Promoting Environmental

Health and Environmental
Medicine Resources From
ATSDR: Educator Insights

As part of our continued effort to highlight innovative

approaches to improve the health and environment of communities, the

Journal is pleased to publish regular columns from the Agency for Toxic

Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) at the Centers for Disease Control

and Prevention (CDC). ATSDR serves the public by using the best science,

taking responsive public health actions, and providing trusted health

information to prevent harmful exposures and diseases related to toxic

substances. The purpose of this column is to inform readers of ATSDR’s

activities and initiatives to better understand the relationship between

exposure to hazardous substances in the environment, its impact on human
health, and how to protect public health.

The findings and conclusions in this column are those of the author(s) and

do not necessarily reflect the views or official position of ATSDR or CDC.

Sandra Lopez-Carreras (retired) served as a health scientist and training

coordinator in the Office of Capacity Development and Applied Prevention
Science (OCDAPS) within ATSDR. Further, Dr. Arthur Wendel is a physician
in OCDAPS, Dr. David Mellard is a toxicologist and the associate director
for science in OCDAPS, and Dr. Zheng Li is the director of OCDAPS.

ntroduction

When communities have concerns

about possible exposures to harm-
ful substances, environmental health and
medical professionals are often called on to
explain exposure and health risks and pro-
vide recommendations to promote health.
Academic curriculums for medical profes-
sionals have, however, limited coverage on
how to prevent, diagnose, refer, or treat
patients exposed to hazardous substances in
the environment. Public health schools gen-
erally have robust teaching on environmen-
tal health areas, although the curriculum
might not sufficiently include real-world
aspects, such as developing recommenda-
tions and public health actions.
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The Agency for Toxic Substances and Dis-
ease Registry (ATSDR) builds capacity among
partners to detect, respond to, and prevent
harmful exposures in communities (Li et al.,
2025). ATSDR has developed a wide range
of environmental health and environmental
medicine resources to train and educate pro-
fessionals using real-world topics, examples,
and case studies. These materials are publicly
available for educators, students, and health
professionals, and bridge classroom teach-
ings with practical applications.

This column describes a pilot initiative that
ATSDR conducted to market environmental
health and environmental medicine educa-
tional resources to U.S. academic institutions.
The objectives are to obtain feedback from
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academic institutions and to inform how to
best engage academic audiences and encour-
age the use of the resources. The ultimate goals
are to enhance public health education, build
capacity among future environmental health
and medical professionals, and help these pro-
fessionals be better equipped to address real-
world environmental health issues.

Methods

ATSDR used a 5-step process to develop the
marketing initiative (Figure 1). These steps
were implemented by a contractor with
ATSDR oversight.

Step 1: Create a Marketing Plan

We developed a marketing plan that outlined

the goals, design, evaluation metrics, and mar-

ket research information. The metrics assessed
the effectiveness of the marketing materials,
participant feedback on the resources, and
insights for future marketing efforts.

The marketing plan included several
components:

¢ Identifying environmental health and
environmental medicine resources for this
pilot project.

* Developing three brochures: one pro-
moting environmental health resources,
another focusing on environmental medi-
cine resources, and a third combining both
environmental health and environmental
medicine materials.

¢ Determining the approach, including shar-
ing the brochures, conducting a prefo-
cus group survey, and holding two focus
groups (one for environmental health and
one for environmental medicine).

* Developing participant inclusion criteria,
with each focus group consisting of nine
professors from either academic institu-
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FIGURE 1

5-Step Pilot Marketing Initiative Approach for Promoting Environmental Health and Environmental Medicine
Resources From the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry
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FIGURE 2

Finalized Brochures for Environmental Health (Left) and Environmental Medicine (Right) Resources From
the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry
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tions with environmental health programs
or from medical schools.

Step 2: Develop Marketing Materials
To develop the brochures, ATSDR deter-
mined appropriate messages for its tar-
get audience and selected the following
resources for highlighting:

e Environmental health: Public Health
Assessment Training modules (Agency
for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry
[ATSDR], 2024a), Public Health Assess-
ment webinars (ATSDR, 2024b), and Toxi-
cological Profiles (ATSDR, 2024c).

 Environmental medicine: Clinician briefs
and overviews (ATSDR, 2024d), per- and
polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) infor-
mation for clinicians (ATSDR, 2024e),
taking an exposure history (ATSDR,
2024f), and resources from Pediatric

Environmental Health Specialty Units

(PEHSU, 2025).

Three brochures (one for environmental
health, one for environmental medicine, and
one for both combined) were drafted and
refined with input from ATSDR subject mat-
ter experts.

Step 3: Recruit Participants

To help ensure confidentiality of the par-
ticipants and promote candid responses, the
academic institutions that met the recruit-
ment criteria were identified and recruited.
Participants signed consent forms, received
the brochures, and shared the brochures
with colleagues, staff, and students who
might be interested.

The participants completed a presurvey
before the focus group discussions. The
survey included questions about participant
awareness of ATSDR’s educational resources;
perception of ATSDR’s credibility as a pro-
vider of educational materials; and opinions
concerning the quality, effectiveness, and rel-
evance of each brochure.

Step 4: Conduct Focus Groups

Two focus groups—one for environmen-
tal health and one for environmental medi-
cine—were conducted. An experienced
facilitator conducted the focus groups using
a guide that included a script, questions, and
prompts. The focus groups were conducted
independently, ensuring that no member
participated in both groups. To facilitate
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FIGURE 3
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open feedback, all participants had various
methods for sharing their opinions, includ-
ing emailing before and after the focus group,
sharing reactions, speaking, and using a vir-
tual whiteboard during the discussion.

Step 5: Analyze Results

We analyzed and summarized information
obtained through the focus groups, updated
the three brochures based on feedback (Fig-

ures 2 and 3), and developed recommenda-
tions to inform future efforts.

Results

The participants were professors from U.S.
academic institutions that either offered
environmental health programs or had
medical schools with an interest in envi-
ronmental medicine. Both focus groups
included nine participants with a range of



race and ethnicity, national origin, primary

language, sex, university affiliation, and

geographic regions.

For each focus group, eight professors
attended the discussion in April 2024 while
one contributed feedback via email. The par-
ticipants provided a range of feedback about
the content, design, and distribution of ATS-
DR’s materials.

The following summarizes participant
recommendations to improve the marketing
materials and plan:

o Highlight additional resources:

» Environmental health: ToxFAQs (ATSDR,
2021), the Community Engagement Play-
book (ATSDR, 2024g), and the Health
Communication Playbook (Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention &
ATSDR, 2018)

» Environmental medicine: Toxicological
Profiles (ATSDR, 2024¢) and ToxFAQs
(ATSDR, 2021)

¢ Conduct outreach to other audiences, such
as science journalists and news reporters,
communities near hazardous sites, and
students at various educational levels (e.g.,
community college, high school, poten-
tially middle school).

» Develop separate brochures and tailor
them for each audience, including edu-
cators; students; and medical, nursing,
and other healthcare professionals.

» Include audience-specific questions and
action-based messages to attract the
attention of the audience.

» Create brochures and educational
resources for high school students
and beyond to promote environmen-
tal health and environmental medicine
education and career opportunities.
For example, a Meet the Professional
brochure could help students become
interested in other environmental
health or environmental medicine
fields of study and careers.

o Emphasize the availability of free con-
tinuing education credits or certificates of
completion.

e Enhance the materials with vivid colors,
relevant images, and audience-specific
messages. Consider an infographic format.
The photos in the environmental health
brochures should include images of sites,
exposure scenarios, and visuals of environ-
mental health professionals at work.

e Use direct email communication as the
preferred method for disseminating infor-
mation to educators.

Finally, participating educators confirmed
that many public health programs have gaps
in education on public health assessment and
health risk assessment. Likewise, many medical
schools have gaps in environmental health and
environmental medicine education. They com-
mented that ATSDR educational resources can
help fill those gaps. Many desirable attributes
are noted, including high credibility, relevant
content, up-to-date advances from experts who
do the work, online accessibility, opportuni-
ties for interactivity, and modular-based con-
tent. There was a strong interest in integrating
ATSDR educational resources into their school’s
educational programs and curricula, with
numerous benefits for educators and students.

Discussion

The feedback received by participants rein-
forced the value and utility of ATSDR’s exten-
sive technical resources to fill gaps in current
curricula. Meanwhile, the project also high-
lighted the need for better dissemination and
effective promotion of these readily available
resources to various target audiences in the
education arena.

As a result, ATSDR will continue its efforts
to effectively promote educational materi-
als developed by scientists and experts who
work on real-world environmental issues.
Currently, we are developing a centralized
website that includes professional competen-
cies, training, risk assessment, and resources
for professionals interested in environmental
exposure. Future initiatives could include
creating tailored brochures for specific audi-
ences, enhancing promotion through social
media, active outreach to academic institu-
tions, and effective partnership with profes-
sional associations. These initiatives will pro-
vide future health professionals with more
awareness and access to environmental health
and environmental medicine resources from
ATSDR, as they address harmful environmen-
tal exposures in communities. 32
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