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Disparities in Urban Adolescent Health:
What Do the Data Tell Us?

Many of our members may be familiar with Dr. Camara Jones’ provocative
allegory to illustrate the levels of racism – institutionalized, personally mediated, and
internalized –previously published in CityLights (“Interchange 2002: Best Practices for
Systems Change,” Vol. 11, No. 2, Conference 2002).

Upon reading this allegory (summarized in boxed text
on page three) one is struck by the image of the two
flowerbeds – pink blooms in one box neglected and
scraggly, red blooms in another, strong and so beautiful. The
gardener stands nearby, scratching her head in confusion –
forgetting her original choice to plant the red flowers in
better soil, as well as all the times she fertilized only the red
flowers' soil – falsely believing red plants are simply better
and more dependable plants than pink. Of course, we know
better:  the soil matters; the fertilizer matters.

If we translate this "plant and soil" metaphor to people
and neighborhoods, there is a growing understanding that
“place” matters. The overall experience of peoples’ lives is affected, for good or bad,
by the environment in which we live, work and spends our days. We understand
that many can be held back by the negative interplay of decaying urban
environments combined with a lack of positive and healthy opportunities. We then
wonder – how can we undo damage that has been done over many generations and
many years? How can local public health assist with the creation of a different kind
of environment – one that provides opportunities for all to thrive and bloom?

As an organization,CityMatCH has been at the forefront, modeling and
promoting strategies to undo institutional racism. Recently, the organization began
to look more closely at adolescent health, particularly at the gaps – the disparities in
adolescent health, safety, and well-being. As a first step, the production and
dissemination of a topic-specific CityLights (Volume 15: No. 4, Spring 2007) sought to
build member awareness around overarching urban adolescent health concerns.

In this issue, CityMatCH features applicable current research on adolescent
health disparities. Readers will see and read about basic data on mortality, including
some risk behaviors that may contribute to mortality. The report provides a review
of selected county and city-level data on adolescent health disparities and an
introduction to a new, six-level Urban-Rural Classification Scheme for counties,
developed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s National Center for
Health Statistics (NCHS).
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As I take on this
new role as
CityMatCH
Executive Director, I
am excited to assume
leadership at a time
when this
organization is
strong. We have

stable funding, capable and creative
staff, and an organizational culture
that rests upon offering cutting-edge
and exciting capacity-building
opportunities for our membership.

Organizationally, we are
committed to our mission of
improving the health and well-being
of urban women, children and
families by strengthening the public
health organizations and leaders in
their communities. I believe strongly
in our mission and the culture we
foster to achieve it.

I believe the most important
contribution a leader can make is to
create and nurture the culture of an
organization. Another essential
element of CityMatCH culture is the
belief that decisions should be
informed by reliable data – data that
are urban-focused and relevant to
local issues. This edition of CityLights
mirrors that belief as we present
urban data on disparities in
adolescent health.

We hope you can use these data
to make a difference in your
community. And as I move forward in
my new position, I look forward to
hearing from you – our readers and
our members – on how you used
these data and what other topics you
would like us to address.

-- Patrick Simpson, MPH
    Executive Director
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With Open Hands . . .

It’s tricky, letting go of what you
have created. Women and men of a
certain age understand well what it is all
about.

CityMatCH was conceived in
tandem with my son, Sam, a second year
chemistry major this Fall at the Univer-
sity of Iowa. David, now a high school
senior who loves singing and politics
more, loomed largely in my belly at the
our first conference.

CityMatCH, too, has come of age.
In 1988, as the new Associate

Director for Parent and Child Health
Services at the Boston Department of
Health and Hospitals, I posed a question:
"How are other cities’ maternal and child
health programs and services organized to
tackle the toughest MCH issues?"

The Federal Maternal and Child
Bureau and the Association of State and
Territorial MCH Directors (now known
as AMCHP) didn’t know urban MCH; the
half-century legacy of Title V had been a
federal-state conversation. The question
remained unanswered.

I called it the “CityMatCH Project,”
figuring that funding follows the clever
acronym. A $10,000 grant was enough
to field a survey of health directors in
local health departments serving the 75
largest U.S. cities.

"What are the infrastructure, organiza-
tion, programs, financing, greatest chal-
lenges, and best practices in maternal and
child health in your local health depart-
ment?" asked the single-spaced 25-page
questionnaire. "Who is the person in your
agency most responsible for MCH popula-
tions and outcomes?"

Three months later, 74 completed
surveys lay in piles on my desk. The first
national urban MCH query revealed a
clear cohort of seasoned local leaders,
and diverse organizational responses to
a common set of urban challenges.

There was a palpable, heretofore
unrecognized demand from city urban
MCH directors to know each other and
connect with the larger MCH commu-
nity. I hosted small meetings of urban
MCH leaders from across the country,
first as a project advisory group, then as
the first CityMatCH conference in 1990.
Over 50 major health departments sent
their designated “CityMatCH represen-
tatives” to what would become an
annual family reunion of a national
public health organization. Distant
relatives discovering in each other
common stories, became a membership
network, one urban health department
at a time.

Since then, we have asked and
answered harder questions and used the
data to improve local policies and
programs.

CityMatCH became a canvas for
innovation. Creating the Data Use
Institute (now Data to Action – DaTA –
Institute), PPOR, Urban Learning
Clusters and Urban Practice
Collaboratives, Conference Navigation
and Oprah-like talk show formats, MAPS,
the Human Likert and Readiness Tenting
– yielded new tools and practices to
make a greater difference in the health
and wellbeing of women and children,
families and communities.

Ready to pursue social justice and
systems change in new ways, I an-
nounced to the Board after twelve great
years that it was time to start succession
planning. I knew then what I know now:
ours is a vibrant, robust organization
with many chapters yet to be written.

It was the best kind of leadership
transition: proactive, without crisis. The
organization was stable, supported by an
extraordinary CityMatCH team that was
(and still is) one of the best public health
staffs around.

I didn’t want us to get caught in
“founder’s syndrome” in which an
organization’s future can be stimulated
and stymied by the originating leader’s

vision. A revised search this year for an
organizational leader to take the helm as
Executive Director found the right
person in our own backyard: Patrick
Simpson.

“Success” is at the root of succes-
sion. I have full confidence that those
who helped shape and share the
CityMatCH vision will make it even
better.

I am so proud of this enterprise
called CityMatCH. I am appreciative of
an ongoing opportunity to transform the
landscape of MCH in this country to
include local urban systems and services.
And I am grateful to so many folks who
heeded a decade of invitations to create
a culture of innovation, learning, and
collaboration, and to build new ways to
foster sustainable systems change.

Being part-time “Senior Advisor”
invites me to contribute ideas and
energy, to be a supporting actor in a
world-class production.

My father once held my confused,
tear-stained face in his hands, in that in-
between summer after high school. His
expression was an odd mix of joy and
sadness, brow furrowed tight, but lips
smiling, eyes moist behind those horn-
rimmed glasses.

“I’m trying to love you with an open
hand,” he explained quietly.  Then he
lowered his hands and set them loosely
in my lap, fingers outstretched, cupped
palms up, as if ready to release the most
precious object.  “If I hold on too tight, I
may crush your wings.”

With open hands, I remain.
All the best, Magda

Editor's Note: For the complete story
on the new Executive Director, please turn
to page 15.
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Magda G. Peck,
ScD,
Founder and
Senior Advisor to
CityMatCH
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CityMatCH Board of Directors
announced the appointment of Patrick
Simpson MPH as its new Executive Director
in July 2007.  Simpson had served as Acting
Executive Director from 2005-2007, and
previously led the day-to-day functions of
the organization as Director of Operations.

As Executive Director, Simpson will
provide active leadership, guiding the
organization’s vision, leading the
CityMatCH national office staff in Omaha,
and overseeing numerous federal grants
designed to build the capacity of maternal
and child health leaders in urban health
departments around the country.

“Patrick brings enthusiasm, excellent
qualifications and a background in public
service that will position CityMatCH to carry on
its tradition of cutting-edge strategies on local
public health issues,” said Mary Balluff, Chair
of the CityMatCH Board of Directors. “I am
confident that his extensive experience focused
on aspects of promoting and protecting the
health of the nation’s women and children will

Simpson Leads CityMatCH into the Future
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Teams participating in the joint
Association of Maternal and Child
Health Programs (AMCHP)/CityMatCH
Action Learning Collaborative convened
for their second face-to-face meeting on
June 14-15 in Salt Lake City, UT. The
CDC-funded Collaborative officially
kicked-off in October 2006 with eight
state/local teams selected through a
competitive application process:

1) California: LosAngeles County
2) California: Sonoma County
3) Florida: Duval/Leon/Orange

Counties
4) Massachusetts: Boston
5) Minnesota: Minneapolis
6) Nebraska: Douglas County
7) Arizona: Maricopa County
8) Utah: Salt Lake Valley

The June meeting, hosted by Audrey
Stevenson, MSN, FNP, MPH and Lois
Bloebaum, BSN, MPA of the Salt Lake
Valley, UT team, represented an
opportunity to brainstorm, problem-
solve and receive feedback from other
Collaborative participants, as well as
national experts.  Although each team
has determined a unique way to address
the topic of weight in women of
reproductive age in their communities,
two consistent aspects have emerged.

Healthy Weight Action Learning Collaborative
Fosters Unique Partnerships, Moves Forward

build a strong future for our organization.”
Dr. Bruce Buehler, Chair of the

University of Nebraska Medical Center
UNMC), Department of Pediatrics where
CityMatCH is housed, reported, “Mr.
Simpson is an excellent choice to lead
CityMatCH. He brings a wealth of knowledge
and enthusiasm for the mission of the organiza-
tion and will be an excellent leader for both the
organization and within the university system.”

Simpson’s life of public service began in
1987 when he joined the Peace Corps and
was assigned to Tanzania. His career path
next took him to Japan and then back to the
United States as a youth counselor. In 1995,
Simpson earned his Master’s Degree in
Public Health Epidemiology from the
University of Alabama/Birmingham.

Said Simpson, “I am excited to lead such a
dynamic association and look forward to the new
challenges and opportunities this position affords
me. I have always believed in the mission of
CityMatCH and look forward to working with

the many committed
maternal and child
health leaders and
partners across the
country to assure
the health and well
being of women,
children and their
families.”

CityMatCH founding CEO, Dr. Magda
Peck, stepped down as Executive Director in
2004 to expand her work in social justice and
public health. Dr. Peck voiced her enthusiasm
for Simpson’s promotion, saying, “Patrick has
a terrific understanding of the organization’s
vision and operations and has fostered strong
national partnerships. As Acting Executive Director,
he gained the full confidence of staff and moved
the organization into several new arenas.”

Dr. Peck, Professor of Pediatrics and
Public Health at UNMC, remains engaged
with CityMatCH as Senior Advisor.

First, is the need for clear messages
tailored to diverse audiences — i.e.,
women whose behavior they want to
impact, healthcare providers, other
public health practitioners,
policymakers, etc. Second, most teams
plan to conduct focus groups to
understand how women of reproductive
age in their communities think about
the relationship between weight and
health.

Using Collaborative learning
strategies, teams are working together –
both within and across teams – to
establish and strengthen partnerships
between state and local levels and
across disciplines to implement
evidence-based strategies for
maintaining a healthy weight, to improve
the health of mothers and infants, and
to increase capacity to promote healthy
weight as a component of women’s
reproductive health.

Forming the core of Collaborative
activities are face-to-face national
meetings, monthly conference calls,
tailored materials and information and
technical assistance from national
experts. Currently, the Collaborative is
developing a focus-group discussion
guide to explore beliefs around weight

and health among women of
reproductive age, and on ways to frame
key messages of weight and reproductive
health for a variety of audiences (e.g.
women, health care providers, public
health professionals, policy makers, etc.).

Next steps include implementation
of team plans, evaluation, and the
dissemination of lessons learned/
recommendations.  As the first national
initiative aimed at promoting a healthy
weight in women of reproductive age,
and involving public health practitioners
from multiple disciplines at both the
state and local level, a number of
potential audiences and stakeholders will
be interested in the lessons learned.

A final meeting is planned in
conjunction with the 2008 annual
AMCHP Conference. Cross-cutting
collaboratives are a core strategy of
CityMatCH adult learning; the
successful bridgework they assure
continues to reap positive rewards for
urban communities.

For more information on the
Healthy Weight in Women Action
Learning Collaborative, contact Brenda
Thompson, MPH at 402-561-7500, and
stay tuned to future CityLights for more
updates and information.

CityMatCH at the
University of Nebraska Medical Center
Department of Pediatrics
982170 Nebraska Medical Center
Omaha, NE  68198-2170

Maureen Fitzgerald, MPA, Editor
CityMatCH at the

University of Nebraska Medical Center
Department of Pediatrics

982170 Nebraska Medical Center
Omaha, Nebraska 68198-2170

Phone: (402) 561-7500
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CityMatCH Staff:

Patrick Simpson, MPH, Executive Director

Chad Abresch, MEd
Program & Policy Manager

Magda G. Peck, ScD, Senior Advisor

Janet Rogers, Office Manager

Kathleen Brandert, MPH, CHES
Senior Coordinator

Michelle Coe, Office Associate

Mattea Campbell, B A
Program and Conference Associate

Diana Fisaga, BS, Office Associate

Maureen Fitzgerald, MPA, Coordinator

Carol Gilbert, MS, Health Data Analyst

Marilyn Ingram, BA
Logistics Program Associate

Laurin Kasehagen, MA, PhD
MCH Epidemiologist

Mark Law, MS, Senior Coordinator

Sarena Murray, BA, Project Coordinator

Brenda Thompson, MPH,  CDC -
Assigned Public Health Prevention Specialist

Lingyun Zhu, BS, Web Designer

CityLights is supported in part by Grant #1 G97
MC04442-01-00 from the Maternal  & Child Health
Bureau (Title V, Social Security Act), Health Resources &
Services Administration, Department of Health & Human
Services.
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CityMatCH is pleased to welcome several new members to the Board of Direc-
tors and Nominating Committee. Elections were held throughout the month of June
for selected regional and at-large seats. Newly elected Board members assumed their
responsibilities in August 2007 and will serve through August 2010.  This year's ballot
was extremely competitive and our thanks go out to each of the candidates.

New Board Members:
North Central Region Representative:
Deborah Hendricks, RN, MPH, Manager, Healthy Families Section
St Paul-Ramsey County (MN) Department of Public Health
At-Large Representative:
Geraldine Perry-Williams, RN, BSN, PHN, Interim MCH Director
Pasadena (CA) Public Health Department

Reelected Board Members:
South West Region:
Carol Synkewecz, MPH, MCH Director
HRS Duval County (FL) Public Health Department
South Central Region:
Zenobia Harris, MPH, BSN, Patient Care Leader - Central Region
Arkansas Department of Health
West:
Cynthia Harding, MPH, MCAH Division Director
Los Angeles County (CA) Department of Public Health

At-Large:
William Ridella, MPH, MBA, Deputy Director of Health
Detroit (MI) Department of Health and Wellness Promotion

Elected to the Nominating Committee:
Sherry Williams, BSN, Program Administrator
Waco-McLennan County (TX) Public Health District
Cheri Pies, MSW, DrPH, Director, Family, MCH Programs
Contra Costa County (CA) Health Services Department

Finally, CityMatCH would like to extend a huge "Thank you!" to the following
outgoing Board and Nominating Committee Members for their commitment and
service to the organization.

Board:
North Central Representative and Immediate Past Chair:

Kandi Buckland, RN, MPA, Deputy Public Health Administrator
El Paso County (CO) Department of Health & Environment

At-Large Representative:
Nina Burford, MS, RNC, Nurse Manager, Tri-County (CO)
Health Department

Nominating Committee:
Belle Marks, RN, ND, MPH, Associate Director, Personal Health Services
Allentown (PA) Health Bureau

CityMatCH 2007 Board Election Results


