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In the summer of 2020, amidst a global pandemic which would claim millions of lives, I 

kept vigil as my family, friends, and I were immersed in a state of communal mourning for the 

Black Americans murdered at the hands of the police. I was exhausted. This was not my first 

reminder of our country’s negligible regard for Black bodies, and I knew it would not be my last. 

I felt helpless as I scrolled through post after post expressing solidarity with the Black Lives 

Matter movement, realizing with a sense of dread that for many, this was a trend which would 

eventually wither, and likely sooner rather than later. I was angry that despite all the Black 

community and our allies had done, we still could not keep our brothers, sisters, and non-binary 

siblings safe. More Black Americans would be murdered by the police. I realized that I would 

only be able to find my own peace in this world if I did everything in my power to keep this 

movement alive. I strive to utilize my work as an aspiring counseling psychologist to focus 

attention on the continuous annihilation of the safety of all Black Americans, not only those 

directly victimized, in order to keep the anti-racist protests of the summer of 2020 alive in my 

actions. While it is not a traditional form of protest like my experiences organizing with Black 

Terps Matter, raising funds for bail programs, and marching in Washington, D.C., my thesis is a 

form of true, non-performative activism. Black Grief Matters: Disenfranchisement, Social 

Support, and Coping Among Black College Students Grieving the Deaths of Black Americans by 

Police Brutality investigates the degree to which grief disenfranchisement, social support, and 

coping predict negative mental health outcomes among Black college students who have 

witnessed online content regarding police brutality against Black Americans. 

I began my research process grounded in the inauspicious fact that psychological health 

is defined, assessed, and validated within eurocentric cultural norms and by research with 

overwhelmingly eurocentric samples. Existing research investigating the mental health 

experiences of Black Americans who had witnessed police brutality was sparse, and the relevant 

extant literature consisted of primarily qualitative studies examining the experiences of Black 

Americans who lost family members to police brutality. However, I was compelled to utilize my 

research to draw attention to the grieving and coping experiences of Black Americans who did 

not personally know the victims of the police murders, in an effort to understand how to 

effectively validate and support the grief I observed in my community. For these reasons, I began 

conceptualizing my quantitative study with the intention of surveying approximately 125 

undergraduate students in order to gain a more comprehensive understanding of their grief and 

coping experiences with regard to witnessing online content related to the murders of Black 

Americans by police.  

I sought guidance from Dr. Karen O’Brien, who now serves as my thesis advisor. Dr. 

O’Brien is a respected professor in the Psychology department with experience mentoring 

undergraduate and graduate students in their research processes. I specifically reached out to Dr. 

O’Brien because she holds certification in applied thanatology and focuses an allotment of her 

program of research around death, dying, and grieving. Under Dr. O’Brien’s advice, I conducted 

an extensive literature review in order to determine how my study could build on extant literature 

to advance the field, gain an understanding of the theoretical bases which could potentially 

inform my study, and begin deliberating which variables I would investigate.  

The University of Maryland library services have been indispensable during every step of 

writing my thesis, however they were particularly imperative in my literature review process. I 



entered the PsycInfo database through the UMD Libraries webpage on a daily basis in order to 

browse for additional sources, export citations, and request items through the InterLibrary Loan 

system. I also heavily relied on the Reload at UMCP button, which I downloaded from the 

library website in order to gain access to articles I found through google scholar or other search 

engines. Dr. O’Brien and I parsed through dozens of measures for potential use in my study, 

judging the relevance of each likert item, considering indicators of each measure’s reliability and 

validity, and inspecting whether each measure had been evaluated among our population of 

interest. Ultimately, we were able to select sources and measures for use in our study which drew 

from samples of college students, Black Americans, and Black American college students, 

rounded out our theoretical approach, and highlighted the nuanced sociocultural context from 

which we were addressing our questions.  

Writing my thesis has been the most significant contributor to my preparation for 

graduate studies as it has enabled me to hone in on my values-centered approach to counseling 

psychology by conducting research grounded in the experiences of historically excluded 

communities as an agent for anti-racist social change. I learned how to conduct reviews of 

literature, complete a priori statistical analyses, submit applications for funding, and successfully 

proposed my study to a committee of three faculty members. Additionally, I drafted a proposal 

for the IRB and obtained approval, prepared a Qualtrics survey of reliable and validated 

measures adapted for the study, recruited over 200 UMD students for the study, analyzed data 

using SPSS, and submitted poster proposals. Most importantly, my undergraduate honors thesis 

enabled me to give back to the UMD community by making space for students’ underrepresented 

grieving experiences in psychological research literature and community discourse.  

Reflecting on my research experience has only reinforced my commitment to open access 

and equitable dissemination in research. I wonder how my study would be different if all 

psychological research literature were open access. I wonder how the world would be different if 

this research were accessible to the lay public. How can we change our reward systems to 

encourage access and dissemination of research? What will this new wave of academia look 

like? How can I help us get there? 


