
VOLUME 119  •  NO. 1 69

Joseph E. Kerschner, MD

DEAN’S CORNER

the work at MCW is connected to the Midwest 
Respiratory Virus Program (MRVP) in MCW’s 
Department of Pediatrics. This group, com-
bined with the pediatric and clinical practices, 

is focused on developing a rapid molecular 
diagnostic approach for COVID-19 that can be 
used in clinical laboratories, allowing a reduc-
tion in turnaround time for diagnosis of the dis-
ease from the current three days to less than 
one hour.  We expect to translate our academic 
development into real-world testing in the near 
future.

The impact in creating new diagnostic 
techniques to assist diagnosis and limit dis-
ease spread was highlighted  during the H1N1 
(Swine Flu) outbreak in 2009, when the MRVP 
developed a specific type of molecular testing 
that allowed for rapid and highly specific diag-
nosis of this dangerous infectious disease. Our 
partnership with health systems throughout the 
state enabled Wisconsin to rank as one of the 
only states in the country to provide a large 
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Medical schools and teaching hospi-
tals educate the next generation of 
physicians, conduct cutting-edge 

research that saves lives, and care for the sick-
est and most complex patients. Collectively 
known as “academic medicine” or “academic 
health systems,” these institutions work 
together to educate and train the next gen-
eration of physicians, biomedical scientists, 
pharmacists, and other health professionals. In 
the best of cases, including in Wisconsin, these 
institutions partner with others in the health 
arena and the community to provide advan-
tages for populations in the entire region. As 
major centers of research, they discover and 
pioneer new and more effective medical treat-
ments that set the standard of care through-
out medicine and raise all boats for the care of 
patients in their local regions and beyond. 

Combating diseases and epidemics can 
only be sustained with continued medical 
advancements. The nation’s medical schools 
and teaching hospitals conduct 55 percent of 
the extramural medical research supported 
by the National Institutes of Health (NIH). 
This research has saved lives and improved 
the quality of life for millions, as well as pro-
duced many medical firsts and breakthroughs, 
including better treatments for heart disease, 
stroke and diabetes; new techniques such as 

organ, bone and stem cell transplants and 
minimally invasive surgery; novel discover-
ies, and cancer treatments that have saved 
more than 2.4 million lives since 1991; and all 

210 drugs approved by the US Food and Drug 
Administration between 2010-2016.1  

In the past few months, the novel coro-
navirus (COVID-19), its impact, and potential 
solutions, have occupied the consciousness 
of nations around the globe. Medical schools, 
including the Medical College of Wisconsin 
(MCW), and their associated academic health 
systems, stand at the front lines in the United 
States in developing plans, providing systems 
of care, and investigating potential solutions.   

The benefits of a medical school and aca-
demic medicine are often felt locally – such 
as cutting-edge cancer clinical trials or Level 
1 Trauma care for seriously injured patients. 
In important ways, however,  local efforts can 
make a global impact, and this is occurring in 
the current fight against COVID-19. Much of 

COVID-19 has created substantial loss and 
suffering already. It is our expectation at MCW that 
our previous investments and preparation, as well as 

our current generation of new knowledge as part 
of the academic medical community, will limit 

future loss and expedite cures.
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volume of testing throughout the outbreak. A similar approach would be 
implemented should the spread of COVID-19 accelerate throughout the 
United States.

Additionally, experts in our Clinical Microbiology Research group in 
the department of pathology have spent the last decade working to 
develop and partner with commercial entities to commercialize rapid 
respiratory diagnostics. In a patient suspected of being infected with 
COVID-19, it is critical to rule out other respiratory viruses (including flu) 
in a timely manner. Through these advancements, the turnaround for 
both a flu test and comprehensive respiratory profile is less than one 
hour from the time the specimen is collected bedside without sacrificing 
test performance.  

Beyond testing innovations, epidemiological surveillance (the system-
atic collection, analysis and dissemination of health data for the planning, 
implementation, and evaluation of public health programs) and strain 
characterization (identification of subtypes of microorganisms, such as a 
“flu strain”) also are critical to fighting COVID-19. An example of progress 
in this arena has been  a program called SMAART, which encompasses 
a regional partnership across southeast Wisconsin comprising all of the 
major health systems and a number of long-term care facilities to iden-
tify sources of multi-drug-resistant pathogens (infectious agents) and to 
prevent their spread. Currently, this comprehensive approach includes 
environmental surveillance and patient surveillance to characterize the 
origins of the Acinetobacter outbreak (an emerging pathogen capable 
of causing hospital-acquired infections) and contain it. In SMAART, the 
epidemiological collaboration of health care systems is supported by a 
partnership among MCW, the Wisconsin Laboratory of Hygiene at the 
University of Wisconsin, and Wisconsin Diagnostic Laboratories that uses 
whole genome sequencing to identify what makes the pathogen resis-
tant to antibiotics.

Also related to COVID-19 are antiviral clinical trials conducted by 
MCW’s department of medicine’s division of infectious diseases, which 
have led to multiple new antivirals that have been cleared in recent years 
– and which ultimately may be the foundation to treatments for COVID-19.

COVID-19 has created substantial loss and suffering already. It is our 
expectation at MCW that our previous investments and preparation, as 
well as our current generation of new knowledge as part of the aca-
demic medical community, will limit future loss and expedite cures.
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HealthPartners Medical Group is a top Upper 
Midwest multispecialty physician practice 
based in Minnesota and western Wisconsin. 
Our award-winning Behavioral Health team 
is 25+ psychiatrists strong and focused in 
multidisciplinary inpatient and outpatient 
settings. Together with social workers, nurses, 
PAs, therapists and OTs, we provide exceptional 
care to our community and are dedicated to 
the health and well-being of our patients.

We have an exciting full-time opportunity 
for a talented and caring BC/BE Psychiatrist 
to join our group at the Amery Hospital & 
Clinic (AHC) in beautiful Amery, Wisconsin. 
This key position provides direct inpatient 
and outpatient care as part of our psychiatric 
treatment program at AHC and nearby care 
sites. Leadership and other practice growth 
opportunities are available.

AHC is a progressive western Wisconsin 
community hospital located about an hour  
east of the Minneapolis/St. Paul metropolitan 
area. The Amery community offers the  
variety of a larger city with a sense of 
hometown hospitality. With an excellent 
school system and abundant sporting/outdoor/
recreational offerings, Amery is an ideal  
place to put down family and practice roots.  
For hospital and community information, visit 
www.amerymedicalcenter.org and  
www.amerywisconsin.org.

HealthPartners offers a competitive 
compensation and benefits package, paid 
malpractice coverage and a rewarding practice 
environment with support from our Twin Cities-
based group. For consideration, please apply 
online at healthpartners.com/careers,  
forward your CV and cover letter to  
lori.m.fake@healthpartners.com,  
or call Lori at 800-472-4695 x1. EOE

Let us hear from you! 
If an article strikes a chord or you have something 
on your mind related to medicine, share it with your 
colleagues. Email your letter to the editor to wmj@
med.wisc.edu
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