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ICRC Welcomes New Faculty

Kelly Gurka brings expertise in injury-related
epidemiology to her new position as an assistant
professor in the Department of Community Medi-
cine and the ICRC.

She came to WVU last July from the University of
Virginia (UVA) School of Medicine in Charlottes-
ville, where she had held various positions in the
Division of Biostatistics and Epidemiology since
2004. Most recently, she was assistant professor.

“I wanted to grow my own independent research
program within injury because injury is what [
really care about,” Gurka said of her decision to join
the ICRC. “When I saw the posting for the WVU
position, it seemed like a golden opportunity to
have the ability to potentially work in a center
surrounded by other faculty who do injury-related
work.”

Gurka’s current projects include a carry-over study
from UVA looking at a video intervention’s effects
on breast-feeding initiation and duration among new
mothers, and two collaborative projects with the
National Institute for Occupational Safety and
Health on workplace homicide, which was her
dissertation concentration. She is also a
co-investigator on a study examining the effect of
an emergency-department-based intervention on
drug abuse (Screening, Motivational Assessment,
Referral, and Treatment in Emergency
Departments--see related story on page 5).

In addition, Gurka is working on course develop-
ment. She is currently developing a course in injury
control research methods that will be taught this

spring to master’s and doctoral level students. This
course will be required for the new concentration in
injury for the M.P.H. degree that the public health
program is adding to its offerings.

In 2007, Gurka earned her Ph.D. in epidemiology
from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
In 1999, she completed her master’s in public health
in the same discipline at the University of Alabama at
Birmingham, and a year earlier received her
bachelor’s of science in biology at Spring Hill
College in Mobile, Alabama.

Gurka came to WVU with her husband, Dr. Matthew
Gurka, who is an associate professor in community
medicine and an ICRC-affiliated faculty member.
Although she is still in her first year at the ICRC,
Gurka seems to have found her professional niche.

“What I want to do is positively affect people’s lives,
and it’s been great having colleagues who know and
care about research that’s important to me,” she said.
“I have found it a very collegial place to work, and
Dr. Coben has been an extraordinarily supportive
director.”




Safety Effects of Graduated Driver Licensing Examined

Graduated driver licensing (GDL) laws reduce the
incidence of crashes among young drivers, but it is
unclear whether they affect the rate of crashes among
older drivers, as well as other injuries. A new ICRC
study funded by the CDC’s National Center for Injury
Prevention and Control seeks to clarify GDL’s overall
safety effects.

Under GDL laws, which are in place nationwide,
teenage drivers must pass two stages before being
permitted to drive without restrictions. The first stage
is the learner’s permit, or level 1 license, which
permits 15- to 16-year-olds to drive only under adult
supervision; this stage usually lasts for six to 12
months. Next, 16- to 17-year-old drivers can apply
for a level 2 license, which permits them to drive
alone during certain hours only (with possible excep-
tions for employment and school), and limits the
number of passengers permitted. After a level 2 driver
has been driving for at least one year without any
traffic violations, a level 3, unrestricted permit is
issued.

The two-year study, which started last September, has
three main objectives, explained Motao Zhu,
M.D.M.S., Ph.D., principal investigator and Assistant
Professor in the Department of Community Medicine
and the ICRC. First, the study will examine if GDL
results in a reduced crash rate per miles driven among
15- to 17-year-old drivers. Second, the investigators

Motao Zhu

will analyze the rate of non-driver injuries in this age
group. The third goal is to examine possible GDL-
related traffic injuries among 18-year-olds.

“Because teenagers cannot drive, their parents will
give them a ride, or they can use public transporta-
tion, walk, or bicycle,” Zhu said. “This may increase
non-driving injuries. Also, because GDL regulations
are for people under age 18, some people may just
wait until age 18 to get a license and then they have
no restrictions at all, so the traffic crash rate for 18
year-olds may be increased. We don’t know these
answers yet.”
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Statistician Songzhu Zhao Joins ICRC

Songzhu (Sonia) Zhao has joined the ICRC as a
statistician after completing her master’s in
statistics at WVU in May 2010.

It is not her first
collaboration with
the ICRC. Before
joining the staff in
mid-November in
her current role,
Zhao worked in the
Center, from August
2009 to January
2010, as a research
assistant on a project
examining national
trends in drug-
involved, fatal auto-
mobile crashes.

Songzhu Zhao

She is currently working on a project estimating
the annual number of hospitalizations and emer-
gency department visits among West Virginia
residents due to traumatic brain injuries, as well
as determining associated medical and financial
outcomes.

Another of Zhao’s projects, conducted with Dr.
Motao Zhu, is examining the safety effects of
graduated driver’s licensing laws (see related
story on page 3). For this two-year study, Zhao
is calculating traffic crash rates per person-year
and per mile among young drivers.

Zhao came to WVU from her native China where
she completed a bachelor’s of science in
chemistry in 2005 at Sichuan University, in
Chengdu, Sichuan Province.

Asked how she chose
Morgantown, she
laughed and said:
“For the weather; it's
similar to my home-
town. In China, I got
some offers from
other universities in
the United States, and
then I checked the
weather and decided
this is the place I like.
The weather is good,
and it’s so close to
Washington D.C. and
New York. It’s a quiet and interesting place to
live.”

Zhao also said that she likes the friendly, sup-
portive atmosphere at the ICRC, and is happy to
have a job doing the work that she loves: statisti-
cal analysis.

Her long-term goal, she added, is to stay in

Morgantown and eventually obtain a master’s in
public health; at WV U, of course.

WestVirginiaUniversity



New Study Looks at Novel Substance Abuse Intervention

A\. new study is examining whether an intervention
delivered during and after emergency-room visits can
decrease substance abuse

The Screening, Motivational Assessment, Referral,
and Treatment in Emergency Departments, or
SMART-ED study, is a nationwide, multi-site clinical
trial designed to compare the effects of three different
levels of interventions on subsequent drug abuse. The
interventions will be provided to patients during and,
in some cases after, emergency room visits.

“What is unique about this study is we are not limit-
ing this to alcohol,” said Steve Davis, M.P.A.,
M.S.W., project manager, Director of Clinical
Research for the WVU Department of Emergency
Medicine, Adjunct Associ-
ate Professor in the School
of Medicine, and ICRC
faculty affiliate. “We are
interested in all types of
drugs, both licit and illicit,
which I think is particularly
relevant to West Virginia
given the real problem we
have with prescription-drug
abuse, as well as other
drugs.”

Patients who score high on a questionnaire about drug
use and abuse will be randomized into one of three
groups after giving informed consent to participate in
the study. Group one will receive a pamphlet from
that National Institute on Drug Abuse that describes

“We are interested in all types of
drugs, both licit and illicit, which I
think is particularly relevant to West
Virginia given the real problem we

have with prescription drug abuse,
as well as other a’rugs. ” Mexico, Massachusetts

the problem of drug abuse. Group two will receive the
pamphlet as well as a list of area resources. In addi-
tion to these materials, the third group will receive a
30-minute motivational interview, as well as two
follow-up telephone calls within one week.

All three groups will be scheduled for follow-up
sessions at three, six, and 12 months post-emergency
visit. To ensure validity, all participants will give a
hair sample to be analyzed for drugs.

“If you have somebody who says, ‘I haven’t used in
the past 30 days,’ and the hair sample tells a different
story, then obviously we can get a more objective
measure,” Davis explained.

The study started in Sep-
tember 2010 and will run
through November 2012,
with a targeted number of
1,200 participants. In
addition to WVU, partici-
pating centers include the
University of New

General Hospital, Bellevue
Hospital Center, and Jack-
son Memorial Hospital.

“This intervention has been shown to work with
alcohol abuse, and that’s why we want to expand it to
all types of drugs because, as you can appreciate, we
see it all in the emergency department,” Davis said.
“People come in for anything and everything.”
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