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Overview of the Center for Reducing Health Disparities  

The UNMC Center for Reducing Health Disparities was created as part of the College of Public Health in 

March 2007 to further efforts to reduce health disparities through research, community engagement, and 

education.  The Center represents a merging of two programs: Community Partnership and Minority Health 

Research and Education.   

Vision 

 

The UNMC Center for Reducing Health Disparities will become a leader in providing research, community 

engagement opportunities, and education on health disparities within the region and nationally.  

Mission 

 

The mission of the UNMC Center for Reducing Health Disparities is to collaborate to improve public health 

and the quality of health and wellness of racial/ethnic minorities, underserved, and rural populations by 

reducing and ultimately eliminating health disparities. 

Goals 

 

1. Infrastructure: Build capacity and infrastructure to address health disparities (HD) 

 

2. Research: Develop and increase health disparities research, programs, and activities related to cancer, 

diabetes, cardiovascular disease, obesity, behavioral/mental health, asthma, infant mortality, and health 

literacy 

 

3. Community Engagement: Leverage community support to reduce health disparities through engaging 

partners 

 

4. Education: Increase knowledge about health disparities including causes, preventative techniques, and 

interventions 
 

 

 

 

Center for Reducing Health Disparities  
Overview, Vision, Mission and Goals 



- 3 - 
 

Center for Reducing Health Disparities 2008-2009 Annual Report 

Shireem Rajaram 

Interim Director  

 

Staff Bios                                                                     ADMINISTRATION  

 

Shireen S. Rajaram, Ph.D. has been the Interim Director of the Center for 

Reducing Health Disparities in the COPH at the University of Nebraska 

Medical Center since January 2009.  

She has a joint-appointment in the Department of Health Services Research and 

Administration in the (COPH)  She is an Associate faculty of the Eppley Cancer 

Center and is a co-leader of the Cancer Prevention and Control Programôs 

Population Based Epidemiology research group.  She is a Professor of 

Sociology in the Department of Sociology/Anthropology at the University of 

Nebraska at Omaha (UNO).   

Dr. Rajaram was the chair of the Department of Sociology/Anthropology at 

UNO from 2005-2008.  She is on the Board of UNOs American Humanics 

Program and is a member of Womenôs Studies, Latino and Latin American 

Studies, and Environmental Studies program at UNO.  Dr. Rajaram is the co-

founder and facilitator of UNOs India Studies Interest Group.  

She received her Ph.D. in Medical Sociology from the University of Kentucky and has a Certificate in Medical Behavioral 

Sciences from the Department of Medical Behavioral Sciences in the College of Medicine at the University of Kentucky.  

Dr. Rajaramôs research interests include health disparities pertaining to breast and cervical cancer, diabetes, STD/AIDS 

and childhood lead poisoning.  She has published extensively in journals such as Women and Health, Journal of 

Healthcare for the Poor and Underserved, Health Care for Women International, Preventive Medicine, and Sociology of 

Health and Illness.  She received grants from the Environmental Protection Agency, Nebraska Department of Health and 

Human Services, Oncology Nursing Forum and the Nebraska Consortium for Service Learning in Higher Education.  She 

serves as a reviewer for several national/international public health and sociology journals including Social Science and 

Medicine, Women and Health, Preventive Medicine and Health Psychology. 

 

She teaches graduate and under-graduate classes on Womenôs Health, Race/Ethnicity and Health, Medical Sociology, and 

Health and Society.  Dr. Rajaram has conducted several grant-funded, service learning projects in collaboration with 

community based organizations such as Lead Safe Omaha Coalition and Nebraska AIDS Project addressing local health 

issues of childhood lead poisoning and STD/HIV/AIDS.   

 

Dr. Rajaram is a member of the American Public Health Association, Campus-Community Partnerships for Health, 

American Sociology Association and the Midwest Sociological Association.   
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Faculty Associate 

  

Dr. Shinobu Watanabe-Galloway was born in the western part of Japan and lived in 

a suburb of Tokyo until 1988 when she moved to Iowa to attend University of 

Northern Iowa (UNI). She received her B.A. and M.A. in Psychology from UNI. 

Because of her interest in public health research, specifically with quantitative 

research, she decided to obtain further training in epidemiology. In 2003, upon 

receiving PhD in epidemiology from University of Iowa, she took an Assistant 

Professor position within the Epidemiology Division of the Department of Preventive 

and Societal Medicine, which is now known as the Epidemiology Department, College 

of Public Health.  

Dr. Watanabe-Gallowayôs primary research interests include health disparities research 

and psychiatric services research. She has been referred to as a ñCollaborative Leaderò 

who brings people from different professional and personal backgrounds together to 

facilitate the efforts to address health issues faced by underserved populations. In the 

past three years, she has been involved with the development and/or implementation of 

numerous projects covering a wide range of topics including breast cancer patient 

navigation, cultural competency training for public health professionals and health care 

providers, community health assessment, and examination of geographic variations in 

cancer diagnosis and treatment.  

In 2003, she was appointed to become Associate Director of the Cancer Disparities, 

which was newly created by UNMC Eppley Cancer Center to address cancer 

disparities related problems in Nebraska and the region. Also, as Co-Chair of the 

Centerôs Cancer Prevention and Control Program which focuses on improving the 

current knowledge base for promoting overall reductions in cancer incidence, 

morbidity, and mortality, as well as conducting research on reducing cancer risk and 

incidence, reducing complications secondary to cancer, managing symptoms and 

improving quality of life and survivorship. 

Dr. Watanabe-Galloway has successfully obtained funding to conduct several health 

disparities related projects including two collaborative projects with the Aberdeen 

Area Tribal Chairmenôs Health Board - Northern Plains Comprehensive Cancer 

Control Program funded by Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Northern 

Plains Tribal Cancer Data Initiative funded by U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services. She also has received funding from the Susan G. Komen Foundation and the 

Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services to conduct health disparities 

projects.  

As a Faculty Associate for the Center for Reducing Health Disparities (CRHD), she 

focus her efforts on increasing the number of collaborative research studies across 

UNMC colleges and University of Nebraska campuses and to build partnerships with 

other academic institutions in the state and the region. Also, she will work closely with 

CRHD Community Engagement and UNMC/UNO Masters of Public Health Program 

to prepare faculty, staff and students to promote community-based participatory 

research. 
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Athena Ramos received her Masterôs degree (MS) in 2004 in Urban Studies and her 

Bachelorôs degree (BS) in 2002 in Public Administration from the University of 

Nebraska at Omaha.  She also received her national certification as a Public Manager 

(CPM) in 2008.  Athena Ramos is currently the Program Coordinator for the Center 

for Reducing Health Dis­parities at the University of Nebraska Medical Center 

(UNMC) in Omaha, Nebraska. Ms. Ramos has experience in working with local and 

state level policy-makers as well as extensive experience working with priority 

populations.   

 
She is the founder and currently the co-chair of the Nebraska Tobacco Disparities 

Partnership.  She is also the co-chair of the UNMC Employee Diversity Network.  Ms. 

Ramos is member of the National Association of Professional Women and National 

Latino Council on Alcohol and Tobacco Prevention (LCAT) network.  Previously, she 

served as the President of the Metro Omaha Tobacco Action Coalition (MOTAC) 

from 2003-2007.  Ms. Ramos was also a fellow with the National Parity Alliance for 

Tobacco Control from 2005-2006.  She has reviewed abstracts National Conference 

on Tobacco or Health. 

 
Athena believes in service over self-interest. She served as the President of the South 

Omaha Neigh­borhood Alliance, Inc. from 2004-2008.  She is the Secretary/Treasurer 

of the Board of Directors of the Young Professionals Council at the Greater Omaha 

Chamber of Commerce and the Secretary of Board of Directors of Heartland Latino 

Leadership Con­ference. She serves on the Nebraska Minority Public Health 

Association Board of Directors, the Neighborhood Center Board of Directors, the 

local American Heart Association Public Affairs Committee, United Way of the 

Midlandsô Heartland Blueprint Committee, and the Douglas County Fetal Infant 

Mortality Review Board.  

 
For being under 30, Athena has been recognized numerous times for her commitment 

and dedication to making Omaha and Nebraska a better place to live, work, and play. 

Athena was named one of the Ten Outstanding Young Omahans in 2005. In 2006, she 

also received the University of Nebraska at Omahaôs Women of Color Award for 

community service, the American Heart Associationôs Advocacy Volunteer of the 

Year Award, Latina of the Year, and was recognized as one of Sarpy Countyôs 40 

Women Under 40. In 2007, Athena was named the Community Leader of the Year by 

the Lincoln County Boys & Girls Club.  Athena was awarded the Outstanding 

Community Service Award from the South Omaha Neighborhood Alliance and was 

named an Honorary Admiral in the Great Navy of the State of Nebraska during 2008. 

 
Athena enjoys the arts and participates regularly in local theatrical productions.  She is 

a founding member and Treasurer of Teatro Areté, and she also dances with 

Tonantzen, an Aztec Dance group.  Athena continuously strives to bring a sense of 

hope and vitality to the work that she does both personally and professionally.  Athena 

is the mother of two young boys, Jonathan and Nicholas. 

 

AWARD S AND RECOGNITION 2008-09 

 Athena Ramos was appointed an Admiral in the Great Navy of the State of Nebraska by 

Governor Dave Heineman.   

 Athena Ramos was awarded the Outstanding Community Service Award from the South 

Omaha Neighborhood Alliance. 
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ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT  

Stephon McNeil 

Office Associate 

 

Phyllis Robinson 

Office Associate 

 
Phyllis has worked for the State of Nebraska since 1994.  

She began her career at UNOôs Learning Center under the 

direction of Jan Leuenberger. Previous positions include: 

College of Nursing, Human Resources, Community 

Partnership and currently the Center for Reducing Health 

Disparities. 

 

 

 

AWARD S AND RECOGNITION 2008-09 

Phyllis Robinson received an award for ñOutstanding 

Supportò for the South Omaha Health Fair held in 

October 2008. 

Being a native Minnesotan, Stephon moved to Nebraska from 

California six years ago and has worked in various departments 

at UNMC that include Academic Affairs, Employee Relations, 

Community Partnership and ultimately the Center for Reducing 

Health Disparities. He has a well-established background in 

Human Resources with special emphasis in recruiting.   

 

AWARD S AND RECOGNITION 2008-09 

Stephon McNeil received an award and recognition from My 

Sisterôs Keeper for his tireless Efforts for the Women of Our 

Community ñwhile Ohters Dream of Exemplary Service You 

Strive to Attain it.ò  

 


