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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.

Over the past 12 years
Robyn Hacker’'s education
journey has provided life
experiences few people see
by the age of 31. She has
seen how difficult life can be
for people who struggle with
addiction and/or mental
illness.

Her experiences came
about as Hacker worked her
way to her PhD in counsel-
ing psychology, an intern-
ship at Yale University and a
national award from the
American Psychology Asso-
ciation for outstanding dis-
sertation. “It’s been a jour-
ney,” she said.

That journey began
when the 2005 Manning
graduate headed to Loyola
University, in  Chicago,
where she earned degrees in
criminal justice and psy-
chology. At Loyola she
worked at the Civitas
ChildLaw Center, working
on behalf of children who
had been abused and ne-
glected.

She said, “It was so un-
familiar to what my experi-
ence was (growing up) that
my heart just went out to
these kids. I really enjoyed
the work, and I worked with
some amazing attorneys,
but I wanted to be involved
more with the people rather
than the legal side of
things.”

During her junior year,
as she struggled to decide if
she was going to law school,
she took a job with the Cook
County Juvenile Court Clin-
ic where she worked with a
multi-disciplinary  team,
including psychologists. Her
decision to become a psy-
chologist was solidified
there.

Following college grad-
uation, she moved to Arizo-
na and worked at Devereux
Advanced Behavioral
Health. There, she was an
advocate for youth, but also
worked with data and re-
search.

“T tracked major inci-
dents, restraints and seclu-
sion and investigated inci-
dents,” she explained. “The
kids I worked with had
backgrounds of extreme
neglect and abuse; things
that just were not even on
my radar growing up.”

She continued,
“Communities in many
ways surround each other
and help each other in diffi-
cult times, and many of
these kids had nobody. Be-
ing able to see how resilient
these kids are despite all the
things around them is in-
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on the most diffi-
cult days when
things are not easy,
thinking about
those moments,
they are nuggets
that help the work
continue.”

Up to that
point, Hacker was
very interested in
working with young
people. As she
neared three years
with the agency she
realized she needed
to return to school
and continue her
education. She was
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accepted at Arizona
State’s Counseling
Psychology =~ PhD
program in 2012.

This was a particularly
difficult time for Hacker and
her family as her father,
Craig, went through a life-
threatening illness.

She recalls an essay as-
signment. She had to ad-
dress something personal
and after going through her
training and her father’s
health experience, she said,
“I learned about taking care
of yourself in the chaos of
life. Getting any degree in
the mental health field, you
learn a lot about yourself if
you're open to it.”

The doctoral program is
typically a minimum six
year commitment; however,
Hacker accelerated the pro-
gram working through sum-
mers and holidays and got it
done in five.

She completed her Mas-
ter’s thesis, began work on
her dissertation project, and
was applying to places she
would like to work for the
final requirement of intern-
ship.

“I applied to Yale, and I
never thought I'd even get
an interview, but I ended up
matching there,” she said.

She completed her in-
ternship June 30, 2017, and
began a post-doc position
which, she explained, is ad-
ditional training completed
while being supervised by a
licensed psychologist. It al-
lows her to be licensed to
practice anywhere in the
U.S.

During her internship
and post-doc, she said, “I
worked with clients who
were involved with the
criminal justice system -
people who were on proba-
tion, parole or recently in-
carcerated, and they had an
addiction disorder. On the
east coast we saw mostly
heroin, cocaine, alcohol,
marijuana, PCP.”

The clinic where Hacker
worked primarily did indi-
vidual addiction counseling,
which she said is incredibly
unique.

“To have access to indi-
vidual counseling is very
rare,” she stated. “So I spent
a lot of my time with that
and was also assigned to the

Robyn Hacker, PhD, holds her diploma,
shown with Dr. Lindsay Oberleitner

West Haven Mental Health
Clinic. I worked with kids
which was a great experi-
ence. I had phenomenal
supervisors and challenging
clients but yet so much sup-
port that I grew monumen-

tally there.”

Hacker faced many
fears and  challenges
throughout her training.

Working at an intensive out-
patient addiction program
during her first practicum
placement, parents who had
their children removed by
the department of children
and families came three
days a week for group-based
counseling. She forced her-
self to be a part of the group,
despite fears based on hor-
ror stories of others’ experi-
ences.

She said, “It was incred-
ible. It was one of the first
times I had done group
counseling and my co-
facilitator was amazing. We
had a group of eight. I saw
amazing things happening,
and the fears just melted
away. | realized that these
people were often the adult
version of the children I had
been working with.”

“T didn’t pretend I have
a lot of experience or that I
know better. With the popu-
lation I worked with, it’s not
uncommon for people to
come in and look at me like,
‘what do you know; you're
young, you talk different.” I
often look completely differ-
ent than them,” she said.
“One woman in particular,
was hesitant; she was older,
black and had years of deal-
ing and abusing drugs, and
said there were so many dif-
ferences she couldn’t see
how I could help her. I said,
‘You're right, we're very dif-
ferent. Let’s talk about it.
Part of what can make treat-
ment work is you bringing
your experiences and I bring
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In August 2017 Hacker received a national award
from the American Psychology Association for
outstanding dissertation.
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