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DEAR FRIENDS,

Every fall, I look forward to the University of Kansas Medical 
Center’s annual Alumni Reunion Weekend. It is exciting for 
all of us on campus to welcome our respected alumni from 
the School of Health Professions, School of Medicine and 
School of Nursing.

Because of our continuing concerns with the COVID-19 
pandemic, our 2021 Alumni Reunion Weekend activities will 
be primarily virtual. But I am confident that you will still have 
many opportunities to connect with your fellow alumni and 
with all of us.

I extend my congratulations to this year’s amazing group 
of Alumni Award honorees in health professions, medicine 
and nursing. Your professional accomplishments and 
contributions to health care are a source of great pride for 
our institution.

We are truly grateful for your steadfast support for KU 
Medical Center and thank you for helping make this year’s 
Alumni Reunion Weekend a success!

ROBERT D. SIMARI, MD'86  
Executive Vice Chancellor, KU Medical Center 



to study for graduate school at the 
University of Kansas School of Health 
Professions in 2006.

While at KU Medical Center pursuing 
his doctoral studies in rehabilitation 
science, Dr. Xu won a first-place award 
for his work in molecular and cell biology 
in the Student Research Forum. He also 
won multiple scholarships at KU Medical 
Center, and it was here that he began his 
work on metabolic dysfunction. 

Dr. Xu graduated from KU in 2011 with 
his doctorate, and he went to the Robert 
and Arlene Kogod Center on Aging at the 
Mayo Clinic for postdoctoral training. 

“Since then, I have been working 
extensively on the role of cellular 
senescence in various age-related 
diseases, including physical dysfunction 
and metabolic dysfunction, with 
an emphasis on approaches with 
translational potential.”

Dr. Xu joined the faculty at the University 
of Connecticut in 2018 as a tenure-track 

MING XU  PhD'11
Assistant Professor 
Department of Genetics &  
Genome Sciences
University of Connecticut  
Center on Aging

IF THERE’S A WAY to slow down aging, 
Ming Xu is determined to find it. He hopes 
to one day cure diseases associated 
with aging, and he might just be at the 
forefront of increasing healthy lifespans. 
His inspiration? Reducing the suffering 
associated with aging and disease.

“Over the years, I have observed many 
older adults suffering from various 
diseases who have a miserable life when 
they get to an advanced age. This really 
motivates me to devote myself to aging 
research to find interventions to help 
these people,” Dr. Xu said.

Born and raised in Shanghai, China, 
Dr. Xu is a graduate of the prestigious 
Fudan University, a major public research 
university in Shanghai. Dr. Xu earned a 
bachelor’s degree in biological sciences, 
and he served as a research assistant in 
the Chinese Academy of Science from 
2004 to 2006. His father, Qixin Xu, a 
business manager, and his mother, Xiaoxia 
Jin, an accountant, also are natives of 
Shanghai, where they continue to live 
today. Dr. Xu came to the United States 
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assistant professor at the UConn Center 
on Aging and the Department of Genetics 
& Genome Sciences. Dr. Xu has continued 
his research at the multidisciplinary 
center, and he also teaches in the UConn 
Genetics and Developmental Biology 
graduate program as well as in the 
Neuroscience graduate program.

For his proudest accomplishment, Dr. Xu  
points to the fact that his preclinical studies  
have laid the foundation for a number of 
ongoing clinical trials using senolytics. 

“Recently, the first clinical trial study using 
senolytics showed senolytics treatment 
improved physical function in older 
human subjects, and it confirmed my 
findings in old mice,” he said. “I am proud 
to see that my basic research contributes 
to the rapid progress on improving life 
quality in aging community.”

He met his wife, Chun Guo, in 2004, while 
they were both undergraduate students 
at Fudan University. They married in 
2007, and they have a four-year-old 
daughter Stella.

Dr. Xu notes that his mentors Dr. Hao Zhu, 
Dr. James Kirkland and Dr. George Kuchel 
have provided great support, as have his 
parents, wife and daughter.

“Receiving this award is a great honor 
for me,” he said. “This award recognizes 
my hard work in aging research, and it 
motivates me even more to keep my long 
term career goal to contribute as a basic 
scientist to the discovery and validation 
of interventions to enhance health span 
and lifespan in aging populations. My 
five years of PhD training at KUMC has 
been an invaluable asset to me, and I 
am always proud to be an alum of KU 
Medical Center.”



bachelor of science in physical therapy in 
1968. Later that same year, she completed 
her certificate in physical therapy. 

Dr. Melnick began her career as a pediatric 
physical therapist, and she soon became 
interested in physical therapy interventions 
for children with cerebral palsy. That led to 
her first research project and a doctorate. 
She earned her PhD in anatomy, with an 
emphasis in neurophysiology, at UCLA 
in 1979. She continued her career as an 
assistant professor of physical therapy 
education at the University of Iowa. Dr. 
Melnick was hired at the University of 
Kansas Medical Center in 1981, where she 
served as department chair and associate 
professor of physical therapy in what  
was then known as the School of Allied 
Health (now known as the School of Health 
Professions).

The dean at that time was the famed  
Dr. Stata Norton, who was a researcher in 
brain development. 

“I had read several of her papers and was 
honored when I was invited to interview,” 
Dr. Melnick said. 

Dr. Melnick got the position with the goal 
of developing a post professional degree 
program — at that time it was the master’s 

MARSHA E. MELNICK
PT, PhD
Professor Emerita
University of California,  
San Francisco /  
San Francisco State University 

IN A TIME when few women were studying 
anatomy or getting PhDs in science, 
Marsha Melnick was blazing a new path.

Marsha Ellen Melnick was born the 
daughter of a Philadelphia businessman, 
Leonard Melnick, and his wife, Evelyn 
Zagrans, an active community volunteer. 
Her father owned a formal-wear store 
in Philadelphia, and he decided to move 
the family to Los Angeles and become a 
financial planner when Dr. Melnick was 15. 

When Dr. Melnick was still a child, she 
took an interest in science and medicine. 
She was fortunate to have a woman for a 
pediatrician, and Dr. Shindel made quite the 
impression on young Marsha, answering 
her many questions and reviewing anatomy 
with her in her encyclopedia. When Dr. 
Melnick went to summer camp, first as 
a camper and then as a counselor, she 
encountered Naomi Levine, a woman who 
owned and directed the camp. Levine, who 
would later become a vice president for 
New York University, taught the girls that 
they could do anything.

After attending the University of California, 
Los Angeles for her first three years,  
Dr. Melnick transferred to the University of 
California, San Francisco (which had the 
physical therapy program) to complete her 
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degree — and helping the department 
become involved in research, which 
was still uncommon for physical therapy 
departments. Her work also included 
developing physical therapy for treatment 
of Parkinson’s and stroke. She also worked 
on dance exercise and activities with the 
patients of Dr. William Kohler, a neurologist 
specializing in Parkinson’s who became 
chair of the department of neurology at 
KU Medical Center.

The KU master’s degree program in 
physical therapy was approved by the 
university and then the Kansas Board of 
Regents, as KU became just the second 
state university to offer the post-graduate 
degree in physical therapy. Dr. Melnick 
became a full professor at KU in 1989, and 
the first class of physical therapists with 
master’s degrees at KU graduated in 1990.

Dr. Melnick went on to get married and 
follow her husband and his career moves, 
first to Michigan, where she become a 
professor of physical therapy at Wayne 
State University, then California and 
professor positions at the University 
of California, San Francisco, and at San 
Francisco State University, where she 
remains professor emerita. Her research 
on exercise and dance in patients with 
Parkinson’s disease continued at the PD 

Center for Excellence, a joint center of 
UCSF/SFSU, where she also was part of a 
team researching the use of active video 
games, such as the Wii. 

Dr. Melnick retired from academia but says 
she “failed retirement 101.” She continues to 
work as a physical therapist in Washington 
state, specializing in patients with 
Parkinson’s disease, and coordinating a 
dance group in the community. Dr. Melnick 
and her husband, Dr. Kent Shellenberger, 
enjoy living and kayaking on the  
Olympic Peninsula and traveling with  
their grandchildren.

She looks back fondly on her work at  
KU Medical Center. 

“My proudest achievement is developing 
the physical therapy master’s program at 
KU Medical Center and taking the program 
from being considered in the middle of U.S. 
programs to one of the top 15 programs in 
the country.” 

She also is proud of her research on 
exercise and especially dance for those 
with Parkinson’s disease.

For her mentors and inspiration, she looks 
first to her parents, and then to other 
trailblazers in her time. 

“No one achieves success without the 
help of many people. Throughout my life 
I have been fortunate to have had caring 
parents who did not discourage me from 
my career pursuits despite knowing that at 
that time, my gender would make it more 
difficult,” she said. “And I was fortunate to 
have Dr. Stata Norton as a mentor in all 
aspects of my academic career including 
administration, research and how best to 
convince the legislature to approve the 
master’s program. I also was fortunate to 
have her as a dear friend.”

Dr. Melnick is grateful for the award, and 
notes that KU Medical Center will always 
hold a place in her heart. 

“Receiving this award is very special to 
me — it was at KUMC that my career really 
became established and that I was blessed 
with an amazing faculty, students who 
were dedicated, and life-long friendships,” 
she said. “I am honored to become an 
honorary alumna of KUMC. My time there 
was exceptional in all aspects of my life.  
Thank you for selecting me  
for this award.”



ALISON L. STEIBER
PhD, MS'98, I'93
Chief Science Officer
Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics

Case Western Reserve University, where 
she was director of their coordinated 
dietetic internship and master’s degree 
program. In her decade at Case Western 
Reserve, she taught, researched renal 
nutrition and also volunteered on the 
national accreditation board for the 
Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (then 
called CADE, now called ACEND). She won 
the Joel D. Kopple Award from the Kidney 
Foundation in 2007. This award honors 
an individual who has made significant 
contributions to the international field of 
renal nutrition, and it alternates between a 
physician and a dietitian every other year. 
Dr. Steiber also was awarded the American 
Dietetic Association Foundation’s first 
research grant in renal disease.

As she moved into the chair-elect position 
of ACEND, the executive director of 
ACEND brought to her attention that the 
chief scientist position at the Academy of 
Nutrition and Dietetics was open, and he 
suggested she apply. In 2012, she became 
only the second-ever chief science officer 
for the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, 
where she continues today.

“The work I lead at the Academy is very 
rewarding,” she said. “Currently I have an 
amazing team of nutrition researchers 
conducting multisite studies on hospital 
malnutrition, breastfeeding, outpatient 

IN A ROOM full of international renal 
researchers, Alison Steiber is used to 
being the only dietitian. Words like “first 
ever,” and “first dietitian” are often used to 
describe her role and her work.

Born Alison Leah Ainsworth in Alamosa, 
Colorado to David Ainsworth, PhD, a 
college professor, and Gael Ainsworth, an 
elementary school teacher, Dr. Steiber 
lived her entire childhood in Valley City, 
North Dakota. She attended Valley City 
State University for her freshman and 
sophomore years and then graduated with 
a bachelor of science in dietetics from 
Mankato State University in 1992.  
Dr. Steiber served a dietetic internship at 
KU Medical Center in 1992 and completed 
her master of science in dietetics at 
KU, in what’s now the School of Health 
Professions, in 1998. She completed a 
PhD in human nutrition at Michigan State 
University in 2005.

Dr. Steiber began her career working as a 
clinical dietitian at Bryan Memorial Hospital 
in Lincoln, Nebraska, working nutrition 
support for the surgery and renal floors 
while finishing up her thesis (and having 
her first child). When her husband was 
relocated to Michigan, Dr. Steiber’s father 
convinced her to apply for the doctoral 
program at Michigan State. Completion of 
her doctorate led to a faculty position at 
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diabetes and oncology, implementation 
of clinical practice guidelines, cognitive 
development in infants at risk for stunting 
in Guatemala, and multiple systematic 
reviews and development of guidelines 
from topics across the broad area of 
nutrition and dietetics.”

She also serves on the executive council of 
the International Society of Renal Nutrition 
and Metabolism, where she was elected 
as the first-ever dietitian council member. 
The executive council has representation 
from Italy, China, the Netherlands and 
the United States, and she has served as 
treasurer since 2018.

Dr. Steiber notes that her proudest 
accomplishment is closer to home. 

“While I love my profession and my 
professional work, my most proud 
accomplishment has been being a mom to 
my children,” she said. “They are what keeps 
me laughing, physically active, mentally 
challenged and rewarded every single day.”

Dr. Steiber’s inspiration has come from 
near and far, as family and colleagues have 
all helped in different ways. 

“My father and mother were so supportive 
my entire life and never stopped me from 
trying new and challenging things,” she 

said, noting that they supported her first 
in sports and in her odd jobs (she was 
a flight attendant in the middle of her 
undergraduate studies), then later during 
her pursuit of a doctorate while parenting 
two children. 

“Without their love and support, I would 
never have thought to be a Chief Science 
Officer or anything else!”

Dr. Steiber also credits Jason Steiber, her 
ex-husband and father of their grown and 
nearly grown children Alexa, Zane and 
Katerina Steiber. 

“He was an enormous support to me 
throughout my career, and I owe him a 
huge debt of gratitude for being a great 
dad and my biggest professional fan. 
He never complained when I needed 
to travel for conferences or spend 
late nights stressing over papers and 
PowerPoint slides. When the opportunity 
to become the head of the Academy’s 
research team came about and I was 
quite uncertain, he strongly encouraged 
me and supported the transition from 
being a faculty member to this position,” 
she said.

Dr. Steiber points to her mentors at  
KU Medical Center for inspiring  
her to love dietetics. 

“My wonderful academic advisors at KU 
Medical Center: Peter Beyer, Janice Harris 
and Norma Wynn, were brilliant and 
challenged me to be better than I ever 
imagined. Importantly, they inspired me 
to love the profession of dietetics! It is 
due to Mr. Beyer’s clinical nutrition class 
that I learned to love clinical dietetics and 
wanted to work in the hospital.”

Dr. Steiber lives with her family and partner, 
Chris Howell, in Shaker Heights, Ohio, and 
she is honored to receive this award. 

“My career has always been very rewarding, 
and I have gotten so much pleasure from 
teaching, collaborating, and developing my 
research team. I never thought that doing 
what I love and feel passionate about 
would result in me being considered for 
such a prestigious award,” she said. “It is 
both humbling and very heart warming.  
A huge thank you to Dr. Debra Sullivan for 
nominating me and to those who wrote 
letters of reference. I am beyond excited!”



the physician, but also her mother, the 
entrepreneur, nurse and clinic manager. 

“Watching him take care of people in 
his clinic, in their homes, at correctional 
facilities, in nursing homes or wherever 
they needed him must have inspired me 
before I can remember realizing the care 
he was providing. I saw the way Dad’s 
patients gave him baked goods, things 
they’d knitted, even animals, and I knew 
that he must be doing something special.”

Dr. Bacani McKenney now owns a clinic  
in Fredonia, where she grew up and where 
her 77-year-old father still practices. 
She has been a family physician in the 
community now for the past decade, and 
she’s also served as the Wilson county 
health officer since 2011.

“I have always felt an obligation and 
desire to support my community through 
service and involvement — as the school 
board president, as founder of both 
a community foundation and a local 
growth initiative, as an owner of three 
local businesses, and as a physician,”  
she said.
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JENNIFER BACANI 
McKENNEY  
MD'06, R'09
Owner & Family Physician
Bacani/McKenney Clinic

Associate Dean for 
Rural Health Education
KU School of Medicine 

County Medical Officer
Wilson County, KS  
Health Department

JENNIFER BACANI MCKENNEY can’t 
remember a time she didn’t want to 
be a doctor. Watching her father with 
his patients in their small community in 
Kansas, it was all she ever wanted. Her 
first job was alphabetizing files in her 
parents’ clinic, and she was born in the 
same hospital where she practices today. 

Dr. Bacani McKenney graduated 
from the University of Kansas with an 
undergraduate degree in chemistry in 
2002 and a medical degree in 2006, with 
two years at the KU-Wichita campus. She 
completed a family medicine residency 
at Via Christi in 2009. A longtime clinical 
assistant professor of medicine at KU, 
she has been the assistant dean for Rural 
Health Education in the KU School of 
Medicine since 2019 and recently took 
on the role of Associate Dean for Rural 
Health Education. Dr. Bacani McKenney 
was named Rural Health Practitioner of 
the Year by the National Rural Health 
Association in March 2021.

Her parents, both born in the Philippines 
before they married and settled in 
Fredonia, Kansas, inspired her. Her father 

When the pandemic came, Dr. Bacani  
McKenney convened community meetings 
and co-hosted a weekly Facebook 
Live session with the county health 
department administrator. Sometimes her 
advice was not welcomed, and sometimes 
the road was rough, with harsh words on 
social media or in newspapers directed 
at her and her advice to wear masks and 
practice social distancing.

She wrote of her experiences in several 
articles, including in the blog for the 
American Academy of Family Physicians, 
where she detailed how personal the fight 
against COVID-19 has been for her.

“Every day I try to educate people on the 
best science and new information we are 
learning about coronavirus. I am working 
each day outside of my normal family 
medicine practice to keep my family, my 
neighbors’ families and our county’s 
families safe and healthy. I know my 
community, and all of our communities, 
will get through this if people rely on 
science and if we work together. Family 
physicians and public health officers will 
likely continue facing the challenge of 

caring for people who will make things 
personal until the pandemic affects them 
directly,” she wrote.

“Even after COVID-19, we will continue to 
provide personalized care to individuals 
and the communities where we live 
because we are family doctors, and we 
take our roles personally.”

Dr. Bacani McKenney has two young 
children with Bob McKenney, daughter, 
Millie, and son, Sidney. Bacani says her 
proudest accomplishment is raising two 
children who are kind, intelligent, funny 
and adventurous.

Of this award, she notes, “As a female, 
Asian-American, rural, family doctor who 
is the daughter of Filipino immigrants, 
and a frontline healthcare worker and 
county health officer in the middle of a 
pandemic, this award means that the hard 
work, dedication, and resilience of people 
who look like me, work like me, or live in a 
town like me is recognized.”



Niedens’s first social work job was 
working with violent offenders 
transitioning from a youth correctional 
center into the community. 

“I learned a lot in that position,” Niedens 
said. “Every person I worked with had 
traumatic histories, often abused, often 
neglected, often drug addicted though 
they were coming from a correctional 
institution, some with development/
intellectual disabilities that were never 
recognized, all without families to 
support them.”

When Niedens took a position with 
a home health agency, a sector that 
primarily serves older adults, she 
realized that was where she belonged. 
She eventually transitioned to geriatric 
psychiatric acute units at Menninger. 
There, she worked with individuals with 
dementia-related neuropsychiatric issues. 

“I saw first-hand the consequences people 
suffer when these symptoms emerge — 
fear, facility evictions, neglect, to name 
a few. With many dedicated colleagues, 
helping to dissect and reconfigure the 
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MICHELLE NIEDENS
LSCSW
Director of Cognitive Care Network 
KU Alzheimer’s Disease Center
University of Kansas Medical Center

ONCE MICHELLE NIEDENS learned what 
social workers do, she was all in. She’s 
been all in now her entire career, working 
most of the time with the geriatric 
population. 

Niedens was born in Colorado but moved 
as an infant to her mother’s hometown 
of Parsons, Kansas when her parents 
separated. Her mother, Betty Alloway, 
worked as a bookkeeper and as a tax 
consultant while serving as a single parent 
to Niedens and her two siblings. Her 
grandmother lived nearby and played a 
key role in Niedens’s life.

Niedens went to KU for her undergraduate 
degree, intending to major in political 
science and then go on to law school. In a 
political science class one day, she learned 
about social workers and their contribution 
to society. She changed her major, 
ultimately graduating with a bachelor’s 
degree and a master’s degree from KU in 
social work. 

“That class, that professor changed my 
entire direction. And I’m so thankful that 
he did,” Niedens said.

puzzle of those behavioral and mood 
issues became my primary interest area.”

That work brought her to the Heart of 
America Chapter of the Alzheimer’s 
Association, where she served as a 
program director for the next 18 years. 
Along the way, she began working with 
Dr. Jeff Burns and others at the KU 
Alzheimer’s Disease Center (KU ADC). 
When an opportunity arose at the KU 
ADC to launch a new program in 2018, 
Niedens took it.

Niedens’s first and most significant 
inspiration, as well as a lasting example of 
both hard work and caring, was her mother.

“Despite having to raise three children 
essentially alone, while dealing with her 
own serious chronic and progressive 
health issues and limited support from 
others, she knew and modeled the 
importance of finding your purpose 
through service to others,” Niedens said. 

Niedens’s mother Betty always had a plate 
set for someone alone at the holidays, 
and she would listen and encourage 

women who were in abusive situations 
or struggling with depression. Betty also 
tutored junior college students who had 
come from other countries and even 
helped people who never thought they 
could attend college apply for scholarships. 

“She passed away at age 50 and yet did 
more in her years than most do in far 
longer lives,” Niedens said. “If ever I get 
discouraged, I need only to think about 
the significant uphill battle life was for her 
and yet every step of the way she made 
life better for others.”

Niedens is grateful for the support and 
mentorship of many individuals over the 
years, and she’s grateful to be nominated 
for this award. 

“Accomplishments are very rarely a 
product of one,” she said. “I am proud 
to be part of a team that has collectively 
advanced care and support of individuals 
and families living with a dementia. I have 
certainly seen many program ideas come 
to fruition over the years and there is 
satisfaction in those successes. But when 
I have someone tell me that I understood 

them in a way they did not anticipate and 
that changes the way they see something; 
those are the best moments of my 
professional life.” 



devoted themselves to providing the best 
educational opportunities possible for me 
and my siblings.”

Dr. Vacek seized those opportunities, 
becoming valedictorian of his high school 
class, a National Merit Scholarship finalist 
and earning a full tuition scholarship 
to multiple universities. He graduated 
summa cum laude from Creighton 
University with a bachelor of science in 
mathematics in 1973, then went on to 
graduate with honors with his medical 
degree from Creighton in 1977. He did an 
internal medicine residency at Washington 
University School of Medicine, then a 
cardiovascular fellowship at Washington 
University that concluded in 1982.  
Dr. Vacek completed a master of science in 
clinical research at the University of Kansas 
School of Medicine in 2010.

Dr. Vacek followed in his father’s 
footsteps with military service of his own. 
He first enlisted in the U.S. Air Force 
Reserves in 1973, and he served active 
duty from 1982 to 1986. He served in the 
medical corps as a cardiologist based 
out of Mississippi, earning the Air Force 
Commendation Medal. Dr. Vacek began 
his service as a second lieutenant and 
concluded it as a major.
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JAMES L. VACEK
MD, MS'10
Professor Emeritus 
Department of Cardiovascular Medicine 
KU School of Medicine
University of Kansas Medical Center

IF YOU WANT to understand what a 
successful career in academic medicine 
looks like, you need look no further than 
James Vacek and his years of teaching, 
research and medical practice as  
a cardiologist.

Born in Omaha, Nebraska to 
Laddie and Gladys Vacek, James was 
one in a family of five children. His 
parents were civil servants for the 
federal government, and James spent 
his childhood in Bellevue, Nebraska. His 
parents devoted a great deal of time 
and resources to ensuring James and 
his brothers and sisters had a strong 
family environment and a dedication to 
education and learning. 

“My parents were from poor, recent 
immigrant, farming backgrounds,”  
Dr. Vacek said. “My mother was unable 
to attend high school due to the need 
to care for her younger brothers and 
sister after her mother died when she 
was in grade school. My father went from 
a farm in a small town in South Dakota 
to serve with the Navy and Marines in 
World War II, landing on the beaches 
in Iwo Jima and Saipan. No one in my 
family on either side had attended 
college before my generation. My parents 

After his service in the military, Dr. Vacek 
brought his skills as a cardiologist first to 
the KU School of Medicine, then to  
St. Luke’s Hospital, where he practiced 
from 1989 to 2001, while serving as a 
clinical professor of medicine at the 
Kansas City School of Medicine. Then he 
returned to the KU School of Medicine 
in 2001. Retired from clinical practice in 
2020, Dr. Vacek is now professor emeritus 
at KU School of Medicine, where he is 
still involved in teaching, research, and 
administrative activities.

Dr. Vacek’s accolades — for teaching, 
research, innovation — are numerous. 
One highlight is that he has been either 
an author or co-author of more than 200 
published articles in the medical literature 
and more than 200 abstracts presented or 
published at national medical meetings.  
Dr. Vacek is a co-inventor of a catheter 
assembly used in cardiology and patented 
by Dr. Vacek and two others in 1991. This 
invention was named Best Technology 
of the Decade by the KU Medical Center 
Research Institute in 2002.

Dr. Vacek is married to Kathryn Vacek, 
and they have children Meredith, Shannon, 
Brian and Patrick. For his proudest 
accomplishment, Dr. Vacek points to both 

his family and his career. 

“Personally, my proudest accomplishment 
has been my family life, including my 
wife and children, as well as my parents 
and siblings. My wife, Cathi, has been a 
constant support throughout my career 
as well as building a caring home for our 
children,” he said.

“Professionally, my proudest 
accomplishment has been spending 
a career in academic medicine, with 
active involvement in direct patient care, 
teaching, and research.”

For inspiration, Dr. Vacek says he had 
many excellent and inspirational teachers 
and mentors from grade school, high 
school, college, medical school, and 
residency training.

“I have also been fortunate to work with a 
large number of dedicated and committed 
colleagues throughout my career. I must 
acknowledge Dr. Marvin Dunn who offered 
me a faculty position at KU School of 
Medicine in 1986 and led to my moving to 
Kansas City, and Drs. Lynn Kindred and 
Loren Berenbom who were instrumental 
in my joining Mid America Cardiology in 
1989. I also thank Dr. Won Choi who was 

my mentor for my master’s degree in 
clinical research, and whose guidance and 
support made ‘going back to school’ at my 
relatively late stage of life a productive and 
enjoyable endeavor.”

On being selected for this award,  
Dr. Vacek notes that he is appreciative 
and grateful. 

“I hope that it can in some way serve as an 
example to others who devote themselves 
to academic medicine. It is a testament 
to working in a collaborative, supportive 
medical environment. I am most grateful 
for the support of many of my colleagues 
whose efforts led to this award, and 
whom I consider treasured friends as well 
as exemplary professionals in their fields.”



SAMANTHA JOHNSON HAS BEEN a  
Jayhawk her entire life. 

A native of Lawrence and daughter of 
KU professors, Johnson graduated from 
the KU School of Nursing in 2015 with 
a bachelor’s degree. She completed a 
post-graduate summer experience at the 
National Institute of Nursing Research in 
2019. She’s currently pursuing a PhD at 
the KU School of Nursing, where she plans 
to graduate in 2022.

Johnson’s father, Paul Johnson, was a 
longtime professor of political science at 
KU and also the director of the Center of 
Research Methods and Data Analysis at 
KU until he retired in 2020. Her mother, 
Carolyn, was a part-time lecturer in 
political science at KU until her retirement 
in 2019. Paul now works as a data analyst 
at H&R Block, and Carolyn is a volunteer 
coordinator for Douglas County Court-
Appointed Special Advocates (CASA).

EARLY CAREER ACHIEVEMENT  
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SAMANTHA A.  
JOHNSON  BSN'15
Unit Coordinator
The University of Kansas Health System 
University of Kansas Medical Center

Johnson is a unit coordinator on Unit 
15, which specializes in cystic fibrosis 
patients, at Bell Hospital in the University 
of Kansas Health System. She began 
working as a nursing associate on Unit 15 
while still in nursing school, and even after 
touring different hospitals in different 
states, she came back to the health 
system and Unit 15. 

“The opportunities for personal and 
professional development were 
numerous,” she said. Her duties have 
continued to expand, and she has 
participated in numerous workgroups and 
councils in the health system.

For her proudest accomplishment in her 
young career, Johnson points to this award. 

“Receiving this award is my proudest 
accomplishment because it is a culmination  
of my nursing career thus far. I am 
incredibly passionate about patient care. 

All of the research projects, committees, 
conferences, meetings and days of patient 
care were focused around improving 
quality of care for patients I encountered.”

Johnson has been principal investigator or 
co-principal investigator in several research 
studies. Her areas of interest have ranged 
from her BSN honors research project 
looking at communication with patients 
and care givers around end-of-life issues 
in nursing homes, to more recent studies 
examining the effects of exercise during 
inpatient hospital stays in patients with 
cystic fibrosis.

Johnson credits many mentors for  
their guidance. 

“Drs. Nelda Godfrey, Janet Pierce, Qiuhua 
Shen, Angela Smith and Jennifer Williams 
have encouraged me to pursue new 
opportunities, provided mentorship, and 
supported my career. They have all been 

fantastic educators and role models of 
nursing professionals,” she said.

Johnson married Nicholas Cintron in May 
2021, and they have two dogs, Oliver  
and Brogan. 

“Nick has supported me from my first day 
as a registered nurse to today,” she said. 

“He continues to support my dreams of 
helping patients on a broader scale once I 
finish my graduate degree.”

Of the award, Johnson says, “It is 
incredibly meaningful to receive this 
award and it is an honor to be recognized. 
Looking back at previous Early Career 
Achievement Award winners, I know 
receiving this award is not only a 
reflection of my actions to date, but also 
the anticipation of the contributions I 
hope to make in nursing.”



Wichita State in 1994. She completed a 
doctoral degree in nursing practice from 
American Sentinel University in 2016.

Dr. Garcia loves the diversity of a career 
in nursing. She started as a nurse’s aide 
and ended up at the top of her profession. 
Along the way, she worked in long-term 
care, radiology and the emergency 
room in Hutchinson, Kansas. She worked 
with dialysis patients and as a hospital 
executive in Wichita, Kansas. 

In 2006, Dr. Garcia became the executive 
director of the National Association 
of School Nurses where she created a 
national campaign to change the public 
perception of school nurses. She led the 
development of research and programs 
to help school nurses improve the care 
of students with chronic conditions 
including diabetes, seizures and asthma. 
She worked with Vision Service Plan to 
provide more than 500,000 eye exams 
and glasses to K-12 students. She also led 
the development of massive national and 
international media campaigns to increase 
immunizations. Amy created School Nurse 
Radio, an ongoing resource for nurses and 
families. She taught and enabled school 
nurses to advocate for students at every 

AMY L. GARCIA   
DNP, RN, CENP
Clinical Associate Professor & 
Director, Office of Practice 
KU School of Nursing
University of Kansas Medical Center

AMY GARCIA HAS dedicated her life to 
supporting nurses and the patients they 
care for. Amy has had an interesting career, 
ranging from bedside care, to teaching 
students, to leading advocacy programs 
and media campaigns. She has influenced 
health policy at the U.S. Congress and the 
White House. Her work has improved the 
lives of people around the world.

Amy is a sixth-generation Kansan. She 
represents the story of so many Kansans 
who make the world a better place by 
serving others. Born Amy Lou Gladden, 
she was raised in Nickerson, Kansas. 
She learned the value of hard work and 
developed a love for inspiring the next 
generation from her parents. Her father 
Jimmie taught drafting and shop while 
coaching several sports. Her mother, June 
Duncan Gladden, taught middle school 
science. The family farmed wheat and 
raised Charolais cattle. 

Dr. Garcia is a life-long learner. She 
graduated from Hutchinson Community 
College with an associate’s degree in 
radiologic technology in 1980. She 
completed her bachelor’s degree in 
nursing at Wichita State University in 1984, 
and a master’s degree in nursing from 
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level, including the U.S. Congress and the 
White House.

In 2011, Dr. Garcia became Chief Nurse and 
Chief Programs Officer for the American 
Nurses Association (ANA), advocating 
for the 4.1 million nurses in the U.S. Dr. 
Garcia again represented nursing at 
White House and Congressional briefings. 
She led development of ANA’s first 
Interprofessional Standards on Safe Patient 
Handling and Mobility, adopted by the ISO 
and used by thousands of organizations 
around the world. This October, in 
recognition of her work for the profession, 
Amy will be honored as a Fellow of the 
American Academy of Nurses.

When Dr. Garcia joined the Cerner 
Corporation as Chief Nurse in 2013, 
her work focused on the convergence 
of nursing and data, particularly as it 
related to the national efforts to optimize 
the electronic health record. She also 
led interprofessional teams to apply 
classification systems to harmonize 
nursing documentation within and 
between a variety of electronic health 
record systems made by different 
companies, including Cerner, EPIC, 
McKesson and AllScripts.

Now, Dr. Garcia is an associate clinical 
professor and director of practice at the 
KU School of Nursing. 

“I am delighted to work on innovation in 
nursing practice. My research is focused 
on the value of nursing, and during the 
past year, I’ve focused on the impact of 
COVID-19 on nurses.”

She is married to Ernest Garcia, also an 
honored KU alum, and she enjoys spending 
time with their sons and grandsons. They 
travel widely and love spending time in 
Central and South America.

Dr. Garcia notes that her proudest 
accomplishment is the publication of 
the Safe Patient Handling and Mobility 
Interprofessional Standards, now used 
around the world, while she was chief 
nurse at the American Nurses Association. 

“I saw that people were getting hurt —  
nurses, patients and their family 
members,” she said. “I called together a 
truly interprofessional group — nurses, 
engineers, therapists and families. We 
developed standards of care for every 
setting —including hospitals, nursing 
homes and homes.”

Dr. Garcia is grateful for the bench 
of applied scientists. She developed 
Type 1 diabetes in 1979, well before the 
availability of better insulins or home 
blood-sugar meters. 

“It made life a bit more complicated,” she 
said. “I was fortunate to be enrolled in 
cutting-edge research conducted by the 
University of Kansas Medical Center, and 
I was fortunate to receive one of the first 
insulin pumps. Forty-two years later, I am 
healthy and happy. The diabetes hasn’t 
slowed me down one bit.”

Dr. Garcia is thrilled to become an 
Honorary Alumna of the University  
of Kansas Medical Center. 

“I am amazed by the dedication and 
accomplishments of others who have 
been named Honorary Alumni. The 
University of Kansas is changing the world 
and I am proud to be a faculty member 
and supporter.”



of Kansas Medical Center, which was part 
of the hospital at that time.

Dr. Altman earned her master’s degree in 
nursing at the University of Washington. 
During graduate school, Dr. Altman 
worked in intensive care units, helped set 
up the mobile coronary care system in 
Seattle, which became a national model, 
and helped establish coronary care units 
in Washington, Alaska, Montana and 
Idaho through a regional medical center 
grant. Marriage led to Dr. Altman moving 
to Washington, D.C. to head a Clinical 
Nurse Specialist Program at the Catholic 
University of America while her husband 
was at the National Institutes of Health. 
After returning to Seattle, Dr. Altman 
earned her doctorate in education from the 
University of Washington in 1992 and made 
a conscious choice to focus on teaching 
future nurses. 

With Dr. Altman’s passion for teaching, she 
has won numerous teaching awards, both 
graduate and undergraduate, over the years 
from multiple universities, winning some 
awards multiple years in a row. Her awards 
included a Distinguished Teaching Award 
from the University of Washington in 2017, 
an award that still holds special meaning. 

With over 40 years of teaching and always 
having excellent evaluations from students, 

GAYLENE (BOUSKA) 
ALTMAN
PhD, RN, MN, BSN'67, CNS
Associate Professor 
School of Nursing
University of Washington

FROM READING BOOKS to authoring  
textbooks, devotion to education is a 
common theme that runs through the life 
of Gaylene Altman.

Born Gaylene Marie Bouska in Wilson, 
Kansas, to Frank and Christine Bouska, 
farmers who lived in the country south 
of Wilson, Dr. Altman was one of five 
children. She grew up milking cows and 
working in the fields, and she lived in 
a 100-year-old limestone farmhouse 
built by her grandfather using limestone 
quarried from the farm. Her mother had 
been a schoolteacher, and she always 
took the time to read to young Gaylene 
and her siblings while balancing the many 
demands of farm life. 

“My parents were incredible champions,” 
Dr. Altman said. “They taught all of  
us the meaning of hard work and of  
work as a family, and they always 
encouraged education.”

Dr. Altman had an older cousin who 
was a nurse in Wichita, and she had an 
opportunity to visit her and learn about 
nursing. That led to Dr. Altman pursing 
first a diploma in nursing at Marymount 
College, and then a bachelor’s degree in 
nursing at the University of Kansas, where 
she graduated in 1967. Dr. Altman’s first job 
was as a registered nurse at the University 
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she’s continued her enthusiasm for 
teaching even at 76 years old. 

Even those nursing students across the 
nation who did not have Dr. Altman 
in class likely recognize the name. 
She has published three editions of a 
popular nursing textbook as well as 
many chapters in other textbooks and 
multiple publications. Dr. Altman still 
enjoys teaching and is an active associate 
professor at the University of Washington. 

“I still absolutely love to teach and cannot 
quite bring myself to decide to retire,”  
she said.

Dr. Altman met a young man in Seattle 
years ago, and though he was from New 
York City and she was from rural Kansas, 
they shared careers in healthcare and a 
love of education. 

“My husband has been my biggest 
champion,” she says of Leonard Altman, 
MD, a Harvard University and University of 
Pennsylvania graduate who married her  
in Wilson years ago. His parents were a  
dentist and a teacher, and he grew up 
in New York City. “Even with the huge 
differences in our backgrounds, he was so  
‘down to earth’ and has been my soulmate 
for over 50 years. We lived in Washington, 
D.C., for a few years but then headed back 

to Seattle, where we met, and we both 
enjoy the outdoor adventures that the 
northwest provided as well as theater.  
We have traveled to many parts of  
the world and I have experienced a life I 
never anticipated.”

Dr. Altman says her proudest 
accomplishment is her children and  
their education. 

“After growing up on a farm with very 
limited resources, I have worked hard to 
develop my career however, my main pride 
is my children.” Dr. Altman and Dr. Altman 
have three grown children, Jonathan, 
Matthew, and Katherine, who are graduates 
of multiple universities, including 
Dartmouth University, Harvard University, 
Cambridge University, and Stanford 
University. Two of the three children are 
physicians, with one as a chief medical 
officer for a biotechnology company and 
one in academic medicine as a faculty 
member at the University of Washington. 
Her oldest son sought a career in private 
equity. 

Of this University of Kansas award,  
Dr. Altman says it is an incredible honor. 

“As a high school graduate, I was 
overwhelmed with such a large 

prestigious university, but found 
comradery, support, and challenges at 
the University of Kansas. KU was the ‘Ivy 
League’ of the Midwest and I was so 
honored to be accepted.”

She says she still remembers the  
KU School of Nursing faculty bringing in 
guest speakers who were national experts. 

“I felt like I had exposure to such a bigger 
world than I had experienced before.  
I know we had very strong faculty, which 
lead to my desire to learn more and move 
forward to a masters and eventually a PhD.”

Dr. Altman keeps connected to KU through 
her family members who have attended 
the university, and she takes advantage 
of KU alumni events in Washington. She 
particularly enjoyed catching up with 
former colleagues when she attended her 
50th KU reunion a few years ago. For her, 
the connection to KU will always remain. 

“I still get excited when I see a Jayhawk  
license plate,” she said.



Criteria for Nomination 

EARLY CAREER ACHIEVEMENT AWARDS

The Early Career Achievement Awards are presented 
to alumni who have received their first degree in their 
field within the last 20 years from the KU Schools of 
Health Professions, Medicine and Nursing. The award 
recognizes an individual’s contributions:

• early in their career

• in their respective profession

• to patient care

• to research and/or publications

• to community service or volunteering

DISTINGUISHED ALUMNI AWARDS

The Distinguished Alumni Awards are presented  
to living graduates from the KU Schools of  
Health Professions, Medicine and Nursing.  
The award recognizes an individual’s contributions:

• in their field

• to the health of all people through patient care

• to basic and clinical research

• to teaching and/or health administration

• to KU or KU Medical Center

Special consideration is given to those having a national 
or global impact.

HONORARY ALUMNI AWARDS

The Honorary Alumni Awards are presented to  
non-graduates of KU Medical Center who  
have made significant impact through their  
professional or personal contributions. The award 
recognizes an individual’s contributions:

• in their field

• to KU or KU Medical Center

• to healthcare

Special consideration is given to those having a  
national or global impact.




