just talk the talk,” 
said Rajguru. “Judy Postmus is a leader 
that makes tangible changes and 
opportunities for all. That’s a leader I 
can follow anywhere because when she 
says ‘I am here for you’ she means it.”
 Over the past two decades, the 
SSW has built a substantial research 
infrastructure that extends to almost 
every state in the country. Postmus has 
assumed leadership of the second most 
funded school in the UMB System; 
one with what Unick describes as a 
massive portfolio.
 “During her interview, she had a 
lot of thoughtful comments about the 
structure—how we could improve it—
how we could build a platform to be 
successful in the future,” said Unick.
 Some of these ideas pertained 
to what Unick called how teaching 
is delivered. While COVID-19 
is forcing distant learning into 
immediate practice, School faculty and 
administration were already aware, 
pre-pandemic, of the need for a more 
flexible model that takes into account 
the fact that many SSW students are 

full-time employees and using the 
MSW as a means to advance their 
careers.
 “She had great ideas for what could 
work - real on-the-ground knowledge. 
She presented them, though, as ideas 
for what could work - saying ‘let’s 
work together to figure out we would 
accomplish this together.’”
 The committee wanted a Dean who 
would work with them collaboratively. 
“We really feel we have found this in 
her,” Unick said.

THE EARLY YEARS
“I always knew I wanted to help 
people— well, actually, initially, I 
wanted to help animals,” she laughs; 
— the order was animals then people. 
“The ‘how’, though, was less clear,” said 
Postmus.
 At 18, she thought: doctor, I’ll 
become a doctor and travel to an 
underdeveloped country and work as 
a physician. “Had Doctors Without 
Borders existed at the time, that’s 
the path I would have chosen,” said 
Postmus.
 While double majoring in 
chemistry and biology, and working 
at Miami Children’s Hospital as a 
part-time ward clerk, scheduling 
surgeries and responding to beepers, 
she was able to get a close-up look at 
physicians in action, though mostly, it 
was the female anesthesiologists she 
observed. What she learned through 
these observations, and through 
conversation, led her to a realization. A 
career as a physician wouldn’t result in 
the life she was after.

 “Judy Postmus is a leader that makes tangible changes and 
opportunities for all. That’s a leader I can follow anywhere because 
when she says ‘I am here for you’ she means it.” — Dr. Sheila Borges Rajgur

 Like many who are the first in 
their families to have the opportunity 
to pursue higher education, she was 
driven but making her way in a world 
in which her family had never lived. 
“I didn’t have an example to follow—I 
come from an immigrant family; my 
mother graduated high school and my 
father completed 8th grade. I didn’t 
have a role model for what it meant to 
be a professional, what it meant to be a 
working woman,” she said.
 She pivoted to nutrition—thinking 
of the struggles many people and 
families face related to food insecurity. 
The first place she landed after 
completing her degree was with a 
religious organization active in Liberty 
City, a historically black Miami 
neighborhood that was segregated 
prior to the Civil Rights movement 
of the 60s and 70s, and experienced 
intense rioting in the years after.
 “I felt the oppression and injustice 
and I wanted to help,” said Postmus.  
“I didn’t want to rescue them; I wanted 
to partner with people—to work with 
them.” The desire to help, to learn how 
to help, spurred her to seek her masters 
and then PhD in social work and to 
embark on what would be a decade-
plus career in the field before joining 
academia.
 Throughout these years, this 
collaborative attitude has defined her 
approach not only to communities and 
people she’s served through social work 
but to academic and program partners, 
to funders, even. And it’s worked, time 
and again.
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Meg Woodside, MSW

AN IDEA THAT  
BECAME A CENTER
At Rutgers University, where Postmus 
spent the past 14 years of her career, 
is concrete evidence of her ability to 
merge deep research with positive 
action that is bettering lives. Founded 
in 2007, the Center on Violence 
Against Women and Children is 
equally focused on research, education 
and community engagement aimed 
at eliminating physical, sexual and 
other forms of violence against women 
and children. It is the brainchild of 
Postmus, though she is very quick 
to point out that it has been a fully 
collaborative operation—nonetheless, 
one that she intensely pursued.
 When she joined Rutgers in 2006 
as an assistant professor, she had the 
support of the University, and some 
funding from the School of Social 
Work, to establish the Center. Soon 
after she arrived, she was introduced 
to Dr. Sarah McMahon, an adjunct 
professor at the School. At the time, 
McMahon was also working with the 
University office that provides services 
to members of the community who 
had experienced crime victimization - 
serving as a clinician and conducting 
research for the office. In the days 
and weeks after Postmus joined the 
University, both women were hearing 
from others on campus that, due to 
their shared interests and passions, 
they should meet. It didn’t take long 
for Postmus to reach out to McMahon 
and invite her to coffee.
 Postmus shared with McMahon 
her idea for the Center. “She was 
warm and passionate about the topic 
— and so compelling; she had this 
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vision of creating a Center that would 
bridge the gap between research and 
practice. Despite the fact that I was 
happy where I was, and had been there 
for nine years, I realized this was an 
amazing opportunity.”
 McMahon joined the Center as its 
first Associate Director in what she 
describes as one of the best decisions 
she’s ever made. They added one 
graduate assistant and were off.
 Very quickly, Postmus was able 
to garner millions of dollars in 
funding from a variety of sources, 
some unconventional for this kind of 
work; she won state, local and federal 
grant funding, including a substantial 
amount from the Centers for Disease 
Control and the National Institute 
of Justice; and drew private sector 
support from the likes of Verizon 
Wireless and The Allstate Foundation.
 Postmus herself ascribes her success 
in unlocking funding to a perspective 
on people that is the same whether 
she is interacting with a community 
member, faculty or funder. In short, 
everyone has skills and abilities and 
everyone brings something valuable to 
the table.
 Since 2007, dozens of academic 
papers have come out of the Center 
which today employs more than 40 
people who operate research and 
community engagement projects 
as well as run the Violence Against 
Women and Children (VAWC) 
Certificate Program, a first of its kind 
in the country for MSW students.
 A year after Postmus’ Center 
launched, at UMSSW, ideas for a new 
initiative aimed at preparing social 

workers to help 
the people they 
serve deal with 
financial issues 
began percolating. 
“Economic 
empowerment 
— this is key to 
independence 

in abusive relationships,” said Meg 
Woodside, MSW ’07, a member of 
the SSW Board and Trustee at the 
Woodside Foundation, and the driver, 
along with alumna Robin McKinney, 
MSW ‘01, behind the establishment 
of the Financial Social Work Initiative 
(FSWI) at UMSSW.
 It was this initiative that initially 
led to Postmus crossing paths 
with the SSW. “The needs of the 
populations she served through her 
Center intersected with financial 
empowerment,” said Woodside.
 A nationally recognized-expert on 
intimate partner violence, Postmus 
was invited by Jodi Frey, a long-time 
professor at the SSW and chair of 
the School’s Financial Social Work 
Initiative (FSWI), to participate 
in a book project, one planned in 
recognition of the 10th anniversary of 
the FSWI. Postmus co-authored  
a chapter.
 Frey is the only SSW faculty 
member who had collaborated with 
Postmus prior to her being selected as 
the new Dean; the two had connected 
over financial social work and Postmus’ 
expertise around financial abuse. Theirs 
is a professional relationship that 
reaches back several years, Frey having 
looked up to her for her successful 

“Despite the fact 
that I was happy 
where I was, and 
had been there 
for nine years, 
I realized this 
was an amazing 
opportunity.”
— Judy L. Postmus, PhD

Meg Woodside, MSW
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work in a “unique and understudied 
area of social work.”
 There were instances when Frey said 
she would reach out to Postmus for 
advice or a favor. “She has always been 
a very giving professional; she’s quick 
to respond while at the same time 
really taking the time to understand 
the context of my questions,” she said.
 “She has been a very successful 
leader and one who stuck with her 
passion, growing her Center and being 
creative in ways to launch such an 
incredible initiative stemming from an 
idea that she had.”

 
UMB’s president, Bruce Jarrell, 
MD, FACS, also pointed to 
Postmus’ commitment to service and 
inclusiveness, and her collaborative 
management style and strength as a 
decision-maker, as qualities that he 
feels made her ideal for the job. “I am 
confident that we have found the right 
leader for our School of Social Work; 
someone who can meet the challenges 
we face and seize opportunities as 
well,” he said.

Honor Roll of Donors

DRAWN TO UMSSW
Aside from the high caliber research 
coming out of the UMSSW, the work 
that’s being done in the communities 
in Baltimore is a large part of what 
drew Postmus to apply.
 In her application letter for the 
Deanship, Postmus wrote of what she 
imagined would be the responsibilities 
of the School’s new Dean: “Creating 
a climate and culture that celebrates 
a vibrant and diverse community of 
faculty, staff, and students who work 
in a diverse yet struggling city of 
Baltimore.” These responsibilities, and 
the desire to join the School’s scholars 
and staff in their quest to do more for 
their community and the larger society 
were what she found particularly 
compelling.
 In projects like Promise Heights, 
which is working to improve 
educational outcomes for youth in 
West Baltimore, she saw an example 
of the kind of research in action that 
she considers essential to the field and 
to institutions conducting academic 
studies within social work.
 Lori James-Townes, MSW ’91, 
the SSW’s Alumni Board President 
and Director of Social Work, 
Leadership & Program Development 
for the Maryland Office of Public 
Defenders, is encouraged by the Dean’s 
commitment to research that builds 
communities — and not just academic 
careers.

 The Dean has made clear the 
importance of supporting research 
projects that can illustrate how they 
will benefit the community. “For her to 
say - if you have a research proposal - 
you have to show how it’s going to add 
to the community — this is huge,” said 
James-Townes.
 Looking ahead, Postmus speaks of 
a vision for the School that sees the 
SSW deeply incorporating the values 
of inclusivity and collaboration and 
partnership. “I see us partnering locally, 
nationally and globally with groups 
that stand against injustice, working 
with others to lift up individuals and 
families—making sure the research 
that we’re taking on truly makes a 
difference.”
 Howard Sollins, Chair of the 
SSW’s Board of Advisors, like 
Woodside, is eager to use his role to 
help the Dean achieve her vision. “I’m 
looking forward to supporting the 
Dean in her role, to enhancing her 
work; to finding ways to support the 
School’s mission, growth and success.”
 Though the Dean has only just 
arrived, many, already, are encouraged 
by the way she is navigating the start 
of this unconventional term.
 “We are facing many challenges,” 
said Frey, “she is juggling a lot of 
balls—but she’s doing so with grace 
and kindness.”
 “She has the warm, steady, 
leadership style needed to lead through 
troubling times.” 

Bruce Jarrell, MD, FACS

“We are facing many challenges,” said Frey, “she is juggling 
a lot of balls—but she’s doing so with grace and kindness.”
         — Jodi Frey, PhD

Lori James-Townes, MSW



Honor Roll of Donors
We recognize the pledges and gifts of alumni, parents, friends, 
foundations, and organizations that supported the people and 
programs of the University of Maryland School of Social Work 
with new pledges and gifts received between July 1, 2019 and 
June 30, 2020.  
 Every gift is important, very much appreciated, and makes 
a difference. The entire School of Social Work family extends 
its thanks to its donors for their beneficence, confidence, and 
support of the School’s mission of excellence in education, 
research, and service.

 Unrestricted gifts help provide current operating support 
for the School’s budget, help close the gap between tuition 
and the actual cost of a student’s education, and offer support 
for research, education, and community outreach.   
 Although every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, 
we apologize in advance for any errors or omissions. To report 
a discrepancy or for more information, please contact the 
Office of Development at 410-706-0006 or at alumni@ssw.
umaryland.edu.
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GRANTS, HONORS & PUBLICATIONS

Professor Lisa Berlin, PhD, Daniel Thursz 
Distinguished Professor of Social Justice 
Corey Shdaimah, PhD, Senior Research 
Project Coordinator Alyssa Goodman, 
MSW, and Natalie Slopen (University 
of Maryland School of Public Health) 
published “I‘m Literally Drowning”:  
A Mixed-Methods Exploration of Infant-
Toddler Child Care Providers’ Wellbeing” 
in the journal Early Education and 
Development.

Le Réseau pour 
Transformer les 
Soins en Autisme/
Transforming 
Autism Care 
Consortium (RTSA) 
invited Assistant 
Professor Sarah 
Dababnah, PhD, 

to present her research on programs for 
caregivers of young children with autism. 
RTSA is a research network connecting 
Canadian researchers focused on 
improving the lives of individuals with 
autism and their families.

Assistant Professor 
Laurie Graham 
has been awarded 
a 2020 National 
Violent Death 
Reporting System 
(NVDRS) New 
Investigator 
Award. Graham’s 

project will focus on learning more 
about intimate partner violence-related 
deaths (homicides, suicides, homicide-

suicides, and fatalities resulting from law 
enforcement intervention in a violent 
incident) among young people ages 
0–25 years in the United States. Findings 
will guide research and practice efforts 
to prevent intimate partner violence-
related deaths among young people.

Caroline Harmon-
Darrow, MSW, 
LMSW, PhD 
Candidate has 
a new paper 
published in 
Trauma, Violence 
& Abuse that 
explores the 

literature on whether restorative justice 
and conflict resolution interventions can 
reduce violence among non-intimate 
adults. 

Research Assistant 
Professor Angela 
Henneberger, PhD, 
and colleagues 
have a new 
paper published 
in Emerging 
Adulthood.  The 
piece is titled “A 

Longitudinal Study Examining Dual 
Enrollment as a Strategy for Easing the 
Transition to College and Career for 
Emerging Adults.”

Allison Hepworth, PhD, Postdoctoral 
Fellow, Lisa Berlin, PhD, Professor, and 
Brenda Jones Harden, PhD, Alison 
Richman Professor for Children and 
Families, have a new paper published 
in Prevention Science. The manuscript 
presents results from a randomized trial 
that examined main and moderated 
effects of the Attachment and 

Biobehavioral Catch-up intervention on 
infants’ use of mother- oriented and self-
soothing emotion regulation strategies 
and infant emotion dysregulation. 

Associate 
Professor Bethany 
Lee, PhD, was 
named a 2019 
Journal of the 
Society for 
Social Work and 
Research Early-
Career Mentored 
Reviewer.

Associate Professors Amanda Lehning, 
PhD and Paul Sacco, PhD along with 
alum Kyeongmo Kim, PhD have a new 
paper published in Psychiatric Services. 
The paper is titled “The Role of County 
Characteristics in Mental Health Service 
Use by Older African Americans.”

Assistant Professor 
Theda Rose, PhD, 
along with co-
investigators Dr. 
Gregory Hancock, 
University of 
Maryland, College 
Park and Dr. Sean 
Joe, Washington 

University in St. Louis received almost 
$100,000 in National Institute of Health 
funding. The NICHD funded R03 grant 
explores psychosocial problems, positive 
development and educational outcomes 
among Black youth. 

The National Association of Social 
Work-Maryland Chapter has name Reem 
Sharaf as its MSW student of the year. 
Sharaf has a BS in Community Health 
and a certification in Women’s Studies 

Corey Shdaimah, PhDLisa Berlin, PhD

FACULTY NEWS

Allison Hepworth, PhD Brenda Jones Harden, PhD

Paul Sacco, PhD Amanda Lehning, PhD
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from the University of Maryland College 
Park and is currently studying clinical 
and behavioral health at the School of 
Social Work.

Assistant Dean 
of Instructional 
Design and 
Technology Clark 
Shah-Nelson, 
MA, along with 
colleagues from 
the Doctor 
of Business 

Administration program at the University 
of Maryland Global Campus authored a 
new paper published in the International 
Journal of Technology-Enabled Student 
Support Services. The work is titled 
“Capacity-Building for Sustainability: A 
Cooperative K-12 Regional Education 
Service Provider Case Study.”

Assistant 
Professor Melissa 
Smith, PhD, and 
colleagues have 
a new paper 
published in 
Administration and 
Policy in Mental 
Health and Mental 

Health Services Research that explores 
definitions of community for a racially 
and ethnically diverse sample of adults 
with serious mental illness.

Clinical Faculty Field Instructor Lane 
Victorson, MSW, Clinical Field Instructor 
Kimberly Street, MSW, and colleagues 
have a new paper, “Library-Based Field 
Placements: Meeting the Diverse Needs 
of Patrons, Including Those Experiencing 
Homelessness,” published in the Journal 
of Social Work Education.

FACULTY NEWS

Lane Victorson, MSW Kimberly Street, MSW

The School of Social Work received a $500K award through the 
Maryland E-Nnovation Initiative Fund (MEIF) to match private funds 
raised from over 130 donors to the Richard P. Barth Professorship in 
Children’s Services Research.
 MEIF is a state program created to spur basic and applied 
research in scientific and technical fields at Maryland colleges and 
universities. The professorship is named after Richard P. Barth, PhD, 
MSW, professor and chair of the Executive Committee of the Grand 
Challenges for Social Work, and former school dean who stepped 
down this summer after 14 years at the helm.
 The Barth Professorship was established initially through $500K 
in contributions by alumni, friends and the Barth family. With this 
award, the Professorship has reached a monumental $1.25M, ready 
to welcome a new professor in the fiscal year 2022.
 “I am so grateful to all of the donors to the Barth Professorship. 
These matching funds would not have been possible without their 
contribution” says Professor and former Dean Rick Barth. “This has 
the potential to positively impact the lives of so many children and 
families through teaching and research. My thanks to all those who 
helped realize this potential.”
 “At this critical moment in our nation’s history, recruiting a 
Barth Professor will enable UMSSW to propel children’s services 
research and programs to new heights, building on former Dean 
Richard Barth’s legacy of creativity and innovation,” said UMSSW 
Dean Judy Postmus, PhD, ACSW. “By funding this prestigious 
Barth Professorship, UMSSW and the state of Maryland will recruit 
a leader in the field of child wellbeing services — services that are 
fundamental to building a better and just society.”
 The Barth Professorship in Children’s Services Research at the 
School will work to accelerate the development of new treatments 
for clients within and beyond the state of Maryland, providing 
mentorship of the School’s graduate students, post-docs, trainees 
and faculty, and increasing the commercialization and establishment 
of new interventions, clinical technologies and services.

Richard P. Barth 
Professorship  
Awarded $500K
through the  
Maryland E-Nnovation 
Initiative Fund (MEIF)
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CLASS NOTES

class of 1985
Tony Torain, MSW
Tony W. Torain, class of 1984, was consecrated to the sacred 
office of Bishop in the Church of God in Christ on Sunday, 
November 10, 2019, in St. Louis, Missouri at the denomination’s 
112th Annual Convocation. Bishop Torain has been assigned 
to serve as Auxiliary Bishop for the denomination in Greater 
Maryland and will continue his 30-year pastorate at The Good 
Shepherd Church of God in Christ in Windsor Mill, Maryland.

class of 1993
Dennis Caughy, MSW

Recently retired from over 25 years of 
private practice as well as participating 
on community mental health centers. 
Enjoyed presenting workshops in a 
variety of issues related to depression, 
adolescent behavioral concerns, and 
trauma. Looking forward to spending 
retirement traveling with wife Margaret 
and pursuing his love of photography.

class of 1999
Brandi Matz, MSW, LCSW

Matz is the author of a new book titled 
“Cultivating Calm: An Anxiety Journal.” 
From the Publisher: “When it comes to 
reducing anxiety, journaling can be a 
valuable therapeutic outlet. Cultivating 
Calm: An Anxiety Journal is full of 
practical writing prompts, strategies, 
and meditations designed to minimize 
anxious thoughts and feelings so you can 

get back to feeling like your true self.” The book is available 
on Amazon. Matz has a full-time private practice specializing 
in anxiety. She also developed an interactive online therapy 
course focused on managing anxiety for individuals to access 
help anywhere in the world, at their own pace. Visit her online 
at BrandiMatz.com.

class of 1999
Christopher Rudolf
After 25 years of service as a Social Worker/Resident Services 
Coordinator at Charlestown Retirement Community, my wife 
and I have relocated to northern Madison County in Kentucky 
to be closer to family.

class of 2009
Sara Giles, MSW

Sara Jeannette Giles, graduate of The 
University of Maryland School of Social 
Work class of 2009 (MSW - Advanced 
Standing Program) has officially 
assumed the position of Licensed 
Clinical Social Worker with the United 
States Navy, as of March 2019. Serving 
as a Naval officer and functioning in 
the capacity of a psychotherapist, 

Lieutenant Giles has already assessed and treated hundreds 
of active duty service members, to determine psychological 
fitness, provide crisis intervention, and to help stabilize those 
who are struggling in order to maintain operational readiness. 
She currently serves out of Naval Health Clinic Lemoore at 
Naval Air Station Lemoore, located in central California.

class of 2013
Tam Lynne Kelley, MSW
My research on food insecurity was recently published in the 
Journal of Hunger and Environmental Nutrition. The research 
study found that students and their families are two and a half 
times less likely to face food insecurity if they attend a CEP 
school, as compared to students attending similar schools that 
are eligible but not participating in the CEP program – even 
after adjusting for race/ethnicity and education level of the 
parent. These findings are important because we know that 
children in food insecure households are at higher risk of poor 
health outcomes, and more likely to be suspended or repeat a 
grade in school. The Community Eligibility Provision, or CEP, 
is particularly important for students in states like Maryland 
that have a high cost of living and therefore many families 
that earn too much to qualify for free or reduced-price school 
meals, yet not enough to make ends meet. There are 238 CEP 
schools across the state, including the entire school districts 
of Dorchester County, Somerset County, and Baltimore City. 
However, many more schools are eligible but not enrolled in 
this efficient and effective program.

“Household Food Security Status of Families with Children 
Attending Schools that Participate in the Community 
Eligibility Provision (CEP) and Those with Children Attending 
Schools that are CEP-Eligible, but Not Participating.”

In Memoriam 
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IN MEMORIAM

Patti A. Seman-Amsel, MSW ’74
Patti A. Seman-Amsel, passed away January 23, 2020 after an illness. She had a 45-year career in social work 
and psychotherapy with Maryland children, adults, couples and families.

In Memoriam 

Anna Brashears, MSW ’18
Anna Brashears, of Columbia, MD, passed away July 31, 2020 
following a lengthy illness. 



Welcome, Dean Judy L. Postmus!  
The School of Social Work is excited to welcome Dean Postmus’s leadership.  
Please show your support by making a gift to the Annual Fund. Your support today 
is especially impactful, as the School and Dean Postmus navigate through budgetary 
challenges presented by COVID-19. Each gift brings the School closer to her vision 
for the School of Social Work, where each student receives safe and high-quality 
social work education through the lens of social, racial, and economic justice.

Gifts can be made at www.ssw.umaryland.edu/AnnualFund. Checks can also be 
made payable to “UMBF/SSW/Annual Fund” and sent to:

University of Maryland Baltimore Foundation
220 N. Arch Street
13th Floor
Baltimore, MD 21201
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Each year, the School of Social Work honors alumni who have made outstanding 
contributions to the communities they serve and the social work profession. These 
awardees come from your nominations and you have until December 31 to submit 
yours! We want to hear from you! 

Alumni of the Year Award: This award acknowledges and honors a UMSSW graduate 
who is making an outstanding professional contribution to the field of social work in 
the present and is well-known for his/her contributions to the larger community.  

Emeritus Award: This award acknowledges and honors a UMSSW graduate who has 
devoted his/her entire life to the social work profession and is perhaps retired or 
nearing retirement.   

Field Instructor of the Year Award: This award acknowledges and honors a UMSSW 
alum for their exemplary performance as a Field Instructor. 

Innovation in Social Work Award: This award acknowledges and honors a UMSSW 
graduate who has demonstrated creativity in developing and implementing a 
program, service, or intervention that addresses an unmet societal need, an existing 
gap in service, or provides a promising intervention (clinical, administrative, policy, 
advocacy). 

Recent Graduate Award: This award acknowledges and honors a UMSSW graduate 
who has demonstrated significant accomplishments in his/her first eight years of  
post-MSW practice 

Student of the Year Award: This award acknowledges and honors a currently enrolled 
UM SSW student who is making a positive and significant contribution to the field 
of social work while serving in their first or second year of graduate school/field 
placement.   

More information and the nomination form can be found online at:  
www.ssw.umaryland.edu/alumni/alumni-awards/. 

Help Us Recognize  
Alumni Excellence! 



The #1 way college students find jobs

Join Us On Handshake! 
Our new “Handshake” option allows job seekers to create custom 
dashboards to serve as profiles to potential employers. Handshake 
also exposes employers to many more potential, qualified candidates. 
Handshake is used by hundreds of schools and universities across the 
globe. Please join us at https://www.joinhandshake.com to create an 
account. Upon doing so, search for the University of Maryland School 
of Social Work and submit a request for approval to post on our portal. 
We look forward to connecting with you on Handshake!

Don’t get stressed. Get started.
joinhandshake.com



SCHOOL NEWS

Tell Us What’s Happening in Your Life!

The School of Social Work wants you to share your news, not only with us, but 
with your fellow alumni. This news could include a new job or promotion, a 
birth or marriage announcement, new grandchildren to brag about, or almost 
any other news you care to share. Please fill out the form and return it to us, 
and it will be published in a “Class Notes” section of a future edition of  
Connections. We also encourage you to send pictures!*  

If you have moved, changed jobs, or changed your name, help us keep our  
records up to date. Please fill out the form with your new information and 
send it to us. You may send the form to:  
 
University of Maryland School of Social Work 
Office of Development & Alumni Relations
525 West Redwood Street
Baltimore, MD 21201-1777

You can also e-mail your “Class Note” to us at alumni@ssw.umaryland.edu or 
submit it online at ssw.umaryland.edu/alumni_and_development.

*Photos may be sent to the address above or if sending by E-mail, we prefer 
photos be saved in a tif format at 300 dpi. Images sent below that resolution 
may not be printed. Please include your name and mailing address on all  
photos sent. All photos will be returned.

Name ____________________________________________________________

Maiden Name _____________________________________________________ 

Home Phone ______________________________________________________

Class Year ________________________________________________________ 
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