
Running head: CAPSTONE PAPER 2020 GABRIELLE CONRAD-AMLICKE 1 

Capstone Paper 2020: The Center for International Social Work 

Gabrielle Conrad-Amlicke 

University of Connecticut 

Author Note 

Supervisor: Rebecca Thomas 

Other Intern at the Center: Sarah E. Smith Community Org. 2021’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CAPSTONE PAPER 2020 GABRIELLE CONRAD-AMLICKE 2 

SECTION A 

I. Introduction 

During the 2019-2020 academic year I completed field at the Center for International 

Social Work. The University of Connecticut was founded in 1881 (UConn School of Social 

Work, 2019) while the School of Social Work at UConn was founded after in 1946 and has been 

accredited since 1948 (UConn School of Social Work, 2019) by the Council on Social Work 

Education (CSWE) who regulate and oversee the national standards of social work education.  

The Center for International Social work stands as an initiative under Rebecca L. 

Thomas, PhD, Director and Associate Professor of the Policy Practice concentration, who also 

serves as my supervisor. The center has a proclamation to research, explore, and examine issues 

concerning immigration, refugees, and the United Nations agenda. As social workers at the 

center we mainly focus on international relations, globalization, and modernization and their 

affect upon vulnerable populations. The protection of social welfare is a topic to which our 

practice at the center intersects professional values and ethics upon. The focus and skills are 

systematically utilized by the Center to conceptualize pragmatic implications for global scale(s). 

This is accomplished through Dr. Thomas’s publishing’s.  

Overall, The mission of the CSWE and The School of Social Work closely align, 

promoting quality of social work education, professional practice, individual, social and 

economic justice, in addition to promoting international collaboration and research (Council on 

Social Work Education [CSWE], 2019).  Thus, my practice responsibilities even before an 

assignment was given were to incorporate an international lens and stay knowledgeable to that 

which transnational person(s) face.  
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Concurrently, I was finishing my International Concentration to tie into my Policy 

Practice work. This furthered the gravity of my responsibility to serve as a representative of the 

center for both faculty and the student body.  Likewise, as I was given my first duties, I 

understood that another element to working as a representative moved beyond the School of 

Social Work Campus. The duties described below display how my role and work accomplished 

made me responsible for communication, advocacy, professionalism, the application of skills and 

theory both in academic writing and “on the spot” or in real time as situations occurred. The 

responsibilities described above moved their way from the School of Social Work and to the 

Storrs campus. Eventually I became engaged with stake holders such as the International Review 

Board (IRB) who is governed by the school and also federal guidelines. My involvement with 

the IRB brought my responsibilities to a international audience as I engaged in collaborative 

outreach to Yerevan State University in Armenia.  

II. Review of Tasks and application of Macro Skills  

Defining social problems: I am able to define the social problem through the initial assignment 

given. I was then able to use the literature review and previous studies which Dr. Thomas 

completed to bring about insight into needs assessment.  

Assessing needs: Not only did my needs assessment come from the initial task given but I was 

able to incorporate the elements found within the triangulation process of the qualitative coding 

to identify new needs which would be assessed. To assess these gaps in knowledge the IRB 

focused on the experiences of specifically women refugees.  

Developing and implementing programs:  

In the context of this field assignment the developing and implementation of the program 

is the research study itself. Thus, the completion of the IRB becomes the Program.   
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forecasting future problems, needs, policies and programs 

In this way, the post program Policy Practice skills were to come after the Armenia 

Spring Break Research Travel was completed as the data would be assessment and an academic 

paper would outline the future or forecasting of the problems, needs, and policies/programs 

found.  

The study examined how common themes arise from transitional experience(s) despite 

the variations in participants’ environmental contexts; education level, skills, age, social and 

emotional skills. The main commonality is the physical relocation from Syria to escape the war 

and terror, with many other factors supplementing a tumultuous transition. This research study 

sought to identify common themes among Syrian refugees in order to conduct an accurate 

assessment of need and establish potential interventions. An overall review of the interviews led 

to a better understanding of economic and life conditions which impact(ed) the quality of life.  

Overall, the field tasks were completed through formulating a up to date (1) funding 

application for the 2019-2020 Norian Armenian Program Fund which funds, “various research 

travel, publications and academic projects that further the dissemination of information about 

Armenian culture, history, and society to the UConn Community and the broader public” 

(UConn, 2020). Secondly, my responsibilities were to write and prepare a (2) complete IRB to be 

submitted for the 2020 Spring Research. To further the knowledge base acquired from the 2018 

Study titled “Syrian Refugees of Armenian Descent in Armenia” making the purpose of this 

research study the unique challenges and outcomes faced by specifically women of this 

population.  In sum, it is important to highlight that my Field work at the Center for International 

Social Work transcended that of simply defining the social problem, assessing needs, and 

developing the program but led to the real life application of these policy practice skills largely 



CAPSTONE PAPER 2020 GABRIELLE CONRAD-AMLICKE 5 

because I was to be a part of the research cohort. The Armenia Research Travel was to happen 

over the 2020 Spring Break from March 13th-20th.  
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SECTION B 

III. Definition & Need Assessment  

When social workers use the person-in-environment perspective, we situate the person 

within a context. Although much of social work practice is focused on helping individual people 

make changes in their thinking and behavior so that they can reach their goals, this micro focus is 

not the whole of social work practice. Using the systems perspective, social workers recognize 

that people interact with an environment that may provide both opportunities and barriers to 

individual development and goal achievement.  

Furthermore, The qualitative study I conducted (in collaboration with Dr. Thomas and 

Sarah Smith) at the Center for International Social Work, focused on the experiences revealed 

during interviews with Syrian refugees who fled Syria and resettled in Armenia. Within the 

written report created during field utilizing the 2018 interview; the problem being examined was 

the transitory experiences of this unique population to determine barriers to successful 

assimilation. At the same time the qualitative coding led the definition of the social problem for 

2020 IRB and the needs assessment for both was found from qualitative themes which were 

pulled out of the language of the interviews.  

Thus, I was able to perform practice-informed research in the way that the interviews 

were coded expanding the assessment tools rigor. I was engaged in triangulation process with 

Sarah E. Smith, the Center’s other Intern for the 2019-2020 semester. The third party to complete 

triangulation was Dr. Thomas who was also the Primary Investigator. Another element to the 

assessment was not completed by myself but instead apart of the method which the interviewers 

complete. The interviewers at the time of the study noted the established risks associated with 

this study, including re-traumatization as participants recount their stories.   



CAPSTONE PAPER 2020 GABRIELLE CONRAD-AMLICKE 7 

Medina (2010) describes Jansson’s framework for policy competencies noting that policy 

practice is a multidimensional framework that involves systemic efforts to change policy 

initiatives in agencies, legislative, and community settings. In addition, Jansson (Medina, 2010) 

asserts that social work practice has a policy advocacy component which aims at helping 

disenfranchised groups access resources and opportunities, while building a more just society. 

The Focused Area in International Issues is designed for students who want to include a global 

perspective in their social work program (SSW, 2020). 

The relevant body of knowledge which informed my practice was largely based off of the 

work which Dr. Thomas has completed. In order to understand the scope, I first completed a 

literature review of the themes which I pulled from the qualitative coding of research articles. 

This review pulled together my cognitive process which I used to extrapolate the commonalities 

and bring it together with theories. I pulled from social work and, as social workers do, other 

varying professions. All of this was an attempt to ensure that what I was presenting was indeed 

useful and relevant. I attempted to investigate my hypotheses which were drawn from the theme. 

After I used academic literature to review for similar archetypal person-in-environment, which I 

had deduced from the interviews.  The following themes were utilized as starting points for a 

search for recent research through the UCONN database. Search Identifiers (keywords) are as 

follows: 

A. Social Work 

B. Social Welfare 

C. The Coded “Theme(s)/Subtheme” 

I was to review raw data (interviews) and complete thematic qualitative coding to support 

the understanding of health outcomes and perceptions. Once I got to the Database, Articles were 
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sorted by year in order to seek out the most contemporary research on the topic. There were 

minimal articles which were written distinctively on Syrian Refugees of Armenian Descent 

living in Armenia; none were found which focused specifically on women(s)/Girls experiences. 

Both are important elements to the relevant body of knowledge which informed my practice 

because what was displayed to me was that, in whole, this specific population is one part of the 

whole. In other words, the research population is a subsection of academic proceedings in their 

entirety as they relate to migrant or refugee experience. Whereby which, Dr. Thomas’s past 

articles were the most robust works which I had access to. In light of this, I was able to pull from 

the International Course (YSU UCONN SSW) course to conceptualize larger concepts, such as, 

transnational issues, modernization/globalization, nationalism, and education. Through the larger 

concepts I was able better understand my Field Assignment(s).  

 In conclusion, the specifics of what I completed was a literature review to support the 

understanding of academia or academic(s) conceptualization/processing the topic of refugee 

populations. Many themes were utilized to support the understanding of topics reviewed in the 

participant transcripts (n=21) and I engaged professionally with my fellow MSW Intern to 

narrow the study. A description of their relevance to the research, the economic and health 

factors were given to Dr. Thomas as formal documents.  

IV. Human Rights Paradigm  

The Human rights paradigm is established through the assumption that social workers 

must engage within the scope of policy practice through ensuring basic rights to all humans. Van 

Wormer and Link (2016) cite the role of social work in human rights as one that “… urges social 

workers to engage in social and political action that seeks to ensure that all people have equal 

access to employment and resources, to expand opportunity to all people with special regard for 
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those who are ‘disadvantaged, oppressed, and exploited’” (P. 361).  There was a persistent lack 

of economic opportunity because of one’s physical location in relation to being displaced as 

refuges of the war. “Remittances have a significant impact on developing countries such as 

Armenia, where the Gross National Income per capita was $3,786, or $316 monthly, in 2014” 

(Thomas, 2018). The information above led to my conceptualization of the human rights 

paradigm. My conceptualization incorporates the perceptions of psychological (internal 

experience) and physical (interaction between people natural/built) space which are enmeshed 

within the physiological impacts on the research population or any population which social 

workers often support. 

In terms of this research population, varying effects occurred as a result of the traumatic 

situations that were experienced being a refugee; our research suggests that there is a strong 

relationship between migration and barriers that are present when a job opportunity is not 

available. This finding contrasts the stereotype that migrants “take jobs” a stereotype which has 

economic ramifications through limitations seen within policies that often make it difficult for 

newcomer to find employment.  Instead, Syrian Refugees of Armenian descent are often 

frequently seeking employment but are faced with many challenges. Highlighting how 

contextual factors are multidimensional, such as, remittances (economic factors) and social 

factors such as the population being largely female (Thomas, 2018), display how the human 

rights paradigm falls short for this population. Thus, I was able show acquisition of macro skills 

through my assertion of the contextualization of the study participants' perceptions of 

psychological health and wellness as I split up variables by psychological and physical 

terminologies.   
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Overall, the review of experiences of refugees within the human rights paradigm is vital for 

social workers, policymakers, and those persons who support refugees. From a social work 

perspective, I see that the research was to enlighten variables that can be used as pragmatic 

elements when determining economic allocations for refugee programming. I reflect that to 

implement sustainable solutions for this marginalized community, it is essential that all involved 

parties seek an interdisciplinary approach to understanding the target population.  

V. Ethical Dilemmas  

 In retrospect both the IRB and Funding application were accepted. However, there were 

environmental forces which were out of our control that affected the research to be completed. 

The news of COVID-19 came a few weeks prior to our departure. The presence of a virus which 

was talking the lives of many globally was the variable which triggered value and ethical 

dilemmas.  

 The partnership between YSU and UCONN grows strength by the joint participation. It 

seemed true that to pull out too soon would likely cause damage to the partnership. To me, both 

parties were in limbo. However, with oversight from Dr. Thomas, I understood that the best way 

to proceed within line of our ethical code was to wait to see how “stakeholders” or essentially the 

infrastructures which have oversight of our program governed us. This approach to the topic took 

the likelihood of broken relationships out of the equation. Ethically this was a sound response 

because to make a call independently- relay that message to the YSU and in the instance that our 

message changed once we gained more information would have caused unneeded harm/stress to 

the partnership. Personally, I felt I had a civic duty to not go, it seemed likely that I could bring 

the virus back to a homelife situation which could lead to further negative consequences.  
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 Furthermore, the ethics of when to speak up about my feelings were mulled over again 

and again through analysis of social work values and ethics. I understood that the research which 

was to take place was by and large an investigation of serving a vulnerable and often overlooked 

population. As explained prior; Syrian refugees of Armenian Descent returning to Armenia was 

found to be a topic lacking extensive research concluded through the literature review I 

completed. Thus, the gravity of the need to complete this research was and is tremendous.  

 Together with a person-in-environment theoretical approach the following variables; 

Economics, globalization, modernization, infrastructure, and technology, stand at the forefront of 

this worldwide social welfare crisis, to which now we know is a pandemic. My practice, or 

policy practice, concerns itself with the understanding that variables fall on a continuum. With 

globalization comes disproportionate poverty and likewise, innovation of technology comes at 

the same cost; marginalization. However, this is all interconnected by power and privilege.   

At that moment we had power and privilege to make the decision not to partake on the 

trip. The source of growing value/ethical concern was at what cost were we willing to back out 

or stay in? both decisions would be at the sake of social human welfare. Now more than ever it is 

clear that the mandate to discontinue international travel by the University itself was best 

practice. Following the NASW code of ethics; under the supervision of Dr. Thomas proceeded in 

a way which still shared a social justice benefit. I uploaded the finished materials and shared 

them with my international school partners. I had yet to meet them but the unethical thing to do 

would have been to simply enforce a dynamic of that which had been established not being 

worthwhile. The information was shared through technology; an innovation which allows for 

social workers to navigate the modern world to a new capacity. This continues to play out as we 

still are affected by that which COVID-19 brought.  
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VI. Inclusion of clients or beneficiaries in the assignment  

The research being completed is holistically serving the beneficiary of the research 

population. The Research serves to illuminate and put words to defining variables that are the 

issues faced by this population and thus inform those who use the research to inform policies 

created for refugees. In relation to macro practice, because the research is done by a social 

worker it is hoped to be used to inform policy practice and social workers alike. I reflect that as 

social workers we are not ever forcing a solution but supplying the population with the tools to 

inform themselves and further their own participation in the social welfare paradigm. In this way, 

the research program was completed in effort to elevate the problems faced by this population. 

As this was my first time writing an IRB, I had to use conscious differential use of self in order 

to define the social problem and assess the needs. Differential use of self also occurred as I 

engaged in forecasting of identification of the new population for the 2020 IRB which was to 

focus on women.  

Additionally, the beneficiaries become the University of Connecticut itself, as they award 

the funding through the grant application, I completed per the schools requirements that supports 

the dissemination of research for the target population (Armenian Citizens). Similarly, the 

beneficiaries were the students who were asked to be a part of the trip once selected by Dr. 

Thomas, this could not have occurred if I had not completed the funding application and IRB 

through collaborative affords. Due to the fact that social workers were at the forefront of the 

research program endeavor it inadvertently makes room for social service programs to be in the 

forecasting of solutions. Any program development which is to come post this research study 

means that these social service entities are thus also beneficiaries.    



CAPSTONE PAPER 2020 GABRIELLE CONRAD-AMLICKE 13 

SECTION C 

VII. Discuss your evaluation of your intervention skills  

In order to conceptualize my interventions skills, I frame that Creativity is at the center of 

innovation. Creativity plays a crucial role in solving the problems society currently faces. The 

Center has allowed me to frame that Micro, Mezzo, and Macro, practice theories were all used 

during the completion of the particular assignment(s) which all related to Armenia research at the 

Center. To describe further, for this Field Practice Experience specifically, I was able to pull from 

my undergraduate work with clients. This informed the research and writings which I produced 

within my time at the center and also displays the ability to use the skill of differential use of 

self;  

Refugees who relocate often face unique stressors that affect many aspects of their health 

and wellbeing. The theme health is broken into subcategories to accommodate for 

psychological or physical factors which impact the resettlement process. It should be 

noted that instances of psychological verbiage were explicit, in addition to physical 

stressors as a result of the war. Physical changes to one’s body as a result of war are thus 

seen to impact psychological processes. 

The language above is indicative of the way I utilize person-in-environment theory. It is 

indicative of my cognitive processing of the material. What it is not is removed from bias. Thus, 

the ability to bring together my professional scope to a platform where it is taken seriously led to 

impactful conversations about the linguistics of academic writing. You can see how I break up 

health into the physical and metaphysical. This is often how I perceive the world. My truths are 

not other truths, and this was brought to light when the research team pressed me to describe my 

logic here. To me it seemed as clear as day, but I had forgotten the audience. At times I find it 
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difficult to describe what it is I want to say outload. This is both frustrating and often leads me to 

be aloof, it in no way is a reflection of not being prepared but more of a personal feedback loop I 

fall into. I am aware of it and at times this makes it all the more anxiety provoking which leads to 

the aloofness. I came to realize this year that I do better on the spot.  

For example, Dr. Thomas asked to go with her to meet with the IRB when they arrived on 

campus. I had not prepared for this meeting. However, I had the skills and ability to take that on 

without hesitation. And yet the inverse; having extra time to prepare… doesn’t equate to better 

for me. It actually heightens the likelihood that I will fall into deep thought on the topic, 

potentially over think it, or have bits and pieces of information which are not fully fleshed out. 

This is why I prefer to write or to be on the research side of things. The planning and 

development phase is something I can do quite well independently, I humbly acknowledge that it 

is not always the best way. I appreciate a research team and find beauty in group work, and yet, 

instances of feeling misunderstood seem to limit me as I rarely take the time to reframe/redefine 

and be understood in the moment. The small research team working on this project was able to 

help me experience and see that when I do take the time to reframe my knowledge does become 

important. Reframing is a huge skill to master in all of the fields I may engage with post MSW; 

social work, policy practice, and political roles. It is interesting to think about this being labeled 

as “good” or “bad” policy practice. Within policy practice there must always be someone willing 

to write the policy or do the research. These tasks are often the ones which other dislike, from 

my experience, and the adaptability of the skills needed for pre and post research are in 

retrospect attainable skills I can bring to the research team. Thus, supporting the whole (or 

outcome) by being a part of the innerworkings and I have never felt untrue doing that.  

VIII. Intervention Skills and Competencies 
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The School of Social Work currently holds just short of $17M accumulated through 

federal/state revenue streams and accompanied by privately funded research and training grants 

(UConn School of Social Work, 2019). And even with this the Center must seek funding to 

continue its research and publishing’s. Therefore, I had to engage with Competency 4: Engage In 

Practice-Informed Research and Research-Informed Practice to which I felt confident doing. 

Specifically, I had to write an informed funding application and use this research to submit a 

finished IRB on the Centers behalf with Primary Investigator Dr. Thomas who provided 

supervision through the process. These were tasks I felt confident accomplishing as they 

incorporated research skills I came to field with and bringing them to these platforms expanded 

my knowledge and skills tremendously. Similarly, Competency 2: Engage Diversity and 

Difference in Practice was another skill I felt confident in at The Center. Completing research, 

analysis, and literature reviews of social welfare policies between the United States and Armenia 

upheld a transnational connection I was able to make for the Center. The tasks also allowed me 

to incorporate my Focused Area of Studies in International Issues in Social Work courses such as 

SWEL 5305 and International Social Work all acted as knowledge I had through the curriculum I 

engaged with at UConn School of Social Wok strengthening my preparedness and comfort 

engaging in these field assignments.  

Moreover, I reflect that the person-in-environment theory helps social workers 

conceptualize and make sense of how individuals are enveloped by layers of environmental 

systems that can both facilitate and hinder their development across time. As the assignments 

were completed, I simultaneously felt confident in using my written, verbal, reframing, and 

educating skills at a macro level which connects to Competency 3: Advance Human Rights 

and Social, Economic, and Environmental Justice.  
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IX. Conclusion Statement 

In conclusion, one of the things I value most about social work is the ability it gives us to 

sway in and out of varying roles. The Center for International Social Work studies has shown me 

that there are many ways to incorporate diversity and practice informed research into my own 

advocacy for Environmental Justice. The lecture on creativity, guided me towards preparing for 

the real world. I realize that school is just one setting and I have the potential to get inspired and 

re-inspired and come back to the academic world with a newfound energy for the practice. I 

know that Environmental Justice will continue to be my main focus but through life experience 

my “research method” will change.  Not only will I be interacting with the environment in new 

ways, but those (clients) whom I work with will also display their own interactions to and with 

the environment. To me diversity and engaging with new experiences is the next step to 

challenging myself to think “outside of the box”.  

This research considers the importance of implementing a preemptive approach to 

varying professionals. In sum, the transnational collaboration between “faculty and students at 

the Department of Social Work at Yerevan State University in the Republic of Armenia and the 

UConn school of Social Work” (UConn, 2019) was the cumulative focus of my field work 

assignments. Retrospectively, I pulled from my previous knowledge and skills base to support 

final products which were grounded in social work theory. From this, I hope to continue utilizing 

my Master of Social Work degree through innovative, creative, and social welfare driven 

interventions.  
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