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Looming unknowns with SARS-CoV-2 variants
Karen Titus

Listening to experts and others make 

predictions about the pandemic, it’s 

easy to think they’re obsessed with 

surfi ng: How will we deal with the 

next wave?
The dangers are real. With SARS-

CoV-2, the next wave might be swept 

in by emerging variants, with their 

uncertain but worrisome impact on 

transmission, severity of illness, treat-

ments, and vaccine effectiveness. 

Laboratories are looking to approach 

these variants of concern in ways that 

will leave them feeling neither blink-

ered nor bludgeoned, as happened all 

too often in the past year.
There’s cause for hope, say those 

who’ve been doing genomic sequenc-

ing or are organizing efforts not only 

in their own labs, but on the state and 

regional level as well. Federal funds 

are beginning to fl ow; the CDC is, so 

to speak, back.
Nevertheless, the conversations are 

regularly punctuated by “Who 

knows?” and “No one knows.” (Also: 

“Who’s going to pay for this?”) One 

year after SARS-CoV-2 tore loose, labs 

are, in a sense, at a new starting line. 

They’re racing against a whole new 

set of concerns, all of them set against 

a sorrowful marker, as the number of 

U.S. deaths from COVID-19 surpassed 

500,000 in late February. 

Meanwhile, new unknowns keep 

washing ashore. “I guess it’s not really 

a surprise,” says Eric Konnick, MD, 

associate director, genetics and solid 

tumor laboratory, and director, genet-

ics preanalytical services, Department 

of Laboratory Medicine and Pathol-

ogy, University of Washington (where 

he’s also assistant professor). “We did 

expect variation to happen,” as it will 

with any RNA virus. “But we thought 

there were some 

Close-up on abnormal 
monocyte morphology in
peripheral blood smears

Karen Lusky

A recently published study of 90 

patients found signifi cant numeric 

and atypical white blood cell mor-

phologic changes associated with 

SARS-CoV-2 infection that differed 

between mild and severe disease. The 

changes also differed for critically ill 

patients with and without the infec-

tion (Pozdnyakova O, et al. Am J Clin 

Pathol. 2021;155[3]: 364–375).

Olga Pozdnyakova, MD, PhD, 

medical director of the hematology 

laboratory at Brigham and Wom-

en’s Hospital, reported the fi ndings 

of the study in her CAP20 virtual 

presentation on monocytosis, in a 

session on a morphology-based ap-

proach to hematopoietic neoplasms 

presenting with an abnormal WBC 

differential.
Dr. Pozdnyakova, who is also as-

sociate professor of pathology at Har-

vard Medical School, spoke fi rst on 

neutrophilia (see CAP TODAY, Febru-

ary 2021) and then on monocytosis. 

In the latter presentation, she shared, 

in addition to the results of the latest 

study, a non-SARS-CoV-2 case of a 

man who presented with persistent 

monocytosis.
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Vascular changes in lung—a piece of the puzzle
Sherrie Rice

If you see vascular changes, report 

them.
That is the advice Kristen L. 

Veraldi, MD, PhD, pulmonary criti-

cal care physician, University of 

Pittsburgh Simmons Center for In-

terstitial Lung Disease, gave last fall 

in a CAP20 virtual session on vascu-

lar changes in lung biopsies—when 

and what to report.
She and co-presenter Frank 

Schneider, MD, associate professor, 

Department of Pathology and Labo-

ratory Medicine, Emory University, 

talked back and forth about vasculi-

tis—what it means, what it does 

clinically, whether it matters.

“Is it true,” Dr. Schneider asks Dr. 

Veraldi, “that most patient biopsies 

have vascular changes that don’t 

matter to the patient? How often 

would I see a biopsy that is done for 

an abnormal vessel?”
Depending on the patient and 

clinical context, the pulmonologist 

will have a pretest 
—continued on 38

Dr. Eric Konnick at the University of Washington (sporting a 

hairstyle born of the pandemic), where he and colleagues 

are talking through the different potential clinical uses of 

sequencing variants.

—continued on 28

—continued on 12

Case report
A CLL/SLL case with distinctive

molecular and cytogenetic
changes during different stages

of disease progression.
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