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	 Bozlak has experience helping young people find a way to shape 

their community. Her efforts in studying youth empowerment in 

health promotion began in 2005, when she partnered with her  

advisor, UIC SPH Associate Professor Michele Kelley. Together  

they recruited adults and children to study youth participation in  

a local campaign aimed at passing a clean-indoor-air ordinance.  

	 They looked at what motivated the kids to participate, how their 

involvement was maintained, what their contributions were, and 

what they gained from the experience. The campaign eventually 

resulted in the successful passage of the ordinance, before a state 

law was passed.  

	 Bozlak is now using the same idea of youth empowerment for 

health promotion efforts to push forward the campaign against 

childhood obesity. “Allowing youth to have a voice into how their 

environments are changed to improve their well-being is key to  

the success of any childhood obesity prevention effort,” she said.  

“I chose to focus my dissertation research on an action-research 

project that has the potential to impact the community and allow 

for the voices and perspectives of a sample of the community’s 

youth to be heard.”  

	 Kelley, Bozlak’s dissertation chair, said Bozlak’s efforts are 

meaningful. “Christine is really doing advanced work in action 

research with youth. She has identified community settings that 

foster youth development, and she works within those settings to 

engage youth in active inquiry about issues in their lives that 

impact their health. This process has taken more time, but she is 

seeing the rewards already in terms of positive changes in youth 

and the community as a whole.”  

	 The study also addresses the children’s perceptions of how their 

community surroundings detract from, or allow them to achieve 

wellness in their lives. It also lets them make recommendations to 

maintain or improve their environment to enhance their well-

being. 

	 In Chicago, childhood obesity is an important issue. A study 

conducted by the Consortium to Lower Obesity in Chicago 

Children, a program of Children’s Memorial Hospital, in which 

Bozlak works as the advocacy program manager, shows that 

Chicago’s kindergarten-aged children are overweight at more than 

twice the national rate. A similar report from the Sinai Urban 

Health Institute reveals that children from predominantly 

minority neighborhoods in Chicago are overweight at three to  

four times the national average.  

On a sun-drenched day, glistening 
Lake Michigan looks almost good 
enough to drink. But, water that  
appears pristine may actually  
contain bacteria that are harmful  
to your health.

Water, Water
Everywhere, 
But is it safe 
to play in?

By Nichola Moretti

(Below) Members of CHEERS research staff collect water samples for microbial testing on the Chicago waterways.

“	As public health professionals, we need 
to find a way to make it so that youth are 
brought to the table and their opinions are 

	 valued just as much as anyone else’s...”         
—Christine Bozlak

Researchers at the University of Illinois at Chicago School of  

Public Health are conducting a study to determine the health 

effects associated with recreational activities like boating, canoe-

ing, kayaking and fishing on Chicago’s waterways.

	 The Chicago Health, Environmental Exposure, and Recreation 

Study, known as CHEERS, funded by the Metropolitan Water 

Reclamation District of Greater Chicago, is the first study in the 

U.S. to evaluate health and environmental factors associated with 

limited-contact water recreation. Local and federal regulations 

have been developed to protect people who swim at beaches, but 

water quality standards do not exist to protect those who use the 

water in other ways. 

	 More than 75 students and research staff have worked to gather  

data for CHEERS, and thousands of people have been interviewed 

to help determine the risks in Chicago-area lakes and rivers. 

	 At the center of this effort is UIC SPH Research Assistant  

Professor of Environmental and Occupational Health Sciences, 

Samuel Dorevitch, who hopes to uncover any short-term health 

effects of water recreation.  

	 CHEERS began when public policy makers realized they didn’t 

have the information they needed to make good decisions on the  

safety of people using the waterways.  

	 “There’s an important knowledge gap that the environmental 

health community has in how to best protect the public from 

microbial pathogens in recreational waters,” Dorevitch explained. 

“This research will provide useful information about what to 

measure in the water and how levels of microbes in the water 

translate to excess cases of disease among people who use recre-

ational waters.”  

	 Since 2007, Dorevitch’s team has worked toward bridging that 

knowledge gap, and this summer, they are taking their research to  

a new depth. They will enroll 3,000 fishermen, boaters, swimmers  

and kayakers, bringing the total number of participants in the 

study to 10,000. Research staff will interview each individual to 

gain a better understanding of which activities have greater 

exposure to the water and therefore the water’s contaminates. 

Participants will be surveyed before and after activities to see if 

they get sick with such things as gastrointestinal infections, skin 

infections, or eye, ear or respiratory conditions.  

H

	 Bozlak said a change in perspective could help lower these 

numbers. “It seems that oftentimes obesity is looked upon as an 

individual problem, rather than a societal problem. In the case  

of when it is looked upon as an individual problem, a person is 

expected to be able to control all the factors, such as food intake 

and physical activity, that can impact his or her risk of becoming 

overweight. However, we know that an individual’s health, 

especially a child’s health, is greatly impacted by their environ-

ment.” 

	 “For example, a child’s ability to eat healthy foods, such as fresh 

fruits and vegetables, is dependent on how accessible this food is 

within the child’s environment—at home, school, the neighbor-

hood grocery store,” she continued. “We cannot simply tell a child 

to eat healthier foods; we must make sure that these healthier 

options are available. Positively impacting the environment so that 

children will be able to live healthier lives is the only way we will 

make progress in reducing the prevalence of childhood obesity.” 

	 Barbara Usmial, senior program executive at the West Cook 

YMCA, where Bozlak conducted her Photovoice research, said if 

children follow a trend in overeating and inactivity, everyone will 

pay the price. “As far back as 2000, one in three children born in 

the U.S. that year were destined to develop diabetes. If we do not 

heed their warnings now, the costs will be tremendous both to 

quality of life and to our health care system.”  

	 West Cook YMCA Child and Family Director, Mary Ann 

Kandah, said that the Photovoice project empowered and educated 

the kids. “It gave the students an opportunity to be heard and take 

action in their personal lives to live a healthier lifestyle regarding 

all areas of wellness. I would like to see more of these projects in 

the near future.” 

	 Bozlak said she hopes her research will not only empower 

young people, but also help create change in community discus-

sions that will let the children’s voices be heard. “My hope is that 

the findings from my study will be used to allow for the youth 

perspective to enter into the wellness dialogue already ongoing 

within the community. I know it’s cliché, but they really are our 

future, and it’s important to recognize that they have so much  

to contribute to public health, to their environment, and to the 

well-being of the greater society.”

> > >
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NEIGHBORHOOD COMMITMENT

If you’ve ever been inside a hospital’s 

neonatal intensive care unit, the first thing 

you notice is tiny babies hooked to untidy 

heaps of tubes and beeping heart monitors.

	 Many of these babies can fit in the palm 

of your hand, but they still have a fighting 

chance. Some will go home with their moth-

ers after weeks or months to a life of impos-

sible ends in Chicago’s most impoverished 

neighborhoods. Some will die before their 

first birthday, and others will not live to see 

the outside world.  

	 Infant mortality cannot be prevented 

with a vaccine or prescription drugs. It hap-

pens to babies who are born malnourished, 

born to poor homes without access to ade-

quate health care, and babies who suffocate 

from Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, be-

cause they do not have cribs. Infant mortality 

happens to babies whose mothers did not re-

ceive prenatal care during their pregnancies. 

	 One Chicago woman has made it her 

life’s work to reach these mothers and their 

babies in time. Arden Handler, a profes-

sor of community health sciences at the 

University of Illinois at Chicago School of 

Public Health, began working on behalf of 

women’s and children’s health during her 

college years at Cornell University, where she 

fought for abortion rights and health care for 

low-income families. A community organiz-

er and respected teacher, she now focuses on 

evaluating prenatal health programs, as well 

as mothers’ access to and utilization of  pre-

natal care.

	 “We now have data that suggests fe-

tal health impacts child and adult health,” 

said Handler, who is also co-director of the 

Maternal and Child Health Program at the 

school. “We know that the cycle starts way 

before pregnancy. If a woman enters preg-

nancy unhealthy, she can’t get all of her prob-

lems solved in the course of nine months. 

The same is true if she’s walking into prena-

tal care in her second or third trimester.”  

	 Handler’s principles take shape in the 

daily workings of places like the Westside 

Association for Community Action in North 

Lawndale, a Chicago community affected 

by adverse pregnancy outcomes and infant 

mortality. Here, staff and clients alike pass 

through the rutted roads to the boarded-up 

office on Ogden Avenue to fight for quality 

maternal care and infant survival every day.

	 Kimberly Sanders, outreach specialist 

and family case manager at WACA, is on the 

frontlines of this struggle. She describes one 

of her cases: A 22-year old mother expecting 

her second child.  This is her third pregnan-

cy. Her first baby was born premature. Her 

second pregnancy resulted in a miscarriage. 

This is the first time she’s receiving prenatal 

care. Diagnosed with depression at the age 

of 14 , the expectant mother has no perma-

nent place to call home to raise her growing 

family.

	 Together, Sanders and the young moth-

er navigate this pregnancy. “I ask her, ‘did 

the doctor check your blood pressure? Did 

he check your cervix? Is your heart rate and 

weight being monitored at every visit?’ I have 

to make sure she’s getting the proper care.” 

	 Studies show infants who die within the 

first year of life, or who are born premature-

ly, underweight or ill, are often the children 

of mothers who did not receive medical care 

until late in their pregnancies, if at all.  

	 Lee Smith, program coordinator for 

WACA said a woman’s risk for such out-

comes is a result of complex social, econom-

ic and biological factors. “These women are 

under tremendous stress. They have inad-

equate housing, little or no access to health 

care and no support system in place.”

	 According to the March of Dimes, pre-

mature birth affects one in every eight babies 

in America and is responsible for more than 

10,000 infant deaths each year. Chicago has 

one of the highest rates of infant mortality 

in the country, at 7.9 per 1,000 live births in 

2006, according to the Illinois Department 

of Public Health. Among African-American 

women, that rate is more than double.  

	 Handler knows many of these infants 

could have been saved if the mothers were 

treated for problems like hypertension, ane-

mia and sexually transmitted diseases. She 

says that stress and racism play a large role 

in creating the conditions that make women 

and their infants unhealthy. “Infant mortal-

ity is an indicator that shows you how well 

society is taking care of its citizens. We have 

a very interesting phenomenon going on 

right now. We actually have increases in ad-

verse pregnancy outcomes, both preterm de-

livery and low birth weight.  While we expect 

improvements over time, we’ve actually tak-

en a major step backward over the last two 

decades.”

	 In all the important steps forward she 

has taken for maternal and child health, and 

in all the meaningful initiatives she has led, 

Handler feels her largest contribution is dis-

played in the achievements of her students. 

“My students do great things in Chicago, in 

the U.S. and around the world. When they 

finish their training, they begin the journey 

of becoming maternal and child health lead-

ers in their own right. I think the students 

we train in the MCH Program at UIC are the 

biggest testimony to our success.” 

—Tina Daniel

	 Finding out how much water a kayaker swallows compared  

to a swimmer, a fisherman or a boater sounds impossible, but 

Dorevitch’s colleagues have a plan. They are asking people to 

undertake their favorite summer pastimes in a controlled en-

vironment. “That part of the project is an experiment that will be 

conducted in swimming pools,” Dorevitch said. “By measuring  

a chemical in pool water and measuring the amount of that 

chemical in urine samples, we’ll be able to measure water inges-

tion rates for different recreational categories. This makes it 

possible to rank different activities according to how much 

exposure occurs.”

	 The amount of water swallowed or inhaled will be measured 

with aerosol samplers, and the skin’s water exposure will be 

quantified by using sponges clipped to the shirts of subjects. Both 

of these new methods of measurement were developed at UIC, 

Dorevitch said. When the study is completed, the findings will 

allow area municipalities to set water quality standards that take 

into consideration different levels of exposure for various types  

of recreational use.

	 A unique aspect of the study is that the researchers will also 

measure the actual pathogens in the water, such as Giardia, 

Cryptosporidium and norovirus, which cause disease. Most prior 

research has looked at indicators of sewage pollution in the water,  

like E. coli bacteria. “It’s not usually E. coli that makes people 

sick,” Dorevitch said. “But the presence of E. coli in the water 

indicates that there may be sewage contamination.”

	 Finding new ways for science to keep people safe while they 

enjoy recreational water activities is only one of the many benefits 

of CHEERS. Another important part is the practical experience 

gained by dozens of students working with the research. 

	 Ramon Lopez, a master’s student in the Hazardous Substances 

Academic Training program, said he has had the opportunity to 

work in different areas of the study, but taking samples on the 

waterways has been his main job in the last year. “Before I began to 

work in CHEERS, I didn’t have any type of understanding on how 

research projects were framed, validated and undertaken. After 

working at CHEERS, I have learned the amount of work it takes 

before any real research can be done.”

(Left) New mother with premature baby. (Right) Arden Handler.

No Mother Left Behind

(Below) The CHEERS team in September, 2007, before a busy day recruiting participants at the Flatwater Classic, 
the only canoe and kayak race on the Chicago River. The race was started by the Friends of the Chicago River to 
give people a chance to explore the waterway and learn why it needs their help to stay clean and accessible.

(Right) Members of a local 
rowing team collaborate  
with the CHEERS project to 
facilitate recruitment into  
the study.

	 Both graduate and undergraduate students are participating in 

CHEERS. Some will use the data for their thesis and dissertation 

research. “There is so much that our students are getting out  

of this,” Dorevitch pointed out. “We have students from all four 

divisions of the School of Public Health working on the project.  

I think this has been a great opportunity to see how principles  

that they have learned about in a theoretical way in the classroom 

become real, and that practical solutions have to be developed to 

take the theory from the classroom and apply it to all the complexi-

ties of the real world.”

	 Ted Hufstader, a Master of Public Heath student in health policy 

and administration, joined the CHEERS team in order to explore 

the various research opportunities that the UIC SPH offered.  

“This project provided me with incredible field research and data 

management experience and broadened my appreciation for the 

field of public health,” he said. “Although I am in the HPA Div-

ision, the opportunity to work on issues of water quality and risk 

communication has been essential to my broad-based development 

as a public health professional. I love that the school creates and 

supports an environment of engaged learning.”

	 CHEERS canvassers will recruit participants who use the 

Chicago River system, including the Cal-Sag Channel and the 

North Branch and North Shore Channel of the Chicago River 

system, which has three water reclamation plants that discharge 

treated wastewater into the channels. Other recruitment sites 

include the Fox River, the Des Plaines River and several small 

inland lakes such as Tampier Lake, Busse Woods Lake, Skokie 

Lagoons and Crystal Lake. 

	 To keep track of the CHEERS team, visit www.cheerschicago.org.

“Infant mortality is an indicator 
that shows you how well society  
is taking care of its citizens.” 
 —Arden Handler
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CL AS S ACTS

	 Renisha Campbell (MPH, ’07) 
returns to the UIC SPH as a technical  

assistant with CeaseFire, a violence preven-

tion initiative of the school, after working 

in the department of preventative medi-

cine at Rush University Medical Center. 

Campbell also worked as a medical ad-

vocate with the YWCA-Harris Center,  

providing crisis counseling to survivors 

of sexual assault. At CeaseFire, she assists 

community partners with grant manage-

ment, program implementation and train-

ings. Campbell said she is happy to be 

back in the educational environment and  

excited to be working with a dynamic team 

that is committed to ending shootings and 

killings. 

	 Nicole E. Stoller  (MPH, ’03) 
is currently working as a study coordina-

tor for Trachoma Projects, F.I. Proctor 

Foundation in San Francisco, in collabora-

tion with a team of ophthalmologists who 

are studying blinding trachoma, an infec-

tious eye disease, in Ethiopia. Together with 

research partners at The Carter Center in 

Ethiopia, Stoller organizes and implements 

the research study in Ethiopia’s Amhara  

region. Her work is focused on eliminating 

trachoma in the community through mass 

antibiotic treatment and environmental 

improvements.  

	 Raquel Vazquez (MPH, ’03) 
is a first-year student in the Emory Univer-

sity School of Medicine’s Physician Assistant 

Program. Under physician supervision,  

she will diagnose and treat illnesses, order 

and interpret tests, assist in surgery and 

write prescriptions. After working in public 

health and research, Vazquez said she real-

ized that many important research findings 

are not having the impact that they should. 

In merging public health and medicine, she 

hopes to translate public health recommen-

dations to a feasible, clinical level. 

The mission of the UIC SPH alumni as-

sociation is to 1) serve existing students 

through mentoring and networking, 2) 

serve all alumni through networking, ca-

reer development, continuing education 

and the potential to make meaningful con-

tributions to the school community, and 

3) serve the school through participation 

in planning efforts, curriculum evaluation 

and development. 

	 As I reflect on my 2007-2009 term, I am 

pleased to say we have an increased alumni 

presence. We’ve had the largest alumni at-

tendance at our annual meetings, raised 

funds for student scholarships, hosted 

ALUMNI  NOTES

several alumni receptions and held career 

panels and networking events for students. 

We reviewed scholarship applications and 

Research Day awards, and participated 

in the 35th anniversary commencement 

ceremony. 

	 Our board of directors is made up 

of alumni from varying backgrounds 

with a wide range of skills and expertise. 

All of us are united by a genuine dedi-

cation to the school’s growth and a de-

termination to serve the community. 

	 Our newest board members, Dr. Laurel 

Berman and Ms. Wilda Knox, who joined 

last year, exemplify these ideals. 

	 As I assume the role of past president, 

I am confident the UIC SPH communi-

ty will be well served by the new Alumni 

Board President, Sherry Weingart, along 

Robert John Zagar (MPH, ’82) 
has been appointed to a special task force 

on violent youth by Chicago Mayor Richard 

M. Daley. Zagar’s appointment is the result 

of his work with youth, to be published in 

a 14-article monograph in Psychological 

Reports, entitled “Violent Youth: How to 

Find Them, What Works, and What It 

Costs.” Zagar’s research provides a fresh 

look at an age-old problem of incorporat-

ing public health prevention by combin-

ing actuarial testing with empirical treat-

ments to targeted populations in high-risk 

geographical areas. His work is expected to 

make an impact on many social institutions 

including the military, churches, businesses, 

schools and universities. 
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Dear Friends of the  
UIC School of Public Health,

with all of those who join us in supporting 

the school and its community. I believe our 

communication and involvement with lo-

cal, national and international alumni will 

increase in the years ahead, as will the pres-

ence of alumni ambassadors who advocate 

on behalf of the school and our united pub-

lic health concerns. 

	 I’d like to thank my fellow board mem-

bers for their support with special appre-

ciation to Dr. Barbara Giloth, Ms. Lisa 

Amoruso and Dr. Stephanie Brown, all  

of whom will be retiring from the board  

this year.

With Gratitude,

Kusuma Madamala, PhD (’04), MPH
UIC SPH Alumni Board President

2

A message of leadership and change resonates among University of Illinois at Chi-

cago School of Public Health graduates on Friday, May 8. A total of 161 students re-

ceived master’s and doctorate degrees at the school’s 36th commencement cere-

mony, held at the UIC Forum. 

(Center left) Students pose for 
pictures with friends and col- 
leagues after the ceremony and 
reception.  

(Center right) Lisa Kritz and Victo-
ria Baum present Clinical 
Associate Professor D. Patrick 
Lenihan with the Bernard H. 
Baum Golden Apple Award for 
teaching excellence, chosen  
by the student body. Lenihan 
received a $1,000 gift with the 
award, which was endowed this 
year in memory of Bernard Baum, 
a former UIC SPH faculty member.

Congratulations Class Of 2009!

(Top) Commencement speaker, 
Kenneth Olden, former director  
of the National Institute of 
Environmental Health Sciences, 
National Institutes of Health, 
challenged graduates to use 
collaborative leadership to 
eradicate chronic disease, 
eliminate wars and reform health 
care as they embark on their 
future careers. 
 
(Inset) Dean Paul Brandt-Rauf 
presents Olden with a gift  
of gratitude. 

(Lower left) Class speaker, Wade  
Ivy, III, received the highest 
award granted by the school to  
a graduating student, the Alan W. 
Donaldson Award, for academic 
excellence, quality of leadership 
and community service. 

(Lower right) Graduates with 
James Galloway, assistant 
surgeon general for the U.S. 
Public Health Service.
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