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FOCUSED ON
RECOVERY
by Matthew Conn

A team at the School of Social Work, led by
Associate Professors Jay Unick, PhD, and
Michelle Tuten, PhD, have been awarded a
$3-million grant to develop a research
network to study recovery support services
provided to people living with opioid use
disorders.
The Innovations in Recovery through
Infrastructure Support (IRIS) project, a
National Institutes of Health, National
Institute on Drug Abuse funded initiative,
brings together a diverse set of addiction
treatment system stakeholders to build a
learning collaborative to study the delivery,
sustainability, and assessment of recovery
services for individuals receiving
medication-assisted treatment. The 4-year

IRIS project fosters collaboration and
communication between treatment
providers, individuals recovering from an
opioid use disorder, and researchers to
improve recovery support services and help
to end the opioid crisis.
"As a school of social work," says UMSSW
Dean Judy Postmus, "we are committed to
making real changes in the lives of
individuals, families, and communities. We
do this through creative and inclusive
partnerships with those same individuals
and communities including the agencies
doing the critical work on the ground. I am
proud of the work of our faculty involved in
this project, making a real difference to the
folks on the Eastern Shore of Maryland."

$3-Million
Grant to Study
Recovery
Support
Services

IRIS

The work is
far from
academic...
it is a
"practice to
research"
approach"
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From an NIH article on the IRIS project:
Recovery from addiction is an ongoing
process of finding a path to a healthy
lifestyle. Although it is different for every
individual, the end goal is the same:
adopting positive changes and values that
people choose on their own to stay healthy.
The 25 million Americans currently in
recovery demonstrate that individuals are
not alone in successfully achieving this goal.
In the past few decades, science has brought
us effective behavioral and medication
addiction treatments as well as lifesaving
treatments that revive people from
overdose and give them a chance to seek
lasting recovery. Lived experience suggests
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that individuals may need tools to manage
their health long-term, as well as friendship
and support from those with similar lived
experiences. Research also suggests that
support from families can be key to
recovery, but that few families become
engaged in the process. Both are areas
where research can help.
Jay Unick, PhD, and Michelle Tuten, PhD, of
the University of Maryland School of Social
Work in Baltimore, set up the IRIS project,
which aims to build and share infrastructure
to help communities become researchready – toward developing, sharing, and
testing their strategies to provide recovery
support services that meet the needs of
distinct communities. That includes offering
interactive, online seminars; pilot grant
funding; research mentoring programs;
helping with designing and testing new
measures; as well as collecting and sharing
existing measurement resources.
The work is far from academic: Unick refers
to the approach as “practice to research.” It
collects knowledge generated by real
people in real situations to know and do
what works, and importantly, to measure
success. Real-life settings where individuals
access treatment and recovery support vary
a lot. It could be a van that offers
buprenorphine prescriptions outside a jail.
It could be volunteers delivering food,
clothing, and naloxone to homeless
individuals struggling with addiction. Or it
could possibly be an emergency department
where individuals with opioid use disorder
(or those who have overdosed) often seek
medical care.
And although there are a multitude of
factors that influence whether people can
succeed in long-term recovery, many of the
outcomes are largely the same, and they can
be measured: time on medications or
number of visits to providers, or finding
stable employment, supportive
relationships, and affordable, safe housing.
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Some of the recovery organizations Unick
and Tuten are working with are operations
that are using sophisticated methods for
data collection and using that evidence to
influence practice, citing as one example
Mosaic Community Services. This
organization collects has a patient-centered
program called Partners in Recovery that
offers recovery supports such as both
medication for substance use disorders and
behavioral therapy in the same location,
helps people find transportation and
housing, and connects them with peer
support specialists.

patience, toward improving their impact on
people’s lives, he says.

Many organizations, however, are small and
not as familiar with how to collect and
analyze data. Building relationships with
some of these groups takes persistence and

“What’s working, what’s not working, and
when do we need to turn around and try
something different? What predicts future
success; what tells us that the engagement

"The goal of
this research
is to engage
people
where they
are at every
possible
opportunity"
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“We ask them, for example, how can you
collect information to make meaningful
comparisons to know whether your
organization is doing comparing to similar
organizations, or how your people are doing
compared to others with similar
characteristics?
The goal of this research is to engage people
where they are at every possible
opportunity.

is working?
School of Social Work Dean Judy L.
Postmus, MSW, ACSW, is excited by the
project in many ways, maybe one way more
than another as it is taking real-world
research and making an immediate and
demonstrable impact on a serious societal
problem. “dean quoted needed.”
To learn more about IRIS, its ongoing
research and data collection, pilot projects,
vital and emerging resources, and its
informational, interactive, and partner
training opportunities, please visit
www.iris.ssw.umaryland.edu/.
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RECORD LOW
INFANT DEATHS
A program led by the School of Social Work in West
Baltimore gets national attention as it helps lower infant
deaths to record lows!
by Mary Therese Phelan

Shania Kerina was pregnant — and homeless — when at least once
a week she received a call from Angelise Shelby, MSW, LGSW, a
social worker with B’more for Healthy Babies (BHB), the outreach
program operated by the University of Maryland School of Social
Work’s (UMSSW) Promise Heights initiative.
“I was house to house. I was in and out the hospital from stress. I
was bleeding a lot,” Kerina said. “I was so stressed that I just would
ignore her call.”
At the time, Kerina knew little about BHB, how the staff conducts
aggressive outreach using door-to-door, word-of-mouth, and other
methods to build family and community trust and increase
community awareness of its prenatal and postnatal support
services. She didn’t know BHB would be credited for achieving a
record-low infant mortality rate for Black infants in her
neighborhood of Upton/Druid Heights.
Eventually, Kerina saw a flyer for a “Spa Night” hosted by BHB for
pregnant women and new moms in her neighborhood. Why not go,
she thought. After all, dinner was included.
“The room was packed just with pregnant moms, new moms, and
they had a room where they were watching the kids. They supplied
dinner for us at the end. And I don’t even think they knew that was
the only meal I had that day. And I was pregnant at eight months,”
Kerina said.
Now the proud mother of a son, 1½-year-old Kimani, Kerina shared
her story at a June 17 news conference celebrating a major
milestone in the work of BHB and its partners. After more than a
decade of sustained investment in Upton/Druid Heights, the infant
mortality rate dropped by 75 percent to 3.8 deaths per 1,000 live
births. This rate is lower than the city’s overall white infant
mortality rate (4.4 in 2019) and comparable to Baltimore
communities that are far more wealthy and affected far less
negatively by social determinants of health. The outcome is
directly tied to years of local investment, outreach, and education
through the work of the BHB program, officials said.

When BHB launched in 2009, Upton/Druid Heights, with a
population that is among the city’s least wealthy and almost
entirely Black, had a higher rate of infant mortality than the
city overall.
“It is no secret that there is a distinct significant racial disparity
in infant mortality with Black babies typically dying between
two and five times the rate of white babies,” said Mayor
Brandon M. Scott, who hosted the news conference. “This is an
unfortunate dynamic that our city knows all too well. In 2009,
15 out of 1,000 infants in the neighborhood of Upton/Druid
Height did not survive birth. But these are more than just
statistics. It’s 15 lives that will never have a chance to reach
their full potential to watch Saturday cartoons, eat crabs, dress
up for Halloween. While the deck is already stacked against
Black children growing up in these neighborhoods, 15 of those
precious lives won’t even have an opportunity to dream or
fulfill their potential.”
Scott was joined by University of Maryland School of Social
Work Dean Judy L. Postmus, MSW, ACSW; University of
Maryland, Baltimore (UMB) President Bruce E. Jarrell, MD,
FACS; Stacey Stephens, LCSW-C, director of BHB; Letitia
Dzirasa, MD, commissioner of the Baltimore City Health
Department; Demaune Millard, president and chief executive
officer of the Family League of Baltimore; Traci Kodeck, MPH,
chief executive officer of HealthCare Access Maryland; Destiny
Simone-Ramjohn, PhD, vice president of community health and
social impact at CareFirst BlueCross BlueShield; and Antoine
Dow, owner of the Cut Styles barbershop.
“The work in Upton/Druid Heights is absolutely incredible,”
Scott said. “I want to thank Director Stephens and B’more for
Healthy Babies for this measurable impact in this community,
and subsequently in Baltimore as a whole.”
In addition to promoting access to prenatal care and primary
care services, BHB provides education to new parents through
local organizations, schools, and businesses. BHB also leads
Moms Clubs for prenatal education and postpartum support,
breastfeeding support groups, parenting classes, and case
management.
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“This isn’t just an accomplishment relative to Baltimore. This is
a national accomplishment, where we have done a spectacular
job,” Jarrell said. “The hard part comes up now. How do we
make it so that those infants now blossom, reach their
potential, and become great contributors to this city? That's the
challenge. The other challenge is, of course, to keep our federal
government helping us to fund this great program. And so, Mr.
Mayor and all of our delegation, we’re going to need your help
to make this kind of funding that goes to social determinants of
health really successful.”
Stephens noted a central part of BHB’s success has been
cultivating trust and respect in the Upton/Druid Heights
community.
“We owe a tremendous thank you to Black women who
partnered with us during the vulnerable but joyous time of
pregnancy and parenting young children,” Stephens said,
addressing moms from the community who gathered on the
sidewalk, joining program staff in donning purple BHB T-shirts,
outside Cut Styles on McMechen Street, where the news
conference was held.
“During this period, we have deeply listened to Black women as
you have transformed educational, perinatal groups into spaces
that foster social connections and supports,” she said. “We
admire how you have emerged as strong advocates and
community organizers in your community, which has even led
to new entrepreneurial and employment opportunities. We
celebrate you as you lead and sustain this ongoing work.”
Stephens especially thanked Dow and other barbers in the
community. For eight years, barbershops and barbers have
been instrumental in providing space in their shops to share
BHB messaging around ways to reduce the infant mortality
rate.
Dow met Stephens several years ago when she walked into the
barbershop to educate men about Sudden Infant Death
Syndrome (SIDS) and the importance of having babies sleep on
their backs.
“At the time, my son was a preemie,” Dow said. “So I was laying
him down incorrectly. And what she did basically saved my
son's life by giving me the information about ‘alone, on the
back, in the crib’ [a SIDS awareness campaign]. We still have a
long battle. I'm not going to celebrate yet because I’m working
with a lot of fathers right now who have new children.”
The barbershop’s TV plays BHB-created videos about safe
sleep and other topics related to the health and wellness of
children and families.

Top: University of Maryland, Baltimore President Bruce E. Jarrell
praises B’more for Healthy Babies (BHB) and its community partners.
Middle: (L) Antoine Dow, owner of Cut Styles, cuts a patron’s hair;
BHB Director Stacey Stephens thanks the community for its support.
Bottom: BHB staff with Mayor Brandon M. Scott; Shania Kerina
explains how BHB had a direct impact on her and the life of her son.

WATCH MORE ABOUT THIS
IMPORTANT STORY AT:
HTTPS://YOUTU.BE/UVIO2YG0GJE
The barbershop’s TV plays BHB-created videos about safe sleep and
other topics related to the health and wellness of children and families.
Meanwhile, mom Kerina has since become one of BHB’s “Community
Achievers,” a group of new moms that assembles and delivers care
packages of helpful items to support new parents.
“They are doing so much in the community. You know, not only are they
saving lives, but they’re building families,” she said. “Without B’more for
Healthy Babies, a lot of people would just be S.O.L.,” she added, as the
mayor laughed at the colloquial expression for bad luck.
“I’ve always wanted to say that at a press conference,” Scott joked.

"not only are they saving lives, but they’re
building families"
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1985
JODY REISS, MSW
In 1983, Jody Reiss became a student at the School of Social Work and at
the same time became an AIDS volunteer at the Whitman-Walker Clinic in
D.C. The following year she became the clinic's first social work intern as
well as the school's first AIDS intern.
She went on to spend 18 years working with people with AIDS, including at
the Prince George's County Department of Social Services and 10 years as
AIDS Project Coordinator at Jewish Family and Children's Services in San
Francisco.
Forty years after the beginning of that pandemic, we find ourselves in a new
pandemic. Jody has just self-published Looking Back: AIDS Tales and
Teachings about those early years. It is available at Lulu.com or Amazon.

1987
PETER WILCOX, MSW
Peter had a private practice as a psychotherapist for over 20 years. Since his
retirement in 2011, He has had seven books published. His most recent book
was published in October 2020. The title of this book is, I Was Gone Long
Before I Left.
All of Peter's books can be found at my publisher's website,
Wipfandstock.com or Amazon.com, or Barnesandnoble.com.
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1996
TERRI JOHNSON, CCTP, LCADC, ACSW, CSW-C
Johnson is the authoress of Body Safety Zones (BSZ) and Body
Safety Zones (BSZ) Activity & Coloring books. She is passionate
about teaching children, at a very young age, about permission,
consent, agency of their bodies, Internet etiquette, etc., to
prevent child sexual abuse.
The main character is Ms. B. Persistent (school social worker)
who teaches her students, the BSZ kidz, that attend her
awareness and wellness class about their body safety zones,
places where no one should touch them or ask them to teach
another person.
This book highlights some of the work Johnson has been doing
for over 20 years with young people in various settings:
public/private schools, community centers, church, in her private
practice, workshops, as a speaker, etc. Johnson’s most recent
endeavor to spread the word about body safety zones has been
working as a volunteer with youth actors at The Arena Player's
theater in West Baltimore twice a week during their Fall session.
Her books are available at
www.etsy.com/shop/PersistenceistheWAY.
Proceeds go towards programming to prevent child sexual abuse,
exploitation, and trafficking. If you are interested in purchasing a
book and gifting it to a child in homeless/domestic violence
shelters, please indicate so she may include your name in the
book when she signs it.
She is can be reached on Instagram as persistenceistheway.

2004
MICHAEL LIBRIE, MSW
Dr. Michael M. Librie, PsyD, MSW, MTS, LCSW-C, University of Maryland, School of Social
Work, 2004, resumed his private, psychotherapy practice, Synergy Counseling Services,
LLC, after an 11-year hiatus. He is now delivering treatment on a virtual basis only. As a
result, Dr. Librie can now provide psychotherapy services to the worldwide community.
Dr. Librie also recently became certified as a Sound Therapist. Please see his website for
additional information: www.synergycounselingservicesllc.com
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2017
KATHRYN WILDEROTTER
On May 23, 2021, Kathryn Wilderotter '17 married the love
of her life, Mara Fruiterman Bayewitz '98.
They first met in a CEU bearing, required training about which
Mara was excited and Kathryn was honestly dreading, having
never quite mastered the art of physical balance. They
became fast friends over their mutual love of lunch and
awkwardness during trainings. Also, their shared love of
theater, which has become a big part of their relationship.
Kathryn and Mara are both practicing mental health
therapists at Families First Counseling & Psychiatry - Kathryn
in East Montgomery County, specializing in trauma and Mara
on the Greenbelt, specializing in DBT.

Let us and the rest
of the UM School of
Social Work
Community know
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Submit a class
note to appear in
a future issue of
Connections.
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UMB ASSISTANT DEAN
FEATURED IN BIDEN
TOWN HALL
When will the vaccines for young children
be ready? And how accessible will they be
once released?
Those are the questions posed to President
Biden by Neijma Celestine-Donnor, MSW
’09, LCSW-C, assistant dean for diversity,
equity, and inclusion at the University of
Maryland School of Social Work, during a
CNN Presidential Town Hall on Thursday,
Oct. 21, in Baltimore.

2

J.E.D.I. IS SOCIAL
WORK CAMPAIGN
DEBUTED
J.E.D.I is Social Work is an inclusive
partnership and campaign among students,
faculty, staff, and the community with
intentional collaboration around justice,
equity, diversity, and inclusion.
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3

BRENDA JONES HARDEN HELPS LEAD
NATIONWIDE STUDY OF EARLY
CHILDHOOD BRAIN DEVELOPMENT
The University of Maryland has been chosen
as one of 25 institutions across the country
to implement the HEALthy Brain and Child
Development study, a multi-year project
that will recruit a diverse cohort of
pregnant people and follow them and their
children into early childhood.
Brenda Jones Harden, Alison Richman
Professor for Children and Families at the
University of Maryland School of Social
Work and the third principal investigator
for the UMD project team, will head up
recruitment and retention of participants
and families through hospitals in the
University of Maryland system, as well as
other clinics and community-based
organizations.

4

2021 ALUMNI AWARD
WINNERS
Eight alums from the University of Maryland
School of Social Work were honored this
year as winners of our Alumni Association
Awards.
Congratulations to all our award winners!
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5

STUDY FINDS OVERREPRESENTATION
OF LGBTQ+ YOUTH IN MIDWEST
FOSTER CARE SYSTEM
The Institute for Innovation and
Implementation at the University of
Maryland School of Social Work, in
partnership with the Division of Children
and Family Services in Cuyahoga County,
Ohio (DCFS), undertook a study to collect
demographic data on sexual orientation,
gender identity, and gender expression of
youth in the County’s foster care program.
The study, outlined at the QR code here, is
one of the first of its kind to be conducted in
a Midwestern state, where available data on
LGBTQ+ youth is extremely limited. It
follows similar studies in New York City and
Los Angeles showing an equally high
representation of youth with diverse SOGIE
in foster care. Together these studies
provide evidence that in the middle of the
country, as well as in large urban areas, a
greater proportion of LGBTQ+ youth are
represented in foster care than in the
general population.
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