
LOOK  BOTH  WAYS
December is the perfect time to take stock of 

the year’s accomplishments.  

One of the first goals I set for myself when I 
became state health commissioner more than a 

year ago was to learn more about 

public health across the state by 
visiting all 93 local health depart-

ments. 
I’m finally scheduled to visit 

my last one on Dec. 21 in Brown 
County. With the help of David 

Hopper, I’ve logged a lot of miles 

this year on a journey that has 
taught me about the unique areas 

of our state and about how our 
local partners are working to 

improve public health. I’ve learned about their 
challenges and their successes as they work to 

protect and improve the well-being of their com-

munities. 
Our agency has also set goals, and part of meas-

uring those goals is recognizing progress. Too 
often we get so wrapped up in all the work we 

have yet to do that we don’t remember our suc-
cesses, so I’ll take some space here to celebrate. 

Those accomplishments include: 

 Supported those who come to our aid in an

emergency by sponsoring First Responders Day at 
the Indiana State Fair. 

 Partnered with the Indianapolis Indians to
spread the word about WIC. 

 Established a maternal mortality review com-
mittee, which reviewed its first cases last month. 

 Launched the Help Me Grow initiative to
identify vulnerable children early and link families 
to community-based services to support healthy 
development.  

 Granted nearly 20,000 life-saving naloxone
kits to local health departments and rural first 
responders. 

 Awarded a second round of opioid overdose

response grants and expanded the coroner toxicol-
ogy program. 

 Neared the finish line on converting to a new

surveillance system for infectious diseases as we 

also continue to move forward on a new system 
for vital records.  

 Launched hepatitis A strike teams to address

a growing outbreak across the state. 

 Worked toward creating a culture of excel-

lence through performance health management, 

which keeps an eye on quality improvement.  

Looking ahead to next year, Governor Hol-
comb gave our efforts a boost this month when he 

made public health a pillar in his 2019 Next Level 
Agenda. Two previously announced programs to 

improve infant mortality are included in his agen-
da ― OB navigators to help moms connect to 

care and a universal verbal screening to identify 

and treat pregnant women who have substance 
use disorders. 

The 2017 infant mortality numbers now in 
show that the overall rate has declined to 7.3 for 

every 1,000 live births, including decreases among 
white and Hispanic infants. In total, 602 Hoosier 

babies died before their first birthdays, compared 

to 623 in 2016. The disheartening challenge is that 
the rate for black infants continues to climb, up to 

15.3. We must keep working to do better.  
Thank you for all that you do and for your 

commitment to protecting the health and safety of 
all Hoosiers. As I turn my focus more internally, I 

look forward to seeing what we can accomplish 

together in the new year. 

Yours in health, 

Kris 

Mission: 
To promote, protect, and 

improve the health and safety 

of all Hoosiers 
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FUN FACT 

 Did you know that colder 

temperatures can benefit 

your health? Colder weather 

may help reduce allergies 

and inflammation, and re-

search has shown that it can 

help you think more clearly 

and perform daily tasks  

better. The cold can also 

help lower the risk of dis-

ease; mosquitoes that carry 

diseases die off.  

Kris Box,

MD, FACOG

Dr. Box visits with Putnam County Health 

Department staff earlier this month. 

http://uk.businessinsider.com/10-surprising-health-benefits-of-cold-weather-2018-2/#1-cooler-temps-boosts-your-brain-1
http://uk.businessinsider.com/10-surprising-health-benefits-of-cold-weather-2018-2/#1-cooler-temps-boosts-your-brain-1
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GEBRU EARNS PUBLIC HEALTH AWARD 
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By Greta Sanderson 

 
It may be 7,635 miles from Indianapolis 

to Ethiopia, but it’s never far from 
Yordanos Gebru’s mind.  

Gebru is the communication and re-

source database specialist for 

the MOMS Helpline at ISDH. 

She’s a University of Indian-

apolis graduate student earn-

ing her master’s in public 

health (MPH) who also  

works as a graduate assistant 

for the MPH program direc-

tor.  

Gebru was presented with 

the Stephen Jay Award for 

Leadership in Public Health at 

the 2018 Indiana Public Health Association 

Annual Dinner on Oct. 20.  

The award, named for the first depart-

ment chairman of the IU Department of 

Public Health (now the IU Richard M. Fair-

banks School of Public Health), recognizes 

MPH students who show excellence in pub-

lic health leadership, scholarship and prac-

tice. Her father made the trip from Ethiopia 

to attend the event. 

Gebru said her commitment to public 

health started when she was very young. 

“Growing up, the health care back home 

is really bad,” she said. “I’ve seen it in fami-

ly members struggling to the point of death 

because of the lack of health care and 

knowledge.” 

 “Some places lack resources, but in some 

places they don’t have the correct training,” 

Gebru explained. She said in some of the 

country’s rural areas, there is no electricity 

and what medical instruments they have are 

boiled or burned to sterilize them. 

Unlike many Ethiopian girls, Gebru’s 

parents raised her to focus more on her edu-

cation compared to things like house 

chores, cooking and cleaning.  

Until she was 14, getting an education in 

health care was something she was told she 

had to do, but when she experienced trage-

dy firsthand, it became something she want-

ed to do for herself and her community. 

“I knew I wanted to be in the maternal 

and child health care field,” she said. 

Gebru first came to Indiana after receiv-

ing a scholarship to attend Manchester Uni-

versity in 2013. She is the first in her family 

to get an education past high school. She 

earned her bachelor’s in biochemistry with a 

minor in peace studies. 

She then enrolled at the University of 

Indianapolis, where she expects to earn her 

master’s in public health next August. As a 

graduate assistant, she helped author an 

article titled “Building Advocacy Capacity 

and Skills Through a Statehouse Advocacy 

Day: Indiana SOPHE [Society for Profes-

sional Health Education] Experience” pub-

lished in The Journal of Health Promotion and 
Practice.  

She’s also working to establish the Eta 

Sigma Gamma MPH honors society at 

UIndy.  

 She plans to take the Medical College 

Admission Test this summer and become a 

doctor so she can return to Ethiopia to help 

prevent the fate that befell so many of her 

family members. 

In the meantime, Gebru works at ISDH 

to connect Indiana women to resources to 

help take care of their reproductive health. 

From her perspective, women and their 

health care providers need to meet in the 

middle to improve the quality of care.  

She said women need to be more confi-

dent to ask questions about things they 

don’t understand and to get more infor-

mation. In turn, providers should be more 

empathetic and connected to their patients. 

“The information and resources are 

there,” she said. “Some people don’t think 

the system is there to help them.” 

Yordanos 

Gebru 

MATERNAL MORTALITY COMMITTEE R EVIEWS F IRST CASES 

By Greta Sanderson 

 
The Indiana State Department of Health’s (ISDH’s) Maternal 

Mortality Review (MMR) Committee met for the first time Nov. 13 

to review cases, taking another step toward improving outcomes for 

more Hoosier mothers. 

Senate Enrolled Act 142, adopted by the 2018 Indiana General 

Assembly, created the committee. Its role is to review any maternal 

death of an individual during pregnancy through up to one year after 

pregnancy from any cause related to or aggravated by the pregnancy 

or management of the pregnancy. The law gives the committee the 

statutory authority to access the medical records needed to evaluate 

the cases. 

The committee will identify trends related to maternal death that 

can lead to the development of programs aimed at protecting the 

health of new mothers. In 2016, Indiana’s maternal mortality rate 

was 21.6 per 100,000 live births, higher than the 2016 national aver-

age. 

“Our goal is to prevent as many maternal deaths in the future as 

possible,” said Gretchen Martin, director of the ISDH Division of 

Fatality Review and Prevention. 

The 58-member committee comprises many types of professionals 

who work in maternal care, including maternal-fetal medicine doc-

tors, but also cardiologists, psychiatrists, social workers, pathologists 

and several ISDH and Family and Social Services Administration 

staff members. 

The group studied four cases, chosen for review based on the di-

verse causes of death and available case information. The committee 

will meet again in February and plans to review eight cases, twice as 

many as the first meeting now that the group is familiar with the 

process. 

The committee is required to make an annual report in July, 

which will be posted to the ISDH website. While it will be too soon 

to make recommendations by the July 2019 report, Martin expects 

the group will share proposals for improving maternal mortality in 

Indiana based on its findings by 2020. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1524839918792239
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By Eden Bezy 

 

ISDH has come a long way in 2018 in its 
efforts to become accredited, to emphasize 

the value of our employees and to engrain a 
culture of quality improvement throughout 

the agency. Here are some wins from the 
Office of Public Health Performance Man-

agement (OPHPM) that ISDH should be 

particularly proud of: 

Quality Improvement/Performance Man-

agement 

Our colleagues around the agency have 
participated in four formal continuous quali-

ty improvement (QI) projects, including pro-
grams in vital records, newborn screening, 

environmental public health and the HIV/

STD Division.  

Other ISDH staff learned how to improve 

daily processes through lean daily improve-
ment and have applied that knowledge with-

in their program areas. Lean is the model the 

agency has been using for process improve-
ment. It’s a step-by-step framework that fo-

cuses on how to improve processes and re-

duce waste. The executive staff also partici-
pated in a lean leader training to better un-

derstand management’s role in QI. Also in 
2018, ISDH began tracking the metrics iden-

tified in the agency’s strategic plan. Under-
standing where the agency is performing well 

and where it is not meeting goals is an im-

portant part of the QI cycle.  

Accreditation 

ISDH and the intrepid A-Team have been 

busily collecting documentation for the agen-
cy’s public health accreditation application. 

Although the team has been working for a 
few years, in 2018 we saw a rapid increase in 

the collection activity. In this year alone, we 

published an updated State Health Assess-
ment, State Health Improvement Plan, 

Workforce Development Plan, Quality Im-
provement Plan, Branding Strategy and 

ISDH Strategic Plan.  

In the late summer, two OPHPM staff 
members attended the Public Health Accred-

itation Board’s official training, so our sub-

mission clock is ticking! We are well on our 

way to having all the documentation we 
need to meet the standards and measures we 

need. Special thanks to everyone in the agen-
cy who has helped! 

Workforce development 

An improved “Welcome to ISDH” 
onboarding experience, smoother processes 

for interns and their hosts and reimagined 

supervisor/manager meetings are just a few 
wins for the ISDH workforce in 2018. We 

piloted a paid internship program, recruited 
for an employee engagement work team and 

saw a record number of Leadership at all 
Levels participants. As described in the 

ISDH strategic plan, the agency is committed 

to becoming an employer of choice, and 
2018 was all about setting that stage.  

Please join us from 1 to 3 p.m. Dec. 20 in 
Rice to celebrate all of your hard work. This 

informal open house will be a chance to brag 

about what we have done as an agency to 
improve the services and programming that 

make Indiana a healthier place! 

Please welcome the following new employees who 

joined ISDH last month: 

Christopher Kulik, staff attorney, Legal Affairs; 

Madhura Sundararajan, enteric epidemiologist, Epide-

miology Resource Center (ERC); Jeremy Funk, syn-

dromic surveillance and informatics epidemiologist, 

ERC;    Michael Sutton, environmental project manag-

er, Environmental Public Health; Michelle Ramirez, 

STD prevention program specialist, HIV/STD and 

Viral Hepatitis; Adrienne Williams, clerical assistant, 

Vital Records; Sean Martin, clerical assistant, Vital 

Records; Nathaniel Ray, microbiologist, Laboratory; 

and Anna Lay, lab technician, Laboratory. 

Please also welcome Ethan Simcox, deputy control-

ler, Finance, who transferred in to ISDH. 
Congratulations also go to Steven Allen, who was 

promoted to food scientist in Food Protection, and 

Laura Chavez, who was named director of Women, 
Infants and Children. 

S TAFFING  UPDATES  

ISDH staffers pause for a picture at the Midwest Injury Prevention 

Alliance (MIPA) 2018 summit, “Cutting Edge of Prevention:  Shar-

ing Best Practices,” held Nov. 29 and 30 at the Sheraton Indianap-

olis Hotel at Keystone Crossing. The event included presentations 

on approaches to prevent violence, injury prevention in motor-

sports, distracted driving, addressing opioids in the workplace, 

and connecting data, science and action to prevent injuries. Pic-

tured are Syndromic Surveillance and Informatics Epidemiologist 

Jeremy Funk, Trauma and Injury Prevention Division Director 

Katie Hokanson, Outreach and Engagement Coordinator Tanya 

Barrett, Indiana Violent Death Reporting System Epidemiologist 

Morgan Sprecher, Naloxone Program Manager Audrey Rehberg 

and Injury Prevention Program Coordinator Paravdeep “Pravy” 

Nijjar. 

FOCUSED  ON  PREVENTION  

 

 

The year-end celebration is scheduled 

for 9:30 to 10:30 a.m. Dec. 18 in 

Rice Auditorium at 2 North. Breakfast 

items will be provided. There will also be drawings for 

donated door prizes. This year’s celebration will feature 

live entertainment provided by our own ISDH talent. You 

won’t want to miss it!  

CELEBRATION!  



STAFF  RECOGNIZED  IN  CDC PUBLICATIONS  
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Two ISDH case studies were recently pub-

lished in the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention’s Morbidity and Mortality Week-

ly Report (MMWR). 

“Public Health Response to an Avian In-

fluenza A (H7N8) Virus Outbreak in Com-

mercial Turkey Flocks — Indiana, 2016,” 
appeared in the Dec. 7 MMWR. The ab-

stract shows how monitored procedures for 
highly pathogenic AI (HPAI) responders 

were successfully implemented during a 2016 
outbreak of HPAI A(H7N8) in commercial 

turkey flocks in Indiana. No human cases of 

AI were identified.   
Among the ISDH staff listed as authors 

were State Public Health Veterinarian Jen-

nifer A. Brown, D.V.M.; Outbreak Supervi-

sor Shawn Richards; Field Epidemiologist 
Karen Gordon; former Respiratory Epidemi-

ologist Reema Patel; Deputy Health Com-
missioner and State Epidemiologist Pam 

Pontones; Preparedness Director of Opera-
tions James “Billy” Brewer; former Deputy 

State Epidemiologist Josh Clayton; Clinical 

Microbiology Division Director Sara Bloss-
er, Ph.D; and former Chief Medical Officer 

Joan Duwve, M.D. 
“Notes from the Field: Cronobacter sakazakii 

Meningitis in a Full-Term Neonate Fed Ex-
clusively with Breast Milk — Indiana, 2018,” 

was published in the Nov. 9 CDC MMWR. 
The abstract discussed potential for invasive 

infection with this emerging pathogen in 

healthy full-term neonates fed exclusively 
maternal breast milk. Because human milk is 

the optimal nutrition for neonates, clinicians 
should proactively support and educate new 

parents about the importance of breast pump 
hygiene.  

ISDH staff authors include Enteric Epide-

miologist Madhura Sundararajan; Rapid 
Response Team Supervisor Laurie A. Kid-

well; Environmental Microbiologist Ryan 
Gentry, Ph.D; Food Protection Field Officer 

Stanley Danao; Environmental Microbiolo-
gist Megan Teachout; Environmental Micro-

biologist Jamie Yeadon-Fagbohun; and In-

formatics Epidemiologist Peter Krombach. 

ABOVE LEFT: Gov. Eric Holcomb and State Health Commissioner Dr. Kris Box congratulate Sharon Farrell and 

James Hayes for 35 years of service. They were among the ISDH staff members recognized at the Governor’s Long-

Term Employee Reception Dec. 3 in the Statehouse Atrium. ABOVE RIGHT: Regina Maxey and Tami Barrett were also 

celebrated for their 40 years of service. Other employees recognized who didn’t attend were Raymond B. Beebe Jr. 

(40 years), James L. Cohee, Jr. (35 years), Darleen Hopper (50 years), Mildred J. Jines (35 years) and Julie Sharkey 

(40 years). 

LONG-TIME  STAFF  HONORED  

The ISDH Office of Public Affairs has completed a new Organizational Branding and Communication Plan 2018-2020 for the 

agency. The plan includes guidelines for using the ISDH logo, email signatures, handling media inquiries and making OPA service 

request. 

Click here to see this document posted on SharePoint that outline’s the agency’s visual and direct communication procedures. 

B RANDING  GUIDELINES  NOW  AVAILABLE  

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/67/wr/mm6748a2.htm?s_cid=mm6748a2_w
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/67/wr/mm6744a7.htm#contribAff
https://ingov.sharepoint.com/sites/ISDHGroups/opa/Marketing%20%20Communications%20Plans/Communications%20Plan%202018%20Final.pdf


In the first quarter of 2019, all state employees and 

their spouses will be eligible to participate in a new 
Wellness Challenge portal. You read that right: even if 

you are not on the state’s health insurance plan, you 
will still be able to participate in the challenges! Look 

for more details on our new portal in the near future.  

For the last four years, Humana’s Go365 wellness 
program has been a fun way for anyone on the state 

health insurance plans to participate in steps challeng-
es, track health goals and complete activities.  

While Go365 has been a valuable wellness partner, 

our time with them is coming to an end as we transi-
tion to our enhanced offering. You will be able to 

redeem your Go365 points through Dec. 31, 2018, so 
be sure to cash out any unused points by then. Visit 

https://community.go365.com for more details. 

A new partnership with ActiveHealth Management 
starts Jan. 1. ActiveHealth will provide its patented 

technology and personalized approach for promoting 
healthy lifestyles to all adult health plan members. 

This means in addition to facilitating biometric 

screenings and health risk assessments, ActiveHealth 
will offer digital, telephonic and onsite health coaches. 

Three health coaches will be dedicated to the State of 
Indiana and travel throughout the state to work with 

employees and Wellness Champions at their work 
locations. Watch for more information coming soon! 

WELLNESS UPDATES 
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ISDH’s Divisions of Environmental Public Health and 

LHD Outreach hosted the ISDH Environmental Health Spe-
cialist & Public Health Nurse Orientation Dec. 4-6 in Rice 

Auditorium. 
About 50 new employees of local health departments from 

around the state participated. 
ISDH Chief Medical Officer Dr. Melissa Collier, at right, 

welcomed the attendees at the start of the program and 29 

subject area experts provided information throughout the 2-
1/2-day event. The agenda also covered programs offered by 

ISDH, the Indiana Public Retirement System, Board of Ani-
mal Health and Office of the State Chemist that will assist 

local health departments’ responses to a myriad of issues they 
may encounter at the local level.  

The objective of this orientation is not to overwhelm the 

new county employees with technical training, but rather to 
inform them of the ISDH programs and staff who are availa-

ble to support them and provide technical assistance and train-
ing in the future.  

The program is wrapped up with an optional afternoon tour 
of the ISDH Lab.  

Thanks go to Tanya Barrett, outreach and engagement co-

ordinator, and Denise H. Wright, training officer, who orga-
nized and facilitated the event. 

OUTREACH AND TRAINING 

GIVING B ACK 
The Vital Records staff collected much-needed supplies and donat-

ed them to Wheeler Mission in Indianapolis. The items contributed 

were sorted for men (left) and women. Staff who contributed includ-

ed Rosalie Conley, Mary Crotty, Scott Forbes, Kathleen Frogge, 

Darci Haight, Helen Hickman, Shaleen Johnson, Mary Keltner, 

Bridgett McIntyre, Hilari Sautbine, Peggy Smith, Tasha Smith, Kelli 

Strayhorn and Cynthia Tidd. Tasha said Wheeler was very grateful 

when she dropped them off on Thanksgiving Day. 

https://community.go365.com



