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RESEARCHP I C T U R E  T H I S

BREAKING THE CYCLE
Serving time in prison is stressful 
for inmates, but what kind of trau-
ma do children experience when 
their parents are jailed? This ques-
tion intrigued Rebecca Shlafer,  
a developmental child psychologist 
and assistant professor in the  
U of M’s Department of Pediatrics.

Shlafer does applied research 
into risk factors for children’s 
health, including having mentally 
ill or incarcerated parents. This 
area is especially pertinent be-
cause 66 percent of male inmates 
and 77 percent of female inmates 
in Minnesota are parents.  

“Research shows that having 
incarcerated parents is associated 
with some level of trauma. How 
can we help break this cycle of 
trauma and dysfunction?” Shlafer 
asks. “It benefits mom and dad 
and the kids, and ultimately that 
benefits the community.”

With support from the Univer-
sity’s Clinical and Translational 

Science Institute 
and donors like the 
Women’s Founda-
tion of Minnesota, 
Shlafer can spend 
more time in the 
field. She does mul-
tipronged research 
into the challenges 
faced by families 
with incarcerated 
parents, including 

evaluating the Minnesota Prison Doula Project, which 
supports and educates pregnant inmates. 

Shlafer also investigated children’s visiting expe-
riences at county jails. Her research led to changes in 
Washington County, where staff are working to make 
the environment more family friendly while main-
taining security. That means reminding children to 
take one last potty stop and having kids’ books in the 
secure visiting area, where they can’t bring personal 
belongings and there is no bathroom. 

“It makes sense that we would support this critical 
piece of who these parents are and help them be 
better connected to their kids,” says Shlafer, “so they 
don’t come back, and their kids don’t come back, 15 
years later.”

What does it take to get to that moment when a pa-
tient receives a pancreatic cancer drug never before 
used in modern medicine?

“What we did here with Minnelide we did at the 
speed of light,” says Gunda Georg, who directs the 
College of Pharmacy’s Institute for Therapeutics 
Discovery and Development. “Going from drug design 
to clinical trial in just five years is almost unheard  
of. Ten years is more typical.”

Minnelide is derived from a perennial Asian vine 
that’s long been used to treat rheumatoid arthritis 
and other inflammatory diseases. Scientists at the 
Masonic Cancer Center, University of Minnesota—

funded by the Eugene C. and Gail V. 
Sit Chair in Pancreatic and Gastro- 
intestinal Cancer Research, the 
Dr. Robert and Katherine Goodale 
Pancreatic Cancer Research Fund, 
and the Wellner Family Fund in 
Pancreatic Cancer Research—dis-
covered that the active compound 
in the vine stopped pancreatic cancer 
cell growth in mouse studies. 

Enter chemist Georg, holder of the 
Robert Vince Endowed Chair and 
the McKnight Presidential Chair in 
Medicinal Chemistry, whose team 
turned the compound into an inject-
able drug for human use. 

In 2013, oncologist Edward Greeno 
began enrolling about 30 people who 
had pancreatic cancer for a Phase 
1A clinical trial. “We’ve seen tumors 
shrink at this early stage, so, yes, I 
think people should be excited about 
the potential,” says Greeno, executive 
medical director of University of 
Minnesota Health Cancer Care.

Researchers eventually hope 
to evaluate Minnelide’s efficacy 
against brain, breast, liver, prostate, 
and blood cancers, as well.

NATION WITHIN A NATION

Kate Derickson, 2015-

2017 McKnight Land-

Grant Professor in the 

College of Liberal Arts, 

spent part of last sum-

mer collaborating with 

leaders of the Gullah/

Geechee Nation in South 

Carolina. She and Queen 

Quet, chieftess and head 

of state for the nation, 

held focus groups to 

learn more about how 

Gullah/Geechee people, 

descendants of freed 

and escaped slaves who 

trace their ancestry to 

the West Coast of Africa, 

have been affected by 

environmental changes 

and policies made be-

cause of these changes.

Derickson, a faculty 

member in the Depart-

ment of Geography, 

Environment, and So-

ciety, is working on a 

book on race and natural 

resource management in 

the American Southeast 

and an atlas of the Gullah/

Geechee Nation.

Powerful plantClosing the gaps
WHAT IS THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP? The “achievement gap” is usually 
defined as gaps in academic test scores and high school graduation rates 
between white students and students of color. Gaps persist through college 
enrollment and graduation, job opportunities, income, health, and more. 

WHAT THE U IS DOING
In President Eric Kaler’s first “State 
of the U” address after taking office 
in 2011, he called on the U to be a 
leader in achieving educational equity. 
Here’s what’s happened since. 

In 2013, a gift from Carmen and 
Jim Campbell established the 
Campbell Leadership Chair, held 
by Michael Rodriguez, to promote 
University-wide collaboration in 
finding interdisciplinary solutions 
to achievement gaps.

The Educational Equity Resource 
Center provides access to experts 
and programs across the U’s 
campuses.

The College of Education and 
Human Development is pioneering 
ways to better prepare teachers, 
such as giving undergrads hands-on 
teaching experience in diverse set-
tings early in their degree program.

The U’s College Readiness Consor-
tium created Ramp-Up to Readiness, 
an advisory program designed to 
help all students achieve postsec-
ondary success.

Researchers at the U are studying 
how gaps in preschool develop-
ment persist throughout a child’s 
education—and developing tools 
to better prepare early childhood 
educators.
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Gullah/Geechee artist  
Johnnie Simmonds

ILLUSTRATION BY CARL DE TORRES, SOURCES: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION, NATIONAL 
ASSESSMENT OF EDUCATIONAL PROGRESS, MINNESOTA DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION


