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of the painting.  The sheen that resulted inspired her to 
experiment and create the final result, “Spring Forever”.  
Kathy was inspired by Robert Motherwell, an abstract painter 
from the ‘40s-’60s, who “had this experience at a poetry 
reading” while visiting a college campus and created over 
100 paintings in a series entitled Elegy to the Spanish Republic. 
Kathy states, concerning the revolution in Egypt, “I was so 
moved by the bravery of the Egyptian people to come out 
and overthrow the government and how united they were…I 
was emotionally overwhelmed by the whole process.”  

Her inspiration for the exhibit came from graffiti, rap music, 
powerful demonstrations, and violence that occurred during 
the events in Egypt.  She included significant phrases in 
her work that carry the emotions of each event.  Kathy also 
acknowledges that regardless of the inspiration or the history 
of the piece, the viewer comes to her art with his or her own 
perceptions and experiences.  On another level entirely, Mira 
states that the viewer may appreciate abstract art based on 
the “forms, mark-making, and structure” alone.  Kathy knew 
that she had to depart from The Arab Spring and to continue 
working with the Egyptian people in mind.  She began 
exploring their liberation and her personal experiences of 
liberation.  She began her newest work by writing on the 
canvas secret ideas that had held her back personally from 
feeling liberated.  She covered the secrets with paint and 
began the process of creating art inspired by “flashes of color” 
and the bright hues of spring and rebirth.  Kathy explained, 
“In the end, my painting will communicate to somebody 
whatever it needs to communicate to that person.”  

Gerard proposes that, “A different standard is imposed on 
visual art…people are afraid of having their own thought or 
reaction” to nonobjective art; “a painting communicates an 
emotion without defining all of the things that were in the 
painter’s head.” The idea is that art speaks its process, in the 
case of “Spring Forever,” burning, which reflects the artist’s 
emotional connection to others. The distressed surface is 

more than just a technique. People who are outside of art-
making practices are often confused about what they should 
think or feel while viewing abstract art. The truth is that art is 
valuable according to the connections made by the viewer; 
whether it is a simple appreciation of color, or an emotional 
reaction to the story of the painting. 

Mira spoke about the binary that is commonly used to claim 
that there are not standards in an art program and that 
subjectivity rules.  What is vital is that artists mentor each 
other and maintain an active relationship and exchange.  
Mira states, “When students enter the program at such a high 
level, we are committed to challenging students.”  Critique 
can be brutal, because their work is directly connected to 
emotional response and personal creativity. Gerard explains, 
“We treat every artist as a singularity”.  The approach of 
the artist is critiqued, and the amount of rigor and level of 
creativity shows in their work. Kathy thinks of the process 
as organic, and states, “we are allowed to go there, but we 
are guided in the process…If one direction is not working,” 
we are encouraged to change directions.  “Mira understands 
where you are and…knows how to push you in a direction 
without making you feel like a failure.”  It is a relationship 
based on trust and frequent guidance in the creative process. 

The M.F.A. is a three-year program and is considered to be 
the terminal or final degree.  The M.F.A. Thesis Exhibition 
includes Kathy’s core work and the supporting document of 
between 40 and 60 pages discussing personal process and 
journey.  It also includes specifics related to influences from 
other artists and philosophies.  Kathy’s thesis will include 
detailed descriptions of the paintings, how they came into 
conception, and how they were created. Kathy’s plans for the 
future include working at the university level teaching art.  
She wants to continue her creative work and currently has 
work in a local gallery.  Kathy will have her thesis show during 
the last two weeks of April of 2015.  Above all, she wants the 
rest of her life to be spent immersing herself in her passion.  
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//Maternal and Child Health: 
Informing and Encouraging Healthy Families//

M
arc Stevens, originally from 
Patterson, Louisiana, earned a 
Master’s degree in Public Health 
from East Carolina University 
and came to ETSU pursuing a 

Doctor of Public Health degree.  His 
interest in family health was sparked 
when he attended a Preconception and 
Peer Educator’s workshop provided 
by the United States Department of 
Health.  One of the issues discussed 
during the workshop was infant 
mortality- in regards to when an infant 
dies before its first year of birth.  The 
presentations discussed the disparity 
between White/Non-Hispanic women 

and African American women in infant 
mortality rates.  The infant mortality 
rates associated with African American 
women in the US are twice as high as 
rates associated with Caucasian women.  
Stevens was shocked by that statistic 
and became interested in researching 
the causes.  For Marc, a career in the 
field of Public Health will allow him 
to apply his knowledge in practical 
ways and to make a positive impact.
Although he had already fulfilled 
the field-practicum requirements for 
the degree, he wanted to gain more 
experience in the field of epidemiology.  
He applied and was granted an 

internship during the summer of 
2014 at the Louisiana Department of 
Health.  “It was an opportunity for me 
to go home [to Patterson, Louisiana], 
do work in my field, and also spend 
time with my family,” Marc stated.  His 
major role at the Department of Public 
Health was to analyze data from the 
Pregnancy Risk Assessment Monitoring 
System (PRAMS) survey of 2011.
PRAMS is a survey distributed by the 
CDC (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention) in every state in order 
to inform policy and reduce the rate 
of infant mortality and low birth 
weight. Each state coordinates its 

.
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Left, Dr. Liang Wang  // Right, Marc Stevens, Jr.

Left, Kathy Block  // Right, Mira Gerard, MFA 
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own survey, with a population-based surveillance system 
which randomly selects pregnant women to participate.  A 
notification letter is first mailed to the mothers followed by 
the survey during the following weeks. The questions asked 
on the survey address smoking, alcohol use, and prenatal 
care services.  The data is used to identify the behaviors 
that make a difference in infant mortality and birth weight. 
PRAMS is also used to plan, implement, and monitor health 
programs as well as to inform government policies.  The 
Bureau of Family Health, where Marc worked, is responsible 
for creating, distributing, collecting, and analyzing the 
survey data to inform policy for the state of Louisiana.  The 
2011 data was  skewed based on a staffing change during 
the analyzing stage of the process.  Officials estimated that 
approximately 7,000 women who were eligible to be put 
into the system for random selection to receive the PRAMS 
survey were not included.  Marc was brought in to analyze the 
data and present his findings on the 2011 survey outcomes.

Of the 62,240 births that occurred during 2011 in Louisiana, 
59,914 mothers were eligible to receive the survey. After 
analyzing the data and researching the processes that 
two employees had completed, Marc found that only 170 
women were left out instead of 7,000.  This number is 
average for the number of mothers left out due to error.  
When he compared the mothers who were included and 
those who were excluded, he noticed that generally mothers 
who were left out had a significant chance of giving birth 
outside of a hospital. Additionally, they  were more likely to 
have a child with a low birth weight, and the child was less 
likely to live during the birth certificate processing period.  
The number of women excluded does not make any 
significant impact on the final 2011 PRAMS data for Louisiana.  
Marc expressed that the error simply shows 170 missed 
opportunities for obtaining valuable feedback from mothers, 
although the final records for 2011 are statistically correct.  
The second part of his research was looking at the response 
rate and suggesting ways for increasing the number of survey 
responses.  Approximately 56% of the women who received 
the survey responded.  The CDC has a standard response rate 
of 65%.  Women who did not respond were typically younger 
African American women who had no college education, 
did not seek out prenatal care, were on Medicaid, were more 
likely to be unmarried, and were less likely to breastfeed.  
As a part of his presentation to the department, Marc 
suggested ways to improve the coding for multiple births 
so that children would not be left out.  He also suggested 
offering new incentives for returning the survey and new 
notification letter formats with a more encouraging tone.

Knowledge gained from the PRAMS survey about 
breastfeeding practices helps inform policies for workplace 
support for infant care.  The data can be used to increase 
healthy practices for pregnant women and mothers.  The 
Title V Block Grant funds many programs in the Bureau 
of Maternal and Child Health, so data is required in 
order to receive funding from the federal government.  
During his time at the Louisiana Department of Health, 
Marc participated in their National Breastfeeding Week.  
Breastfeeding is known to help mothers lose weight 

and helps children maintain a healthy weight through 
adolescence.  They focused on the importance of a supportive 
workplace environment for breastfeeding which allows 
mothers privacy and opportunities to breastfeed while 
at work.  Their goal was also to inform fathers that their 
support strongly influences breastfeeding success for their 
partners and children.  Marc emphasized the importance of 
the family unit and expressed that the father’s involvement 
and support impacts the health of the child before it is born.  

Stevens’ dissertation research is in the beginning stages, 
and he is currently conducting a literature review in order 
to see how he can add to the body of existing knowledge.  
He wants to focus on low birth weight outcomes and is 
also interested in the father’s role in infant health.  He 
expressed, “Obviously the father is very important because 
they help make the child, so why should we leave out the 
father when it comes to raising the child.”  He would like to 
explore paternal influence on prenatal care, breastfeeding, 
and infant development outcomes.  He prefers to focus 
on “having a unit of health” in which the mother and the 
father contribute to their child’s health as well as their own.

Dr. Wang, Marc’s advisor and mentor, expressed that his job 
was first to be an advisor, but that they have developed a 
close working relationship and conduct research together 
quite often.    Marc served as Dr. Wang’s Research Assistant 
and has published work in the European Journal of Pediatrics.  
He also won second place presenting at the Appalachian 
Student Research Forum.  Dr. Wang stated, “Marc has 
grown as a professional, and we are very proud of him.” 
Marc will be completing his dissertation and graduating in 
May of 2015. He says about his future plans, “I will pursue 
a postdoctoral 2-year fellowship program in order to gain 
applied epidemiology training. This training will enhance 
my epidemiology skills and prepare me to assume a 
leadership position at a state health department or federal 
agency as a maternal and child health epidemiologist.”
  

// Knowledge gained from the PRAMS survey about 

breastfeeding practices helps inform and create 

policies of workplace support for infant care. //
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