


role; in January, she took on additional

responsibilities working with third-

party vendors and payers to develop

patient data.

Today, her primary responsibility is in

VSP’s expanding health care initiatives,

helping the company demonstrate how

private-practice independent ECPs

help manage patients’ overall health.

Wilson works to develop strategic part-

nerships with disease managers, data

aggregators and health plans in an effort

to identify and manage patients with

chronic conditions—all part of an initia-

tive that has helped bring optometrists

further into the healthcare arena. 

SHE SAYS…“In many cases, the

connection between eye health and

a person’s overall health is new to

the people I talk with, so it’s excit-

ing to share our story, and let them

know the eyes are the window on

wellness.” 

Bette Zaret

Senior Vice President, 

Global Marketing

Transitions Optical

Pinellas Park, Fla.

CHOSEN BECAUSE…“Bette Zaret

is a true visionary, dedicated to ele-

vating the importance of Healthy

Sight through education, eyewear

and eyecare for people around the

world. Her passion has also

sparked a revolution within the com-

pany that is spreading throughout

the industry.”

Zaret has 30 years of international mar-

keting experience with such companies

as Johnson & Johnson, Bristol Myers

Squibb and Disney. Since joining Tran-

sitions Optical in 2001, Zaret has estab-

lished the Transitions Partners in Educa-

tion Program, including the creation of

the Transitions Healthy Sight Counsel-

ing program, a

global initiative

that aims to edu-

cate practitioners

and patients on

potential threats to

good sight and

healthy eyes; fund-

ing of clinical

research in the area

of quality of vision at major academic

ophthalmology and optometric institu-

tions; developing a wide range of contin-

uing education vehicles for eyecare prac-

ticioners; supporting educational and

scientific meetings in the U.S. and

abroad; and spearheading relations with

the World Council of Optometry (WCO)

and American Optometric Association

(AOA). 

Zaret has also been very instrumental

in the launch of the Transitions Healthy

Sight for Life Fund, Transitions Opti-

cal’s global corporate giving initiative.

She’s played a major role in Transi-

tions’ new PGA sponsorship, the 2009

Transitions Championship for Healthy

Sight. Zaret is responsible for all strate-

gic marketing functions and for estab-

lishing and expanding the Transitions

brand equity worldwide. Zaret also

chairs the company’s Global Marketing

Council.  

She is an admitted idealist and opti-

mist. “It’s like a mosaic, where far away

is the big picture and closer up, all the

tiny points fit together. You need a great

team to contribute, expand that vision

and get you there.” 

Zaret has a B.A. cum laude from Syra-

cuse University and an advanced execu-

tive degree from Northwestern Univer-

sity’s Kellogg School of Management.

Zaret was previously honored as one of

VM’s Most Influential Women in Opti-

cal in 2005.

SHE SAYS…“Work hard, find bal-

ance, be honest and have integrity.

I had to fight gender wars when I

was moving up; but today, I am

seeing a different world, there’s a

real transformation and this indus-

try is poised to really change peo-

ple’s lives by helping them under-

stand healthy sight.” 
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NEW YORK—Females continue to raise

their profile within the eyecare professions. 

Women remain the majority of stu-

dents now enrolled in U.S. schools and

colleges of optometry. In addition,

women are dominant among those stu-

dents gaining technological and oph-

thalmics know-how at the leading opti-

cal dispensing and technical programs

across the country.

Further, diversity of today’s female

students—spanning many cultural back-

grounds and age groups—young singles,

mature “second career” women and

working mothers—promises to further

change the professional eyecare and dis-

pensing landscape. 

In optometry, women say they are

drawn to the core values of the profes-

sion, and the various business opportuni-

ties that exist in private practice, group

practice, public health and corporate and

hospital settings. 

The young women coming out of the

schools and colleges, as exemplified by

the students we spotlight here, are

already very active, curious and eager to

extend the scope of their contributions.

The need for educated dispensing

opticians remains paramount. A range of

product technologies, more complex

optical choices and an increasingly

informed and demanding patient base

continue to reinforce this need.

The 3rd edition of this special section,

of Vision Monday’s “Most Influential

Women in Optical” issue, is underwrit-

ten by a grant from the Luxottica Group.

We asked the heads of the country’s pro-

fessional optometry schools and those

overseeing the ophthalmic dispensing

and opticianry tech programs around the

U.S. to recommend a female candidate

to represent their school and the Class of

2008 graduates.

Their choices reflect high standards of

commitment, achievement and accom-

plishment.

—Marge Axelrad

Class of 2008 Student Profiles compiled
and written by Samuel Colon.
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The Next Generation of Leadership is presented by

The Class
of 2008
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Victoria Arellano
Essex County College

Newark, N.J.

Since her 18th birthday, Arellano

has been supporting herself

through school.  Receiving her

licensure as an optician will enable

her to work fulltime while pursuing a Bachelor’s

Degree in Biology and Portuguese at Rutgers

University in Newark, N.J.

While working as an apprentice for the past two

years, Arellano has volunteered for the Gift of Sight

Program and the Lions Eye Banks of New Jersey.  

Arellano said, “My profession in Ophthalmic

Dispensing began unintended, but led to a true

passion for the technology of lens manufacturing.

For the past two years, I have been employed at

a major competitor in the eyewear market and

hold a supervising title at my office.  Working at

this retailer/pharmacy has nurtured my communi-

cation skills as well as the technical skills I have

studied throughout my degree.”

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “There is no other

way to describe her. She is the kind of stu-

dent that every dedicated teacher would

want.” 

Siobhan Gross
Middlesex Community College

Middletown, Conn.

Working as a sales associate in a

retail optical shop, Gross realized

how much she loved the optical

field.  

“It still is so amazing to me all of the things that

I have encountered in this field, and how much I

have learned, especially through my courses the

past few years.”

At school, Gross served as a Laboratory Clinic

Manager at the College Optical Clinic. Currently,

she is serving as a Clinical Fellow in Contact

Lenses at Consulting Ophthalmologists in Farm-

ington, Conn.  Here, she is getting hands-on expe-

rience in contact lens fitting.  

She will be taking the Connecticut State prac-

tical exams this month, and will be moving to

Newport News, Va. by the end of the year, where

she plans to get a Master’s Degree in Health Care

Management.   

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “She has been an

advocate and unofficial tutor for several of

her classmates.”

Laura Huffman
Hillsborough Community

College, Tampa, Fla.

Huffman served as President of

Hillsborough Community Col-

lege’s Opticianry Organization and

also served as the college’s repre-

sentative to the National Federation of Opticianry

Schools’ College Bowl. 

A glasses-wearer herself since the age of seven,

she has always been interested in eyewear.  Now

that she is an optician, she finds great joy in help-

ing the customers with such a necessary aspect of

their life—vision.  

“I have always liked helping people and I

believe providing them with quality products to

help them see is quite rewarding.  My favorite is

always helping the kids that come in and have to

get glasses.”  

In the next year, Huffman plans on sitting for

the Florida State Boards and possibly helping out

at the opticianry program at Hillsborough Com-

munity College.  

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “Laura is the outstand-

ing female graduate from the Hillsborough

Community College Opticianry Program.”    

Nancy Jarin
Roane State Community

College, Harriman, Tenn.

Jarin was elected Opticianry Stu-

dent of the Year, by her class-

mates, representing her school at

the 2008 National Federation of

Opticianry Schools (NFOS) College Bowl compe-

tition in New York City at Vision Expo East, and

winner of this year’s Essilor CRP Award.  

While in school, Jarin performed community

serviced related to the eyecare field and she noted

that her favorite aspect of being an optician is

helping others.  

“Whether it’s an eyeglass adjustment, helping

patients to better understand their prescription,

choosing which eyewear is best for them, or help-

ing them to insert and remove their contact lens-

es, it is very satisfying just knowing that I have

helped someone.”

She is currently working for Sears Optical and

Target Optical, and she plans to continue working

as an optician in the future.  

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “She is definitely a

next-generation leader!” 

Kathie Kazdin
Cuyahoga Community College

Cleveland, Ohio

A recent graduate of Cuyahoga

Community College’s Optical

Technology Program, Kazdin man-

aged to complete school while working full-time

and raising a family.  

After completing her clinical experience at Park

Opticians, a highly-reputable, family-owned opti-

cal shop with two locations in the Greater Cleve-

land area, she was hired by the business. She has

now been there for over a year and is very happy

with her work.  

“I’m learning more each day and hope to con-

tinue to help produce quality items for our cus-

tomers to use and enjoy.”  

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “While in the pro-

gram, Ms. Kadzin showed wonderful time

management skills, and she was an inspira-

tion to those around her.”

Amy Malone
Seattle Central Community

College School of Opticianry 

Seattle, Wash.

Malone, a 37- year-old mother of

two, managed to balance work and

family life with her school schedule, becoming a

top student.  As the president of SCCC’s Scholas-

tic Opticians Society, where she helped raise

money to send students to the Opticians Associa-

tion of Washington conventions.  

She finds that the industry has suited her

extremely well. “I enjoy the interaction with peo-

ple, the fashion component, and the science…it

plays perfectly into my personality and interests.” 

Malone plans to become optical manager at the

private OD practice where she is currently

employed. She is starting an Alumni Association

for Seattle Central’s School of Opticianry, which

“will provide networking for graduates as well as

fundraising to support the program and students.”  

She plans to pursue a Bachelor’s degree in Opti-

cal Business Management and eventually open up

her own dispensary.  

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “…she has always

been a positive influence.” 



Dear Reader:

It is with great pleasure that we celebrate the future leaders of the 
optical industry, inspired by their desire and commitment to providing
the highest standards of care in helping patients see better.

Today, we salute the leading female graduates from each of the major
U.S. schools and programs of optometry and opticianry. We believe
that these women will help change the face of today’s eyecare 
profession by taking on important roles in areas of private practice,
group practices and optical retail operations as well as in education
and technology settings. 

To this end, Luxottica Group remains deeply committed to Working
Together with the new generation of optical leaders, and with our 
valued customers, in providing the programs, products and services
most closely connected to the needs of the eyecare professional.

We are honored to sponsor Vision Monday’s 2008 “Next Generation
of Leadership,” which we are confident will help move forward
women’s roles in the delivery of quality eyecare services.  

Our warmest congratulations to all those who have earned an
esteemed place in this issue.

Sincerely,

Pierre Fay
Executive Vice President
Wholesale North America
Luxottica Group
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Cassia Niemotko
Raritan Valley Community

College, Somerville, N.J.

Entering the optician program at

17 years of age, Niemotko com-

pleted the difficult curriculum in

two years of full-time study while maintaining a

steady job, making a lasting, positive impression

on her professors along the way.   

She credits her professors, who, she said, “took

the time to assist me in areas where I needed

extra help,” for giving her the opportunity to

begin enjoying opticanry work.  

“It is a very fulfilling job to be able to assist peo-

ple in improving their vision. There is a multitude

of different opportunities that allow you to both

deal with the public and/or deal with the mechanics

and technicalities of fabricating a pair of glasses.”

In the future, Niemotko plans on becoming a

licensed optician. She is now working at Optical

Options in East Randolph N.J., and hopes to be

ready to take the State Board Exam this fall.  

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “We are sure that she

will have a most successful career in her

new profession.  It is a forgone conclusion

that she will be a leader of opticianry soon.”

Vanessa Rivera
Broward Community College

Fort Lauderdale, Fla.

As a single mother, Vanessa Rivera

was wary of going to school to enter

the optical program at Broward

Community College. Once she

started, however, she found immense support

from her community and remained driven to com-

plete the challenge.  

“I tried hard and grew personally in the optical

program at Broward Community College.  I over-

came obstacles and stayed with it no matter how

many times I wanted to quit. Our professors were

awesome and the support I received from my co-

workers and the doctors is what kept me going,

along with the drive to better myself for my

daughter and me.”

Rivera plans to use the knowledge she has

gained and continue her education. She plans to

get a bachelors degree and eventually go to

optometry school.   

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “Vanessa is a wonder-

ful student.”   

Megan Smith
Erie Community College

Williamsville, NY.

At the time of her entrance into

Erie Community College, Smith

was a 27-year-old single mother of

two twin girls.  She managed to graduate with

honors and became a member of the international

honor society, Phi Theta Kappa.  She was also a

tutor for the physics department and she helped a

professor run a class for high school students. 

Previously working for JCPenney Optical,

Smith has recently started working as an optician

and contact lens fitter at Eye Care and Vision

Associates, a private ophthalmology practice with

four different locations in Western New York.

“Right now, the most rewarding part of my job

is when a patient picks up their glasses and they

say, ‘Wow, I can see now!’” she said.

Smith plans to get married this July. “It has

been a wonderful and very busy two and half

years, but I wouldn’t trade them for the world.”

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “Megan demonstrates

dedication, commitment, and strong leader-

ship qualities.”  

Elyse Turner
Indiana University School of

Optometry Optician/Technician

Program, Bloomington, Ind.

Recipient of the “Technician of

the Year Award,” Turner was an

active and excellent student at IU,

working for an optometrist in the summer of 2007

and then as a lab teaching-assistant in the oph-

thalmic dispensing class in the spring  of 2008.

“I have been wearing glasses since the third

grade so becoming an optician/technician just

seemed to fit. I can relate to the patients on a

more personal level.”

Currently, Turner works in a private practice,

she is still enrolled as a full-time student and she

hopes to become an ophthalmic assistant.

Although she noted that it has been difficult bal-

ancing the schedules of school and work, she

remains positive. “Being an Optician/Technician

has been a very rewarding experience.”  

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “She possesses an

exemplary professional attitude and ethical

foundation. Elyse will be an asset to the

profession and we are proud to have her as

a graduate.”  

Yuliya Zhukova
New York City College of

Technology, Brooklyn, N.Y.

Holding a Bachelor’s degree in cre-

ative writing from CUNY Brooklyn

College, Zhukova began her opti-

cal career as an eyewear consultant for Lens

Crafters. She soon became interested in opticianry

and enrolled at the New York City College of

Technology, Vision Care Technology Department,

where she graduated with an Associate’s Degree

in Ophthalmic Dispensing.  

“When I got to school, I saw that there was so

much more to the world of ophthalmic dispensing

than I had imagined,” she said.

Zhukova made the Dean’s Honor List every

semester maintaining a GPA of 3.79.  She is the

recipient of two distinguished awards, the Philip

L. Salvatori Contact Lens Theory Award and the

New York State Society of Opticians Future of

Opticianry Scholarship.  

Zhukova hopes to become involved in manage-

ment as well as frame design.  

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “Since enrolling in the

program, Ms. Zhukova excelled to the top of

her class.”  

T O D A Y ' S S T U D E N T S S A Y . . .

“I overcame obstacles and stayed
with it no matter how many times
I wanted to quit.”

“…it is very satisfying just knowing
that I have helped someone.”

“It is still so amazing to me all of
the things that I have encountered
in this field, and how much I have
learned…”

“I’m learning more each day…”

“It is a very fulfilling job to be able
to assist people on improving their
vision.”

“…the most rewarding part of my
job is when a patient picks up their
glasses and they say, ‘Wow, I can
see now!’”

“Being an Optician/Technician has
been a very rewarding experience.”
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Sharanjit Burmy, OD
SUNY College of Optometry

New York, N.Y.

Born in London, England, Burmy

immigrated to Canada when she

was nine years old. After receiving

her BSC from the University of British Columbia,

she moved to New York City to pursue her OD.

At school, Burmy was president of her class for

the past three years. She has also been an active

volunteer since she was a young teenager.

“Optometry has been more than I anticipated it

to be, allowing students and optometrists to be

more involved with their communities, while more

importantly allowing the clinician to participate in

the overall general healthcare of their patients.”  

Next year, Burmy will begin a residency in Ocu-

lar Disease at SUNY College of Optometry.  After

that, she hopes to teach part-time at an optometry

school while working in a private practice.  

HER SCHOOL SAYS:  "Sharanjit represents

the best and brightest among our students.

Not only did she achieve excellence in the

clinical and didactic portions of our pro-

gram, but she was a dynamic student leader."

Marlena Chu, OD
UC Berkeley School of

Optometry

Berkeley, Calif.

As an undergraduate at UC

Berkeley, Chu was an outstanding

student, whose grades and enthusiasm made a

lasting impact on her professors. She was elected

co-president of her class and appointed as a mem-

ber of the School Admissions Committee.

“Optometry allows me to not only care for my

patient’s vision needs, but to be part of their lives.”

Soon she will enter a Low Vision Residency

program at UC Berkeley, where she plans to fur-

ther her clinical experience while helping a neigh-

borhood to which she feels a strong connection.   

“I am very excited to serve the low vision needs

in the Bay Area, a population dear to me, and also

to work with the always amazing duo of Dr.

Robert Greer and Dr. Ian Bailey.”

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “At Berkeley, Ms. Chu

has excelled both in the classroom and in

clinical patient care.” 

Jessica Mai, OD
University of Missouri

St. Louis School of

Optometry

St. Louis, Mo.

Graduating on the Dean’s List

with honors, Mai is the recipient of the 2008 Con-

tact Lens Faculty Clinical Excellence Award, the

2008 Student Ambassador Award, and the 2008

Missouri Optometric Foundation Clinical Experi-

ence Award.  

“I believe that optometry is an outstanding pro-

fession and I am proud to be a part of it. I am for-

ever grateful to those who paved the way and

made optometry what it is today. During my

career, I hope to continue to be involved in pro-

moting the profession and moving it forward for

future generations.”

Mai plans to work in a multidisciplinary clinic in

Kansas.  

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “She was one of two

graduates who distinguished himself/herself

with the honor of Dean’s List with Honors.”

Ashley K. McFerron, OD
Northeastern State University

Oklahoma College of Optometry

Talequah, Okla.

McFerron is a recipient of many

awards, including the NSUOCO

Clinical Excellence Award, the NSU Honor Soci-

ety Award, the Vistakon Award of Excellence in

Contact Lens Patient Care, and the Transitions

Healthy Sight for Life Scholarship.

In 2006, McFerron founded the Bedlam

Optometry Clinic, which provides healthcare for

the uninsured in the city of Tulsa. 

McFerron recently moved to Portland, Ore. and

will be practicing primary care optometry with a

special interest in contact lenses in Woodburn, Ore.  

She has high hopes for the future of optometry.

“I think the profession is moving in a positive

direction. There are so many things changing and

so much research going on. I think things will only

get more interesting.”  

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “Ashley McFerron is

an outstanding female graduate.”

Melissa Schroeder, OD
Indiana University School of

Optometry

Bloomington, Ind.

Schroeder served as the Indiana

University Optometric Student

Association Trustee, increasing membership and

attendance of the organization. While at school,

she was a strong advocate for IU, leading tours,

and hosting prospective lunches.

Schroeder has a positive outlook for her opto-

metric future and the future of the profession in

general. “I am excited to be entering the great

profession of optometry. Optometry has made

impressive advancements in the past few decades,

and it is important for members of the profession

to take interest in our future.”

Schroeder will be joining Urbandale Optical, a

group private practice in Urbandale, Iowa.  

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “Melissa Schroeder is

successful both in the classroom and out.

There is no doubt in my mind that she will

continue her advocacy for the profession

and make an impact wherever she goes.” 

Anita Ticak, OD
Ohio State University College

of Optometry

Columbus, Ohio

After struggling with visual prob-

lems at a young age, Ticak “devel-

oped a passion for eyecare early on,” she related,

and since then, she hasn’t looked back. 

Ticak recently completed a Master’s Degree in

Vision Science concurrently with her Doctor of

Optometry degree.    

A recipient of the AOA Student Leadership

Award and the OOA Senior Student Award, Ticak

served as President of the OSU Optometry chap-

ter of the AOA and the AOA-PAC. 

“Never have I seen such a group of committed,

giving and passionate people as is seen in optome-

try.”

Ticak is currently doing a Cornea and Contact

Lens Residency at the University of Houston Col-

lege of Optometry.   

HER SCHOOL SAYS: “Anita has been an

active student organization participant and

leader throughout optometry school.”




