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Foreword 
The work of PERU with young people in Western Sydney demonstrates to us the power of 

education and community activism to drive prevention in health. The simple, but brilliant concept 

of Professor Smita Shah and her team is to empower young people in dealing with and taking 

control of their health and issues that challenge them. PERU provides a platform for committed 

and talented young members of the Western Sydney community to make a difference. New and 

topical programs, such as dealing with e-cigarettes, healthy eating and increasing physical 

activity, are having impact directly in school communities and beyond. Most importantly, the 

students are the drivers of actions in a manner that is meaningful to them and their peers. As 

they tackle problems and develop their own skills the benefits flow beyond the students, to their 

families and their whole community network. I am very proud of these unique programs, and I 

congratulate the team on another year of tremendous achievement! 

Professor Mark McLean 
Executive Director of Research, WSLHD 
Conjoint Professor of Medicine, 
Western Sydney University 
Honorary Professor 
Faculty of Medicine and Health 
University of Sydney 
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Prevention Education & Research Unit 
We are pleased to share with you the ongoing work, achievements and highlights from the 

Prevention Education and Research Unit in 2022. 

Established in 1995, PERU continues to be at the forefront of delivering innovative community 

and school-based prevention and health leadership programs. We work in partnership with 

schools, universities and with a range of organisations, including general practitioner 

associations to deliver evidence-based prevention programs and interventions to improve the 

health and wellbeing of young people. 

Objectives: 
 

 
 

Our prevention programs are social capacity building in healthy eating and physical activity, 

asthma, smoking cessation and promoting healthy choices in adolescents in high schools and 

universities. The programs continue to empower young people to take control of their health 

whilst gaining leadership, teamwork and communication skills. Our work is supported by strong 

partnerships with a range of services and organisations. 
 
 
 

PERU Team, 2022 
 

Kym Rizzo Liu, Professor Smita Shah OAM and Amelia Galao 
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Order of Australia Medal 
Dr Smita Shah, Director of the Prevention Education and Research Unit (PERU) and Clinical 

Professor, Faculty of Medicine and Health, University of Sydney was awarded the Order of 

Australia Medal in June, 2022. The medal was awarded in the General Division for service to 

community health. The award recognised her dedication, contribution to community health and 

unwavering work in promoting and advancing health outcomes for people of western Sydney 

over many decades. Smita has primarily focused on prevention of non-communicable diseases, 

such as asthma, obesity and respiratory issues, through health leadership programs for high 

schools and university students. Also, Professor Shah has contributed to community health on 

the global stage, including as an Associate with the Centre for Managing Chronic Disease, 

University of Michigan. 

Channel 7 Special ‘’The Order of Australia’ 

Professor Shah and her team were honoured to be part of this television special, aired on 

Channel 7 Monday 10 June 2022. 

The filming took place at Rooty Hill High School, which has been a partner school of PERU for 

over 15 years and played an instrumental role in the co-design of the Students As LifeStyle 

Activists (SALSA) program and SALSA Youth Voices. 
 

 
Students sharing their ideas, Rooty Hill HS Order of Australia Medal Ceremony, 

NSW Government House 
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SALSA Program 
The Students As LifeStyle Activists (SALSA) is a peer-led leadership program designed to 

motivate high school students to increase physical activity and improve diet. Year 10 students 

are trained to be SALSA Peer Leaders and deliver activities linked to the Stage 4 NSW 

Personal Development, Health and Physical Education curriculum. 

SALSA Educator’s Workshop 

We held two workshops for 22 university students from the University of Sydney, University of 

Western Sydney and the Australian Catholic University. The students were from a range of 

faculties including allied health, education, IT, medicine, pharmacy and public health. The 

‘Celebrating Volunteerism’ event for SALSA Educators was held to say thank you. 

Project Outcomes 
 

SALSA Educators Workshop, Westmead Hospital 
 

 
Celebrating Volunteerism, The University of Sydney 
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SALSA Peer Leader Workshops 

We held nine peer leader workshops in 2022, with 232 Year 10 students trained. The SALSA 

Program was delivered by the peer leaders to Year 7 or 8 students in eight of the schools. 

Project Outcomes 
 
 

 

Mentimeter post-workshop feedback 
 

SALSA Peer Leaders, Rouse Hill HS SALSA Peer Leaders, Colyton HS 
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SALSA Peer Leader Debrief Sessions 

COVID 19 continued to place extra stress on our schools. This resulted in only four schools 

participating in the SPL debrief session to complete the post questionnaire and to discuss the 

students experience as SPLs. In other schools the SPLs completed the post questionnaire link 

and debrief questions via their Google Classroom or MS Teams. 
 

 
SALSA Peer Leader Feedback 

 

SALSA Peer Leader Debrief Session, Blacktown Girls HS 
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SALSA Youth Voices 

SALSA Youth Voices is an extension of the SALSA program which provides SPLs with an 

opportunity to create a supportive school environment to increase physical activity and/or 

healthy eating. It is underpinned by the Socio-Ecological Model and the Positive Youth 

Development Framework. 
 

The SALSA Program Model SALSA Youth Voices numbers 2022 
 
 

SALSA Youth Voices Leadership Workshop 
Hosting this event was one of the highlights of the year. We would like to thank the NSW 

Department of Education for generously allowing the workshop to be held in their building. 

SALSA Youth Voices Action Day 
Students shared their plans and actions to an audience of health and education professionals. 

Trophies were awarded to all participating schools for their outstanding contribution. Student 

plans are generously supported by their schools and the Blacktown, Hills and Mt Druitt Medical 

Associations. 
 

SALSA Youth Voices Leadership Workshop SALSA Youth Voices Action Day 
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Students from four high schools presented their plans at Action Day: 
 

 

Project Outcomes 

Blacktown Girls HS ran the Colour Run Fruit Day and Rooty Hill HS ran Hoops 4 Hope in early 

December 2022. Both events were a huge success. All other plans are projected to be finished 

in 2023. 
 

Colour Run Fruit Day, Blacktown Girls HS 
 

Hoops 4 Hope, Rooty Hill HS 
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The Triple A Program 
Adolescent Asthma Action (Triple A) is a proven peer-led education program to improve asthma 

self-management and prevent the uptake of smoking. Peer education occurs within the school 

setting and involves senior students delivering the program to younger students. Triple A uses a 

series of structured lessons to educate younger peers about asthma, asthma management and 

how to resist peer pressure towards vaping and tobacco smoking. These lessons involve 

games, activities, videos, and a quiz show. 

Triple A Educator’s Workshop 

The educator workshop was held on 22nd April 2022. Eleven students were trained as educators 

in a one-day workshop held at the University of Sydney. Students were from a range of faculties 

including public health, medicine and pharmacy. 
 
 
 

 
Triple A Educators Workshop, The University of Sydney 
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Unpacking Vaping in Schools Project 
In 2021, Principals from high schools across western Sydney reported to PERU a significant 

increase in the prevalence of student e-cigarette use and concerns for impact of e-cigarette use 

on their students’ health, behavioural and learning outcomes. Following this appeal for help, 

PERU initiated a community-wide approach which targets both the prevention and cessation of 

e-cigarette use in adolescents in western Sydney. 
 

Moving Waves through community action 
 

Phase 1: a pilot of the Unpacking Vaping in Schools (UVS) study was held to understand 

students, school staff and parents’ experiences around e-cigarette use. Two committees were 

established to share and discuss effective prevention and cessation strategies. 

Phase 2: the UVS study was expanded to 7 high schools in 2022. These consultation sessions 

continued to be offered beyond the study as a first step to action. A poster competition was also 

provided as a platform for student voices to be heard on the issue of e-cigarette use. We 

partnered with the University of Wollongong to test the e-cigarettes confiscated in our schools. 

Phase 3: the focus will be on implementing actions informed by the literature, stakeholder input 

and data from the UVS study. These interventions aim to upskill and empower the school 

community to take action against e-cigarette use. 

Phase 4: we will work with stakeholders to provide cessation support to young people who are 

already using e-cigarettes. 
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Unpacking Vaping Committees 

Prevention Group 

This committee was initiated to ensure a community approach and the implementation of 

appropriate strategies in schools. 

The purpose of the prevention committee is: 
 

1. To discuss and share effective strategies to address e-cigarette use in students 

2. To inform stakeholders of local initiatives and circumstances around e-cigarettes 

Currently the membership of the prevention committee includes: school staff, students, parents, 

local health districts, GPs, tobacco treatment specialists, academics, respiratory and adolescent 

specialists, and Ministry of Health who meet monthly via zoom. 

 
Cessation Working Group 

The purpose of the cessation committee is: 

1. To discuss and share strategies on providing support for adolescents in e-cigarette 

cessation 
2. To inform stakeholders of related university student-led research 

 
Currently the membership of the cessation committee includes GPs, paediatric and adolescent 

specialists, academics, university students, public health and school staff. 
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Youth Voices Unpacking Vaping Poster Competition 
 

First place winner Second place winner Third place winner 
 
 

Launched on World No Tobacco Day, in partnership with Population Health, the Youth Voices 

Unpacking Vaping poster competition was open to high school students in western Sydney. 

They were invited to submit a poster addressing either the health effects of e-cigarettes, the 

marketing tricks of the tobacco companies or the harms to the environment. 69 poster entries 

were received from over 80 high school students across 17 schools. Monetary prizes were 

awarded to the top 3 posters and for the following categories: Courage, Care, Creativity, 

Concept and Critical thinking. The top three posters are available on the PERU website. 

Project Outcomes 
 

 

 

Evaluation survey results (n = 26) 
 

 

“My poster was inspired by the warning signs they 
put on cigarette packages. I wanted to create a 
poster that showed why warning signs are also 

important for vape packages.” 

Year 9 second place winner. 
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Unpacking Vaping in Schools Study 

Continuing on from the successful pilot in 2021, ethics from The University of Sydney and 

SERAP was obtained for this study in schools. Separate interactive sessions were held for 

students, staff and parents at each of the seven schools. 
 

 
Student participants in the Unpacking Vaping in Schools Study 

 
Questions were broadly categorised under four headings: vaping knowledge, attitudes, 

behaviours, and prevention. The student and teacher sessions involved a combination of 

interactive activities, small-group brainstorming and opportunities for open discussion. For the 

zoom parent session, we used a focus group format to allow for in-depth discussion. 

Project Outcomes 
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Unpacking E-cigarettes module 

The module was designed to be interactive and self-paced to increase students’ awareness and 

knowledge of e-cigarette use. The online module can be delivered by teachers within a standard 

school period and contains three lesson modules regarding e-cigarette basics, health effects of 

e-cigarettes and alternatives to e-cigarette use. The objectives of the module are: 

1. To provide a user friendly, interactive, and engaging module for students 
 

2. To provide students with information about the contents of e-cigarettes, health effects of 

e-cigarette use, reasons for use and alternatives to use 

3. To provide an opportunity for students to learn to say no to e-cigarettes 
 
 

 
Numbers from the pilot 

 
 

Professor Shah and Plumpton HS students The module finish screen 
 

Project Outcomes 

Student feedback: 

 Senior students recommend the course for junior students 

 High enjoyment with interactive activities, including the quiz show 

 Students reported learning about the contents of e-cigarettes, the harms of e-cigarette 

use and alternatives to e-cigarette use 
 The median course rating was 4 out of 5, reflecting high satisfaction 

 Students also believed the course should contain less text and more questions to 

improve student engagement. 
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Teaching 
FMH, The University of Sydney, School of Pharmacy, Pharmacy students 

We facilitated 6 x 2hr online Health Promotion workshops via Zoom to The University of Sydney 

fourth year and Master of Pharmacy Students (n=228). The successful evidence based Triple A 

program was used as the case example for this workshop. 

Project Outcomes 
 

Mentimeter 4th year participant feedback 

FMH, The University of Sydney, Western Clinical School, Medical students 

• Med 1 Clinical Skills Theme Respiratory Block 2hrs x 6 

• Respiratory devices hands on workshop 1hr x 4 (n=60) 
 

PHD, Internship and Work Placement students 

• Master of Public Health, UNSW Intern, Chang Sheng Leong, “Scoping review on 

university students’ attitudes, perceptions and knowledge of e-cigarettes”. 

• Master of Public Health, USyd work placement, Catriona Lockett, “Development of a 

preliminary framework for a school-based program to improve asthma self-management 

and prevent e-cigarette use in high school students”. 

• Fay Karpouzis, PhD, 2019-ongoing, co-supervisor, Deakin University, Melbourne. 

“Promoting food literacy, sustainable and healthy eating in children aged 10-12 years: 

Implementation and Evaluation of OzHarvest’s school-based FEAST (Food Education 

and Sustainability Training) Program”. 
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Collaborations and Partnerships 
 

COVID-19 Western Sydney GP and Faith-based Leaders' Network 

These meetings continued until September. Some of the focus areas included COVID antiviral 

prescribing, long COVID, COVID vaccine updates for primary care and COVID-19 health 

pathways. A/Professor Anthony Byrne, respiratory specialist at St Vincent’s clinic gave an 

insightful address about long COVID. 

Research Collaborations 
 

• MRFF Bushfire Study, led by Professor McIntyre, the Medical Research Future Fund, is 

conducting a randomized trial to determine the impact of surgical masks and P2 respirators 

during bushfire season on adverse respiratory outcomes among adults with lung disease. 
This research will provide the first clinical efficacy data on mask and respirator use for 

prevention of smoke-induced exacerbations of asthma and COPD in the world 

• MRFF Chronic Respiratory Conditions Grant Opportunity: “Empowering asthma self- 

management and therapeutic adherence through a comprehensive evidence-based 

behavioural support program delivered through augmented reality technology”; NHMRC 

APP2021955; 5-years; $2,000,000.00 

• NHMRC Clinical Trials and Cohort Studies Grant 2022: “Randomised controlled trial to 
clinically validate a digital quit smoking/vaping intelligent intervention for dental patients”; 
NHMRC APP2024093; 5-years; $3,856,193.00 
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Conferences and Publications 
It was a productive year of conferences, reports and publications. 

Conferences and Presentations 

1. 'Involve Me and I'll Understand’: The Need for Innovative Ways to Engage Young People 

in a Pandemic, TSANZ ASM, March-April 2022 [virtual] 

2. Unpacking Vaping in high schools: an exploratory study TSANZ ASM March-April 2022 

[virtual] 

3. Does an Online Q&A Session address the COVID-19 Concerns of Students TSANZ 

ASM March-April 2022 [virtual] 

4. Engaging high school students during a pandemic: digitalisation of the SALSA program. 

Allied Health Research Symposium, poster presentation 

5. Engaging High School Students During a Pandemic Westmead Hospital Week 2022 

[virtual]. Poster presentation 

6. Youth Voices: Making a Difference to the School Environment Westmead Hospital Week 

2022 [virtual]. Poster presentation 

7. Unpacking Vaping in Schools, Western Sydney Principals Network, July, oral 

presentation 
8. Unpacking Vaping in Schools, Rotary presentation September 

9. Unpacking Vaping in Schools Study presentation, E-cigarettes and Young People, 

Ministry of Health, 7th November 

10. Unpacking Vaping in Schools Study oral presentation, TSANZ NSW conference, 

4th November 

Publications 

Reports 

1. Prevention Education and Research Unit, 2021 

2. Research and Education Network Report, 2021 

3. Year in review 2021-2022 WSLHD 
 

Publications under Review 

Shah, SS, Rizzo Liu, K, Lockett, CL, Sainsbury, E “Youth Voices creating healthy eating and 

physically active environments in schools” (under review with Health Education Journal). 



09 23 

 

 

Media Articles and other 

1. “Youth voice delivers water refill stations in western Sydney schools” The Pulse, 11 April 

2022 
2. “Youth voice delivers water refill stations” Nepean News, April 2022 

3. "Fostering Youth Voice for the Delivery of COVID-19 Information” Insight+ Medical 

Journal of Australia, 30 May 2022 

4. “Western Sydney students to voice concerns about vaping this World No Tobacco Day” 

The Pulse, 30 May 2022 

5. “Unpacking Vaping in Schools” The NSW Doctor, NSW Australian Medical Association, 

May/ June 2022 
6. Queen’s Birthday honours 2022: Dr Smita Shah OAM, The Order of Australia - YouTube 

7. “I got my zeal for community work from my Gandhian father” SBS Hindi Podcast, 14 

June 2022 

8. “Some students want to rebel and think vaping is cool and tastes good, research finds” 

ABC Western Sydney, 29 June 2022 

9. “Western Sydney researchers uncover truths on vaping in schools to help protect youth” 

The Pulse, 8 July 2022 
10. “Inspiring Adolescents Towards Better Health Practices” India Link, July 2022  

..\..\Media\2022\India\Inspiring Adolescents.png 

11. “Winners announced for anti-vaping competition with western Sydney students 

submitting innovative and influential artwork” The Pulse, 10 August 2022 

12. Professor Shah OAM mention, WSLHD Executive, 15 September 2022 

13. “Inspiring western Sydney high school students to lead and develop health actions in 

their schools”. The Pulse, 20 September 2022 
14. “Unpacking Vaping in Schools”, WSLHD School-Link Newsletter, Term 4 2022 NSW Health 

Department\School-Link Newsletter Term 4 2022.pdf 

15. “Our voices were heard: western Sydney students share big plans to inspire physical 

activity at their schools during SALSA Youth Voices event The Pulse, 6 December 

2022 

16. “A big first step: Western Sydney Local Health District’s expo introduces students to vital 

healthcare services” The Pulse, 6 December 2022 

https://thepulse.org.au/2022/04/11/youth-voice-delivers-water-refill-stations-in-western-sydney-schools/#:%7E:text=Youth%20voice%20delivers%20water%20refill%20stations%20in%20western%20Sydney%20schools,-11%20Apr%2C%202022&text=Western%20Sydney%20high%20school%20students,)%2C%20schools%20and%20local%20doctors.
https://issuu.com/nepeannews/docs/nepeannews_22april2022_digital?fr=sMjU4NTMzODY2MDI
https://insightplus.mja.com.au/2022/20/fostering-youth-voice-for-delivery-of-covid-19-information/
https://insightplus.mja.com.au/2022/20/fostering-youth-voice-for-delivery-of-covid-19-information/
https://thepulse.org.au/2022/05/30/western-sydney-students-to-voice-concerns-about-vaping-this-world-no-tobacco-day/#:%7E:text=Western%20Sydney%20students%20to%20voice%20concerns%20about%20vaping%20this%20World%20No%20Tobacco%20Day,-30%20May%2C%202022&text=World%20No%20Tobacco%20Day%20is,and%20vaping%20to%20young%20people.
https://www.amansw.com.au/unpacking-vaping-in-schools-2/
https://www.amansw.com.au/unpacking-vaping-in-schools-2/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZR4IKc4JkvM
https://www.sbs.com.au/language/hindi/en/podcast-episode/i-got-my-zeal-for-community-work-from-my-gandhian-father-smita-shah-oam/yqbrhgjcr
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-06-29/vaping-in-schools-a-struggle-research-finds-/101189940
https://thepulse.org.au/2022/08/10/winners-announced-for-anti-vaping-competition-with-western-sydney-students-submitting-innovative-and-influential-artwork/
https://thepulse.org.au/2022/09/20/inspiring-western-sydney-high-school-students-to-lead-and-develop-health-actions-in-their-schools/
https://thepulse.org.au/2022/12/06/our-voices-were-heard-western-sydney-students-share-big-plans-to-inspire-physical-activity-at-their-schools-during-salsa-youth-voices-event/
https://thepulse.org.au/2022/12/06/our-voices-were-heard-western-sydney-students-share-big-plans-to-inspire-physical-activity-at-their-schools-during-salsa-youth-voices-event/
https://thepulse.org.au/2022/12/06/a-big-first-step-western-sydney-local-health-districts-expo-introduces-students-to-vital-healthcare-services/
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Digital Channels 
 

Websites 
 
 
 

 
PERU programs, The University of Sydney 

 
 

 
 

PERU, Research and Education Network 
 
 

Social Media 
 
 

@PERUWSLHD @peru_programs @PERUWestmead Peru Westmead PERU: Youth 
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