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Celebraling 28 Years

¢ University of Pittsburgh +
¢ Public Health ¢ Pharmacy * Medicine*
¢ Health & Rehabilitation Sciences ¢ Education *

¢* LECOM at Seton Hill in Greensburg*

Honored to be working this summer with & within
the communities of:
¢ Homewood ¢ Hazelwood ¢ Clairton ¢ Hill District * East Liberty *
¢ Westmoreland +




“Human progress is neither automatic nor
inevitable... Every step toward the goal of
Jjustice requires sacrifice, suffering, and
struggle; the tireless exertions and passionate
concern of dedicated individuals.”

- Martin Luther King Jr.




Bridging the Gaps - Pittsburgh:

e provides health, social service professional and other
graduate students opportunities to work directly with
local, underserved communities, to better understand
their health concerns and needs, and

e provides health-related services, outreach and support to
organizations that are on the “front lines” of health care.

Learning from vulnerable populations, mentors, and peers
Interns work full-time, typically in interdisciplinary pairs, with
any one of a range of populations in Pittsburgh, including people
in recovery, returning citizens, teens or many other “at risk”
populations. In this eight-week internship, interns spend the
majority of their time learning directly from people served about
their perspectives, needs and priorities.

Building reciprocal and responsive partnerships
Interns must complete a project throughout their internship,
chosen in coordination with their community mentor, that leaves
their host organization with tangible products. Interns’ faculty
mentors are available to provide feedback on project design and
resources. Past and current projects include:
e Health education curricula and staff training materials;
e Resource guides and informational brochures to better
meet participants’ needs;
Internal surveys and needs assessments;
e Videos, websites, murals, playgrounds and parklet
designs.

Learning through reflection and discussion

Each week, interns attend a full day reflective session on campus,
instead of visiting their sites. These reflective sessions include
guest presentations, trainings and discussions related to working
in communities — issues of poverty, health literacy, community
violence, advocacy, and social/structural drivers of health. These
weekly sessions allow students the opportunity to share their
thoughts and questions about their work with peers from other
graduate training programs — comparing approaches, sharing
challenges and gaining insight into creative interventions to make
positive change. Starting in 2024 these sessions have been
shared with students from Lake Erie College of Osteopathic
Medicine (LECOM) at Seton Hill.




“I’ve come to realize that the children and the
Homewood community have taught me far
more than I could ever have hoped to teach
them. Their genuine curiosity, compassion for
each other, and strong connection to their
neighborhood have opened my eyes to the true
meaning of health—one that extends beyond
textbooks and clinical knowledge and is

rooted in community.”
- J. Wiegers, Pitt School of Medicine, PCAT




Encouraging Healthy Habits in Homewood

Youth: Healthy Start Passport & Curriculum
Emma Kotes, School of Medicine, PCAT

Julia Wiegers, School of Medicine, PCAT

Community Mentor: Cynthia M. Wallace, Ed.D, Executive
Pastor, Bible Center Church, Executive Dir. The Oasis Project,
with Ash Chan, Farm Manager, and India Harris, Summer
Camp Director

Faculty Mentor: Sharon Connor, PharmD, School of Pharmacy

The Community Site: Bible Center Church — The Oasis
Project

The Oasis Project serves as the community and economic
development arm of Bible Center Church, located in Homewood,
PA. Its name reflects a powerful vision: to create “oases” or
spaces of peace, safety, and joy within a historically underserved
community. In a neighborhood where many children face limited
access to the opportunities available in more resourced areas, the
Oasis Project aims to close this gap. With initiatives focused on
education, employment, and entrepreneurship, the organization is
dedicated to empowering local youth while also fostering lasting
environmental transformation within the Homewood community.
Website: https://www.biblecenterpgh.org/

Team Experience:

This was the Bible Center Church’s first summer partnering with
BTG-Pittsburgh and the first time Primary Care Accelerated
Track students were paired with a community site rather than
with our longitudinal clinical sites. Given our dedication to
primary care, we focused on bringing healthy, preventative health
habits to Homewood community's youth. We developed lesson
plans for preschool-aged through high school-aged children based
on direct input from those participating in the Early Learning
Center, Maker’s Clubhouse summer camp, and Field2Fork
programs. For the K-4th grade age groups, we developed a
“Healthy Start Passport” to encourage learning about basic
healthy habits and preventative health measures while
simultaneously incentivizing engagement. We are leaving these




Encouraging Healthy Habits in Homewood
Youth: Healthy Start Passport & Curriculum
(cont’d)

passports and lesson plans with the Bible Center Church to use for
future lessons and camps run through the organization.

“During my weeks here, I learned that
sometimes the best thing you can do is simply
take time to listen, show up, and to treat
people with respect and dignity. This
experience has further strengthened my
decision to pursue a career in healthcare and
I will carry these lessons with me for the rest
of my career.”

-F. Mubarik, LECOM at Seton Hill




Hazelwood Eats: Official Camp Cookbook

Liliana Chavez, School of Education

Pearl Park, School of Public Health, Behavioral and Community
Health Sciences

Community Mentor: Sarah Crawshaw, MEd, Education Programs
Manager, Center of Life

Faculty Mentor: Martha Terry, PhD, School of Public Health

The Community Site: Center of Life

Center of Life (COL) is a nonprofit organization established in
2001 located in the Pittsburgh neighborhood of Hazelwood.
Through the ongoing support of the community, and local,
national and international community partners, COL provides
extraordinary arts and music-based enrichment programs and out-
of-school programming for children. The mission of COL is to
provide families and youth with the life skills, education, training,
and resources necessary to be strong and to make their
communities strong. The organization’s vision is to empower and
equip families to bring economic revitalization to their
communities. COL exemplifies these core values through year-
round programming for students, and community engagement
events such as food delivery, the Summer Concert Series (COL
Jazz and the KRUNK Movement), and the COL Basketball
League.

Website: https://www.centeroflife.org/

Team Experience:

This summer, we spent the majority of our time working with
Center of Life’s summer day camp, Camp Hazelwood, which
serves students from kindergarten through 8th grade. We spent
our days immersed in classroom activities, participating in field
trips, and building relationships with both students and staff. In
addition to our work at camp, we also supported the distribution
of bi-weekly food boxes for the community, and attended weekly
basketball games and Jazz/KRUNK concerts. As part of our




Hazelwood Eats: Official Camp Cookbook
(cont’d)

Team Experience:

contribution to the community site, we developed a series of
lesson plans featuring simple, healthy recipes designed for 6th-
8th grade students. These lessons aim to teach basic cooking
skills while encouraging healthier eating habits.

“While I was aware of a connection between
poverty and negative mental and physical health
outcomes, witnessing the toll it takes on
participants' daily lives made addressing this
issue feel more urgent and just how important
organizations like WCA are in mitigating these

disparities within our community.”
— K. Siddiq, LECOM at Seton Hill




Higher Education Survival Guide- A Resource

for College-Bound Students

Alejandra Paredes-Marin, School of Medicine, PCAT

Maria-Fe Geissinger, School of Medicine, PCAT

Community Mentor: Mobnica Méndez, PhD, MBA, Director of
Programs, with Geyzel Mendoza

Faculty Mentor: Betty Braxter, PhD, CNM, RN, FAAN, School
of Nursing

The Community Site: Latino Community Center

The Latino Community Center (LCC) is a Pittsburgh-based
nonprofit dedicated to empowering, advocating with, and
celebrating Latino families in Allegheny County. Established in
2017—with roots tracing back to the earlier Latino Family
Center—the LCC offers critical educational support and family
services tailored to community-identified needs. Its core mission
is to provide children, youth, and families with the tools and
opportunities needed to reach their full potential through
educational programming, comprehensive family support, and
community-building efforts. Guided by strong values—empathy,
inclusivity, innovation, professionalism, passion, and a firm
belief in education—the organization envisions a community
where everyone is valued and has equitable access to the
resources needed to thrive.

Website: https://www.latinocommunitycenter.org/

Team Experience:

This summer, as Bridging the Gaps interns, we set out to leave
something tangible and useful for the students at the Latino
Community Center. Given that many of the center’s programs
focus on education and access, we felt it was important to create a
survival guide—a practical, easy-to-understand resource for
navigating college and higher education. This project was
especially meaningful to us as first-generation students or
individuals who have personally struggled to understand the




Higher Education Survival Guide- A Resource for
College-Bound Students (cont’d)

American education system. We were deeply inspired by the kids
we met during our time at the center and by their dreams and
determination to pursue higher education. Their aspirations
motivated us to create something that could support them on that
journey.

“This program taught me the impact community-
centered work has as well as how effective it can
be at creating meaningful change. Coming from
the very zoomed-in biology perspective it was eye
opening to zoom out and explore how health is
impacted at the policy and community level.”

— M. Brunick, Pitt Public Health, Human Genetics




“This program has been a powerful
foundation for my professional growth,
allowing me to apply public health principles
in a real-world setting while working directly
with returning citizens... I've gained valuable
experience in policy-informed program
design, trauma-informed care, and culturally
competent outreach. It reinforced the critical
role that health policy plays in addressing
systemic barriers and showed me how
community-centered solutions can drive
equity, safety, and resilience from the ground
up.”

— G. Emery, Pitt Public Health, Health Policy &
Management




MC4: Community Emergency Response
Training: A curriculum for building community
leaders

McKenna Brunick, School of Public Health, Human Genetics
Graham Emery, School of Public Health, Policy and Management
Community Mentor: Julia Donnelly, MPH, Director, Data and

Evaluation
Faculty Mentor: Thuy D. Bui, MD, School of Medicine

The Community Site: Reimagine Reentry, Inc

Reimagine Reentry is a Pittsburgh-based program that provides
long-term, trauma-informed support to individuals returning from
incarceration. Over up to three years, participants receive
personalized coaching, mentorship, and access to key resources
such as housing assistance, workforce development, and family
reunification support. The program focuses on reducing recidivism
by building individuals’ strengths, helping them set and achieve
personal goals, and fostering community reintegration.

Website: https://www.letsreimaginereentry.org/

Team Experience:

During the internship at Reimagine Reentry, we have been deeply
engaged in developing a Community Emergency Response
Training (CERT) program tailored to the unique needs of returning
citizens. Our experience has included collaborating closely with
staff, observing the organization’s strength-informed approach, and
gaining direct exposure to the day-to-day realities of individuals
reentering society after incarceration. By attending meetings,
workshops, and community events, we have built meaningful
connections with program participants, gaining insight into their
lived experiences, strengths, and challenges. Throughout the
process, we have prioritized taking time to listen, reflect, and adapt
our approach to ensure the program is inclusive, respectful, and
empowering. We are leaving the organization with a thorough




MC4: Community Emergency Response
Training: A curriculum for building community
leaders (cont’d)

project proposal for training formerly incarcerated individuals in
disaster preparedness and community outreach for the
organization to pursue grant support for.

When I'm in school, sometimes it feels like being
in a bubble that's disconnected from my
community, and I’'m super grateful for the
opportunity this summer to connect with, learn
from, and engage with the local community. The
lessons and insights I gained from this summer
will continue to inspire me as I work towards

being a well-rounded and empathetic physician.”
— V. Chien, LECOM at Seton Hill




Mental Health Matters

Esmeralda Narvaez, School of Pharmacy

Haliyat Oshodi, School of Public Health, Policy and
Management

Community Mentor: Deanna Sinex, PhD, Director of Research
& Program Strategy

Faculty Mentor: Mary Goldberg, PhD, School of Health and
Rehabilitation Sciences

The Community Site: Youth Enrichment Services (YES)
Youth Enrichment Services (YES) is a nonprofit organization
that empowers youth in Pittsburgh through academic support,
leadership training, and workforce development. Since 1994,
YES has supported thousands of young people, especially those
from underserved communities, by helping them build
confidence, develop life skills, and prepare for future success.
YES is a provider of the Learn and Earn Summer Youth
Employment Program, which offers paid work experience to
youth ages 14 to 21 in Allegheny County. Participants receive
career readiness training, academic support, and engage in hands-
on projects such as Youth Participatory Action Research. The
program ends with youth presenting their work to local leaders,
helping them strengthen community awareness and
communication skills. Through Learn and Earn, YES helps youth
earn income while gaining real-world experience, mentorship,
and the tools needed to succeed in school, work, and life.
Website: https://www.youthenrichmentservices.org/

Team Experience:

After meeting with Dr. Sinex, the community mentor at Youth
Enrichment Services (YES), a key need identified was raising
mental health awareness. In response, we developed a training
module focused on trauma-informed approaches for staff. This
training module will be integrated into an existing training
website for staff currently being developed. The purpose




Mental Health Matters (cont’d)

of this training is to help create an inclusive and nurturing
environment for students to feel safe and grow into healthy
individuals. It covers why this approach is important specifically
for this community, how trauma impacts students' behavior in the
classroom, how common disciplinary actions can be re-
traumatizing for students, and the effectiveness of trauma-
informed approaches in the classroom.

“What societal changes are possible if
we err on the side of compassion,
challenge our assumptions and

encourage curiosity about each other?”
- BTG-Pittsburgh 2025




Clairton Cooks

Michael Ceglarz, School of Public Health, Behavioral and
Community Health Sciences

Beth Pangia, School of Health and Rehabilitation Sciences,
Nutrition & Dietetics

Community Mentors: Brandon Ziats, Executive Director, with Tre
Mckeithen and Aliyah Anderson

Faculty Mentor: Nina Markovic, PhD, MS, School of Dental
Medicine

The Community Site: Youth Opportunities Development
(YOD) YOD is a non-profit organization with the goal of
“ensuring peaceful, prosperous communities through the
mentoring, education, and empowerment of youth.” YOD serves
middle and high school boys in the Clairton community, and
offers in-school, after-school, and summer enrichment programs
that emphasize academic support, behavioral development,
community engagement, and fun/enrichment. The after-school
program is from 3:00 PM-7:30 PM, and involves tutoring,
homework time, interactive learning sessions, dinner, and some
recreational activities. The summer programming is from 11 AM—
4 PM and involves interactive group learning sessions, lunch, and
recreational activities. Research shows that youth involved in
programs such as YOD have experienced improved school
attendance, academic performance, and social/behavioral
outcomes.

Website: https://www.yodpa.org/

Team Experience: Over our summer experience, we partnered
with YOD to support youth health and wellness through a
nutrition project tailored towards staff to make a broader impact.
We saw an opportunity to introduce balanced meals and snacks
into the diets of youth members actively involved in sports and
other recreational activities. The nutrition project was a cookbook
filled with easy, affordable, and youth-friendly recipes that can be
made with program participants to emphasize youth engagement.
The cookbook also included visuals, prep time labels, nutritional
information, and adaptable variations of the recipes for differing




Clairton Cooks (cont’d)

palettes. This project aimed to equip staff with tools to foster
healthy eating behaviors, positive relationships, and further life
skills among youth members. Furthermore, our educational
sessions mirrored YOD’s goals — introducing topics involving the
importance of healthy eating, adequate protein consumption,
hydration, and oral health.

[Interning at YES] helped me understand that
empowering youth to lead and advocate not
only benefits their personal development but
also strengthens our communities and ensures
that future policies are more inclusive,
equitable, and effective.”

— H. Oshodi, Public Health, Health Policy and
Management




“My time at YOD in Clairton has been both
transformative and eye-opening. [ was able
to witness just how influential mentorship
and consistency can be in improving the
livelihoods of youth members. I am
especially inspired by the staff members here
who are able create such a safe, structured,
and joyful environment for the youth of this
community.”’

— M. Ceglarz, Pitt Public Health, Behavioral and
Community Health Sciences




BTG-Pittsburgh cross institution collaboration

We are pleased to have hosted four students from
Lake Erie College of Osteopathic Medicine
(LECOM) at Seton Hill in Greensburg in our
summer of weekly reflective and didactic
sessions.

Thank you to Dr. Jenn Cummings and Dr. Mary
Haus for allowing their students to participate in
this shared learning space!

I really got to know some of the residents and
their stories, which allowed me to further
understand and want to advocate for
individuals who struggle with mental health.
Throughout the past 8 weeks, the importance
of listening and patience has really stuck with
me. Sometimes, the only thing a client or
patient might want from a provider is for
someone to just listen. Lessons as such are
only learned or emphasized in the field, which
1 hope to carry with me throughout the rest of

»

my career.
—R. Kopec, LECOM at Seton Hill




Growing Independence: The Barclay Greenhouse

Project

Rachael Kopek, LECOM at Seton Hill in Greensburg

Fatima Mubarek, LECOM at Seton Hill in Greensburg
Community/Clinic Mentors: Kelli Nabuda, Westmoreland Drug &
Alcohol, Matt Tutay, Barclay Place, Executive Director, Dana
Slezak, Barclay Place, Program Director

Faculty Mentors: Jennifer Cummings, DO, Mary Haus, MD,
Victoria Hrach, PhD

The Community Sites: Westmoreland Drug & Alcohol
Commission (WEDAC) and Barclay Place Enhanced Personal
Care Home

Barclay Place is a residential facility that provides 24-hour personal care
assistance to individuals with a mental health diagnosis, with a strong
focus on person-centered care. The primary diagnoses of residents are
schizophrenia, bipolar I disorder, delusional disorder, and dissociative
identity disorder. The facility promotes the health, independence, and
socialization of their residents through many structured activities such as
cooking classes, going to the movies, getting out into nature, and going
out for meals. WEDAC works to help individuals with substance use
disorders find treatment facilities that best suit their needs. Clients are
supported in establishing a life-long plan of recovery through personalized
services, access to appropriate care, and community help. WEDAC
provides case management services to connect individuals with prevention
education, detox services, and inpatient and outpatient programs.

Team Experience:

We focused on enhancing the independence of the Barclay Place
residents. While cooking and laundry are not done by residents
themselves, we designed and established on site a greenhouse to
encourage responsibility, decision making, independence, and
healthy eating. We also delivered a workshop on healthy eating
habits and proper plant care, and a greenhouse care guide for the
staff to use throughout the seasons.




Westmoreland County Transportation Guide to
Clinics

Kumal Siddiq, LECOM at Seton Hill in Greensburg

Vivian Chien, LECOM at Seton Hill in Greensburg
Community/Clinic Mentor: Carrie Lesniak, Housing Director,
Natalie Pacy, Young Adults Support Manager

Faculty Mentors: Jennifer Cummings, DO, Assistant Professor of
Emergency Medicine, Mary Haus, MD, Assistant Professor of
Osteopathic Medicine

The Community Site: Westmoreland Community Action
(WCA)

The mission of WCA is to eliminate poverty by strengthening
communities through services including housing, crisis
intervention, emergency services, financial support, early childhood
education, and more. WCA is based in Greensburg, PA and serves
the entirety of Westmoreland County. The organization supports
thousands of residents annually and supports individuals, children,
and families in any aspect needed. The housing programs that we
contributed to included young adult services. There are various
programs participants have access to, including rapid rehousing,
transitional housing, and host homes. WCA is involved in
navigating participants to the best program that fits their needs and
supporting them in all aspects until they reach independence.
Website: https://westmorelandca.org/

Team’s Experience:

After discussing with the community preceptors, and understanding
the needs of the participants, we decided to focus our project on
increasing transportation accessibility. We made a booklet that
contains bus routes in Westmoreland County, clinics in the area,
and directions to get to the clinics. We also participated in the
monthly food bank day by helping the agency assemble and deliver
food boxes. We made an information packet to include with




Westmoreland County Transportation Guide to
Clinics (con’t)

the boxes that contains information on safe food storage, recipes,
and healthy eating habits while on a budget. In addition, we
attended a resource fair in New Kensington and provided vision
checks for children, blood pressure checks for adults, and numerous
handouts on oral hygiene, mental health, and Narcan.

“I urge you to answer the highest
calling of your heart and stand up
for what you truly believe.”

- John Lewis




It is our sincere pleasure to support the talents and
aspirations of our many dedicated students and the
remarkable organizations and community mentors that
host them and serve our communities each summer.

Thistle Elias, DrPH, MPA
Program Director
Pitt School of Public Health

Amanda Casagrande, MD
Pitt School of Medicine

Sarah Papperman, MPH, Program Coordinator
Pitt School of Public Health

Aubree McMahon, Administrative Intern
Pitt School of Public Health, Doctoral student

Jenn Cummings, DO
Program Co-Director
LECOM at Seton Hill

Mary Haus, MD
Program Co-Director
LECOM at Seton Hill




Thank you
To the many community and faculty mentors and
members of the BTG-Pittsburgh Advisory Board

To each University of Pittsburgh Dean of a professional
school that supports student stipends for this program:
School of Medicine, School of Public Health,
School of Pharmacy, School of Health & Rehabilitation
Sciences
And guests Lake Erie College of Osteopathic Medicine
(LECOM) at Seton Hill in Greensburg

To those staff and faculty who have provided
additional support, enthusiasm and in-kind
contributions this year!

And to our donors, foundation supporters and community
partner in-kind contributors.

BTG Pittsburgh is a member of the Bridging the Gaps Network.
Bridging the Gaps is a collaboration among multiple academic
health institutions in Pennsylvania and New Jersey and over
100 community organizations, linking
the interprofessional education of health and social service
professional students with the provision of health-related
services for vulnerable populations.




