
In the spring of 1998, Melissa Grant seemed to have it all. She had just made partner at her law

firm. She had two healthy, beautiful children and another on the way. She had a loving husband.

Her health, however, was declining. Grant was frequently dizzy, had trouble walking, and was

struggling to keep her balance. Doctors tested her for several diseases, but they couldn’t figure out

exactly what was wrong.

Finally, in January 1999, four

months after her daughter was born,

a visit with a physician at the

University of Minnesota revealed

that she had episodic ataxia.

“My first reaction was relief, to

have a name for it and to know it

was not in my head,” recalls Grant.

“But I was continuing to get sicker,

and there was really no effective

treatment for it.”

It seemed the disease was winning.

Grant went from using a cane to

needing a walker. She was unable to keep up with her workload as an attorney, so she resigned from

her position in 2001 and became a full-time mom.

When she began to feel better, she went back to school for a graduate degree in philosophy, but 

the stress caused her symptoms to return. “That was a low point for me because I knew that I was

not really getting better, that the ataxia would not just go away,” says Grant. “But what I learned in

the process was that being at home and watching my kids was something that I could handle within

the context of this illness.”

That realization jump-started the family’s plan to adopt—something Grant and her husband,

Randy, had been considering for years. Continued on page 3
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Tweaking life goals
Ataxia may have thrown Melissa Grant for a loop once or twice.
But her dream of adopting children was not deferrable.
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The Grant family (from left): Johanna, Samantha, Alex, Ben,
Melissa, Dennis, Leah, and Randy.

 



In the history of Minnesota State Senator

Ann Rest’s family, ataxia has been a “tragic

challenge.” Rest’s former husband battled

hereditary ataxia, as did his grandmother,

mother, uncle, and sister.

Rest wanted to get involved with the Bob

Allison Ataxia Research Center (BAARC) to 

help discover a better future for other people

with ataxia.

“For many ataxia patients, this disease can

be a discouraging progression of increasing

disability,” she says. “But those of us who are

family members focus on the future and

possibilities for a cure or treatments of

symptoms that improve the quality of life.”

So Rest took action. She joined the BAARC

board of directors in 2000 and later designated

an IRA now worth $8,000 to support the

research center’s mission.

“I started this IRA but had stopped

contributing to it a number of years ago, so I

decided to give the value of that retirement

account to BAARC,” she says.

By making this planned gift, Rest says she’s

expressing hope that someday a cure for ataxia

will be found. “I think a lot about the future

and my young grandsons,” she says. “I want

their futures to include hope for good health.”

Rest had initially planned to make annual

gifts to BAARC as long as she was financially

able but concluded that a planned gift seemed

more appropriate. “That’s possible even for

people like me who are of more modest

incomes,” she says.

It’s important for middle-income individuals

to know that they, too, can be philanthropists,

Rest says. “You don’t have to be a rich person

to make a planned gift,” she says. “I’m not a

rich person, but I had a tool available to me

just like other people do. I encourage people 

of more modest means and incomes to look 

at their assets and examine their options for

planned giving.”

Rest’s dedication to BAARC continues 

to grow. She says she’s enthusiastic about

breakthroughs in identifying the genes linked

to various forms of ataxia. She is also

encouraged by the increasing number of

therapies that help improve quality of life 

for ataxia patients today.

“The researchers and clinicians at the

University of Minnesota see their patients as

folks with families who have their own dreams

and aspirations,” Rest says. “We’re not just

research subjects. They have embraced our

families and our concerns.”

We need your help. Both individual and

community support are essential to the Bob Allison

Ataxia Research Center (BAARC) and have far-

reaching results.

Your tax-deductible contribution to the Bob

Allison Ataxia Research Center Fund directly

sustains research and clinical services support,

backing innovative projects that explore the causes

and treatments of ataxia and related disorders.

BAARC is an affiliate of the Minnesota Medical

Foundation, a nonprofit organization that supports

health-related research, education, and service at

the University of Minnesota.

To make a gift or for more information on how 

to get involved, please contact Shannon Birge

Laudon at 612-626-3186 or 800-922-1663 or at

s.birge@mmf.umn.edu. You may also visit our 

Web site, www.mmf.umn.edu/ataxia.

You can help strike out ataxia

Senator’s planned gift represents hope for a cure

 



Board News

“Opening our

home to a larger

family allows me

to do something

very valuable: 

to raise my

children and to

do it in the midst

of ataxia.”

Brian Simmons and 
Jen Wlaschin enjoy 
a day on the links 
at the Karen’s Hope
Ataxia Benefit.

After numerous inquiries, legal discussions,

and paper chases, Melissa and Randy Grant

became the proud parents of three siblings from

Guatemala: Dennis, age 12; Ben, age 3; and Leah,

age 18 months. The adoption was finalized last

November, and all three children arrived home

in Roseville on Thanksgiving Day. They joined

the rest of the Grant clan: 16-year-old Samantha,

14-year-old Alex, and 8-year-old Johanna.

Grant is realistic about her health. She

acknowledges that these next few years may be 

tough physically as she juggles the responsibilities

of a bigger family. Currently, she uses either a

cane or walker, depending on how she feels. She

has essentially no control over how or when her

symptoms flare up, but she is grateful that she

has a support system to rely on when her ataxia

leaves her unable to keep up.

“Losing my career was very hard, as was

losing the idea that I could have a second

career,” Grant says. “Like everybody, I want my

life to have meaning and purpose. Opening our

home to a larger family is really rewarding to

me in part because it allows me to do something

very valuable: to raise my children and to do it

in the midst of ataxia.”

Tweaking life goals continued from cover

Thanks to nearly 400 participants at two summer

golf tournaments, another $90,000 has been raised

for ataxia research at the University of Minnesota.

The fifth annual Karen’s Hope Ataxia Benefit,

which was held June 19, brought 211 golfers to the

Oak Marsh Golf Course in Oakdale and raised

about $50,000 for the Bob Allison Ataxia Research

Center (BAARC).

On August 22, 178 golfers at the 9th annual

Bob Allison Ataxia Golf Classic at the Owatonna

Golf Club raised a projected $20,200 for the cause.

Longtime BAARC supporter Connie 

Bakken announced that she would again 

match the proceeds from the Gold Classic

through the Whitney Arcee Foundation, doubling

the event’s impact on ataxia research.

Golfers tee off for ataxia

 



NONPROFIT ORG.
U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
MINNEAPOLIS, MN

PERMIT NO. 155

Bob Allison Ataxia Research Center
Minnesota Medical Foundation

200 Oak Street SE, Suite 300

Minneapolis, MN 55455-2030

A central theme has emerged in the nation’s

medical research community over the past few

years: Solutions to the most complex

biomedical questions result from

collaborative research. 

That theme is forefront on the mind 

of John Ohlfest, Ph.D., the University of

Minnesota’s director of translational gene

therapy and director of the University’s

gene and stem cell core laboratory. A 

“core” lab describes a research space at

the University that is accessible to all

disciplines for a variety of scientific objectives.

Some discoveries, for example, could aid

researchers looking for treatments for Alzheimer’s

disease, Parkinson’s disease, and ataxia.

“My vision for the core lab is to accelerate

neuroscience research through the use of state-of-

the-art technology,” says Ohlfest. “More specifically,

it’s to provide technology to researchers to help

them identify the causes of nervous system disorders

and new treatments for neurological diseases.”

Ohlfest’s vision is in sync with that of the Bob

Allison Ataxia Research Center (BAARC) board of

directors, which provides funding to help equip 

this laboratory with the innovative tools

researchers need to accomplish these goals. 

“Funding the core lab can help solidify

additional funding from the National Institutes

of Health, attract the brightest researchers,

encourage collaboration among these top-notch

scientists, and ultimately find cures for diseases

like ataxia,” says board chair Mark Allison.

As part of this mission, the BAARC board recently

helped to purchase two pieces of equipment for the

gene and stem cell core lab. In January, the board

approved the purchase of the Xenogen imaging

system, a technology that uses luminescence to

monitor cell health and evaluate the effectiveness

of various therapies. And this fall, a custom-built

two-photon confocal microscope, which will allow

researchers to identify and view multiple cell types

in three dimensions, arrived at the University.

“The Xenogen system has been a success thus

far in that all groups are getting data and moving

their projects forward,” Ohlfest says. “These

technologies significantly enhance the pace and

progress of research.”

New technology speeds discoveries in ‘core lab’

John Ohlfest, Ph.D.
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