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This spring I gained new insight into the 
connection our health sciences campus has 
with our neighbors around the world. 

For several years speech and hearing, 
pharmacy and other students from Pullman 
and Eastern Washington University have 
traveled each spring to Guatemala on a 
service-learning health mission. I decided 
that joining the trip this time would give 
me first-hand experience in WSU’s commitment to service and team-based health care.

Organized by the nonprofit Hearts in Motion, the annual trip involves teams performing 
surgeries, delivering dental care, providing speech and hearing therapy, pharmacy and primary 
care services in a hospital, working in a child nutrition center and an orphanage in Zacapa, 
Guatemala, and setting up and hosting “one day clinics” in rural villages.

The trip wildly exceeded my expectations. Nothing compares to people-to-people 
interactions in breaking down language and cultural barriers and in renewing our gratitude for 
our own families and for access to health care. 

Observing our students working together to care for people in a rural village without secure 
access to care, learning side-by-side with our dedicated faculty, and seeing everyone with 
enough energy at the end of the day to play soccer with the children, was truly inspiring.

I personally got to participate as a dental assistant, assist with a research project, hold babies 
(my favorite part) and improve my Spanish skills.

My hope is that WSU continues to support this annual trip and that students interested 
in health professions and/or Central America continue to take advantage of this rewarding 
personal and professional opportunity. 

Others on our campus have similar connections. Two groups of nursing students are going 
to Peru this summer—one to work on environmental health projects and one, which includes 
pharmacy students, where students conduct community assessments and participate in health 
clinics. These kinds of international programs encourage adaptability and cultural awareness 
and represent a cultural transformation in many ways for our students, not least of which is 
working together on team-based projects. 

Meanwhile, back on campus, a physical transformation is underway as well, evidenced by 
cranes and trucks building the gateway bridge across the railroad tracks and extending Martin 
Luther King Jr. Way, as detailed in an article on page 15. Along with our biggest news —that 
the inaugural class of medical school students starts in August—these projects—here and south 
of the border—are symbolic of the transformational impact of WSU Spokane on peoples’ lives 
across the state and around the world.
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After 18 months of fast-paced, high-stress 
efforts to earn permission for a second 
state public medical school —from getting 
accredited to hiring faculty, creating a 
curriculum, raising money and interviewing 
students who applied for admission—John 
Tomkowiak, M.D., M.O.L., was making the 
most exciting and rewarding phone calls of 
his career. 

Tomkowiak started making the calls 
March 1 and each time the medical school 
candidate he was calling answered, he 
said, “Hi, this is John Tomkowiak. I’m 
the founding dean of the Elson S. Floyd 
College of Medicine. The reason I’m calling 
is because I’d like to extend an offer of 
admission for a seat in our inaugural class 
to you.”

Chayle Turner of Albion, Washington, a 
small town of 574 southeast of Colfax, took 
a few seconds to collect her thoughts and 
then replied: “Thank you so much! Oh my 
goodness. I can’t tell you how much that 
means to me. I’m so excited for the school 
and to be a part of it is just amazing!”

Kendal Dean of Spokane said her own 
“oh my gosh” and added, “It’s so exciting! 
I can’t believe it. This is the phone call I 
wanted to get today! Thank you so much 
for the opportunity.”

When asked by the dean what it meant 
to be part of the inaugural class, Chayle 
replied: “The state especially needs WSU 
and needs this program so to be a part of 
that very first class of students to lay the 
foundation and to get the ball rolling is just 

a phenomenal opportunity. I think we’re 
going to have a lot of opportunities for 
leadership and entrepreneurship that will 
be unparalleled.”

Kendal noted she has lived in Spokane 
most of her life. “My whole family is here 
so it would be a huge opportunity to learn 
and hopefully practice in this area, and to 
give back to the community that I grew up 
in.”

Saad Saif, who was raised in Bothell, 
Washington, was the first applicant to 
answer the call. He was overwhelmed and 
appreciative of the research the college 
put into studying each applicant. “I think 
this the first time that a school really looked 
at my qualities and what I’ve done and 
really took to heart how that connects with 

It was just what the doctor ordered. 

Faculty and staff react as they listen to phone calls 
from Founding Dean John Tomkowiak to medical 
school applicants who have been accepted.

Exciting Firsts
for State’s New Public Medical School

By Terren Roloff
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their mission. I feel I can bring a lot just 
through my experiences and through my 
desire to be a physician and serve here in 
Washington,” Saad said. “It really brings 
home to me that you looked into my 
character and gave it real consideration. 
The opportunity that you’re giving me to 
provide to the state and to bring my ideas 
to the school really means a lot. Thank you 
to you and the whole institution for taking 
this initiative. I love the direction you guys 
are going and I look forward to helping you 
move forward.”

When Saad’s phone call was over, those 
in the group who had gathered around 
Tomkowiak’s desk to listen in, including 
WSU Health Sciences Spokane Chancellor 
Lisa Brown, were teary-eyed and 
awestruck, as was Tomkowiak: “Was that 
amazing or what?” said the dean. “Wow, 
that’s exactly what we were hoping for! His 
passion was so cool!”

Huge Interest in 60 Seats
Years of historical evidence about the 

small number of available medical school 
seats in the state prepared the Elson S. 
Floyd College of Medicine (ESFCOM), 
named after the late WSU President Elson 
Floyd, for a high level of interest from 
potential medical school students. After all, 
the numbers showed consistently that each 
year approximately 220 of Washington’s 
students who enter medical school must 
go out of state because there’s no room 
in-state. Still, administrators were cautiously 
optimistic when the college started 
taking applications late last fall that it 
would receive about that same number of 
applicants—200—for the 60 slots of WSU’s 
charter class. But statistics don’t always tell 
the real story, and they certainly didn’t in 
this case. Instead of a couple of hundred 
applicants, more than 700 individuals 
applied. 

“It was mind boggling,” said Tomkowiak. 
“We had several restrictions because we 
wanted applicants who live in the state or 
who had been born in Washington, had 
a childhood address in Washington, had 
graduated from a high school in the state, 
or had a parent or guardian who lives in 

Saad Saif interacts with a presenter before his interview 
for medical school. He was one of 60 accepted to be in the 
inaugural class that starts in August.
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New Faculty, Administrators 
Join Medical School Team

The Elson S. Floyd College of Medicine 
has hired several new administrators 
within the last few months to develop 
and administer WSU’s new medical 
school. 

Craig Fischer, 
M.A., is the 
director of Faculty 
Enhancement. 
Prior, he taught 
and worked in 
corporate training. 

Jamie Green, 
M.A., is the director 
of Faculty Talent 
and Recognition. 
Prior, Green was a 
senior consultant 
in Organizational 
Transformation and 
Talent for Deloitte 
Consulting, LLC, 
and dean of 
eLearning with 
the Dallas County 

Community College District in Dallas, 
Texas.

Patricia 
Grossman, 
M.S.N., R.N., 
C.N.P., curriculum 
specialist, comes 
from Aultman 
Hospital in Canton, 
Ohio, where she 
was an advanced 
practice 
registered nurse.

Steven 
Grossman, 
M.D., assistant 
dean of Learning 
Communities and 
clinical professor, 
comes from 
Canton, Ohio, 
where he was the medical director of 
two separate hospice and palliative care 
programs. 

Leila Harrison, 
M.A., M.Ed., 
assistant dean 
for Admissions 
and Recruitment, 
comes from Texas 
A&M College of 
Medicine where 
she was the 
assistant dean of 
Admissions.

Joshua Jacobs, 
M.D., F.A.A.F.P., 
chair of Medical 
Education and 
Clinical Sciences 
and clinical 
professor, 
comes from the 
Association of 
American Medical 

Colleges where he was the senior 
director of Learner Services.

Santiago 
Toro-Posada, 
M.B.B.S., director 
of Curriculum 
Accreditation and 
Management, 
comes from the 
University of British 
Columbia where he 
was the Faculty of 

Medicine’s Curriculum and Assessment 
manager.

Randi Wasik, 
M.B.A., associate 
dean of 
Administration, 
Finance and 
Strategy, 
comes from the 
University of 
Washington’s 
College of the Environment where 
she was director of Finance and 
Administration. 

the state, and yet even with all of 
those criteria we had over 500 who 
met them, and that was within a 
very compressed time frame of one 
month!”

Two other important milestones 
for the ESFCOM occurred during a 
short period in the fall, milestones 
that normally would have occurred 
over six months, not six weeks: on 
October 19 the Liaison Committee 
on Medical Education granted 
preliminary accreditation, and on 
October 31 the college was granted 
membership in the Association of 
American Medical Colleges.

And the faster-than-normal chain 
of events continued, with 340 
candidates brought to campus for 
interviews in groups of 20 plus 
every Friday and some Saturdays 
between January 6 and March 
24. The all-day interview process 
included opportunities to hear from 
and ask questions of Tomkowiak 
and Chief Operating Officer James 
Zimmerman, as well as ESFCOM 
faculty, and to learn more about 
the distributed campus model 
(learning communities in which 
students are organized into smaller 
groups to share holistic support), 
get career advice and academic 
coaching, tour the campus, and of 
course, participate in the interviews 
themselves.

The nine multiple mini-interviews 
were timed one-on-one interviews 
where candidates were given a 
question or scenario and had two 
minutes to consider before discussing 
it for seven minutes with a trained 
evaluator who assessed the response.

The interviews were not intended 
to determine candidates’ specific 
knowledge in the field, but rather 
to discern whether a candidate’s 
personal attributes align with the 
college’s mission and to gauge 
cultural sensitivity, maturity, capacity 
for teamwork, empathy, quick-
thinking skills and reliability.

“There were no right or wrong 
answers,” said COO Zimmerman. 

Leila Harrison

Santiago 
Toro-Posada

Joshua Jacobs

Steven Grossman

Patricia Grossman

Randi Wasik

Craig Fischer

Jamie Green
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Medicine’s Technology Incubator Officer Andrew Richards explains how a new 
technology could improve healthcare. Richards is charged with identifying information 
problems and then innovating solutions within and outside of the University that could 
lead to the launch of new entrepreneurial businesses if there are no existing solutions.

Second Accreditation Allows 
Medical Degree to be Offered

The ESFCOM achieved another 
significant milestone in February 
when it received news that WSU was 
granted accreditation by the Northwest 
Commission on Colleges and Universities 
(NWCCU) for the Doctor of Medicine 
program.

“This is another historic step in our 
commitment to educating physicians who 
will practice in Washington’s underserved 
communities,” said WSU President Kirk 
Schulz at the time. “I’m grateful to the 
NWCCU and to our internal team that 
continues its outstanding work as we 
prepare to welcome our inaugural class of 
medical students in August.”

Tomkowiak said the NWCCU 
accreditation process was a rigorous one 
and required an enormous combined effort 
of faculty, staff and administration from 
ESFCOM as well as from the main WSU 
campus at Pullman.

“The team effort that resulted in the 
university being able to confer the MD 
degree to graduating medical school 

students is exemplary of the kind of 
collaboration the college has received from 
the beginning,” he noted. “Combined with 
community support for the medical school, 
this has been an amazingly collaborative 
effort.”

Volunteers Needed to Host/
Orient Future Physicians

After learning of their acceptance, many 
of the medical school candidates gathered 
in Spokane on April 23 for a “Second Look” 
event to showcase why ESFCOM is the right 
place for applicants to become a physician 
leader to address challenging health care 
environments in Washington, and begin 
fostering lifelong friendships with their 
future classmates. It was a critical event for 
applicants to decide which medical school 
they ultimately wanted to attend. 

Decision-making will be over when 
the charter class of students comes to 
Spokane for orientation a few days before 
the August 21 start of classes. Once they 
arrive on the campus, students will study 
the majority of their first and second years 
in Spokane and then spend their third and 

fourth at one of four campus locations 
across the state in Everett, the Tri-Cities, 
Vancouver and Spokane. Six individual 
weeks, called ‘clinical intersessions’, will be 
held in the first two years in the city where 
they will be doing their clinical work during 
their third and fourth years.

In order to welcome, support, 
and orient the students, 
the ESFCOM is looking for 
families and individuals in 
the four communities who 
are willing to host a student 
during the intersession 
weeks from September 2017 
through March 2019.

Intersession Weeks
September 3   –9, 2017
November 26–December 2, 2017
March 25–31, 2018
August 19–25, 2018
November 11–17, 2018
March 24–30, 2019

“We look forward to having hosts 
introduce students to individuals who are 
actively involved in their communities, 
as well as provide fun activities for our 
students,” said COO Zimmerman.

“Homestay” hosts will provide housing 
for students during each intersession week. 
They will also be asked to plan activities 
or attend events during the intersession 
periods to introduce their student to 
members of the community.

For students in Spokane who already 
live here and don’t need housing, 
“community” hosts will provide a similar 
connection to Spokane.

“Homestay” and “community” hosts will 
also be invited to participate in the College 
of Medicine Community Nights to be held 
on Wednesdays during every intersession 
week in each community.

Those interested are asked to contact 
Kyle Holbrook at kyle.holbrook@wsu.edu. 
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Researcher Plays Guard on

College of Nursing | News

By Linda Weiford

After that kick-off in 2009, all other 49 
states enacted similar laws within a 
remarkably swift period of five years. 

Nowadays, whether in Seattle or 
Syracuse, if a concussion is suspected in a 
young athlete, he or she must immediately 
stop playing and not return until evaluated 
and cleared by a health care provider. 

Keeping a close eye on the ball is Janessa 
Graves, assistant professor at WSU’s College 
of Nursing and a pediatric injury prevention 
researcher. 

Despite a decade of soaring national 
awareness about the hazards of sports-
related concussions, “there’s still a 
wide gap in our knowledge,” she said. 
“Addressing concussions in the world of 
sports is still a relatively recent concept.” 

Not only that, but most research on 
concussions has been conducted on adults, 
not children and adolescents. 

“Scientific findings in adults shouldn’t 
be directly mapped onto youths because 
developing brains of young athletes make 
them more susceptible to concussion 
injuries,” said Graves.

The resulting knowledge gaps often 
make it challenging for parents, coaches 
and health care providers to navigate 
treatment and prevention, she explained. 

In her research, Graves aims to help 
narrow those gaps. 

And with good reason. As many as 
2 million U.S. children and teens are 
estimated to suffer sports and recreation-
related concussions each year, with 
symptoms ranging from headaches, 
nausea and dizziness to memory loss and 
coordination problems. While many young 
patients recover within a week or so, others 
endure lingering effects for months or 
even years. 

Big Impact
The medical term for concussion is 

mild traumatic brain injury, yet as Graves 
concluded in one of her studies, this “mild” 
form of traumatic brain injury, or TBI, 
isn’t so mild. By analyzing data of health 
insurance claims among 300,000 children 
and teenagers diagnosed from 2007-
2010, she and her colleagues discovered 
that concussions make up a remarkable 
96.9 percent of all pediatric TBI cases (see 
American Journal of Public Health, October, 
2015). 

“The study demonstrates that mild 
traumatic brain injury contributes to 
substantial health care costs in our country 
and shouldn’t be dismissed as minor or 
inconsequential,” she explained. 

There’s increasing evidence that a single 
concussion experienced by a child can 
affect cognitive and physical abilities into 

Washington was the first state to confront the threat of sports-related 

concussions among youths with a “return-to-play” law. 

Assistant Professor Janessa Graves seeks to shed more 
light on treatment and prevention for young athletes.

Pediatric 
Concussions
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adulthood, according to the American 
Academy of Pediatrics. This fact 
alone underscores the importance 
of protecting young players from the 
dangers of brain trauma, said Graves.

Collecting data, conducting 
research and educating the public 
are tactics to reduce those dangers. 
Another line of attack occurs on the 
playing field —the same place that 
Washington state targeted with 
trailblazing legislation eight years ago. 

Change in Game Plan
“To improve safety, it makes sense 

that we more closely examine how 
some sports are played, keeping in 
mind that young participants’ brains 
are more vulnerable to impact,” 
Graves said. 

Taking a closer look is USA Football, 
the youth arm of the NFL. The group 
recently announced plans to roll 
out a pilot program in the fall that 
will modify tackles and cut down on 
pileups in youth football. 

A modified game is a good start, 
said Graves: “To me, it makes sense 
that we would want to reduce, if not 
eliminate, intentional blows to the 
head.”

But even with revised rules, new 
laws and more research, kids will 
still get knocked around and some 
concussions will occur. Because 
recovery relies so much on proper 
treatment, it’s imperative that young 
players, their parents and coaches 
not give in to cultural pressure, said 
Graves. 

After all, there’s a machismo to 
sports, among males and females 
alike.

“I’d like to see us get to a point 
where young players can suffer a blow 
to the head and not be ashamed to 
say, ‘I don’t feel right,’” she said.

And then, not only will the coach, 
parents and physician be listening, so 
will Graves.

Washington State University nursing 
student Abel Saba grew up in Burkina 
Faso, a West African country with one of 
the world’s lowest adult literacy rates. 

“Going to school was a privilege for 
me,” said Saba, the son of a pastor and 
the oldest of six siblings. 

He wanted to give other children the 
same privilege, so at 18, he founded 
Findawende, or Praise God, a primary 
school in the outskirts of the capital city. 
He hauled and sold water to raise money 
for the school, and helped build the first 
schoolhouse. 

Fast forward a decade, over the long 
and difficult path Saba took to the WSU 
College of Nursing, and his goal remains 
the same: to help his native country, this 
time by establishing a health care center 
next to the school. 

“Abel is a very compassionate man,” 
said one of his WSU instructors, Susan 
McFadden. “He has a very gentle spirit, 
but a directed purpose.” 

He graduates with a Bachelor of 
Science in Nursing in May, then intends to 
go directly into the College of Nursing’s 
Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) Family 
Nurse Practitioner program. 

Saba, 36, calls the United States “one 
of the only places where your dreams can 
come true.” 

He arrived on a visa in 2009 and 
worked in entry-level service jobs, but 

still managed to send money home to 
help support his school. “One year I was 
able to sleep at work,” he noted, which 
enabled him to save and send even more 
money. 

Though fluent in French, as well as in a 
regional African language, Mooré, he had 
to learn English when he arrived in the 
U.S. Then he became a certified nursing 
assistant, and worked overnight shifts so 
he could attend classes for his nursing 
prerequisites during the day. 

Accepted at the WSU College of 
Nursing, he arrived in the fall of 2015 and 
was joined by his wife from Burkina Faso 
that year. The couple now have an infant 
son. 

Saba said the WSU nursing community 
has helped him immensely during his 
time in Spokane. “The instructors and 
staff will do the best for you to succeed,” 
he said. 

Fellow students are on the board of 
a new nonprofit he started called Ezer 
International. And Sabo would like teams 
of American nurses to visit his health clinic 
once he gets it off the ground. 

He’s still got to get through his last 
semester and his DNP program; he hopes 
to return to Burkina Faso by 2022. 

However, said Saba, “I know through 
hard work it’ll be possible.” 

Abel Saba’s school has a fundraising site 
in the U.S., www.kidsinburkina.org. 

Student Abel Saba’s Goal: 
a Health Clinic in Burkina Faso
By Addy Hatch 

Abel Saba is taking steps now 
to reach his goal of opening a 
clinic by 2022 in his hometown.
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35th Annual Nurse Legislative Day

from across the state attended the 35th annual Nurse Legislative Day in 
Olympia in February.

“Nurse Legislative Day is really about advocating for the nursing 
profession and for the citizens of Washington state,” said Debbie Brinker, 
assistant dean for Faculty Affairs & Community Engagement.

“Students are immersed in the legislative process. We come every year, 
and we look forward to having students understand more about advocacy, 
how to really craft messages, and speak with a collective voice,” she added.

Prior to attending, students conduct research on where their legislative 
district is, who their legislators are, and how to look up and learn about 
current bills. In addition, they go to their local legislators and find out how 
they’ve voted in the past on health-related issues and what committees 
they sit on.

Students from WSU Spokane, WSU Tri-Cities, and the Yakima campus 
participated. They attended the Washington State Nurses Association’s 
conference in the morning followed by keynote speaker Gov. Jay Inslee. 
The day ended at the Capitol where they met with legislators to advocate 
for health-related issues.

One issue addressed by Abel Saba, a second-year nursing student from 
the Spokane campus, was the need to improve the nurse-to-patient ratio in 
care settings.

“Sometimes nurses have 8-10 patients on the floor to take care of and 
we can burn out,” Saba explained. “It’s not good for nurses or for their 
patients, and we want legislators to help us improve this ratio.”

Kay Olson, a Tri-Cities instructor who attended with her students, said it 
was an incredible opportunity.

“Students get to meet face-to-face with the people who make decisions 
that affect them personally, professionally, and the communities they live 
in,” said Olson. “It’s an extraordinary experience and I wish all students 
could go.”

Adam Halvorsen, the president of the Nursing Students of Washington 
State (NSWS), was one of her students who attended.

“The more voices we have the louder we are going to be, especially 
when talking to legislators,” Halvorsen said.

“To say I am going to get involved after I become a nurse doesn’t cut 
it. If we can grow involvement in NSWS, we can make an impact on our 
communities and patients. The time is now,” he added.  

By Sarah Schaub

A record 102 Washington State University College of Nursing students

WSU Tri-Cities nursing students Katie Swanson, left, and 
Theresa Cmelik, right, meet with Rep. Joe Schmick. 

Rep. Marcus Riccelli, far left, in the House of Representatives 
chambers in Olympia with WSU nursing students.
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The WSU College of Pharmacy and 
Heritage University have signed two 
agreements that establish pipeline 
programs for students at Heritage who 
are interested in becoming pharmacists. 
Heritage is a private institution located in 
Toppenish, Washington, on the Yakama 
Indian Reservation.

The first agreement extends eligibility 
of the WSU College of Pharmacy’s Save-
A-Seat program to the undergraduate 

students at Heritage. The Save-A-Seat 
program is a lead up to the WSU Doctor 
of Pharmacy (Pharm.D.) program. It 
allows students in their freshman year 
to apply to the Pharm.D. program early, 
essentially allowing them to “save their 
seat” in the program while they complete 
the undergraduate course requirements. 
As long as the student maintains good 
academic standing throughout his or her 
undergraduate coursework, he or she can 

go straight into the Pharm.D. program. 
The College of Pharmacy will reserve 

up to seven seats for admission into each 
first year pharmacy class for students of 
Heritage University who desire to pursue a 
Doctor of Pharmacy degree at either WSU’s 
Yakima extension located on the Pacific 
Northwest University (PNWU) of Health 
Sciences campus in Yakima or the Spokane 
campus.

The second of the two agreements also 
gives graduates of Heritage’s Master of 
Arts in Medical Sciences (MAMS) program 
eligibility for WSU’s Pharm.D. program 
in Yakima. Under this agreement, those 
graduating from the MAMS program 
interested in pursuing their Doctor of 

to Increase Access to Students on Yakama Reservation

Heritage Provost Laurie Fathe (left) and WSU pharmacy’s Assistant Dean for 
Recruitment and Student Success Jennifer Robinson (right) sign a memo of 
understanding formalizing the agreements that allow Heritage undergraduate 
and master’s students access to the WSU Doctor of Pharmacy degree program. 
Photo courtesy of Heritage University media relations.

Several new pathways to pharmacy education in 

Washington state just opened up for prospective students. 

College of Pharmacy | News

WSU, Heritage Ink Agreement
By Lori Maricle
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Pharmacy degree and have met 
WSU’s admission requirements are 
guaranteed an admission interview 
for the WSU Pharm.D. program 
extension. 

“This new partnership between 
Heritage University and WSU’s 
College of Pharmacy offers students a 
wonderful opportunity to define their 
educational trajectory and to establish 
connections with their graduate 
institution early in their college 
career,” said Heritage Provost Laurie 
Fathe.

The agreements will take effect with 
the class of 2021, which enters the 
Pharm.D. program in August 2017.

“Access to health education within 
the state is part of the land-grant 
mission of WSU and the College of 
Pharmacy,” said Gary Pollack, dean 
of the College of Pharmacy. “This 
agreement will provide another 
avenue for students in Eastern 
Washington to obtain a Doctor of 
Pharmacy degree.”

Heritage University’s mission 
is to provide quality, accessible 
higher education to multi-cultural 
populations which have been 
educationally isolated.

The WSU Pharm.D. program 
emphasizes patient-centered care, 
drug therapy and disease state 
management, and interprofessional 
health team collaboration. The 
program extended to the PNWU 
campus during the fall of 2015 to give 
greater access to health education 
to those interested in providing 
health care to rural and underserved 
populations. 

These new pathways to education 
increase the opportunities for 
students in Washington state to have 
access to higher education in health 
care fields and are representative of 
both Heritage’s mission and WSU’s 
mission to extend knowledge through 
innovative educational programs and 
WSU’s land-grant mission of public 
service and accessibility to education 
across the state.

In response to an outbreak of mumps in 
the area, 64 Washington State University 
College of Pharmacy students 
participated in 17 immunization clinics at 
schools and organizations in January and 
February.

“During the first clinic at Salvation 
Army, we served 156 patients and 
administered 294 vaccines,” said WSU 
student pharmacist Tram Huong Pham, 
class of 2018, who spearheaded the 
coordination of student volunteers for 
the clinics.

“I’m proud that student pharmacists 
were able to promote immunization and 
increase awareness of the important role 
pharmacists play in public health,” she 
said.

The role of pharmacists has grown 
from traditional dispensing of 
medications to a patient-centered, 
administrative and public health focus, 
she said. “The importance of patient care 
during a disease outbreak is vital. I am 
glad I’m in a profession that prepares and 
allows me to perform these crucial public 
health functions.”

WSU student pharmacists are taught 
to give immunizations at the beginning 
of their second year of pharmacy school. 

The College of Pharmacy teamed with 
the Spokane Regional Health District and 
Walgreens to conduct the clinics.

Pham worked closely with classmates 
Natalie Tucker and James Kent, with 
whom she serves on the WSU Operation 
Immunization team, as well as Walgreens 
District Manager Nick Bruck who 
donated his time to help the students 
organize the clinics. As a result of his 
efforts Bruck won the City of Spokane’s 
Community Impact Award in April. 

“Without Nick’s initiative and 
commitment to advancing our 
students’ learning, they would not 
have had this hands-on experience 
that helped them realize the public 
health impact they can make as future 
pharmacists,” said Linda Garrelts 
MacLean, vice dean for External 
Relations in the College of Pharmacy. 
Bruck has been a longtime friend and 
alumnus of the college.

Operation Immunization (www.
pharmacist.com/apha-asp-operation-
immunization) is a nationwide 
educational and service campaign to 
increase awareness of immunizations and 
the number of adults receiving them.

Third-year pharmacy student Tram Huong Pham 
coordinated a large mumps vaccination effort in Spokane.

Student Pharmacists 
Assist in Community Care By Lori Maricle
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Pharmacy student Shelby Denney’s 
love for her dog led her to acquire 
enough expertise in veterinary 
pharmacy to teach a class.

Student Creates Class 
in Veterinary Pharmacy By Lorraine Nelson

Disneyland creator Walt Disney once said, 

“If you can dream it, you can do it.”

Shelby Denney feels that way as 
a student in the Doctor of Pharmacy 
program at Washington State University.

Denney wanted some education in 
veterinary pharmacy but it wasn’t offered 
at WSU (or many other pharmacy schools), 
so she went out and got what she could 
elsewhere over the last two years. Now 
this past spring semester—her last in the 
program—she finished her own degree but 
also collaborated with one of her professors 
to teach a newly created elective veterinary 
pharmacy class in the College of Pharmacy.

“The College of Pharmacy’s really good 
about letting students fulfill their dreams,” 
Denney said. “I tell other students if the 
opportunity they want isn’t there, they can 
create it.”

This all started when Denney took her 
cocker spaniel Harvey to a veterinarian 
two years ago, when she was in her 
second year of the four-year Doctor of 
Pharmacy program. The vet prescribed 
medication for Harvey, and because of her 
background, Denney decided to fill the 
prescription at a “people pharmacy.” 

When she picked it up, the pharmacist 
couldn’t describe to Denney the potential 
side effects of the medication, and that sent 
her off in pursuit of information about the 
veterinary medication training available for 
pharmacists.

There wasn’t much, but she found an 
online class from the University of Florida, 
and WSU let her count it as an elective 
toward her own degree. Denney also went 
to work on weekends for a veterinary clinic 
and learned about some of the common 
medications used to treat animals.

She asked the College of Pharmacy if 
WSU could create a class in veterinary 
pharmacy, and was hoping she could 
contribute to the course because she 
had discovered a love for teaching in her 
undergraduate studies at WSU Pullman.

WSU Pharmacy Clinical Professor Linda 
Garrelts MacLean gave her a tentative 
yes answer. Then, the work began as 
the two of them created a syllabus for 
the class and met with the chairman 
of the pharmacotherapy department. 
Next, Denney made a presentation to 

the college’s curriculum committee and 
responded to their requested changes at 
each step in the process. 

Denney had reached her fourth and 
final year in pharmacy school by this time, 
and was faced with completing a series of 
on-the-job rotations throughout the year 
at various types of pharmacy settings in 
locations around the state.

To be able to complete the work to 
create the veterinary pharmacy course, she 
needed some time. MacLean agreed to 
supervise an elective advanced pharmacy 
practice experiential rotation at the College 
of Pharmacy this past fall, and that’s when 
Denney created the course and it was 
posted and offered for the spring semester.

A limit of 50 students was set, but 
because of strong demand a total of 55 
student pharmacists were allowed to enroll.

“It is so exciting,” she said.
Professor MacLean notes that Denney 

“identified correctly that student 
pharmacists have a strong interest in 
learning about veterinary medicine. 
These future professionals want to be 
better prepared to care for animals and 
be ready to communicate effectively and 
competently with their owners.”

The new veterinary pharmacy elective 
was offered as an online course. Content 
was recorded and distributed to enrolled 
students each week via Blackboard ®. Each 
week of the 15-week semester there was a 
quiz, and then a mid-term exam and a final 
exam.

Denney discovered she enjoys teaching 
when she co-taught a class in psychology 
as an undergraduate at WSU in Pullman. 
She had a professional opportunity to 
teach the veterinary pharmacy information 
when she offered a short course for 1.5 
units of continuing education credit at the 
November annual fall conference of the 
Washington State Pharmacy Association in 
Seattle. WSU faculty member Julie Akers, a 
recent past president of the WSPA, was the 
faculty mentor for the CE course. 

“I received good feedback from the 
people who attended, and there were 
lots of questions,” Denney said. “I closed 
with a slide that said ‘We may love our 
pets like family, but they are not humans 
anatomically or physiologically.’”  
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are Ambassadors for WSU Spokane

Cougar Connectors 
By Kevin Dudley

Showcasing the campus and its health 
sciences programs is important in 
attracting future students. And who better 
to attract future students than current 
students?

That’s why four students serve as Cougar 
Connectors and are the face of WSU 
Spokane during campus visits.

Haley Bodeau, Lauren Mueller, Kenna 
Uddenberg and Megan Strom are the 
Cougs who lead prospective students 
and other visitors around campus, giving 
tours to medical school interviewees with 
other student volunteers, and answering 
questions about WSU Spokane and its 

academic programs.
The students are proud ambassadors 

of WSU Spokane and enjoy giving back to 
a university and campus that has helped 
them.

“I love to help people find their home 
at WSU,” Mueller said. “I found it and we 
all found it. It’s fun to show prospective 
students the programs we have and see 
their eyes light up and figure out this is 
where they want to go.”

Mueller is from Victorville, Calif., 
and found her way to WSU in Pullman 
before entering the Health Policy and 
Administration program in Spokane.

More than 1,300 elementary, middle and high school 

students visited campus this school year. 

Elementary school students receive a science lesson from 
a College of Pharmacy student during a campus visit.

Haley Bodeau

Kenna Uddenberg Megan Strom

Lauren Mueller
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Strom, a nursing student, is a first-
generation college student and has learned 
how much of an impact higher education 
can have on an individual’s future. She uses 
her own experiences to inspire others to 
pursue a college degree.

“I see high school kids who don’t have 
families that went to college either and I 
think, ‘You can go! You can do this and I’m 
going to tell you how!’,” she said. “It makes 
me passionate when I talk to high school 
students.”

Becki Meehan, the campus Recruitment 
and Admissions manager for WSU Spokane, 
runs the Cougar Connector program. 
The program was conceived in 2014 and 
implemented at the beginning of the 2016-
17 school year after a thorough plan was 
developed.

Meehan thought having students be 
ambassadors would help visitors relate a 
little better.

“I’m a staff member and have some good 
knowledge of campus but when younger 

students come here, they really want to 
hear from current students and learn their 
experiences,” she said. “Sharing that peer-
to-peer experience is helpful.”

The Cougar Connectors point to the 
campus’ inter-professional nature as a 
prime selling point.

The four of them come from three 
programs—nursing, speech and 
hearing sciences and health policy and 
administration. Prior to becoming Cougar 
Connectors, they didn’t know each other.

But learning about each other’s program 
and working in an inter-professional way 
has helped them become valuable assets 
for the campus as it attracts future students. 

“We like to interact with other programs 
because that’s how it’s going to be out in 
the workforce,” Mueller said. “It’s great 
to establish those relationships early on 
and not have biased opinions about other 
programs or professionals.”

WSU Spokane’s non-traditional 
characteristics are also of interest to visitors.

“It’s a unique thing to promote because 
it’s such a unique campus,” Bodeau said. 
“It’s a more professional environment and 
you have hospitals close by and other 
resources so everybody can job shadow 
and complete their practicums in the 
community.”

All four have learned a lot about 
themselves through their work as Cougar 
Connectors and have developed leadership 
skills that will be important as they enter 
the health care workforce.

Developing those skills was one major 
reason the Cougar Connector program 
came to fruition.

“I think this job gives me the confidence 
that I can go out into my career and 
interact with different groups of people,” 
Uddenberg said. “As Cougar Connectors, 
we interact with students, teachers and 
community members. We meet students 
our age and younger, so it’s helping me 
build my confidence in interacting with 
other people.”  

An elementary student shows off the “worm” he 
made by mixing sodium alginate and calcium 
chloride with the help of students from the 
College of Pharmacy.
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Beautiful new buildings and 
well-manicured lawn and shrubs 
cover the 48 acres of WSU 
Spokane’s campus along the 
Spokane River, a campus that less 
than three decades ago was a 
dirty old railroad yard, a magnet 
for trash. 

It has been 27 years since 
Washington State University 
opened a branch campus in 
Spokane, and while community 
leaders have been heavily 
involved and influential in the 
accomplishments that have 
occurred here, plenty of Spokane 
residents still ask, “Where is that 
campus again?”

Year after year WSU has 
continued to invest in Spokane. 
The evolution has been faster 
since September 2010 when the 
WSU Board of Regents declared 
that WSU Spokane would 
become the University’s health 
sciences campus. The combined 
investment of WSU and the 
state to the Spokane campus 
is more than $250 million in 
infrastructure. 

WSU Spokane is now the 
administrative home for three of 
WSU’s 11 academic colleges, and 
the only WSU campus outside of 
Pullman to have such academic 
administration. The colleges of 
Nursing, Pharmacy and Medicine 
each are led by a dean.

Campus Continues to Transform 
By Kevin Dudley and Lorraine Nelson

Students make good use of the Spokane Academic Library, which will expand to 
accommodate the growing campus and the Elson S. Floyd College of Medicine.
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Health Sciences Education Acts 
as Catalyst for Development

WSU Spokane now employs nearly 700 
people and serves nearly 1,500 full-time 
students, most of whom study health 
sciences. Eastern Washington University of 
Cheney also has programs that serve about 
2,300 part- and full-time students on this 
campus. 

For WSU, the College of Nursing, which 
has been in Spokane in some form or 
another for much longer than 27 years, was 
first to move completely onto the campus 
and continues to award annually more 
Bachelor of Science in Nursing degrees 
than any other similar institution in the 
state.

The College of Pharmacy moved its 
clinical faculty here from downtown in 
2002, and in 2013 the science faculty 
and the administration all relocated from 
Pullman to Spokane to consolidate in 
the new Pharmaceutical and Biomedical 
Sciences building. The college has 

a growing doctoral program in 
pharmaceutical sciences and has opened a 
satellite program in Yakima.

The College of Medical Sciences was 
created here in 2014 and renamed the 
Elson S. Floyd College of Medicine in 2015. 
The first class of medical students will start 
in fall 2017.

Developing a research institution is a 
catalyst for innovation and job growth in 
any city like Spokane. Top researchers have 
chosen to move to Spokane and conduct 
research because of campus developments 
in recent years and that has had a major 
impact on Spokane.

Future developments on campus 
include the transformation of the Jensen-
Byrd building and the construction of the 
University District Gateway Pedestrian 
Bridge, which will reach south from 
campus over the top of the railroad tracks 
to East Sprague.

Other private developments off campus 
also have an impact on WSU Spokane. 

The City of Spokane is currently working 
on the second phase of Martin Luther 
King Jr. Way, which runs along the south 
side of campus. The city completed Phase 
I in 2012 and this next phase will snake 
its way behind the Spokane Teaching 
Health Clinic, under the Hamilton Street 
bridge and into the East Trent area, where 
it will meet Trent Avenue with a planned 
roundabout. MLK Way will give commuters 
another option when traveling to and from 
campus. Construction is expected to be 
completed by fall of 2017.

Restaurants and retail establishments 
around campus are more numerous and 
healthy. The same is expected to happen in 
the Sprague Business Neighborhood with 
the addition of the pedestrian bridge. 

Developments in the past 27 years 
show how far this one-time rail yard has 
come. Going forward, WSU Spokane and 
the surrounding University District will 
continue to develop for a new generation 
of students. 

Crews begin preparations on the WSU Spokane campus for 
the north landing of the University District Gateway Bridge.

1990
Campus 
land 
acquired

1993
SIRTI Building (now 
Health Education and 
Research Building) 
constructed by state for 
campus, given to WSU 
in 2014

1996
Phase 1 
Building 
opened 
(now EWU 
Center)

2002
Health Sciences 
Building opened

2005
South Campus 
Facility remodeled 
(now the Center 
for Clinical 
Research and 
Simulation)

2006
Spokane 
Academic 
Center opened

2009
Nursing 
Building 
opened

2010
Veterinary 
Specialty 
Teaching Clinic 
remodeled

2013
Pharmaceutical 
and Biomedical 
Sciences Building 
opened

2016
Spokane 
Teaching 
Health Clinic 
opened
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I had one of those discussions recently. 
WSU College of Medicine researcher 
Michael McDonell was telling me about 
how his team is using rewards as a way to 
help people wean themselves from their 
drug of choice. (You can read more in 
Judith Van Dongen’s “Research Roundup” 
on page 19.)

Dr. McDonell and I were sitting in front 
of three cameras. They were recording 
the conversation for the campus cable TV 
program, “Health Sciences Update.” The 
plan was for a 15-minute interview. But 
after we finished with our chat, my video 

producer colleague Michael Bethely told 
me we’d gone a half hour. 

That was the first of four interviews 
that my communications colleague 
Terren Roloff and I conducted that day. 
We also talked about interprofessional 
education, student affairs and College of 
Pharmacy-sponsored vaccination clinics. 
Those programs are now available for you 
to watch on the WSU Spokane YouTube 
channel, but they’re also viewable on the 
campus’s new cable television station on 
Comcast’s channel 16.

By Doug Nadvornick

Lights, Camera, Action!

Have you ever been so involved in a conversation that you lost track of time? 

WSU Spokane Increases Outreach

Dr. Michael McDonell preparing for his interview on “Health Sciences Update,” 
a program airing on WSU Health Sciences TV.
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WSU Health Sciences TV
For the last couple of years, WSU 

Spokane has had a presence on channel 
17, one of the Comcast educational TV 
channels in Spokane. It’s primarily utilized 
by Spokane Public Schools, but “Health 
Sciences Update” filled a few hours each 
day.

One day last summer, KSPS Public 
Television General Manager Gary Stokes 
called Chancellor Lisa Brown with a 
proposition: Would WSU Spokane be 
interested in programming a channel 
of its own, 24/7/365? The University of 
Washington was planning to give up 
control of channel 16 at the end of last 
year. KSPS knew WSU Spokane had interest 
in doing more programming and asked if 
the University wanted the challenge. The 
chancellor was intrigued, seeing this as an 
opportunity to promote the University’s 
health sciences programs, and directed me 
to discover if it was feasible. 

So I did some research. I wrote a budget 
for the station, including a dedicated 
half-time staff person to oversee it. I found 
several hours’ worth of programs produced 
by Jerry Reynolds and Mike Lynch for the 
College of Nursing. There were videos 
of building dedications on campus (the 
Pharmaceutical and Biomedical Sciences 
building and the Spokane Teaching Health 

Clinic), President Kirk Schulz’s first visit to 
campus, and some Chancellor’s Research 
Breakfasts recorded within the last couple 
of years. I discovered a fast-paced half-hour 
program produced by pharmacy alumna 
Jacqueline Garza, documenting a recent 
trip by pharmacy students and faculty to 
Ecuador. And we had that nice cache of 
“Health Sciences Updates” programs to 
draw upon. 

Coincidentally, the campus and 
College of Medicine were in the process 
of hiring video producer Michael Bethely 
to satisfy the demand for more video for 
promotional purposes. That made taking 
over a TV channel even more feasible.

After I presented my proposal to her, 
Chancellor Brown did some due diligence 
and decided the campus should move 
ahead. 

“This is a new way for WSU to tell the 
story about its growing health sciences 
portfolio and to promote healthy living 
in general,” she said. “Even though our 
TV channel is only available to viewers in 
Spokane right now, we eventually want 
to explore the possibilities of making our 
programs available to other television 
outlets around the state.” 

WSU Health Sciences TV (channel 16) 
went on the air on January 1. It is only 

visible over-the-air to Comcast subscribers 
in Spokane, although many of the 
programs that air there are also available 
on YouTube. You can also stop by the 
chancellor’s suite and watch it there.

The new cable channel features 
university-produced programs, but it also 
has a variety of programs from outside 
sources, such as a series of food preparation 
programs from the Alaska Cooperative 
Extension Service (learn how to pickle 
vegetables or make sausage or beef jerky!) 

Most recently, we’ve added an interview 
with College of Medicine Dean John 
Tomkowiak, which first aired on TVW’s 
“Inside Olympia” program, two of KSPS’s 
“Health Matters” panel discussions that 
feature WSU Spokane faculty, and an 
hour-long documentary about the 1918 
worldwide flu pandemic. 

Meanwhile, WSU Health Sciences TV is 
gradually adding more campus-produced 
programs. We’ve recorded two programs 
sponsored by the Wellness Collaborative 
and two lectures by the Child and Family 
Research Unit, in addition to the new 
“Health Sciences Update” programs.

We welcome your program ideas. Send 
them to doug.nadvornick@wsu.edu. Visit 
the station website: spokane.wsu.edu/
communications/wsu-health-sciences-tv.   

WSU Health Sciences TV is operated by program manager Doug Nadvornick (right) 
and video producer Michael Bethely (left) on the Spokane campus, with help from 
KSPS Public Television in Spokane and Northwest Public Television in Pullman. Also 
shown here is Barb Richardson, Ph.D., R.N., discussing interprofessional education.
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WSU Scientist Studies Ways to 
Keep Heart Cells from Dying

Heart disease—the nation’s leading 
cause of death—is responsible for one 
in every four deaths in the U.S. It is 
these chilling statistics that motivate 
one researcher’s interest in heart muscle 
cells, the hard-working cells that keep 
the blood pumping through our bodies.

Zhaokang 
Cheng, Ph.D., an 
assistant professor 
in the College of 
Pharmacy, stud-
ies the molecular 
processes that 
cause cell death in 
heart muscle cells. 
When heart muscle 
cells die, the body does not regenerate 
new cells. As a result, the surviving cells 
have to work harder to keep the heart 
going. Depending on the extent of heart 
damage, this may result in a weakened 
heart or even heart failure. That’s why it’s 
important to find ways to protect heart 
muscle cells from conditions that damage 
them, including heart attacks and toxicity 
caused by certain anti-cancer drugs. 

With funding from a five-year grant 
from the National Institutes of Health, 
Cheng is working to understand the 
mechanisms that underlie heart muscle 

cell death after exposure to doxorubicin,
a commonly used anti-cancer drug. 

“Doxorubicin is very effective at con-
trolling tumor growth, but when used in 
large cumulative doses it can, over time, 
lead to heart disease,” Cheng said. As 
part of his study, he is trying to identify 
what genes and proteins may be involved 
in heart muscle cell death in response to 
doxorubicin toxicity. 

“Once we understand how these 
cells die, we can use that knowledge to 
try to develop a heart-protective drug 
to increase long-term survival in cancer 
patients and improve outcomes following 
a heart attack,” said Cheng.

New Study Investigates Role 
of Sleep in Chronic Pain

WSU researchers will lead a study to 
understand the relationship between 
sleep and chronic pain, part of a nation-
wide effort to stem the abuse of opioid 
pain relievers and expand non-drug 

treatment options 
for chronic pain.

Lead investiga-
tor Marian Wilson, 
Ph.D., an assistant 
professor of nursing, 
said new prescrip-
tion guidelines 
have put pressure 

on physicians to limit the use of opioids 
in patients with chronic pain. “It’s not fair 
to start cutting longtime opioid users off 
their medications without giving them 
some effective alternatives.”

The relationship between sleep and 
pain has not been adequately studied, 
said Wilson. “Previous study findings 
suggest that pain and sleep correlate, but 
we’re not sure which comes first: ‘Is my 
pain worse because I’ve slept poorly, or 
was my pain so bad that I couldn’t sleep?’”

She has joined with WSU sleep scientist 
Hans Van Dongen, Ph.D., and University of 
Washington (UW) pain experts to conduct 
the study. It is a subproject of a larger, 
UW-led study to evaluate the efficacy of 
self-hypnosis and mindfulness meditation 
training interventions to treat chronic pain 
in 240 military veterans. The WSU study 
will use sleep surveys and sleep monitor-
ing devices to collect additional data on 
135 participants in the UW study. 

Sleep data will be paired with pain 
data to see if improvements in pain are 
preceded or followed by improvements 
in sleep, or whether they happen simul-
taneously. Insights will form a first step 
toward development of sleep treatments 
to help alleviate chronic pain. 

The WSU subproject is funded by a 
$305,651 supplemental grant from the 
National Institutes of Health.

College of Pharmacy researcher Zhaokang Cheng and postdoctoral fellow Peng Xia 
examine bacterial cultures in Cheng’s lab on the WSU Health Sciences Spokane campus.

By Judith Van Dongen

Research Roundup

Marian Wilson

Zhaokang Cheng
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Invention to Improve Cancer 
Modeling, Drug Screening

Up to 95 percent 
of potential new 
anti-cancer drugs 
entering clinical 
trials fail to show 
efficacy. Failed drug 
trials come at a 
tremendous cost 
in lost lives and 
time, effort, and 

money spent on research and product 
development. 

Weimin Li, M.D., Ph.D., an assistant 
professor in the Elson S. Floyd College 
of Medicine, said that limitations in how 
scientists grow and study cancer cells in 
earlier stages of research are an important 
factor in drug trial failures. Cancer cells 
have traditionally been grown on flat plas-
tic surfaces, but these two-dimensional cell 
cultures show different growth and survival 
characteristics and are more sensitive to 
anti-cancer drugs than cells that live inside 
the body. More recently developed cell 
culture systems enable scientists to create 
better, three-dimensional tumor models 
that nonetheless still lack certain key charac-
teristics of the body’s native tissue environ-
ment, limiting their functionality.

To address this challenge, a team 
of researchers that includes Li and 
Postdoctoral Research Associate Girdhari 
Rijal, Ph.D., has developed a novel way 
of growing cells in 3-D that more closely 
resembles the native tissue environment 
inside the body. Li said tests on breast 
tumor tissue created with their technol-
ogy—the tissue matrix scaffold system—
suggest that it more accurately predicts 
tumor growth and the efficacy of anti- 
cancer drugs, both in preclinical animal 
studies and in patients. 

He added that the same technology 
can be used to create heart, liver, lung, 
and skin tissue culture models, expanding 
its potential applications beyond cancer 
research to the study of other health con-
ditions, such as cardiovascular disease. 

A patent for the invention is pending. 
The team recently received support from 
the WSU Commercialization Gap Fund to 
help get their innovation to the market.

Rewards Treat Alcohol Abuse
WSU researchers 

have shown that 
offering prizes can 
be an effective, low-
cost treatment for 
alcohol abuse, one 
of the leading pre-
ventable causes of 
death. Findings from 
the NIH-funded 

study, which appeared in the American 
Journal of Psychiatry, could expand treat-
ment options for an estimated 15 million 
U.S. adults who abuse alcohol.

Conducted in collaboration with 
the University of Washington, the study 
followed 79 participants with serious 
mental illness at a Seattle-area community 
mental health center. About half received a 
12-week reward-based intervention known 
as contingency management, which offered 
prize drawings for addiction treatment 
attendance and negative urine alcohol test 
results. The other half were in a control 
group that was allowed to draw prizes 
regardless of test results and treatment 
attendance. Prizes varied from necessities 
such as shampoo and clothing to $20 
jewelry and gift cards to $100 DVD players, 
microwaves, and digital media players. 

Results showed that reward group 
participants were three times less likely 
to test positive for alcohol use than 
control participants, which persisted 
throughout the study’s three-month 
follow-up period. Surprisingly, they also 
had reduced tobacco and cocaine use. 

“Our findings suggest that contingency 
management is a feasible approach for peo-
ple with alcohol abuse and may be partic-
ularly effective in those with serious mental 
illness, a high-cost and difficult-to-engage 
population,” said lead investigator Michael 
McDonell, Ph.D., an associate professor in 
the Elson S. Floyd College of Medicine. 

He said the intervention requires 
little investment or training and could 
be administered anywhere. It could help 
streamline care for those with mental 
illness who abuse alcohol—most of whom 
typically receive separate treatments—as 
well as increase addiction treatment access 
in rural areas and low-resource settings.

Research Looks at Early Warning 
System for Police Misconduct

In an attempt to 
curb misconduct, 
police departments 
around the country 
have adopted 
early intervention 
systems to 
identify officers 
who are at risk of 
having negative 

interactions with the public. A new WSU 
pilot study will take a closer look at one 
such system, which the Seattle Police 
Department recently implemented as 
part of federally mandated reforms. 
Lead investigator Stephen James, Ph.D., 
an assistant research professor in the 
Elson S. Floyd College of Medicine, will 
evaluate its ability to correctly predict 
problematic behavior in police officers.

“The effectiveness of early intervention 
systems has been called into question,” 
James said. He explained that though their 
basic premise is to predict future behavior 
by looking at past behavior, they actually 
flag officers based on citizen complaints, 
collisions, and other outcomes that may or 
may not result from bad behavior. 

Funded by a $100K contract with the 
Seattle Police Department, the yearlong 
study will use a set of behavior-based 
metrics James previously developed 
with WSU colleagues Bryan Vila, Ph.D., 
and Lois James, Ph.D., to evaluate officer 
performance and assess the difficulty level 
of police encounters. The research team 
will use the metrics to code a randomly 
selected sample of police incident reports 
and related camera footage. James will 
analyze the data to compare the number 
of incidents involving poor behavior in 
officers who were flagged by the early 
intervention system versus those who 
were not. 

James plans to use the pilot data 
to apply for federal funding to extend 
data collection by several years. This 
would yield the long-term data needed 
to determine whether use of the WSU 
metrics to evaluate officer behavior could 
predict bad outcomes more accurately 
than early intervention systems.  

Weimin Li
Michael McDonell

Stephen James
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Jae Kennedy

Governor Jay Inslee appointed Janet 
Frost, Ph.D., to the Washington STEM 
Education Innovation Alliance which 
advises the governor about development 
and implementation of policies to advance 
STEM (science, technology, engineering, 
mathematics) education.

Frost is associate director of WSU Health 
Sciences STEM Education Research Center on 
the Spokane campus and a clinical associate 
professor of mathematics education in WSU’s College of Education.

The alliance is part of the Washington Student Achievement 
Council, created by the state legislature in 2012 to provide strategic 
planning, oversight, advocacy and programs to support student 
success and high levels of educational attainment.

Jae Kennedy, Ph.D., chair of Health 
Policy and Administration, has accepted 
membership into the National Academy of 
Social Insurance, which contributes research 
and expertise to the policymaking process 
for Social Security, Medicare, unemployment 
insurance, disability insurance, worker’s 
compensation and other social insurance 
programs. Kennedy was one of 59 experts 
invited to join NASI this year. 

The 30-year-old academy is a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization 
whose membership is made up of more than 900 experts on 
social insurance who volunteer their time. Members include policy 
analysts in income security and health care financing, economists, 
political scientists, physicians, actuaries, administrators of public 
and private benefit programs, social workers, sociologists, 
historians, journalists, scholars and 
practitioners in related fields.

Jennifer Robinson, Pharm.D., clinical 
associate professor and assistant dean for 
Recruitment and Student Success in the 
College of Pharmacy, is one of 30 educators 
nationwide selected for the 2016-17 
Academic Leadership Fellows Program 
of the American Association of Colleges 

of Pharmacy. Robinson’s research interests include leadership, 
innovative teaching methods and clinical community practice.

Over the last five years, the College of Pharmacy has 
implemented innovations to the doctor of pharmacy program to 
offer a better, learner-focused education and in turn develop health 
care leaders of the future.

Chancellor Lisa Brown, Ph.D., and the 
late WSU President Elson S. Floyd were 
named the fifth recipients of Leadership 
Spokane’s annual King Cole award for their 
efforts to establish a medical school in 
Spokane.

Leadership Spokane created the King 
Cole Luminary Award to recognize 
exceptional and transformative servant 
leadership that lights the way within 
the community. In March 2013, the first award was made 
posthumously to King Forrest Cole, known as the “father” of Expo 
’74. Leadership Spokane said Cole’s real skill was his ability to get 
people to come together to achieve the impossible.

Anna Zamora-Kapoor, Ph.D., received 
an early/mid-career grant of $50,000 for 
12 months from the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation to study risk factors for type 2 
diabetes in American Indians and Alaska 
Natives.

Zamora-Kapoor is a research assistant 
professor at the Initiative for Research and 
Education to Advance Community Health 
(IREACH) at WSU and an affiliate assistant 
professor at the Department of Pediatrics 
at the University of Washington.

The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s New Connections 
grants introduce new scholars to the foundation and expand 
the diversity of perspectives that inform its programming. 
New Connections seeks early- to mid-career scholars 
from backgrounds that are historically disadvantaged or 
underrepresented in research disciplines—members of ethnic 
or racial minorities or low-income communities and/or 
the first in their family to receive a college degree.  

By Heather Byrd

Jennifer Robinson

Chancellor 
Lisa Brown

Anna 
Zamora-Kapoor

Janet Frost

WSU Health Sciences Spokane faculty, staff and students 

were recognized with many community, state, university and 

national awards in the last few months.
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Michael Varga (’10), WSU alumnus , Pharm. D., and 
director of pharmacy at Northwest Specialty Hospital 
(NWSH) in Post Falls, Idaho, was selected as the 
College of Pharmacy’s 2016 Preceptor of the Year.

The Preceptor of the Year Award is given annually 
to a WSU pharmacy preceptor for outstanding 
contributions to the educational development of 
future pharmacists by demonstrating high standards of 
professionalism, ethics and clinical practice within the 
experiential training environment. 

“Michael is the true definition of an outstanding 
preceptor who goes above and beyond for our 
student pharmacists to ensure they receive the best 
learning experience,” said the college’s experiential 
program Assistant Director Luke Rice, who presented 
the award to Varga on behalf of WSU. “His passion for 
pharmacy and continuous desire to serve as a mentor 
is remarkable.” 

As the director of pharmacy at NWSH, Varga is 
responsible for overseeing the pharmacy team and 
medication management as well as maintaining all 
medication related standards required by the Joint 
Commission. 

“The highlight of my time spent at WSU was 
meeting my beautiful wife, getting a quality education 
in the field of pharmacy and being prepared to 
succeed after graduation,” Varga said of his favorite 
WSU memories. “Also, the Rec Center, Cougar football 
and 80’s nights at Valhalla…GO COUGS!”  

Alumni Spotlight

Post Falls Pharmacist Honored 

for Excellence in Practice, Teaching

By Heather Byrd
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College of Pharmacy’s Luke Rice (left) 
presents alumni Michael Varga (right) 
with 2016 Preceptor of the Year Award. 
Photo courtesy of Michael Varga.
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in the quality of the student 
experience at WSU Spokane. 

Your gift will enable us to:
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Fund student travel to professional conferences

Make a Gift



The relatively smaller size of the Ph.D. program at WSU Spokane presented 

students Kari Gaither and Ana Vergara with an opportunity.

Create Women in Science Group

Ph.D. Students 

By Lorraine Nelson

They could have sat back and simply 
bemoaned the lack of extracurricular 
activities related to research, but instead 
they created their own.

Two years later, both young women have 
learned plenty about getting their research 
noticed and funded, about workplace 
dynamics, and about their own professional 
leadership strengths and challenges.

Their method for learning those lessons 
that will serve them for a lifetime?

First, they became officers of the 
fledgling Graduate Research Student 
Association (GRSA), with Gaither as 
president and Vergara as vice president. 
Less than a year later, they sought support 

from WSU administrators and formed an 
institutional partnership of the Association 
for Women in Science (AWIS), which 
provides free national membership to 
WSU students university-wide. They now 
co-chair the AWIS affiliate group they 
started and have turned over the GRSA to 
different leaders.

“It takes a lot of discipline, motivation 
and help from others to form a group,” 
Vergara said. “Without repeated action it 
doesn’t move forward.” 

Vergara moves forward boldly, while 
Gaither is more studied in her approach. 

“From my involvement with AWIS,” 
Gaither said, “I’ve learned about such 

important topics as implicit bias and how 
that affects the STEM field negatively by 
decreasing the diversity of ideas, about 
sponsorship from those with influence 
and how that advances women in STEM, 
and about the importance of work-life 
integration, and ways that academia can 
improve these areas.”

There are fewer than 75 graduate 
students working toward a Ph.D. on a 
campus with 1,500 students, and there 
were even fewer when Gaither began her 
program in 2012 and Vergara in 2014. 
The Ph.D. program at WSU Spokane got 
a significant boost when the Department 
of Pharmaceutical Sciences moved from 

Pharmaceutical sciences doctoral 
students Ana Vergara, left, 
and Kari Gaither, right, are 
the founders and leaders of a 
WSU chapter of the national 
Association for Women in Science.
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From left to right, doctoral students Yadira Perez, Priyanka Bushana 
and Shamema Nasrin have begun working with Vergara and Gaither 
in the WSU chapter of the Association for Women in Science.

Pullman to Spokane in the fall of 2013. 
Gaither moved with it. 

Both women said they have learned 
about the importance of promoting 
themselves and their ideas, as well as 
helping other women learn to do the 
same. They have taken advantage of the 
webinars offered by AWIS and put into 
practice what they have learned. 

Among their contributions to the 
campus are the spring Spokane Cougar 
Leadership Summit, now held three 
consecutive years, and the now-serious 
discussion about the need for a childcare 
program for students and employees. 
Students and employees were recently 
surveyed by the WSU Spokane Division of 
Student Affairs.

Both women have been successful in 
getting funding for their research, and 
both expect to finish their Ph.D. in 2018. 
Gaither wants to continue in research with 
a postdoctoral position, and Vergara wants 
to do the same in industry although she is 
open to other ideas.

Gaither’s research focuses on the role 
of a specific protein in breast cancer and 
metastasis and hopes it will result in novel 
ways to treat aggressive forms of breast 
cancer. She was awarded a fellowship 
from the National Science Foundation of 
$34,000 per year for three years to support 
her research. She has a Bachelor of Science 
degree in biology from The Evergreen 
State College and works in the research lab 
of David Liu, Ph.D.

Vergara is studying specific enzymes 
and their role in aerodigestive tract 
tissues, looking for whether they can help 
detoxify tobacco carcinogens and be a 
biomarker for susceptibility to tobacco-
related cancers. She recently was one of 
16 graduate students nationally selected 
to be next year’s class of graduate students 
who will be professionally mentored by 
the American Society for Pharmacology 
and Experimental Therapeutics. Vergara 
has a bachelor’s degree in biology with a 
minor in chemistry from WSU Tri-Cities and 
works in the research lab of Philip Lazarus, 
Ph.D., chair of the Pharmaceutical Sciences 
Department. She and Lazarus received NIH 
funding to support her research. 
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