
FINAL ABSTRACT

This interactive workshop will describe the rewards and challenges of collaborating with undergraduate 
BSW students and community partners to conduct research related to HIV risk among justice-involved 
women during COVID times. Our project, SHAWN, is funded by the NIH/NIDA R15 mechanism, which is 
specifically designed to engage undergraduates in research (www.theshawnproject.com). Obstacles to 
student engagement with community-based research will be delineated, along with suggestions about 
how to overcome these issues. Training strategies and team-building exercises will be shared. Presenters 
will include the project’s team members, including student research assistants.

Presenters

Amy Smoyer, Associate Professor, Southern Connecticut University

Eve Jones, BSW Student Research Assistant, Southern Connecticut University

Shoshana Mahon, BSW Student Research Assistant, Southern Connecticut University

Mellody Massaquoi, BSW Student Research Assistant, Southern Connecticut University

Sedona Worth, BSW Student Research Assistant, Southern Connecticut University

Sabrine Yaser, BSW Student Research Assistant, Southern Connecticut University

Emily Ziemba, BSW Student Research Assistant, Southern Connecticut University

http://www.theshawnproject.com/


Building the Next Generation of 
Social Work Researchers: 
The NIH R15 & Beyond

Amy B. Smoyer, Associate Professor, Southern Connecticut University

Student Research Assistants, Southern Connecticut University

v Eve Jones, SCSU ’23, Sociology

v Shoshana Mahon, SCSU ‘24, Social Work

v Mellody Massaquoi, SCSU ‘24, Social Work

v Sedona Worth, SCSU ‘25, Sociology

v SabrineYaser, SCSU ‘26, Social Work

v Emily Ziemba, SCSU ‘ 23

BPD Annual Conference, Birmingham, AL, Thurs, March 30: 10:45 am – 12:15 pm



Today's 
Agenda

� 10:45 - 11:00: Small group introductions (6 groups) 

� 11:00 – 11:10: PhD Pipeline: Challenges & Urgency 

� 11:10 – 11:20: Engaging Undergrads in Research 

� 11:20 – 11:30: The R15 – SHAWN 

� 11:30 – 11:40: Project Teamwork 

� 11:40 – 12:00: Prep Projects

� 12:00 – 12:15: Questions & Ideas 



The Doctoral 
Degree 
Pipeline:

Challenges

Lack of racial diversity among people with PhDs

(Men/Women)



The Doctoral 
Degree 
Pipeline:

Challenges

Lack of racial diversity among people with doctoral degrees.



The Doctoral 
Degree 
Pipeline:

Benefits of 
Equity & 
Representation

Graves Jr, J. L., Kearney, M., Barabino, G., & Malcom, S. (2022). Inequality in science and the case 
for a new agenda. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 119(10), e2117831119.



Engaging 
Undergraduates 
in Research:

Challenges & 
Opportunities



Haeger, H., Armstron-Land, M., & Smith, C. (2019). Identifying nad breaking down barriers to participation in undergraduate 
research. https://researchinsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/IDBarriersUndergrad-HaegerArmstrong-LandSmith2019.pdf

Engaging 
Undergraduates 
in Research:

Students who 
participate in 
undergrad 
research are more 
like to earn 
doctorate.



Engaging 
Undergraduates 
in Research:

Undergraduate 
research is a High 
Impact 
educational 
Practice (HIP)

http://sapro.moderncampus.com/blog/what-high-impact-practices-are-and-why-they-matter-for-student-success

Boosts retention & educational 
outcomes, esp. First Gen and Black 
and Latinx students

• Undergraduate Research
• Collaborative Assignments and 

Projects
• Diversity/Global Learning
• Service Learning, Community 

Based Learning
• Capstone Courses and Projects
• Internships
• First Year Seminars & Experiences
• Common Intellectual Experiences
• Learning Communities
• Writing Intensive Courses



Engaging 
Undergraduates 
in Research

Opportunities & 
Barriers for 
Faculty



Your 

Turn!

The PhD 
Pipeline:

Barriers for 
Students

Haeger, H., Armstron-Land, M., & Smith, C. (2019). Identifying and breaking down barriers to participation in undergraduate 
research. https://researchinsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/IDBarriersUndergrad-HaegerArmstrong-LandSmith2019.pdf

Engaging 
Undergraduates 
in Research:

Barriers to 
research 
participation for 
students



Haeger, H., Armstron-Land, M., & Smith, C. (2019). Identifying nad breaking down barriers to participation in undergraduate 
research. https://researchinsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/IDBarriersUndergrad-HaegerArmstrong-LandSmith2019.pdf

Engaging 
Undergraduates 
in Research:

Faculty outreach 
boost student 
participation in 
research.



S.H.A.W.N.
Stop HIV /AIDS Women’s Network

NIDA/NIH 1R15DA056285-01, (PI Smoyer, Amy B.) Project Title: Impact of COVID-19 
Criminal-Legal Practices on HIV Risk among Women Who Use Drugs: A Multi-Methods 
Qualitative Exploration, 05/01/2022 – 04/30/2025



The NIH R15 
Mechanism

National Institute of Health R15
The R15 “Supports small-scale research projects at educational 
institutions that provide baccalaureate or advanced degrees for a 
significant number of the Nation’s research scientists but that have not 
been major recipients of NIH support (less than $6M/year). The goals of 
the R15 are to:

� support meritorious research,
� expose students to research, and
� strengthen the research environment of the institution.



Shawn Lang

This project is inspired and informed by the peer-based activism of 
HIV/AIDS community organizer Shawn Lang (1956-2021). 

Shawn’s mentorship and leadership shaped the career development 
of the PI on this study, Dr. Amy Smoyer, and the lives of all those 
who had the privilege to work with her.

Her vision is reflected in the project’s framework which centers the 
expertise and knowledge of people with lived experience. The focus 
on women and people who inject drugs aligns with Shawn’s 
persistent and unflinching focus on marginalized communities, 
gender equality, anti-racism practices, and harm reduction 
programs, especially housing and syringe exchange.



The number of 
women 
incarcerated in 
CT dropped by 
43% during 
COVID.

Incarcerated women in CT, 2011-2021

COVID-19



Specific Aims

RESEARCH QUESTION:

What was the impact of COVID-19 shifts in criminal-legal practices on 
the HIV risk behaviors of justice-involved women who use drugs?

� Specific Aim #1: PROVIDE undergraduate students the 
opportunity to gain significant experience with community 
engaged research. 

� Specific Aim #2: IDENTIFY the pre-COVID-19 HIV risk behaviors 
and protective factors of justice-involved women who use drugs.

� Specific Aim #3: DOCUMENT and ASSESS HIV risk during COVID-
19 among justice-involved women who use drugs. 



www.theshawnproject.com

Year One of Project

2022 – 2023

What we have 
accomplished so far

Year Two

2023 – 2024

Year Three

2024 – 2025



Visualization



Project Team: 

SCSU Faculty 
& Students

� PI: Amy B. Smoyer, PhD, 
Associate Professor, 
SCSU Department of 
Social Work

� Dynamic Team: SHAWN 
solicits applications from 
BSW students at the 
start of every semester.

� Five (5) SCSU 
undergraduate students, 
10 hours/week

� Collaborator: Karen 
D’Angelo, PhD, Assistant 
Professor, SCSU 
Department of Social 
Work



Project Team:

Community 
Consultants 
(SCSU Alum!)

� www.theshawnproject.com/team

� Core Team Consultants
� Maribel Oyola, MSW – ongoing core member (SCSU MSW alumn)
� Nadine Ruff, MSW – ongoing core member (SCSU BSW & MSW alumn)
� Jamie Myers, MD, Yale School of Medicine, Clinical Expert

� Community Consultants
� Ashley Hampton, LCSW – Clinical Supervision (SCSU MSW alumn)
� Monya Saunders – Recruitment (Yale RA)
� Maeve Pierce – Graphic Designer (SCSU ‘23, Studio Art)

� Pamela Allen, CEO & President, Evergreen Family Oriented Services –
Data Collection

http://www.the


On Boarding:

Human 
Resources &
CITI Human 
Subjects



Harm 
Reduction 
Framework

Principles of Harm Reduction
https://harmreduction.org/about-us/principles-of-harm-reduction/

� Meet people where they are.

� Non-judgmental, non-coercive.

� Any level of engagement is better than no engagement.

� Understands engagement is research is a complex, multi-faceted 
phenomenon that can encompasses a continuum of behaviors and 
acknowledges that people will engage in different ways.

� Ensures that undergrads have a real voice in the creation of 
research opportunities designed to engage them.

� Recognizes that the realities of poverty, class, racism, social 
isolation, past trauma, sex-based discrimination, and other social 
inequalities affect both people’s vulnerability to and capacity for 
engaging in research.

� Whatever the question, the answer is yes. 

https://harmreduction.org/about-us/principles-of-harm-reduction/


Harm Reduction 
Framework:

Meeting People 
Where They Are



• Belonging
• Snacks
• Office Space
• Field Trips
• Swag
• Website

• Flexibility & Structure
• Friday Meetings
• Office Hours (remote?)
• Teams
• Worksheets
• Accountability

• Variety & Overwhelm
• Blog
• Practice Projects
• Community Events
• Writing
• Reading
• Podcasts

Harm Reduction 
Framework:

Team 
Engagement 
Strategies



Prep Project #1:

The Legacy Project 
with AIM 
(Montgomery, AL)

What is women’s lived experience of incarceration in 
Alabama and how do modern corrections reflect the 
legacy of slavery?

� Focus on activities of daily life: eating, using the 
bathroom, sleeping, relationship with staff, peers, and 
self.

� Interviews (n=15) conducted by Dr. Smoyer in March 22
� Framed with Bryan Stevenson’s Legacy theory
� PRACTICE: Transcription, Coding (Dedoose), and 

Analysis in conjunction with AIM staff and clients



Prep Project #2:

Campus Survey

� Online anonymous survey

� Questions if asked if participant or 
any member of their family or any 
friend had ever been incarcerated 
or on parole or probation.

� n= 195

� PRACTICE: Survey development 
(Qualtrics),IRB Application, 
Recruitment, Data Collection, 
Analysis, Dissemination

Our article is under review! Smoyer, A.B., D’Angelo, K., Jones, E., Mahon, S., Massaquoi, M., 
Worth, S., & Ziemba, E. (under review). Criminal-legal systems, undergraduate college 
students & community organizing. Journal of Community Practice.

To what extent have undergraduates at SCSU been 
impacted by criminal legal systems?



Thank you!

www.theshawnproject.com

Email: SmoyerA1@southernct.edu

Southern Connecticut University Team

v Amy B. Smoyer, Associate Professor, Social Work

v Eve Jones, SCSU ’23, Sociology

v Shoshana Mahon, SCSU ‘24, Social Work

v Mellody Massaquoi, SCSU ‘24, Social Work

v Sedona Worth, SCSU ‘25, Sociology

v Sabrine Yaser, SCSU ‘26, Social Work

v Emily Ziemba, SCSU ‘ 23


