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ANNUAL PUBLICATION FOR THE CERTIFIED GENETIC COUNSELOR™

President’s Perspective
What a year so
far! We are just
over halfway
through 2020,
and so much
has changed
in a mere
seven months.
On behalf of a
dedicated Board of
Directors
and talented
Adam Buchanan,
MS, MPH, CGC
group of volunteers, I
ABGC President
want to thank you for
all of your support,
thoughtfulness and meaningful input. I
would also like to tell you what ABGC is
focused on right now and where we are
headed for the remainder of this year.
While we continue our bread-and-butter
of maintaining a rigorous certification
exam, we will focus on the following
activities to protect the public, advocate for
our Diplomates and elevate the Certified
Genetic Counselor credential.

◗ Welcome to our Newest Board
Members!............................................ 3
◗ C
 ertification Examination
Performance . .................................... 3

August Exam Administration and
COVID-19

Diversity, Equity and
Inclusion Efforts

The Board of Directors and the Executive
Office staff worked diligently with PSI,
our exam partner, and the National
Commission on Certifying Agencies
(NCCA) our accreditor, to provide August
exam candidates the option of live remote
proctoring as an exam administration
format. Candidates for the August exam
may choose to report to a testing center
(which have social distancing precautions
in place) or schedule a live remote
proctoring session. We are so pleased to
be able to work with our partners to bring
options for all of our candidates to ensure
their safety and wellbeing.

ABGC recognizes that we must take
concrete steps to help our profession reflect
the wonderful diversity of the patients we
see and communities in which we live. In
June, ABGC held a Twitter chat to listen to
the thoughts, concerns, and opinions of the
genetic counseling community. Following
the chat, ABGC’s Board of Directors
made the following commitments to our
Diplomates and GC community at large to
work toward substantive change:

NCCA approved ABGC, and other
approved applicants, for live remote
proctoring for a limited window of
opportunity. NCCA is using this
opportunity to determine if live remote
proctoring satisfies the accreditation
security and administration process. We
will keep everyone posted on whether it
will remain available for ABGC candidates
in the future.

◗ Beyond Practice-based Competencies:
Genetic Counseling Reassignments in
the Covid -19 Pandemic......................4
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1.	Seek a consultant/consulting firm
to review the exam’s items and
development process for implicit bias.
a.	If you would like to recommend
an individual or company
with experience in identifying
and addressing implicit bias,
standardized measurement
practices and genetics, please
email ABGC’s Executive Director
Sheila O’Neal at soneal@abgc.net.
continued on page 2

◗ S
 taying Social while Keeping
Socially Distant – The G enetic
Counseling Community on
Social Media.......................................6
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continued from page 1
2.	Require ABGC volunteers – including the Board of Directors – to complete the NSGC online course on
implicit biases.
3.

Re-evaluate the eligibility requirements and restrictions for the certification exam.

4.

Provide transparency about the exam, including the writing process and how questions are developed.

5.	Host a forum for discussion around the exam and barriers faced by black and brown genetic counselors
to better understand the issues and potential solutions.
ABGC’s mission includes advocating for Diplomates and protecting the public. We hope that you will lend
us your considerable talents and diverse experiences and hold us accountable as we seek to fulfill this mission.
We thank everyone who has shared their thoughts, concerns, and opinions with us and the GC community
and hope you will continue to do so. #ABGCListens
Strategic Planning
The Board of Directors was originally scheduled to hold a strategic planning session in May. This is a vital
activity for our Board to ensure that we are continuing to protect the public and support Diplomates as we
are increasingly integrated across the spectrum of health care. Unfortunately, we were unable to meet in
person. While we hold out hope for meeting in early October, we are making contingency plans for strategic
planning in case we are unable to meet in person.
Leadership Training
Certified Genetic Counselors are moving into leadership positions in clinic, industry and academia. ABGC’s
Leadership Task Force was formed to help these individuals excel in leadership and support others as they
move into leadership roles. Currently, the Board is piloting an online leadership training program. Once the
Board refines the program and application and registration information is finalized, we will be rolling out
this program for Diplomates. Our hope is that we are able to open the program in early 2021.
Continuing Competence
A rapidly changing profession needs a recertification process that can keep up with it. To that end, we have
convened the Continuing Competence Task Force to review how other health professions ensure that their
members demonstrate continued competence throughout their careers and make recommendations for
how CGCs can do the same. We expect to receive recommendations from the Task Force in 2020. We look
forward to engaging with our Diplomates to discuss these recommendations and plan for supporting our
Diplomates’ continuing competence.
ABGC has an exciting year ahead with lots of opportunities to get involved or have your voice be heard! And
we are always here to listen to our Diplomates – please let us know how we can help you be the best CGC
you can be. #ABGCListens
Sincerely,
Adam Buchanan, MS, MPH, CGC
President, ABGC
ahbuchanan@geisinger.edu
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Welcome to our Newest Board Members!
The American Board of Genetic Counseling is pleased to announce the results of the 2019 Board of Directors election. This year we added
an additional Board member and are happy to welcome two new individuals to the ABGC Board of Directors. They began a four-year term
on January 1, 2020.
Sarah Jane Noblin, MS, CGC
Laboratory Genetic Counselor at
Natera, working remotely from
Houston, TX.
Sarah has been an ABGC Diplomate
since 2002. She received her Master
of Science in Genetic Counseling at
the University of Texas Health Science
Center at Houston.
During much of her career, Sarah has been
a clinical genetic counselor, providing both prenatal and pediatric
genetic counseling services to underserved patients within the
Harris Health System at LBJ Hospital in Houston, TX. During
that time, Sarah was a very active faculty member within the UT
Genetic Counseling Program (UTGCP), serving as the Assistant
Program Director from 2005 through 2015 and earning the rank of
Associate Professor. In 2015, while remaining the Coordinator for
Recruitment and Outreach for the UTGCP, Sarah took on a new
role as Coordinator of Genetics Education for both the UTHealth
OB/GYN Residency and MFM Fellowship Programs.
In 2019, Sarah left academia for industry and is currently a
laboratory genetic counselor with Natera’s Carrier Screen Team.
While Sarah still enjoys educating patients during their genetic
information sessions, she is also enjoying the new opportunities that
working in industry provides. Throughout her career, Sarah has
held numerous volunteer roles within AGCPD, NSGC, ACGC and
now ABGC.

Kate Wilson, MS, CGC
Product Manager, Oncology and
Advanced Diagnostics, at Quest
Diagnostics in Marietta, Georgia.
Kate has been an ABGC Diplomate
since 2009. She received her Masters
of Science in Genetic Counseling at
the University of South Carolina.
From 2007-2013 Kate worked with the
University of Texas as an Assistant Professor
for the Genetic Counseling program. In addition, she served as the
Director of Cancer Genetics Services establishing and coordinating
four cancer genetic counseling services in the greater Houston area.
In her current role with Quest, she is a Product Manager involved
with oncology genetic testing and elective, consumer testing.
Kate analyzes market trends, billing and coding data, and
clinical guidelines to develop and launch new genetic testing
products and services. Additionally, she educates healthcare and
business professionals on genetic healthcare and testing, as well as
collaborates with academic and clinical partners. Kate is passionate
about increased and equitable access to genetic services and genetic
education. She is involved with several training programs and loves
working with students.

Certification Examination Performance
The 2019 certification examination performance data was presented
at the ABGC Business Meeting at the National Society of Genetic
Counselors Annual Conference in Salt Lake City, UT. In 2019, 428
candidates took the board examination (up from 362 in 2018). Of
those, 361 were first attempt examinees, 43 were repeat examinees,
and four were genetic counselors seeking recertification by exam. In
this cycle, the overall pass rate was 83%, which is consistent with
the overall pass rates since 2015. Consistent with observations over
the past six years, the first-time pass rate was slightly higher than
the overall passing rate (85% versus 83%).

The ABGC Certification Examination is offered twice a year,
in February and August, to individuals who have earned active
candidate status and to Diplomates recertifying by exam. The
passing rate is determined by comparing individual scores to
predetermined standards of minimal competence in the genetic
counseling field.
More information on the certification exam performance can
be found on the ABGC website (http://www.abgc.net), For
Diplomates, Certification Exam Performance.
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Beyond Practice-based Competencies:
Genetic Counseling Reassignments
in the COVID-19 Pandemic
It is often said that the genetic counseling
profession is made up of a significant
number of Type A personalities. If
you would describe yourself this way,
you may be inclined to agree that
unexpected, tumultuous events are
not a favourite pastime. Worldwide
pandemics, the likes of which we are
unlikely to see again in our lifetimes, may
be one of the few things to be unequivocally
assigned
to this category. Despite the many
Amber Gamma, MS, CGC
challenges COVID-19 and its swift spread
Member of ABGC
Marketing and
across the planet has brought with it, for
Communications
the genetic counseling profession, it has also
Committee
brought a new moment for our community
to shine. From coast to coast and across North American borders,
our ABGC Diplomates have risen to the occasion when called
upon, taking on roles they did not anticipate, and have excelled
at helping their communities deal with this momentous event in
history.
Clinical genetic counselors like Priyanka Ahimaz, of Columbia
University Medical Center (CUMC) in New York and Michelle
Caudle of London Health Sciences Centre (LHSC) in Ontario,
Canada saw their usual clinical roles shift with the onset of the
pandemic. Michelle and her team were the first group to be
reassigned over the course of a week in mid-March. Their new
role? Staff screening programs at the entrances to the hospital.
“Every person felt like a mini-counseling session,” Michelle said,
noting that her psychosocial and rapport building skills as a genetic
counselor came in handy. Meanwhile, in New York, the worldwide
epicenter of COVID-19 infections at the time, the clinical team
at CUMC found themselves working on an emerging COVID19 biobank to avoid the risk of furlough. Priyanka, who usually
has a split clinical, research and teaching role, now had the new
responsibilities of recruiting and consenting COVID-19 positive
patients. This also allowed her and her team to become remote
and safeguard their health, which Priyanka noted was the toughest
adjustment for her. Used to being on the floors of her hospital and
interacting with patients in person, the sense of removal and talking
with people over the phone challenged her to remain present with
her new patients to be able to effectively address their concerns.
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It wasn’t just genetic counselors in clinical roles, however, that
saw new responsibilities flood in with the COVID-19 case count.
Lab-based genetic counselors and genetic counselors in industry
also found their roles changed. Melissa Hicks is a laboratory
genetic counselor at Detroit Medical Center who typically
coordinates send-out genetic testing as well as doing test review
and internal support for her institution. When the typical test
volume plummeted and the demand for COVID-19 testing soared,
a new send-out test, COVID-19 nasal swabs, needed coordination.
Melissa became part of a team that took this on by harmonizing
COVID-19 results data from multiple reference laboratories to be
able to provide to the state government and institutional leadership.
Even though she may not have regular patient contact even on a
normal day, the patient-centered ideology behind genetic counseling
and remembering that there was a real person behind all of the
results she was dealing with helped her show up to work, even on
the toughest of days. Across the US in California, when it became
apparent no public player would be able to meet the demand for
COVID-19 testing, private genetic testing labs like Color Genomics
rose to the occasion. Lily Servais, a genetic counselor who works
as a Medical Science Liaison for the company, adopted a change in
her typical provider education from genetic testing and its specifics
to COVID-19 nasal swabs and their collection. She also assisted
Color with its pre- and post-collection workflow. Other genetic
counselors at the company also became involved in positions like
supply acquisition, workflow management and testing site launch and
operations. The company also teamed up with municipalities like the
city of San Francisco and private companies for their return to work
programs. This change of gears for the company allowed them to use
their clinical and non-clinical genetic counselors in new ways.
While the future is unknown, what can now be said with
confidence is that genetic counselors can be part of the team to
combat whatever COVID-19 waves may be coming and can be
part of the solution to new challenges the pandemic has and will
continue to uncover. A fair number of genetic counselors now
find themselves with a new appreciation of the meaning of “other
job responsibilities, as required” and we thank them for being a
fantastic representation of what it truly means to adapt, evolve and
thrive as a genetic counselor.
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+
Click. Spit. Get Results.
Carrier Screening

BRCA Testing

AVAILABLE 24/7

IN METRO-ATLANTA

For over six years, JScreen has provided
affordable, at-home, reproductive
carrier screening across the United States.

JScreen launched The PEACH BRCA Study
in the metro-Atlanta area, to be followed by
a national cancer testing program.

JScreen’s licensed genetic counselors deliver
results for over 200 genetic conditions. The
$149 program fee covers testing and genetic
counseling (this rate applies if participant
provides health insurance information).

Screening is currently geared toward
Ashkenazi Jews with no personal or close
family history of BRCA-related cancers.

Individuals register
for screening kits at
JScreen.org

To learn more, visit
JScreen.org/brca

In association with

The PEACH
BRCA Study

info@jscreen.org • 404.778.8640
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Staying Social while Keeping Socially Distant –
The Genetic Counseling Community on Social Media

Suvina To, MS, CGC
Member of ABGC
Marketing and
Communications
Committee

Has your social media usage increased since
shelter in place began? As we all adjust to
social distancing and work from home
measures, our screen time has likely
gone way up as an alternate means of
both work and play. Many social media
platforms, including Twitter, have seen
spikes in daily usage. Accordingly, we’ve
also seen an increased presence of the
genetic counseling community on social
media in the past few months, using hashtags
like #ABGC and #GCchat to stay in touch.
We wanted to highlight some of the types of
content being shared this way and how these
hashtags are helping us stay connected as a
profession.

That time we saw some pawsitive developments in the field:

#ABGC and #GCchat usage at a glance:
•

Users range from prospective GC students to current students,
new grads/newly certified GCs and beyond!

•

Need a little extra help as you prepare for the Board Exam?
Look to #ABGC for exam-taking tips and practice board
questions.

•

Looking for opportunities? #GCchat posts include job
postings, research study recruitment notices, volunteer work,
funding applications, and more.

•

Got some burning questions? Tag your colleagues for support!
It’s a great way to share educational resources, mentorship, and
general advice. From job search and ABGC certification exam
advice to tough case discussions, #GCchat has got you covered.

The ever-diligent research assistant Ju Hua really hitting the books:

From a current practicing GC in the clinic:

•

Staying on top of current events: Browsing recent posts in
#GCchat often gives a good digest of important issues in the
field such as licensure, HR#3235, Diversity and Inclusion, etc.

Whether you just browse Twitter and may be considering signing
up or you’re a veteran Twitterer, consider engaging with your field
using #GCchat and #ABGC!

•

Extracurriculars and quirky finds: Got a good book
recommendation or recipe to share? Cute pictures of your pets?
Your latest DNA-inspired knitting project? #GCchat is a wellrounded hashtag!

Thanks to the authors of the displayed tweets for providing their
consent for republication.

Get Social
Follow ABGC on social media
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Peanut butter & jelly.
Donuts & coffee.
Cookies & milk.

Some combinations
are meant to be.
At Invitae, we are proud to work alongside
genetic counselors, providing patients with
the best possible care. By making genetic
information more affordable and accessible,
we are transforming healthcare. Together,
we help patients make better decisions about:
•
•
•
•

hereditary cancer
reproductive health
cardiology
neurology

• pediatrics
• metabolic disorders
• and more

Invitae and genetic counselors—
making healthcare better, together.

