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Message from the Director 
Dear Friends and Fellow Health Equity Partners, 

 

 

As we reflect on our past yearôs accomplishments and 

challenges, we continue to strive for progress in every 

aspect of health from access to quality, affordable care to 

dismantling distrust between biomedical researchers, 

healthcare providers, and underserved communities.  

The concept of health autonomy ï the right to make 

informed decisions about your body and wellness ï is of 

paramount importance. Individual health autonomy is a 

must to support the health each individual wants to 

achieve; that includes making informed decisions about 

their healthcare with their provider and health care team.

Equitable access is also essential for every person to 

achieve their desired health. Several factors influencing 

access include health literacy, social determinants of 

health, experiences of racism and distrust, financial toxicity, and a diverse workforce. 

Defending health autonomy and healthcare access is critical to our goal of realizing health equity 

for every individual. We at the Center for Health Equity Transformation fight for health justice and 

health autonomy, and we will continue to advance and support efforts toward the protection of 

these fundamental human rights. 

We hope youôll enjoy reading about our past yearôs accomplishments and join us as we expand 

the horizons of our research endeavors to drive positive change. 

Sincerely, 

 
 

Melissa A. Simon, MD, MPH 

Director, Center for Health Equity Transformation 

Dr. Melissa Simon 
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Our Mission, Vision, and Values 
 
 
 

Our Mission To lift health for all by exposing root causes of health inequities and 

serving as a hub that pushes boundaries in research, education, 

workforce development, and community engagement. 

 

 

Our Vision To bridge the gaps between research, community needs, and 

policy by transforming systems and structures so that everyone has 

the opportunity to achieve their best possible health. 

 

Our Values 
 

Lift Community Voices: Our community-based participatory 

research projects seek guidance and collaboration from community 

leaders and organizations from the research design to the impact 

that persists beyond the completion of the projects. 

 
Apply Health Equity Lens to Public Policies: We must 

acknowledge that the intention behind oppressive policies and 

practices matters less than their actual impact, and then take action 

with an anti-racist approach. 

 
Transform Health Outcomes: To create transformational 

change, we must connect these areas that often operate in silos. 

We must ensure that the health care and research workforce is a 

diverse and inclusive one and that we train the next generation to 

serve with empathy and compassion to mitigate the health outcome 

disparities that are influenced by racism and implicit  biases. 
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Our Team 

 

Our CHET team continues to grow, with over 20 staff members across a range of career 

levels with a shared commitment toward health equity. Between September 2021 and 

August 2022, we have mentored 12 trainees through our T37 Northwestern University 

Minority Health and Health Disparities Research Training Program (NU-MHRT), 8 Health 

Equity Scholars, and 27 CHEC Fellows. 

 

We pride ourselves in being a diverse and inclusive team that champions a wide range of 

social justice and health equity causes, reflecting the passions of our team members. 

Our interdisciplinary team have collective experience across the nonprofit, public, and 

private sectors with subject matter expertise on topics such as racial disparities in maternal 

health, workforce development, community engagement, health policy, comprehensive 

sexual health education, cancer disparities, food access, environmental justice, and more. 
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Research and Scholarship 
 

 

A majority of CHETôs research projects are 

community-based research projects in which we 

center community partners throughout the research 

process and support them in building research 

infrastructure for their own sustainability needs. 
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Chicago Cancer Health Equity 
Collaborative (ChicagoCHEC) 

ChicagoCHEC is a National Cancer Institute 

(NCI) U54 comprehensive cancer partnership 

between the Robert H. Lurie Comprehensive 

Cancer Center of Northwestern University, 

Northeastern Illinois University, and the 

University of Illinois at Chicago that advances 

cancer health equity through meaningful 

scientific discovery, education, training, and 

community engagement. 

In its 7th year, the Chicago Cancer Health Equity Collaborative (ChicagoCHEC) continues 

to successfully conduct transdisciplinary cancer health disparities research projects, 

engage Chicago communities that are disproportionately impacted by cancer health 

inequities, and coordinate research education and mentoring opportunities to advance a 

pipeline of diverse students and early career faculty in cancer research careers.  In addition, 

ChicagoCHEC is fueled by community voices, including strong, expert voices from partner 

organizations who have been doing incredible work in communities for decades. Our 

ChicagoCHEC Community Steering Committee (CSC) is made up of passionate and 

honest voices who speak up and challenge us every day to bring forth solutions to cancer 

inequities that truly benefit communities. 

These next pages provide a glimpse of the high-impact projects and initiatives of the 

ChicagoCHEC partnership over the past year. For more information about ChicagoCHEC, 

please visit http://www.chicagochec.org/. 

http://www.chicagochec.org/
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Research 

Supporting High Risk African American Men in Research & 

Engagement in Decision Making for Lung Cancer Screening: 

The SHARED Project 
 

The SHARED Project engages African American men (AAM) as Citizen Scientists to improve 

uptake of lung cancer screening. In this project, ChicagoCHEC researchers focus Citizen 

Scientists efforts on leveraging social networks to engage AAM and supporting and enhancing 

an Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ) evidence-based Decision Aid that 

promotes shared decision making and subsequent lung cancer screening. Engaging AAM as 

Citizen Scientists is expected to improve outreach and respond to the needs communities that 

may traditionally be ñunengagedò in the research process and provides an opportunity for the 

group at the most increased risk for lung cancer, AAM, to directly drive uptake of evidence-

based screening. 

 

WeCanManage: An mHealth Self-management Tool to Empower 

Survivors with Disabilities Due to the Long-term Effects of Cancer 

and its Treatment 
 

In this project, ChicagoCHEC researchers are developing an innovative mHealth app called 

WeCanManage (WCM) to empower cancer survivors with disabilities to proactively manage 

cancer and its consequences as a chronic condition. People with disabilities are an 

unrecognized health disparities population and are often excluded from the cancer health 

equity agenda. Indeed, cancer survivors indicate that their long-term disability needs are 

inadequately addressed across the cancer care and survivorship continuum. The WCM 

research project is an opportunity to enhance the cancer communityôs understanding of this 

population and to develop evidence-informed interventions to better meet the needs of people 

with the ódouble whammyô of cancer and disability 
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Social Correlates of Variation in Intestinal and Oral Microbiome 

Among Hematopoietic Stem Cell Transplant Patients: A 

Geographic Exploration in the City of Chicago 
 

This pilot study was designed to lay the groundwork for an ecological analysis of variation in 

microbiome diversity. A large, diverse, and segregated city like Chicago has known disparate 

outcomes in various malignancies and is an ideal urban center to explore the role of 

geographic variation in gut microbiome diversity. We propose an innovative, multi-institutional 

study evaluating serial changes in intestinal and oral gut microbiota amongst 50 hematopoietic 

stem cell transplant patients selected from widely diverse areas characteristic of large 

populations in the Chicago metropolitan area. The study will demonstrate the feasibility of 

analyzing the association of microbiome diversity with early clinical outcomes among stem 

cell transplant patients residing in the Chicago area. These findings are expected to better 

elucidate the role that area characteristics, as reflected by diet and the socioeconomic 

characteristics of geographic location, may play in intestinal gut microbiome diversity. 

 

 
Since its inception, ChicagoCHEC 

has funded eleven research teams 

through the ChicagoCHEC Incubator, 

Catalyst Grant Program, and NCI 

supplement funding. To learn more 

about ChicagoCHEC research 

projects, visit www.chicagochec.org 
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Outreach and 

Community Engagement 

The ChicagoCHEC Outreach Core (OC) leads community engagement, cancer education, and 

outreach activities to foster meaningful interactions between cancer centers, academic 

institutions, and the communities they serve. In concert with NCIôs National Outreach Network, 

our Outreach Core activities will yield valuable data on factors associated with poorer cancer 

outcomes experienced by some communities, as well as factors associated with improved 

cancer outcomes experienced by other communities. Identifying the driving forces behind 

cancer inequities provides a unique and powerful opportunity for ChicagoCHEC to translate 

research findings into direct action. 

 

ChicagoCHEC has organized, sponsored, and collaborated with many community outreach, 

education, and support group events in the past year. We have reached over 1,000 participants 

through these outreach activities and resources for cancer screening, support groups, early 

diagnosis, and treatment. 
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ChicagoCHEC 7TH ANNUAL COMMUNITY FORUM 

Cancer Health and Mental Wellness ï YOU, Family, Community 
 

 
Every year, ChicagoCHEC hosts a community forum that brings together local residents, 

survivors, caregivers, students, researchers, and community leaders to share stories, 

resources, and research results. 

 

We honored our beloved Dr. Richard Warnecke (1937 - 2022) who served on UI Cancer 

Centerôs NCI ChicagoCHEC Internal Advisory Committee and on the ACS-Illinois Cancer 

Health Equity Research Center grantôs Community Advisory Board. The 2022 Annual 

Community Forum featured diverse community conversations on the cancer caregiver and 

survivorship experience, the impact of stress on cancer, and prioritizing wellness. Find more 

information and the recordings at:  https://forum2022.chicagochec.org/. 

 

 

 

 

https://forum2022.chicagochec.org/
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Research Education 

 
 

ChicagoCHEC Fellows Program 
 

ChicagoCHEC offers the Summer Fellows Program as one of CHETôs signature workforce 

development programs. CHEC Fellows are recruited from the undergraduate body from 

Northwestern University, University of Illinois at Chicago, Northeastern University, and the City 

Colleges of Chicago. The past summer, ChicagoCHEC accepted 27 fellows to its Summer 

Fellows Program, the largest cohort yet! 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Demographic Characteristics of the CHEC Fellows (2016 - 2022) 
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NU-CHERS 
Northwestern University Cancer Health Equity Research SPORE 

 
The Northwestern University Cancer Health Equity Research SPORE (NU-CHERS) is a 

National Cancer Institute funded developmental Specialized Program of Research Excellence 

and a collaborative program between CHET and the Robert H. Lurie Comprehensive Cancer 

Center of Northwestern University (P20CA233304). NU-CHERS will generate scientific findings 

and establish sustainable, collaborative, academic and community infrastructure that will serve 

as the foundation for a comprehensive translational cancer research program focused on 

gynecologic cancer health disparities ï the first of its kind in the nation. NU-CHERS has 

spearheaded the development of a centralized biobank of human gynecologic cancer tissue 

specimens to be used in health disparities research studies. NU-CHERS teams with basic and 

clinical investigators to conduct innovative translational research focused on understanding and 

reducing gynecologic cancer disparities. The initial translational research focus of NU-CHERS 

is on endometrial and ovarian cancer disparities experienced by Black women. More information 

can be found at: www.feinberg.northwestern.edu/sites/chet/research/p20-spore.html 

 
 

http://www.feinberg.northwestern.edu/sites/chet/research/p20-spore.html











































































