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C L A S S  N O T E S

MARLA B. BRUNS, MD/PHD ’08

From Doctor to Dancer

Marla Bruns, MD/PhD ’08, a neurologist at the 
Neuroscience Institute at Rochester Regional 

Health in Rochester, NY, provides general neurological 
care with special expertise in memory care, dementia, 
and Alzheimer’s disease. When she’s not consulting with 
patients, however, you’re likely to find Dr. Bruns trading  
in her doctor’s white lab coat for a swirly, elegant gown  
to compete in regional ballroom dance competitions.

Bruns first began dancing as an undergraduate  
at the University of Rochester. “They had an annual 
Viennese ball as a fundraiser, so I took a crash course  
in the Viennese waltz for that,” she says.  As an  
MD/PhD student at Upstate, she’d go to the occasional  
swing dance event. But it wasn’t until she was a neurology 
resident at Ohio State University and won a gift certificate 
for a free lesson at the local Fred Astaire Dance Studio that 
competitive dance became a passion. “They talked me into 
signing up for a competition,” she recalls. “It was amazing, 
and I was hooked.”

Over the past eight years, Bruns has spent much of 
her free time honing the quickstep, waltz, foxtrot, tango, 
rhumba, cha cha, and numerous other partner dances, at 
the Fred Astaire Dance Studio, first in Columbus, Ohio, and 
since 2016 in Rochester. She also participates regularly in 
ballroom dancing competitions, often performing dozens 
of dances in a single event. Bruns typically competes in the 

Pro-Am division, paired with one of her  
dance instructors from the Rochester studio. 

She says dance competition appeals 
to her Type-A personality. “In dance, you’re 
competing against yourself for a proficiency 
score. That went along with everything I’d 
learned trying to get good scores in medical 
school,” says Bruns, who completed a fellow-
ship in clinical behavioral neurology at the 
Mayo Clinic.  

Even more so, though, “it’s become 
an escape and a stress release,” she says. 
“Dancing makes you feel carefree. During  
that 45 minutes of a lesson, I’m just there, 
dancing for me. Nothing matters when you 
step into that world.”

Bruns also wants to set an example for 
her patients. Ask her about the impact of 
physical activity, particularly dance, on brain 
disease and the neurologist talks passionately 
about statistics and studies showing it can 

delay and even prevent dementia. In fact, a 2003 study in 
the New England Journal of Medicine demonstrated that 
dancing reduces the risk of dementia by 76 percent.

“I try to practice what I preach. I always tell my 
patients being active physically, mentally, and socially  
is the best thing they can do for their brains,” she says. 
Many of her patients grew up doing social dancing, “so 
talking about ballroom dancing with my patients helps 
open up a bond,” says Bruns, who has raised money for  
the Alzheimer’s Association’s “Longest Day” program 
through dance-a-thons.

Bruns competes three times a year. Most of the time, 
she practices three or four nights a week, but as she gets 
closer to competition, she’s dancing four or five nights a 
week. “It’s deep competition with very high quality danc-
ing,” she says. “You can get scores in the 90s and still not 
make it to the finals. But oh, the experience, the adrena-
line, the sparkles, the sequins,” she says.

Currently, Bruns competes at the bronze level. “I’m 
almost done with everything I can learn at that level and 
I’m almost to silver,” she says. “A couple people from the 
team here in Rochester are at gold level, so I have goals to 
keep chasing after.”

—Adapted with permission from Neurology Today
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