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We can think of public health as “all we do together 
to promote and preserve health and prevent disease, 
disability, and death.” Public health is more than a 
profession; it is a way of thinking. Public Health 101:  
Improving Community Health introduces you to the 
profession and also the way of thinking that we 
will call population health. Population health is an 
important way of looking at the world, whether you 
are going into public health as a profession, a clini-
cally oriented health profession, business, law, inter-
national affairs, or a range of other professions.

Population health is also a key way of thinking, 
which prepares you for the challenges of citizenship 
in a democracy. Many of the issues that come before 
us as a society stem from or benefit from a population 
health perspective. Whether we are dealing with pan-
demic prevention, AIDS, the impact of aging, climate 
change, or the costs of health care, the population 
perspective can help us frame the issues and analyze 
the options to intervene. Population health requires 
an evidence-based approach to collecting and using 
the facts to develop and implement approaches to 
improve community health.

In addition, the population perspective leads us 
to look broadly at the way issues intertwine and inter-
act with each other. We call this “systems thinking.” In 
population health, systems thinking is taking center 
stage as we increasingly struggle with complex prob-
lems that require us to look beyond the traditional 
boundaries of health and disease and the traditional 
lines between the roles of the health professions. 

Until the 21st century, public health was consid-
ered a discipline taught only at the graduate level. 
Today, undergraduate public health is booming at 

4-year colleges and is beginning to take hold at com-
munity colleges as well. There are now as many or 
more students graduating with a bachelor’s degree in 
public health each year than an MPH degree. Its roots 
in general and liberal education go back to the 1980s, 
when David Fraser, the president of Swarthmore 
College and an epidemiologist who led the investi-
gation of Legionnaires’ disease, wrote a now classic 
article called “Epidemiology as a Liberal Art.”1 

In 2003, the Institute of Medicine of the National 
Academy of Sciences recommended that “all under-
graduates should have access to education in public 
health.”2 That recommendation encouraged the devel-
opment of the Educated Citizen and Public Health ini-
tiative, a collaboration of undergraduate educators and 
public health educators to define and stimulate public 
health curricula for all undergraduates. Public Health 
101 was written to implement the recommendations 
that came out of this initiative and continues to form 
the basis for undergraduate education in public health.

This fourth edition of Public Health 101 has been 
thoroughly updated and expanded. Each chap-
ter includes new material designed to expand your 
understanding of public health. From COVID-19 to 
the continuing opioid epidemic, from new vaccina-
tion technology to effective public health communi-
cations, Public Health 101 aims to make public health 
relevant to today’s students and today’s world. Each of 
the five sections includes one or more new case stud-
ies challenging you to apply what you have learned.

The fourth edition takes a comprehensive look 
at the COVID-19 pandemic in historical perspective, 
as an era in its own right with a lasting impact on 
public health, health care, and society as a whole.  

Preface: What Is Public 
Health 101: Improving 
Community Health 
All About?
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The accompanying Navigate Advantage Access and 
eBook contain five interactive case studies that provide 
an overview of the basic clinical, virological, epidemi-
ological, and testing concepts needed to understand 
COVID-19 as well as a framework for pandemic pre-
vention and control. The final case study, Pandemic 
2030, highlights how future pandemics can be pre-
vented or controlled using what we have learned from 
COVID-19. COVID-19 is also integrated into the text, 
including chapters on health communications, health 
policy, and communicable diseases.

Public Health 101: Improving Community Health 
will not try to overload your mind with facts. It is 
about providing you with frameworks for thinking, 
and applying these frameworks to real situations and 
thought-provoking scenarios. Each chapter begins 
and ends with vignettes designed to show you the 
types of situations you will confront in public health. 

After each section, there are case studies that relate 
to one or more chapters in the section. They provide 
realistic, engaging exercises, and open-ended ques-
tions to help you think through the application of the 
key concepts presented in each section. 

Hopefully, you will come away from reading Public 
Health 101 with an appreciation of how the health of 
the public is influenced by and can be improved by 
efforts directed at the population level, as well as at the 
individual level. Let us begin in Chapter 1 by exploring 
the ways that public health affects everyone’s daily life.

References
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