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Editor’s note:  Robyn Hacker, 
PhD, is another individual who 
left the halls of Manning High 
School, went on to further her 
education and is making  
significant contributions to the 
lives of others. She exempli-
fies the amazing things alumni 
are accomplishing with the 
great educational start they 
receive within our school  
district. 

Robyn Hacker works to heal shattered lives;  
appreciates her upbringing in Manning 

 

In August 2017 Hacker received a national award 
from the American Psychology Association for  

outstanding dissertation.  
 

“I wanted to create an intervention that would help the criminal 
justice system better understand mental illness,” Hacker stated.  

She proceeded to build DEFUSE, a training program for law 
enforcement, which turned out to be an extremely difficult pro-
cess.  She wrote the curriculum for a two-hour online training and 
completed all of the programming.  

Part I of the program teaches officers the most common 
symptoms exhibited by people with mental health issues. She 
said officers need to recognize symptoms; they don’t necessarily 
need to be able to identify the disorder. 

Part II is a set of skills that can be used to interact with people 
experiencing a mental health crisis to better resolve the issue; to 
deescalate the situation and keep everyone safe. 

After building the program and getting it online, it was tested 
by police officers who reported the program was very useful. She 
received emails months later from participants noting circum-
stances when the skills were useful to them. Following the com-
pletion of her training, participants showed significant improve-
ment in their empathy toward people with mental illness, lower 
levels of stigma, improved confidence in handling mental health 
crises, and improved interactions with people with mental illness.   

Hacker’s manuscript is now being considered for publication 
and she is in the initial phases of building a non-profit organiza-
tion to continue this work. She hopes to expand the training and 
make it more readily available at minimal cost.  

 

Robyn Hacker, PhD, holds her diploma, 

shown with Dr. Lindsay Oberleitner  


