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The Research Translation Cores (RTCs) serve 
to bridge gaps between scientific discoveries in 
environmental health and real world issues that 
affect human populations. This mission should 
extend not only to government agencies and 
risk assessors but should include members of 
the communities facing these impacts. In our 
first grant cycle of a newly established Harvard 
School of Public Health Superfund Research 
Program, the RTC has laid the foundation for 
meaningful community engagement. We aim 
to help communities access the information and 
tools necessary to represent their own interests 
in the environmental decision-making process.

Harvard School of Public Health Superfund Research Program
Research Translation Core: Katherine von Stackelberg, Katy Terrell, Ann Backus; In Collaboration with Local Environmental Action Demanded (L.E.A.D.) Agency Executive Director Rebecca Jim and Ottawa County Schools

F The RTC created a promotional flyer 
and developed an instructional worksheet 
to prepare students and teachers.
F Rebecca Jim, Executive Director of 
Local Environmental Action Demand 
(L.E.A.D.) Agency and the conference 
host delivered these materials to the locals 
schools promoted the exhibit in the Miami 
News Record newspaper.  
F The RTC also provided materials for the 
posters, certificates, and cash prizes.  

F Develop a relationship with the local 
schools near our site;
F Get students involved in the issues of 
their community and prompt them to 
use their voices and talents to join in the 
dialogue; 

F 40 square-mile former mining site in 
northeastern Oklahoma
F Pollutants: lead, cadmium, and zinc
F Sources of contamination: toxic metal-
laden piles of above-ground mine wastes, 
called “chat” piles, flooded mines seeping 
into local streams
F Impacted communities: Quapaw, 
Cardin, Picher, Commerce, and North 

Rebecca Jim established L.E.A.D. Agency because of a strong need from within the 
community to understand the technical issues surrounding the Tar Creek Superfund 
Site. Partnering with faculty from the Harvard School of Public Health and others, 
the organization has played an important role in promoting environmental 
awareness to local residents. 
In this context, capacity building means strengthening a community’s ability to 
represent their own interests and bring about changes that protect their health. This 
goal raises an issue of ownership. The dynamics of responsibility over contaminated 
sites can create controversy between a community and external parties. Whose 
problem is it? Who decides what to do about it? Often, an imbalance in technical 
expertise can deepen these tensions and impede productive problem solving. At the 
end of the day, the people in the community are the ones who truly need to know 
if the dirt in their yards, the water in their taps, or the air they breathe everyday is 
dangerous to their loved ones.   
The research projects in Tar Creek build on our partnership with L.E.A.D. Agency 
and aim to fill in the knowledge gaps concerning risks. However, our program 
should not be limited to providing answers. Through research translation, we also 
focus on developing skills and promoting engagement with Superfund issues in 
order to empower our communities to stand up for their own needs.

This project brought researchers from the HSPH Superfund program into direct 
engagement with students from one of our program’s field sites. This direct 
interaction enriches the research by bringing new perspectives to the investigators. 
It also frames the role of communicating science within the duties of the researcher. 
This articulation of science can improve organization of complex ideas and help 
pinpoint assumptions. The RTC should therefore act as more than a messenger 
of science; the RTC can facilitate increased contact between researchers and 
community members.

Living with environmental degradation brings both health and emotional impacts. 
This is certainly true for the community in Tar Creek where families have struggled 
not only with lead poisoning but also stigmatization from neighboring towns, 
economic decline, and displacement from their homes. The science and art fair 
created an opportunity to express these experiences not captured by exposure 
biomarkers and direct health effects. By externalizing the emotional aspects of 
living near a Superfund waste site, communities can put forth a more complete 
picture of how lives can be disrupted. Ultimately these community experiences 
enrich the forum for policy considerations. 

COORDINATION

PURPOSE

ABOUT THE  
SCIENCE AND ART EXHIBIT

Building upon a long-established 
relationship with members of 
the community at the Superfund 
site in Tar Creek Oklahoma, our 
RTC organized a Science and Art 
Exhibition in concert with the 13th 
Annual Tar Creek Conference in 
Miami, Oklahoma. 

The students set up and presented 
their projects at the conference to 
judges, their parents, and onlookers. 
Project leaders Robert Wright 
and James Shine, RTC members 
Ann Backus and Katy Terrell, and 
the local Grand Riverkeeper Earl 
Hatley served as judges. For the 
science presentations, students 
defended their methodology and 
interpretation of results.

F Much of the land has been designated First Nation tribal land.
F EPA actions include: ongoing voluntary relocation from homes; removal of 
contaminated soil from residential yards; sampling and removal of chat from distant 
parts of the site and from streams.
F Health: Blood-lead levels have vastly decreased in children aged 1-5. 
F HSPH research aims to: understand the biological, geological, and chemical 
processes that drive bioaccessibility of toxic metals in soil over time in order to 
inform risk assessment; use large scale spatial and temporal modeling of pollutants 
to optimize sampling techniques.
F May 10, 2008 an EF4 tornado struck parts of the site, causing serious damage, 
deaths, and stirring up contaminated soils and dust. These towns have also faced 
poverty, cycles of drought and flooding, relocation from homes, and the stigma 
associated with living in a contaminated area. 

The students and teachers were thrilled to receive recognition 
and have already begun working on projects for next year!


