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[00:00:00] Michael Donovan: Welcome to the Evidence to Impact podcast, the podcast that
brings together academics and their research partners to talk about insights and real-world
policy solutions in Pennsylvania and beyond. I'm Michael Donovan, the Associate Director of the
Evidence to Impact Collaborative here at Penn State. In this episode, we'll be discussing an
innovative program called the Adolescent Health Network.

[00:00:27] Michael Donovan: My guests today include Dr. Deepa Sikar, friend of the show from
many episodes ago, episode 19, Mental Health Screenings for Adolescents in the K 12 School
System. If you don't remember it, please go back and get a listen. And she's also the Executive
Director of Penn State Pro Wellness. And we'll talk about what that is today.

[00:00:49] Michael Donovan: We also have Miss Victoria Smith, career coordinator at Hershey
High School, and part of the Derry Township School District.

[00:00:58] Michael Donovan: And we have two great 12th [00:01:00] grade students today from
Hershey high school representing the Trojans. We have Sarah Anderson, and Mena Morsi.
Thank you all for being here today. It's really so wonderful to have you. So, | think we'll start off
with,, Dr. Sekhar if that's okay with you.

[00:01:17] Michael Donovan: Could you just briefly introduce yourself, a little bit about Penn
State Pro Wellness, and then, describe what the Adolescent Health Network is? Sure.

[00:01:26] Deepa Sekhar: Michael, it's nice to be back. | am, as Michael mentioned, the
executive director of Penn State Pro Wellness. We are a group within the Department of
Pediatrics that runs a wide variety of community based educational programming and research,
and the Adolescent Health Network was one of those projects.

[00:01:44] Deepa Sekhar: | am also a general pediatrician and professor of pediatrics here at
Penn State.

[00:01:53] Michael Donovan: Wonderful. Could you give us a little background on what really the
nuts and bolts of the Adolescent Health Network is? What kind of [00:02:00] research questions
are a part of this and what does the process look like?

[00:02:04] Deepa Sekhar: Alright, so the idea for the Adolescent Health Network actually grew
from some of my own challenges with a research study we were doing.

[00:02:12] Deepa Sekhar: So, Michael mentioned a prior podcast related to school-based
depression screening. We were running a large randomized clinical trial of the effectiveness of
school-based depression screening in high schools. And as part of the study had a community
advisory board that included adolescents and it was challenging.



[00:02:32] Deepa Sekhar: Throughout the three-year study to engage with adolescents the way
we thought we should. So, everything from when we would schedule the meetings, so you know
that professionals wanted to meet during the workday, but the students needed to be in school
then and they were often running for the bus at the end of our advisory board meetings.

[00:02:51] Deepa Sekhar: And then there was the challenge of making sure that the students
were engaged and understood the topic at hand. They were participating as [00:03:00] part of a
club. We didn't always have the same students and they didn't always have the background
they needed to feel like they got the chance to effectively participate.

[00:03:08] Deepa Sekhar: And getting that feedback, | left thinking, gosh, | have this amazing
research group, funded research group, and this was hard for us to do. It strikes me that most
researchers trying to work on an adolescent health topic probably find it difficult to connect with
teens to get feedback on what they're doing.

[00:03:29] Deepa Sekhar: So, they probably don't bother, right? But the end product of that is
that what they produce on the back end may not really be applicable to adolescents at all
because they failed to get their input. So we went back to the Patient Centered Outcomes
Research Institute who had funded the research study and applied for a different type of award
and said, you know, what if we could build a network so that researchers could quickly and
easily connect with adolescents for feedback on what they were doing?[00:04:00]

[00:04:01] Deepa Sekhar: That's excellent. It's really another application of community engaged
research as well. You're thinking about the best fit for specific research questions that could be
benefited by adolescent input. So, are there any particular research questions that you could
give us as examples?

[00:04:18] Deepa Sekhar: So, | like to think of engagement on a continuum. So, you know, at
the highest level, you would have adolescents really driving the research questions that are
being asked. And the adolescent that health network isn't that right. It functions through schools,
almost like a career and get Engagement or stem opportunity for students when they engage
with researchers.

[00:04:40] Deepa Sekhar: It's like a one off. Typically, we've had researchers come back, but it's
a onetime feedback opportunity and students can give feedback on anything right from I'm
thinking about this as a topic idea that might be important for adolescence. To, you know, | have
study results. How should | best share them with the [00:05:00] adolescent community?

[00:05:01] Deepa Sekhar: Now, ideally, you'd be getting adolescent feedback from the beginning
on your project. And my hope is that for a lot of our researchers, this gives them an entree into
The value of getting adolescent input and what they're doing such that they think, gosh, you
know, | can't take this study any further until | build myself an advisory board of adolescents to
continue moving the project forward.



[00:05:25] Michael Donovan: I'd love to hear a little more from some of the other sides of this
innovative program. So, I'll move now to miss Smith. Could you just give us a little bit of an
introduction of yourself and describe your involvement with the Adolescent Health Network?

[00:05:39] Michael Donovan: And then how you learned about it, how you implemented it at
Hershey high school.

[00:05:44] Victoria Smith: My name is Victoria Smith. I'm the career coordinator at Hershey high
school in Derry township school district., I've been the contact and the school advisor for this
adolescent health network for the past Two years now, | think it was when we [00:06:00] started
it.

[00:06:00] Victoria Smith: And so, in the beginning, the adolescent health network, the pro
wellness, they reached out to me as the career coordinator here at the school. | believe they
talked to somebody and got my name. And so, we met. And went over some of the goals for
what the program was, what they were looking for.

[00:06:19] Victoria Smith: They were looking for maybe five students or so from our school
district. And we kind of talked about the grade level and looked at maybe students that were in
10th and 11th grade, just so that they would have some additional time, at least maybe two
years in the program if possible. And so, we met with the administrators, because there would
be some sessions during the school day. But there would also be sessions in the afternoon and
after school hours. So, we looked at it as a partnership community program with the pro
wellness, Penn State Health and the Adolescent Health Network. So, we Created a Google Doc
and a Google form. We sent out an [00:07:00] email to all of our like 10th and 11th grade
students giving them a brief synopsis of the program and then ask for kids to sign up. And then
we looked through, you know, maybe some grades or just attendance to make sure that if the
students were missing a school daytime frame that they would talk to their teachers ahead of
time. So, we gave them all that information up front that there might be sessions during the day
during the afternoon. Would they be able to give their time to this as well? And then | thought, |
think in the beginning, we had about 20 applications maybe for the five spots.

[00:07:38] Victoria Smith: So, we just did like a random number generator. So pretty much
everybody had equal opportunity, shall we say, to get into the program. And from there,
whenever there was a session, we would get an email about sessions that would be scheduled.
And so, then our students could sign up for the sessions that worked with their time [00:08:00]
frame because we do like our students are great. They are involved in sports and musicals and
after school clubs and everything. So, there were a lot of other activities that's buying for their
time. So, it was great in the program. They told the students to be Open to at least attending five
to six sessions over the course of the year.

[00:08:21] Victoria Smith: So that gave the students the time to look at different topics that might
be of interest to them and the schedule to pick the sessions that worked best within their school
day as well. Now we have a signup genius, whenever there is a new session, and they send out



an email and after from the pilot program to now they've also added in a remind account to send
messages to the students to know when things are open. So, from the school side, we opened it
up to the opportunities of the students that would be interested, and then kind of we use it as a
pilot year too to see how it worked out with the school [00:09:00] time and after school time as
well.

[00:09:04] Michael Donovan: It's a benefit of being in the backyard of the College of Medicine,
I'd imagine, that there are resources available. Could you speak to a little bit but from your
perspective, Miss Smith, what would you say are some of the key kinds of skills that are coming
out of this? Is this, uh, a great orientation towards the health field in general or, broader
research? What have you seen to be some of the benefits?

[00:09:31] Victoria Smith: Oh, | have seen all of that. To start off, the school advisors were also
permitted to be in some of the sessions in the beginning as well, and to watch the studentsi
interactions with the researchers, the doctors, and other students from other school districts.

[00:09:46] Victoria Smith: It was just phenomenal. The first couple of sessions, of course, the
students were very, you know, shy to provide their information and ask questions, those kinds of
things. Of course, everybody is. But once the, [00:10:00] the researcheris kind of asked them
some prompting questions and the students got into answering those questions, they really
gave their honest opinions.

[00:10:10] Victoria Smith: They thought about the topics. And | know after some of the sessions,
the students, what they said was essentially, they never thought about how a study got started
or why somebody decided to research a certain topic. And so, it was great that they began to
see that behind the scenes of what kind of prompted something or what kind of community
health impact someone was trying to kind of meet challenges and come up with ideas, think
outside the box.

[00:10:42] Victoria Smith: And so, the students were able to kind of hear all that background
information, learn why they were doing it. And again, then the students really felt a part of it.
They felt as though, you know, they were giving their expertise to these researchers and

[00:11:00] because sometimes there would be a way a question was worded and the students
were like, the way it read to them was completely different than what the researcher was looking
for.

[00:11:11] Victoria Smith: So, the researchers were then able to go back and maybe change the
way a question was worded because what they were hoping to get are expressed. That's not
how the students, just the different generational gaps sometimes, it wasn't coming across. So,
the students were able to really give their information and kind of their knowledge and impact
these real community issues. And they could see that. The other thing that was amazing for the
students was after they had the sessions, then Everybody that was on the session talked about
how they got to where they are today, their path in healthcare or research. And just some were



PhD students, some were medical students. Some people had a completely different
background and how they're trajectory of life led them into [00:12:00] a career in healthcare and
research.

[00:12:02] Victoria Smith: And so, the kids got to learn about careers they'd never even heard of
before and different avenues to get in. Even different colleges and things, they went into that.
So, the students were really learning hands-on first-person knowledge that they could use to
help them make better choices for themselves in the future.

[00:12:20] Victoria Smith: So, | mean, just the impact on the students is they are definitely
growing and maturing, um, they're getting to talk and see behind the scenes and just really
helping them prepare for their life as well. It's a great program.

[00:12:36] Michael Donovan: That's great. And as career coordinator, I'd imagine this is kind of
music to your ears. This is exactly the kind of affiliations and programs you'd like to be involved
with. So, I'd love to hear from the participants. | want to hear from Mena and Sarah. Who | will
say are just about a month away from graduating. So I'm really, really appreciative that you gave
us some time, as I'm sure senioritis is, is growing, , quite a [00:13:00] bit with you both, but,
thank you for being parts of , this innovative program, and, and contributing to, research that is
co-created with adolescents in mind.

[00:13:09] Michael Donovan: So, what made you interested in joining the Adolescent Health
Network? Maybe we'll start with Sarah.

[00:13:18] Sarah Anderson: Hi, yes, I'm Sarah, a senior at Hershey High School, and | started
this program when | was a sophomore. It was the end of my sophomore year, so I've been a
part of the Adolescent Health Network for about two years now, and | was initially interested in a
way for me to be involved in my community and really make a difference. As someone who was
not eighteen, And with COVID, there weren't many opportunities for high school students to be
involved within any community service, especially within the med center, even though it is
basically in my backyard. And this was a great way for me to be involved in research studies
that directly affect the research on our peers. The Adolescent Health Network really gives

[00:14:00] students a voice and a place within these research studies that was really unique. As
students, we really see things differently than the adults that are conducting the studies. And |
wanted to make a change in the right direction and really give back to my community that | live
in.

[00:14:17] Sarah Anderson: And also, | know a couple other people, uh, it was a great way for
them to get experience and involvement within healthcare and see the behind the scenes work
that goes into research studies. | personally really like sharing my opinion and just talking, which
is why | joined, but for a lot of other students, it's been a great way to really get a head start
within the healthcare career.



[00:14:41] Michael Donovan: Wonderful, thank you. Mena, how about yourself?

[00:14:46] Mena Morsy: So, | also joined my sophomore year, and it was fresh out of COVID
and there weren't that many opportunities really because basically my whole freshman year, |
blocked out all the activities sort [00:15:00] of, extracurriculars. So, coming back to school and
trying to get adjusted and back in getting a new experience in high school, it was good to find an
opportunity that. Got that was involved virtually because there were some programs like that but
not a lot. | read Miss Smith's email, and | was like, Oh, Penn State. Okay, that's really close and
initially | thought it was more of an in-person thing, but once | like to look more into it. And did
the application and everything. | was like, oh, this is a little cooler than | thought. And | would tell
my friends and they were like, that looks like a lot of work. But when | actually did it wasn't
through the application process and the training. It was a lot easier than it sounded. First, it
sounded kind of intimidating. And it was kind of low commitment because you had, it was really
flexible with sort of the scheduling. And | decided to commit and join as [00:16:00] many
sessions as | could.

[00:16:04] Michael Donovan: Amazing. It's so great to have an opportunity to be a part of
something, especially as I'm hearing both of you, coming out of COVID and, and remote
learning experiences. This is another way to be engaged with your peers and with other groups,
in a meaningful way. Do either of you have any, you know, specific stories or studies that come
out in your memory from your time with the adolescent health network?

[00:16:33] Sarah Anderson: Yes, there was one time that was really meaningful to me because
not only did it impact people | was working with, but it also impacted me. So, during a session, |
actually helped give advice on an application for this committee that has student representatives
that work with the Pennsylvania Department of Health and Penn State University, with the Med
Center. And | helped to edit these questions so they could ensure that they [00:17:00] choose
students with diverse backgrounds, interests, and beliefs to make sure that they got the best
representation of students within the Commonwealth. We ensured that there was a variety of
gender orientation, religion, political beliefs, important interests, and many other categories
because it was really important to this organization. That they got really different. varying
perspectives so that they could get an accurate representation of all students and it wasn't
biased in one direction. And after this session, | actually ended up being offered to apply to this
committee and | was ultimately selected and now I'm a part of such a great organization. | work
with the youth advisory council, the department of health, uh, about once a month. And we talk
about Great opportunities and we're currently trying to get some research studies of our own
interests off the ground. And just one really special thing about the Adolescent Health Network
is that it not only helps me give advice, but it [00:18:00] also gives students opportunities to
further our work that we do on a larger scale.

[00:18:07] Michael Donovan: Amazing, that must feel really meaningful to see it through to the
end. Mena, anything that comes to mind for you that is a particularly great memory from your
time with the program.



[00:18:19] Mena Morsy: Yeah. One time there was a meeting session about cancer, and It made
me ask sort of my family about their experiences with cancer and it made me connect with them
in a different way because usually it's sort of, Oh, I'm fine like it's okay but it got, sort of deeper
and with the deeper conversations, it really made us connect on a deeper level and made sure
that we both understood what was kind of going on.

[00:18:52] Mena Morsy: And it made me really happy to see there's research still going on.
Cause when you think of researchers, at least what | [00:19:00] thought at first, it's like lab, like
pipe betting, and everyone's kind of intimidating and thinks that like they're know it allis, you
know, but through connecting with the Adolescent Health Network and with these researchers,
these are people who live lives, have children, have their family, all while still going to school,
doing their job, which is researching, doing their time. different aspects, not just like the physical
science, but also the mental health side of things too. And it's really interesting to see over the
course of two years, how it sorts of evolved from implementing more basic studies. To now
implementing more things about A. |. And in social media and just things that we see more
frequently now.

[00:19:52] Mena Morsy: And it's really interesting to see that research is evolving, like right in
front of our eyes. [00:20:00] And some of the doctors and the researchers, are a lot more
friendly than just the description of the summary that they give us and, thereis a lot more
opportunity through this program to connect with different people that you probably would have
never connected. And learning their career paths really made me interested in studying health.
And so next fall semester, I'm going to Penn State Harrisburg and studying health and human
development. So, I'm really excited about that. But it also made me explore different career
fields and made me realize there's more to healthcare than just doctors and nurses. And there's
a lot of opportunity, not just through patient doctor care, but also the research side of things.

[00:20:53] Michael Donovan: Thank you for that, Mena. You scooped my question. | was waiting
to see whether | could ask you both about, maybe some [00:21:00] future plans around
integrating research and maybe even, health related research into your future plans. It's great to
hear that you're staying with Penn State and that you're going to come on board.

[00:21:12] Michael Donovan: Sarah, has this given you any ideas about your future plans? Has
it spurred any ideas for you?

[00:21:21] Sarah Anderson: | will be joining Penn State up at main campus for mechanical
engineering. And although it didn't put me within the medical field it has made me realize that |
do really enjoy research and that while I'm up at Penn State, | hope to be able to do research
within engineering and be able to do some of the work helping people through technology.
[00:21:46] Michael Donovan: Amazing. Amazing. Yeah. Just the experiential knowledge that you
both have gained and the exposure of what the research process can look like and seeing the
human dimension of it as well. Not as intimidating as it may sound or seem. [00:22:00] So as
you both are moving on to, to new things and you're leaving behind Ms. Smith, she's very sad. |



can tell. What would you say would be, your recommendations for new students coming into the
program? Are there any words of wisdom that you may have to impart?

[00:22:23] Victoria Smith: We are looking for new students for next year. We've already got
some that are starting on their paperwork and, any advice that Sarah or Matt are going to give, |
will definitely pass on to our new crop of students as well that'll be participating because it's
going to be a great program for them next year. Sarah, do you want to go?

[00:22:45] Sarah Anderson: Yes, thank you. For any students, | say, if you're thinking about it,
absolutely join. The Adelson Health Network has been an amazing way to meet new people,
learn about research studies, and hear different people's experiences within healthcare.

[00:23:00] You get to share your own opinions to make a change for the future in a variety of
topics, from mental health, child safety, and surveys for students.

[00:23:08] Sarah Anderson: You get to be a leader and advocate for yourself, your peers. And
Children moving into their adolescent lives. They're quick sessions, and they make such a great
impact, and it's just really giving back to your community.

[00:23:26] Michael Donovan: Wonderful. Anything comes to mind, Mena?

[00:23:30] Mena Morsy: | agree with everything that Sarah said, and, and also, through this
program, I've also connected with the other adolescent stakeholders like Sarah and some of the
other people and we have like this little group chat sometimes. So, after sessions, we kind of
regroup.

[00:23:47] Mena Morsy: So it also gives you an opportunity to, make new friends that maybe
that you haven't talked with before, or just something to sort of connect with them. , and also,
advice to like people [00:24:00] who are interested. , | would say this is your chance to sort of
pave the way for research, for the new generation. Like | know in a lot of sessions we try and
advocate for more social media awareness because that's where a lot of people are in our
generation, just kind of stuck on their phone, honestly. And that's the best way to get information
out. And we try in almost every session, honestly, to sort of push for that and seeing,
researchers and these people who maybe you would never know would actually listen to you.
Listening to your advice and your opinions makes it feel like you have a real impact in, not only
just the research world, but the whole world in general. You could change someone's life just by
talking to a few people.

[00:24:57] Michael Donovan: [00:25:00] It sounds incredibly empowering. Thank you both for
sharing and thank you for your participation in this. | do want to turn back to Deepa here, and I'd
love to talk a little bit about, what's next for the Adolescent Health Network? Can we expand into
different environments? I'm hearing a lot of this wonderful feedback, this bidirectional feedback.
How do we get to that co creation of research agendas that would be a next stage?



[00:25:28] Deepa Sekhar: So, a couple thoughts related to what you're asking. | think when we
first designed the Adolescent Health Network, it's, it's Pennsylvania schools that we've been
working with. We have definitely had researchers outside of Penn State use the network. Most
of them have been to the East Coast area. We designed along with the Allison Health Network
Project, a toolkit for another academic institution to replicate what we've done.

[00:25:58] Deepa Sekhar: So the idea that we were [00:26:00] thinking was, you know, if you
were a researcher in New Mexico, it would be conceivable that adolescents in New Mexico
might have Different perspectives and life experience on some of these issues that using a
Pennsylvania network might not be quite as applicable. So, in terms of growing it, you know that
information is freely available to replicate it.

[00:26:22] Deepa Sekhar: Another place where | would love to be able to grow is in diversity of
students. So, you know, we've had folks do studies on topics that are specific to women's health
or adolescent women's health and ask that we put out a call for certain subpopulations. | don't
think we've got a big enough network to meet some other requests for subpopulations.

[00:26:45] Deepa Sekhar: And I'd love to be able to think creatively about maybe how to bring
more reluctant. Adolescents to the table. | think we got fantastic feedback from the adolescents
who participated, who really shared with us their [00:27:00] expertise as teens. But there's
certainly a lot of other voices that we probably didn't bring to the table that would just look at a
program like this and be like, | don't know if I'm going to sign up for this.

[00:27:10] Deepa Sekhar: Right. And | would love in some way to be able to capture those
voices. as well. And then you asked me about getting to the point where adolescents
themselves generate research questions. And it's really neat. | don't know if this program is
really set up to do that. As both Mena and Sarah mentioned, one of the nice things for the
students about it is that it's flexible and you can set it up. Sign up when you're available and
offer your feedback kind of as a one off to researchers. But what I'm really hoping is to kind of
grow this experience from two sides. So, a researcher maybe who has never done this before
does a session and really comes to appreciate how valuable the feedback they're getting is,
right?

[00:27:53] Deepa Sekhar: I've, I've used the network myself and have sat down sort of stunned
afterward. [00:28:00] And felt like, wow, | never thought of those things at all. and you know, the
adolescents brought them up and, you know, consistently look to engage with adolescents and
research work I'm doing. And I'm hoping that any of our researchers would feel the same way.

[00:28:15] Deepa Sekhar: Like | said to you at the beginning, | can't go on in this project until
I've brought in some adolescent input. And then from the adolescent perspective, | got the
sense that maybe this was the case for Sarah and Mena, but. I'm hoping that they are more,
you know, thoughtful consumers of scientific literature.



[00:28:32] Deepa Sekhar: | think coming out of COVID, science in general got a really bad rap,
and it's nice that they have had overall positive experiences with the researchers, that they have
an interest in research themselves, and maybe the idea that they had in their head about what
it, what it is, is, is different now based on the experience.

[00:28:55] Michael Donovan: That's excellent. So, we're hearing some critical thinking skills are
developed. We're hearing [00:29:00] combating missing disinformation about science. We're
thinking about better understanding populations that could be included in research studies.
There's a lot of room for growth. | would certainly implore others in the research field to really
critically think about the populations that we're studying and, to bring those authentic voices to
the table.

[00:29:19] Deepa Sekhar: So, Michael, | will add, you are a researcher listening to this who
does any type of adolescent health research. We would love to have you engage with our
network. You can literally pop into a Google search, Penn State Pro Wellness. And from there,
click on our school link and programs and you'll see the link for the Adolescent Health Network.

[00:29:45] Deepa Sekhar: There is a link for health researchers and a researcher inquiry forum
that will get a message to one of our team to reach out to you. So, we'd love to have you work
with us. And, you know, make the most out of [00:30:00] including adolescent expertise in your
research.

[00:30:05] Michael Donovan: Anything else from anyone before we close today?

[00:30:11] Sarah Anderson: Yes, | just wanted to thank Dr. Sekhar, as well as all of the
researchers that were interested in using the adolescent health network. When | first joined, |
was so worried that | wouldn't understand the study, that people wouldn't like my feedback, or |
wouldn't give the right feedback, but that was absolutely not the case.

[00:30:29] Sarah Anderson: And after my first session, | saw that everyone was so welcoming,
and they really wanted my feedback and kept asking to follow up questions. And | just really felt
like | was an important role. So, | just want to thank you all.

[00:30:47] Michael Donovan: Great. Well, with that, we'll bring this episode to a close. Many
thanks to my guests, Dr. Deepa Sekhar, Executive Director of the Penn State Pro Wellness

[00:31:00] Program. We also have Ms. Victoria Smith, Career Coordinator at Hershey High
School in Hershey, Pennsylvania. And we have, representing the Trojans and the 12th grade
and short timers in high school, we have Mena Morsi and Sarah Anderson.

[00:31:17] Michael Donovan: Thank you all for your time today for your involvement with the
Adolescent Health Network. Really appreciate your time. Again, I'm your host, Michael
Donovan, the Associate Director of the Evidenced Impact Collaborative at Penn State. And this



has been another episode of the Evidenced Impact Podcast. If you enjoyed our conversation,
please subscribe and thank you for listening.



