
	
	

		

Pursuing A Passion Lands Child Welfare Grant	CDSI  

Boca Raton, FL — March 30, 2016 — While working as a couples and family therapist, 
Heather Thompson, Ph.D., noticed the need for specialized training of social workers and other 
mental health professionals working in Florida’s complex child welfare system.  

Seven years later as an Assistant Professor in the School of Social Work, Thompson is taking 
action to address this shortcoming. She’s the principal investigator of a $60,000 one-year grant 
from the Florida Institute for Child Welfare to develop a needs-based curriculum to prepare child 
welfare therapists to work more effectively with clients of the Florida Department of Children and 
Families. The Institute, based at Florida State University, awarded only six grants statewide. 

“You don’t see evidence-based programs for service providers,” Thompson said. “This program 
addresses an important need for evidence-based programs identified by the state legislature in 
the wake of significant problems within the state’s child welfare system exposed out of the 
Miami Herald.” More than 450 children whose families had prior contact with the department 
died, the newspaper reported.  

Thompson, along with co-principal investigator Marianna Colvin, Ph.D., Assistant Professor and 
instructor Joy McClellan, both of the School of Social Work in the College of Design and Social 
Inquiry, will conduct a comprehensive needs assessment with therapists currently providing 
clinical services to families involved in the state’s child welfare system. Additionally, a panel of 
experts on child welfare, program development and the needs of families will collaborate on 
developing the curriculum. In the second phase of the project, the curriculum will be evaluated 
to create an evidence-based training academy for therapists serving the child welfare 
population. 

Thompson’s excitement about the community-based project is palpable. School of Social Work 
Chair John Graham, Ph.D., advised Thompson to dispense with restrictions and suggested she 
design her ideal study. The result is Thompson’s first professional research grant. The program 
will be implemented at Community Partners, a service provider in Riviera Beach. McClellan 
formerly worked at Community Partners and helped develop this partnership.  

When asked what advice she would give to newer researchers, Thompson talked about passion 
and resources. 

“While you should consider methodology, study something you’re passionate about and want to 
do every day,” she said. “Also, utilize FAU resources such as the Division of Research’s grant 
facilitators and other staff on understanding budget and logistical considerations.”  
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