A Message from the Editor
Editor’s note: One of the perks of my job is the assistance I
receive each summer from an ASPH intern. Working with
someone anxious to learn the trade and equally anxious to
make a difference is invigorating for a journal office that has
grown a little stale with the daily grind of production. Sometimes there are even sweet reminders of my own early career
plans, now altered by opportunities, obstructions, and time.
The ten weeks of mentoring an intern are pure privilege.
But I have to confess that one of the best aspects is that once
a year someone else must write the Message from the Editor
at the last minute. The Message in this issue is the product of
this year’s ASPH intern, Elizabeth Cooper, who comes to
PHR from the University of South Florida, School of Public
Health, where she studies Global Health. Those of us in the
office enjoyed her column immensely. You are going to like
it, too—guaranteed!
Robert A. Rinsky, PhD

According to B.F. Skinner, “Education is what survives when
what has been learned has been forgotten.” Admittedly, a
certain amount of caution is needed when applying the
precepts of a man who trained rats in boxes, and conditioning should never be mistaken for learning. Still, the idea
struck me as wise and somehow familiar, restating what I’ve
come to recognize as Dr. Rinsky’s signature disclaimer—“I
never let the truth interfere with a good story.” He applies
this maxim not only to tales of rampaging lawnmowers, river
rafting, and vacationing in the coal mines, but similarly cautions his students not to memorize the “facts”—for which he
makes no promises—but to understand the essential concepts. Like Skinner, he recognizes that the details are forgotten or disproved by time. Ideas are more enduring.
As I write this, I am in the middle of my sixth week at
Public Health Reports, and it occurs to me that this may well be
the most important lesson I will learn during my time at the

Journal. As a student, poring through the pages of countless
manuscripts, I cannot hope to evaluate each statistic or computation. Instead, like a good storyteller, I look for the essence of the report, and ask myself if this is an idea I can use
again. Dr. Rinsky will call this relevance, but I am thinking
more in terms of Edwin Schlossberg’s definition of skilled
writing. I am searching for papers that create a context in
which people can think.
The context is certainly present in this issue. For example, Djomand and his colleagues demonstrate a significant increase in racial and ethnic minority participation in
NIAID-funded HIV vaccine trials from 1998 to 2002. It is a
valuable study, made more valuable by the questions it raises
for the careful reader, such as: What are the ethical implications of testing an HIV vaccine? Is a socio-cultural classification, such as race, an acceptable proxy for biological difference? Why is minority participation so much greater in Phase
II trials? Likewise, the assessment of pediatric asthma surveillance provided by Dombkowski et al. is not simply an
argument for defining asthma as four or more episodes
requiring medication. It demonstrates the ways in which our
methods of classification directly impact our results. Asch
and his associates emphasize this point, calling for greater
consistency in defining and measuring public health ‘preparedness.’
As you settle into your favorite chair and move beyond
this brief message to contemplate the articles that follow, I
hope that you will push yourself to see more than a collection of facts on various specialized topics. The details are all
accurate, carefully checked through peer review, but it is the
concepts that can inspire you to investigate, start a dialogue,
or just stop and think. That’s the moral of this story: never
let the details interfere with your learning.
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Happy reading,
Elizabeth Elliott Cooper
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