Working
Together

TO CHANGE THE LIVES OF
CHILDREN AND FAMILIES
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—DR. HELEN EGGER

“We have one of the largest data sets with
in-depth, multimodal assessments with
community populations of young children
and their families,” Egger said. “These data,
collected over more than a decade, provide a
unique opportunity for data mining.”

Developing automated, time-efficient, indi-
vidualized methods for analysis and inter-
pretation of data opens the door to analysis
of big data of magnitudes never studied
before in this discipline.

The collaboration, enhanced by the Bass
Connections team, marks the first time Egger
has worked with undergraduates. On the
faculty of Duke Medicine, she teaches and
mentors medical students, residents, and
postdocs, bringing an understanding of the
medical education model.

“In doing, you learn,” she said. “That’s
how you train in medicine.”

The interdisciplinary, multilevel team Egger
and Sapiro are building epitomizes Duke’s
long-standing culture of collaboration across
schools and disciplines, said Susan Roth,
vice provost for interdisciplinary studies.

“We’re building integrated pathways for
students who want a particular expertise
that intersects with real problems in the
world,” Roth said. “Conversations will run

across the university among people who
wouldn’t typically meet.”

Hallie Knuffman, the liaison from the
Office of Interdisciplinary Studies who coor-
dinates Bass Connections, sees Duke at the
forefront of such interdisciplinary research.
“Collaboration is easier to do at Duke than
at other universities,” she said. Even the
layout of the physical campus helps. “At
a lot of universities, the medical campus
is miles away,” she said. “At Duke, it’s a
10-minute walk from the main campus.”

Students who join the Egger-Sapiro team
have the opportunity to work with engi-
neers, mathematicians, developmental
epidemiologists, early childhood psychia-
trists, and developmental neuroscientists
to apply computational analytic approach-
es and data mining to the videotapes Egger
has compiled already. The team also plans
to use robotics to develop cost-effective,
easy-to-use tools to collect data.

“Everything opens tons of research ques-
tions,” Sapiro said. “We don’t know how to
solve all these problems. A tough problem is
great for my students and for me.”

Egger recently received a $1.6 million
Duke Endowment grant to build an inte-
grated pediatric mental health coalition

from Duke and the community that includes
public schools, pediatricians, and mental
health professionals to improve the mental
health care for children in Durham. She and
Sapiro have applied for additional grants to
cover the cost of equipment and to support
their study.

Within the next few months, Egger and
Sapiro hope to install a data-collection video-
taping system in a classroom in one of the
poorest performing public schools that serves
some of the neediest students in Durham.

“What’s exciting about this collaboration
is it’s built on the work I’ve done through-
out my career and work he has done in his
whole career,” Egger said. “It’s a wonder-
ful opportunity to do research in our lab and
translate and test it with real kids in their
everyday environment.”

Sapiro finds the immediate application of
his research very satisfying.

“One of our main challenges as a society
is to help our children,” he said. And the
collaborative approach benefits research-
ers, too.

“I'm learning a lot,” he said, “because I'm
working with people who are very far from
my own area of research.” §



