2018 PHILANTHROPIC IMPACT REPORT FOR

Las Madrinas
Neurological Institute

For more than a century, Children’s Hospital Los Angeles has been a beacon of hope for families in Southern
California and beyond. Our mission of creating hope and building healthier futures is strengthened by committed
supporters who recognize the profound impact philanthropy has on our institution. This report highlights just a
few of the many ways your partnership has bolstered the Neurological Institute at CHLA this past year. On behalf
of all our patients, thank you.

Unsurpassed Clinical Care
A multidisciplinary destination for premier neurologic
care, the Neurological Institute brings together the
renowned programs and services of the Divisions of
Neurology and Neurosurgery to help children achieve
their full potential. Year after year, CHLA is recognized
for its expertise in this field by U.S. News & World
Report. In 2018, the Neurological Institute was ranked
No. 9 in the country and the top program of its kind
on the West Coast.
Families rely on the Neurological Institute for
its unparalleled clinical care and access to an
interdisciplinary team of specialists. This year,
we welcomed 15 new team members—three
neurologists, two neurosurgeons, four psychiatrists,
one neuropsychologist, three nurse practitioners, one
physician assistant and one neurosurgery fellow—and
launched several new subspecialty services to better
serve a greater number of patients.
• The New-Onset Seizures Clinic ensures patients who
are seizing for the first time are triaged promptly by
facilitating proper electroencephalography (EEG)
testing and connecting them with a neurologist
within two weeks.
• The Neuropsychology Clinic serves as a
comprehensive support system for epilepsy patients,
whether it’s conducting neuropsychological testing,
working with schools to accommodate a child’s
specific needs or linking parents to educational and
community-based resources.

• The Myasthenia Gravis Clinic specializes in
treating patients with myasthenia gravis, a rare
chronic autoimmune neuromuscular disease that
causes skeletal muscles to weaken, while another
neuromuscular-focused program, the Brachial Plexus
Clinic, cares for patients suffering from a brachial
plexus injury affecting their shoulder, arm or hand.
• The Exondys Program and Nusinersen Program are
testing the efficacy of new therapies for patients
suffering from Duchenne muscular dystrophy and
spinal muscular atrophy, respectively.
“When it comes to a
child’s neurological
development, time is
of the essence,” says
Mark D. Krieger, MD,
chief of the Division
of Neurosurgery
and director of the
Neurological Institute.
“With our robust lineup
of experts covering
the entire spectrum of
neurological disorders, our goal is to help any patient
who walks through our doors to receive the right
treatment in the right timeframe.”
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A Fresh Start for Ellie
MarLa and Paul Gamberdella will never forget one
phone call they received three years ago. It was the
day after Christmas, and just before the holiday, their
daughter, Ellie, 14, had undergone an MRI near
their home in Santa Barbara. She had been suffering
from back pain for nearly two years, but the physical
therapists and orthopaedic specialists she had seen
couldn’t pinpoint what was wrong.
Then, the MRI results came in. Ellie had a
Chiari malformation.

MarLa, Paul and an OR team member uplifted Ellie’s spirits
before surgery.

The neurological disorder, in which brain tissue extends
into the spinal canal, had triggered fluid to accumulate

Neurosurgery and director of the Neurological

in her spinal cord. Ellie’s case was so severe, the

Institute, they knew Ellie needed to be treated at CHLA.

neurologist in Santa Barbara told them he fell out of his
chair when he saw her MRI. Over the phone, he began

“Given my nursing background, it was such a draw

talking about the abnormal tissue blocking the flow

that the staff is dialed into pediatrics and handles so

of cerebral spinal fluid and how it was located at an

many more surgeries on this particular diagnosis than

extremely sensitive spot on the brainstem.

other hospitals,” says MarLa. “I felt instantly more at
home at Children’s Hospital.”

“Hearing him say all of this, my thoughts are going
to paralysis or cancer. My heart is beating. My mind

“Comfort, reassurance and confidence—those are the

is racing. I’m sweating,” recalls Paul. “I remember

three words that come to mind,” adds Paul. “We knew

saying to him, ‘Doc, is my daughter going to be OK?

we were in the right place, and we knew we were

Is she going to die?’”

with the right team.”

The news was a shock to the family. Ellie was a

Ellie underwent surgery in January 2016, and her

seemingly healthy teen, a star volleyball player for

parents remember the moments just before she was

her club team. The diagnosis provided some clarity—

wheeled into the operating room as the most difficult.

the erratic back pain and numbness in her arms

It was the simple, yet caring, gestures from the hospital

started to make sense—but they still had lots of

staff—from the nurses who braided Ellie’s hair in a

questions. What was Ellie’s prognosis? What

special way in preparation for the procedure to the

would her future look like?

anesthesiologists whose smiles helped to lighten the
mood—that helped put them at ease.

The Right Place and the Right Team
The family got referrals for two surgeons specializing

A Bright Future

in Chiari malformations. As soon as MarLa and

Ellie’s surgery was a success, and six weeks later,

Paul met Mark D. Krieger, MD, division chief of

she was back on the volleyball court. Although her
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A Fresh Start for Ellie (continued)

from high school and heading off to college. She
has verbally committed to Stanford University, which
offered her a scholarship to play beach volleyball.
Pending a successful application process with the
school, Ellie is on track to compete as an NCAA
Division 1 student-athlete in 2020.
It’s a huge accomplishment that’s not lost on her proud
parents. After MarLa and Paul found out Ellie was
being recruited by a top school, they couldn’t help but
reflect on all they had been through—that frightening
phone call three Christmases ago, the overwhelming
feeling of uncertainty and fear—and marvel at how
far she had come.

The Gamberdella family (from L to R): Josie, MarLa, Vincent,
Ellie, Paul, Santino and Frank

recovery was not easy, Ellie looks back on this period
with gratitude and optimism.

One of the first people they shared the happy news
with was Krieger. “We wanted him to know how
special it was that he and his team were able to get

“I had been living in constant pain and discomfort, but
by going through this, it allowed me to be totally pain
free,” she says. “To me, Children’s Hospital means a
fresh new start and a new beginning.”

her into this position,” says Paul.
“When your child is undergoing a surgery like this,
you don’t even think about whether they’ll return to
performing sports at a high level. You just want your

Today, Ellie is thriving and as healthy and strong
as ever. The 17-year-old junior honors student now

child back,” adds Paul. “And Children’s Hospital has
given us our daughter back.”

has her eyes set on another milestone: graduating

Neurological Institute: 2018 By the Numbers

23,630 patient
visits conducted

750 surgeries
performed

16 specialty
programs

88 active research studies
and clinical trials

5 satellite locations across
Southern California

3 training
programs
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A Winning Partnership
In the United States, one out of every 1,000 babies
will be born or diagnosed with hydrocephalus, a
condition in which excess cerebrospinal fluid (CSF)
accumulates in the brain and can trigger severe
symptoms such as vomiting, seizures, headaches
and blurred vision. While the Neurological Institute’s
physicians are specialists in treating hydrocephalus,
they are also committed to conducting research that
can improve diagnoses and outcomes.
Led by J. Gordon
McComb, MD, chief
emeritus of the Division
of Neurosurgery, a team

addition to being longtime supporters of the Division
of Neurosurgery, the Kings organization and its
players have generously supported CHLA in numerous
other ways, including a steadfast partnership with the
hospital’s Blood Donor Center and by bringing smiles
to the faces of patients during visits to the hospital.
“Children’s Hospital Los Angeles is and always will
be a place that we will continue to support,” says
Luc Robitaille, president of the Los Angeles Kings and
member of the NHL Hall of Fame. “It’s a place that
reminds us about all of the important things in life.
While we love winning Stanley Cups, we know happy
and healthy kids are what really matter, and we are
proud to help children in our community this way.”

of researchers is testing
the efficacy of a new
magnetic resonance
imaging modality called
MR Time-SLIP that shows
how CSF moves in the
brain and spinal cord.
The technology, which
is non-invasive and quickly generates results, could
lead to new ways to manage abnormal flow and
accumulation of CSF.
Another area of focus is improving how cerebral
ventricular volume is quantified, which is important for
diagnosing and treating many neurological disorders,
including hydrocephalus and brain atrophy. Although
significant changes in ventricular volume can be
easily detected, subtle changes—especially over long
periods of time—are challenging. McComb’s team

LA Kings players, along with their mascot, Bailey (pictured
right), have helped cheer up patients through tours and visits
to the hospital.

is testing a new strategy that could more accurately
determine ventricular volume using an algorithm they
developed based on imaging features.
These research efforts have been funded in part by the
Los Angeles Kings and the Kings Care Foundation. In
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Training the Next Generation

Within the Division
of Neurology, Jyes

Along with expert clinical care and pioneering

Querubin, MD, is the

research, the Neurological Institute is committed to

Pediatric Epilepsy

educating and fostering a new wave of pediatric

Fellowship Program’s

neurological specialists who will help kids for years

newest fellow. Her

to come. Each year, promising physicians train under

training includes

the mentorship of neurologists and neurosurgeons at
CHLA—an opportunity made possible by philanthropy.
In July 2018, we were
pleased to welcome

caring for patients
with epilepsy, learning about the latest treatments
such as brain mapping and genetic testing, and
conducting her own research. As an epilepsy

Carolyn Lai, MD,

fellow, she will be eligible to become a Board-

as the Division of

certified epileptologist at the conclusion of the

Neurosurgery’s new
fellow. She joined our
team from Ottawa
Hospital and Children’s
Hospital of Eastern Ontario where she recently
completed a neurosurgery residency. Through the
Neurosurgery Fellowship Program, which selects
one candidate every year for a 12-month handson clinical position, Lai works closely with faculty
members to treat a host of conditions requiring

year-long fellowship. Prior to starting her epilepsy
fellowship, Querubin was a child neurology
attending physician at CHLA.
We thank the Neurosurgery Ambassadors, a
group of grateful patient families who raise
awareness and crucial funding, for supporting
the Neurosurgery Fellowship and the Epilepsy
Foundation of Greater Los Angeles for its investment
in the Pediatric Epilepsy Fellowship Program.

surgical intervention.

A Transformational Gift
From the ‘Godmothers’
For more than 80 years, Las Madrinas has supported
CHLA as the first Affiliate group, raising funds for all areas
of our institution. In early 2017, it made a $5 million
pledge to enhance care for children with a neurological
condition by establishing the Las Madrinas Chief of
Neurology Chair and expanding the Epilepsy Program.
For a child with uncontrollable seizures, it is vital
to have timely access to a pediatric epileptologist
to receive immediate care and ultimately prevent
devastating consequences.

size of the Epilepsy Monitoring Unit and upgrade
equipment to include portable and wireless monitoring
systems to track a patient’s brain activity wherever they
are in the hospital, including during surgery and recovery.
“Precise and early diagnoses are paramount when
it comes to a child’s brain development,” says Tena
Rosser, MD, interim chief of the Division of Neurology.
“Our goal is to ensure all our patients receive the care
they deserve, when they need it most.”
We thank Las Madrinas for its enduring dedication to
giving our patients the best chance to lead healthy,
happy lives.

The latest commitment from Las Madrinas—Spanish for
“The Godmothers”—will enable CHLA to double the
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News and Updates
The Neurological Institute is built on four supporting
pillars: clinical care, research, education and
advocacy, and 2018 marked an exceptionally strong
period of growth in all these areas. From treating a
record-high number of neurology patients to creating
more robust training opportunities, the Institute has
transformed into a preeminent neurosciences program.
This year:
• The Division of Neurology’s EEG Laboratory earned
a five-year certification from the American Board of
Registration of Electroencephalographic and Evoked
Potential Technologists. The designation recognizes
the lab’s high standards and technical care for
patients who undergo diagnostic testing.

• Mark D. Krieger, MD, chief of the Division of
Neurosurgery and director of the Institute, was
elected as director of the American Board of
Pediatric Neurological Surgery. In this role, he helps
oversee the practice of pediatric neurosurgery in
the United States and Canada and assists in the
certification of new members in the field.
So much of what we accomplish depends on
philanthropic partnerships, which propel our efforts
to even greater heights. Thank you for making a
meaningful investment in the lives of the patients
we treat.

• The Pediatric Epilepsy Fellowship Program became
one of the nation’s few standalone training
programs in epilepsy qualified by the Accreditation
Council for Graduate Medical Education.
• The Child Neurology Residency Program, which
prepares physicians in the comprehensive diagnosis
and management of both common and rare
neurological conditions, expanded to three resident
positions, making it one of the largest pediatric
neurology training programs in the nation.

Our Gratitude
For years to come, Children’s Hospital Los Angeles will be called upon to treat some of the most vulnerable
members of our community. Whether it’s alleviating the debilitating seizures of a young girl with epilepsy or
helping a teen beat cancer, we are supported in this lifesaving work by compassionate donors who share our
commitment to creating a brighter future for every patient in our care.
For more information about supporting the Neurological Institute, please contact Kerri Seibly, associate vice
president of Development, at kseibly@chla.usc.edu or 323-361-1705.
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