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Since Merrill Palmer first opened the doors of one of the country’s first preschools in 1922, it has
remained faithful to its mission to improve the lives of children and families. Today’s Merrill Palmer
Skillman Institute continues the tradition of preschool excellence: 5-star rated and NAEYC accredited. Its
research arm now extends deep into the community to tackle issues – from prenatal to post-adolescent –
that impact the health and well-being of young families.
MPSI’s research areas and faculty experts are organized by developmental points along the lifespan.
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Lighting the Way for Children
Onward and upward. In the two years since our last report, that has been the trajectory of the
Merrill Palmer Skillman Institute. We’ve increased faculty members, grant dollars, early childhood
students, publications, trainees (graduate and undergrad), and partners. Several of our projects
have garnered national attention.
Most impressive, our increasing numbers of research projects are connecting us deeper into
communities to impact the well-being of children and families in positive and profound ways. A
few numbers:
• 4,800 families, children and professionals trained in past two years
• 96 children enrolled at our Early Childhood Centers
• 376 members of the Freer House
• $2.6M in 2016 grant monies
• 15 current research projects pre-birth to young adulthood
• 468 high school students at Giant Step Teen Conference in past two years
• 13 MPSI graduate trainees, fellows and research assistants
• 67 undergraduates in MPSI research labs
• 12 MPSI faculty and 4 affiliate faculty, a three-fold increase since 2008
• 22 childcare centers and 16 partner organizations belong to our Woodward Childcare Consortium

Dr. Lichtenberg enjoys a Lake Michigan getaway
with daughter Sophie and son Thomas.

What else sets Merrill Palmer Skillman Institute apart? Our high levels of community engagement
and translation; you can’t have one without the other.
Research translation is defined as configuring scientific results into forms the public can use and
understand. Sometimes research results translate into an intervention or behavior change that improves quality of life. Sometimes new knowledge is shared to help people make healthier decisions.
Sometimes results are translated more directly into procedures that improve health.
For successful translation, the community is an active partner, informing researchers of needs and
issues, providing feedback on approaches, volunteering to participate, and sharing in the outcomes.
Every MPSI project is translatable. From mapping memory in children with epilepsy, to understanding adolescent sexting, to determining whether computer-based coaching can decrease
alcohol use in pregnant women, these are real-world issues with real-world impact. We are proud
to be a beacon of knowledge and support to our community. Turn the page and see how we shine.
			
			
Warmly,

			

Peter A. Lichtenberg, Director
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Pregnancy: Research & Intervention

Research Areas
& Experts

Anxiety, alcohol, drugs, and preterm birth; all can put the newborn at
a serious developmental disadvantage.
Our researchers investigate the impact
of these factors and look for effective
interventions to lessen the long-term
deficit.
MPSI Research Associate Jessica Beatty, PhD,
explains the use of brief computer-based
interventions in ob-gyn waiting rooms to limit
the use of alcohol and drugs during pregnancy.

Steven Ondersma, PhD
Deputy Director of MPSI
Department of Psychiatry
& Behavioral Neurosciences

“For me, ‘translational’ means
thinking first about interventions that
have the greatest possible likelihood
of being used in the real world.”
– Dr. Ondersma

Dr. Ondersma’s research is focused on the development
and testing of brief, low-cost interventions for substance
abuse in pregnancy (including tobacco, alcohol, and
marijuana use). He has developed interactive software
that can be presented to pregnant women during a
physician’s visit to motivate self-change and/or treatment-seeking.
Multiple NIH-funded clinical trials, including several
recent trials, have shown these interventions can at least
double the rate of abstinence among recipients. Dr.
Ondersma is additionally seeking to expand the scale
of his and others’ research by establishing large-scale
networks of parents willing to participate in research via
the internet.
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Screen Time that Improves Health Behaviors

Dr. Ondersma (upper left) meets regularly with MPSI trainees
to provide guidance and mentorship.

For 16 years, Dr. Steve Ondersma has
embraced technology as an effective,
low-cost way to help large numbers of
at-risk women reduce drug and alcohol
use during and after pregnancy. Substance use can take a heavy toll on babies including preterm birth and deficits
in thinking and behavior. Post-partum
substance use can interfere with infant/
mother bonding and caregiving.
Dr. Ondersma and his team developed a brief intervention easily completed on a computer tablet by pregnant women in ob-gyn waiting rooms.
In simple, non-judgmental language,
the interactive intervention covers topics like substance use, fetal and infant
development, and the participant’s interest in quitting or reducing substance use. The approach draws from motivational interviewing, a
collaborative conversation that strengthens a person’s motivation and commitment to change, partly
by exploring and resolving ambivalence. The goal is to turn the use of this interactive technology in
the waiting area into a universal and routine part of prenatal care.
Dr. Ondersma created these “e-Interventions” to help curb or eliminate the use of tobacco, marijuana, alcohol and other drugs. They have consistently proven effective in helping women abstain or
reduce their use. Unlike traditional therapy sessions, this approach is quick, inexpensive and far-reaching. “I want to have the maximum impact on as many at-risk women as possible,” Dr. Ondersma said.
“This is one way to do it.”
Buoyed by the success of and interest in this approach, he has developed software that can be customized to other types of e-Interventions. Computerized Intervention Authoring Software, or CIAS,
allows behavioral scientists to develop computer-delivered screening, assessment, and intervention
packages focused on health-related behaviors, without the need of programming. “We have simplified the process of developing content, much like PowerPoint does,” Dr. Ondersma said. “No coding
required.”
CIAS is being used in multiple NIH-funded studies, as well as ongoing studies at Yale, Johns Hopkins,
Temple, Brown and other institutions aimed at improving health behaviors in areas such as dental anxiety, medication adherence, substance abuse, parenting, asthma, depression, and domestic violence.

Sarah Raz, PhD
Department of Psychology
Dr. Raz assesses skill development in babies born prematurely. Her lab has collected data from more than 300
children born preterm at the Beaumont Neonatal Intensive Care Unit. She has also tested about 100 pretermborn preschoolers on language, memory and attention.
For preterm babies, an additional two weeks in the
womb (from 24 to 26 weeks) can mean major improvements in cognitive and motor skills and overall survival.
Her results have been published in the Journal of International Neuropsychological Society and in Neuropsychology. Dr. Raz continues to collect data on language skills
in dozens of children she has followed since birth and
teaches graduate courses on Abnormal Psychology and
Child Assessment. She also coordinates MPSI under-
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graduate training to help students get accepted into
graduate school.

Moriah Thomason, PhD
Department of Pediatrics
A faculty member in Lifespan Cognitive Neuroscience,
Dr. Thomason began brain imaging studies while at
Stanford University and UCLA. Her research revolves
around brain development – from conception through
adolescence – with a focus on risk for development of
emotional disorders.
Her lab uses novel methods for detecting and characterizing large-scale human brain networks. Her work has
provided new insights into how human brain networks
develop, mature, and are altered in children who experience early trauma. Dr. Thomason is also director of the
Perinatal Neural Connectivity unit of WSU’s Perinatology
Research Branch funded through the NIH.

John Hannigan, PhD
Department of Obstetrics
Department of Psychology
Dr. Hannigan is a developmental psychobiologist
whose research focuses on Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD) and the characterization, prevention and
treatment of the neurobehavioral effects in children and
teens of prenatal exposure to cocaine and/or alcohol.
His work includes implementing clinical screening protocols for drinking during pregnancy that could put the
fetus at risk. He aims to translate his prior basic research
demonstrating environmental influences in FASD into
potential interventions. Dr. Hannigan serves on the executive committee of the statewide Child Health Alliance
for Research in Michigan (CHARM) and on the science
advisory boards of three NIH/NIAAA centers around the
country studying the developmental effects of alcohol.
He is also co-leader of career development of WSU’s
Center for Urban Responses to Environmental Stressors.

Infant Mental Health
Infant Mental Health (IMH) is a multi-disciplinary field focused on the social-emotional
capacities and primary relationships in children birth through age five. Relationships in the
earliest years of a child’s life form the basis of their development and mental health. MPSI’s
IMH experts offer students in social work, education or nursing the chance to receive a dual-title degree in Infant Mental Health. IMH faculty also provide professional development
conferences and a range of workshops and programs to engage and educate the community.

“Translational research
is about partnering
with the community to
bridge scientific knowledge
and practice.”
– Dr. Stacks

Ann Stacks, PhD
Director
Infant Mental Health Program
As director of MPSI’s Infant Mental Health program,
Dr. Stacks trains students and community professionals
about the caregiving relationships that support optimal
infant social-emotional development, a foundation for
mental health. Dr. Stacks’ research is community-based
and also focuses on caregiver reflective functioning, a
specific aspect of caregiving known to support infant
mental health.
Most recently Dr. Stacks and her colleagues were
awarded a $2.5 million Early Head Start (EHS) University
Partnerships Grant to develop, offer and evaluate integrated attachment-based training to EHS parents and
teachers (see page 6). She also works with agencies to
evaluate interventions.
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Teaching Attorneys about Baby Court – About 50 attorneys who represent parents
involved in child abuse and neglect cases learned a new approach to keep children
out of foster care. Baby Court, co-led by Dr. Ann Stacks, improves parenting skills
through training and helps the court system keep the infant at the center of decisions.

65

%

OF BABY COURT INFANTS
FIND PERMANENT
HOMES OUTSIDE OF
FOSTER CARE

“In my work with vulnerable
fathers and their families,
I aim to identify risk and resilience
factors that contribute to
early fathering and translate
these findings into early
interventions that support
sensitive fathering and thereby
contribute to healthy development
in young children.”
– Dr. Dayton

She has been the evaluator for the Wayne County
Baby Court project, a systems integration approach to
child welfare that provides infant mental health services
to parents and their infants who are under court jurisdiction for maltreatment. Recently she joined a larger
group of IMH faculty across Michigan to evaluate Michigan’s Infant Mental Health Home Visiting Program.

Carolyn Dayton, PhD
LMSW, IMH-E®(IV)
Associate Director
Infant Mental Health,
School of Social Work
In addition to her research appointment, Dr. Dayton
serves as the associate director of the Infant Mental
Health program at MPSI. Her research is focused on
early parenting processes with an emphasis on fathering
in urban settings. She has over two decades of experience providing clinical interventions to the families

of vulnerable infants and young children. Consistent
with her clinical background, Dr. Dayton’s research is
fundamentally translational and transdisciplinary; it is
informed by her clinical work with families and aims to
identify biological and psychosocial risk and resilience
factors that influence early parenting processes and early
child development. Her most recent work examines
whether singing lullabies to their young infants helps
violence-exposed parents provide more sensitive and
attuned parenting by reducing their trauma-related
physiological arousal levels and increasing their patience
when responding to their baby’s cries.

Erika Bocknek, PhD
LMFT, IMH-E® (IV-R/F)
Affiliate MPSI Faculty
College of Education
Dr. Bocknek has developed partnerships at a multitude

of Detroit community organizations to translate developmental science into meaningful programming for
Detroit families. Her research focuses on social-emotional
development in infancy and toddlerhood, and parenting
and family processes among diverse families in Detroit.
Currently she is studying the association between trauma
and risks to positive parenting and early development
for children, working with interdisciplinary partners to
examine this issue from a biobehavioral perspective. Dr.
Bocknek’s recent research findings emphasize the importance of family routines and rituals in buffering the risk
conferred by chronic stress and trauma.
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Improving the Responsiveness of Teachers and Parents to Toddlers
Researchers from WSU, Michigan State University and the University of Michigan will receive $2.5 million over five years to evaluate a program to strengthen responsive interactions between teachers, parents
and children in Early Head Start programs. The approach offers professional development for teachers and
an intervention for parents and will be evaluated for its effects on parent and teacher mindfulness and
reflective functioning. Ann Stacks, Ph.D., director of MPSI’s Infant Mental Health program, is the principal
investigator. The grant is a cooperative agreement with the Administration for Children and Families (ACF),
a division of the U.S. Department of Health & Human Services.
A cooperative agreement assumes substantial programmatic involvement between the funder and recipient after the award. The Michigan team is one of four sites across the country that agrees to cooperate
and share information about the implementation and scalability of their respective approaches. “All the
projects are different,” Dr. Stacks said. “Ours is the only mindfulness group intervention.” The Michigan
team belongs to a larger group of faculty from five universities, known as the Michigan Infant-Toddler Research Exchange, which fosters cross-university research with the potential to determine best-practices in
early intervention and early childhood
education.
Current parent and teacher trainings
often focus on information about child
development and age-appropriate strategies, without addressing the changes
in attitudes and skills needed to support
caregiver-child interactions. “We want
to induce and sustain lasting change,”
Dr. Stacks said. “Sensitivity in parenting
and teaching young children is a key
component of later social and emotional competence and school readiness.
This is especially true when infants and
young children are at-risk for delays.”
The project brings parents and teachers together as caregiving partners to
support each child’s social-emotional
development. Caregivers are guided
to understand children’s attachment
needs through video-based feedback
and hands-on activities that reduce
stress and promote sensitivity and responsiveness.
Student research assistants practice setting
up video equipment to capture caregiver-child
interactions

34

UNDERGRAD AND
GRADUATE STUDENTS
ENGAGED IN
MINDFULNESS
PROJECT

Carla Barron, LMSW
Clinical Coordinator
Infant Mental Health Program
Carla has been the clinical coordinator for the Infant
Mental Health Program since 2010. She co-facilitates
a graduate level IMH seminar on clinical applications
of the IMH Dual-Title (IMH-DT) curriculum and works
with students and departments across WSU to ensure
successful completion of the IMH-DT. For the past two
years she has been involved in the Hearts and Minds on
Babies research project where she helps adapt an evidenced-based reflective group curriculum to be implemented with Early Head Start teachers and is a facilitator
of both teacher and parent reflective groups. She also
works within the Wayne County Baby Court project
evaluating data and preparing reports to the court and
as feedback to parents.
Carla develops and provides community professional
development trainings on topics related to early infant
development, early parenting, and reflective supervision.
She provides reflective consultation to Infant Mental
Health staff around the state and is currently a doctoral
student in WSU’s School of Social Work.
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Early Childhood: Parenting & Development
Children’s early experiences – the bonds they form with parents and other caregivers
and their first learning environments – deeply affect their physical, cognitive, emotional and social development. Intimacy, trust, resilience, self-regulation of behavior
and emotion, and learning can blossom in a safe, nurturing environment. Conversely early trauma, disruption of caregiving bonds, premature birth, nutritional and
other environmental deficits can impair the ability to form positive relationships
with self and others. MPSI’s faculty studies ways to improve the interactions between
children and the parents, teachers and other adults who influence them.

“I view translational
research as adapting findings
from non-intervention research,
in my case longitudinal studies
of developmental processes,
to develop, test, and refine
preventive intervention
programs targeting real-world
problems.“
– Dr. Trentacosta

78

PARENTS &
CHILDREN AT
MPSI ECC FAMILY
NIGHT

Hilary Horn Ratner, PhD
Director of Training, MPSI
Department of Psychology
Dr. Ratner has been a faculty member at WSU for
more than 35 years. From 2002 to 2007 she was associate provost and dean of the graduate school, and from
2007-2014 she served as the Vice President for Research.
She joined MPSI’s faculty in 2015 as a professor and
director of training. Dr. Ratner’s research expertise is focused on memory and learning from preschool through
adolescence. She has published widely in these areas
and has received funding from many agencies and foundations to support her research. She is a Fellow of the
American Psychological Association and has served as a
member of the editorial board of a number of journals.
Dr. Ratner has been honored with the Michigan Association of State Governing Boards’ Distinguished Faculty
Award and at WSU she received the President’s Award

for Excellence in Teaching, the President’s Exceptional
Service Award, and a Career Development Award. Her
latest MPSI projects include expanding the Woodward
Corridor Early Childhood Consortium and studying the
longitudinal effects of violence exposure on academic
achievement and cognition.

Anna Miller, MEd
Executive Director,
Early Childhood Centers at WSU
College of Education
Anna is a lecturer for the Early Childhood Education
program in the College of Education Teacher Education Division and executive director of both of WSU’s
Early Childhood Centers (at MPSI and the College of
Education). Anna co-chairs the Woodward Corridor
Early Childhood Consortium, comprised of WSU faculty,
center directors and community partners in Detroit’s
Downtown, Midtown and North End neighborhoods.
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DETROIT AREA PRESCHOOLERS BENEFIT
FROM PARTNERSHIP
WITH THE
WOODWARD
CONSORTIUM

Michigan’s Lt. Gov. Brian Calley tours the Early Childhood Center with Executive Director Anna
Miller to learn how high quality care can be provided to more of the state’s young children.

Providing the Best for Detroit’s Youngest
For six years, MPSI and WSU’s College of Education have worked side-by-side
to share resources and know-how with nearby preschools and daycare centers.
This informal gathering of childcare providers from Midtown’s Woodward corridor soon transformed into the Early Childhood Consortium of more than 22
centers and 16 partner organizations serving more than 2,000 children birth to
age 5.
Anna Miller, executive director of WSU’s Early Childhood Centers; Beverly
Weathington, LMSW, coordinator of MPSI’s Healthier Urban Families Outreach
Program and MPSI’s Director of Training Hilary Ratner, Ph.D., lead the program.
Funding from the Kresge Foundation helps the Consortium provide free annual professional development conferences for all members, and individualized
coaching for center directors. Over the next year or so, a second consortium
will be created in the neighborhood of Six Mile Road and Livernois. “We want
to provide the best learning environment for as many children as possible,” Dr.
Ratner said.
The Consortium strives to build community. “Many directors felt isolated,”
Dr. Ratner said. “The Consortium provides connections and support, and we
tailor our support to meet each center’s needs.” Beverly is an on-site coach,
helping directors, teachers, staff and parents accommodate change and deepen
parent engagement. “We try to integrate the parents and make them part of the
school, working collaboratively,” she said. “We discuss how to create an atmo-

sphere where parents are a welcomed part of their child’s academic and socio-emotional
learning experience.”
Both WSU Early Childhood Centers are accredited through the National Association
for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), two of only four in Detroit to meet the
criteria. They also hold the highest 5-star rating in the government’s Quality Rating and
Improvement System (QRIS). “The Consortium supports center directors in working toward implementing best practices and bringing more evidence-based teaching strategies
into preschool classrooms,” Anna said. The QRIS reviews staffing, programs, facilities,
child well-being, parent engagement and school readiness across more than 40 criteria.
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118

COMMUNITY
EDUCATORS
TRAINED

Safe Handling – Bev
Weathington demonstrates
proper care and holding of
an infant to a Detroit class
of doulas, also known as
birth companions. Doulas
are non-medical caregivers
who assist with childbirth.
Bev uses a battery operated doll to show the amount
of force that can result in
Shaken Baby Syndrome,
sometimes applied inadvertently in playful bouncing.

She has worked with young children and their families in
the Detroit area for over 35 years. Anna serves on several
community committees related to young children and
provides professional development training to early
childhood programs.

Christopher Trentacosta, PhD
Affiliate MPSI Faculty
Department of Psychology
Dr. Trentacosta researches emotional competence
and self-regulation in at-risk children and families, with
an emphasis on how these skills influence children’s adjustment to challenging circumstances, such as coping
with pediatric cancer, as well as how they impact risk for
behavior problems. Dr. Trentacosta also studies the role
of gene-environment interplay in the development of
behavior problems in early childhood. He has conducted translational research by investigating prevention

inclusion, understanding and acceptance. Beverly is an
executive board member and family engagement coach
for the Woodward Corridor Early Childhood Consortium
(see article page 8) and a trainer on the Hearts and
Minds on Babies curriculum, part of a five-year grant to
train Head Start teachers on mindfulness and reflective
functioning.

Marjorie Beeghly, PhD
Affiliate MPSI Faculty
Department of Psychology

intervention programs designed to promote adaptive
self-regulation and ameliorate behavior problems and
adjustment difficulties. Dr. Trentacosta is an associate
professor in the Department of Psychology and a member of the Population Studies and Disparities Research
Program at the Karmanos Cancer Institute.

Beverly Weathington, LMSW
Program Coordinator,
Healthier Urban Families (HUF)
Outreach Program
As coordinator for HUF, Beverly trains hundreds of
parents and professionals working with at-risk families.
She collaborates closely with the Infant Mental Health
program on their annual Explorations in Development
two-day conference for professionals. She sits on the
steering committee and trains facilitators for MPSI’s
Giant Step Teen Conference that convenes hundreds
of high school students from metro Detroit to promote

Dr. Beeghly is a developmental psychologist whose
research evaluates how risk and resilience factors (such
as preterm birth, poverty, prenatal substance exposure,
parental trauma, and father involvement) contribute
to children’s cognitive, language, and social emotional
outcomes. She is especially interested in how parenting,
co-parenting, and positive parent-child relationships
may attenuate the negative impacts of risks on children’s
functioning, with implications for prevention and translational work.
In recent longitudinal research with infants born
preterm with very low birth weight, the quality of
parent-toddler interaction predicted positive preschool
outcomes (after adjusting for medical and demographic
risks). In other work with African American families, the
quality of toddlers’ home environment attenuated the
often reported negative association between demographic risk and preschool outcomes.
A passionate teacher and mentor, Dr. Beeghly recently
received a College of Liberal Arts and Sciences Teaching
Award from WSU, with special designation for her work
in mentoring undergraduate students. Dr. Beeghly also
serves on the Advisory Board of the Infant Mental Health
program at MPSI and is core faculty in its Dual-Title
graduate program.
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Middle Childhood: The Path to Puberty

800+

GRADUATES OF
GO-GIRLS
ENRICHMENT AT
WSU TO
ENCOURAGE
STEM CAREERS
FOR WOMEN
Dr. Ofen
leads a class

The years of a child’s life from about
7 to 11 are marked by the development
of strong fluid motor skills, increasingly
complex use of language, and improved
competence in social and emotional expression. It is also when deficits in these
areas can become apparent and thus an
essential stage for our research ranging
from memory formation to the impact of
parental absence.

Noa Ofen, PhD
Department of Psychology
Dr. Ofen is the director of the cognitive and brain
development lab that is part of Lifespan Cognitive Neuroscience, a joint program of MPSI and the Institute of
Gerontology. She investigates structural and functional
brain development across a wide age range of typically
developing children and adults, using tests of cognitive
abilities combined with a range of neuroimaging techniques, including MRI and electrophysiology. Dr. Ofen’s
research aims to elucidate the mechanisms contributing
to human episodic memory development. She characterizes how changes in the functional and structural
organization of the brain support growth in the human
capacity to encode, maintain and retrieve information.
Dr. Ofen also investigates environmental and genetic
factors that may modify typical development and is

interested in the possible implications of her work for
clinical populations such as children with epilepsy. For
more about her new five-year research award from the
National Institute of Mental Health, see page 16.

Julie Wargo Aikins, PhD
Department of Psychiatry
& Behavioral Neuroscience
Dr. Wargo Aikins is a child clinical psychologist and
developmental psychopathologist. Her work focuses on
disruptions to development and the attenuating influences of parent and peer relationships. One current theme
examines the impact of military deployment and resulting Service Member mental health on family and child
well-being. A second research theme is the role of parent
and peer relationships in attenuating the risks of normative developmental challenges in adolescents, such as
school transitions, autonomy seeking, and peer pressures.
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Adolescents & Young Adults
The teen years might send a shudder down the spine of a parent, but they
fascinate MPSI researchers. Adolescence is the major transition period to adulthood, marked by rapid changes to the body and brain coupled with increasing
independence that can lead to high-risk behaviors. We study how memories
are formed in brain networks, the impact of trauma on peer relationships, the
emergence of dating and sexual behavior, and even how a parent’s military
deployment can derail developmental milestones in middle school. The goal is
to help parents and teens navigate the complicated adolescent period with the
knowledge and interventions to produce healthy adults.
Drs. Valerie Simon (above left)
and Stella Resko research
adolescent issues such as how
early violence impacts dating
decisions and the effects on
teens of increased marijuana
availability.
Right: Giant Step 2016 showed
200 area teens the beauty of
diversity and inclusion.
The Big Green Foot was a hit for
fun photos with new friends.

Stella Resko, PhD
School of Social Work

“I am reminded each day about the lives
in our communities impacted by substance misuse
and violence. So many people are struggling and
looking for answers. Strengthening our efforts to
incorporate scientific research into the field can
improve outcomes and help people find hope and
a path to health and wellness.”
– Dr. Resko

The overarching goal of Dr. Resko’s research is to
reduce the rate and impact of substance use and interpersonal violence. Dr. Resko is focused on understanding
patterns and the social context of substance use and
violence and improving intervention and prevention
efforts. She has worked closely with the Michigan Prevention Association and other community partners in her
research on marijuana use, legalization and the impact
of marijuana laws and public opinion on adolescents.
She is the principal investigator on a grant from NORC
at the University of Chicago that uses client simulations
to train social workers to conduct screenings and brief
interventions for adolescent substance use. Dr. Resko is
also the coordinator of the WSU Graduate Certificate in
Alcohol and Drug Abuse Studies.
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Calendar Spurs Memory and Identity in Teen Girls
“At a time when kids are trying to
construct identity and thread some
coherency through their life, the
calendars they make in the research
sessions give them an opportunity
to reflect on their experiences and
look for patterns or meaning.”
– Dr. Simon

Valerie Simon, PhD
Department of Psychology
Adolescence is a critical time in the development of
peer, dating, and sexual relationships. Childhood experiences of sexual abuse frequently complicate relationship
and sexual functioning. Dr. Simon’s work seeks to identify factors underlying relationship and sexual risk for
young teenagers with sexual abuse histories to develop
more effective treatments. Her research also examines
trauma processing – a central feature of trauma recovery – to better understand how mental health professionals can help youth develop healthy strategies for
making meaning of their childhood abuse experiences.
In another facet of her research, Dr. Simon is developing
programs to increase families’ participation in mental
health services when child sexual abuse is discovered.
She also collaborates on a project that looks at the con-

Getting a clear glimpse of a teen’s inner life may be as
rare as spotting a unicorn. But there is much to be learned
from opening a window into teen interactions. Understanding how sexual behavior emerges, including romantic relationships and risk-taking, requires intimate knowledge of
social groups, emotions, support and behavior.
Questionnaires, the standard go-to instrument to learn
about adults, are difficult with youth because they rely
heavily on kids remembering details of events in a “referential vacuum,” said Valerie Simon, Ph.D. “If we can give
them visual cues to take them back in time, though, the
information tends to be richer and more accurate.”
For much of her career, Dr. Simon has researched adolescent dating behavior, including the impact of violence and
sexual abuse on a child’s later relationship decisions. She
developed the Relationship Life History Calendar for Adolescents to facilitate this research. Middle-school girls from
Detroit meet individually with a research interviewer for a
three-hour session three times over 18 months. The interviewer engages the teen in conversation about
her relationships to create a historical timeline complete with stickers and circles of support. Each meeting
references the previous calendar as a new one is drawn and enriched.
“The girls really like it,” Dr. Simon said. “They get to talk about the things that matter to them. We don’t
judge and we maintain privacy between what parents and teens tell us.” Recruiting for the project has
been fairly easy; a number of families have contacted them from word-of-mouth referrals. “At a time when
kids are trying to construct identity and thread some coherency through their life, the calendars they make
in the research sessions give them an opportunity to reflect on their experiences and look for patterns or
meaning,” Dr. Simon said. Parents benefit from their sessions as well, because they receive feedback from
the interviewer about how their daughter is doing relative to others her age.
Preliminary results indicate that early exposure to interpersonal violence affects an array of responses to
relationships, including adolescents’ expectations about relationships. Girls with more exposure to violence
tend to anticipate less positivity in their interactions. They are also more likely to anticipate conflict, pressure
or coercion in romantic interactions, even before they have had many romantic or dating experiences of
their own. “Expectations are a powerful curator of experience. Violence exposure may exert a strong influence on expectations about intimacy,” Dr. Simon said.
By age 17, about 67% of all youth in the U.S. will have experienced some form of interpersonal violence,
making them more vulnerable to dating aggression and other risk behaviors. The information from the Relationship Life History Calendars can help researchers learn what protects some teens from living out those
dynamics. “What can we target to intercede early in these girls’ development?” Dr. Simon asked. “We want
to help them build trusting relationships and feel good about themselves. We want them to build competence in their relationship skills.”
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Far left: Dr. Simon
shares her research
insights about effective
approaches for helping
traumatized teens.
Center: Every Seat
Taken – Explorations in
Development 2016 sold
out over both days.
Yale Professor Arietta
Slade discussed parental
reflective functioning.
Right: Teens from 28
different schools and
agencies blend at Giant
Step to share their many
similarities.

Community Engagement from Infants to Professionals
For the past decade, MPSI’s Healthier Urban Families Outreach Program (HUF) has tackled family well-being
through specialized trainings for parents, teachers, children, social workers, and counselors. HUF also collaborates
with Infant Mental Health Associations in Detroit and Michigan to present educational programs for professionals.
This broad-based community engagement starts at pre-birth teaching doulas and pregnant moms about issues
like stress reduction, bonding, and protecting babies from risks such as Shaken Baby Syndrome. It culminates in
the annual Explorations in Development conference, two days of CE certified presentations that sell out to about
150 professionals who work with infants and families.
In between are the teens. HUF coordinates the Giant Step Teen Conference, entering its 34th year of bringing
together hundreds of teens from across Southeast Michigan to bridge differences and build inclusion. “It’s a first
step toward breaking down walls, but it is critical. We help teens from different backgrounds understand each
other,” said Beverly Weathington, LMSW, HUF’s program coordinator. “More friendship, less division.”
Bev is a coach and trainer for MPSI grant projects and facilitates more than 50 outside workshops a year. Requests for workshops are rarely denied. Bev has discussed sexting with middle school students, stress with parents,
communication with high schoolers, and safe home visits with teachers. “If a group asks for a presentation about
a topic, we try to accommodate,” she said. She has a broad expertise and, if a topic falls outside her purview, a
speakers’ bureau of qualified colleagues to contact.
“I’ve worked with children and families my entire life,” Bev said. “Almost all parents want their children to be
nurtured, educated and protected. We engage our community at every level to make that happen.”

nection between risky family environments and asthma
morbidity among Detroit youth.

Deane Aikins, PhD
Affiliate MPSI Faculty
Department of Psychiatry &
Behavioral Neuroscience
Dr. Aikins is a Department of Defense funded researcher studying novel treatments of combat stress disorders,
both in veterans and military families. He is particularly
interested in the effect spousal well-being has on child
and veteran outcomes. His research focuses on post-traumatic stress disorder and innovative approaches for its
treatment in addition to the study of resilience and how
communities can be buffered from traumatic events.
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Trainees

Our multi-talented group of current pre-doctoral
trainees hails from the departments of Psychology,
Social Work, Economics, Education, and Communications Sciences & Disorders. Their affiliation with
MPSI allows them to focus on child and family development with an interdisciplinary team of faculty
mentors and advisors. Trainees selected as Fellows
commit to attending additional conferences, presenting research and engaging in professional development.

86%

OF MPSI TRAINEES WON
ACADEMIC AWARDS
OR SCHOLARSHIPS
IN THE PAST TWO YEARS
MPSI Training Director Dr. Ratner teaches developmental psychology
to WSU undergrads, a service learning class that incorporates student
experiences at local non-profits.

GRADUATE RESEARCH ASSISTANT FELLOWS
Jordan Boeve
Lauren Sparks
Davia Steinberg
Lingfei Tang

FELLOWS
Laura Crespo
Laura Gerhardinger, not pictured
Amy Graham
Laurel Hicks
Patricia Richardson
Zenaida Rivera
TRAINEES
Tina Sherrel O’Neal
Ahlam El Yaman
Jinhan Yu
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GRADUATE TRAINEE AWARDS (2015 & 2016)
Tina Dykehouse, Fellow (2015), Social Work
Graduate School Research Support Award (2106)
Thomas C. Rumble Graduate Fellowship (2015)
Graduate Professional Scholarship (2015)
Amy Graham, Fellow (2016), Psychology
Graduate Research Fellowship (2016)
1st Place Poster at Lifespan Alliance Research Day
Graduate Professional Scholarship (2014)

Lifespan Alliance for Health & Development Student Research Day (2016)
BEST GRADUATE STUDENT PODIUM PRESENTATION
Bryan Victor
Coercive Sexting and Sexual Coercion Among Adolescent Dating Partners
BEST GRADUATE STUDENT POSTER
Laura Crespo
Maternal Emotion Regulation and Children’s Behavior Problems:
The Mediating Role of Child Emotion Regulation Style

Laurel Hicks, Fellow (2014-2016), Social Work
Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan Foundation Student Award (2016)
Mind Life Summer Research Institute Research Fellow (2016)
Thomas C. Rumble Graduate Fellowship (2015, 2016)
1st place poster at WSU Graduate Exhibition (2015)
Four publications accepted; three under review (2016)
Hilary Marusak, Fellow (2015, 2016), Psychiatry & Behavioral Neurosciences
American Cancer Society Postdoctoral Fellowship Award (2016)
Society of Biological Psychiatry Travel Award (2016)
Eight publications; six as first author (2015-2016)
Mickey Sperlich, Fellow (2013-2015), Social Work and Infant Mental Health
Honorable Mention, Outstanding Social Work Dissertation Award, Society for
Social Work & Research (2015)
Davia Steinberg, Fellow (2016, 2017), Psychology
Clinical Area Poster Award at WSU Graduate Poster Day (2016)
Lingfei Tang, Fellow (2016), Psychology
2nd place poster, WSU Graduate and Postdoctoral Research Symposium (2016)
Best Graduate Podium Presentation, Lifespan Alliance Research Day (2015)
Co-first author (2014)
Marion I. van den Heuvel, WSU Postdoctoral Fellow (2016),
Translational Neuroscience
Top three abstract for oral presentation, WSU Postdoctoral Research
Symposium (2016)
Three publications as first author (2015)
Bryan Victor, Fellow (2016), Social Work
Nine publications; first author on two (2016)
Kristyn Wong, Fellow (2014-2016), Developmental Psychology
Successfully defended dissertation, A study of Stability: Maternal Reflective
Functioning from Pregnancy to Seven Months Postpartum (2016)

Laura Crespo (rt) explains the connection between maternal emotion and children’s behavior.

417

STUDENTS &
FACULTY ATTENDED
MPSI RESEARCH
COLLOQUIA
IN 2016
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Mentoring, Patience and Investment Yield Faculty Success

Support
It’s been a red-letter year at MPSI and
its sister research center, the Institute of
Gerontology (IOG). Total grant awards
across both institutes during the past 12
months topped $11.5 million . . .

. . . Most remarkable is that three of the four biggest
grants went to junior faculty still in the early years of their
research careers. The fourth, a $3.6 million grant, was
awarded to the IOG’s Dr. Naftali Raz whose research into
brain aging has been continuously funded for 23 years.
“There is currently great pressure on institutes to deliver high impact research,” said Dr. Peter Lichtenberg,
director of MPSI and the IOG. “But a tree does not bear
fruit the first season it is planted. It takes time.” And a
long-term strategy. Six years ago, Dr. Lichtenberg created the Lifespan Alliance for Health & Development to
encourage collaborations across the institutes. MPSI and
the IOG remain independent but with strong intersec-

“Young researchers are
bright and curious, we try to
keep them laser-focused.”
– Dr. Lichtenberg

1.9M

$

GRANT FOR P.I. NOA
OFEN (LEFT) AND
STUDENT TEAM

tions, especially in the Lifespan Cognitive Neuroscience
program, directed by Dr. Raz.
MPSI researchers Drs. Noa Ofen and Moriah Thomason
joined the Lifespan Cognitive Neuroscience program in
2011. Dr. Ofen’s research focused on using neuroimaging to track where memories are encoded in the brain at
different stages of development. At WSU, she forged a
collaboration with a highly respected neurosurgery clinic
at the Children’s Hospital of Michigan that uses surgery
to relieve severe seizures in children whose epilepsy cannot be controlled with medication. Her idea was to use
the electrodes placed on the patient’s brain prior to surgery as a way to also study memory networks. Entering a
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2.5M

$

TO P.I. ANN STACKS
(SECOND FROM LEFT)
TO IMPROVE
TODDLER
INTERACTIONS

essary for support. Dr. Thomason’s success in obtaining
a $2.3 million grant to examine brain development from
fetus to infant was fostered by the close ties she built
throughout campus, including an outstanding intramural
NIH research program at the School of Medicine.
“These accomplishments illustrate the importance of a
strategic investment in attracting and fostering talented
young investigators,” Dr. Raz said. “It is also a testament
to Peter’s leadership and the commitment of senior faculty to the same goal.”

because the project showed such promise,” Dr. Lichtenberg said. “Successful research institutes must be able
to invest money in junior researchers during gaps in the
funding stream.” Though some dollars come from WSU’s
enhancement and post-doc grants, most come from the
institutes’ budgets built on donor gifts. Investments help
the projects collect enough preliminary data to cement
their value and strengthen their applications.
“There is a lot of waiting, watching and anxiety,” he
added. “Feedback on grant applications is critical. We welcome, dissect and analyze it. Not getting funded is not a
failure. It’s a chance to learn.” Dr. Ofen is now principal
investigator of a $1.9 million grant.

Dr. Thomason (left) connects with a young study participant held
by Project Coordinator Rebecca Wheeler.

new field was a daring move. Initial scores on her funding
proposals were good but not within the award range.
“We funded Dr. Ofen and her team for a whole year

Cognitive neuroscience research can be particularly
costly, often requiring extensive equipment, large data
collection, and human volunteers. The pressure to win
these awards is particularly hard on junior faculty, where
“repeated grant applications divert resources, energy and
time that these talented young scientists should be investing in their labs,” Dr. Raz said. It also takes time for
junior faculty to develop the collaborative network nec-

That culture of commitment is critical. Seasoned faculty members must resolve to support younger members.
Mentorship, collaborations, encouragement and perseverance are core ingredients. “I give our senior faculty
a lot of credit,” Dr. Lichtenberg said. “They read manuscripts and proposals, edit, advise and nurture. This is the
culture of our institutes.”
Perseverance is also key for experienced colleagues.
Dr. Ann Stacks is director of MPSI’s Infant Mental Health
program which includes a rapidly expanding dual-title
degree curriculum for students in WSU’s nursing, social
work, and education programs. Over the past few years,
Dr. Stacks received a series of grants in the $10,000 to
$200,000 range for her work with the foster care system
and Shaken Baby Syndrome. This year she is principal
investigator on a $2.5 million grant to teach early childhood teachers, parents and children supportive practices
(see page 6).
Pressure to hire candidates who can be successful is
also intense, and it takes experience to identify which
researchers can go the distance. “Young researchers are
bright and curious, so they will be attracted to competing
ideas and projects,” Dr. Lichtenberg said. “We try to keep
them laser-focused, moving forward on key fronts while
concentrating on quality.”
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Major Grant Awards

MPSI’s grant projects span the phases of growth and development,

Recognizing, Reflecting and Responding to Infant/Toddler Cues: An Integrated Parent-Teacher
Intervention to Support Social-Emotional Development through Caregiver Mindfulness and
Sensitivity – Dr. Ann Stacks, PI. A $2.47 million grant
to support a five-year program of professional development, coaching and interventions designed to improve
the responsiveness and interactions between teachers, parents and young students. The Michigan team
of Wayne State, Michigan State and the University of
Michigan is one of four sites funded across the country
as a cooperative agreement with the Administration
for Children and Families, of the US Dept. of Health &
Human Services.
In Utero Assessment of the Human Neural Connectome and Later Child Behavior – Dr. Moriah
Thomason, PI. A $2.3 million, five-year grant from
the National Institutes of Mental Health to study the
functional development of the human fetal brain and
correlate it to behavior at age 4. This is an Innovative
New Scientist award reserved for productive, early stage
investigators conducting high-impact, novel research.
Assessment and Intervention for Perinatal Drug
Use – Dr. Steve Ondersma, PI. A four-year, $1.73 million
grant from the National Institute on Drug Use to test his
newly created screening and intervention tool to reduce
drug use in new mothers. The tool is low-cost, easy
to administer, and designed to be effective even if the
mother never confesses to drug use.
Optimizing and Validating a Brief Assessment for
Identifying Children of Service Members at Risk
for Psychological Health Problems after Parent
Deployment – Dr. Julie Aikins, PI. A three-year $1.4
million Department of Defense grant (Army Medical
Research Acquisition Activity) to examine the direct
and indirect impact of Service Members psychological
health problems following deployment on the well-being of their young children. Identifying the mechanisms

of effect on children’s psychological health will lay the
groundwork for prevention and intervention programs.
Child Care Access Means Parents in School – Anna
Miller, M.Ed., PI. The U.S. Department of Education
awarded $985,516 to the MPSI and College of Education Early Childhood Centers to provide tuition for
preschoolers of parents attending Wayne State University. Eligible parents must be below income and asset
thresholds and maintain a GPA of at least 2.0. By making
quality child care affordable, parents in college are more
able and likely to obtain their degrees.
Computer-Based SBIRT for Marijuana Use in
Pregnancy: Planning a Stage II Trial – Dr. Steve
Ondersma, PI. A three-year, $684,000 grant from the
National Institute on Drug Use to develop and test a
computer-delivered brief intervention approach designed to reduce marijuana use during pregnancy. SBIRT
stands for Screening, Brief Intervention, Referral and
Treatment. Dr. Ondersma also received a WSU grant of
$60,000 to fund a postdoctoral fellow for two years.

Emergence of Sexual Risk among Sexually
Abused Adolescent Females – Dr. Valerie Simon, PI.
Little is known about the early sexual development of
girls who were victims of child sexual abuse. The National Institutes of Health awarded $609,220 for a five-year
study of this relationship that may lead to more effective
risk-reduction programs for these adolescents. Dr. Simon
also received a two-year $60,000 post-doctoral fellowship award toward this research.
Identifying Military and Combat-specific Risk
Factors for Child Adjustment – Dr. Julie Aikins, PI.
A three-year, $373,503 grant from the Department of
Defense Army Medical Research Acquisition Activity to
understand the unique impact of military deployment
to settings of risk on family and child well-being. By
comparing families of service members with high-risk
deployments to two-parent civilian, single-parent civilian, and low-risk deployed service member families, the
unique difficulties characteristic of these families will be
identified. Prevention and intervention efforts will be
designed based on these findings.
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from pre-birth through young adulthood.
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Prenatal Substance Use Screening: Validation
and Comparison of Promising Measures – Dr. Steve
Ondersma, PI. This $317,394 grant covers two years of
a three-site study led by Yale University, with additional
sites at Harvard and WSU. The project will provide an
essential and timely head-to-head comparison of the
best available screenings for prenatal substance use to
improve identification.
Consequences of Prenatal Toxicant Exposure
on Fetal Brain Function – Dr. Moriah Thomason, PI.
The National Institutes of Health granted $248,749 for
a two-year project to examine associations between
prenatal exposure to tobacco smoke, lead, and mercury

2,602,576

2013

2,084,764
					
$
2,342,239
					
$
2,450,019

2012

$

2014

Optimizing E-Interventions for Alcohol Use: Do
Common Factors Apply? – Dr. Steve Ondersma, Co-I.
This two-year grant from the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism awards $364,564 to evaluate
the mechanisms underlying successful interventions for
reducing alcohol use. Data from this project will be used
to build more effective computer-delivered interventions
for reducing heavy alcohol use.

$

$

1,177,164

and resting state fMRIs of the human fetus at 35 week’s
gestation. At 32 months of age, the children will be
evaluated for connections between toxicant exposure
and behavior problems.
Promoting High Quality Early Childhood Education in Detroit’s Woodward Corridor – Dr. Hilary
Ratner, Anna Miller, M.Ed., and Beverly Weathington,
LMSW. A three-year, $246,000 grant from the Kresge
Foundation to help MPSI and the College of Education
provide leadership, training and resources to early childhood centers in midtown Detroit through their Woodward Corridor Early Childhood Consortium. Kresge gave
$160,000 in 2016 for additional resources and professional development for neighborhood members of the
Consortium, and a 15-month, $303,586 grant starting
in 2017 to develop a Consortium in Detroit’s Six Mile
and Livernois neighborhood.
Strengthening Mental Health Service Utilization
to Reduce Negative Consequences of Child Sexual Abuse – Dr. Valerie Simon, PI. An 18-month, $98,000
Research Enhancement Award from WSU to identify bar-

riers to and increase utilization of no-cost mental health
services among families with a newly discovered case of
child sexual abuse. At present, few families take advantage of early intervention resources, putting children at
greater risk of long-term trauma. Dr. Simon received an
additional $50,000 grant over two years from the Blue
Cross Blue Shield Foundation toward this research.
Great Start Readiness Program – Anna Miller, M.Ed.,
PI. This one-year grant from the Michigan Department
of Education is shared between both Early Childhood
Centers on campus. MPSI’s Center receives $65,250 to
provide free tuition for qualified four-year-olds who are
at-risk of school failure.
Freer House Restoration – William Colburn, PI. The
Americana Foundation awarded an 18-month $40,000
grant for improvements to the Freer House, the historic
register home of MPSI faculty and staff built in 1892.
Monies go toward programming, materials analysis, and
restoring the home’s courtyard garden. The Freer House
also received a two-year, $10,000 grant from the Kresge
Foundation for programming.
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44,164 DAYS

OF SERVICE BY CURRENT BOARD MEMBERS

MPSI Board of Visitors
Debra Dworkin Partrich, Chair
Detroit Symphony Orchestra Volunteer Council
Young Women’s Home Association Member
Wayne State Theatres - The Understudies
Barbara Barrett
Board of Governors, Cranbrook Institute of Science
George P. Butler, III
Partner, Dickinson Wright Law Firm
Marlene Bihlmeyer
Detroit Symphony Orchestra Volunteer Council
Marianne Endicott
Detroit Symphony Board
MOT Committee Chair
Detroit Industrial School Trustee
Young Women’s Home Assoc. Trustee
Arlene Gendelman
Community Volunteer

Debra Partrich (at podium), chair of the MPSI board, introduces the many accomplishments of guest of honor Phebe Goldstein (photo at rt).

A Half Century of Devotion and Hard Work
Phebe Vandervort Goldstein, a founding member of the Freer House board, was guest of high honor at a recognition lunch held in fall of 2015. About 60 guests, including several family members, gathered at the Village
Club in Bloomfield Hills to celebrate Phebe’s spirit of commitment and passion spanning more than 60 years.
Phebe’s interest in Freer House began in 1951 when she attended Merrill Palmer Institute (housed there) as a
senior intern from Cornell University. Her mother had also attended Merrill Palmer in 1925. Phebe joined Merrill
Palmer’s board in 1996 with continuous membership to this day.
For decades, Phebe has championed for the care and restoration of Freer House and the work of the Merrill
Palmer Skillman Institute to promote child and family well-being. “We never, in our wildest dreams, thought we
would be as successful as we have been,” she said of her Freer House committee work. “We fill the lecture halls
at the DIA with our Sunday programs, which the DIA has liked as much as we have.”
Dr. Lichtenberg and MPSI Board Chair Debra Partrich presented Phebe with a personalize crystal vase engraved with a drawing of the Freer House. She gave a nod to her husband Dr. Sidney Goldstein as she accepted.
“We have some vases at home,” she said admiringly of the gift, “but they say ‘Sidney’ on them. It’s nice to have
a beautiful one of my own.”
Phebe thanked several Freer supporters, including Doug Peters who “found a source to reproduce the paintings that had originally hung in the Freer House,” and Ann Nicholson, a long-time board member of MPSI and
Freer House, who “was with us from the beginning.”
“It was all fun and most rewarding,” Phebe said. “And I did learn a lot about Charles Freer. I thank Merrill
Palmer for the education, and I thank my friends who still play duplicate bridge with me to keep my mind sharp.”

Sharon Gioia
Founder, Polite America
Phebe Goldstein
Freer House Board of Directors
Frannie Greenebaum
Development Dir., Birmingham Community House (retired)
Nancy Kaufman, MA, CCC-SLP
Director, Kaufman Children’s Center
Mary Lafter
Early Childhood Educator, Merrill Palmer Institute Alumna
Teresa Lloyd
Owner, Grosse Pointe College Consulting
Susan Madro
WSU Adjunct Faculty
Director MPSI Early Childhood Center (retired)
Seymour Nayer
Partner, Plunkett Cooney Law Firm
Ann Nicholson
Trustee, The Japhet School, LLC
Dianne Robinson, LMSW
President, Dianne Bostic Robinson & Associates, LLC
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The House We Call Home
One of Detroit’s most important historic buildings, the Freer House, was built in 1892 as the
home of industrialist and renowned art collector
Charles Lang Freer, who founded the Freer Gallery
of Art in Washington, D.C. Designed by Philidelphia
architect Wilson Eyre, Jr., in the Shingle style, the
Freer House was purchased by the Merrill Palmer
School in 1920 and today holds the offices of Wayne
State’s Merrill Palmer Skillman Institute.
Key principles of Freer’s cultural legacy and philosophy as a collector were the discovery of “points of
contact” between Asia and American and encouraging
cultural understanding through art. The Freer House
explores these themes through an outstanding lecture
series featuring top experts and attracting large, diverse
audiences. Dedicated volunteers and docents assist at
every event to welcome guests, lead tours and help with
event preparation. Lectures are held in partnership with
the Associates of the American Wing and the Friends of
Asian Arts and Cultures, Detroit Institute of Arts. Lecture
co-sponsors include the Japan America Society; the Center for Japanese Studies/University of Michigan, and the
Matthaei Botanical Gardens at U-M.

Fascinating Topics,
Varied Visitors & National Publicity
In The Business of Asian Art lecture, New York journalist
and author, Yuriko Kuchiki, spoke of Freer’s close client
relationship with prominent Asian antiquities dealer,
Yamanaka & Company. Dr. Cathy Selvius De Roo presented, Beneath the Surface: A Scientific Investigation of

Freer House’s Original Decorative Paint Treatments. Dr. De
Roo is a DIA conservation scientist whose research and
analysis over the past five years has uncovered secrets of
the original decorative paint treatments throughout the
Freer House.
A special reception and lecture marked Japan Culture
Day in November 2015 and welcomed the new Consul
General of Japan and his wife to Detroit, Mr. and Mrs.
Mitsuhiro Wada. Ann Nishimura Morse, Boston Museum
of Fine Arts, spoke on The Introduction of Japanese Art to
America, Boston and Detroit.
The Freer House received its first national publicity
with a feature article in the prestigious Fine Art Connoisseur magazine (January/February 2015). Visitors toured
the house from Asia, the Middle East, Europe, and Detroit, and students came from WSU, College for Creative
Studies (CCS) and U-M. Visitors also hailed from several
national conferences including the American Association
for State and Local History, DOCOMOMO, and Preservation in America’s Legacy Cities. The Freer/Sackler Gallery,
Washington, D.C., sent several members and docents to
Detroit for the first time to learn the history of the Freer
MPSI Biannual Report 2016

House as “the original Freer Gallery of Art.”
Freer House engaged Detroit’s Korean American community with a lecture by the curator of ceramics at the
Freer/Sackler Gallery, Louise Cort, on Charles Lang Freer
and the Discovery of Korean Ceramics. A special Korean
luncheon honored the Consulate of Korea in Chicago,
the Honorary Consul General of Korea in Michigan, and
leaders of Talmer Bank and Trust.

Documenting and Digging:
Many Hands to Help
Research and documentation are vital at the Freer
House. Students from WSU, U-M and the CCS joined
a team of professionals to research, document and
photograph 125 rare personal objects once owned
by Freer and currently held in a private collection in
Detroit. Other student volunteers from the WSU School
of Library and Information Science spent a semester
researching the original craftsmen and contractors who
built the Freer House and Hecker House (now Tierney
House) next door. The U-M Museum Studies Program
also assigned several doctoral students to help design a
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Freer House Director Honored with Lifetime Achievement Award
William Colburn, executive director of
the Freer House, received the 2016 Lifetime
Achievement Award from the Michigan
Historic Preservation Network. The award
recognizes those who, through personal
effort and involvement in historic preservation, have contributed significantly to
preserving Michigan’s heritage. The Freer
House, built in 1892 is ranked as one of the
most important historic buildings in Michigan.

“I am just one
of many people
who worked to lay
the groundwork for
the revitalization of
Midtown through
historic preservation
activism.”

“I am humbled and honored,” William
said. “I am just one of many people who
worked to lay the groundwork for the revitalization of Midtown through historic
preservation activism.”

– William Colburn

William first worked in historic preservation as a 21-year-old building surveyor with
the Detroit Urban Conservation Project. He
joined Preservation Wayne and soon rose
to a leadership role as chairman and then
founding executive director. During his 20
years with Preservation Wayne (now Preservation Detroit), William transformed the
WSU student organization into Detroit’s
first full-time, citywide, nonprofit preservation organization.
“The 1970s to 1990s was an era when many older and historic buildings at Wayne State and in
surrounding neighborhoods were threatened with demolition and neglect,” William said. “The work
of Preservation Wayne, together with other key individuals and organizations, helped to shift the
WSU and Midtown area from clearance to preservation and restoration.”
Under William’s leadership, Preservation Wayne halted the demolition of and restored the Mackenzie House, home of WSU’s founder and first dean; spearheaded a 30-year effort to preserve and revitalize the E. Ferry Avenue Historic District; and completed the first comprehensive surveys of historic
buildings on Wayne State’s campus and surrounding neighborhoods. These surveys culminated in
more than 20 buildings and three historic districts being included on the National Register of Historic
Places. Preservation Wayne was the first organization in Detroit to receive a Preservation Honor award
from the National Trust for Historic Preservation.
MPSI Biannual Report 2016

future visitors welcome center and exhibit room in the
Freer carriage house.
Freer’s original gardens inspired the final lecture of
2016. Members of the garden project team, including
Fred Knight of KC Runciman Landscape who designed
the garden plan, “dug” into the history of Freer’s original courtyard gardens and outlined the current project
to restore them. Theory met practice as the Garden Revitalization Project began clearance, grading and paving
of the Freer courtyard to be redesigned with plantings,
fencing and seating. On a more prosaic note, the failing
and outdated heating and cooling units throughout the
Freer House were replaced or repaired.
Support for Freer House programs, projects and operations continues to expand with continued operating
support from the Americana Foundation and new funding from the Kresge and Erb Foundations. Support also
comes from more than 300 active Freer House members
and donors. Partner organizations and event co-sponsors provide additional contributions.
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To become a member or volunteer for the Freer House contact Rose Foster, 313-664-2509 or rmfoster@wayne.edu
MPSI Biannual Report 2016
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Freer House Docents & Volunteers
The Freer House recognizes and thanks its dedicated group of docents
and volunteers who make our outstanding programs possible.

Rachel Bertolini
Darren Brim
Gail Brummitt
Thomas W. Brunk

Why we volunteer . . .
Michael Coleman: “Being a docent at the Freer House is wonderful as it is more than simply telling the story of a man who
built a magnificent house and art collection. Mr. Freer’s story is a
global one that stretches from Detroit, to New York, Europe, the
Middle East, Asia and finally to Washington, D.C.”
Rebecca Savage: “The compelling history of Charles Lang Freer
and the Freer House is a significant part of Detroit’s history that
is exciting to share with people. I am fortunate to have learned
about the Freer House from some of the nation’s experts and I am
always learning more, from different perspectives.”

Carol Edwards
Sandi Combs
Michael D. Coleman
Chuck Demske

William S. Colburn
Director, The Freer House, MPSI
Phebe Goldstein, Chair
MPSI Board of Visitors
Thomas W. Brunk, PhD, President
Freer House Scholar

Hiroko Lancour: “The moment I stepped into the Freer House I
was fascinated by the architecture and rich history. It is a privilege
to be a volunteer because it allows me to assist in cultural exchange to promote a better understanding of the U.S. and Japan.”
Walter Szymborski: “I’m fascinated with the history of Detroit.
Volunteering at the Freer House lets me connect with that history.
If I can help others embrace and celebrate Detroit’s past, then I
can help them realize Detroit’s bright future as well.”

Board of Advisors
Rosemary Foster
Operations Coordinator, MPSI
John Hannigan, PhD
Deputy Director, MPSI
Thomas B. Jankowski, PhD
Associate Director, IOG

Julianne Bjarnesen
WSU Development

Kenneth Myers, PhD
Curator of American Art, Head, Dept. of American Art,
Detroit Institute of Arts

Michael D. Coleman, MS
Director of Student Life, College for Creative Studies

John Douglas Peters
Charfoos & Christensen, PC, retired

Carol Edwards
IOG Board of Visitors
Marianne Endicott
MPSI Board of Visitors

Kathleen Marcaccio
Gail Powell
Rebecca Savage
Walter J. Szymborski

Darren Brim: “So much of Detroit’s history has disappeared
which is why I am very fortunate to be involved with the Freer
House. Its history and significance are an integral part of the Detroit story... and there is always more to discover.”

Board of Directors
Peter Lichtenberg, PhD
Director, MPSI

Amelia Ann Gail
Amy E. Graham
Molly Ann James
Hiroko Lancour

Marilyn Tuchow
Community Representative

David Park Curry, PhD
Curator of Decorative Arts, Painting and Sculpture
Baltimore Museum of Art, Baltimore, MD
Heather Ecker, PhD
Independent Scholar, Brookline, MA
Lee Glazer, PhD
Curator of American Art, Freer Gallery of Art,
Washington, D. C.
Susan A. Hobbs, PhD
Director, Thomas Dewing Catalogue Raisonne
Alexandria, VA
David Hogge, MA
Head of Archives, Freer Gallery of Art
Washington, D.C.
Yukio Lippit, PhD
Professor of Japanese Art, Harvard University
Cambridge, MA
Linda Merrill, PhD
Independent Scholar, Atlanta, GA
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Special Thanks

The Giant Step Teen Conference requires a year’s
worth of hard work to organize. Giant Step Chairs
Richard Thomas II and his wife Dr. Sonya Thomas
lead the steering committee, raise funds, represent
the conference in the community and very much
enjoy attending the event.

“It is an honor and a
privilege to do this for our
teens. We need acceptance
and inclusion of others
now more than ever.”
– Richard Thomas

Wayne State University Board of Governors
Michael Busuito, Diane L. Dunaskiss, Mark Gaffney, Mark Gaffney, Marilyn Kelly, David A. Nicholson, Sandra Hughes
O’Brien, Dana Thompson, Kim Trent, M. Roy Wilson, ex officio

1,000

Thank-you’s to Dianne Robinson

Connecting through Conversation
Good food, good friends and good conversation. A mid-summer gathering at the home of MPSI board member
Dianne Bostic Robinson re-introduced supporters of Merrill Palmer to the latest achievements of the Merrill Palmer
Skillman Institute. Dr. Lichtenberg updated the 70 or so guests on research themes, the historic Freer House and
the Early Childhood Center preschool. Several guests remembered attending the school themselves or sending
their children. Newly appointed provost Dr. Keith Whitfield spoke proudly of WSU’s research institutes such as
MPSI that engage the university deeply with the needs and interests of the surrounding community.
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1 Bubble blowing requires concentration at the first annual Early Childhood Center Family Night.
2 Students from across Detroit learn acceptance as they make friends at the Giant Step Teen Conference.
3 A neurocognitive trainee explains memory in children at the Lifespan Alliance Research Day.

