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UW Genetic Counselor Training Program SNPits

Greetings from the Program Director 

Dear Colleagues and Friends,

I admit that although I am deficient in my 
knowledge of most social media-I’m a 
fan. A pretty big fan. Facebook, Instagram 
and Messenger all let me keep up with 
friends, no matter where they are or when 
we last actually saw each other. And, 
in my position, I am fortunate to meet 
many, many, many people who I now call 
friends and don’t get to see nearly often 
enough.  This time of year, I am especially 
reminded of how lucky I am to get to 
know so many interesting and wonderful 

folks. We recently said good-bye to our 
six graduates from the Class of 2018 who 
joined the GC workforce in places distant 
from UW-Madison. Match day introduced 
us to the eight individuals who will join 
our Master of Genetic Counselor Studies 
Program this fall. It is exciting to think 
about getting to know eight GC students 
who are passionate and eager to be in our 
program and yet, bittersweet to say good-
bye to those who are transitioning from 
student to valued colleague. Thankfully, 
they are only a click away! 

Updates

• Yes, it’s true. We matched with EIGHT 
students. You may say, “that’s only 
two more” but we’re thinking-“that’s a 
30% increase!” None of this would be 
possible without our clinical supervisors, 
research mentors, clinical geneticists, 
and countless others. Thank you for 
your continued support of our genetic 
counseling students! 

• All six members of the graduating class 
of 2018 were employed at least six-
weeks prior to graduation with positions 
in MN, IN, IL, CT, ND and WI! They 
also all had their abstracts accepted 
for the 2018 NSGC Annual Education 
Conference, so be sure to go check out 
their research in Atlanta, GA. 

Continued on page 2

Janet Williams and Joan Burns visit at the Wisconsin 
Genetics Exchange in Fall 2017

Ellen Johnson (2018) and Amy Donahue (2018) visiting 
with the Mayo Brothers
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• The Class of 2017 have all passed 
their national certification exam. 
Congratulations to Tori, Hannah, 
Madeline, Sara, Camille and Everett! 

• A huge shout out to our genetic 
counseling course instructors who 
have completed a myriad of UW 
teaching and learning programs 
including Blended Learning 
Fellowships, I-Leap series and more. 
These efforts have provided formal 
training in best-practices for teaching, 
learning and assessment which 
are positively reflected in course 
evaluations. Kudos to Laura, Ashley, 
Kim, Liz and April for going the extra 
step (mile?) that this required.

• This past year, the Wisconsin Genetic 
Counselor Association (WIGCA) was 
established as an official state chapter 
of the NSGC. This group will help bring 
together our state genetic counselors, 
genetic counseling students and other 
genetic specialists. Margo Grady 
(1993) will serve as the chair of the 
Nomination Committee and Laura 
Birkeland (2007) will serve as the Chair 
of the Education Committee. 

• We continue to add new clinical 
rotation sites to the MGCS program. 
Since the last issue of SNPit’s, we 
have added ProHealth (Waukesha), 
Aurora (Summit, Milwaukee and 
others), and Madison Women’s 
Health to our student opportunities. 
Additionally, we are excited for a 

partnership with Marshfield Clinic 
Health System who will host a GC II for 
their entire second year using distance 
technologies for didactic teaching and 
we are in the early stages of working 
with other state partners for similar 
opportunities. Stay tuned!

The Student 
Experience at  
UW–Madison

Students participate is a wide range of 
experiences while training to become 
genetic counselors, some of which 
are required for all and others that are 
uniquely sought out by the student. 

HudsonAlpha – by Amy Donahue 
(Class 2018)
In the summer of 2017, I drove down 
to Hunstville, Alabama for a “mini-
rotation” with the genetic counselors 
at the HudsonAlpha Institute for 
Biotechnology. HudsonAlpha is a 
unique organization, described as 
a nonprofit institute that “innovates 
on four platforms: research-driven 
discovery, education, genomic 
medicine and entrepreneurship” in 
order to improve quality of life for 
all people. And it has Wisconsin 
connections: Dr. David Bick, MD, 

Dr. Howard Jacobs, Ph.D., and Dr. 
Kimberly Strong, Ph.D. (among others) 
all previously worked at the Medical 
College of Wisconsin before bringing 
their talents to HudsonAlpha. (Of note, 
Dr. Strong passed away from breast 
cancer in early 2017, and a garden in 
her honor was dedicated while I as at 
HudsonAlpha. She was an amazing 
woman who was inadvertently partially 
responsible for my own career switch 
to genetic counseling through an 
interaction I had with her when we both 
worked at MCW. The human stories 
and connections are everywhere.) 

I applied for the rotation because of my 
interest in genomic medicine, which 
includes not only helping individuals on 
their diagnostic journeys, but also so 
many other aspects: I’m fascinated by 
its applications for healthy individuals, 
its use in population research, the 
ways bioinformatics and bench science 
are expanding what we know every 
day, and the importance of educating 
the public about all these aspects. 
Especially since the public includes 
not only possible patients, but the next 
generation of the genetics workforce. 
This rotation, with HudsonAlpha GCs 

Kelly East, Meagan Cochran, and 
Whitley Kelley, allowed me to get 
deeper glimpses into all these areas. 
My understanding of how genetic 
counseling skills can be used grew 
exponentially while observing Dr. 
Bick & Meagan interact with patients 
seeking whole genome sequencing; 
while sitting with the parents and 
children involved in the Clinical 
Sequencing Exploratory Research 
(CSER) study as Whitely explained 
their results; and while learning from 
Kelly about managing the different 
educational programs. Everyone I met 
with, from the PhD analysts calling 
sequence variants, to the researchers 
working on functional assays and 
protein modeling, to the dedicated 
bioethicist providing leadership, to 
the exceptionally organized clinic 
administrative staff, to the well-traveled 
expert educators, was inspirational 
and a vital member of the whole 
team. Reflecting back, I feel like I took 
away new understanding of the word 
“interdisciplinary” from this experience.

I also took advantage of my time in 
Alabama to go on some adventures. 
If you’re ever in Hunstville, I highly 
recommend going to the Space & 
Rocket Center (probably the most 
famous reason to visit). Monte Sano 
State Park right next door provided 
gorgeous hiking, and the longer 
drive to Dismals Canyon to see the 
Dismalites (look them up!) was more 
than worth it. Of course, I had to try 
local food (catfish at Betty Maes...
mmmmmm) and some local beers. 
I even brought back pickled okra to 
share with my classmates from the 
local farmers market. After all, new 
life experiences can give one new 
perspectives, and you never know 
when that might come in handy in a 
genetic counseling session! The whole 
experience was something I’ll never 
forget, and as someone interested in 
research, education and direct patient 
care, being able to see how someone 
can work in all those areas as a genetic 
counselor was priceless. I’m looking 
forward to continuing to build on 
these experiences when I enter the 
workforce, and the connections I now 
have with Meagan, Kelly, Whitley and 
others at HudsonAlpha are something 
that I will continue to hold on to.

Genetic Counseling Students Find 
Improv Theater – by Ellen Johnson & 
Jonica Richards (Class 2018)
During the fall semester, four of the 
second year genetic counseling 
students took a course entitled 
‘Improvisational Theater for Health 
Professionals” with Dr. Amy Zelenski. 
This class is based on the Watson/
Northwestern Medical Improv 
Curriculum and work from the Alda 
Center for Communicating Science 
at Stony Brook Medical School. This 
class met for six sessions, each with a 
different focus.

This course utilized a series of 
improv ‘games’, readings, and 
discussions focused on how we listen, 
communicate, and work with others. 

In improv, there are no wrong answers 
and we’re encouraged to respond 
with “Yes, and”, allowing us to build 
upon what our partner has given 
us. This allows for more productive 
conversations.

The course was made up of a mixture 
of medical, nursing, pharmacy, and 
genetic counseling students. The 
interdisciplinary nature of this course 
gave us the opportunity to collaborate 
with students outside of genetics and 
appreciate different perspectives. 

Overall, our experience in class with 
Dr. Zelenski and the other students 
was helpful, as we will now be better 
equipped to imagine the perspectives 
of others and respond authentically to 
their emotions. Additionally, we had 
a chance to work on effective and 
respectful communication with other 
team members in multidisciplinary 
settings. And lastly, as a bonus, we’ve 
discovered we’re pretty hilarious (at 
least we think so)!

Public Health Genetic Counseling – 
by Jessica Tarnowski (Class of 2018)
The role of genetic counselors in public 
health has been expanding in recent 
decades. As a genetic counseling 
student interested in the intersection 
of genetics and population health, it 
was important for me to gain exposure 
to the work of genetic counselors 
employed in public health roles. As 
part of my summer rotation, I had 
the opportunity to intern with genetic 
counselors at Hawaii Department of 
Health’s Genomics Section (HDH). At 
HDH I participated in genetic outreach 
clinics, development of educational 
material for newborn screening 
programs, and training in telegenetics.

Hawaii is one of a few states with 
a majority minority population, and 
has a unique fusion of Asian, Native 
Hawaiian, and American cultures. Most 
specialty health services reside in the 
urban center of Honolulu situated on 
the island Oahu. Hawaiians living on 
outer islands often have to travel by 

air to access specialty care – including 
genetic counseling services. The 
diverse background of Hawaii patients 
combined with the nature of Hawaii’s 
geography presented an opportunity 
to learn how to work within the 
constraints of the greater healthcare 
system, while still meeting the unique 
needs of a community. I learned 
strategies to increase access to 
genetic services through telemedicine, 
outreach clinics, and social programs. 

My internship with HDH taught me so 
much about how genetic counselors’ 
unique skills can promote population 
health by providing perspective 
on the ethical and social impact of 
policies related to genetics. Public 
health provides our profession 
with a path towards leadership 
and involvement in policy change 
on a state and national level. It is 
my hope to incorporate what I’ve 
learned to increase access to genetic 
services for medically underserved 
populations in my future career.

Surprise performance of the UW Marching Band  
at the Wisconsin Genetics Exchange

Amy Donahue (2018) studies genetics in Alabama

 Jessica Tarnowski (2018) studies genetics in Hawaii
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Graduation
We celebrated the 40th graduating class this spring: 
Amy Donahue, Eden Faye, Ellen Johnson, Sharon Luu, 
Jonica Richards, and Jessica Tarnowski. They have all 
entered the workforce and will serve as ambassadors 
of our Program, and more importantly, the genetic 
counseling profession. Upon graduation, they earned 

a Master of Genetic Counselor Studies, which includes 
demanding course work, hundreds of hours of clinical 
practice, passing a two-part comprehensive examination, 
and completion of a research project. Their drive, 
determination, and flexibility is to be commended. 

Welcome to UW-Madison 
Eight new genetic counseling students will start late August. 
Welcome to Megan Benoy, Christina Bouril, Brittany 
Bowman, Abigail Freeman, Kristina Garcia, Madison 
Hankins, Karina Kidd, and Kelly Schmit. 

We are excited to have several new genetic counselors 
working here in Madison and affiliated with the UW Training 
GC Program.

Welcome to Grace Anbouba (Wayne State University, MI), 
Elizabeth Kellom (Brandeis University, MA), Meg Matias 
(University of Cincinnati, OH), Kelcy Smith (University of 
Pittsburg, PA), Rachel Sullivan (University of Cincinnati, OH), 
Meghan Tipsworth (University of Cincinnati, OH), and Anna 
Zakas (Emory University School of Medicine, GA) This past 
year, the UW Program 
hosted a seminar series 
that provided background 
about the value of 
clinical supervision, 
how to approach the 
teaching of psychosocial 
and educational skills, 
providing effective 
feedback and creating a 
summative evaluation. It 
also was a great time to 
get to know our newest 
clinical supervisors 
and bring together 
genetic counselors from 
different specialties and 
institutions.

Stephen Meyn, MD, PhD, became the first director for the 
UW Center for Human Genomics and Precision Medicine 
this past year. His background is broad and varied, but most 
recently, prior to coming to Wisconsin, he was head of the 
Sick Children’s Program in Genetics and Genome Biology 
at the University of Toronto. A new building on the SMPH 
and UW Health campus is being built to house the Center. 
A genetic counselor will soon join the Center to be the 
clinical face of the program. What an exciting time for UW-
Madison – be sure to check out the press releases within the 
Quarterly for more information. On a simpler note, we have 
appreciated getting to know him at our Wednesday Genetics 
Case Conference and Journal Club.

Katie Williams, MD, is 
our newest fellow in 
Genetics & Metabolism. 
She completed her 
medical schooling and 
residency here at UW-
Madison. Before returning 
to Wisconsin, she worked 
as a general pediatrician 
for four year at the Clinic 
for Special Children in 
Strasburg, PA., a non-profit 
clinic serving children with 
complex medical needs 
or genetic disorders from 
the Amish and Mennonite 
communities. She is a 
natural and wonderful 
addition to our team!

Research Projects for Class 2018
• Amy Donahue. Advisors: Elizabeth 

Petty, MD & April Hall, PhD, CGC.  
Information in Genetic Counseling: 
When, Where, What, How, and Barriers 
to Access.

• Eden Faye. Advisors: Janet Legare, 
MD, Peggy Modaff, MS, CGC & 
Richard Pauli, MD, PhD. Case report 
of woman with peripheral neuropathy 
and skeletal dysplasia resulting from a 
TRPV4 mutation. 

• Ellen Johnson. Advisors: Elizabeth 
Petty, MD & Laura Birkeland, MS, 
CGC. Exploring genetic counselor 
perspectives regarding expanded 
carrier screening in the setting of 
reproductive technologies. 

• Sharon Luu. Paula Cody, MD, MPH 
& the UW Metabolic Genetics Team. 
Eating attitudes and behaviors 
in individuals with phenylalanine 
hydroxylase deficiency: Patient and 
dietitian perspectives. 

• Jonica Richards. Elizabeth Petty, MD 
& Amy Zelenski, PhD.  Exploring the 
Interpersonal Skills Development of 
Genetic Counselors.

• Jessica Tarnowski. Mei Baker, MD, 
FACMG, Catherine Reiser, MS, CGC, & 
Peggy Modaff, MS, CGC Primary care 
provider’s information needs when 
communicating cystic fibrosis newborn 
screening results.

Eden Faye (2018) Presenting her poster 
at graduation 

The Class of 2019

Casey Reiser (1980), LuAnn Weik, 
Dr. Raymond Kessel

Class 2018 with Casey

Ellen Johnson (2018) with research mentors,  
Dr. Liz Petty and Laura Birkeland (2007)

Jessica Tarnowski (2018), recipient of the 
Dr. Raymond Kessel Scholarship in Outreach

Amy Donahue (2018) and Porter Pavalko (2019), 
recipients of the Joan Burns Founder’s Scholarship

Everett Lally (2017), recipient of the Dr. Renata 
Laxova Scholarship in Patient Advocacy
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Continued on page 8

MEG EILERS 

 What have you been doing for the 
last few years?
For the first couple of years after 
graduation, I worked at the University 
of Iowa Hospitals and Clinics, but 
for the last 17 years, I have been 
working as a genetic counselor 
for the University of Minnesota/
Fairview Health Services, mostly in 
the Maternal-Fetal Medicine Center. 
There, I do all the “regular genetic 
counselor-y” stuff of seeing patients, 
supervising genetic counseling 
students, and teaching some lectures 

for the genetic counseling 
training program, the medical 
school, and a variety of other 
medical learners. Besides 
my current role of working in 
the Maternal-Fetal Medicine 
Clinic, over the course of my 
career, I’ve also worked in 
a General Genetics Clinic, a 
Muscular Dystrophy/Neurology 
Clinic, a Hemophilia/Bleeding 
Disorders Clinic, two different 
Familial Cancer Clinics, and a 
Metabolism Clinic.

MONICA WOHLFERD 

What have you been doing for the 
last few years? 
I’m retired! I retired last year, 39 years 
after graduating from the Wisconsin 
program. I now spend less time 
driving to and from work and more 
time reading, gardening, cooking, 
volunteering, birding and just being 
outdoors. The last 10 years that I 
was working, I worked as a Regional 
Prenatal Screening Coordinator for 
Northern California Kaiser.

What is a favorite memory from 
your time with the UW-Madison GC 
Program? 
A favorite memory...humm…so many 
to pick. How about “playing” in Ray 
Kessler’s lab? We laughed a lot and 
learned so much at the same time. 
Ray sent me to talk with John Opitz 
and started me off on my career. I 
also fondly remember watching Claus 
Patau lecture during our Cytogenetics 
class. He had very bushy eyebrows 
and would stand in front of the class 
rocking back and forth as he talked. He 
was a wealth of information. 

What do you miss about Wisconsin 
or UW-Madison?

I miss figure skating at Camp Randall 
Ice Rink. I used to stop there on my 
way to class in the morning for a 
good skate to wake me up. (I don’t 
miss shoveling snow though!) 

What was your favorite class  
and why?
My favorite class was Human 
Dysmorphology with Renata Laxova. 
It was like solving puzzles using all 
the information you learned from 
your other classes. 

Which UW or UW-Affiliated Clinical 
Supervisor, Provider or Professor 
was influential to your success as a 
GC and why?
Who was influential to my success? 
That’s easy - Joan Burns. She was a 
great mentor and she believed in me. A 
great leader helping to form the Genetic 
Counseling profession. 

What is something you have 
achieved or created in your career 
for which you are proud?
I am proud to have been involved with 
CVS research at UCSF Medical Center. 
It was back when amniocentesis was 
the only prenatal test option. CVS 
was not yet a standard procedure, 

but people like Dr. Mickey Golbus 
believed in it, so he worked hard to 
prove that it was safe and a valuable 
alternative. It was the start of giving 
women choices. I’m also proud to 
have sat on the first NSGC Board. That 
was when we were not sure Genetic 
Counseling would be a successful 
profession and look at it now! 

What advice do you have the 
graduating class of 2018?
Advice? Remember that you are the 
conduit between people and their 
very own genetic information. People 
don’t grow up learning to “speak” the 
language of genetics, but you did. You 
are their interpreter.

When my son Eli was born almost 11 
years ago, I started to work part-time, 
so I could spend a little extra time with 
him. He now goes to a STEM elementary 
school here in the Twin Cities area, and 
I have had a blast volunteering at his 
school on days I am not working. It’s 
been great to get to know the diverse 
population in his school and learn about 
new science-y things along the way. 
Otherwise, in my “spare time,” I enjoy 
spending time in nature, hanging out 
with my family, and visiting new places 
I haven’t been to before (especially if 
it involves ice cream or fancy coffee 
drinks!).

What is a favorite memory from 
your time with the UW-Madison GC 
Program?
Yikes, it’s hard to pick just one! I think 
my favorite memories all stem from the 
comradery of the genetic counseling 
students in the program. We really felt like 
a little family for those two years--which 
might have been at least partly related 
to the tiny, tiny office that we all shared. 
(Seriously, how did we all fit in there?!) 
It was so helpful to have the support 
of other folks going through the same 
processes as myself and collectively 
harrowing through all those anxiety-
provoking experiences, like having to talk 
to patients alone for the first time within 
a few weeks of starting the program and 
attempting to take notes for Dr. Pauli 
while he was doing a medical exam. But, 
we all survived by working together and 
helping each other when we could. And, 
in the end, I think we all came out of it 
with valuable experiences and knowledge!

What do you miss about Wisconsin or 
UW-Madison?
I miss the general atmosphere of the 
UW-Madison campus. While it is a large 
campus, I always felt, in many ways, 
that it still had a small community-type 
feel. Yet, there was so much to do and 
so much diversity in the area, not only 
in individuals, but also in the options 
for various experiences. I also loved the 
natural aspects of campus, especially 
the Lakeshore Walk and the Arboretum; I 
enjoyed spending time in those areas as 
a respite from the stresses of college and 
graduate school life.

What was your favorite class and why?
My favorite genetics class was actually 
the Medical Genetic course that I took 
as an undergraduate at UW-Madison. 
At that time, this course was taught by 
Dr. Richard Spritz. As an undergraduate 
student, I thought he was a pretty 
intimidating professor, and he wasn’t 
afraid to point out in class if your 
answers were wrong! But, in his class, 
he really did emphasize understanding 
how the underlying molecular genetics 
of a condition influence the underlying 
mechanism and development of particular 
genetic diseases. He challenged us to 
understand the genetics information we 
were learning (rather than just memorizing 
a bunch of stuff) and how to critically 
think about this information and apply it to 
understanding various genetic diseases. 
So, while I was always petrified when he 
called on us in class (and wouldn’t move 
on without an answer from the audience), 
I do really feel like he helped prepare me 
for how to think and analyze genetics 
from a medical perspective, which has 
obviously been incredibly valuable in my 
career as a genetic counselor.

 Which UW or UW-Affiliated Clinical 
Supervisor, Provider or Professor  
was influential to your success as a  
GC and why? 
Oh, goodness, it’s hard to pick just one! 
But, I would have to pick Dr. Renata 
Laxova. When I was a undergraduate 
student at UW-Madison, I had to do a 
senior honors project. Shortly before 
starting to plan for this, Dr. Laxova came 
to one of my classes as a guest lecturer 
and talked at length about genetic 
counseling, and she’s the first person that 
got me interested in this career. When 
I was talking with my undergraduate 
adviser about my interest in this career, 
he picked up the phone and called Dr. 
Laxova and asked her if she would be 
willing to take me on as an adviser for my 
senior project. I have no idea why she 
accepted taking on an undergraduate. 
I’m sure she was already busy with her 
patients, other projects, and the graduate 
students, and I was so young at the time 
and (looking back) knew so little about 
medical genetics (and life in general!). 
But, she did accept taking me on for 
my project, and she also let me watch 
General Genetics clinic every week for my 
senior year of college. I’m forever grateful 
that she did take a chance on me and 

gave me this introduction; if she hadn’t, I 
don’t know that I’d have ended up where 
I am today, having almost 20 years of 
a genetic counseling career caring for 
families.

What is something you have achieved 
or created in your career for which you 
are proud?
A few years ago, I spent a significant 
proportion of my time working with our 
Fetal Diagnosis and Treatment Center 
(FDTC), where I enjoyed supporting 
families that were expecting a baby likely 
to need extra medical attention after 
birth and helping to make their care as 
smooth as possible in their transition from 
prenatal to postnatal life. As part of this, 
I also worked with the Perinatal Hospice 
team, helping families plan for the birth 
of their baby with a life-limiting condition. 
I learned so much from these FDTC 
families and from the providers and allied 
health staff that I worked with in helping 
to care for these families. We worked 
hard as a team to take care of families as 
they went through what they would often 
describe as their most difficult times of 
their lives. The work felt very important 
and vital.

What advice do you have the 
graduating class of 2018?
Don’t be afraid to try out new roles 
or experiences in your career as the 
opportunity arises! I’ve spent a good 
chunk of my genetic counseling career 
working in areas that I really didn’t think 
I’d like at all after finishing the genetic 
counseling training program (and, 
surprisingly to me, actually really liked 
doing when I tried working in those 
areas after graduation!). Over the last 
almost 20 years of my genetic counseling 
career, I have changed specialties and 
roles several times. It can be scary to 
try new things, especially when you 
are not sure if it’s something you are 
going to like to do or feel like you are 
good at. I have to say that I’ve done 
that several times over the course 
of my career, and even if, in the end, 
things didn’t turn out as I had planned, 
I always learned new things along the 
way and had valuable experiences that 
have influenced and developed me 
into genetic counselor I am today.
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A Look Back and Forward
With our 40th graduating class this year, we reached out to graduates from the class of 1978, 1998, 2008 & 2018 

 to check in and see what they were doing now with their degree in medical genetics. 

&QA

&QA
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Alumni Updates

Please consider sharing professional 
and personal updates by emailing 

Laura Birkeland at  
lebirkeland@pediatrics.wisc.edu 

Peggy Modaff (1995) when asked 
if she has updates, replied with, “I 
got nada!” I would disagree. Peggy 
has been an early adopter of helping 
students get more real-life exposure to 
writing clinic notes with our electronic 
medical records. She, along with 
Dr. Richard Pauli, Dr. Janet Legare, 
recent graduate Jonica Richard and 
current 2nd year GC student, Cory 
Smid, are working on an exciting 
research project about the natural 
history of achondroplasia. As always, 
she continues to keep all of GCs from 
taking ourselves too seriously with her 
swift humor.

Cathleen L. McCann (1998) 
recently accepted the position of 
Program Director for the Genetic 
Counseling Training Program at 
the University of Central Florida at 
Orlando, Florida. The program is 
working on attaining accreditation 
from ACGC. Nice work, Cathy!

Melissa Barbaoo (2003) presented 
at the 2017 PLUGS® Midwest 
Regional Summit held in Marshfield, 
WI at Prevention Genetics. Given her 
role as a Genetic Coordinator and 
Laboratory Utilization Specialist, she 
contributed to the panel discussion 
titled, “Reimbursement 101: Factors 
Influencing How Different Insurers 
Decide to Reimburse.” 

Sara (Svendsen) Lewis (2006) is 
now working at St. Jude Children’s 
Research Hospital within the 
hematology department with patients 
at risk for hereditary non-malignant 
hematologic conditions. 

Denise (Marty) Jones (2007) is settling 
into her new role as the Utilization 
Management Assistant Team Lead at 

Informed DNA. She helps supervise 
newly hired genetic analysts with their 
case work to keep up with NCQA 
standards. A genetic analyst’s role 
reviews incoming genetic test requests 
for clinical utility and makes sure 
the right patient gets the right test. 

Kate Murphy Orland (2008) is 
keeping busy with various talks 
across campus including Cardiology 
Grand Rounds (“Utilization of Genetic 
Analysis and Histories in the Care 
of Cardiac Patients”), Prevention 
Cardiology (“Genetics of Familial 
Hypercholesterolemia”), and the UW 
Student Group “Cardiac on Campus” 
(“The Role of Genetics in Cardiac 
Care”). She continues to work with first 
year GC students providing exposure 
to cardiac genetics and when she is 
not busy, she publishes (see below). 

Laura Jean Dattilo (2016) and Laura 
Birkeland (2007) had fun making a 
YouTube video of photographs from 
the last 40 years of the UW-Madison 
Genetic Counseling Training Program. 
Check it out on our Facebook Page 
(UW Genetic Counselor Training 
Program Alumni) or email Laura 
Birkeland and she can send you 
the link. We have almost everyone 
represented in a photograph on the 
video. Enjoy and keep posting your 
photos of your time at UW-Madison. 

Back and Forward...continued from page 7

SHARON LUU 

What have you been doing for the 
last few years (or weeks)…
I have been settling into my new job 
and learning how to be a genetic 
counselor. I have also been studying 
for boards.

What is a favorite memory from 
your time with the UW-Madison GC 
Program?
I will always fondly remember all the 
times my classmates would go out 
for cheese curds after standardized 
patients, as well as all the board game 
nights, and Airbnb’s. I am very thankful 
that I came out of the program with 1 
degree and 5 good friends.

What will you miss about Wisconsin 
or UW-Madison? 
I will miss Madison’s perfect summers 
by the lake. There was nothing quite 
as magical as getting ice cream on the 
terrace.

What was your favorite class  
and why? 
I truly enjoyed all of my classes at UW, 
but I was most surprised by how much 
I liked cancer genetics. I initially did 
not think I was interested in cancer 
genetics, but that class completely 

changed my mind about what 
patient populations I would like to 
work with in the future. Amy was 
certainly an engaging teacher, 
but so were many of our other 
instructors at UW, so I couldn’t 
tell you what specifically about 
that class made me start to enjoy, 
even prefer cancer counseling. I 
think it serves as a good example 
to not get too locked into your 
expectations - they might change!

Which UW or UW-Affiliated Clinical 
Supervisor, Provider or Professor 
was influential to your success as a 
GC and why? 
Everyone!

What is something you have 
achieved or created in your GC 
career for which you are proud? 
I haven’t achieved much yet as a GC 
because I am hardly out of training, but 
I am excited that I am now working for 
an established Metabolism clinic that is 
very receptive to the new perspectives 
I have to offer. I have been involved in 
conversations about how to get GC 
students more involved with counseling 
metabolic patients, and there has also 
been a lot of interest in expanding my 

graduate research 
study in eating 

behaviors in individuals with PKU. Even 
two months out of the program, I feel 
like I am making positive changes in 
the way I care for patients.

 What advice do you have for future 
graduating classes?
For most of you, this will be the end of 
your education, but it is the beginning 
of your career. It is important to realize 
that even when your schooling is over, 
you are not done learning - not just 
because genetics is an ever-growing 
field, but also so that you can find 
where you fit in this profession. How 
do you do that? Remain open minded 
to new experiences. Be honest with 
yourself. It’s okay to have likes and 
dislikes, and you will have a more 
fulfilling career if you let yourself follow 
where your passions lead. 

EMILY (WINDSOR) DECKER 

What have you been doing for the 
last few years?
The past few years I’ve been working 
with Invitae providing clinical 
consultation to clinicians and guiding 
marketing efforts. 

 What is a favorite memory from 
your time with the UW-Madison GC 
Program? 
Spending many hours and days on 
end in the student offices. I think I 
experienced the full range of human 
emotion in those rooms. 

What do you miss about Wisconsin 
or UW-Madison? 
Cheese curds

What was your favorite class  
and why? 

Embryology - I loved 
following genes and 
genetic changes impact 
on the development 
process.

Which UW or UW-
Affiliated Clinical 
Supervisor, Provider 
or Professor was influential to your 
success as a GC and why? 
Casey - for many reasons, but mostly 
for stressing that the UW trains genetic 
counselors who use their genetic 
knowledge and counseling skills in 
many different arenas. 

What is something you have 
achieved or created in your career 
for which you are proud?
I’m still pretty proud of passing the 
board exam. Aside from that, being 

part of the GC group at Seattle 
Children’s that created the Genetic 
Counseling Clinic.

What advice do you have the 
graduating class of 2018?

Keep going!! There is so much to learn 
and know and do in genetics (and 
beyond). I am very proud to have come 
through the UW GC Program. I felt 
very well prepared to enter the genetic 
counseling community with an excellent 
foundation from which to grow.
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Kim Anderson (2009), Kate Murphy Orland (2008) and 
Peggy Modaff (1995) attend the Wisconsin Genetics 

Exchange in 2017

Kate Murphy Orland (2008), April Hall, Christie Turcott, 
and Ashley (Klein) Kuhl (2013) attend our Annual Clinical 

Supervisor conference

Dr. Marc Williams, Janet Williams (1979), and Dr. David 
Wargowski at the 2017 Wisconsin Genetics Exchange

 Clinical staff sporting the new Genetic Counseling team spirit apparel on UW Friday!
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Alumni Gatherings at the 2017 NSGC Annual Education Conference 

• Aime Agather (2015), Jenny Rietzler 
(2016), Catherine Reiser (1980): 
Working with the Hmong Population in 
a Genetics Setting: Genetic Counselor 
Perspectives. Agather A, Rietzler J, 
Reiser CA, Petty EM. J Genet Couns. 
2017 Dec;26(6):1388-1400. doi: 
10.1007/s10897-017-0117-4. 

• Laura (Otto) Rust (2015), Hallee 
Adamsheck (2016), Catherine Reiser 
(1980): Counseling Close to Home: 
Genetic Counselors’ Experiences with 
their own Family Members. Rust L, 
Adamsheck H, Reiser CA, Petty EM. 
J Genet Couns. 2017 Aug 16. doi: 
10.1007/s10897-017-0138-z.

• Hallee Adamsheck (2016): Is Low 
FMR1 CGG Repeat Length in Males 
Correlated with Family History of 
BRCA-Associated Cancers? An 
Exploratory Analysis of Medical 
Records. Adamsheck HC, Petty EM, 
Hong J, Baker MW, Brilliant MH, Mailick 
MR. J Genet Couns. 2017 Jun 30. doi: 
10.1007/s10897-017-0116-5.

• Sarah Clowes Candadai (2016): 
Long-term Outcomes in Amish Patients 
Diagnosed with Propionic Acidemia 
Scott Schwoerer J, Clowes Candadai 
S, Held PK. Mol Genet Metab Rep. 
2018 Jun 22;16:36-38. doi: 10.1016/j.
ymgmr.2018.05.004. 

• Jenny Rietzler (2016), Laura Birkeland 
(2007): Perceived Changes to Obstetric 
Care and the Integration of Personal 
and Professional Life as a Pregnant 
Prenatal Genetic Counselor. Rietzler J, 
Birkeland, L, Petty E. J Genet Couns. 
2018 Feb; doi: 10.1007/s10897-018-
0210-3. 

• Everett Lally (2017): Pegylated 
Asparaginase as Cause of Fatal 
Hyperammonemia in Patients with 
Latent Urea Cycle Disorder. Peters M, 
Zee-Cheng J, Kuhl A, Orozco J, Lally 
E, Schwoerer JS. Pediatr Blood Cancer. 
2018 May 18:e27239. doi: 10.1002/
pbc.27239. 

Alumni Publications

Many UW graduates are involved with 
research on some level and we are 
proud to list out a few publications 
from 2017-2018. Be certain to send us 
word from your publications! 

• Robert Pilarski (1984): Analysis of 
the Exome Aggregation Consortium 
(ExAC) Database Suggests that the 
BAP1-Tumor Predisposition Syndrome 
is Underreported in Cancer Patients. 
Massengill JB, Sample KM, Pilarski 
R, McElroy J, Davidorf FH, Cebulla 
CM, Abdel-Rahman MH. Genes 
Chromosomes Cancer. 2018 May 15.  
doi: 10.1002/gcc.7. 

• Robert Pilarski (1984): “Second-Class 
Status?” Insight into Communication 
Patterns and Common Concerns among 
Men with Hereditary Breast and Ovarian 
Cancer Syndrome. Suttman A, Pilarski 
R, Agnese DM, Senter L. J Genet 
Couns. 2018 Aug;27(4):885-893. doi: 
10.1007/s10897-018-0214-z. 

• Cecelia Bellcross (1990): Validation 
of Version 3.0 of the Breast Cancer 
Genetics Referral Screening Tool 
(B-RST™). Bellcross C, Hermstad A, 
Tallo C, Stanislaw C. Genet Med. 2018 
May 8. doi: 10.1038/s41436-018-
0020-x. 

• Kyna Byerly (1992): Functional 
Convergence of Histone 
Methyltransferases EHMT1 and KMT2C 
involved in Intellectual Disability and 
Autism Spectrum Disorder. Koemans 
TS, Kleefstra T, Chubak MC, Stone MH, 
Reijnders MRF, de Munnik S, Willemsen 
MH, Fenckova M, Stumpel CTRM, 
Bok LA, Sifuentes Saenz M, Byerly KA, 
Baughn LB, Stegmann APA, Pfundt 
R, Zhou H, van Bokhoven H, Schenck 
A, Kramer JM. PLoS Genet. 2017 Oct 
25;13(10):e1006864. doi: 10.1371/
journal.pgen.1006864. 

• Quinn Stein (2000): Genetic Counseling 
in Pediatrics. Stein Q, Loman R, Zuck T. 
Pediatr Rev. 2018 Jul;39(7):323-331. doi: 
10.1542/pir.2017-0194.

• Regan Veith (2005): Successful 
Application of Whole Genome 
Sequencing in a Medical Genetics 
Clinic. Bick D, Fraser PC, Gutzeit MF, 
Harris JM, Hambuch TM, Helbling DC, 
Jacob HJ, Kersten JN, Leuthner SR, 

May T, North PE, Prisco SZ, Schuler 
BA, Shimoyama M, Strong KA, Van Why 
SK, Veith R, Verbsky J, Weborg AM Jr, 
Wilk BM, Willoughby RE Jr, Worthey 
EA, Dimmock DP. J Pediatr Genet. 2017 
Jun;6(2):61-76. doi: 10.1055/s-0036-
1593968. 

• Karin Panzer (2007): Radiomic 
Biomarkers Informative of Cancerous 
Transformation in Neurofibromatosis-1 
Plexiform Tumors. Uthoff J, De Stefano 
FA, Panzer K, Darbro BW, Sato TS, 
Khanna R, Quelle DE, Meyerholz DK, 
Weimer J, Sieren JC. J Neuroradiol. 
2018 Jun 27. pii: S0150-9861(17)30519-
9. doi: 10.1016/j.neurad.2018.05.006. 

• Karin Panzer (2007): A Porcine Model 
of Neurofibromatosis Type 1 that Mimics 
the Human Disease. White KA, Swier 
VJ, Cain JT, Kohlmeyer JL, Meyerholz 
DK, Tanas MR, Uthoff J, Hammond E, 
Li H, Rohret FA, Goeken A, Chan CH, 
Leidinger MR, Umesalma S, Wallace 
MR, Dodd RD, Panzer K, Tang AH, 
Darbro BW, Moutal A, Cai S, Li W, 
Bellampalli SS, Khanna R, Rogers CS, 
Sieren JC, Quelle DE, Weimer JM. JCI 
Insight. 2018 Jun 21;3(12). pii: 120402. 
doi: 10.1172/jci.insight.120402. 

• Karin Panzer (2007): Uniparental 
Isodisomy of Chromosome 1 
Unmasking an Autosomal Recessive 
3-Beta Hydroxysteroid Dehydrogenase 
Type II-Related Congenital Adrenal 
Hyperplasia. Panzer K, Ekhaguere OA, 
Darbro B, Cook J, Shchelochkov OA. J 
Clin Res Pediatr Endocrinol. 2017 Mar 
1;9(1):70-73. doi: 10.4274/jcrpe.3680. 

• McKinsey Goodenberger (2008): 
Response to Commercial Genetic 
Testing and the Future of the Genetic 
Counseling Profession. Goodenberger 
ML, Thomas BC, Kruisselbrink T. J 
Genet Couns. 2018 Jun;27(3):530-532. 
doi: 10.1007/s10897-018-0253-5. 

• McKinsey Goodenberger (2008): 
Malignant Peripheral Nerve Sheath 
Tumor in a Patient With BAP1 Tumor 
Predisposition Syndrome. Kaszuba 
MC, Pulido JS, Folpe AL, Pichurin PN, 
Goodenberger ML, Spinner RJ. World 
Neurosurg. 2018 Jan;109:362-364. doi: 
10.1016/j.wneu.2017.10.064. 

• McKinsey Goodenberger (2008): 
Pathologic Findings in Breast, 
Fallopian Tube, and Ovary Specimens 
in non-BRCA Hereditary Breast and/

or Ovarian Cancer Syndromes: A 
Study of 18 Patients with Deleterious 
Germline Mutations in RAD51C, 
BARD1, BRIP1, PALB2, MUTYH, or 
CHEK2. Schoolmeester JK, Moyer AM, 
Goodenberger ML, Keeney GL, Carter 
JM, Bakkum-Gamez JN. Hum Pathol. 
2017 Dec;70:14-26. doi: 10.1016/j.
humpath.2017.06.018. 

• Kate Murphy Orland (2008): Adaptation 
and Validation of the ACMG/AMP 
Variant Classification Framework 
for MYH7-Associated Inherited 
Cardiomyopathies: Recommendations 
by ClinGen’s Inherited Cardiomyopathy 
Expert Panel. Kelly MA, Caleshu C, 
Morales A, Buchan J, Wolf Z, Harrison 
SM, Cook S, Dillon MW, Garcia J, 
Haverfield E, Jongbloed JDH, Macaya 
D, Manrai A, Orland K, Richard G, 
Spoonamore K, Thomas M, Thomson K, 
Vincent LM, Walsh R, Watkins H, Whiffin 
N, Ingles J, van Tintelen JP, Semsarian 
C, Ware JS, Hershberger R, Funke B. 
Genet Med. 2018 Mar;20(3):351-359. 
doi: 10.1038/gim.2017.218. 

• Kate Murphy Orland (2008): Clinical 
Cardiovascular Genetic Counselors 
Take a Leading Role in Team-based 
Variant Classification. Reuter C, Grove 
ME, Orland K, Spoonamore K, Caleshu 
C. J Genet Couns. 2018 Aug;27(4):751-
760. doi: 10.1007/s10897-017-0175-7. 

• Ashley (Klein) Kuhl (2013): 
Development of Carrier Testing for 
Common Inborn Rrrors of Metabolism 
in the Wisconsin Plain population. Kuhl 
A, van Calcar S, Baker M, Seroogy CM, 
Rice G, Scott Schwoerer J. Genet Med. 
2017 Mar;19(3):352-356. doi: 10.1038/
gim.2016.104. 

• Tara Maga (2014): Advantages and 
Some Remaining Challenges in 
Hereditary Gastrointestinal Cancer 
Panel Testing. Maga T, Balay L, Jung 
B. Clin Transl Gastroenterol. 2017 May 
11;8(5):e92. doi: 10.1038/ctg.2017.19.

• Meghan (Kraus) Krieger (2014), Katie 
(Gallager) Douglas (2014), Aime 
Agather (2015), Catherine Reiser 
(1980): Working with the Hmong 
Population in a Genetics Setting: 
an Interpreter Perspective. Krieger 
M, Agather A, Douglass K, Reiser 
CA, Petty EM. J Genet Couns. 2018 
Jun;27(3):565-573. doi: 10.1007/
s10897-017-0153-0. 

Beth Wood Denne (2000) Meg Bradbury (2005) Susan Hancock (Class of 2001)

Sara Heineman (2017) Laura Jean Dattilo (2016), Hallee Adamsheck 
(2016), Casey Reiser (1980), Margo Grady (1993)

Diane Bierke-Nelson (1980)

Sumedha Ghate, Melissa Baraboo 
(2003), Laura Birkeland (2007),  

Ashley (Klein) Kuhl (2013)

Stefanie Dugan (1999), Amy White (2002), 
Quinn Stein (2000),  

Melissa Baraboo (2003)

Best AEC Swag: Collector Cards  
for Connie Schultz (1994) &  

Megan Nelson (2010)

Kim Dessoffy (2013), lior Borovik (2012), 
Max Wilson (2012), Katie (Gallagher) 

Douglas (2014), Erin Borchardt (2014)



Your gift to the Genetic Counseling Masters Program 
Award Fund will help us fulfill our mission of training 
competent and compassionate genetic counselors who 
will be lifelong learners and leaders in the field.

This fund was created to support the genetic counseling 
master’s program. It will provide tuition assistance that 
will allow students to choose the University of Wisconsin-
Madison for their graduate training in genetic counseling.

Genetic counselors help individuals and families sort 
through critical health issues. In a rapidly expanding field, 
they play an increasing role in research and public health. 
The University of Wisconsin-Madison Genetic Counseling 
Master’s Program is committed to preparing genetic 
counselors who will help families and help shape the future 
of genomic medicine.

Gifts to the Genetic Counseling Masters Program Award 
Fund are administered through the University of Wisconsin 
Foundation, the official fundraising and gift-receiving 
organization for the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Make a Gift

Name  _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Address  _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

City  __________________________________________________________________ State ______________  Zip ______________________

Email  _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Please use this gift to support the Genetic Counseling Masters Program Award Fund #12586552

 My/our contribution of $ __________________ is enclosed

 I/we wish to pledge $ __________________ over ____________ years.

  Please remind me of my pledge in _________________________________ month/year.

 My/our company matching gift form is enclosed.

 Please charge $ __________________  Mastercard  Visa  American Express

Card Number _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Expiration Date ______________

Cardholder Name (please print)  __________________________________________________________________________________

Cardholder Signature  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Please make checks payable to University of Wisconsin Foundation and mail to: University of Wisconsin Foundation,  
US Bank Lockbox, PO Box 78807, Milwaukee, WI 53278-0807. You will receive a receipt for your gift.  
To make a gift online, visit www.uwfoundation.wisc.edu

Stay in Touch!
We would love to hear from you. Please stay in touch via:

 UW Genetic Counselor  
Training Program Alumni

 www.med.wisc.edu/gc

 reiser@pediatrics.wisc.edu OR  
lebirkeland@pediatrics.wisc.edu 

Waisman Center, 1500 Highland Ave, Madison, WI 53705
608-262-9722


