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Taryn Shappell is a social worker with the Pediatric Kidney Transplant 

Program at UCSF Benioff Children’s Hospital in San Francisco, California, 

where she works with transplant families in the areas of counseling, advocacy 

and resource referrals. Throughout her tenure as a transplant social worker, 

Taryn readily admits she has encouraged many families on both coasts to call 

the Children’s Organ Transplant Association (COTA) because she “has seen 

how COTA has saved families during the worst time imaginable in their 

lives.” 

 

A member of the Society of Transplant Social Workers, Taryn had heard COTA President Rick 

Lofgren and other staff members speak at annual conferences and at transplant center in-service 

sessions. Taryn received a bachelor’s degree in social work at Arizona State University and a master’s 

degree in social work at Columbia University. She has also completed a certificate in early childhood 

development, and through her work with families understood that COTA helped transplant families as 

Lofgren had explained.  

 

Fast forward to 2016 when her sister-in-law, Shana Velazquez, texted Taryn to let her know Elijah 

(Taryn’s newborn nephew) had been diagnosed with biliary atresia and likely was going to need a liver 

transplant to survive. Taryn immediately texted back, “Call COTA NOW!” Taryn then picked up the 

phone and called Shana to let her know exactly what COTA was and how COTA could help. 

According to Taryn, “No COTA marketing materials were even necessary for that call to Shana; I 

knew COTA’s life-saving mission by heart.” In December 2016 Shana and Miguel Velazquez called 

COTA’s 800 number and shortly thereafter, Elijah became a COTA Kid. 

 

While Shana and Miguel were deciding who to ask to be their key COTA volunteers, Aunt Taryn once 

again reached out and said, “I want to be the Public Relations Coordinator for the COTA fundraising 

effort in honor of Elijah.” The team of volunteers in California and Arizona was quickly trained and 

got to work raising funds for transplant-related expenses. Elijah received his life-saving liver transplant 

in February 2017  while the COTA team continued to fundraise. Eventually they raised nearly $45,000 



for transplant-related expenses. According to Taryn, “I never imagined we would raise the money so 

quickly (and relatively) easily.” 

 

Taryn and her husband contributed to the COTA in honor of Elijah V effort -- both in terms of money 

and time. COTA wants to salute this amazing COTA Miracle Maker who has embodied all COTA 

roles -- Transplant Social Worker, COTA Volunteer, COTA Family Member and COTA Contributor – 

and has experienced all the ways in which COTA provides support and guidance.  

 


