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Future cohorts in the Central New York 
Master of Public Health program housed 
at Upstate Medical University may 
include more students with backgrounds 
in the social sciences and humanities, as 
well as more clinicians cross-trained in 
public health.

That’s the view from Christopher Morley, 
PhD, interim chair of the Department of 
Public Health and Preventive Medicine, 
and Martha Wojtowycz, PhD, director of 
the CNYMPH program. 

“Public Health methods are more 
like those of the social sciences — 
economics, anthropology, history, 
psychology,” Morley said. “I’d like us to 
reach beyond the biomedical mindset 
and recruit undergraduates from the 
social sciences and humanities into the 
CNYMPH program.”

When the program started, Morley said, 
the initial thought was driven by the view 
that hospitals, insurance companies and 
health departments would have a huge 
need for public health administrators. 

“We’ve largely filled that need, and 
continue to do so,” he said.

The program also is trying to attract 
more of Upstate’s medical students, 
who can obtain a dual degree in five 
years instead of the six years it would 
take to pursue them separately. 

The MPH class of 2015 included six 
graduating medical students, all of 
whom said having the MPH was a factor 
in getting their first choice of residency.

Wojtowycz said the MPH training 
provides a social context that will 
help medical students become better 
physicians.

“You need to know your patient 
in context of all factors — medical 
characteristics are just one part,” she said. 
“There’s access to health care, the built 
environment they live in, food deserts, 
you name it. There’s a constellation of 
factors that are important in determining 
a person’s health status.” 

Reflecting Upstate’s focus on inter-
professional education, MPH students 
are working with medical students 
on tabletop exercises in areas such as 
emergency preparedness, Wojtowycz 
said. The CNYMPH program also counts  

 
physician assistants, registered dietitians 
and nurses as current students and 
alumni.

While MD/MPH students certainly 
are part of the program, Morley and 
Wojtowycz stress that the field of public 
health offers a variety of career options 
beyond clinical or health department 
settings.

While partnerships between the program 
and local health departments and 
agencies remain strong, CNYMPH alumni 
have landed rewarding careers not just in 
Syracuse and other New York cities, but 
in Washington, DC, Seattle, Chicago and
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Upstate is celebrating National Public 
Health Week (NPHW) April 4 through 
10 with a number of informative, fun 
and interactive events.

Cindy Paikin, NPHW Coordinator in 
Upstate’s Department of Public Health 

& Preventive Medicine, is partnering 
with Suzanne Brisk, Coordinator 
of Upstate’s Pathway to Wellness 
Program to bring health, wellness 
and stress reduction information to 
the Upstate community, patients and 
visitors during the week. 

Since the NYS Well Everyday Monthly 
Challenge for April is to choose humor 
and laughter if your stress level is 
rising, it seems fitting to incorporate 
humor into the activities for public 
health week. 

(“Laughter is an instant vacation,” 
said Milton Berle, and NPHW should 
have several smile breaks in store for 
everyone at Upstate.)

Paikin and Brisk were awarded a grant 
through The Humor Project, Inc., 
in Saratoga Springs, NY.  They were 
given a large supply of back issues of 
Laughing Matters magazine that they 
will be handing out.

To learn more about the Humor 
Project, Inc. and Laughing Matters, 
visit:  https://www.humorproject.com.

HERE’S HOW TO ENJOY  
NATIONAL PUBLIC HEALTH WEEK

2016 PUBLIC HEALTH 
WEEK ACTIVITIES
MONDAY , APRIL  4:
•  Monday Mile Walk: Community Campus
•  Monday Mile  Walk & Lecture: SU Campus

THURSDAY, APRIL 7 
•  Noon Lecture:  Social Determinants for Wellness
   Kaushal Nanavati, MD
•  1-3 PM Smoking Cessation Café, Cancer Center Atrium

FRIDAY, APRIL 8
•  Healthy Heroes Training: A Children’s Health Fair 
   Southwest Community Center (3:30-4:30 PM )

ALL WEEK
•  NPHW Photo Contest
•  Surprises & Promotions

16.083 316 350 DC

Suzanne Brisk, left, and Cindy Paikin look forward  
to a stress-free National Public Health Week.



Students and faculty from the CNYMPH 
program and SUNY Environmental 
Science & Forestry have been 
collaborating on a joint project 
measuring air quality and cancer risk 
estimates at four locations in Central 
New York.

The study, “The Impact of PM 2.5 and 
PAHs from fossil fuel and biomass 
combustion on air quality and health,” 
began last summer. 

The project was funded by a SUNY 4E 
grant.  ESF is the lead on the project 
and their team includes Co-Principal 
Investigators Drs. John Hassett and 
Huiting Mao & PhD student Gram 
Townsend. 

The Upstate team includes Co-PIs Drs. 
Guirong Wang and Paula Rosenbaum, 
Co-I Dr. Jerrold Abraham and Dr. Judith 
Crawford, Post-Doctoral Associate,  
and MPH students Melissa Vitale and 
Kirstin Lyons.

The purpose is to examine fine particles 
with an aerodynamic diameter of < 2.5 
µm (PM 2.5) and associated polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) as 
atmospheric contaminants in both the 
Syracuse urban and rural environments. 

The teams are also calculating 
preliminary cancer risk estimates from 
PAH exposure and comparing them 
to modeled estimates from the EPA’s 
National Air Toxics Assessment (NATA) 
program. Collected samples also will be 
used to examine the biological effects 
of PM 2.5 and PAHs on cytotoxicity and 
cancer-related gene TP53 expression. 

Samples are being collected at four 
locations in both warm and cold seasons.  
The first sampling took place during 
October and November while the second 
sampling campaign will cover part of 
February and March 2016. 

The sampling sites include the roof of 
the Upstate Cancer Center (in close 
proximity to Interstate 81); the Air Quality 
Observatory on the main campus of SUNY 

ESF; downwind of 
the SUNY ESF CHP 
facility; and at the 
ESF field station in 
Heiberg Forest in 
Tully. 

The MPH students 
are part of the field 
team and have had 
the opportunity 
to learn about air 
sampling equipment 
(filters and pumps) 
and quality control 
issues for taking 
measurements and 
record keeping. In 
addition, there are 
some great views 
from the rooftops 
and in the Heiberg 
Forest! 

The project is unique in combining 
physical, chemical and biological 
assessment of PM 2.5 characteristics over 
time at both urban and rural locations. 
The expected findings will provide a 
rigorous, scientific quantification of 
the environmental impact of biomass 
combustion and emission control 
technologies, which can serve as the 
foundation of future energy policy.

MPH, ESF COLLABORATE  
ON AIR QUALITY RESEARCH

A TEAM APPROACH TO 
STUDYING CANCER DATA
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Assistant professors Margaret 
Formica and Telisa Stewart 
are digging into some very 
important questions about 
treatments for prostate 
cancer and kidney cancer 
– and they have more than 
1.5 million cases to help find 
some answers.

Drs. Stewart and Formica 
(principal investigators), along 
with Gennady Bratslavsky MD 
(co-investigator), professor 
and chair of Urology, have 
been granted access to the 
National Cancer Data Base 
Participant Use File (PUF). 

The file contains HIPAA-compliant, de-
identified data on 379,225 kidney cancer 
cases and 1.2 million prostate cancer 
cases in the U.S. over a 10-year period 
ending in 2013.

Assisting with the research is Dongliang 
Wang, PhD, biostatistician and assistant 
professor of Public Health and Preventive 
Medicine.  MPH student Kyle Plante is 
also using the kidney cancer dataset for 
his capstone project. 

The team expects to have publishable 
results in a year, after culling through the 
data to answer questions such as:

1.  Does primary treatment vary by 
demographic characteristics (age, 
race, ethnicity, income and education, 
rurality/urbanity, health insurance, 
distance to facility, and disease 
burden)?

2.  Does primary treatment vary by stage 
and National Comprehensive Cancer 
Network risk criteria? 

3.  Does primary treatment vary by 
geographic region, or type of facility? 

4.  How has primary treatment varied 
over time between 2004 and 2013? 

A secondary objective is to examine the 
association between primary treatment 
and survival data (30 days, 60 days and 
long-term), as well as by demographic 
characteristics, geographic region, type 
of facility, and time.

The data may shed light on the options 
for kidney cancer treatment (whether 
to remove some or all of a kidney) and 
prostate cancer treatment (surveillance/
monitoring, radiation, surgery).

“In the big picture, we want to look at the 
descriptive epidemiology of treatment 
modalities for two different cancers,” 
Formica said. 

The project is a first for the Public Health 
and Preventive Medicine faculty, and 
Stewart and Formica were especially 
happy to gain approval for both data 
sets. (Researchers elsewhere in the  

country are examining PUF 
data on treatment of other 
cancers).

The PUFs are designed 
to provide investigators 
associated with accredited 
cancer programs (including 
Upstate’s) with a data resource 
they can use to review and 
advance the quality of care 
delivered to cancer patients 
through analyses of cases 
reported to the NCDB. 

The databases are awarded 
after a peer-review 

proposal process and are available 
only to investigators associated with 
Commission on Cancer-accredited cancer 
programs. 

The National Cancer Data 
Base, begun in 1989, 
contains approximately 
29 million records from 
hospital cancer registries. 
Data on all types of cancer 
are tracked and analyzed. 
The databases are used to 
explore trends in cancer 
care, to create regional 
and state benchmarks for 
participating hospitals, and 
to serve as the basis for 
quality improvement. 

https://www.facs.org/
quality-programs/cancer/
ncdb



It didn’t take long for Donald Cibula, 
PhD, to come up with a couple of 
examples of how biostatistics has 
played a crucial role in public health 
advances — the effectiveness of Dr. 
Jonas Salk’s polio vaccine and the link 
between cigarettes and lung cancer. 

“Biostatistics is a powerful set of tools 
for answering questions scientifically,” 
Cibula said. “Applied biostatistics – 
methods – are tools you use to do 
epidemiological research – the content.”

Cibula, associate professor of Public 
Health and Preventive Medicine, teaches 
Principles of Biostatistics and Advanced 
Biostatistics. 

While he appreciates the importance of 
qualitative research and its behavioral 
focus, he prefers the data of quantitative 
research.

Principles of Biostatistics is one of the 
five required core courses for students 
pursuing the Master of Public Health 
degree or Certificate of Advanced Study 
in Public Health. 

“Students need some tools, and they 
need some background in statistics,” 
Cibula said. “They need knowledge of 
statistical software (such as SPSS) so 
they can do statistical analysis, data 
management and data manipulation 
(and) create new variables, manage  
and merge data sets.”

With those skills, students then devise 
questions and hypotheses they’re 
interested in assessing, and translate 
those questions and hypotheses into a 
statistical analysis plan.

“If you can get students excited about 
coming up with some interesting 
questions,” Cibula said, “biostatistics and 
epidemiology  — which are joined at 
the hip  — are powerful tools for gaining 
insight into the data and addressing 
those questions.”

Students in the MPH program are:
•  Measuring air quality at three 

locations in Central New York, and 
checking for correlations in cancer 
risk.

•  Comparing risks of pre-term births in 
Syracuse Healthy Start participants 
and other city residents.

•  Investigating suicidal ideation, 
planning and attempts in relation to 
bullying and dating violence.

There’s no shortage of public health 
issues, locally or globally, in which 
biostatistics can play a key role. 

“The Zika virus is an emerging public 
health issue,” Cibula said. “And the 
(Central New York) heroin epidemic is 
transcending bounds of demographics 
previously associated with heroin use.” 

Before Cibula came to the MPH 
program, he worked for 20 years in  
the Onondaga County Health  
 

Department, the last 15 as Director of 
Surveillance and Statistics. 

While with the county, Cibula translated 
the research he had done in population 
biology and evolutionary ecology as a 
graduate student to the field of public 
health. He credits former county Health 
Commissioner Lloyd Novick, MD, with 
encouraging his research. Cibula had 
about 15 papers published, often using 
Onondaga County data.

“My research in graduate school was 
highly quantitative,” he said. “I had a lot 
of statistical training and background, 
applying to different areas.”

He co-authored some papers with 
current MPH preceptor Sandra Lane, 
PhD, MPH, to study Syracuse’s infant 
mortality rate  — at that time the 
nation’s highest. 

“I got in early on all of that,” Cibula said. 
“They wanted data-driven decisions. 
Healthy Start helped bring a lot of 
people like Sandy Lane and me to the 
Onondaga County Health Department. 
That gave us access to data we’d 
otherwise not have.”

Cibula had wanted to stay in academia, 
but saw a lot of his colleagues 
living on year-to-year post-doctoral 
appointments during an economic  

continued on page 6
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PROGRAM MAKES 
ITS MARK IN WEST-
ERN NEW YORK
The CNYMPH program is making its 
presence felt in Buffalo.

In his new position as a policy fellow 
for the Health Foundation for Western 
and Central New York, student Michael 
Rosenthal is working with supervisor 
Emilija Postolovska, MPH, who 
graduated from the program in 2013. 

The organization focuses on building 
community health capacity for young 
children impacted by poverty, and for 
vulnerable older adults. 

Michael’s duties include writing policy 
briefs about new healthcare legislation 
and analyzing government data sets 
to help inform the Foundation about 
current patterns in Medicare/Medicaid 
enrollment.

“Many MPH students envision working 
for health departments or other  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
government agencies,” Michael said. 
“However, a large portion of our public 
health infrastructure is privately funded 
through philanthropic organizations.”

Michael is the first policy fellow to be 
hired by the Health Foundation.

“The CNYMPH curriculum prepares 
students for these types of positions 
by teaching us how to identify unmet 
needs within communities, and by 
ensuring we’ve had adequate practice 
navigating health care policies, 
payment models and data sets,” he said.

elsewhere. They’ve found a 
wide range of job types, such 
as research coordinators, 
data analysts, healthcare 
consulting, international 
biosecurity professionals, and 
health-related non-profits 
program managers. 

Some have gone on to 
research doctorates, or into 
leadership positions in health 
planning agencies. 

“We offer a practical, applied 
degree that opens many 
career paths for our graduates, 
and we are tremendously 
proud of what our alumni are 
doing to make the world a 
safer, healthier more equitable 
place,” Morley said.

Morley and Wojtowycz 
assumed their new 
administrative roles in January, 
as did new Upstate president 
Dr. Danielle Laraque-Arena, 
MD, a pediatrician who has 
done extensive work with 
community-based research.

“We’re thrilled universally 
that we have a president who 
understands and is concerned 
about population health 
initiatives,” Morley said.

 ‘POWERFUL TOOLS’ CRUCIAL 
 TO PUBLIC HEALTH RESEARCH 
DONALD CIBULA, PhD

FACULTY SPOTLIGHT  continued from page 3

downturn. “I didn’t want to do that, so I 
left academics and felt a sense of loss,” 
he said. 

When the opportunity came to help 
start the MPH program, Cibula took it. 

“I’m so grateful I was given the 
opportunity to come build this 
program,” he said. “It’s a very long shot, 
for someone to leave academics in one 
field and come back in another.”

Cibula said he’s proud to be a founding 
member of the program, and of his 
contributions to shaping the overall 
structure, the requirements, and the 
path to CEPH accreditation. 

“Having worked in the trenches in 
public health, I bring a perspective to 
teaching and practicing biostatistics 
that many don’t have,” he said. “My 
approach, what I can bring, is what they 
(students) need to do in the real world. 
… A lot has been informed by those 20 
years in the trenches.”

PROGRAM 
LEADERSHIP 
LOOKS TO  
THE FUTURE  
continued from cover
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LERNER FELLOWS AID 
SYRACUSE’S NEAR WESTSIDE
Three MPH students, Malcolm 
Philogene, Katie Wood and Billy Reed, 
are working to improve community 
health and safety on Syracuse’s Near 
West Side. The three are fellows at 
Syracuse University’s Lerner Center 

for Public Health Promotion at the 
Maxwell School. 

Each year the Lerner Center provides 
fellowships to graduate students 
who have a passion to make positive, 
sustainable changes in the community. 
The Lerner Fellows are chosen annually 
through a competitive application and 
interview process, and receive a stipend 
and tuition assistance. 

This year the fellows have been 
immersed in the Lerner Center’s 
community health efforts on the  
Near West Side. Their work includes 

assisting the center’s partner, Nojaim 
Bros. supermarket, with product 
classification and data organization 
for the rollout of NuVal, a nutritional 
scoring system that helps customers 
easily identify healthy foods. 

“This work has been especially 
rewarding for me,” Billy said. “The 
implementation of NuVal is the product 
of years of partnership, all with the aim 
of improving the health and wellness 
of the people who shop at Nojaim’s.”

Working at the intersection of 
public health programming and the 
operations of a local, family-owned 
grocery store has been a valuable 
experience, Billy said. “Spending hours 
in the aisles, learning the grocery store 
vernacular — these kinds of things are 
not taught in any of our public health 
classes but were really important in the 

rollout of this program,” he said.
The fellows are also assisting in 
community safety efforts on the 
Near West Side, and have worked 
on an inventory of streetlights in 
the neighborhood. Residents have 
expressed concerns about safety issues 
that prevent them from being more 
physically active and engaged. Street 
lighting and other street level upgrades 
are key components to improving the 
built environment.

“The great part about working in the 
Near Westside is becoming familiar 
with the area and the people that 
live there,” Katie said. “It’s important 
to have community engagement in 
order to make a difference because the 
community members are the experts. 
They know when, where and how we 
can help make a safer and healthier 
community. We truly learn from them.”
 
The fellows’ presence in the community 
has established credibility and built 
trust, Malcolm said. 

“It’s definitely been a blessing to work 
in The Near West Side community and 
Nojaim’s,” Malcolm said. “Community 
outreach is essential. … As the trust 
builds, neighborhood members will be 
more open to hearing what you have to 
say and the materials that you want to 
provide. Community engagement also 
empowers the citizens because you 
acknowledge that they are proficient 
stewards of their neighborhood.”

Marnie Annese, a 2015 CNYMPH 
graduate, has been appointed program 
coordinator for Upstate’s Center for 
Civic Engagement.

Marnie worked for Onondaga 
County since 2001, most recently 
as Runaway and Homeless Youth 
Services Coordinator. She started her 
new position Feb. 29, and works with 
new center director Simone Seward, 
MPH, former assistant director of the 
CNYMPH program.

“When I was a student at Upstate and 
learned about the Center for Civic 
Engagement, I thought if I ever had the 
opportunity to work there, that would 
be a dream job,” Marnie said. “I’ve worked 
in the community, and I know where the 
problems and gaps are. And we have 
students at Upstate who are eager to 
hone their skills and want opportunities 
for real-life experiences, and who have 
the (necessary) passion and compassion.”

Student outreach provides an immediate 
benefit to the community, but also can 
have a long-lasting impact, Marnie said. 

If community members have 
positive experiences at a health care 
facility where an Upstate student 
is volunteering, she said, “maybe 
(patients) won’t be afraid to go there 
the next time because they know 
people from Upstate there.”  

Traditionally, the College of Medicine 
has been most active in the center’s 
programs but Marnie hopes to expand 
its reach.

“We’ll try to involve students from all four 
colleges, offer a variety of opportunities 
with different organizations to do the 
work they’re passionate about,” she said. 
“I have a lot of existing relationships 
in the community. By strengthening 
those, we can find out some of the ways 
students can help.”

The Center for Civic Engagement may do 
more tracking and evaluation of volunteer 
time, so that students who are engaged 
in a particular issue (Relay for Life, Heart 
Walk, AIDS Walk) can be made aware of 
other efforts related to those interests.

The center also is involved in some 
international outreach projects, often 
kick-started by the passions and 
backgrounds of specific students. 

Whether the center’s programs take 
students to Syracuse’s neighborhoods 
or to rural clinics in other countries, the 
need will always be there.  

“I want a student to understand what’s 
going on in a community, to see people 
trying to make it through who don’t 
always have the ability to do it on their 
own, and could benefit from support 
from people at Upstate,” Marnie said. 
“I think there’s a lot we’ll be able to do. 
Everybody has something to contribute.”

Simone Seward, MPH, who served as 
program coordinator and then assistant 
director of the CNYMPH program, has 
been appointed to lead Upstate’s Center 
for Civic Engagement. 

Seward earned an MPH degree from Boston 
University School of Public Health in 2001 with a 

specialization in Maternal and Child Health. She 
replaces Susan Stearns, PhD, who retired last 
year. The Center for Civic Engagement provides 
community engagement opportunities, locally 
and abroad, for students in all four colleges at 
Upstate.

With over 10 years of experience, Seward 

has worked with the New York University 
School of Medicine, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention in 
Atlanta, GA and a Community Health 
Advisors program in Tampa, FL.  She will 
be featured in an upcoming issue of the 
CNYMPH newsletter to share her vision 
for the Center for Civic Engagement.

SIMONE SEWARD DIRECTOR OF 
CENTER FOR CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
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specialization in Maternal and Child Health. She 
replaces Susan Stearns, PhD, who retired last 
year. The Center for Civic Engagement provides 
community engagement opportunities, locally 
and abroad, for students in all four colleges at 
Upstate.

With over 10 years of experience, Seward 

has worked with the New York University 
School of Medicine, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention in 
Atlanta, GA and a Community Health 
Advisors program in Tampa, FL.  She will 
be featured in an upcoming issue of the 
CNYMPH newsletter to share her vision 
for the Center for Civic Engagement.

SIMONE SEWARD DIRECTOR OF 
CENTER FOR CIVIC ENGAGEMENT



It didn’t take long for Donald Cibula, 
PhD, to come up with a couple of 
examples of how biostatistics has 
played a crucial role in public health 
advances — the effectiveness of Dr. 
Jonas Salk’s polio vaccine and the link 
between cigarettes and lung cancer. 

“Biostatistics is a powerful set of tools 
for answering questions scientifically,” 
Cibula said. “Applied biostatistics – 
methods – are tools you use to do 
epidemiological research – the content.”

Cibula, associate professor of Public 
Health and Preventive Medicine, teaches 
Principles of Biostatistics and Advanced 
Biostatistics. 

While he appreciates the importance of 
qualitative research and its behavioral 
focus, he prefers the data of quantitative 
research.

Principles of Biostatistics is one of the 
five required core courses for students 
pursuing the Master of Public Health 
degree or Certificate of Advanced Study 
in Public Health. 

“Students need some tools, and they 
need some background in statistics,” 
Cibula said. “They need knowledge of 
statistical software (such as SPSS) so 
they can do statistical analysis, data 
management and data manipulation 
(and) create new variables, manage  
and merge data sets.”

With those skills, students then devise 
questions and hypotheses they’re 
interested in assessing, and translate 
those questions and hypotheses into a 
statistical analysis plan.

“If you can get students excited about 
coming up with some interesting 
questions,” Cibula said, “biostatistics and 
epidemiology  — which are joined at 
the hip  — are powerful tools for gaining 
insight into the data and addressing 
those questions.”

Students in the MPH program are:
•  Measuring air quality at three 

locations in Central New York, and 
checking for correlations in cancer 
risk.

•  Comparing risks of pre-term births in 
Syracuse Healthy Start participants 
and other city residents.

•  Investigating suicidal ideation, 
planning and attempts in relation to 
bullying and dating violence.

There’s no shortage of public health 
issues, locally or globally, in which 
biostatistics can play a key role. 

“The Zika virus is an emerging public 
health issue,” Cibula said. “And the 
(Central New York) heroin epidemic is 
transcending bounds of demographics 
previously associated with heroin use.” 

Before Cibula came to the MPH 
program, he worked for 20 years in  
the Onondaga County Health  
 

Department, the last 15 as Director of 
Surveillance and Statistics. 

While with the county, Cibula translated 
the research he had done in population 
biology and evolutionary ecology as a 
graduate student to the field of public 
health. He credits former county Health 
Commissioner Lloyd Novick, MD, with 
encouraging his research. Cibula had 
about 15 papers published, often using 
Onondaga County data.

“My research in graduate school was 
highly quantitative,” he said. “I had a lot 
of statistical training and background, 
applying to different areas.”

He co-authored some papers with 
current MPH preceptor Sandra Lane, 
PhD, MPH, to study Syracuse’s infant 
mortality rate  — at that time the 
nation’s highest. 

“I got in early on all of that,” Cibula said. 
“They wanted data-driven decisions. 
Healthy Start helped bring a lot of 
people like Sandy Lane and me to the 
Onondaga County Health Department. 
That gave us access to data we’d 
otherwise not have.”

Cibula had wanted to stay in academia, 
but saw a lot of his colleagues 
living on year-to-year post-doctoral 
appointments during an economic  

continued on page 6
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PROGRAM MAKES 
ITS MARK IN WEST-
ERN NEW YORK
The CNYMPH program is making its 
presence felt in Buffalo.

In his new position as a policy fellow 
for the Health Foundation for Western 
and Central New York, student Michael 
Rosenthal is working with supervisor 
Emilija Postolovska, MPH, who 
graduated from the program in 2013. 

The organization focuses on building 
community health capacity for young 
children impacted by poverty, and for 
vulnerable older adults. 

Michael’s duties include writing policy 
briefs about new healthcare legislation 
and analyzing government data sets 
to help inform the Foundation about 
current patterns in Medicare/Medicaid 
enrollment.

“Many MPH students envision working 
for health departments or other  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
government agencies,” Michael said. 
“However, a large portion of our public 
health infrastructure is privately funded 
through philanthropic organizations.”

Michael is the first policy fellow to be 
hired by the Health Foundation.

“The CNYMPH curriculum prepares 
students for these types of positions 
by teaching us how to identify unmet 
needs within communities, and by 
ensuring we’ve had adequate practice 
navigating health care policies, 
payment models and data sets,” he said.

elsewhere. They’ve found a 
wide range of job types, such 
as research coordinators, 
data analysts, healthcare 
consulting, international 
biosecurity professionals, and 
health-related non-profits 
program managers. 

Some have gone on to 
research doctorates, or into 
leadership positions in health 
planning agencies. 

“We offer a practical, applied 
degree that opens many 
career paths for our graduates, 
and we are tremendously 
proud of what our alumni are 
doing to make the world a 
safer, healthier more equitable 
place,” Morley said.

Morley and Wojtowycz 
assumed their new 
administrative roles in January, 
as did new Upstate president 
Dr. Danielle Laraque-Arena, 
MD, a pediatrician who has 
done extensive work with 
community-based research.

“We’re thrilled universally 
that we have a president who 
understands and is concerned 
about population health 
initiatives,” Morley said.

 ‘POWERFUL TOOLS’ CRUCIAL 
 TO PUBLIC HEALTH RESEARCH 
DONALD CIBULA, PhD

FACULTY SPOTLIGHT  continued from page 3

downturn. “I didn’t want to do that, so I 
left academics and felt a sense of loss,” 
he said. 

When the opportunity came to help 
start the MPH program, Cibula took it. 

“I’m so grateful I was given the 
opportunity to come build this 
program,” he said. “It’s a very long shot, 
for someone to leave academics in one 
field and come back in another.”

Cibula said he’s proud to be a founding 
member of the program, and of his 
contributions to shaping the overall 
structure, the requirements, and the 
path to CEPH accreditation. 

“Having worked in the trenches in 
public health, I bring a perspective to 
teaching and practicing biostatistics 
that many don’t have,” he said. “My 
approach, what I can bring, is what they 
(students) need to do in the real world. 
… A lot has been informed by those 20 
years in the trenches.”

PROGRAM 
LEADERSHIP 
LOOKS TO  
THE FUTURE  
continued from cover



Students and faculty from the CNYMPH 
program and SUNY Environmental 
Science & Forestry have been 
collaborating on a joint project 
measuring air quality and cancer risk 
estimates at four locations in Central 
New York.

The study, “The Impact of PM 2.5 and 
PAHs from fossil fuel and biomass 
combustion on air quality and health,” 
began last summer. 

The project was funded by a SUNY 4E 
grant.  ESF is the lead on the project 
and their team includes Co-Principal 
Investigators Drs. John Hassett and 
Huiting Mao & PhD student Gram 
Townsend. 

The Upstate team includes Co-PIs Drs. 
Guirong Wang and Paula Rosenbaum, 
Co-I Dr. Jerrold Abraham and Dr. Judith 
Crawford, Post-Doctoral Associate,  
and MPH students Melissa Vitale and 
Kirstin Lyons.

The purpose is to examine fine particles 
with an aerodynamic diameter of < 2.5 
µm (PM 2.5) and associated polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) as 
atmospheric contaminants in both the 
Syracuse urban and rural environments. 

The teams are also calculating 
preliminary cancer risk estimates from 
PAH exposure and comparing them 
to modeled estimates from the EPA’s 
National Air Toxics Assessment (NATA) 
program. Collected samples also will be 
used to examine the biological effects 
of PM 2.5 and PAHs on cytotoxicity and 
cancer-related gene TP53 expression. 

Samples are being collected at four 
locations in both warm and cold seasons.  
The first sampling took place during 
October and November while the second 
sampling campaign will cover part of 
February and March 2016. 

The sampling sites include the roof of 
the Upstate Cancer Center (in close 
proximity to Interstate 81); the Air Quality 
Observatory on the main campus of SUNY 

ESF; downwind of 
the SUNY ESF CHP 
facility; and at the 
ESF field station in 
Heiberg Forest in 
Tully. 

The MPH students 
are part of the field 
team and have had 
the opportunity 
to learn about air 
sampling equipment 
(filters and pumps) 
and quality control 
issues for taking 
measurements and 
record keeping. In 
addition, there are 
some great views 
from the rooftops 
and in the Heiberg 
Forest! 

The project is unique in combining 
physical, chemical and biological 
assessment of PM 2.5 characteristics over 
time at both urban and rural locations. 
The expected findings will provide a 
rigorous, scientific quantification of 
the environmental impact of biomass 
combustion and emission control 
technologies, which can serve as the 
foundation of future energy policy.

MPH, ESF COLLABORATE  
ON AIR QUALITY RESEARCH

A TEAM APPROACH TO 
STUDYING CANCER DATA
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Assistant professors Margaret 
Formica and Telisa Stewart 
are digging into some very 
important questions about 
treatments for prostate 
cancer and kidney cancer 
– and they have more than 
1.5 million cases to help find 
some answers.

Drs. Stewart and Formica 
(principal investigators), along 
with Gennady Bratslavsky MD 
(co-investigator), professor 
and chair of Urology, have 
been granted access to the 
National Cancer Data Base 
Participant Use File (PUF). 

The file contains HIPAA-compliant, de-
identified data on 379,225 kidney cancer 
cases and 1.2 million prostate cancer 
cases in the U.S. over a 10-year period 
ending in 2013.

Assisting with the research is Dongliang 
Wang, PhD, biostatistician and assistant 
professor of Public Health and Preventive 
Medicine.  MPH student Kyle Plante is 
also using the kidney cancer dataset for 
his capstone project. 

The team expects to have publishable 
results in a year, after culling through the 
data to answer questions such as:

1.  Does primary treatment vary by 
demographic characteristics (age, 
race, ethnicity, income and education, 
rurality/urbanity, health insurance, 
distance to facility, and disease 
burden)?

2.  Does primary treatment vary by stage 
and National Comprehensive Cancer 
Network risk criteria? 

3.  Does primary treatment vary by 
geographic region, or type of facility? 

4.  How has primary treatment varied 
over time between 2004 and 2013? 

A secondary objective is to examine the 
association between primary treatment 
and survival data (30 days, 60 days and 
long-term), as well as by demographic 
characteristics, geographic region, type 
of facility, and time.

The data may shed light on the options 
for kidney cancer treatment (whether 
to remove some or all of a kidney) and 
prostate cancer treatment (surveillance/
monitoring, radiation, surgery).

“In the big picture, we want to look at the 
descriptive epidemiology of treatment 
modalities for two different cancers,” 
Formica said. 

The project is a first for the Public Health 
and Preventive Medicine faculty, and 
Stewart and Formica were especially 
happy to gain approval for both data 
sets. (Researchers elsewhere in the  

country are examining PUF 
data on treatment of other 
cancers).

The PUFs are designed 
to provide investigators 
associated with accredited 
cancer programs (including 
Upstate’s) with a data resource 
they can use to review and 
advance the quality of care 
delivered to cancer patients 
through analyses of cases 
reported to the NCDB. 

The databases are awarded 
after a peer-review 

proposal process and are available 
only to investigators associated with 
Commission on Cancer-accredited cancer 
programs. 

The National Cancer Data 
Base, begun in 1989, 
contains approximately 
29 million records from 
hospital cancer registries. 
Data on all types of cancer 
are tracked and analyzed. 
The databases are used to 
explore trends in cancer 
care, to create regional 
and state benchmarks for 
participating hospitals, and 
to serve as the basis for 
quality improvement. 

https://www.facs.org/
quality-programs/cancer/
ncdb
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Future cohorts in the Central New York 
Master of Public Health program housed 
at Upstate Medical University may 
include more students with backgrounds 
in the social sciences and humanities, as 
well as more clinicians cross-trained in 
public health.

That’s the view from Christopher Morley, 
PhD, interim chair of the Department of 
Public Health and Preventive Medicine, 
and Martha Wojtowycz, PhD, director of 
the CNYMPH program. 

“Public Health methods are more 
like those of the social sciences — 
economics, anthropology, history, 
psychology,” Morley said. “I’d like us to 
reach beyond the biomedical mindset 
and recruit undergraduates from the 
social sciences and humanities into the 
CNYMPH program.”

When the program started, Morley said, 
the initial thought was driven by the view 
that hospitals, insurance companies and 
health departments would have a huge 
need for public health administrators. 

“We’ve largely filled that need, and 
continue to do so,” he said.

The program also is trying to attract 
more of Upstate’s medical students, 
who can obtain a dual degree in five 
years instead of the six years it would 
take to pursue them separately. 

The MPH class of 2015 included six 
graduating medical students, all of 
whom said having the MPH was a factor 
in getting their first choice of residency.

Wojtowycz said the MPH training 
provides a social context that will 
help medical students become better 
physicians.

“You need to know your patient 
in context of all factors — medical 
characteristics are just one part,” she said. 
“There’s access to health care, the built 
environment they live in, food deserts, 
you name it. There’s a constellation of 
factors that are important in determining 
a person’s health status.” 

Reflecting Upstate’s focus on inter-
professional education, MPH students 
are working with medical students 
on tabletop exercises in areas such as 
emergency preparedness, Wojtowycz 
said. The CNYMPH program also counts  

 
physician assistants, registered dietitians 
and nurses as current students and 
alumni.

While MD/MPH students certainly 
are part of the program, Morley and 
Wojtowycz stress that the field of public 
health offers a variety of career options 
beyond clinical or health department 
settings.

While partnerships between the program 
and local health departments and 
agencies remain strong, CNYMPH alumni 
have landed rewarding careers not just in 
Syracuse and other New York cities, but 
in Washington, DC, Seattle, Chicago and

continued on page 6
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Upstate is celebrating National Public 
Health Week (NPHW) April 4 through 
10 with a number of informative, fun 
and interactive events.

Cindy Paikin, NPHW Coordinator in 
Upstate’s Department of Public Health 

& Preventive Medicine, is partnering 
with Suzanne Brisk, Coordinator 
of Upstate’s Pathway to Wellness 
Program to bring health, wellness 
and stress reduction information to 
the Upstate community, patients and 
visitors during the week. 

Since the NYS Well Everyday Monthly 
Challenge for April is to choose humor 
and laughter if your stress level is 
rising, it seems fitting to incorporate 
humor into the activities for public 
health week. 

(“Laughter is an instant vacation,” 
said Milton Berle, and NPHW should 
have several smile breaks in store for 
everyone at Upstate.)

Paikin and Brisk were awarded a grant 
through The Humor Project, Inc., 
in Saratoga Springs, NY.  They were 
given a large supply of back issues of 
Laughing Matters magazine that they 
will be handing out.

To learn more about the Humor 
Project, Inc. and Laughing Matters, 
visit:  https://www.humorproject.com.

HERE’S HOW TO ENJOY  
NATIONAL PUBLIC HEALTH WEEK

2016 PUBLIC HEALTH 
WEEK ACTIVITIES
MONDAY , APRIL  4:
•  Monday Mile Walk: Community Campus
•  Monday Mile  Walk & Lecture: SU Campus

THURSDAY, APRIL 7 
•  Noon Lecture:  Social Determinants for Wellness
   Kaushal Nanavati, MD
•  1-3 PM Smoking Cessation Café, Cancer Center Atrium

FRIDAY, APRIL 8
•  Healthy Heroes Training: A Children’s Health Fair 
   Southwest Community Center (3:30-4:30 PM )

ALL WEEK
•  NPHW Photo Contest
•  Surprises & Promotions

16.083 316 350 DC

Suzanne Brisk, left, and Cindy Paikin look forward  
to a stress-free National Public Health Week.


