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is associated with improved access to care for racial 
and ethnic minority patients, greater patient 
choice and satisfaction, and better educational 
experiences for health profession students, among 
many other benefits.” The need to replace the 
retiring workforce and the need for the new 
workforce to reflect the diverse US population 
challenge the public health community to find 
creative ways to attract new professionals. 

One approach to addressing the challenges of 
both workforce shortage and workforce diversity 
is developing internships for young people. 
Summer public health research programs, such as 
the one in which Evelyn participated, for example, 
show significant potential for recruiting minority 
students into public health.

Summer work for Hispanic youth 
The Idaho Partnership for Hispanic Health is a 
program of the Mountain States Group, Inc., a 
private, nonprofit corporation whose mission is 
to promote citizen and community leadership 
in improving health and human services and 
provide high quality direct services for diverse 
populations. Funding comes through a grant 
from the National Center on Minority Health and 
Health Disparities, within the National Institutes 
of Health, to identify key health concerns in 
Idaho’s Hispanic community and develop and test 
interventions to determine what works to address 
Hispanic health disparities. The Partnership has 
three phases. 

Phase 1. Develop a partnership structure 
through the formation of a community advisory 
board that is representative of area Hispanics.

Phase 2. Address two research questions: 

W hen Evelyn Baldeon knocked on the 
door to do her first interview of a 
Hispanic resident, she felt nervous. 
Evelyn was one of 15 summer interns 

working with the Idaho Partnership for Hispanic 
Health. It took courage for this quiet and reserved 
Hispanic social work graduate to approach a 
randomly selected house and ask the residents 
to participate in a lengthy survey. By the end of 
her three-month internship, though, Evelyn had 
overcame her shyness and learned to confidently 
interview Hispanic adults. At the same time, 
she helped make a major contribution to the 
Partnership’s health research efforts.

Shortage of diverse workers
According to a 2003 survey by the Association of 
State and Territorial Health Officials (ASTHO), 
the most difficult challenge facing state and local 
public health agencies is ensuring a qualified 
workforce. The ASTHO survey found that the 
average age of a public health worker is 47, 
public health retirement rates may be as high as 
45 percent in the coming years, and current job 
vacancy rates are as high as 20 percent in some 
states. 

The problems created by the public health 
workforce shortage are aggravated by the lack of 
racial and ethnic diversity in the public health 
workforce. The Institute of Medicine pointed 
out the need for greater diversity in the health 
workforce in its 2004 report In the Nation’s 
Compelling Interest: Ensuring Diversity in the 
Health Care Workforce. It stated, “Increasing racial 
and ethnic diversity among health professionals is 
important because evidence indicates that diversity 
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What are the most significant health problems 
experienced by Idaho Hispanics from the 
perspective of Idaho Hispanics themselves? and 
What are the primary factors contributing to these 
health problems? 

Phase 3. Implement an intervention to address 
one of the priority health issues identified through 
Partnership’s the research.

The Partnership is staffed by core team 
representatives from the Mountain States Group, 
the University of Washington Pacific Northwest 
Agricultural Safety and Health Center (the research 
partner), Boise State University Department 
of Nursing (the clinical partner), Dr. James 
Blackman (medical advisor), and community 
partners Centro de Comunidad y Justicia (CCJ) 
and the Idaho Commission on Hispanic Affairs. 
The Partnership’s Community Advisory Board 
consists of 18 members from seven counties in 
southwest Idaho and represents various sectors 
including business, education, health, agriculture, 
social services, youth, and seniors. More than 
80 percent of the advisory board’s members are 
Hispanic.

Once the Community Advisory Board was 
identified and oriented, Partnership staff developed 
several survey instruments, one for gathering 
quantitative information from a random sample 
of Hispanic adults in the area and two qualitative 
surveys for the focus group and key informant 
interviews. The quantitative survey questions 
focused on identifying Hispanic perceptions about 
health care access, the prevalence of self-reported 
health conditions, perception of health status, and 
self-reported health behaviors.

In early May 2006, the Partnership recruited 
15 Hispanic or bilingual college students (13 
Hispanic and 2 non-Hispanic bilingual) to work 
over the summer as field researchers or assistants. 
Partnership staff developed a training program that 
incorporated Human Subject Research Education 
certification. The ten training modules covered 
the survey process and survey questions, random 
sampling processes, interviewing techniques, and 
data collection techniques, as well as interview role 
playing and practice in the community.

In addition to this training, staff from CCJ led 
skill-building sessions to help the students work 
together in culturally appropriate and respectful 
ways. CCJ staff also led the field research effort, 
providing supervision to the field researchers 
during the entire process. The seven two-student 
teams traveled throughout southwestern Idaho 
interviewing randomly selected Hispanic adults 
to determine their perceptions about health care 
access issues and to quantify health care use 
patterns, preventive health practices, and existing 
health status problems. By the end of their summer 
internship, the 15 interns had interviewed 519 
people. (See box for selected survey results.)

The research project gathered a wealth of data 
(available at www2.state.id.us/icha/iphh/ by mid 
2007) on Idaho’s Hispanic population and, at the 
same time, provided the experience of a life-time 
to these young Hispanic students. 

At the end of the data collection phase of the 
project, Partnership staff hosted a celebration 
and recognition barbecue for the field researchers 
and their families, Community Advisory Board 
members, and the core team representatives. 

Summer internship results
In their exit interviews, a majority of these 
young Hispanic students expressed an enhanced 
interest in health and research as a result of their 
summer experience. An unexpected benefit for 
nonprofit organizations and state agencies was the 
opportunity to employ bilingual and culturally 
proficient individuals as full-time staff members. 
One of the field researchers went on to become 
a high school teacher, and another is working 
with the Department of Health and Welfare. 
A third field researcher continued as an intern 
with CCJ and has helped to revive a statewide 
Hispanic Collegiate Organization that includes 
Latino student representatives from every public 
and private college and university in Idaho. The 
summer experience of a fourth intern, Amber 
Messa, sparked her interest in health research and 
led her to take a job with a community health 
clinic as a farmworker outreach associate. “Now I 
have an idea firsthand,” Amber said, “about what 
is going on and what is lacking in the system.”

As for Evelyn Baldeon, within two weeks of 
completing the research project, she accepted a 
job with Casey Family Programs (in Boise, Idaho) 
as a case manager working with Spanish-speaking 
kinship families or relative caregivers. 

Summer internship programs such as the 
Idaho Partnership project can effectively engage 
young Hispanic community members in public 
health research. The students’ experiences can 
ignite their enthusiasm and made new career 
options visible to them. Although not the specific 
purpose of the project, early impressions suggest 
that incorporating community youth in public 
health research activities may also help increase 
the supply of engaged and interested students to 
fill the growing diversity and workforce needs of 
the health professions. n
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Survey Highlights
• 519 adult Hispanics 

interviewed (320 women, 
199 men)

• 75% Spanish is primary 
language

• 40% don’t read English

• 49% don’t write English

• Average years in US: 20

• 62% no medical insurance

• 73% no dental insurance

• Health condition of most 
concern: Diabetes




