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President’s Perspective
ABGC was honored that Dr. Danny
Breidenbach was chosen to present a plenary
session on the development, performance,
and scoring of the ABGC certification
exam at NSGC’s AEC last October. As
the psychometrician who oversees all
aspects of the ABGC examination, Dr.
Breidenbach is uniquely qualified to share
examination information with current and
future Diplomates. Even though most of us
re-certify through continuing education, it is
important for all Diplomates to understand
the core processes used to develop the
primary tool that assesses our knowledge,
skills, and competencies. A fair and unbiased
exam is critical to the integrity and value of
the CGC® credential.
Regardless of when you earned your CGC®
a consistently valid and reliable certification
exam allows employers, legislators, payors,
clients and others the assurance that a genetic
counselor with this credential is competent.
It is ABGC’s responsibility
to you, our Diplomates,
to ensure that the
development of our
exam continues to
meet the highest

standard. This is critical to
the continued recognition of our CGC®
credential as the gold standard in genetic
counseling practices.
As Dr. Breidenbach described, the structure
and content of the certification examination
is driven by the Detailed Content Outline
(DCO). The DCO was created and updated
based on data obtained from ABGC’s
Practice Analysis (PA) surveys in 2008
and 2011. The Board is establishing a PA
Advisory Committee this year to initiate
another PA in 2017. We anticipate that shifts
in the genetic counseling profession, some
of which are currently being evaluated by
the joint ABGC/ACGC/AGCPD/NSGC
Workforce Working Group, will be captured
in the upcoming PA. Information learned
from the 2017 PA will inform if changes are
needed to the board exam
I also wanted to take this opportunity to let
Diplomates know that you may be seeing
changes to the contact information for our
Executive Office in the coming year. Our
Executive Director, Sheila O’Neal, and
the executive office staff were previously
employed by AMP and headquartered in

Lenexa,
Kansas. The management
services division of AMP was recently
acquired by Kellen, a global association
management company, and a new office
will be established in the Kansas City
metropolitan area in the next 4-5 months.
This acquisition will not lead to changes
to our Executive Office personnel and will
provide additional resources for the Board
and our Diplomates in the support we receive
from our Executive Office. Similarly, the
testing services division of AMP, which
ABGC uses to support our examination, was
recently acquired by PSI. This acquisition
will not lead to any changes to our testing
services personnel and is also expected to
provide additional resources for our exam
candidates in the coming years.
The Board has been hard at work over the
past year on initiatives outlined in the
Strategic Plan we completed in late 2014 (see
page 6 for an update on our strategic plan). I
encourage you to read our annual newsletter
to learn about the ways in which ABGC is
working to ensure we continue to promote
high standards in genetic counseling.

Beth Wood Denne, MS, CGC®
President, ABGC
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B Vs. C: What’s the difference between
ABGC and ACGC?
2016 BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Terms begin January 1 and end
December 31.
Elizabeth W. Denne, MS CGC®
2013 – 2016
PRESIDENT
Counsyl, Inc.
Office: (443) 718-9778
president@abgc.net

ACGC

ABGC
• Established in 1993, after separation from
ABMG
• ABGC Board is made up of 6 certified
genetic counselors (CGC®) and one public
member

Sharon Aufox, MS, CGC®
2014 – 2017
CEC LIAISON
Northwestern Univ.
Center For Genetic Medicine
Phone: (312) 695-0701
s-aufox@northwestern.edu

• Core Purpose: Promote high standards in
genetic counseling

Lori Erby, ScM, PhD, CGC®
2016-2020
Associate Director, JHU/NHGRI
Genetic Counseling Program
Phone: (301) 443-2635
lorierby@gmail.com

• Grants certification (CGC®) to genetic counselors who have graduated from an ACGC
Accredited program through the Certification
Exam

Stephanie Kieffer, MS, CGC®
2015-2018
Provincial Medical Genetics
Program of BC
University of British Columbia
Phone: (604) 875-2345, ext.
5440
skieffer@cw.bc.ca
Amy Lytle
2016 - 2017
PUBLIC ADVISOR
HandsOn Northwest North
Carolina
Cell: 336-254-6055
AmyLytle@HandsOnNWNC.org
Anne Madeo, MS, CGC®
2012 – 2016
SECRETARY/TREASURER
Veterans Health Administration
Phone: (801) 582-1565 x2933
amadeo@umich.edu
Karen P. Powell, MS, CGC®
2013 – 2017
PRESIDENT-ELECT
Cone Hospital
Office: (335) 676-3296
Karen.Powell@conehealth.com
MAILING ADDRESS
PO Box 14216
Lenexa, KS 66285-4216
info@ABGC.net
www.ABGC.net
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• Mission: To protect the public by setting certification standards and providing leadership
to promote the value of CGCs
• Stakeholders: Diplomates (CGC®)

• Recertifies qualified genetic counselors
through CEUs or re-examination
• Under ABGC, the number of CGCs has
risen from 495 (1993) to approximately 4000
(2016)
• Received NCCA accreditation of its Certified
Genetic Counselor’s certification program
• Currently accepting volunteer nominations:
board exam item writers and committee/task
force members

• Accreditation Council for Genetic
Counseling (ACGC) established in 2013,
after separation from ABGC
• ACGC Board is made up of 9 certified
genetic counselors (CGC®) and one public
member
• Core Purpose: Promote high standards in
genetic counseling education and training.
• Mission: The ACGC advances quality in
genetic counseling education by developing
standards, and by evaluating and accrediting
programs.
• Stakeholders: Training Programs
• Provides accreditation to genetic counseling
training programs in the United States and
Canada
• Currently, there are 32 accredited training
programs in the US and 3 fully accredited
training programs in Canada
• Member of ASPA – Association for
Specialized and Professional Accreditors
• Currently accepting volunteer nominations:
site visitors, program review committee members & various committee/task force members

The Board Welcomes Lori Erby
We are pleased to welcome a
new Director to the Board. Lori
Erby, ScM, PhD, CGC®, from
Sykesville, Maryland, began
a four year term on January
1, 2016. Lori is currently the
Associate Director of the JHU/
NHGRI genetic counseling
training program and has been
an ABGC diplomate since 2002.
After completing her genetic
counseling training at the JHU/
NHGRI program in 2000, she
went on to get a PhD at the Johns
Hopkins Bloomberg School of
Public Health and then served
there as an Assistant Professor
in Health, Behavior and Society,
where she conducted research
related to communication in
the genetics context and taught
research proposal writing to the

genetic counseling students. She
has also practiced as a clinical
genetic counselor, seeing clients
in the prenatal setting, in the
neuromuscular disease clinic, and
most recently with the genetics
consult service at the NIH
Clinical Center.
Lori has a demonstrated
commitment to maintaining high
standards for genetic counseling
practice. In addition to her
research intended to enhance
the evidence base that supports
genetic counseling practice, she
has an ongoing commitment to
the training of current and future
genetic counselors. She served as
a member of the Practice Based
Competencies Review Taskforce
review taskforce in 2011-2012,
is a member of the Association

of Genetic
Counseling
Program
Directors’
Committee
on
Advanced
Training
for Certified
Genetic Counselors
and has had five years of
experience planning the NSGC
Annual Education Conference,
most recently chairing the
meeting in Pittsburgh.
She is looking forward to
working with the Board to
maintain high standards while
allowing for flexibility in the
face of evolving roles for genetic
counselors. Welcome, Lori!
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CGC® Spotlight
Have you ever wondered about Diplomates
who choose to sit for the certification
examination instead of recertifying
through continuing education? This
year, we’re highlighting Jacky
Halliday, a Certified Genetic
Counselor who did just that.

continuing education that allowed her to maintain her knowledge in a
rapidly evolving field. Additionally, when Jacky described maintaining
her knowledge through continuing education, she reflected, “Who am
I kidding? I don’t care if I go to meetings; it’s nothing like sitting for
the exam.” So, Jacky decided to recertify by sitting for the examination.
“People thought I was absolutely crazy.…All the feedback I got was
negative.”

Jacky first passed the certification
examination in 1993. She
acknowledged that when
ABGC established time-limited
certification, she and her colleagues
who sat for the examination prior to
1996 were relieved that they “squeaked in
under the wire.” Nonetheless, Jacky chose to sit
for the certification examination in 2005 because “so many things had
changed in genetics” since her graduation in 1990.

Yet, Jacky describes the benefits of her decision, “it enhanced my
knowledge [in ways going to meetings wouldn’t have.]” When taking
a family history, Jacky says that she is better able to assess risks for
diseases than she would have been able without the rigorous preparation
necessary to pass the board exam. Jacky acknowledges that her decision
to recertify is a frequent source of comment, “It’s intimidating to some
people that I did it.”
Achieving one’s CGC® is a significant achievement in a genetic
counselor’s professional career. Maintaining the knowledge necessary
to continue to practice competently is a challenge that all CGCs face.
While her approach was unusual, Jacky and her patients benefitted from
her decision to recertify by examination!

As a clinical genetic counselor working in a prenatal diagnosis center
with young children at home, it was difficult to find opportunities for

Learn about our Public Member: Amy Lytle
Amy Lytle is the first Executive Director of HandsOn Northwest
North Carolina, whose mission is mobilizing the people and
organizations that inspire community change. Amy has spent the
vast majority of her 20-year career in the nonprofit sector, and
has developed a national reputation for delivering high-quality
training and technical assistance on a variety of topics. Amy has
the opportunity to put theories to practice, as she works closely
in her daily life to support the nonprofits in HandsOn NWNC’s
network as they seek to increase their effectiveness. Prior to her role
with HandsOn NWNC, Amy worked at The Volunteer Center in
Greensboro. In additional to her service with ABCG, Amy serves on
the Board of Directors for numerous local and national organizations,
and was honored to be recognized in 2006 as one of the Forty
Leaders Under 40 in the Piedmont Triad of NC by the Triad
Business Journal. She has a BA in Women’s Studies and Sociology/
Anthropology from Guilford College and graduated from Duke
University’s Certificate Program in Nonprofit Management in 2003.
Amy grew up in a world of medical professionals; her mother was an
early pioneer in the field of nurse-midwifery. She also has a personal

interest in genetic counseling.
Her mother was identified as
being homozygous for the
Factor V Leiden mutation.
Amy’s experience of multiple
referrals, duplicate genetic
tests, and inconsistent
counseling illustrated to Amy
the important role that CGCs
can and should play in genetic
counseling and testing. As the
Public Member of the ABCG board,
Amy works to ensure the ABCG board
considers current and future patients’ concerns while remaining
effective and efficient in meeting the challenge of its mission. She is
excited to learn more about genetic counseling, and ways that she can
help the profession build its profile and credibility, especially as the
work towards licensure, CMS recognition, and relationship building
with other health care providers continues.

ABGC: A Strategic Organization
In 2015 we introduced ABGC’s new
strategic plan, which we established to set
the Board’s priorities, strengthen operations,
and direct resources. Over the past year, the
Board focused primarily on the first goal
outlined in the strategic plan:
• ABGC will be flexible, open to, and
able to pursue new opportunities for
leadership within the genetic counseling
profession.
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The Board worked to improve ABGC’s
governance structure by introducing the
use of task forces with board liaisons. We
also worked to improve the efficiency and
plasticity of the organization by changing
our approach to the Board’s meeting
agendas and structure to ensure we are
focused on achieving strategic initiatives.
The Board participated in a leadership
training workshop in October 2015 and
hopes to identify additional leadership

training opportunities for both the Board
and our Diplomates.
Aligned with best practice, the board will
annually re-visit and update the strategic
plan to ensure it is realistic and aligned with
the purpose and mission of the organization.
The Board will be re-evaluating our strategic
plan at our April 2016 Board meeting and
will continue to update Diplomates on our
progress.
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Genetic Counseling Workforce Study in Full Swing
There has never been a better time to be a
genetic counselor. Salaries are on the rise,
and the number and variety of employment
positions are unprecedented. In 2015,
ABGC saw an increase of over 100% in
the number of jobs posted in the prior year.
The skills and training of genetic counselors
are well suited for the many opportunities
emerging in response to widespread investment of government, industry and healthcare
in genomic medicine, research and technology. This begs the question, will the current
supply of genetic counselors be enough to
meet demand in the future, and, if not, how
do we identify and overcome the challenges
to increasing the workforce?

ABGC is collaborating with NSGC, ACGC,
AGCPD, and ASHG on the Workforce
Working Group (WFWG) to address this
question. The goal of the WFWG is to
ensure the genetic counselor workforce is
healthy well into the future so that supply
can meet demand within clinical, research,
industry and other areas where the skills of
genetic counselors bring great value. The
WFWG has contracted Dobson|DaVanzo
& Associates to conduct a genetic counseling workforce analysis, as the first step in
the process. Projecting the demand for and
supply of genetic counselors over the next
decade is challenging as answers to many
key questions are obscure or difficult to pre-
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dict. For example, what might population
trends, advances in medical technology and
new health care delivery models mean for
the practice and profession of genetic counseling? To what extent will physicians and
other professions perform the functions of
genetic counselors (substitution effect)? And,
how will state licensure affect the supply
of genetic counselors in the future? These
are just a sample of questions relevant to
the study. In addition to original research,
Dobson|DaVanzo will rely on data from the
NSGC professional status survey, ABGC
practice analysis, and professional literature.
We look forward to reporting the results of
the workforce analysis when it is complete.

Investigating Exam Eligibility
In response to ABGC’s responsibility
to periodically review eligibility criteria
for the examination, in March 2015 the
ABGC Board of Directors charged the
Certification Eligibility Task Force, to
propose robust criteria that establish
an individual’s eligibility to sit for the
certification examination. The goal of
this task force is to ensure that candidates
who sit the certification exam have the
appropriate qualifications to do so and
in turn promote high quality genetic

counseling services. The task force is also
charged with proposing a set of criteria
to evaluate the process of accreditation or
an accreditation body. The task force is
chaired by Leslie Cohen and its members
include Rich Dinnen, Jennifer Fitzpatrick,
Stephanie Kieffer, Bronson Riley, Gretchen
Schneider, Bev Yashar and Sheila O’Neal.
Professional certification exam eligibility
criteria have been considered by a variety of
organizations and the task force evaluated

many when determining how to frame
their discussion of this important issue.
The task force has adopted the Institute
for Credentialing Excellence Research
& Development Committee: Eligibility
Criteria Report conceptualization of
eligibility. This conceptualization relies on
the four “E’s” of eligibility - Education,
Experience, Ethics and Examination.
The task force will consider criteria for
education, experience and ethics of
candidates.
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Certification Exam Performance
The ABGC Certification Examination is offered twice
a year to individuals who have earned active candidate status and
to Diplomates recertifying by exam. Passing the exam awards
candidates the Certified Genetic Counselor (CGC®) credential.
The ABGC certification exam development process and scoring
determination rely on established psychometric principles to ensure
that all candidates are treated fairly. The strenuous process starts
with questions that are developed by CGC’s, reviewed and edited
by CGCs who are members of the Certification Examination
Committee and finally pretested to determine how they perform.
Each exam contains 170 scored items and 30 pretest items. The
pretest items do not contribute to a candidate’s score.
The certification exam is not scored on a “curve.” Instead,
individual performance is compared to the set criterion necessary

to demonstrate minimal competence. This criterion is called the
“cut-score.” There is no minimum percentage of candidates that
must pass or fail the exam. Therefore, it is theoretically possible for
all examinees to either pass or fail the exam. This can be seen in the
variability of the pass/fail rate for each year.
For 2015, the overall pass rate was 80%, with first time examinees
having a pass rate of 87%. When reviewing the pass rate between
2010-2015, the first time examinee pass rate is consistently higher
than the overall pass rate. This indicates that examinees who take
the exam more than once struggle more with passing. Additional
information about the process of exam development, scoring and
yearly pass rates can be found on the ABGC website: www.abgc.net/
Certification/CertificationExaminationPerformanceInformation.

From the
MAILBAG
For those of you who were not able to attend the presentation
by Danny Breidenbach, Phd, AMP, a PSI Business at the AEC
on October 23, 2015, we have included answers to a couple
of common questions about the certification exam that were
addressed in his talk.

Q: How does ABGC ensure that the exam is valid?
A: The validity of the exam relies on the ability to make

reasonable inferences on the basis of the exam score about an
individual’s capability of practicing in a competent manner. This
requires that each candidate’s score is compared to a consistent
criterion. The validity of the certification exam is based on a
variety of factors, including tying the content to a systematically-conducted practice analysis, having a strong item-writing
process, careful content reviews of each test form, sound psychometric analyses of item performance, choosing an appropriate
standard of competence and scoring mechanism, and well-controlled test administration practices. We focus here specifically
on item development, as test scoring will be addressed in the
response to the following question.
Exam items are written by trained item-writers, approved by an
experienced item-writing mentor, and reviewed and revised by the
Certification Exam Committee (CEC) prior to being approved for
use. For each new test form (version), items are chosen from the
bank by the psychometrician to allow for consistency in content
areas and difficulty of items. Each draft exam form is reviewed
by testing experts at AMP, a PSI Business and also by genetic
counselors who are subject matter experts on the CEC. There is
discussion of problematic items, followed by revision or replacement of those items. The finalized exam form is then reviewed
again by the CEC. Prior to any item being scored as part of
an exam form, it is pre-tested within the real-world test setting.
Thus, each exam form includes 170 scored items from the existing
item bank and 30 pre-test items that are not entered into the final
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score. Once pre-tested items have been shown based on statistical
analyses to perform consistently with items from the bank, they
are also included in the item bank for use in future test forms.

Q: The pass rate seems to vary a bit from cycle to cycle. How
does ABGC determine a passing score?

A: Following National Commission for Certifying Agencies

(NCCA) accreditation standards, ABGC uses a criterion-referenced method of scoring. This means that there is a pre-set score
for each test form that represents the score necessary to demonstrate minimally competent practice. There is thus no competition
with other genetic counselors taking the exam, and the exam is
not graded on a curve.
Prior to instituting instant scoring, the ABGC used a scoring
method known as Angoff scoring, which relied on the iterative
predictions of subject matter experts regarding the percentage of
minimally qualified candidates who would answer each item correctly. The current instant scoring procedure relies statistically on
this history through a process known as pre-equating. Each test
form is designed to be parallel to previous forms based on the performance of items included on the form, targeting consistent levels
of difficulty and score reliability. Based on these characteristics,
statistical procedures are used to predict examinees’ scores on each
new exam form based on performance on past exam forms. The
pre-set passing score itself will thus vary a bit from one exam form
to another because of small differences in the difficulty of selected
items. The pass rate (percentage of examinees that pass in any
given cycle) will also vary slightly because candidates themselves
vary from one cycle to the next.
For further information, see “Examination Scoring Methodology”
at abgc.net under the “Exam” tab. There is also an Examination
scoring video available at that location.
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Susan Hahn, MS, CGC
Neurogenetics Outreach Coordinator
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Task Force Formed to Evaluate Standards for Continuing
Education Activities for Recertification

The Board created a CEU Task Force in 2015 with the mission,
“To explore options for improving the continuing education
(CE) process for recertification of genetic counselors certified
by the American Board of Genetic Counseling (ABGC) as
well as to propose robust and appropriate CE requirements

(i.e. the application and review processes) that reflect the
profession’s current needs and promote high quality genetic
counseling services.” The Task Force meets monthly and includes
representatives from ABGC, NSGC, and ACGC. The Task
Force members are Sharon Aufox, Chair; Nancy Callanan, Emily
Edelman, Corrine Fillman, Khalida Liaquat, Sara Riordan, and
Diana Tully.
This group has begun to evaluate both our own profession’s and
other similar healthcare organizations’ standards with regard
to CE for recertification purposes. All recommendations and
conclusions drawn from these evaluations will be presented to
the ABGC Board of Directors at a future date. As the field of
genetics expands and new information and technologies emerge,
our expectation is that the Task Force’s recommendations will help
ensure that educational events meet the appropriate educational
level and content to allow genetic counselors to maintain genetic
counseling knowledge and skills.

American Board of
Genetic Counseling, Inc.
PO Box 14216
Lenexa, KS 66285-4216

Passing the Board Exam and earning the “CGC®” designation
is a huge accomplishment in the career of a genetic counselor.
Recertifying and retaining the CGC®, while not as momentous,
is still very important to most genetic counselors. Recertification
demonstrates continued competence and expert knowledge
in the field of genetic counseling. Furthermore, maintaining
certification is often a requirement of obtaining state licensure. To
ensure that the continuing education activities that are accepted
for recertification maintain the value of the CGC® designation,
and as part of ABGC earning the National Commission for
Certifying Agencies (NCCA) accreditation, ABGC decided to
review the current standards and guidelines for awarding for
continuing education units (CEUs) for educational activities.

