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Newsletter.
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“Graffiti on the Run: No Stopping Saigon”, ethnographic work in progress.
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Goals for Fellowship

If awarded the RIMI fellowship | will be granted the opportunity to design a
research project proposal that is intended to be submitted to the National
Institute of Health. 1 am currently a faculty member of sociology in the Behavioral
Sciences Department. We have one of the largest student cohorts in Arts and
Sciences but have had only two professors (myself and one other) tenured or on
the tenure track since being hired in 2003. | have taught a 4-4 load (sometimes
with an overload) since my second year with Highlands. The RIMI will provide the
crucial support needed for me to complete a grant proposal of this magnitude.

As my bio-sketch indicates my area of research is reproductive justice and health
thus the support offered by the RIMI will not only enhance my career aspirations
in the way of publications but also will add to my ability to contribute to the
important issues that | teach in my courses. | currently teach two courses
specifically dealing with gender issues that are cross listed with psychology. |
teach gender and society and Women and Globalization. In each of these courses
reproductive health and wellbeing are central topics covered during the semester.
My research will expand my knowledge of the pressing issues that young women
of Hispanic heritage face and thus enhance my teaching abilities and future

research aspirations.



Research Proposal Overview

Over one quarter of the world’s population is between the age ol 10-24 years old (Rani
and Lule 2004). Over the last ten years sexual and reproductive health programs that target the
youth have gained increased attention partially because of the awareness generated about this
important demographic regarding youth. A decade of research and program development
focused on young people has to some extent enhanced what we know about young people’s
sexual and reproductive situation and needs in significant ways, yet gaps remain. For instance,
traditionally, the discourse on sexual and reproductive health of young people has focused on
teen pregnancy and the population studied has been disproportionately white and between the
ages of 10-14 and 15-19. Previous research addressing sexual and reproductive health of young
girls for the most part has not considered the diversity of experiences that are related to social
status, race and ethnicity, residence, and gender. For instance, the New Mexico rate of women
receiving late or no prenatal care is much higher than the national rate, with American Indian
women least likely to receive timely prenatal care; » The teen birth rate in New Mexico is more
than 60% higher than the national rate; Hispanic teens continue to have the highest rates and
show the least decrease over time both in New Mexico and the nation (Aguilar, Booker, Dossey,
Foster, Gallaher, Honey, Howarth, Howell, Kennedy, Landen, Quintana, Romero, Smith, and
Whorton 2007:3) . Over the next 20 years, experts estimate that the number of Latino teens will
grow by 60 percent while the total teen population will grow by eight percent. By the year 2020,
one in five teens will be Latino (Ventura et al 2001).

In order to better address the needs of young women, it is essential to understand the
transition from adelescence to adulthood more fully and thus attend to social, economic and
cultural aspects of that transition. Although cohorts of young people are healthier, more
urbanized and better educated than earlier generations, they face significant risks related to
sexual and reproductive health, and many lack the knowledge and power to make informed
sexual and reproductive choices (Grunbaum 2001 &02).

I propose to conduct a research project that attends to three specific issues related to
young women's lives that need attention: (a) an overlooked sub-population of rural ethnic
minority adolescent girls; (b) an overlooked experience of teenage motherhood; (¢) an analysis
of local programmatic interventions that work (or do not) in enhancing young women's health
and development,

The proposed study is twofold. First | intend to assess the needs, attitudes, expectations,
and experiences that young rural Hispanic women have regarding their sexual and reproductive
health. Second, 1s to evaluate existing programs and assess whether they meet their intended
goals; then compare the programmatic structure and strategies with the needs identified by the
young women during phase one. Recommendations will be made to improve programs and offer
insight for designing and implementing programs based on interviews with young women of the
rural areas in Northem New Mexico.

There are many compelling reasons for conducting research in this area. Entering into
puberty marks a boundary to physical maturity which brings gender defined changes into play
for adolescent women. Generally speaking the changes enhance opportunities for boys and
narrow avenues for girls (Sultana 2005). This is further complicated by the fact that
traditionally, it has been assumed that young women have similar experiences for which
universal programmatic models can be applied. However, many researchers have overlooked the
fact that young people are not a homogeneous group. In addition to the challenges all youth



encounter during the transition to adulthood, sexual and reproductive health, the ways in which
young women experience vulnerabilities, and the extent to which interventions designed to
ameliorate them are successful vary enormously by such [actors as age, poverty levels, rural-
urban residence ,culture, marital status, class, schooling, work status, and family structure. More
specifically young Hispanic women are an underrepresented group in the research despite the
fact that Latinos comprise the fastest growing racial/ethnic group in the United States (Advocates
for Youth 2007). Some of the factors identified may place Latinas at further risk, while others
may assist in protecting their health. The complex interaction of these factors can also affect
Latina teens' life choices, resiliency, and development (Advocates for Youth 2005). Perhaps
more importantly is that behaviors formed and choices made by this large population have
lasting implications for individual and public health outcomes and will determine the health of
this generation as adults as well as the health and futures of the cultural group to which they
belong. Programs thus far that address young people’s sexual and reproductive health needs
have had varied success. Moreover, and further confounding the situation, is the lack of
evidence-based precedent about effective interventions.

This study will use a representative sample to gather data from various Northern New
Mexico counties to assess the needs, attitudes and perceptions of young females regarding sexual
and reproductive health. The sample respondents will be administered surveys and in depth face
to face focus groups will be conducted. In the second phase of the research an evaluation of the
programs in existence for this region will be conducted. The programmatic implications of
observed findings will be discussed and recommendations made to improve programs and
overall health. Evaluation has two components: one is to assess the effectiveness of the
programs in meeting their intended goals. Second, using the data collected in the focus groups,
comparisons will be made to determine the efficacy of the existing program in meeting the stated
needs and attitudes of the youth. These findings will be provided to the existing programs.
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The Benefit to NMHU Students

Given that Highlands is a Hispanic serving institution one of the main goals of the, Behavioral
Sciences department, particularly the Sociology discipline, is to engage our student population
with the issues that confront them as community members, As a student-centered, publicly
supported, regionally based, comprehensive university offering programs in liberal arts, sciences
and professional disciplines the University brings together students from distinctive cultural,
socioeconomic, linguistic, geographic, religious, and educational backgrounds. Many of our
students are local residents and thus have a unique insight in understanding the specific dynamics
that impact reproductive and sexual health of young people from the surrounding areas.

The experiences of our exceptional students as minorities, role models, budding research
scientists, and as involved community members have provided our professors in sociology with
unique knowledge, motivation, and enthusiasm to better expand our knowledge of the particulars
of northern New Mexico. The reciprocal relationships that professors of sociology have with
their students have helped them develop a teaching philosophy that 1s comprised of several
objectives enabling students to be successful at learning not only in the classroom setting, but
also learning how to critically think and apply what they learned to real world situations. For the
reason stated including students on the proposed research will benefit the project’s overall goals.

The proposal submitted to NHI will include at least two graduate assistant positions and two
undergraduate positions. Given the scope of the study it 1s anticipated that this will be a
undertaking that will cover at least two years. Therefore, there is potential for hiring more
students since they can be rotated during the study period. The experience of conducting
research on a sociological issue of key importance will enhance their ability to be productive
community members and prepare them for masters level and PhD level programs.



The Benefit to the NMHU Community

NMHU provides an unrivaled quality education in a welcoming, multicultural-oriented setting. In
particular, New Mexico Highlands University has a long standing tradition of interdisciplinary and
community collaborative work in contributing to the development of social services, training of
professionals and community development. Itis anticipated that there will be much room for
collaboration in this project including academics from psychology, criminal justice and possible
education and/or social work. The collaboration from varied disciplines will only strengthen the
proposed research project and contribute to its competitiveness.

The first phase of the proposed research is to understand the needs and attitudes of this
particular population of young women Once these are determined the researcher intends to
develop strategies in collaboration with key stakeholders in the community, o address the
disproportionate health disparities that may be documented during the first stage of the project.
It is anticipated that this first phase of the research will be used to secure future funding for
programmatic development. The research will be useful for community leaders and key
stakeholders in addressing improvements in the health of our young women.



Possible Funding Sources

National Institute of Health

Center for Disease Control

The Compton Foundation

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality

Commonwealth Fund



MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING AND AGREEMENT BETWEEN
Erika Derkas, Assistant Professor of Sociology AND The Department of
Behavioral Sciences

The Department of Behavioral Sciences and Erika Derkas agree that the
Department shall provide to Dr. Derkas if approved by the RIMI Fellowship
review committee a 25% FTE award.
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