














TRAINING

At the GCSW, our students are more than learners—
they are changemakers. Through bold action, everyday
advocacy, and a deep commitment to justice, they are

shaping the future of social work. Whether organizing
within their cohorts, championing campus initiatives, or
standing up for equity in Austin, these student trailblazers
remind us that meaningful change often begins with
a single voice—and grows through collective action.
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Mobilizing for Change: Students
Lead with Purpose at SWAD

Graduate College of Social Work (GCSW) students
never miss a chance to advocate and voice their passion
for ongoing social issues —even if it means catching a bus
before the sun rises.

At this year’s Social Work Advocacy Day (SWAD) in
Austin, Texas, students walked alongside faculty and

staff to join hundreds of social work students to make a
statement on the urgent need for improved mental health
resources, fair payment for practicum roles, relaxed
licensure requirements, among others.

The National Association of Social Workers Texas (NASW
Texas), the event organizers, anchored the tone of this
year’s SWAD to the theme of “Serving All Texans: Unity
Through Social Action.” Students had an opportunity to
attend sessions led by social workers, Capitol staffers, and
changemakers in the advocacy space. Some approached
state legislators to discuss bills or topics of interest. For
Advanced Standing student Rea’ianna Winston, that’s
Texas Senate Bill 153, which advocates for a social work
recruitment and retention program. It was Winston’s first
time in a pre-arranged meeting with legislator staff, but it
did not hold her back from welcoming the experience.

“My biggest takeaway was getting comfortable talking to
legislators,” She noted, “That process was inspirational.

I would tell [future SWAD attendees] to not be afraid

to meet with your legislators. You deserve a chance to
have your voice heard.” Winston also spoke on behalf of
Payment 4 Placement, connecting with fellow students to
discuss practicum payment rights.

Students also heard from GCSW alumni like Tsion
Amare, Devan Daniel, Savannah Lee, and Stefanie
Page, who touched on topics such as food insecurity,
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domestic violence, and immigration, during panels
held throughout the day. SWAD attendees were also
invited to speak on issues of interest on the steps

of the Capitol. When GCSW first-year student Anu
Sathyanarayanan stepped on to the stage with a
microphone in hand, she shifted the energy to bring
attention to a topic different from the rest: epilepsy
awareness. General awareness of epilepsy is important
to Sathyanarayanan, but her speech became more
than a call to action.

“What really got me going was that towards the end,
| noticed how comfortable we were with each other. |
felt like | was with my people. It reminded me of how
much | wanted to be part of this [social work world].”

For many GCSW students, it was their first time repping
the cougar red on Capitol grounds. The positive
experience led some to already set their intentions

to attend SWAD 2026. And despite the extensive
preparation needed before the event, they believe

that it's worth showing up and out for the causes they
care for.

(Photo Caption: Advanced standing GCSW students discuss
Texas Senate Bill 153 with legislator staff)
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Social Work Advocacy Day

GCSW students participated in Social Work
Advocacy Day (SWAD) in Austin to amplify the
voices of mental health care professionals and social
work students. The focus was on addressing pay
disparities for all mental health professionals offering
psychotherapy and ensuring financial support for
social work practicum placements. This support is
championed by Pay For Placements (P4P), a national
movement dedicated to providing payments or
stipends for social work practicum placements,

with a specific emphasis on assisting students with
financial need.




TRAILBLAZERS IN TRAINING

The Positivity Project

Spreading Sunshine, One Note at a Time

For first-year, Cohort 2, MSW students —
Elisabeth Adams, Ashlyn Bimmerle, Elizabeth Chirko,
and Alina Syed, affectionately known as “The Sunshine
Crew”—cultivating a culture of genuine connection,
encouragement, stability, and calm is vital to the well-
being of the Graduate College of Social Work. As the
spring semester draws to a close, burnout and fatigue
have become increasingly prevalent.

“Our program is rooted in positivity, empowerment,
growth, and community—but we weren’t experiencing
that within our own cohort,” shared Sunshine Crew
member Elizabeth Chirko. In response, the group
sprang into action, brainstorming simple yet impactful
ways to uplift their peers and spread encouragement
throughout the college. Ashlyn proposed the
“Positivity Project” to the Assistant Dean of Student
Affairs, who enthusiastically endorsed it as a timely
and thoughtful approach to easing stress, combating
negativity, and softening the “weird vibes” often felt at
the semester’s end.

The Positivity Project is a student-driven effort aimed at
creating aripple effect of encouragement across every
corner of the GCSW. From affirming sticky notes to
larger wellness-focused initiatives, the project centers
on honoring the humanity, resilience, and compassion
that unite this community of future social workers.

(Photo Caption from L to R: Ashlyn Bimmerle, Elisabeth Adams,
Alina Syed, Elizabeth Chirko)
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GCSW Accolades

Uplifting our Community’s Achievements

and Contributions
AWARDS N 4

+ Dr. Susan P. Robbins received the NASW Social
Work Pioneer Award from the NASW Foundation
and the 1914 Distinguished Alumni Award in
Academia and Research from Tulane School of
Social Work (2024)

+ Dr. Robin Gearing was named a 2025
Distinguished Fellow of the National Academies
of Practice, Social Work Academy by The National
Academies of Practice (NAP) Distinguished
Scholar Fellow

+ Dr. Robin Gearing received the Global Faculty
Award and Global Faculty Development Fund by the
Institute for Global Engagement at the University of
Houston (2024)

ACHIEVEMENTS ﬁ*k

+ Allison Akard, an MSW Advanced Standing
student in the Clinical Online Program, has
accepted employment this spring semester with
Communities In Schools in New Braunfels, TX—

where she also completed her practicum placement.

+ Erin Pearson, an MSW student in the Online
Generalist Program, has accepted employment
this spring semester with The Beacon in Houston,
Texas—where she also completed her practicum
placement.

+ Dr. Susan P. Robbins retires after 45 years of
dedicates service (August 2025)
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+ Ann Liberman, Director, Center for Career &
Professional Development was elected to the
Board of Directors as Membership Chair for the
Consortium for Career Development in Social
Work Education.

+ Congratulations to the 2024-2026 GCSW Alumni
Board of Directors: Juliet London, President; Doris
McCoy, Vice-President; Deshara Goss, Secretary;
Steve Cochran, Treasurer; Directors: Jheri Bashen,
Christian Capo, Ashley Cummings, Michael Daley,
Carley Exiga, Angie Goins, Evangelina Hammonds,
George Henry, Kiki Jackson, DeJuana Jernigan,
Shitonda Johnson, Ursela Whetstone Knox, Frances
Biba Lee, Joy Malbrough, Lindsey Pollock, Nancy
Sanger, Harriet Smith, Laura Zelaya

+ Tamika White, LMSW Named Top 40 Under 40
Award, by Dillard University (October 2024)

+ Dr. Christina Miyawaki received the 2025
University of Houston Memory Test (CHAIN)
Recognition Award by Viethamese American
Nurses Association.

+ Dr. Patrick Leung appointed as the Governing
Board Chair of the American College of
Acupuncture and Oriental Medicine.

+ Dr. Robin Gearing became a Full Member, Sigma
Xi, The Scientific Research Honor Society, Chapter
Affiliation: University of Houston, United States
(2025).

EXPLORE

GCSW Presentations
and Publications




Social Work
light

The faculty of the Graduate College of Social Work
(GCSW) are the driving force behind shaping the
future of social work, equipping students with the
knowledge, skills, and critical perspectives needed to
make a meaningful impact. Through their teaching,
research, and leadership, GCSW faculty foster a deep
commitment to social work values, advocacy, and
community engagement. Their dedication not only

(Photo Caption: Susan Robbins, NASW Social Work Pioneer
Recipient)

shapes the next generation of social workers but
also contributes to groundbreaking advancements
in the field.

Social Work Spotlight highlights the voices, work,
and collective achievements of the educators who
are leading transformative change in social work
and beyond.

Susan P. Robbins, PhD, MSW, LCSW joined the
University of Houston Graduate College of Social
Work in 1980. Over the course of her 40+ year
tenure she has been a highly productive scholar and
researcher. After joining the faculty at the University
of Houston in 1980 as an assistant professor, Dr.
Robbins was promoted to associate professor and
granted tenure in 1986. In 2014, she was promoted
to professor and in 2022 she was named the Cele

S. and Samuel D. Keeper Endowed Professor in
Social Justice. Robbins served as Associate Dean of
Academic Affairs from 1998 to 2000 and Associate
Dean of Doctoral Education from 2019 to 2022. Dr.
Robbins is nationally recognized for her service to

a variety of organizations and communities and
was recently named NASW Pioneer by the National
Association of Social Workers Foundation.
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Susan P. Robbins, the Cele S. and Samuel D. Keeper
Endowed Professor in Social Justice and former
Associate Dean of Doctoral Education at the University
of Houston Graduate College of Social Work, has been
named an NASW Pioneer by the National Association
of Social Workers Foundation.

Dr. Robbins has been recognized for her leadership and
scholarship through her appointments to the Executive
Board of the American Board of Forensic Social
Workers, the American College of Forensic Examiners,
and several editorial boards of leading journals. Her
consultation and training for Children’s Protective
Services in Texas, New Mexico, and Oklahoma led to
numerous invited conference presentations nationally,
regionally, and locally.

Nationally known for her scholarship focused on
critical analysis and socially constructed power,

Dr. Robbins has applied these perspectives to human
behavior theories, practice methods, pedagogical
issues in social work education, and epistemological
methodologies. She is renowned for her authored
textbook Comparative Human Behavior Theory: A
Critical Perspective for Social Work Practice and for
critically examining the now discredited recovered
memory movement. As Editor-in-Chief of the Journal
of Social Work Education (2013-2016), her editorials
received widespread acclaim and high readership.

(Photo Captlon 2024 Social Work Pioneer Award Rec:plents)
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Dr. Robbins’ accolades include the National
Faculty Excellence Award for Outstanding
Contribution to Distance Education (University
Continuing Education Association, 1998);
the Outstanding Faculty Award (University
of Houston Graduate College of Social Work,
1988, 1993, and 2005); the Sol Gothard
Lifetime Achievement Award (National
Organization of Forensic Social Work, 2016);
the Hamline University Alumni Award for
Making the World a Better Place, 2019);

and the 1914 Distinguished Alumni Award in
Academia and Research (Tulane University
School of Social Work, 2024.)



The 89th Texas Legislature convened on January

14, 2025 and is set to adjourn on June 2, 2025. A total
of almost 9,000 bills were filed for consideration

this legislative session, including numerous ones
related to higher education that would affect social
work education. As social workers and advocates, we
encourage you to stay informed on the legislative and
policy-making process, including the implementation
of any passed legislation and the effects of these on
social work education and practice.

Texas Senate Bill 17 passed during the 88th Texas
Legislative Session and eliminated diversity, equity,
and inclusion offices and initiatives at public
institutions of higher education. This legislation
became effective on January 1, 2024.
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Although the list provided below is not a complete
synopsis of related bills, proposed legislation
currently being considered by the 89th Texas
Legislature include the following:

+

Increasing state oversight of public institutions

of higher education, including allowing governing
boards to create committees to assist with general
education curriculum review, oversee course
curricula, have discretionary authority over hiring
decisions for leadership roles, and establish faculty
councils or senates.

Requiring the Texas Higher Education Coordinating
Board Office of the Ombudsman to receive and
investigate reports that a public institution of
higher education has broken state laws or policies.

Expanding college accreditation options for the
state’s public universities.

Prohibiting public institutions of higher education
from requiring students to enroll in courses, as part
of any program or degree requirement, that include
topics such as social justice, intersectionality,
gender identity, systemic or structural bias, gender
identity, systemic racism, and other related issues.

Prohibiting public institutions of higher education
from offering courses and/or certificate or degree
programs in lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or
queer studies.
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At the time of printing, the legislative proposals
referenced were not yet passed out of the Texas
Legislature. Because of the fast-paced nature of the
legislative session and the sheer volume of bills filed,
the movement of proposed legislation speeds up as
the session continues so additional updates may be
available at this time on these and other filed bills.

We encourage you to stay up to date on legislation
being considered by visiting https://www.legis.texas.gov
to look up bills and see their progress through
thelegislative process.

You will also find links to information on the Texas
House of Representatives and Texas Senate, including
options to view live and recorded committee hearings
as well as live and recorded broadcasts from the

floor of the Texas House of Representatives and the
Texas Senate. Listings of and contact information for
members of the Texas House of Representatives and
Texas Senate are also available.
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Austin Legislative Interns

The Graduate College of Social Work’s Austin
Legislative Internship Project offers MSW students
a unique, full-time opportunity to work directly in

the Texas Legislature during its biennial session. This
block placement requires relocation to Austin from
January through May of odd-numbered years and
provides academic credit. Interns serve as legislative
staffers—either with the Legislative Study Group or in
lawmakers’ offices—gaining first-hand experience in
the policymaking process.

ALIRMA DAVIS

KWI MYERS

our 2025 Austin
Legislative Interns

ALEXANDRIA FLORES
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SAVE THE DATE

~ Commencement 2025

Wednesday, May 7, 2025
‘ Ceremony: 7:00 p.m. CST
tta Center 3422 Cullen Blvd, Houston, TX 77204

Reception immediately following in
the Graduate College of Social Work building.




