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Congratulations Class of 2010!

On the evening of May 15th,
within the splendor that is the Blanche
M. Touhill Performing Arts Center, 43
members of the UMSL College of
Optometry received confirmation of
their Doctor of Optometry degree.  It
was a beautiful evening for everyone
and the friends and loved ones of these
young doctors filled this extraordinary
theatre.   They were joined in the cele-
bration by Chancellor Thomas George,
who confirmed their degrees, Provost
Glen Cope, and Robert Bliss, Dean of
the Honors College.  In addition, in
continuing a tradition established last
year, members of the 1985 graduating
class celebrated their 25th anniversary
and joined the Class of 2010 on stage.
It was certainly appropriate that the
Commencement Speaker, Lee Ann
Barrett, Executive Director of the

More Than Meets the Eye

The miracle, or the power, that elevates
the few is to be found in their 
perseverance under the promptings 
of a brave, determined spirit. 

Mark Twain

Greetings Friends and Colleagues-- 

Each May new colleagues com-
mence on their career in Optometry,
the culmination of a journey lasting
many years. Each has pursued their
interest to provide eye care and
transitioned through predictable
achievements along the way.
Without a doubt each was an out-
standing student during their under-
graduate years; each demonstrated
good aptitude for the pre-requisite
course of undergraduate study
required for admission into their
professional education; and each
has been challenged by the rigors of
the curriculum that leads to the
degree Doctor of Optometry.

However, there is always more
than meets the eye. Just as diverse
as the settings in which they serve
are the many divergent and often
challenging paths they have trav-
eled as they prepared for their pro-
fessional careers. In this issue of the
Eye Wire you will see a few of
those stories. 

Message From
the Dean

Missouri Optometric Association, was
a member of the 1985 graduating
class.  She implored the graduates to
get involved with their local, state and
national optometric organizations
while also reminding them of the
potential significance of efforts made
to interact with their legislators.  

Dean Larry Davis along with
UMSL College of Optometry faculty
members announced the recipients of
numerous awards given by the
College, although to the 43 honorees
on stage, the most important award
was what they had worked very hard
for many years, the degree “Doctor of
Optometry”.  Elected by the faculty to
be Student Marshal was Brianne
Hobbs.  Brianne was also awarded
several prestigious honors including
the Award for Clinical Excellence

Continued on page 2



Each of us can probably think of
moments where we achieved
success even in the midst of
adversity that threatened to dis-
tract us from our goals. In some
small way the stories of the
Class of 2010 are our story. In
the years to come they will
assume many of the roles and
responsibilities currently held by
members of the Class of 1985
who have contributed mightily
to our great profession. What are
the details of your story? We
would be honored to share them
in a future issue of the Eye Wire.

All the best,

Larry J. Davis, Dean
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Graduation cont. from page 1
NEWS & NOTES

D r. Barbara Brown (‘88) presented a
lecture entitled “Unintended
Outcomes”  on May 3rd as part of
the Series of Distinguished A l u m n i
Lectures from UMSL's Department
of Chemistry and Biochemistry.

D r. Ed Bennett published a chapter
entitled “Contact Lens Optics” in the
Handbook of Optics Volume III:
Vision and Vision Optics.  

D r. Linda Marks, assistant clinical
p r o f e s s o r, and students A s h l e y
Craven (‘11), Brandon Swink (‘11 )
and Stephen Purdy ('11) were fea-
tured in an article entitled “Going
Mobile” in the Spring, 2010 issue of
U M S L M a g a z i n e.

Continued, page 3

sponsored by the Missouri Optometric
Foundation (MOF), the Dean's
Award/M. Earl McClellan Award
(MOF) and the Beta Sigma Kappa
Silver Medal.  Rex Newcomb (Class
of ‘84) once again represented the
Alumni Association and with his vast
knowledge gained from 26 years as a
practicing optometrist and MOF Board
President complimented by his home-
spun humor he provided some very
important advice. “Consider your dues
(to optometric organizations) as main-
tenance agreements to your profession.
Join and be active.  Be proud of the
profession you have taken on.
Likewise, give as you can to the vari-
ous scholarships through organizations
like the Missouri Optometric
Foundation, or directly through the
College of Optometry.  It is only
through the proliferation of alumni
and their gifts that these scholarships
will continue to grow. We have a
great heritage. It is now upon your
shoulders that the future of optometry
will rest, and I charge you to serve it
with pride and dignity.”

What will be the legacy of the
Class of 2010?  With the possible
exception of the first few classes to
graduate from the College of
Optometry, no class has had to experi-
ence the numerous challenges - per-
sonal and as a collective group - as
this class.  They were the first class to
take a radically different Part One
national board examination. With the

administration being given in March
of their third year (as opposed to pre-
vious administrations provided in
August after their second year) and
combining material from the previous
Part Two examinations, it would be
understandable if the stress associated
with these changes and the resulting
uncertainty impacted their perfor-
mance.  It did not.  They achieved an
outstanding pass rate of 95.24%.  They
were also the first class to take a series
of problem-based learning (PBL)
courses which had been introduced
into the College curriculum at the
beginning of their first year. Although
this has been a very beneficial compo-
nent of the students’ education, due to
the promotion of active learning, it
was a work in progress for the initial
class enrolled in these courses.  In
addition, if there appeared to be
sounds of many young children in the
audience, it was only because the
Class of 2010 had an unprecedented
number of children (10) born to class
members and their spouses during
their four years of study. This, in
addition to the fact that many of the
members of the Class of 2010 had to
overcome almost insurmountable per-
sonal challenges (to be profiled in
another article) to be able to receive
their degree that evening, makes this
distinguished group of young doctors
quite special and very worthy of the
honor bestowed on them.  

D r. Jeffrey L. Weaver (Adjunct Professor) has been
named Executive Director of the American Board of
O p t o m e t r y.  Dr. Weaver will serve as the CEO of the
newly-formed organization that will oversee board certifi-
cation and maintenance of certification for the profession.
Prior to accepting this position, he had served as Director
of the American Optometric Association's Clinical Care
Group for 12 years.  He was recently also named the
2010 Armed Forces Optometric Society Reserve Forces
Optometrist of the Ye a r.

Dr. Jeffrey L. Weaver



Class of 2012 White Coat Ceremony
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How important is the annual
White Coat Ceremony, held May 13th
at the Millennium Student Center
(MSC)? The Century Rooms at the
MSC were filled - not predominantly
by the honorees, faculty and staff - but
by family and friends, some who trav-
eled as far as from Canada to attend
this celebration. However, this event is
worthy of the time and effort made by
many loved ones to attend.  It is likely
one of the three most important events
pertaining to their optometric training.
The first significant event was their
admission into the UMSL College of
Optometry; the third is conferring of
their degree, Doctor of Optometry, to
occur in May, 2012 at the Blanche M.
Touhill Performing Arts Center. The
intermediate important event is the
formal presentation of the white coat,
which is symbolic of being awarded
clinical privileges and allows the stu-
dent-clinician the opportunity to pro-
vide direct patient care.  

The honorees were welcomed by
Dean Larry Davis.  Words of encour-
agement were provided by both Dr.
Vinita Henry (‘85), Interim Director of
Clinical Operations, and Tonia Batts
(‘11).  Tonia was representing the
Class of 2011 who were responsible
for organizing this event.

NEWS & NOTES

D r. Jason Eubank (‘01) was the
2010 recipient of the Yo u n g
Optometrist of the Year Award as
recently announced by the Kansas
Optometric A s s o c i a t i o n .

C P T Antione Barnett, O.D. (‘08), is
the team leader for the Fort Sam
Houston Optometry team and was
quoted in the February-March,
2010 edition of Army Optometry
N e w s l e t t e r.

D r. Guoqiang Li, assistant profes-
s o r, was featured in an article pub-
lished in the March 25, 2010 edi-
tion of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch
entitled “Focusing on Multifocal
Lenses.”  

D r. Guoqiang Li was named Chair
of the Optical Design, Fabrication,
and Instrumentation committee of
the Optical Society of A m e r i c a .

D r. Guoqiang Li was awarded
$85,000 from the University of
Missouri Research Board for his
project, “Special Opportunity
Grant: A new approach for vision
correction using tunable lens.”

UMSL's chapter of the National
O p t o m e t r i c
S t u d e n t
A s s o c i a t i o n
c o n t i n u e d
their out-
s t a n d i n g
service to
the com-
munity by
sponsoring a “beeping Easter egg”
hunt for visually impaired kids.

Remi J. Miljavec (‘11), Vi c e -
President of the A m e r i c a n
Optometric Student A s s o c i a t i o n ,
authored an article entitled “Low
Vision, High Gratification” in the
March issue of New OD.  

Both Dr. Henry and Tonia spoke about
their own experiences as student-clini-
cians and Tonia brought down the
house with the comment: “On Monday
when you first enter the UMSL Center
for Eye Care, do not make the same
mistake I made and tell your first
patient that they are the first patient
you've ever seen.”  Dr. Ed Bennett
introduced each honoree and their
white coat was presented to them by
Drs. Gary Bachman and Aaron
Franzel.  

Dr. Bennett reminded the audi-
ence that the legacy of the Class of
2012 will likely be that of the highest
achieving class in our history.  Of
course, this was a class that really
wanted to attend the UMSL College of
Optometry as the same 47 students
who had committed to attend UMSL
by June 1, 2008 were all present at ori-
entation in August.  No one dropped
out of the class; the alternate list was
unnecessary. The average Grade Point
Average of this class was 3.44 with an
even more impressive average OAT
score of 332.  It is evident that they
have met and even exceeded the high
expectations of them to date.  

Congratulations again to the Class
of 2012; a class very worthy of the
white coat they now proudly wear.

MARK YOUR CALENDAR

October 26, 2010

Dr. Paul Rose, who developed the Rose K series of contact lenses for
keratoconus will be presenting an evening seminar on the contact lens
management of keratoconus on Tuesday evening, October 26th on the
UM-St. Louis campus.



NEWS & NOTES

D r. Ryan Read (‘09) and his wife
Stephanie welcomed son Jadon
Cole Read into the world on A p r i l
3 r d .

Drs. Darcy Herrman Stanley (‘07)
and Matt Stanley (‘06)
are the proud parents of Sophia
Clare, born in March.

Alan Wegener (‘12) and wife
Emily welcomed Joseph Gordon
“Joey” Wegener into the world on
March 28th.  

D r. Debbie D'Amico (‘01) and her
husband are the proud parents of
Jacob. 

UMSL COLLEGE OF OPTOMETRY
WINS NATIONAL AWARDS 

FROM THE AMERICAN OPTOMETRIC
ASSOCIATION (AOA)

The UMSL College of Optometry
recently received notification from
Mary Beth Rhomberg, O.D. (UMSL
Class of ‘97 and Associate Director,
Clinical and Practice Advancement
Group of the AOA) that they won the
award for having the highest percent-
age of participation in the Contact
Lens and Cornea Section (CLCS)
Student/Resident Essay Awards.  As a
result, the students who submitted the
essays were treated to dinner, courtesy
of the AOA.  In addition, two UMSL
students won individual honors in 
this contest.

Brianne Hobbs’ (‘10) submission,
“Maximizing Safety of Contact Lens
Wearers”, was selected as the winning
paper for the CIBA VISION-sponsored
2010 CLCS Student/Resident Essay
Award.  She will receive an award of
$2,000 and a travel grant to the 2010
AOA Annual Meeting. Natalie
Crothers’ (‘11) submission, “The Case
of the Triple Black Diamond Cornea”,
was selected as the runner-up paper for
the VISTAKON®-sponsored 2010
CLCS Student/ Resident Essay Award.
She will receive an award of $1,000. 

Figure Legend:  AOA honorees:  (front row: left to right):  Eric Harris (‘11), Tim
Hougland (‘11), Brianne Hobbs (‘10), Sarah Burgett (‘11), and Natalie Crothers (‘11)
Back Row (left to right): Mary Beth Rhomberg, O.D. (AOA representative), Ed Bennett,
O.D. (contact lens faculty representative), Derek Wiles (‘11), and Joe Castellano (‘11)
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Annual Optometry Academy
September 26, 2010—8 hrs. CE
Dr. Christine Sindt will provide a four-hour seminar and workshop 
on the applications, fitting, and problem-solving of semi-scleral gas 
permeable contact lenses on Sunday, September 26th.

Dr. Thomas Landgraf will present a four-hour lecture entitled “Eye Care in
Systemic Diseases.”
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THE CLASS OF 1985:  SMALL IN NUMBER—
VERY LARGE IN LEADERSHIP

One of the nicest traditions estab-
lished by the UMSL College of
Optometry is honoring past classes at
graduation every year, with a special
tribute to the 25th anniversary class.
The Class of 1985 was honored on the
evening of May 15th, first
at a reception at the
Touhill Performing Arts
Center and then - in cap
and gown - participating
in the graduation ceremo-
ny.   If, on May 13th, the
largest class in UMSL
history (Class of 2012)
was honored during the
White Coat ceremony, the
smallest class in history
celebrated their 25th
anniversary two days
later.  Of the second class to be admit-
ted into the program -  which num-
bered in the 30's at orientation in
August, 1981—only 26 persisted to
receive their Doctor of Optometry
degree four years later.

But they came . . . from all over
the country to participate in this cele-
bration.  If you simply reviewed the
accomplishments of the 11 class mem-
bers who participated in graduation
you would be quite impressed.  Two
have become very well known nation-
ally in the dual areas of cornea/contact
lenses and optometric education: Dr.
Vinita Henry, Clinical Professor at
UMSL as well as Director of
Residencies and Interim Director of
Clinical Operations, and Dr. Christina
Sorenson, Assistant Dean of Clinical
Education for Midwestern College of
Optometry who also served as
President of the Association of
Regulatory Boards of Optometry and
is now President of the National Board
of Examiners in Optometry. Leaders in
the Missouri Optometric Association
include past presidents Drs. Tom
Greene and Lee Ann Barrett who now
serves as MOA Executive Director.
Drs. Gail Doell, Danna Haba, Steve

Meier, Dave Bennett, Diane Palombi,
and Ron Pizzo have all distinguished
themselves as excellent clinicians and
private practitioners. The most note-
worthy accomplishment may have
been achieved by the individual who

has served his country for the past 25
years.  Colonel Jim Forrest, O.D., is
stationed at Goodfellow Air Force
Base in Texas where he is a Medical
Group Commander.  He is in charge of
a hospital with a staff of approximate-
ly 185 military and civilian doctors,
nurses, dentists, technicians, and
administrative personnel and an oper-
ating budget approximating
$7,000,000.  

What were the challenges pre-
sented to one of the first classes admit-
ted into the program?  Dr. Forrest
summarizes the anxieties that pre-
vailed. “I would say that it was fear of
the unknown.  The school had not yet
received final, formal accreditation
and it had no academic track record at
all.  I felt as if I was taking a chance
by not going to one of the ‘estab-
lished’ schools.  But I saw something
in the campus, faculty and staff I real-
ly liked.  In hindsight, I made the
absolute best choice.”  A true benefit
of being such a small a class was the
closeness that resulted.  According to
Dr. Barrett, “since we were the second
graduating class and a very small class
at that, most of us were very close.
We also became adept at ‘flying by the

seat of our pants’ since there weren’t
very many policies and procedures set
in stone at that time.”  Dr. Palombi
agrees.  “My impression is that the
classes of ‘84 through ‘86 were one
big class.  We interacted well with

each other and
were very willing
to give help and
receive help from
the other classes.”  

How did
their tenure at the
UMSL College of
Optometry prepare
them for their
future success in
optometry?
According to Dr.
Barrett, “I cherish

the fact that we did have a small class
size and that we had the opportunity to
get to know both fellow students and
faculty as well as we did.  The atmos-
phere made it easy to learn to take a
leadership role and that has certainly
been of great benefit to me in my
career.”  Her feelings are shared by Dr.
Forrest.  “The biggest compliment that
I can give to the faculty of the School
[College] of Optometry is that not
only did they train us clinically, but
they taught us to appreciate academics
and to ‘think’ like scientists and
optometrists, not just ‘be’ optometrists.
As proof, many of my peers have gone
on to be foremost in their fields; for
example, politics and optometric edu-
cation as well as being gifted clini-
cians in the fields of general optome-
try, contact lenses, pediatrics, low
vision and vision therapy.  Many have
become Fellows of the AAO and/or
have completed residencies.  And
many are faculty members (either
adjunct or resident) of numerous
optometry schools.  Most certainly that
is a tribute to their determination and
talent.  But it is also an endorsement
of the caliber of education that we
received. And speaking personally,

Members of the Class of 1985.

Continued on page 12
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No graduating class of the UMSL
College of Optometry has had to
endure as much hardship as the Class
of 2010.  For every graduate whose
story is discussed in this article, there
is another graduate who could be men-
tioned as well; including someone
who endured the loss of his parents
before entering optometry school (Jeff
Johnson) to someone who achieved
success in the program after almost
having to forego her professional edu-
cation (Kristen Scott).  This is the
story of seven of these individuals, all
of whom overcame tremendous
personal obstacles on the road to
becoming doctors.  

THE ANGEL
Whether we know it or not, we

are all defined by the name chosen for
us.  It always seemed like Bronko
Nagurski would be a great name for a
Hall of Fame football
player and it was; that
Rocky Marciano would
be a perfect name for a
heavyweight boxing
champion; that Davis
Love III was born to be
an acclaimed champi-
onship golfer. And then
there is Angel Foshage,
one of life's most caring
and compassionate indi-
viduals.  Her motivation
to become an
optometrist was unques-
tionable.  Optometry
was her passion; her
dream; her long-time
goal. What optometry
program in its right mind
would not benefit from having an
angel.  However, her journey had a
very unexpected interruption. “I'm
from a small family,  so I've grown to
rely almost exclusively on my mother
and two sisters.  Our family grew to
its perfect self the day that my niece,
Maddison Annette, was born.  My

heart has never beat as it did the first
time I witnessed my little sister cradle
her newborn baby.  Nor has my heart
ached the way it did when our family
got the devastating news that Mandie,
my sister and new mother, was
ordered to serve a 14 month tour in
Iraq with the National Guard.  This, in
addition to her husband's prior order to
serve in Iraq, meant that at four
months of age, an ocean would sepa-
rate my niece from both her father and
her mother. And just like that, one of
my dreams was traded for another.   I
submitted my request to defer my pre-
viously accepted seat in the class of
2009 so that I could help care for my
newborn niece.  And in the hours that
would have been my first day of
optometry school, I found peace by
looking into my niece’s baby blue
eyes.”  

We would all discover that this
extreme act of unselfishness was very

typical of
Angel
Foshage.  Her
ability to
achieve excel-
lence in the
optometry pro-
gram - and she
did achieve
excellence -
was also tested
on numerous
occasions by
challenges in
her personal
life but she
maintained her

focus as well as
her giving nature.

The story of one of the beneficiaries
of her empathy and friendship (Jill
Radkowiec) will be discussed later in
this article. Angel, of course, looks
back at her optometric training as a
very positive time in her life.  “I
began this experience anticipating a
quality education, but what I have
gained extends far beyond what I

dreamed possible.   My fondest mem-
ories, too plentiful to list, revolve
around the relationships and bonds
that have been formed over these past
years.    In my professors as well as
fellow classmates, I have found both
teachers and friends.  A relatively
small faculty and class, with joy we
have shared laughter and with great
sorrow we have shared tears.  I feel
grateful to have been able to share this
part of my life with such an exception-
al group of people, a few of which I
now have the distinct privilege to call
family. As life again leads me from
the classroom, I will look back on
these times fondly and remember that
they helped to shape the person and
clinician that I am.”

The profession of optometry ben-
efits greatly from individuals who
want to improve the quality of life for
other people.  Angel Foshage, O.D.,
defines that type of person.  For the
past four years, the UMSL College of
Optometry has been truly blessed by
having an Angel.  

THE RUNNER
Almost as a rule high-achieving

runners are competitive, goal-oriented,
and love to face - and successfully
master - every challenge they face in
life.  They never move slowly when
addressing any obstacles placed in
their path; they are determined to
achieve success.   Jill (Smith)
Radkowiec was a state champion in
cross country and a St. Louis Post-
Dispatch Scholar-Athlete.  She par-
layed her outstanding athletic ability
into a track scholarship to the
University of Arkansas.  Like so many
other competitive runners she experi-
enced injuries - many injuries - that
resulted in her transferring to the
University of Missouri-Kansas City
(UMKC) in an effort to continue com-
peting.  “In college, I first thought I
would aspire to be an Olympic runner
and after having prestigious awards

Left to right: Dr. Jill Radkowiec, Grace
Radkowiec and Dr. Angel Foshage.

For Some Members of the Class of 2010,
The Doctor of Optometry is Especially Meaningful

Continued on page 7
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for running I was certain that I would
be able to accomplish that goal.
Immediately after beginning my train-
ing season at Arkansas, I was side-
lined by injuries.  Eight stress frac-
tures later, I realized that I needed to
concentrate more on my education.
After I transferred (to UMKC), run-
ning became less important to me as
school work became a major priority
in my life.    In the back of my head, I
always had the dream of being an
optometrist.   After graduating with a
BS in Biology and minor in
Chemistry, I worked for Heartland
Lion's Eyebank; even then I knew I
wanted to work with eyes and it jump-
started my pursuit towards going to
Optometry school.  After working at
an ophthalmologist's office for two
years, I started applying to schools.”   

Jill’s admission to the UMSL
College of Optometry, to begin in
August, 2006, was very deserving and
her personal life was very good as
well.  Jill met Daniel Radkowiec, a
fellow member of UMKC’s track
team, while in college.  They later
married and, although by now Daniel
was a track coach at UMKC, he was
very supportive of Jill’s decision to
pursue optometry in St. Louis.  That
all changed the summer after her first
year at UMSL. “Interestingly enough
the greatest and the worst times in my
life both occurred while in Optometry
school.  My mother was my biggest
fan and she was very proud when I
was accepted into the program.  The
summer after my first year, my parents
were in an accident (her mother
passed away from injuries received in
the accident). It was the most trying
time of my life. With my father still in
the hospital and recovering from a
brain injury, I wasn't sure if I would
be able to go back to school.”    

Jill, however, not only had a very
supportive husband at this time of
need - as Daniel quit his coaching
position in Kansas City and moved to
St. Louis - she could also count on the

friendship of a classmate.  “One of the
greatest things I gained in four years
at UMSL (other than education), was a
lifelong friendship with Angel.  If it
were not for her, I do not think I
would have accomplished what I did.
She was the second person I called on
that horrific night; I don't know how I
could have managed without her
friendship.  The summer of the acci-
dent my mom said to me 'you are
lucky to have a
friend like Angel in
the program.  I
know you have
only known her for
1 year, but it is like
you have known
her your whole life'.
My mom always
knew best.”

Fortunately, in
life, there is always
tomorrow and the
significance of
what occurred next
in her life was
clearly understood
by Jill.  “Four
months after the death of my mother,
my husband and I were surprised with
the news that I was pregnant.   Of
course, my family, my friends and
classmates were there to help me but
ultimately it was my pregnancy that
encouraged me to go on. Grace Mary
is my saving Grace.  Several people
ask me how I got through school with
a baby.  It usually makes me laugh
inside because what they don't know is
that she is the reason that I got
through school.  Sure it was difficult
during the sleepless nights but she not
only gave me the determination to get
through school but she is the reason
that I can smile and live again.”  On
May 15, 2010, Dr. Jill Radkowiec
crossed the finish line and—with the
Grace of God—received her Doctor of
Optometry degree. 

THE MIRACLE 
We all want our journey in life to

be like driving on a newly paved road:
smooth, easy, and problem-free.  We
reach our destination - as expected -
happily, safely, and without incident.
For many years, Nick Dodd was trav-
eling on that road.  His father, John
Dodd, O.D., a prominent private prac-
titioner in Corinth, Mississippi has
been an individual who Nick greatly

admires and
considers a
great role
model;
therefore, he
made the
decision to
follow in his
father’s
chosen
profession.
“My moti-
vation was
driven by
my life-long
goal to
become an

optometrist
like my father. The first documenta-
tion of this goal was from second
grade.  My teacher had us write down
what we wanted to be when we ‘grew
up’.  My response was, ‘to be an eye
doctor like my dad’.  My father has
been such a role model in so many
ways.  He has set an example of how
to be a good Christian man, friend,
father, and optometrist.  He graduated
from the Southern College of
Optometry in 1981, the year I was
born.  Therefore, I have been in close
contact with the optometry world my
whole life.  He loves his work and I
have always wanted to have that same
contentment on a daily basis, just as
he has experienced for the past 29
years, all while providing for my fam-
ily.” 

Nick also met the love of his life,
Kimberly, while in college and ulti-
mately that presented him with his
first challenge on his journey toward a

For Some Members of the Class of 2010 (cont.)

Left to right: Kimberly, Daniel, and Dr. Nick Dodd.

Continued on page 8



career in optometry.  “I always had
plans to follow my father's educational
j o u r n e y.  We both attended Freed-
Hardeman University for our under-
graduate degrees and I was on my way
to completing my optometry degree at
SCO (Southern College of Optometry).
Also, being born and raised in the
South, SCO was the closest optometry
school to my home.  But, as I have
learned over the past 4 years, life is
ever changing and you never know
what is around the corner.  I had
known my wife since undergrad, but
our relationship was taken to the next
level after starting my optometry edu-
cation.  I proposed to her at the conclu-
sion of my first year and was wed to
her halfway through my second year.
It was not until the summer after my
second year that we discussed the pos-
sibility of transferring schools.  I did
not think transferring would be an
option.” .. .  “ Within a week (after
meeting with Drs. Brown and Bennett),
the offer was extended to allow me to
t r a n s f e r.  This was an opportunity that
has forever changed our lives for the
b e t t e r.  My wife was born and raised in
St. Louis and we have been blessed to
be able to be close to her family while
completing my last years of optometry
school.”  

Nick's transfer to UMSL r e s u l t e d
in extending his training one year due
to the curriculum differences between
the two Colleges of Optometry.
H o w e v e r, he was quickly embraced by
his new extended family - made even
easier by Nick's very polite and engag-
ing personality - and was well on his
way toward his lifelong goal.  He and
Kimberly were happily settled in St.
Louis.  He had chosen his fourth year
clinical rotations.  He had completed
Part One of the National Board of
Examiners in Optometry (NBEO)
examinations.  His road to graduation
was well paved.  What he did not
know at that time was that it just wasn't
going to turn out that way.  “2009 is a
year that I will never forget.  It was
probably the longest year of my life. A t
times it seems such a blur, while at the
same time I can remember each event

and milestone so vividly.  I spent the
first quarter of 2009 studying every
day for Part I of National Boards.  It
was a stressful time with much anxiety
and such a relief when it was over at
the end of March.  But it paled in com-
parison to the events that were about to
unfold.  My wife was 23 weeks along
in her pregnancy of our first child
when she was cleared by her doctor to
travel to visit her brother, sister- i n - l a w,
and nephew in Danbury, CT.  The trip
was supposed to be a short trip to help
relieve her sister- i n - l a w, who was 8
months pregnant at the time, from
some of the difficulties of raising an 18
month old son and doing household
chores.  Well this short trip turned out
to be a temporary home for 3 months. I
remember driving home from Monday
night clinic at UMSL and calling my
wife to see how her night had been.
She said everything was great but she
was not feeling well and thought she
would go to bed early.  Around mid-
night I received a phone call from her
saying she still wasn't feeling well and
she was going to the ER per the sug-
gestion of her doctor.  As the night
went on, she began to feel worse and
the doctors said she might go into pre-
mature labor.  In disbelief, I booked the
first flight out of St. Louis to New
York.  In midflight, our son, Nixon
'Daniel' Dodd, Jr., was born premature-
ly at 24 weeks gestation age at 7:58 am
E S T. When I landed I got the call and
from that point on, we were on the
NICU “rollercoaster” of the ups and
downs that came with having a child
this premature.  On a personal and
spiritual level, this event has forever
changed me.  I always heard parent-
hood was an indescribable experience
and I could not agree more.  But, it
was difficult having to watch your 1 lb
14 oz. son struggle to breathe, with his
eyes still fused shut, and having to
leave him each night for 85 nights at
the hospital.  This really put life in per-
spective.  Optometry was the last thing
on my mind throughout Daniel's days
at Yale University Hospital.  But, with-
out the support of Dr. Bennett, the fac-
u l t y, and staff, I would not have been

allowed a leave of absence to be the
father and husband I needed to be.  I
am forever grateful.”

With the loving support of his
friends and family - including a father
who never hesitated in his decision to
regularly leave his optometric practice
for long weekends to be in Connecticut
with his son and grandson - slowly but
surely the miracle that is Daniel Dodd
began to emerge.   To see him today is
to see a healthy-looking young child
who belies the health challenges result-
ing from a birth weight of less than
two pounds.  Nick's positive attitude
helped him through an incredibly
d i fficult period in his life.  He is also
appreciative of the support he received
from UMSL “ U M S L has influenced
my life in so many ways.  From the
first phone call when I was inquiring
about a possible transfer, to my leave
of absence after the birth of my son,
U M S L has been the most compassion-
ate, understanding, and accommodat-
ing group to work with.  Everyone in
the College of Optometry truly has our
best interest in mind.  The Class of
2010 embraced me with open arms as
well.  The friendships I have formed
are ones I will take with me for the rest
of my life.  The education I have
received is second to none.  The clini-
cal externships provided for us as
fourth years have put the finishing
touches on an education that turned us
from students into clinicians.  I am for-
ever thankful and proud to be a part of
the University of Missouri-St. Louis
College of Optometry and the Class of
2 0 1 0 . ”

On the evening of May 15, 2010,
Nick Dodd walked across the stage at
the Touhill Performing Arts Center to
receive his Doctor of Optometry
degree.  In the audience proudly
watching him achieve this lifelong goal
were his parents, his wife, his brother
and a 13 month old child - optometry's
miracle baby - Nixon Daniel Dodd, Jr.
Life simply does not get any better
than this.  

For Some Members of the Class of 2010 (cont.)
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THE AMAZING RECOVERY
The journey of Ryan Hill, in many

ways, parallels that of Nick Dodd.  His
father, Kent Hill, O.D. is a highly rep-
utable private practitioner who also
served for some time as a part-time
clinical instructor soon after the
UMSL College
of Optometry
Center for
Eyecare
opened in late
1982.  Like
Nick, he ulti-
mately decided
to follow in his
father's foot-
steps and did
so with the
assistance of a
supportive
wife, Jessica.
“Initially I was
considering medical school, but was
unsure of the specifics.  However, dur-
ing my sophomore year of college, I
began working for the Heartland Lions
Eye Bank in Columbia, Mo, which
required me to wear a pager.  I quickly
realized that a career which involved
being yanked away from life by the
beep of a pager was not something I
was interested in.  While considering
my options, I began talking with my
father about his career as an
optometrist and discovered there were
many aspects of the profession that
appealed to me, including helping peo-
ple and being my own boss.”

However, something went very,
very wrong in Ryan's path toward
reaching his career goal.  “In January
2005 I was involved in a head-on col-
lision on Dunn Road in North County.
Initially, my injuries were so severe
that my family and friends were urged
to visit me immediately in the hospital
to say their good-byes as I lay in a
medically-induced coma.  However,
thanks to the hands of a skilled sur-
geon, the care of my wife, and count-
less prayers, I slowly recovered from
my injuries over the next 9 months.

Despite my situation, I was able to
graduate in August of 2005, but had
my admission into optometry school
delayed by a year in order to be fully
prepared for the rigors of a profession-
al degree program.  I was concerned
that the delay in my education might
test my resolve in pursuing an optome-
try degree, but I quickly found myself
enjoying every experience of my first
year of school.

Ryan was able to survive this
near-fatal accident.  It was understand-
able for him to have second thoughts
as to whether he would be able to sur-
vive optometry school.  “Most of my
challenges of optometry school
involved simply making it to the pro-
gram in one piece.  Initially I was con-
cerned that there might be some unde-
tected neurological effects from the
accident.  However, once I began the
program, those thoughts began to dis-
sipate.  We also expanded our family
during optometry school which pre-
sented an entirely different set of chal-
lenges.  Katelyn, 2, was born in spring
of second year and Carter, 6 months,
was born in the fall of fourth year.
Managing a growing family, in addi-
tion to my education, required learning
to appropriately manage my time.
This was difficult to accomplish at
first, but resulted in a more balanced
life and prevented my studies from
becoming overwhelming.”

Ryan Hill, O.D., overcame all of
the odds and performed very well in
his optometric training at UMSL.
He'll always have the mental and
physical reminders of a nightmare he
would wish on no one.  However, the
smile that so personifies him was very
much in evidence on graduation night
and there was no one present at this
beautiful ceremony who appreciates
life more than Ryan Hill.  

THE RISK
The UMSL College of Optometry

has benefitted greatly from the leader-
ship, maturity, and motivation of indi-
viduals who have had the courage to
make the difficult and life-changing
decision that they feel there is a better
calling for them in life  . .  and that
calling is a career in optometry. These
qualities personify Ryan Losh.  His
road to his current chosen profession
was not easy although thankfully he
never lost sight of his dream.  “Ever
since the first eye examination I
received from Dr. Marvin Wollen as a
small child (kindergarten or 1st grade),
I knew that I wanted to be an
optometrist ‘when I grew up.’ After
high school, I attended Washburn
University in Topeka, KS.  After

changing my
major 4 times in
as many semes-
ters, I decided to
major in
Mathematics.
When I was
working on my
undergraduate
degree, ‘the sky
was the limit’
for a person
who had com-
puter skills.  So,
my undergradu-
ate degree was a

bachelor of science with a minor in
computer science.  Soon after the
‘’Y2k’ computer crisis had proven to
be the most over-hyped catastrophe of
the new millennium, a big trend in
information technology was the so-
called ‘off shore outsourcing’ of many
custom software projects.  I was work-
ing for a company that joined that
‘band wagon.’ I reported for work,
and was told I'd be training some engi-
neers in India how to maintain and
manage the application I had worked
on for several years. That was the day
I knew that my old career would not
be viable over the long term.  I knew I
had to change careers to remain happy
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in the long term, and to continue to be
able to provide for our family.”

The decision to pursue optometry
at this late time was not an easy one,
however, and several challenges await-
ed Ryan.  “I had always known that
optometry was a career that I'd be
interested in pursuing.  The fact that
my job had been affected by the out-
sourcing trend, led me to make a
career change when I was 33 years
old.  It took me a little over 3 years to
complete the pre-optometry courses,
take the OAT and apply to optometry
schools.  I faced several challenges, in
addition to optometry school.  I was
married and the father of two wonder-
ful children when we started optometry
school. Aaron, our son, was three years
old when we started our first year at
UMSL. When Aaron was born, he had
been diagnosed with a mild-moderate
hearing loss.  Aaron was born in
October, and by the following May, he
had been through a surgery, and had
been fit with hearing aids.  Shortly
before I started school, we had an MRI
that revealed that part of Aaron's brain
did not develop normally. The doctors
called it "gray matter ecotopia."

Aaron attended the early child-
hood development preschool, and
received services from speech patholo-
gists, occupational therapists, physical
therapists, and others.  When it was
time for Aaron to start kindergarten, he
still was not talking.  During the spring
of my second year of school, I attend-
ed meetings for Aaron's IEP for
kindergarten. He was to be diagnosed
with ‘multiple disabilities’ for hearing
loss and mental retardation.
Optometry school, itself, was the most
challenging and demanding academic
schedule I had ever attempted.  Add to
that the issues we were dealing with in
our family for our son.  Ever since I
started this ‘project’ I've had one
mantra that has helped me through the
hard times.  'Failure is not an option.'
When I spent time with Tracey, my
wife, as well as the kids, I knew in my
heart that I could not allow myself to

fail.  When the coursework at school
became overwhelming, I sought out
the help of tutors to help me.  I spent
many sleepless nights, and weekends
away from the family at the school
studying.   When the issues with the
family became overwhelming, all I had
to do was look into the eyes of Tracey,
Carleigh or Aaron, and I was reminded
of the mantra: 'Failure is not an
option...'  One by one, I was able to
successfully meet the challenges both
for optometry school, as well as for
my family.”

What Ryan accomplished was not
easy because change is not easy.
Change requires determination.
Change requires sacrifice.  Change
requires risk.  And yes, change
requires that you resist the fear of fail-
ure.  Dr. Ryan Losh realized all the
consequences and had the courage to
make a career change.  It is a result of
these qualities that he will become a
very successful optometrist.  

THE MOTHER
The rigors of optometry school

and its 20+ hour per semester course
load are well known.  The stress asso-
ciated with attempting to master as
much of the material as possible and
successfully graduate can be consider-
able.  What if you entered optometry
school as the mother of a 2 year old, a
4 year old, and a 6 year old child.
Meet Marie Wehner.  “I was working a
job that I loved, but did not consider to
be a career.  I knew that I wanted to
work within the medical field, but was
unsure of where.  Through much
research, thought, and prayer, I found
optometry.  It seemed to be the perfect
fit for my personality, my goals, and
our family life.  I knew going into
school that it would be difficult and a
sacrifice of time, but I also knew that
it was a temporary sacrifice.  I knew
that in four years, I would look back
through the many challenges that we
were sure to encounter and be able to
say that it was worth it.”

What are the challenges faced by

the mother of three young children
who is also striving to become a
healthcare professional?  
“My biggest challenges were lack of
time and having to say no to my chil-
dren as a
result of the
time shortage.
My husband
Ed works
varying shifts
as a police
officer, and
between our
two schedules
we weren't
always able to
let them par-
ticipate in all
of the activi-
ties they wanted
to.  Studying was really not a problem.
I was usually able to find enough time
to study, sometimes asking for help
from family or neighbors with the chil-
dren, and sometimes waiting until after
bedtime to get things done uninterrupt-
ed.  When my husband was home, he
was wonderful about taking the kids
out to let me study.

We were not always blessed with
enough time to allow the children to
participate in all of the activities that
they would like to.  My son was enter-
ing kindergarten as I was beginning
the journey of optometry school.  My
youngest daughter is finishing kinder-
garten now. Thankfully, as younger
children they weren't as anxious to get
involved in too many extracurricular
activities.  As the oldest, my son had to
sacrifice the most as he asked to do
things to which I couldn't make the
time commitment.  Finally, this year,
they are all in Scouts and soccer, and
the girls are in gymnastics.  We still
have quite a bit of help getting every-
one where they need to go. I could not
have been so successful in my school-
ing without such a tremendous support
group.”

For Some Members of the Class of 2010 (cont.)
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How did Marie perform in the pro-
gram?  She served as a Te a c h i n g
Assistant, she graduated with honors,
and she has accepted a position in a
very well known and successful private
practice in St. Louis.   “I will be join-
ing Vision Care Consultants in South
St. Louis county.  I have worked there
as a student since my first year of
optometry school.  It was an invaluable
experience to have that kind of expo-
sure to patients prior to getting into
clinic in school and I am thrilled to
have the opportunity to stay there as a
d o c t o r.”  

D r. Marie Wehner is more than a
m o t h e r.  She is more than an
optometrist.  She is a role model for all
parents wondering if they could make a
change and fill an important void in
their life while improving the quality of
life for others.  

THE TRAILBLAZ E R
He grew up like so many of our

optometry students: with good role
models, good morals, and a love for
sports.  He found optometry at a young
age and found it to be a career goal
consistent with his beliefs and princi-
ples. “I had been considering optome-
try since about the sixth grade and
went to my local eye doctor. Then in
seventh and eighth grade and the early
years of high school when you start
getting into the sciences I really liked
those type of subjects. The combination
of those two experiences is what solidi-
fied that was what I wanted to pursue.” 

For Ryan Sutterer, however, life
took a very unexpected turn.  “I had
just finished my freshman year of high
school in which I played both basket-
ball and football and was active in
other sports outside of school such as
golf. The onset of the condition was
very quick and ultimately I was in the
hospital for 6 weeks and was paralyzed
from the waist down. Going forward
from that was a difficult adjustment in
many aspects, made especially so
because I was an athlete, loved sports,
and for the most part could no longer
participate in them. But also because

everyone has a particular view of them-
selves, i.e., how they want others to
view them, and that was drastically
changed overnight.”

The severity of Ryan's condition
necessitated the use of a wheelchair.
To know Ryan Sutterer, however, is to
recognize that no health problem was
ever going to put limits on him; no
health problem was going to take away
his independence; no health problem
was going to keep him from his dream.
“The event that changed a lot between
my freshman and sophomore year in
high school did complicate my plans
for the future, but at no point did I ever
think that now I couldn't do what I
wanted to do. It took a lot of time, dis-
cussion, and work with my family to
sort through many issues, and solve
many problems in terms of how to go
forward with the rest of high school,
then college, etc. Essentially, you take
things one day at a time, one
issue at a time, and focus
your energy and attention on
doing the very best you can. I
did my very best to make
decisions about my future
without regard for my physi-
cal situation, and then make
any adjustments necessary to
go about achieving those
goals.  Ultimately, how one
deals with such an event is
dependent upon many things,
but important among them is
attitude, perspective, and
determination. If you know
something will be hard but that the
hard work is necessary and the right
thing to do, then temper your expecta-
tions accordingly, you are a long way
toward success. A good moniker in
terms of describing my attitude is rep-
resented in the Bible verse Philippians
4:13, 'I can do all things through Christ
who strengthens me'.”

Ryan Sutterer was admitted into
the Class of 2010 as a result of above
average academic performance on both
the Optometry Admissions Test and at
Southeast Missouri State University.
But could he handle optometry school?

“In terms of the challenges I face in
optometry school, my initial reaction is
that, for the most part, I face the same
or similar challenges as all students.
There were certainly some concerns
with regard to how it would work in
clinic, in terms of examining patients.
Some minor adjustments helped to
make that not much of an issue at all.
Some challenges that I dealt with
involved just the time necessary to
attend classes, labs, etc. and then
devote adequate time to studying,
because of the approximately 3-4 hours
every day I spend on physical therapy
and rehabilitation. I carefully prioritize
my time and plan carefully in order to
achieve the most with the time I have.” 

Typical of Ryan, he is appreciative
of the opportunity he was presented
with.  “First and foremost, I am very
grateful for, and appreciate, the oppor-
tunity to pursue what I love and what I

want to do. Nothing is
guaranteed and no one is
entitled to something. Yo u
work very hard and do
everything within your
power to succeed and get
accepted and then do the
most you can with that
o p p o r t u n i t y.”  

Ryan has also been a
model person and student.
He has never lost his love
for sports; it is unlikely
that there is a bigger St.
Louis Cardinal fan in the

program.  He performed well
academically and clinically.  He never
desired special privileges; he did not
want to be treated any differently than
any other student.  Therefore, he
endured and succeeded in the same
didactic and clinical program as every-
one else.  Although too modest to ever
admit it, Dr. Ryan Sutterer is more than
just another successful graduate of this
program.  He is a trailblazer for the
profession of optometry and—for the
past four years— he has served as an
inspirational beacon within the UMSL
College of Optometry.   
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if it weren't for the four years I spent at
UMSL, I would not be where I am today. ”
We want to thank the Class of ‘85 for the
example they set, the leaders they became
and, most important, for the recognition
they brought to the UMSL College of
O p t o m e t r y.  

It is also important to emphasize that
the celebration at the Touhill Performing
Arts Center was not limited to the Class
of ‘85 but also for classes celebrating their
20th (Class of ‘90), 15th (Class of ‘95),
10th (Class of ‘00), and 5th (Class of ‘05)
a n n i v e r s a r y.  Mark your calendar for May
14, 2011 where the Class of 1986 will be
honored and join in the commencement
celebration and the Classes of ‘91, ‘96,
‘01, and ‘06 will be recognized and
invited to join in the celebration.  


