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Celebrating a Brighter Future for SCD with Dr. Wanda Whitten-Shurney 

On Wednesday, June 19, GBT will host guest speaker Dr. Wanda Whitten-Shurney, the CEO and 

Medical Director of the Michigan chapter of the Sickle Cell Disease Association of America 

(SCDAA), as part of our World Sickle Cell Day (WSCD) activities. This year, GBT will be supporting 

Sickle Cell Matters, a fundraising and awareness campaign, and the SCDAA’s awareness 

campaign, Shine the Light on Sickle Cell.  As part of this, employees are encouraged to wear 

their special “Hope” t-shirts provided by GBT, which were designed by the Haitian artist and 

SCD activist, Hertz Nazaire. 

Raising awareness around why sickle cell matters and shining a 

light on it is a cause that’s been close to Dr. Whitten-Shurney’s 

heart since childhood. Her father, Dr. Charles F. Whitten, a 

pioneer in SCD advocacy and education, formed the Sickle Cell 

Detection and Information Center in 1971 to teach Detroit-area 

children and families about sickle cell conditions and the 

importance of knowing their sickle cell trait status. He founded 

the SCDAA Michigan Chapter and co-founded the SCDAA national organization, and was 

influential in increasing widespread adoption of newborn screening for SCD.  

https://www.scdaami.org/
https://www.scdaami.org/
https://www.facebook.com/sicklecellmattersorg
https://www.sicklecelldisease.org/get-involved/events/awareness-month-and-world-sickle-day/
http://nazaire.info/


When Dr. Whitten passed away in 2008, his daughter, who is also medical doctor, carried on his 

legacy by taking the reins of the Michigan SCDAA chapter. “My father told me in his later years 

that I needed to run the organization when he was no longer here,” she says. “Even though I’m 

a general pediatrician by training, I knew I had to fill that void.”  

We talked to Dr. Whitten-Shurney about her work, what she wants people to know about SCD, 

and why she’s hopeful about the future for SCD patients. 

Thank you for taking the time to speak with us today, Dr. Shurney. Can you start by telling us 

a little about yourself and the work you do for SCD patients? 

I have spent the past 30 years providing out-patient care for children with SCD at the Children's 

Hospital of Michigan. We’re a one-stop-shop for both well-child and comprehensive SCD care.  

In addition, I head the SCDAA Michigan chapter. In that role, I often speak to physicians and 

patient groups to increase awareness of SCD and provide resources and tools to improve care. 

Our chapter also is the coordinating center for newborn hematopathology screening for the 

state of Michigan. 

What is the most rewarding part of the work you do? 

The hallmark of sickle cell is unpredictable, excruciating pain that generally comes and goes but 

sometimes stays. It’s a disease that’s painful for the entire family, because no parent wants to 

watch their child suffer and not be able to do anything about it. One of the most important 

parts of my work is making sure the whole family is equipped to live with SCD in the best way 

possible. When one of my young patients is diagnosed with SCD, I call the mother and invite the 

entire family to a series of educational sessions.  I offer them coping strategies and provide 

realistic hope for what lies ahead. Most families find these sessions empowering because they 

feel better prepared to care for their children.  

With help from GBT, I’ve also been doing workshops to help young adults with SCD learn how 

to understand insurance, navigate the healthcare system, make appointments and keep track 

of medical information. It was an eye-opening experience because it taught me that I was 

focusing too much attention on parents and not enough on the patients.  



These young people were on edge of their seats looking at my slides and asking questions with 

looks on their faces that said “Wow! Is that how this works?” They were so grateful to learn 

more about sickle cell, and it was so heartening to see their interest, growth and connections 

with each other. The young women started a chat group on Facebook, and they all began 

planning a young adult support group, which they intend to call “Sisters and Brothers in Blood.” 

It was uplifting experience for everybody, and we all had a ball. 

What are some of the challenges you see SCD patients face in getting proper care? 

If you Google “healthcare disparity,” an adult patient with SCD should appear at the top of the 

list. Once SCD patients turn 18, their lives change because many doctors don’t want to see 

them. Some of my patients have been told by hematologists that they refuse to see sickle cell 

patients in their practice. Primary care physicians often don’t want to get involved because SCD 

is medically so challenging; it affects the whole body and can damage every organ.   

But patients need continuing care in order to get referrals to cardiologists, neurologists, 

gastroenterologists, pulmonologists and other specialists. The disease also causes psychological 

and social problems because patients’ lives are constantly being interrupted by pain episodes 

and other complications. 

 I’m partnering with GBT to help adult SCD patients receive care through federally qualified 

health centers (FQHCs), which are community-based organizations that provide 

comprehensive primary care and preventive care to persons of all ages, regardless of their 

ability to pay. GBT has identified specific geographic areas of Michigan to help us target FQHCs 

with concentrated populations of at-risk individuals to make the best use of resources for our 

outreach efforts.  

What are some your top priorities as the head of the Michigan SCDAA chapter? 

A big priority is to help doctors learn more about this patient population, so they feel more 

empowered about treating patients with SCD.  One way I do this is by giving presentations to 

health care providers about SCD and providing them with tools and resources to help them in 



their practice such as the SCD guideless from NHLBI (National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute) 

and ASH (American Society of Hematology). 

The message I want to get across to doctors is that SCD outpatient care is not that difficult. For 

example, they can easily help patients get started on hydroxyurea because we know it 

decreases pain episodes, blood transfusions and hospitalizations.  

Another priority for us is educating patients to help them manage their disease better. For 

example, we help them understand all their medications and why they take them, which 

improves their compliance. Our goal is for “sickle cell warriors” to always be activated, 

informed and ready to participate in client centered care.  

How can GBT and our employees support the theme of this year’s WSCD, “Shine the Light on 

Sickle Cell” and spread the word that Sickle Cell Matters? 

You’re already supporting it 100% through your initiatives that help doctors and patients better 

understand this complicated disease. For example, GBT helps me find the right health centers 

for my presentations, helping me extend my reach. I’m also working with GBT to “shine the SCD 

light” for health officials in Michigan to make sure voxelotor will be accessible to patients.  

I hope all GBT employees read the “Facts and Myths” glossy and wear their Sickle Cell Matters 

“Hope” t-shirts as often as possible. 

Is there anything else employees should know about the June 19 event or SCD? 

It’s going to be like a pep rally to celebrate WSCD and that SCD treatment is getting better and 

has a bright future.  I’m excited about voxelotor because I think patients will be much more 

inclined to take it since can be taken by mouth and was not initially a cancer drug, which has 

been a big concern with hydroxyurea.  In addition, the NHLBI’s Cure Sickle Cell Initiative, which 

began last year, is going to help accelerate the development of a new wave of genetic 

therapies. 

We have come a long way since my father’s time, but there’s still so much more to do. I look 

forward to continuing to work with GBT to improve the lives of patients with SCD. 

https://curesickle.org/


 

 

The “Hope” T-shirt features a painting by Haitian artist and SCD Activist Hertz Nazaire. 

Join us on June 19th to celebrate World Sickle Cell Day at GBT  

 

 


