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Embedding Students, Interdisciplinary

Services in a Community Clinic

A faculty collaboration brings clinical and support

services to a community in a high-school–based clinic

—and interprofessional education to undergraduate

and graduate students.

By Nidhi Mahendra, Cara S. Maffini
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SLP Student conducting free supervised preschool hearing screenings

We each faced and overcame notable challenges in our childhood and

adolescence. We know that difficult circumstances cannot be foreseen or

completely avoided, and such challenges are heightened for youth with less

access to education and health care than their peers. 

However, as clinicians and clinical researchers, we can strive to minimize the

effects of these challenges. 

The need for speech-language pathology and mental health services is

pressing in California’s East San José community, which is characterized by

great diversity in race, ethnicity, language, income, and migration history. 

The question before us—faculty members at San José State University (SJSU)

in communicative disorders and sciences and child and adolescent



development, along with a colleague in psychology—was how we could

help bring much-needed health care and related support services to

improve long-term prospects for our community’s young people. 

Our answer was to develop and launch a community-nested,

interprofessional clinic, the Healthy Development Community Clinic

(HDCC). Our university campus is in an urban downtown, with traffic and

parking challenges, and is difficult to access via public transit. So, we

housed the clinic on a local school campus. 

How it started

With expertise spanning trauma-informed care, bilingualism, and mental

health awareness, we are deeply invested in equitable access to health

services, language rights, and nurturing the wellness and cultural capital of

children, youth, and families. 

We started planning in 2019. We began talking about ways to support

youth with diverse needs and varied language and cultural backgrounds.

We thought about how well an interprofessional, community-guided clinic

could work—especially one located on a school campus in the community.

Our goal was to design and deliver free clinical services, track their

outcomes, train future practitioners from different disciplines, and expand

partnerships to honor our multilingual and multicultural community.

 After reaching out to several area school administrators, one district’s

wellness coordinator was excited about the idea and knew of an available

space. This official pointed us to vacant rooms on a high school campus

with a large immigrant and refugee population, with only around 20% of

students planning to attend college. 

https://www.sjsu.edu/hdcc
https://www.sjsu.edu/hdcc


Healthy Development Community Clinic Ribbon-cutting featuring co-founders: Cara Maffini (center), Nidhi

Mahendra (right of center), Matthew Capriotti (left of center)

The COVID-19 pandemic tempered our momentum, yet did not sway us

from pursuing our shared vision, and we began providing free clinical and

community outreach services in 2022. To start the clinic, we received seed

grants from SJSU’s Lurie College of Education and a federal grant

(congressional earmark). We have three additional federal and state

grants, and compete continually for funding. 

The school location offers a safe and trusted community space. In

partnership with the district and school site, we use a versatile area with 10

therapy rooms and two large group rooms. Our freedom to open the clinic

independent of school hours—including evenings, weekends, or school

vacations—is integral to improving access for families in the community. Our

team has an active presence there at least four days each week.

Our services are multilingual, designed with ongoing community input, and

we are tracking service utilization and outcomes. The clinic also provides a

training opportunity for future practitioners from different disciplines. San

José State students deliver services, supervised by licensed clinicians and

research experts. Trained research assistants facilitate free, online parent

chats.



Meeting a need

In the two years we have been providing speech-language pathology and

mental health services, the HDCC has hosted hundreds of wellness

programs, delivered more than 1,000 hours of direct services to more than

400 children and youth—plus 100 or more caregivers—and trained 150

students in several disciplines. 

Five years from our first conversation, the HDCC provides clinical care with

few traditional university clinic constraints—such as inaccessibility, limited

services (mostly in English), and restricted agility and responsiveness to the

unique needs of local communities. We also conduct clinical research on

the outcomes, barriers, and facilitators—a type of implementation research

focused on sustaining a healthy, vibrant community. 

Our team had extensive conversations with the school district’s wellness

coordinators, career counselors, school psychologists, social workers, and

administrators, as well as students and their families, to determine what

services best fit student needs.

We’ve partnered with the high school career counselor to introduce students

to collegiate education and to the professions we represent. Our university

students participate in career fairs and job counseling seminars to engage

with high school students. Our collaborating faculty in counselor education

help us with motivational strategies.

Beyond communication and mental health services, we also offer several

free workshops and programs. For example, a recent workshop series

highlighted family nutrition after several teachers mentioned students

experiencing food insecurity. 

We provide regular free hearing screenings—for children, youth, adults, and

school staff. Other events we routinely offer based on input from school

staff, students, and community members include: 



Free Flow Pizza Party: a stuttering support group for students, along

with their family and friends.

Youth Learning Circle: groups discuss life skills and mental health

issues.

Core Identity Development: a series to support healthy identity

development for youth and emerging adults.

College & Cocoa: for students with questions about college admissions

and requirements.

Unwind With Art: thematic art projects to promote mindfulness,

creativity, and social connection with others.

Understanding community needs

In a community characterized by pervasive educational and health

disparities, sustained access to family-centered and culturally nuanced

services is essential for healthy development, prevention, and early

identification of concerns. We believe firmly that an interprofessional,

community-centered, free clinic that provides prompt education,

intervention, and family support will disrupt the very mechanisms that give

rise to health disparities.

The HDCC offers:

Free, easy-to-access psychological, communicative, sensory, and

relational wellness services through screenings, brief assessments, short-

term services, education, and referrals.

Services in English, Spanish, and Vietnamese, based on community

needs.

Interprofessional training for graduate students (including those in

speech-language pathology, child and adolescent development,

occupational therapy, social work, psychology, special education,

nutrition) in equity-minded service delivery. 

Parent and family education and support services.

Achieving this vision of implementation research can be overwhelming and

requires much more than the persistence of a few faculty. We could not



have accomplished this without the strong support of our college and

university, the clout of local school districts and community leaders, funding

from multiple grants, and a skilled team of interprofessional collaborators.

Launching the HDCC has been transformative—it’s amazing to make things

easy for a community and give them what they need. 

As Christopher Reeve said, “So many of our dreams at first seem

impossible, then they seem improbable, and then, when we summon the

will, they soon

become inevitable.” 

Nidhi Mahendra, PhD, CCC-SLP (she/her/hers), a co-founder of the

Healthy Development Community Clinic (HDCC), is a multilingual speech-

language pathologist and professor of communicative disorders and

sciences at San José State University. She is an affiliate of ASHA Special

Interest Groups 2, Neurogenic Communication Disorders; and 14, Cultural

and Linguistic Diversity.

nidhi.mahendra@sjsu.edu 

Cara S. Maffini, PhD (she/her/hers), HDCC co-founder and director, is an

associate professor of child and adolescent development at San José State

University. 

cara.maffini@sjsu.edu 

The authors acknowledge the support and collaboration of HDCC co-

founder Matthew Capriotti, associate professor of psychology, and Heather

Lattimer, dean of San José State University’s Lurie College of Education. The

work of the HDCC is supported by active grants from the U.S. Department

of Health and Human Services, the California Department of Health

Services, the Santa Clara Family Health Plan, the El Camino Foundation,

and private donors.
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