
A PersonAl sTorY

I have a mental illness.  I live with Generalized 
Anxiety Disorder, or GAD.  I’ve been in  
and out of therapy for almost half my life.  
Twenty-five years pass before I’m properly 

diagnosed, at age 47, by my 
GP.    But I’ve felt different from 
other people since I was an 8 
year old kid.  This is a long time 
to wonder “What’s wrong with 
me?  Why am I like this?  Did I 
do something to make me this 
way?”

I’m determined to find answers 
to these questions, not only for 
myself, but for others like me. 
In October, 2014, I decide to 
leave my 20+ year career in the 
corporate sector to write a one-
woman show about living with 
GAD.  No one recovers from 

mental illness alone, and I feel compelled to 
use my creativity to increase awareness that 
there’s a community of people who struggle 
with everyday life.  My writing mentor, who 
has worked with a genetic counsellor herself, 
suggests contacting the Psychiatric Genetic 
Counselling Clinic for some help in finding 
answers to these questions that haunt me.  
Enter Emily.

Emily, a genetic counsellor, answers my 
email, and offers her expertise, at no charge, 
to help me understand that mental illness 
is a combination of nature and nurture.  
In addition to the environment in which 
I grew up, which includes my world at 
home with my parents, my siblings, plus 
my school environment and other stimuli 
that I encountered, there is also a genetic 
component over which no one has any 
control.  This little piece of education 
changes my life.  For the first time, thanks to 
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whAT is A GeneTic coUnsellor? 

Health professional with specialized training and experience in the areas of medical genetics  
and counselling who: 

•	 Provides	individuals	and	families	with	information	on	the	nature,	inheritance,	 
and implications of genetic conditions to help them make informed medical and  
personal decisions 

•	 Helps	people	understand	and	adapt	to	genetic	conditions	including	seeking	 
appropriate medical management and surveillance 

•	 Provides	supportive	counselling	and	connects	people	to	resources
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GeneTic 
coUnsellinG  
in The MediA
Check out these genetic 
counsellor authored articles: 
“I want to be a genetic 
counsellor – what will my 
salary be?” featured in the 
Globe and Mail and “DIY 
DNA genetic testing at 
home” featured in Macleans.

this program, I learn that my disorder is nothing I’ve asked for, and 
comes through no fault of my own.  

Working with a genetic counsellor allows me to release the shame, 
the guilt and my fear that I have GAD because of an early childhood 
trauma.  Emily clarifies that trauma may exacerbate a mental disorder 
or illness, but trauma is not a cause.  Emily also talks to me about 
what I can do to promote mental wellness.  Medication, lots of sleep, 
including naps (because GAD is exhausting), healthy eating at regular 
times, less sugar, less alcohol, exercise, fresh air, pets, and prayer or 
meditation are all proactive tools for increasing my ability to enjoy 
life well.  Many of the items on this list are familiar to me because of 
my long history in therapy.  And, honestly, most of these practices 
make good sense for anyone who wants to live their best life.  The 
difference for me is that Emily’s list reaches my disorder from a 
scientific perspective, and is informed by critical data that supports 
what I know from therapy.  Undeniable validation.  Because of genetic 
counselling, I release years doubt and suspicion about why I am the 
way I am.  I now own my entire life.  I celebrate who I am, fully, with 
pure pride. 

Rina Varley, M.A. 
Actor, Writer 
Recovering Perfectionist 
Generalized Anxiety Disorder Awareness Advocate

A MUsT reAd!

Genetic counsellor, Alicia Semaka, served as a consultant for New 
York Times bestselling author Lisa Genova’s new novel Inside The 
O’Briens, about a family struggling with the impact of Huntington’s 
disease (HD). HD is an inherited neurodegenerative disease. Adults 
who have a family history of HD but do not yet have symptoms of 
the disease can determine if they have the genetic “mutation” that 
causes HD by undergoing predictive genetic testing, which involves 
a number of visits with a genetic counsellor. 
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As a genetic counsellor specializing in 
research on HD, Alicia reached out to 
Lisa and offered to share her knowledge 
on HD and experience with predictive 
testing. They had a number of telephone 
conversations and email exchanges over 
the course of writing the book. Alicia’s 
expertise helped Lisa craft a novel that 
is a true and authentic representation of 
patients’ and families’ lived experience 
of HD. Not only will the book generate 
much needed awareness about HD, but 
also genetic counselling, a profession 
that is not widely known. 

UPdATe on  
The sTATUs of leGislATion 
To ProTecT cAnAdiAns 
AGAinsT GeneTic 
discriMinATion.

In December 2014, CAGC was invited 
to testify at the Senate Human Rights 
Committee hearings on Bill S-201. 
Bill  S-201 aimed to protect Canadian 
citizens against genetic discrimination 
with clear clauses to prohibit demanding 
any person to undergo genetic testing, 
including demands from insurance 
companies. As well, this Bill called for 
amendments to the Canadian Human 
Rights Act and Canadian Labour Code. 
Unfortunately, the Senate Human 
Rights Committee voted against almost 
all clauses of Bill S-201.  The outcome 
left only one clause of the bill that would 
have amended the Canadian Labour 
Code, and the Bill was ultimately 
defeated.  

On June 9th, 2015, Bill C-68 was 
introduced and tabled by Minister 
of Justice, and Attorney General of 
Canada, Peter MacKay, in the House of 
Commons.  Bill C-68 is titled: “An Act 
to amend the Canadian Human Rights 

Act, the Privacy Act and the Personal 
Information Protection and Electronic 
Documents Act”, and it has been posted 
online here:  http://www.parl.gc.ca/
content/hoc/Bills/412/Government/ 
C-68/C-68_1/C-68_1.PDF

The aims of Bill C-68 include:

•	 To	amend	the	Canadian Human 
Rights Act such that discrimination 
on the grounds of a predisposition 
to disability that is inferred from 
the results of genetic testing is 
deemed to be discrimination on 
the grounds of disability.  

•	 To	amend	the	Privacy Act and the 
Personal Information Protection 
and Electronic Documents Act to 
specifically include information 
resulting from genetic testing.

•	 To	promote	discussion	with	
provincial and territorial 
governments with the goal of finding 
other ways to prevent misuse of 
genetic information and to encourage 
provinces and territories to consider 
how, within their jurisdiction, to 
provide greater protection against 
discrimination based on genetic test 
results for Canadians.

We are optimistic that Bill-68 will 
continue in the legislative process 
and will have a positive outcome. 
We hope that, in addition, genetic 
fairness legislation will be tabled 
and adopted at the provincial and 
territorial level of government. If you 
agree with us that legislation against 
genetic discrimination is crucial for the  
well-being of Canadians, we encourage 
you to write to your provincial senator 
expressing your support. Please also 
contact us to share any stories related to 
genetic discrimination that we can use 
to mobilize support. 
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cAnAdiAn cerTified 
GeneTic coUnsellors  
QUAlified And 
coMPeTenT GeneTic 
coUnsellinG serVice 
ProViders 
The Canadian Association of Genetic 
Counsellors (CAGC) Certification 
Board is committed to ensuring that 
members of the Canadian public are 
receiving genetic counselling services 
from health care professionals with 
a standard level of knowledge, skills, 
attitudes, and judgement. Genetic 
counsellors granted the credential 
CCGC (Canadian Certified Genetic 
Counsellor) and/or its French 
equivalent CGAC (Conseiller(ère) 
en génétique agréé(e) du Canada), 
have demonstrated these standard 
knowledge and practice competencies.

Look for the CCGC designation for 
quality and competence in genetic 
counselling.

Join Us for  
GeneTic coUnsellinG 
AwAreness week 2015!
From November 15-21, 2015, the 
CAGC is hosting the 6th annual 
Genetic Counselling Awareness 
Week, which will engage a variety 
of audiences across Canada through 
seminars, information booths and 
educational films.  Be sure to check 
out the CAGC’s own Facebook page, 
Twitter handle, and website for more 
information.

edUcATion 
how To BecoMe A Gc
Master of Science degree in Genetic 
Counselling obtained from a certified 
training program (Canada offers 
4  programs, there are also programs 
in the United States and abroad). 
Programs are 2  years in length and 
include a capstone/thesis project, 
coursework in genetics and counselling 
theory, and clinical rotations.

*Pre-requisites include:

•	 Undergraduate	degree	in	related	
field + related coursework in 
genetics, biology, psychology, etc. 

•	 Volunteer	experience	in	counselling	
eg. distress or crisis line, planned 
parenthood, rape crisis centre

•	 Exposure	to	genetics	clinic	
eg. volunteer or work experience

*For an up-to-date list of available 
programs and pre-requisites, 
please refer to the CAGC website  
(www.cagc-accg.ca/?page=117) or  
the ABGC website (www.abgc.net/
Certification/become_a_genetic_
counselor.asp)*

cAGc AnnUAl  
edUcATion 
conference 2015
The Canadian Association of 
Genetic Counsellors’ 28th Annual 
Education conference will be held 
September  9-12, 2015, in Ottawa.  
The scientific program promises 
something for genetic counsellors 
in all areas of practice, as well as 
those with an interest in the field of 
genetics.		Visit	the	conference	website	 
(http://cagcconference.ca/) for program 
and registration details.

JOIN CAGC  
ON FACEBOOK  
AND TWITTER  
@CAGC_ACCG  

TODAY! 

check oUT

A bilingual tool that allows an 
individual to search for genetics-
related terms in either French or 
English and find the equivalent term 
in the other language. This online 
tool boasts over 3500  translated 
terms and is intended for use by 
genetic counsellors, geneticists, 
and others who work in the field of 
genetics in both English and French.

conTAcT Us! 

pO Box 52083  
Oakville, Ontario  
L6J 7N5 

tEL: (905) 847-1363  
WEB: www.cagc-accg.ca

https://www.facebook.com/canadianassociationofgeneticcounsellors
https://twitter.com/cagc_accg
http://www.cagc-accg.ca/?page=140
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http://www.abgc.net/Certification/become_a_genetic_counselor.asp
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http://www.abgc.net/Certification/become_a_genetic_counselor.asp
http://cagcconference.ca/

