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The Transitions to Adulthood Center for Research 

Our mission is to promote the full participation in socially valued 
roles of transition-age youth and young adults (ages 14-30) with 
serious mental health conditions. We use the tools of research and 
knowledge translation in partnership with this at risk population to 
achieve this mission. Visit us at: 

http://www.umassmed.edu/TransitionsRTC 
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Transitions to Adulthood Center for 
Research 
 One of two federally-funded Research and Training 

Centers in the US focused on Young Adults with lived 
experience– focus on areas of school and work 

 3 distinct arms: 
 Research 
 Knowledge Translation & Dissemination  
 Technical Assistance 
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Participatory Action Research (PAR) 

• Conducting research in partnership with people/the 
community and not "about" or "for" them.  

 
• Collaboration throughout research process: 
 Developing research questions 
 Writing grant proposals 
 Recruitment 
 Collecting and analyzing data 
 Writing up & disseminating findings 
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Why We Believe in Young Adult PAR? 
• Recognizing Unique: needs, goals, values  
• Enhanced Young Adult focus: Ensures services are YA  

friendly and culturally appropriate. 

• Increased engagement: YA are more engaged (higher 
retention) and committed (lower premature dropout) to 
services they have an active voice in. 

• Pathway to: 

 Better quality of care 
 Greater cost efficiency 
 Improved population health 
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PAR: MAKING IT WORK ON 
THE GROUND 
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Our 3 Ps of Participatory Action Research 
with Young Adults 

Prioritize 

Plan 

be Purposeful 
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Prioritize 
PAR and Young Adult Culture 
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SPARC PAR Initiative  

• Vision - To lead the mental health research community to 
work in partnership with young adults with lived mental 
health experience 

• Buy-in – Supported by Center leaders, vetted with our 
research Centers 

• Leadership - Faculty/young adult co-leadership  
• Financial resource allocation – i.e. youth advisory 

boards 
• Tasks - Develop & deliver tools, resources, and technical 

assistance to support researchers to do YA PAR 
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      Employ YA as Researchers 

• Hired & Trained 8 Young Adults with lived mental 
health experience  

• Leadership & Growth Opportunities 
• Leading research studies 
• Leading Center-wide initiatives (e.g., PAR 
Initiative, social media efforts) 

• Lead Center-wide trainings (e.g., interviewer 
training) 



The Transitions to Adulthood Center for Research 

Leading Advisory Councils 
As leaders and members of local and 
national Young Adult Advisory Councils, 
we advise policy makers, service 
providers and family members on 
making mental health services and 
supports youth friendly, and foster hope 
in recovery. 

 100% Young Adult Led 
 Safe space to build leadership skills 
 Structured web based trainings 
 Individualized support 
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http://www.yac-yac.info/Young_Adult_Councils.html
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Find the Right “Fit” 

Young Adults want to be matched them with jobs that fit 
with their skill sets and disposition.5 

 Design strengths based roles and tailor workload to 
individual preferences/needs 

 Honest conversations occur when mismatches happen. 

 Roles delineate between skills needed upon arrival vs. 
skills developed during employment 
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Encourage social wellness  

Ongoing opportunities for socialization and 
orientation to a job are important for a smooth 

emotional transition for young adults.6 

 

 Personalizing the onboarding process  
 Encourage daily social activities (i.e. group lunch, team 

walks, utilizing “Chillax” space) 
 Provide “lunch and learn” series to socialize and 

familiarize with history of the Transitions RTC/SPARC 
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What Can We Do? 

 Give it TIME! 
 Prioritize professional 

development  
 Weekly supervision,  

bi-annual goal review 
 Identify free courses 

on time management, 
working with others, 
communicating 
effectively, etc. 
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YA need soft skills 
training on: assimilating 
to work culture, working 
with others setting long 
term career goals, etc.7 

 



The Transitions to Adulthood Center for Research 

Consider non-traditional supervision structures 

Supervisors need to embrace flexibility and integrate 
modern approaches in their supervision styles8 

 Encourage flexible schedules  

 Ongoing discussion about informal accommodations 

 Disclosure is an ongoing topic 

 Matching supervisor/mentee personalities 

 Job Coach supplements to Supervisor role 
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Plan 
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Making the TIME 
• PAR does not happen overnight 

• Advisory councils- staff for administration/oversight 
• Adding “buffer” time for tasks 

• Reviewing paper drafts 
• Developing PAR Lead Projects 

• Prioritize staff efforts for support 
• PAR Champion 
• People with lived experience on project 
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 Plan to do PAR 
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    Recognize PAR may look different at different       
     points in time 



The Transitions to Adulthood Center for Research 

be Purposeful 
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 Be purposeful in your PAR 

• Conducting systematic 
review of how PAR 
methods are described in 
the literature  

• Drafted PAR assessment 
implementation tool  

• Testing with current 
research teams within 
SPARC 
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Documenting Methods 

Implementing a “PAR” to-do list 

Standing “PAR activities” agenda item 
for team meetings 

All publications describe par 
methodology 

Quarterly team review of PAR 
Implementation toolkit 
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3 Key Takeaways 
PAR is successful when: 

1. It’s prioritized, planned and purposeful 
2. You plan the right PAR for the right project 
3. Both Young Adults and other researchers 

 Recognize and prioritize PAR 
 Value open communication about what is/isn’t 

working  
 Have the skills and tools they need to do PAR 

authentically 



The Transitions to Adulthood Center for Research 

Thank You! 
Contact me at: Amanda.Costa@Umassmed.edu  

STAY INFORMED!  
 

Sign up for our e-mail newsletter for our 
products and announcements!  

 

Text TRANSITIONSACR to 22828  
 

Visit us at 
umassmed.edu/TransitionsACR 

mailto:Amanda.Costa@Umassmed.edu
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