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Dear Friends,

The last two years have both been banner years for the Masonic Cancer Center, with many achievements and 
advancements. 2018 marked the 20th anniversary of our designation as a Comprehensive Cancer Center by 
the National Cancer Institute. It also was time for us to reapply to the National Cancer Institute through the 
rigorous, peer-reviewed process of submitting the Cancer Center Support Grant as we do every five years. I’m 
pleased to report that we not only succeeded in our re-designation as an NCI comprehensive cancer center, but 
also earned our highest rating to date: ‘Outstanding.’

One initiative that drove our ‘Outstanding’ rating was the launch of the Minnesota Cancer Clinical Trials Network. 
The network has increased the availability of clinical trials to rural Minnesotans, created research capacity and 
jobs statewide, and created lasting collaborations with care organizations throughout Minnesota. Together with 
our partners - M Health Fairview, Mayo Clinic, Essentia Health CCRP, Metro Minnesota Community Oncology 
Research Consortium, and Sanford Health, we are informing the public about risks and rewards of 
participating in clinical trials and to-date, have enrolled more than 350 rural Minnesotans. 

Our researchers continue to be on the vanguard of cancer research. In the fall of 2019, we opened a number 
of first in human, tri-specific killer engager immunotherapy clinical trials. Our expertise in Natural Killer (NK) 
cells, led by Deputy Director and immunologist, Dr. Jeffrey Miller, has propelled us to be a leader in the field, 

attracting industry and other collaborators for multi-site clinical trials. Pioneering BMT researcher, Dr. John Wagner, led the formation of the Institute for Cellular, 
Gene, Immunotherapy (ICGI). The institute is building on existing strengths at the University of Minnesota and speeding translation of innovation to clinical care.

With better, more precise treatments come increased cancer survival rates. There are more than 15 million cancer survivors in the world today, each living with 
the systemic impacts of their cancer treatments. The Masonic Cancer Center doubled-down on prioritizing survivorship research by creating a role for a Director 
of Cancer Survivorship Services and Translational Research in 2019, naming Dr. Anne Blaes to that position. She and her team of multi-disciplinary researchers 
together study cancer survivorship and translate the findings into better cancer care and follow-up.

Included with these many highs was a very big low for our team and for me personally. The Masonic Cancer Center lost one of our greatest supporters and dear 
friends, Judy Erdahl, to metastatic breast cancer. Her philanthropic foundation, Team Judy, has long supported and raised funds for metastatic breast cancer 
research at the Masonic Cancer Center. Judy will be missed, but we will not let her legacy fade. We will continue to work for cures, to research for more todays and 
even healthier tomorrows. 

Whether you are a long time friend of the Masonic Cancer Center or have just recently learned about Minnesota’s Cancer Center, all of our members appreciate your 
help; we cannot solve the problem of cancer alone and we would not exist without your support and advocacy. More information can be found at YourCancerCenter.
cancer.umn.edu. As always, I welcome your comments of questions by email at ccinfo@umn.edu.

Sincerely,

Douglas Yee, MD
Director, Masonic Cancer Center
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Shernan Holtan, MD

CGI
TOP STORIES

During the summer of 2019, John 
Wagner, MD, established the Institute 
for Cell, Gene, and Immunotherapy 
(ICGI). 

Wagner has been a key contributor to 
establishing the University’s international clinical 
leadership in blood and marrow transplantation 
and cell therapy. He is a professor of pediatrics, 
Co-Director of the Center for Translational 
Medicine, and Program Co-Leader of Transplant 
Biology and Therapy within the Masonic Cancer 
Center. He led the Department of Pediatrics 
Division of Blood and Marrow Transplantation 
for 16 years, but is now focusing his efforts on 
ICGI.

ICGI aims to accelerate the development and 
testing of novel cell, gene and immune-based 
therapeutics that hold promise in the treatment 
of cancer and other life-threatening diseases. 
The Institute builds on existing strengths at the 
Masonic Cancer Center and the University of 
Minnesota, further developing high-tech core 
capabilities, and connecting to industry partners 
with access to new technologies to speed the 
translation of innovation to clinical care.

“This institute is a key part of our strategy to 
advance interdisciplinary clinical translational 
research, grow new partnerships with industry, 
and increase external research funding – all in the 
pursuit of transforming health and health care,” 
said Jakub Tolar, MD, PhD, Vice President for 
Clinical Affairs.

Wagner also serves as Co-Associate Director of 
Clinical Research in the Masonic Cancer Center 
and is charged with strengthening the research 
and regulatory expertise required in this rapidly 
developing field of clinical research. Cancer trials 
evaluating novel cell, gene and immunotherapies 
will be managed by the Cancer Center’s Clinical 
Trials Office and aligned with ICGI.

Shernan Holtan, MD, Associate Professor of 
Medicine, Division of Hematology, Oncology and 
Transplantation and a Hematologist/Oncologist 
with M Health Fairview, was appointed as the 
Medical Director of the newly formed CGI team of 
the Masonic Cancer Center’s Clinical Trials Office. 

Holtan is a clinical/translational investigator 
whose research focuses on personalized immune 
monitoring, inflammation resolution, and the 
role of wound healing-associated growth factors 

in graft-versus-host disease. Her clinical trial 
portfolio, along with Dr. Wagner’s, align well with 
the new ICGI research focus.

“These new cell-based treatments and 
immunotherapies are increasingly complex, often 
with complicated manufacturing schemes, and 
require new modes of delivery and patient care 
monitoring requirements” said Wagner. “To be 
leaders in this area, we need specialized teams 
managing the entire process from trial inception 
through conduct and reporting of results.”

“Our goal in the CTO is to make novel 
therapies accessible for patients, to take these 
extraordinary new treatments and one day make 
them part of the standard of care for patients 
with life-threatening illnesses,” Dr. Holtan said.   
“We have built a great team at the CTO-CGI to 
manage these ICGI trials.”

“We touch almost every department within 
the Medical School, and the collaborative 
nature allows us to think outside of the box and 
hopefully bring the basic science studies from the 
ICGI to clinical trials within the CTO-CGI at a 
faster clip. We want to change people’s lives for 
the better and break down walls in the research 
world,” said Holtan.

John Wagner, MD
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Tobacco research is one of the key research 
areas for both the University of Minnesota 
and the Masonic Cancer Center. It is a true 
testament to the collaborative nature of 
research at the Masonic Cancer Center. 
In fact, tobacco research touches nearly 
ten different disciplines and schools in the 
University. 

Tobacco use continues to claim a half a million 
lives in the U.S. annually, but a multidisciplinary 
team of investigators at the Masonic Cancer 
Center has been working for decades to 
combat the effects of tobacco products’ 
burden on health. The researchers, spanning 
ten different disciplines and schools across 
the University of Minnesota, are examining 
cancer-causing chemicals and other toxicants 
in tobacco products including e-cigarettes, 
developing biological markers that can 
measure the uptake of these carcinogens and 
toxicants in humans, understanding how these 
toxic chemicals cause cancer, and finding ways 
to reduce tobacco use by either modifying 
tobacco products or by finding ways to help 
people quit smoking. Masonic Cancer Center 
members’ research impact has led to policies, 

programs, and legislation locally, nationally, 
and internationally, including leading to 
the passage of the Freedom to Breathe Act 
restricting tobacco in public places.

To understand what is causing illness, 
researchers Stephen Hecht, PhD, the Wallin 
Land Grant Professor of Cancer Prevention in 
the Department of Laboratory Medicine and 
Pathology, and Irina Stepanov, PhD, Associate 
Professor in the School of Public Health, study 
the effects of different carcinogens in tobacco. 
Specifically, Hecht and Stepanov’s research 
focuses on human exposure to the carcinogens 
in tobacco products.

“There is an enormous chemical diversity 
across tobacco products,” Stepanov said. “It 
varies significantly both between different 
tobacco product groups, such as cigarettes 
and smokeless tobacco, and even within 
products and sometimes between individual 
brands.”

Hecht’s lab uses mass spectrometry to identify 
microscopic by-products of toxic chemicals 
that are produced by the body after tobacco 

use. These by-products (metabolites) excreted 
in urine are referred to as biomarkers and reflect 
levels of different chemical exposures. 

Hecht and other researchers examine whether 
biomarker levels change when people’s tobacco 
behaviors change, such as stopping or reducing 
smoking. Their research has found that most 
biomarkers decrease when people stop smoking 
altogether, but biomarkers decrease at different 
rates for different people. However, when people 
reduce their smoking, their biomarkers decrease 
very little. This is because smokers adjust how 
they smoke to compensate for fewer cigarettes, 
such as inhaling more deeply, which keeps the 
total exposure level about as high as if they had 
continued smoking at their baseline level.

The research team has also used biomarkers 
to study different brands of smokeless tobacco, 
carcinogen uptake from secondhand and 
thirdhand smoke, and e-cigarettes. E-cigarettes 
have gained rapid popularity among teenagers 
in the last five years and have a misperception of 
being a safe, water-vapor product. Stepanov’s 
team has several new projects analyzing the 
toxicants in e-cigarettes. 

Tobacco Research:
A Cancer Research Collaboration

In one study, Stepanov examined e-cigarette 
users’ biological samples, looking for the 
cancer-causing chemical N-nitrosonornicotine 
(NNN). Stepanov measured NNN, a chemical 
linked to oral cavity and esophageal cancer, 
in study participants’ urine and saliva. While 
e-cigarette participants’ urine was free of
NNN, 16 out 20 e-cigarette users had NNN
present in their saliva. Even though e-cigarette
users’ NNN levels were generally lower than in
traditional  cigarette smokers, some individuals
had comparable levels. The presence of NNN
in e-cigarette users points to the potential
long-term risks of e-cigarette use, especially for
young people who have never smoked.

“While e-cigarettes don’t have the same levels 
of carcinogens or cancer risk as cigarettes, they 
are not completely harmless,” Stepanov said. 
“We need to look at e-cigarettes as a unique 
product with their own toxic potential.”

Although e-cigarettes are gaining popularity, 
traditional combustible cigarettes are still more 
widely smoked in the U.S. and globally, making 
them the top priority for tobacco research 
at the Masonic Cancer Center. Dorothy 

Hatsukami, PhD, Associate Director of Cancer 
Prevention and Control and the Forster Family 
Professor in Cancer Prevention, has focused 
her career’s research on reducing the harm and 
addictiveness of tobacco products, especially 
cigarettes.

Hatsukami’s published research has found 
that cigarettes with very low nicotine content 
reduced dependence on cigarettes in study 
participants, thus making it easier for 
smokers to quit smoking. In September 2018, 
Hatsukami and her team published a follow-up 
study in the New England Journal of Medicine 
that looked at whether a gradual or immediate 
reduction in nicotine content is the best 
approach to quitting. The clinical trial enrolled 
1,250 smokers across 10 sites nationwide. 
Smokers in the immediate reduction group 
who switched to low-nicotine cigarettes in one 
step reported smoking fewer cigarettes per day 
and more smoke-free days than those in the 
gradual reduction group.

Hatsukami’s new study uses an experimental 
marketplace to observe smokers’ behaviors 
when smokers are given access to only very low 

Dorothy Hatsukami, PhD

Stephen Hecht, PhD
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nicotine cigarettes and other tobacco and nicotine 
products, reflecting a potential real world scenario 
that could exist if regulation of nicotine were to be 
put in place.

“This research study should help inform the U.S. 
Food and Drug Administration, an agency that 
has regulatory authority over tobacco products, of 
the effects from imposing a regulation for reducing 
nicotine in all cigarettes sold in the U.S. to prevent 
youth from becoming addicted to cigarettes and 
help smokers quit smoking,” Hatsukami said.

Another tobacco research collaborator of 
Hatsukami’s is Anne Joseph, MD, MPH, a Wexler 
Professor of Medicine at the Medical School and 
co-leader of the Screening, Prevention, Etiology 
and Cancer Survivorship program. Joseph’s 
research focuses on identifying the best methods 
for connecting participants with evidence-based 
treatment to quit smoking.

One of Joseph’s current studies examines proactive 
outreach. In this strategy, smoking cessation 
treatment is offered to participants identified as 
current smokers from their electronic health record, 
rather than waiting for patients to come in for a 
provider visit. Two independent clinical trials have  
found that proactive outreach leads to higher 
overall quit rates; one study was conducted among 
veterans and another among low income patients.

Robert Turesky, PhD, Professor of Medicinal 
Chemistry in the College of Pharmacy at the 
University of Minnesota, has been appointed as the 
Masonic Chair in Cancer Causation.

Turesky is well known for his participation in the World 
Health Organization’s (WHO) International Agency for 
Research on Cancer (IARC) report linking processed 
and grilled meats to increased incidence of colorectal 
cancer. His research focuses on hazardous chemicals 
found in food, tobacco smoke, and medicinal herbs 
which metabolize in our bodies and cause genetic 
damage that can lead to cancer. 

“The way chemicals in our food and environment 
interact with our tissues has implications for our health,” 
said Douglas Yee, MD, Director of the Masonic Cancer 
Center. “Dr. Turesky’s work demonstrating the way 
certain chemicals could cause cancer will lead to new 
strategies to detect these substances and minimize 
human exposure to them to prevent cancers.”

Turesky is the Director of the Analytical Biochemistry 
shared resource at the Masonic Cancer Center. He 
has also served on the Scientific Advisory Board of the 
United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
and as Division Director of Chemistry at the National 
Center for Toxicological Research of the U.S. Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA).

Turesky’s research focuses on what happens in the 
body when people ingest heterocyclic aromatic amines 
(HAAs) and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs). 
HAAs are chemicals which form from the reaction of 
biochemicals in muscle tissue during high temperature 
grilling and frying of meats. PAHs are chemicals that 
form when meat is smoked, charred, or cooked over an 
open flame. Some of these chemicals are also found in 
tobacco smoke. Turesky’s research shows that higher 
temperatures and longer cooking times lead to higher 
levels of HAAs and PAHs in meats. Upon ingestion, 
enzymes in our bodies then change these chemicals 
into reactive intermediates that can damage DNA.

“I am thrilled and honored to receive the appointment 
as the Masonic Chair in Cancer Causation. Minnesota 
Masonic Charities has been an important source of 
support to my research program during the past five 
years for which I am most grateful,” Turesky said. 
“This new appointment will enable my laboratory to 
further advance our research programs using cutting-
edge mass spectrometry technology to investigate 
chemicals in the diet and environment, their uptake 
in the body, and capacity to damage the genome. 
Many of these chemicals are believed to contribute to 
the development of colorectal, bladder, prostate, and 
breast cancers.”

Another important, and perhaps unexpected, 
area of tobacco research at the Masonic 
Cancer Center is communications. Messaging is 
important to smoking cessation strategy success 
and requires messages be tailored to individual 
populations. 

Dr. Joseph collaborated with ClearWay 
Minnesota and the American Indian Cancer 
Foundation to evaluate a campaign called Keep 
Tobacco Sacred. Tobacco is integral in American 
Indian culture and practices, so the smoking 
cessation methods or messaging typically used 
in other populations has not been effective 
and can be perceived as offensive to American 
Indians. This Keep Tobacco Sacred campaign 
encourages American Indians to keep tobacco 
as part of traditions while reducing and quitting 
commercial tobacco use. 

Another leading figure in tobacco 
communication research is Sherri Jean Katz, PhD, 
an assistant professor at the Hubbard School of 
Journalism and Mass Communication. Katz is an 
expert in health communication and has worked 
extensively with the way tobacco products are 
marketed, particularly with warning labels and 
towards youth.

Katz’s research has focused on the messaging 
of warning labels on e-cigarettes to reduce 
use by adolescents. A recent study compared 
perceptions of different labeling conditions, such 

Robert Turesky Named Masonic 
Chair in Cancer Causation

Turesky earned a Bachelor of Science in Biochemistry 
at the University of Massachusetts, and went on to 
receive his PhD in Nutrition and Food Science from the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). He was 
formerly on the faculty of the State University of New York 
at Albany, and prior to that worked at the Nestlé Research 
Center in Lausanne, Switzerland.

The Chair in Cancer Causation was funded by the 
Minnesota Masonic Charities’ transformational 
accelerated payment of $25 million in 2018. This 
incredible infusion of funds is accelerating the pace of 
research into cancer prevention and precision care at the 
Masonic Cancer Center. 

SCIENTIFIC ADVANCEMENTS

Sherri Jean Katz, PhD

Robert Turesky, PhD

as claims of reduced risk relative to cigarettes 
(which are allowed with FDA approval) and 
package elements, such as flavor images, among 
Twin Cities high school students.

The tobacco industry is constantly evolving to 
create new products, nicotine delivery systems, 
and marketing strategies. However, Masonic 
Cancer Center tobacco researchers will continue 
to collaborate to identify carcinogens, reduce the 
harm and addictiveness of tobacco, determine 
cessation methods, and push for regulation to 
improve public health in the U.S. and around the 
world.
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expertise we offer in cancer research, prevention 
and treatment.”

The Masonic Cancer Center will continue to lead 
the Minnesota Cancer Clinical Trials Network 
(MNCCTN), which provides even better access 
to cancer clinical trials for all Minnesotans, in 
collaboration with Essentia Health, M Health 
Fairview The Hormel Institute, Mayo Clinic Cancer 
Center, Metro-Minnesota Community Oncology 
Research Consortium and Sanford Health. By 
bringing cancer clinical trials to those living in 
Greater Minnesota, MNCCTN increases access to 
life-changing and potentially life saving therapies 
and treatments, strengthens healthcare systems, 
creates more equitable access to care and works to 
improve cancer outcomes throughout the state.

“We’re thankful for all university and hospital staff, 
donors, legislators and our community for the 
phenomenal outpouring of support toward for the 
Masonic Cancer Center,” said Dr. Yee.

SCIENTIFIC ADVANCES

Masonic Cancer Center, University of Minnesota, 
Receives ‘Outstanding’ Rating from the National 
Cancer Institute
MINNEAPOLIS/ST. PAUL (07/31/18) 

The Masonic Cancer Center, University of 
Minnesota has received an overall rating of 
‘Outstanding’ from the National Cancer Insti-
tute (NCI), as well as a renewal of its five-year 
Cancer Center Support Grant and reconfirma-
tion of its comprehensive status.

“As the only NCI-designated comprehensive 
cancer center in the Twin Cities, our renewal of this 
designation acknowledges that we have the right 
people and research direction,” said Douglas Yee, 
MD, breast cancer researcher, medical oncologist 
with M Health Fairview and director of the Masonic 
Cancer Center. “By building research teams, we 
aim to deliver the most advanced cancer care, pre-
vention strategies, and survivorship initiatives from 
a deep bench of research and a strong collabora-
tive relationship with M Health Fairview, our clinical 
partner.”

Every five years, the Masonic Cancer Center must 
compete for its designation and funding, and in the 
newly released review, it not only succeeded, 

but improved its overall score from ‘Excellent’ to 
‘Outstanding,’ earning its highest score to date. 
The score improvement will drive additional fund-
ing which will further groundbreaking research 
in the causes of cancer, cancer prevention, survi-
vorship, tobacco control research, and innovative 
strategies to treat cancer including immuno- and 
cellular therapies. 

Since 1998, the Masonic Cancer Center has been 
recognized as an NCI-designated comprehensive 
cancer center, indicating its preeminent scientific 
leadership, resources, and the depth and breadth 
of their research in basic, clinical and population 
sciences.

“As cancer physicians and researchers, our goal 
is to change cancer in the same way tuberculosis 
was changed a generation ago,” said Jakub Tolar, 
MD, PhD, vice president for Clinical Affairs and 
Masonic Cancer Center member. “We achieve this 
by combining innovation and care delivery in a way 
that improves the outcomes of the disease. The 
continued success of the Masonic Cancer Center 
shows the value of our work, as well as the skill and 
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Dr. Anne Blaes Named Director of Cancer 
Survivorship Services and Translational Research

MAY 17, 2019 

There are more than 15 million cancer sur-
vivors in the world today, each living with 
the systemic impacts of their cancer treat-
ments. Survivorship research focuses on the 
myriad of issues cancer treatments cause 
and seeks to maximize patient quality of 
life after the therapy.

The Masonic Cancer Center is prioritizing sur-
vivorship research by appointing Anne Blaes, 
MD, Hematologist and Oncologist for M Health 
Fairview and Associate Professor of Medicine at 
the Medical School, to be the inaugural Direc-
tor of Cancer Survivorship Services and Trans-
lational Research. In her new role, Blaes will 
bring multi-disciplinary researchers together 
to study cancer survivorship and translate the 
findings into better cancer care and after care.

“As a breast cancer oncologist, I’ve focused on 
ensuring that my patients live longer without 
having to worry about breast cancer again. But 
as we become more successful at achieving this 

goal, many people switch from being a cancer 
fighter to a cancer survivor,” said Douglas Yee, 
MD, Director of the Masonic Cancer Center. 
“As more people are beating cancer, continuing 
to research survivorship and finding the best 
standards and practices is crucial to patient 
success. Dr. Blaes is the best doctor to lead our 
efforts.”

Cancer survivors may face complications long 
after cancer, including cardiac issues, chronic 
illnesses, accelerated aging, obesity, and sec-
ondary cancers. Blaes, who currently serves as 
the Director of the M Health Adult Long Term 
Follow-Up Clinic for Cancer Survivors, is re-
searching methods of improving outcomes for 
cancer survivors and reducing the prevalence 
of post-treatment complications. In her new 
role, she’ll engage clinicians and clinical staff in 
survivorship education and lead their research 
involvement to improve the lives of current and 
future patients.

“There are pockets of survivorship research 
being done at the University of Minnesota, but 

we need to bring it all together so we can find 
out where we are at, what we are missing, and 
how we can fill any gaps,” said Blaes.

Blaes has co-led the Masonic Cancer Center’s 
annual Cancer Survivorship Conference for the 
past five years, bringing together cancer survi-
vors and their friends and families from across 
the state for support and education from 
clinicians and researchers in the field. The 2019 
conference welcomed nearly 400 attendees.
“Our next step is to host a clinician-based 
survivorship conference,” said Blaes. “This 
would galvanize the survivorship research at 
the University of Minnesota and, by bringing 
in colleagues from across the country, would 
solidify our role as a national leader in cancer 
survivorship.”

Blaes received a Bachelor’s degree at the 
University of Notre Dame, and her MD de-
gree from Loyola University of Chicago Stritch 
School of Medicine. She came to the University 
of Minnesota for her residency and was named 

chief resident. She completed her fellowship 
and Master’s in Clinical Research in the Di-
vision of Hematology and Oncology before 
joining the faculty. Most recently, Blaes was 
appointed Section Head of Medical Oncology.

She is the Chairperson of the American Soci-
ety of Clinical Oncology Cancer Survivorship 
Committee and serves on the Executive Board 
of the Global Cardio-Oncology Society. She 
also serves as the ALLIANCE for cancer clinical 
trials site PI and leads several national clinical 
trials to treat metastatic breast cancer. She is 
an Associate Editor for JACC CardioOncology 
and serves on the ACC Training in Cardio-On-
cology Work Group.

Blaes was named a Top Doctor by both Mpls.
St.Paul Magazine and Minnesota Monthly 
for numerous years and has received many 
teaching awards. Blaes’s research has been 
supported by the Minnesota Masonic Charities 
as an Eastern Star Scholar, a Masonic Scholar, 
and a BIRCWH Scholar. Her research interests 

include quality of life, cardiac complications of 
chemotherapy, and the late effects of cancer 
therapy in cancer survivors, particularly breast 
and colorectal cancer survivors.

Anne Blaes, MD
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Research Brief: Largest Study of Childhood 
Cancer after IVF - UMNews

University of Minnesota Medical School Researchers 
Discover New Therapy for Prostate Cancer Patients

In the past three decades, in vitro fertilization 
(IVF) has gone from an experimental proce-
dure to being more common. Pregnancies en-
abled by IVF frequently have more difficulties, 
with children born earlier and smaller even 
among singleton births.

University of Minnesota researchers conducted the 
largest study of childhood cancer after concep-
tion by IVF to date. This population-based cohort 
study had nearly 2.5 times the number of children 
conceived by IVF than prior studies of the subject in 
Scandinavia and the United Kingdom. The results 
were recently published in JAMA Pediatrics.

Researchers first linked records of live births report-
ed to the Society for Assisted Reproductive Tech-
nology Clinic Outcome Reporting System between 
2004 and 2013 to the birth and cancer registries 
of 14 states, comprising 66 percent of births in the 
United States and 75 percent of IVF-conceived 
births. These records were then linked to the cancer 
registries of the same states to find cancers diag-
nosed between 2013 and 2015. Researchers then 
randomly selected 10 children conceived naturally 
for each child conceived by IVF. The final dataset 

consisted of 275,686 IVF children and 
2,266,847 naturally conceived children.

“The most important takeaway from our 
research is that most childhood cancers are not 
more frequent in children conceived by IVF,” 
said Logan Spector, a professor in the Medical 
School and Masonic Cancer Center member. 
“There may be an increased risk of one class of 
cancers in children; however, due to the nature 
of our study, we could not distinguish between 
IVF itself versus the parents’ underlying infer-
tility. Overall, these results are reassuring to 
parents who’ve had children through IVF.”

The study was funded by the National Institutes of 
Health.

The study found:

• the overall cancer rate (per 1,000,000
children) of IVF children was about 17
percent higher than for non-IVF children;

• the rate of hepatic tumors was over
2.5 times higher among IVF children
than non-IVF children;

• the rates of other specific cancers did
not differ between the two groups;

• there were no associations of child-
hood cancer with specific IVF treatment
techniques.

 JAN 28, 2019

Masonic Cancer Center members Aaron 
LeBeau, PhD, Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Pharmacology and Branden 
Moriarity, PhD, Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Pediatrics at the University of 
Minnesota Medical School received the Pros-
tate Cancer Foundation Challenge Award to 
further their work identifying new therapies 
for prostate cancer. This is the first Challenge 
Award in the history of the Prostate Cancer 
Foundation solely awarded to investigators 
at the University of Minnesota.

LeBeau’s and Moriarty’s research focuses 
on using the patient’s own immune system 
to fight prostate cancer. Currently, cells known 
as T cells are used as a therapy to kill invading 
cancer cells and help give the patient’s immune 
system a boost. But LeBeau and Moriarty have 
developed a way to use Natural Killer (NK) cells 
which are found in the body and can kill tumor 
cells. Using a chimeric antigen receptor (CAR) 
for targeted activation, the CAR NK cells will 
hunt down and eliminate drug-resistant pros-
tate cancer cells. NK cells don’t require the same 

donor matching that T cells do, which could cut 
down the cost of CAR NK cell therapies com-
pared to CAR T-cell therapies, making it a more 
accessible therapy.

“Using cutting-edge genome engineering tech-
nology, we have developed methods to generate 
CAR NK cells from NK cells in the blood,” said 
Moriarity.

“All of this innovative work is being done at the 
University of Minnesota. Our goal is to have a 
CAR NK cell therapy into the clinic for prostate 
cancer patients within a few years,” said LeBeau. 
“We believe that it will prolong the life expectan-
cy of, or even cure, men with aggressive prostate 
cancer.”

The Challenge Award seeks to fund cross-disci-
plinary teams of investigators in strategic areas 
as they strive towards a solution of a significant 
problem in prostate cancer research.
Other than skin cancer, prostate cancer is the 
most common cancer in American men, accord-
ing to the American Cancer Society. Estimates 
for prostate cancer deaths in 2019 in the U.S. are 
more than 31,500.Branden Moriarity, PhD

Aaron LeBeau, PhD
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Research Brief: Developing a Blood Test to Screen 
for Ovarian Cancer - UMNews Release
More than 16,000 women die from ovarian 
cancer each year in the United States. Ovarian 
cancer is often called the “silent killer” because 
the symptoms are so vague that women are of-
ten not diagnosed with ovarian cancer until the 
disease has progressed to advanced stages.

Currently, no blood test exists that is adequately 
sensitive or specific enough to be used to screen 
women in the general population for ovarian can-
cer. Studies have shown that using just one protein 
biomarker at a time is not sufficient to screen wom-
en’s blood for ovarian cancer.

For this reason, Amy Skubitz, PhD, a professor in 
the University of Minnesota Medical School and 
Masonic Cancer Center member, and her team at 
the Ovarian Cancer Early Detection Program, have 
been using a new technology developed by the 
Swedish company Olink in which a patient’s blood 
can be tested for the presence of 92 proteins at 
once. Their findings were recently published in the 
journal Cancer Prevention Research.

In earlier studies using a small number of blood 
samples, Skubitz’s team had shown this technology 
worked well for the known ovarian cancer biomark-

er, CA125. Examining 150 blood samples from 
women with and without ovarian cancer, Skubitz’s 
team quantified the levels of 92 cancer-related 
proteins in each patient’s blood.

“The results from this study take us one step closer 
to developing a blood-based test for ovarian 
cancer detection,” said Skubitz. “Ongoing studies 
in the Ovarian Cancer Early Detection Program 

The study found:

• dozens of the cancer-related proteins
were present a significantly different lev-
els in the blood of women with ovarian
cancer compared to healthy women;

• when a panel consisting of CA125
and five additional proteins were tested,
it was possible to tell whether the blood
was from a woman with ovarian cancer
or from a healthy woman;

• many of the proteins that were found
to be differentially expressed between
women with ovarian cancer versus
healthy women had not been previous-
ly recognized as blood biomarkers for
ovarian cancer.

are focused on using blood samples from women 
with early stages of ovarian cancer, as well as from 
women with benign gynecological diseases.”

Due to the low prevalence of ovarian cancer in 
the general population, a screening test must be 
both highly sensitive and highly specific. Therefore, 
many more blood samples will need to be tested 
in this platform to determine whether it will hold 
up for early stages of ovarian cancer. This study 
focused on serous ovarian cancer, which is con-
sidered the most prevalent and the most deadly 
ovarian cancer. Thus, future studies will also need 
to include the various other major subtypes of 
ovarian cancer.

A customized platform that is comprised of ovarian 
cancer-specific proteins may enable this technol-
ogy to identify early stages of the disease, which 
would mean less extensive surgery and less toxic 
chemotherapy for women diagnosed with ovarian 
cancer. Detecting ovarian cancer in its earliest 
stages will translate into a significant improvement 
in the survival of patients.

The study was funded by the Minnesota Ovarian 
Cancer Alliance.
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New Digital Pills Allow University of Minnesota 
Medical School Doctors to Monitor Patients at Home

University of Minnesota First in U.S. to Offer New
Targeted Therapy for Recurrent Brain Tumors

There’s an app for just about everything these 
days. Now thanks to a new treatment option 
offered at the University of Minnesota, there’s 
even one for cancer.

These new technologies, known as digital med-
icines are allowing doctors to monitor their pa-
tients, even after they leave the hospital. M Health 
Fairview is the first in the world to apply digital 
medicines to cancer care.

“When we give people chemotherapy in the clinic 
with an intravenous drug, we’re able to assess the 
dose and timing and make sure they’re well enough 
to continue getting the treatment,” said University 
of Minnesota Physicians oncologist/hematologist 
Edward Greeno, MD, a professor at the University 
of Minnesota Medical School’s Department of 
Medicine in an interview with the Washington Post. 
“But when you send them home with a bottle of 
pills, you don’t know when they’re taking them or if 
they’re well enough to take them.”

Dr. Greeno, who also directs the oncology 
service line for University of Minnesota Health, 
told the Star Tribune, “the technology could signifi-
cantly improve cancer care because the timing and 
dosage of chemotherapy is critical.”

M Health Fairview is the first health system 
in the United States to begin offering Gam-
maTile Therapy, a new approach to treating 
recurrent brain tumors. GammaTile Therapy is 
an FDA-cleared, surgically targeted radiation 
therapy (STaRT™) that is designed to delay 
tumor regrowth for patients with brain tumors. 
The first patient was treated by University 
of Minnesota Physician, Clark C. Chen, MD, 
PhD, head of the Department of Neurosurgery 
at the University of Minnesota Medical School.

“At M Health Fairview, our mission is to advance 
new, safe, and effective therapeutic options for the 
many brain tumor patients who did not respond to 
the standard-of-care therapies,” Chen said. “More-
over, the University of Minnesota Medical School’s 
Department of Neurosurgery has a long-standing 
history of contribution in radio-biologics. To be the 
first institution in the U.S. to offer the GammaTile 
Therapy is particularly satisfying in this context.”

Aggressive brain tumors tend to be resistant to cur-
rent treatments and nearly always recur. Outcomes 
for patients with brain tumors have improved very 
little over the past 30 years. GammaTile is FDA-
cleared for patients with recurrent brain tumors. 
GammaTile consists of a bioresorbable, conform-

Dr. Greeno, along with other doctors at the Ma-
sonic Cancer Clinic at the M Health Fairview 
Clinics and Surgery Center, have begun prescrib-
ing pills embedded with small, ingestible sensors. 
The sensors, designed by Proteus Digital Health, 
are only the size of a grain of sand, but can track 
a wealth of information that is helpful for doctors 
including heart rate, activity level and sleep cycle.

Once the pill is ingested, it sends the data to a 
small patch on the patient’s abdomen, which then 
connects to a mobile app that both the patient and 
their doctor can access.

This new technology will allow doctors to ensure 
patients are taking their medications as prescribed. 
Physicians can automatically tell how many pills 
a patient has left in their prescription, which helps 
them better manage refills and potentially save 
money for the patient. The technology can also 
give a sense of comfort to some patients, helping 
them take a more active role in managing their 
medication.

Digital medicine technology has been used to 
help patients manage medications for a variety of 
diseases, including diabetes and hypertension, but 
never before in cancer.

Edward Greeno, MD
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able 3D-collagen tile embedded with a Cesium 
radiation source. GammaTile is placed at the time 
of surgery so that it immediately begins to target 
residual tumor cells with radiation while limiting the 
impact on healthy brain tissue.

“I am optimistic that GammaTile will impact the 
clinical outcome for our brain tumor patients, par-
ticularly when combined with appropriate medical 
therapy,” explained Chen.

GammaTile Therapy offers some advantages over 
other treatments for patients undergoing surgery 
for recurrent brain tumors. A course of External 
Beam Radiation Therapy (EBRT), for example, re-
quires daily treatments for up to six weeks; in con-
trast, patients treated with GammaTile Therapy 
require no additional trips to the hospital or clinic. 
Additionally, many patients may not be candidates 
for EBRT at the time of tumor recurrence because 
the risk of additional EBRT outweighs the potential 
benefits. Finally, those patients who may be candi-
dates for EBRT typically have to wait four weeks or 
more for surgical wound healing before beginning 
treatment, allowing residual, microscopic tumors 
to grow during this waiting period.

“With GammaTile, we apply radiation therapy 
exactly where it is needed, without harming sur
rounding tissue, and patients do not need to come 
back for ongoing radiation treatments,” said 

Three new cancer treatment therapies 
opened in 2019 and began testing for 
the first time in patients at the M Health 
Fairview University of Minnesota Medical 
Center.

This trial is for patients with acute myeloid 
leukemia (AML) and B-cell lymphoma, and 
leverages groundbreaking research on stem 
cells and natural killer (NK) cells. The NK cell 
cancer immunotherapy, called FT516, is man-
ufactured from a human induced pluripotent 
stem cell (iPSC) that has been genetically engi-
neered to enhance its anti-tumor activity. In the 
US, it is the first-ever clinical trial of engineered 
iPSC-derived cell therapy for blood cancers.

The laboratories of Masonic Cancer Center 
member Bruce Walcheck, PhD, Professor and 
Jimmy Wu, DVM, PhD, Associate Professor, 
both in the Department of Veterinary and Bio-
medical Sciences, generated the receptor that 
is expressed in the engineered NK cells.

“The enhanced receptor binds to antitumor 
therapeutic antibodies in a more stable man-

Radiation Oncologist Margaret Reynolds, MD, 
assistant professor in the Department of Radiation 
Oncology at the University of Minnesota Medical 
School who was involved with the first patient case 
at the University of Minnesota Medical School.
Dr. Chen has conducted research that supports the 
efficacy of radiation treatment immediately after 
resection. Published in the Journal of Neuro-Oncol-
ogy, Chen’s study showed that patients with glio-
blastoma, the most common form of primary brain 
cancer in adults who received immediate postoper-
ative radiation exhibited improved survival relative 
to those who did not.

“I am pleased to be able to offer a more targeted 
radiation therapy to my patients,” said Kathryn 
E. Dusenbery, MD, head of the Department of
Radiation Oncology at the University of Minneso-
ta Medical School. “This new targeted approach
may help reduce the burden of ongoing radiation
treatment and help my patients and their caregiv-
ers experience a better quality of life.”

Additional data supporting the efficacy and safety 
profile of the therapy for patients with recurrent, 
previously treated meningiomas were published 
last month in the Journal of Neurosurgery (JNS), 
the official journal of the American Association of 
Neurological Surgeons. 

“We are honored to be working with the brain 
tumor specialists at the University of Minnesota – 

ner,” said Walcheck. “In turn, the engineered 
NK cells more efficiently attach to anti-
body-coated tumor cells and kill them.”

“We potentially have an unlimited source of 
very similar, reproducible cancer fighters,” said 
Claudio Brunstein, MD, PhD, Professor of Med-
icine at the U of M Medical School, member of 
the Masonic Cancer Center, and lead research-
er of this clinical trial. “This is opening a whole 
new door in cellular therapy.”

FT516 is the third first-in-human cancer treat-
ment trial that has opened at the University of 
Minnesota in the last month.

A separate clinical trial, opened exclusively at 
the M Health Fairview University of Minnesota 
Medical Center, will evaluate GTB-3550 in 
patients with resistant or relapsing AML. GTB-
3550 involves molecules referred to as a TriKE 
to activate the patient’s own NK cells to attack 
AML tumors.

“Building on over a decade of successful trials 
using NK cell infusions from related donors to 

given the health system’s deep expertise and lead-
ership in brain tumor treatment and neurosurgery 
– to deploy GammaTile Therapy for the purpose
of improving the lives of patients with brain tu-
mors,” said Matt Likens, president and CEO of GT
MedTech. “We are excited to begin expanding the
availability of GammaTile Therapy to other lead-
ing brain tumor treatment centers across the U.S.”

First in Human
kill tumors, this new TriKE™ molecule, with its 
modification to target AML, doesn’t need a re-
lated donor’s cells to work,” said lead research-
er Erica Warlick, MD, Associate Professor of 
Medicine in the Division of Hematology, Oncol-
ogy and Transplantation at the U of M Medical 
School and a Masonic Cancer Center member. 
“The success of the Phase I trial could lead to 
the development of a broad pipeline of TriKE™ 
therapies that could be used against a variety 
of cancer targets.”

In addition, another clinical trial recently 
opened at the U of M and is a cell-based can-
cer immunotherapy for the treatment of ad-
vanced solid tumors. Run locally by Manish Pa-
tel, DO, Associate Professor of Medicine at the 
Medical School and a Masonic Cancer Center 
member, the trial is testing the safety and activ-
ity of an NK cell product called FT500.

“If this trial is successful, it will provide a novel 
form of therapy that we will be able to pull off 
the shelf for patients with cancer and it will 
serve as a useful platform for making more 
effective treatments in the future,” said Patel.
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Raising a Glass to Judy Survive, then Thrive
With little more than a box of Dixie cups and a 
few cases of wine in hand, a highly motivated 
group of women have raised their glasses to 
make a difference in breast cancer research.

“If you’re in my age group,” says spokesperson Kate 
Bryant, “you’ve probably lost friends to breast can-

Scott Petinga was cured, but he 

wasn’t healed.

In 2004, Petinga was 31 and living outside of Phila-
delphia when he was treated for testicular cancer—a 
grueling regimen that included surgery and 10 
rounds of radiation. His treatment was successful, 
and the cancer disappeared.
Petinga’s doctors told him he was OK. “But I knew I 
wasn’t,” he says. 

cer. We’re mad, sad, and frustrated. We don’t want 
any more of our wonderful friends and sisters to die 
from this disease.”
Team Judy—named in honor of the women’s friend 
Judy Erdahl, who passed away in August 2019 after 
a long battle with metastatic breast cancer—has 
raised more than $210,000 since 2012. Every dollar 

For years afterward, Petinga, who moved to the Twin 
Cities after his treatment, felt exhausted. Muscle 
weakness and memory loss affected him daily. He 
researched his symptoms and began to suspect his 
intense treatment may have severely affected his 
testosterone production—a hypothesis that proved to 
be correct.

Relieved to understand the reason for his lingering 
side effects, Petinga was determined to help other 
cancer survivors navigate life after treatment. That 
led him to Charles Ryan, MD, a physician-scientist 

interested in understanding the effects of treatment 
on cancer survivors and holder of the B.J. Kennedy 
Chair in Clinical Medical Oncology at the Masonic 
Cancer Center, University of Minnesota. 
A successful entrepreneur, Petinga donated 
$500,000 in early 2019 to accelerate research into 
the short- and long-term effects of cancer treatment.  

“I hope my story can help minimize the severity of 
treatment for others and reduce their long-term side 
effects,” he says. “I hope that my being an advocate 
for survivors will allow them to live better lives.”

supports what Bryant calls “an amazing, world-class, 
star-studded research center right in our backyard”—
the Masonic Cancer Center, University of Minnesota.

The group’s fundraising strategy is centered on fun and 
simplicity. They host a series of casual events, inviting 
friends to gather (typically in Bryant’s backyard) for a 
Dixie cup of wine. Everyone makes a donation to the 
Team Judy Fund for Metastatic Breast Cancer Research, 
which funds seed research grants at the Masonic Can-
cer Center.

“People think research programs are only looking for 
million-dollar donations,” Bryant says. “But small grants 
used to explore new therapies, new treatments, new 
ideas … That’s how we can help.”

The friends intend to carry their mission forward in 
Erdahl’s honor.

“I feel fortunate to have known Judy,” says Masonic 
Cancer Center director Douglas Yee, MD “Judy was the 
rare individual who used her personal story to inspire 
and motivate others; she realized that what happened 
to her was unacceptable and we have to work so much 
harder to make sure we can eliminate metastatic breast 
cancer.”

Make a gift to the Team Judy Fund for Metastatic 
Breast Cancer Research at 

give.umn.edu/giveto/teamjudy.

(Photo courtesy of Scott Petinga)

Team Judy
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Gut Check on Cancer Faith-Based Medicine
Cracking the mysteries of the human microbi-
ome—those teeming communities of bacteria, 
fungi, and viruses that live on and within each 
of us—remains one of medicine’s most 
exciting frontiers. At the Masonic Cancer 
Center a new series of studies funded by 
philanthropy delves deeper into the mystery, 
looking at the connection between the gut 
microbiome and cancer.

Each person’s gut microbiome is an entirely 
unique environment influenced by genetics, diet, 
and life experiences. It’s even considered its own 
organ. 

Scientists now know that a healthy microbiome 
can help promote digestion, ward off potentially 
harmful organisms that enter the body, and boost 
overall health. But how the microbiome influences 
cancer development and treatment is still un-
known.

“It’s intuitive that microbes in the gut might have 
something to do with colon cancer, and that’s one 
area we’re studying more deeply,” says gastroen-
terologist and Masonic Cancer Center member 
Alexande Khoruts, MD “Patients receiving che-
motherapy for leukemia are always also treated 
with potent antibiotics, and their microbiomes are 

Cracking the mysteries of the human microbi-
ome—those teeming communities of bacteria, 
fungi, and viruses that live on and within each 
of us—remains one of medicine’s most exciting 
frontiers. At the Masonic Cancer Center a new 
series of studies funded by philanthropy delves 
deeper into the mystery, looking at the 
connection between the gut microbiome and 
cancer.

Sharif Mohamed, the imam at the Dar Al-Hijrah 
Mosque in Minneapolis, and Masonic Cancer Cen-
ter researcher Rebekah Pratt, PhD, have partnered 
on a number of health-related projects in Twin 
Cities’ Somali community. But their work took on a 
new focus when they learned of startling statistics 
for breast and cervical cancer screening among 
local Somali women. 

Screening rates for both cancers among Somali 
women in the Cedar-Riverside area of Minneapolis 
are around 30 percent, according to Pratt, com-
pared with 70 to 80 percent for the general popu-
lation. And the rate for colorectal cancer screening 
among all Somali patients at one local clinic is only 
8 percent.

Reasons for foregoing screenings are complex 
and varied. Lack of health literacy and knowledge 
about cancer can be obstacles, and first-genera-

literally decimated, causing severe, life-threatening 
complications. What if we could repair the microbi-
ome?”

Khoruts and colleague Timothy Starr, PhD, lead a 
team that’s hoping to answer several questions about 
the microbiome’s relationship with cancer.

Their research got a $1.2 million lift from the inaugural 
Chainbreaker ride, a grassroots bike tour in Minne-
sota that raised money to support Masonic Cancer 
Center research. The Chainbreaker Breakthrough 
Cancer Research Grant funded seven studies falling 
into two main areas: the role of the microbiome in 
people who undergo intensive chemotherapy or blood 
or marrow transplant, and the relationship between 
the microbiome and colon cancer.

In a Chainbreaker-funded clinical trial, Khoruts’ team 
will try to normalize patients’ microbiomes as quickly 
as possible after blood or marrow transplant by giving 
them “microbiota transplant” capsules; another 
group of patients will receive placebo pills for compar-
ison.

And in a Chainbreaker-funded lab study, Starr’s team 
will collect samples from human microbiomes—col-
lections of gut microbes derived from stool sam-
ples—from both healthy people and people who have 
colorectal cancer.

tion immigrants especially aren’t in the habit of visit-
ing doctors for preventive checkups or screenings. 
But Pratt and Mohamed are most interested in faith-
based reasons for foregoing screenings. Misun-
derstandings about the Muslim faith prevent many 
women from getting screened for breast and cervical 
cancer, in particular. Some feel it’s inappropriate to 
show their bodies to medical providers. Others think 
that developing cancer is a matter of fate and that 
screening is an attempt to bypass Allah’s or God’s 
will.

With support from Minnesota Masonic Charities, 
Pratt and Mohamed tested the theory that religion 
can be an important asset, rather than a barrier, 
in promoting breast and cervical cancer screening 
among Somali women. Guided by Mohamed’s 
expertise as an Islamic scholar and faith leader, they 
developed messages based on the Muslim faith that 
offer support for preventive screening. Mohamed 
then shared those messages with a group of 30 local 
Somali women and 12 male religious leaders.

Both the women and men had overwhelmingly 
positive responses to the messages promoting breast 
and cervical cancer screening. Those who were 
already inclined to view screening positively said 
they felt more confident about it. Those who initially 
had reservations about screening indicated that the 
messages changed their view.

They’ll place those microbiomes into mice, then test 
to discover whether the human microbiomes affect 
the growth of mouse cancer. If they find that the 
healthy microbiome is protective against cancer, they 
will then give the mice a form of restorative microbi-
ome therapy.

While the Chainbreaker-funded work at the U is in 
early stages, Khoruts is 15 years into his microbiome 
research. His team is grateful to the Minnesota Col-
orectal Cancer Research Foundation, Mezin-Koats 
Colon Cancer Research Fund, and Achieving Cures 
Together, all of which have also supported his work.
“We all need to understand that, like any other organ, 
the microbiome can become dysfunctional,” Khoruts 
says. “Our ultimate goal is to be able to diagnose 
that dysfunction and then offer a treatment. And with 
our comprehensive resources here at the U, we’re in a 
good position to move forward with that work.”

“Our initial assumption was that the participants 
would be hesitant and not ready to discuss topics like 
this,” Mohamed says. “But perhaps the atmosphere, 
the fact that we held these workshops in the mosque, 
helped people feel safe. Maybe they feel that if the 
mosque promotes this, it’s OK to talk.”
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Backed by a Generation of Research, Childhood 
Cancer Survivors are Living Well Decades After Treatment
Thanks to ongoing advances in cancer 
diagnosis and treatment, there are now an 
estimated 16.9 million cancer survivors in 
the United States, according to the Nation-
al Cancer Institute. That number represents 
nearly 5 percent of the country’s popula-
tion—and it is steadily increasing. Today 
more than 80 percent of people with pedi-
atric cancers (those diagnosed at age 19 or 
younger, generally speaking) survive.

That’s good news, of course. The bad news 
is that all cancer treatments—chemotherapy, 
radiation, blood and marrow transplant, and 
surgery—can lead to late effects. The type and 
severity of such late effects can depend on the 
kind of cancer treatment(s), the patient’s age 
at the time, and other individual factors. But 
typically, the younger a person is at the time of 
treatment, the more severe the late effects can 
be.
That underscores how critical the growing field 
of cancer survivorship care has become and 
how important the decades-old cancer survi-
vorship program at the Masonic Cancer Cen-

ter, University of Minnesota continues to be.
Today Anne Blaes, M.D., director of Cancer 
Survivorship Services and Translational Re-
search for the Masonic Cancer Center, and 
colleagues are not only treating cancer. They’re 
looking far beyond restoring physical health to 
preventing or mitigating “late effects” of cancer 
treatment, which can include heart problems, 
new cancers, bone frailty, hormone imbalances, 
infertility, and memory or learning issues. 
The team is also helping survivors address 
common quality-of-life issues they may face 
after treatment, such as experiencing lasting 
depression and anxiety, coping with financial 
fallout, finishing school, beginning or resuming 
a career, confronting changes in family dynam-
ics, and more.
Blaes and her team are working on a couple of 
mobile apps aimed at helping patients make 
the most of follow-up care and connect with 

other survivors for support. They’re also investi-
gating how and why many survivors experience 
a multitude of chronic health conditions at 
earlier-than-expected ages.
These efforts are supported by the Minnesota 
Lions’ new Lions Childhood Cancer Founda-
tion, which has pledged to raise $100,000 to 
advance survivorship research and care at M 
Health Fairview University of Minnesota Ma-
sonic Children’s Hospital. Children’s Cancer 
Research Fund and the University of Minnesota 
Foundation are matching the Lions’ donation.
Support this work at give.umn.edu/giveto/lions.

Support this work at 
give.umn.edu/giveto/lions

Brooklyn Vaith recently celebrated one year as a cancer-free kid. Her care team will keep a close watch 
for late effects and connect her family with any resources they should need. 

(Photo courtesy of Michelle Vaith)

(Photo courtesy of Michelle Vaith)
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MNCCTN
Since its launch in 2018, the Minnesota 
Cancer Clinical Trials Network (MNCCTN), 
has enrolled more than 400 Minnesotans 
on prevention, symptom management, and 
cancer treatment protocols near their homes 
in Greater Minnesota. 

The network, funded by the Minnesota legis-
lature as part of the University of Minnesota’s 
MnDRIVE Program, is a partnership between 
several of the state’s largest healthcare systems 
to bring cutting-edge cancer clinical trials clos-
er to home for more Minnesotans.

MNCCTN has helped 18 partner sites to estab-
lish and maintain the necessary infrastructure 
to offer cancer clinical trials to their patients. 
These partners include: Masonic Cancer 
Center, Mayo Clinic Cancer Center, M Health 
Fairview, Essentia Health, Metro-Minnesota 
Community Oncology Research Consortium, 
Sanford Health, and the Hormel Institute.  

“The past two years of our program have been 
a great success and a learning experience,” 
Marie L. Rahne, MBA, Senior Manager of 
MNCCTN, said. 

“Our partners and sites have worked hard to 
bring clinical trial access to people across Minne-
sota. We all really believe in the value of clinical 
research and its positive impacts on people’s lives 
by advancing cancer care and prevention.”

 In addition to improving access to the latest in 
clinical research, the MNCCTN has also sup-
ported economic growth initiatives by creating 
seven jobs at the administrative hub, engaged 24 
physicians and investigators, supported some of 
the effort of 24 research coordinators and nurs-
es, contracted with 2 laboratory and pharmacy 
staff, and funded part of the salaries of 31 regula-
tory and administrative staff. MNCCTN support 
has also included facilities upgrades, equipment 
purchases such as freezers and centrifuges, and 
training and mentoring of staff to learn how to 
conduct clinical research.

MNCCTN participants have enrolled onto 41 
unique clinical trials. These trials include both 
MNCCTN managed trials from research part-
ners, the Masonic Cancer Center, Mayo Clinic 
Cancer Center, M Health Fairview, and the 
Hormel Institute, as well as trials from National 
Community Oncology Research Programs, a 
National Cancer Institute-funded program deliv-

ering access to national trials. Actively enrolling 
sites include: Albert Lea, Aitkin, Austin, Cam-
bridge, Deer River, Detroit Lakes, Fosston, Grand 
Rapids, Hibbing (2), Mankato, Monticello, Park 
Rapids, Princeton, Sandstone, Thief River Falls, 
Virginia, and Worthington. The 19th site, in Or-
tonville, is slated to open in early 2020 and sites 
20 through 27 are planned to open by the end of 
2021.

 Another element of MNCCTN’s success has 
been educating Minnesotans about clinical 
trials and the opportunities available to cancer 
patients in their local communities. MNCCTN 
staff and partner organizations have sought out 
opportunities to connect with Minnesotans, such 
as hosting interactive education tables at events 
such as FarmFest, the Minnesota State Fair, Clin-

ical Trials Day at the University of Minnesota, 
and health and wellness fairs statewide.

MNCCTN also collaborated with Twin Cities 
Public Television (TPT) to create a public 
service announcement educational video 
about clinical trials participation. The video 
was aired throughout Minnesota on pub-
lic television stations and was viewed  
thousands of times on YouTube. The video 
has educated countless Minnesotans about 
research and what it’s really like to partici-
pate in a clinical trial.

“Looking ahead, MNCCTN will continue to 
focus on opening up new sites and expanding 
access, as well as increasing the number and 
types of trials available at these sites,” Rahne 
said. “We hope to further engage research-
ers at the University of Minnesota and other 
research partners to develop studies specifi-
cally tailored to challenges in Greater Minne-
sota and continue to help build a culture of 
comfort with research at sites and around the 
state.”
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MNCCTN is a partnership with five of the largest healthcare providers in the state: Essentia Health, 
M Fairview, Mayo Clinic Health System, Sanford Health, and the focus of this feature, Metro-
Minnesota Community Oncology Research Consortium (MMCORC).

MMCORC is a nonprofit research program sponsored by the National Cancer Institute (NCI) as well 
as participating hospitals and clinics. MMCORC’s goal is to connect community cancer specialists, 
physicians, and other health care professionals to cancer clinical trials. This mission lines up perfectly 
with the MNCCTN’s goals to reduce barriers to rural patients’ participation in clinical trials and bring 
cancer clinical trials directly to Greater Minnesota.

MMCORC’s MNCCTN sites include the Monticello Cancer Center and Cambridge Medical Center. 
By the end of 2019, MMCORC enrolled 30 Minnesotans onto clinical trials. These trials include three 
MNCCTN studies. MMCORC was the first MNCCTN partner to open MNCCTN’s first therapeutic 
trial, Exemestane, in late 2019 [double check once actually open] at the Monticello Cancer Center.

“MMCORC, with the help of MNCCTN’s support, has expanded patient access to oncology clinical 
trials that previously didn’t exist,” Michele Lacy, Administrative Director of MMCORC, said. “Seeing 
our sites’ departments work together to keep forward motion going in clinical research has been very 
rewarding.  We look forward to increasing the clinical trial awareness in this type of community and 
growing a more comprehensive program for all.”

Looking ahead, MMCORC’s goals include paying special attention to how clinical research could 
help the younger cancer patient population within rural Minnesota, recognized as AYA (adolescents 
and young adults, 15-39 years old). Often overlooked, this population experiences survival disparities 
and is considered a vulnerable population by the National Cancer Institute. 

To learn more about the MNCCTN, 
visit mncancertrials.umn.edu.
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CPSR
The Masonic Cancer Center’s Comparative Pa-
thology Shared Resource (CPSR), led by Dr. Gerry 
O’Sullivan, provides pathology support and exper-
tise to Masonic Cancer Center members who use 
laboratory animals in their research. Comparative 
pathology involves the comparison of diseases in 
animals as they relate to those in humans, with 
the goal of better understanding human disease. 
Although many human diseases occur naturally in 
animals, disease in animals also may be induced to 
mimic human disease.

CPSR offers support from the initial stages of the exper-
iment (study design and preparation of research grant) 
through the final stages (assisting with manuscript 
preparation after the results have been analyzed). They 
offer technical support for tissue collection, processing, 
and preparation of histological sections, as well as pa-
thology support for interpretation and imaging of the 
tissues. CPSR is located on the University of Minnesota 
St. Paul Campus in the College of Veterinary Medicine.

For more information on the Comparative Pa-
thology Shared Resource, please go to 

https://www.cancer.umn.edu/for-researchers/
shared-resources/comparative-pathology

Masonic 
Cancer Center 
Leadership
Douglas Yee, MD, Director

Jeffrey Miller, MD, Deputy Director; co-leader, Immunolo-
gy Program

Anja Bielinsky, PhD, Associate Director, Basic Shared 
Resources; co-leader, Genetic Mechanisms Program

Seanne Falconer, MBA, FACHE, Associate Director,  
Administration

Dorothy Hatsukami, PhD, Associate, Director, Cancer 
Prevention and Control

Badrinath Konety, MD, MBA,  Associate Director, Clini-
cal Affairs & Clinical Research

David Largaespada, PhD, Associate Director, Basic 
Sciences

Christopher Pennell, PhD, Associate Director, Education 
and Community Engagement

Jill Siegfried, PhD, Associate Director, Translational 
Research

Yoji Shimizu, PhD, co-leader, Immunology Program
Masato Yamamoto, MD, PhD, co-leader, Genetic Mech-
anisms Program

Lisa Peterson, PhD, co-leader, Genetic Mechanisms 
Program

Frank Ondrey, MD, PhD, FACS, co-leader, Carcinogene-
sis and Chemoprevention Program

Anne Joseph, MD, MPH, co-leader, SPECS (Screening, 
Prevention, Etiology, and Cancer Survivorship) Program

Karen Kuntz, ScD, co-leader, SPECS (Screening, Preven-
tion, Etiology, and Cancer Survivorship) Program

Heather Nelson, PhD, co-leader, SPECS (Screening, 
Prevention, Etiology, and Cancer Survivorship) Program

Carol Lange, PhD, co-leader, Cellular Mechanisms 
Program

James McCarthy, PhD, co-leader, Cellular Mechanisms 
Program

John Wagner, MD, co-leader, Transplant Biology and 
Therapy Program

Daniel Weisdorf, MD, co-leader, Transplant Biology and 
Therapy Program

Edward Greeno, MD, Director, Oncology Service Line

Sarah Cooley, MD, MS, Director, Investigator  Initiated 
Clinical Research; Director, Cancer Research Transla-
tional Initiatives (CRTI)

Brenda Weigel, MD, MSc, Medical Director, Clinical 
Trials Office

Shared resource leadership
Jinhua Wang, PhD, Director, Cancer Informatics Shared 
Resource

Timothy Hallstrom, PhD, Director, Mouse Genetics Lab-
oratory Shared Resource

Christopher Pennell, PhD, Director, Flow Cytometry 
Shared Resource

Martin Felices, PhD, co-Director, Translational Therapy 
Shared Resource

John Wagner, MD, co-Director, Translational Therapy 
Shared Resource

Eric Hendrickson, PhD, co-Director, Genome Engineer-
ing Shared Resource

Brandon Moriarity, PhD, co-Director, Genome Engineer-
ing Shared Resource

Betsy Hirsch, PhD, co-Director, Cancer Genomics 
Shared Resource

Mark Kirstein, PharmD, Director, Clinical Pharmacology, 
Shared Resource

Chap Le, PhD, Biostatistics Shared Resource

M. Gerard O’Sullivan, MVB, PhD, Diplomate ACVP & 
ECVP, Director, Comparative Pathology Shared Re-
source

Robert Turesky, PhD, Director, Analytical Biochemistry 
Shared Resource

Executive committee



31 32

External advisory board
Kevin Cullen, MD, Director, University of Maryland Greenebaum Cancer 
Center - Masonic Cancer Center  External Advisory Board Chair

Alan Ashworth, PhD, FRS, Director, University of California - San Francisco, 
Helen Diller Family Comprehensive Cancer Center  

David Beer, PhD, Professor of Surgery and Radiation Oncology, co-Director, 
Cancer Generics Program, University of Michigan Comprehensive Cancer 
Center

Smita Bhatia, MD, MPH, Chair and Professor,  Population Sciences, City of 
Hope National Medical Center 

Mary-Ann Bjornsti, PhD, Chair, Department of Pharmacology, Program 
Leader of Cancer Cell Biology, Associate Director for Translational Re-
search, University of Alabama Birmingham Comprehensive Cancer Center

Melissa Bondy, PhD, Professor, Department of Epidemiology, MD Anderson 
Cancer Center

Michael Darling, MHA, Associate Director for Administration, Melvin and 
Bren Simon Cancer  Center, Indiana University

Stan Gerson, MD, Director, Case Comprehensive Cancer Center, Cleveland

Thomas Kensler, PhD., Johns Hopkins Bloomber School of Public Health

James Mulé, PhD, Associate Cancer Director,  Translational Science & Tech-
nology Development, Moffitt  Cancer Center

Vito Quaranta, MD, Professor of Cancer Biology, Vanderbilt-Ingram Can-
cer Center

Scott Ramsey, MD, PhD, Director, Cancer Outcomes Research, Fred 
Hutchinson Cancer Research Center

Thomas Sellers, PhD, MPH, Center Director and  Executive Vice President, 
Moffitt Cancer Center

Louis Weiner, MD, Director, Georgetown Lombardi Comprehensive Cancer 
Center

New Leaders
Masonic Cancer Center welcomes new 
leadership

Anja Bielinsky, PhD
Associate Director for Basic Shared Resources Dr. 
Bielinsky is a Professor in Biochemistry, Molecular 
Biology and Biophysics with a research focus in the 
regulation of DNA replication. She also co-leads the 
Genetic Mechanisms Program and was recently named 
Associate Dean for Foundational Science in the UMN 
Medical School.

Christopher Pennell, PhD 
Associate Cancer Center  Director for Community 
Engagement and Education Dr. Pennell is an Associate 
Professor in Laboratory Medicine and Pathology 
with a research focus in immunology and a passion 
for connecting with the community - from energizing 
middle school students to follow a cancer research 
career path to bridging the town and gown divide with 
Minnesotans from all over the state.

Masato Yamamoto, MD, PhD 
Genetic Mechanisms Program co-leader Dr. 
Yamamoto is a Professor jointly appointed in the 
Division of Basic and Translational Research and 
the Division of Gastroenterology Hepatology and 
Nutrition and has a research interest in gene and viral 
therapy. He joins Dr. Bielinsky to co-lead the Genetic 
Mechanisms Program.

Frank Ondrey, MD, PhD, FACS 
Carcinogenesis and Chemoprevention Program 

co-leader Dr. Ondrey is an Associate Professor in the 
Department of Otolaryngology, Head and Neck Surgery, 
with an active surgery practice and a research interest 
in Precancerous mouth and throat lesions. He joins 
Lisa Peterson, PhD, to co-lead the Carcinogenesis and 
Chemoprevention Program.

Sarah Cooley, MD 
Cancer Research Translational Initiatives Director Dr. 
Cooley is an Associate Professor of Medicine in the Division 
of Hematology, Oncology and Transplantation, with a 
research interest in Natural Killer (NK) cells. She leads the 
Cancer Research Translational Initiatives (CRTI) which 
supports researchers translating their work from bench to 
bedside by offering a comprehensive infrastructure and 
coordinated integration of services from MCC shared 
resources to quickly develop and implement highly complex 
Phase I clinical trials.

Martin Felices, PhD 
Translational Research Shared Resource co-leader Dr. 
Felices is an Assistant Professor of Medicine in the Division 
of Hematology, Oncology and Transplantation, with 
research interests in innate and adaptive immunology 
and signal transduction. He joins John Wagner, MD, to 
co-lead the Translational Research Shared Resource which 
includes the Translational Therapy Laboratory (TTL) and 
the Molecular and Cellular Therapeutics (MCT) cGMP-
compliant production facility.

Kenneth Beckman, PhD 
Cancer Genomics Shared Resource co-leader Dr. 
Beckman is an Associate Professor, Genetics, Cell Biology, 

& Development Biology and the Director of the Biomedical 
Genomics Center, with a research interest in genomic 
technology. He joins Betsy Hirsch, PhD to co-lead the Cancer 
Genomics Shared Resource.

Branden Moriarity, PhD 
Genome Engineering Shared Resource co-leader Dr. 
Moriarity, an Assistant Professor in the Division of Pediatric 
Hematology and Oncology with research interests in 
pediatric cancer genetics, gene editing, and immunotherapy. 
He joins Eric Hendrickson, PhD, to co-lead the Genome 
Engineering Shared Resource.

Jinhua Wang, PhD 
recruited to lead the Cancer Informatics Shared Resource 
Dr. Wang is a Professor in the Institute for Health Informatics 
with a research interest in computational analysis for 
high-throughput cancer genomics projects. He leads the 
Cancer Informatics Shared Resource with oversight for 
Cancer BioInformatics as well as Clinical Informatics Shared 
Services. 

Timothy Hallstrom, PhD 
Mouse Genetics Laboratory Shared Resource leader Dr. 
Hallstrom is an Assistant Professor in the Division of Pediatric 
Blood and Marrow Transplantation, with a research interest 
in the cellular mechanisms controlling the retinoblastoma 
(Rb) protein. He directs production of CRISPR/Cas9-altered 
mice with the Genome Engineering Shared Resource.

OF NOTE
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Investigator-
Initiated
Clinical Trials
Protocol #2015LS057 
A Phase I Trial Testing NAM Expanded 
Haploidentical or Mismatched Related 
Donor Natural Killer (NK) Cells Followed by 
a Short Course of IL-2 for the Treatment of 
Relapsed/Refractory Multiple Myeloma and 
Relapsed/Refractory CD20+ Non-Hodgkin 
Lymphoma
Veronika Bachanova, MD, PhD
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2016LS132 
Autologous Stem Cell Transplant  In 
Patients with Hodgkin Lymphoma (HL) 
and Non-Hodgkin Lymphomas (NHL)
Veronika Bachanova, MD, PhD
Heme/BMT 

Protocol #2016LS092
Reduced Intensity (RIC) Conditioning And 
Transplantation of HLA-Haploidentical
Related Hematopoietic Cells (Haplo-HCT) 
For Patients With Hematologic Malignancies
Nelli Bejanyan, MD 
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2013OC013 
Umbilical Cord Blood Transplantation Using 
a Myeloablative Preparative Regimen for the 
Treatment of Hematological Diseases
Claudio Brunstein, MD, PhD
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2015LS149 
Transplantation of Umbilical Cord Blood 
from Unrelated Donors in Patients With 
Hematological Diseases Using a 
Non-Myeloablative Preparative 
Regimen
Claudio Brunstein, MD, PhD
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2014LS005 
A Randomized Trial Comparing CD3/CD19 
Depleted or CD3 Depleted/CD56 Selected 
Haploidentical Donor Natural Killer (NK) 
Cell Based Therapy for Adults With Acute 
Myelogenous Leukemia Who Have Failed 
1 or 2 Induction Attempts
Sarah Cooley, MD
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2016LS056 
Haploidentical Donor Natural Killer (NK) 
Cell Infusion with Subcutaneous ALT-803 
in Adults with Refractory or Relapsed Acute 
Myelogenous Leukemia
Sarah Cooley, MD
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2016LS153 
Open Label Dose Escalation Trial of an 
Adaptive Natural Killer (NK) Cell Infusion 
(FATE-NK100) with Subcutaneous IL-2 in 
Adults with Refractory or Relapsed Acute 
Myelogenous Leukemia (AML)
Sarah Cooley, MD
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2014LS020 
Phase I/II Study of Human Chorionic 
Gonadotropin and Epidermal Growth 
Factor Supplementation (Pregnyl®) to 
Support Tolerance and Repair As Adjunct 
Therapy in High-Risk or Refractory Acute 
Graft-Versus-Host Disease
Shernan Holtan, MD
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2015NTLS018 
Microbial, Graft and Host Interactions in
 Hematopoietic Cell Transplantation 
Reducing sepsis-related mortality in cancer 
patients through microbiome therapy
Shernan Holtan, MD
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2016NTLS119 
Physical Activity in Children Completing 
Treatment for Leukemia; How Does it Relate 
to Other Symptoms?
Casey Hooke, PhD, APRN, CPON, PCNS-
BC
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2015LS136 
CliniMACS CD34 Reagent System as a 
Humanitarian Use Device (HUD) for the 
Processing of Allogeneic Hematopoietic 
Progenitor Cells to Obtain a CD34+ 
Cell-Enriched Product for 
Hematopoietic Reconstitution
Margaret MacMillan, MD, MSc
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2015NTLS002 
Defining Medical and Psychosocial Issues 
in the Fanconi Anemia Population
Margaret MacMillan, MD, MSc
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2016OC182 
Autologous Hematopoietic Cell 
Transplantation for Multiple Myelom
Brian McClune, DO
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2017NTLS044 
The Role of Gut Microbiota in
 Conditioning-Induced Intestinal Barrier 
Damage in Patients Undergoing Stem Cell 
Transplantation
Armin Rashidi, MD, PhD
Heme/BMT
Protocol #2016LS058 
Relapse Prophylaxis with IL-15 Super 
Agonist ALT-803 in Patients with Acute 
Myelogenous Leukemia and Myelodysplastic 
Syndrome  Following Allogeneic Stem Cell 
Transplantation

Celalettin Ustun, MD
Heme/BMT
Protocol #2016NTLS038 
Immune Monitoring During ASP2215 
Therapy in Relapsed/Refractory Acute 
Myeloid Leukemia (AML)
Erica Warlick, MD
Heme/BMT

Protocol #2015LS152 
Allogeneic Hematopoietic Stem Cell 
Transplantation Using Reduced Intensity 
Conditioning (RIC) for the Treatment of 
Hematological Diseases
Heather Stefanski, MD, PhD
Pediatric Heme/BMT

Protocol #2015LS108 
Tandem Myeloablative Consolidation 
Therapy and Autologous Stem Cell 
Rescue for High-Risk Neuroblastoma
Jakub Tolar, MD, PhD
Pediatric Heme/BMT

Protocol #2015LS076 
Biochemical Correction of Severe 
Epidermolysis Bullosa by Allogeneic Cell 
Transplantation and Serial Donor 
Mesenchymal Cell Infusionzs
Jakub Tolar, MD, PhD
Pediatric Heme/BMT

Protocol #2015LS154 
Study of Epidermal Grafting Using the 
CelluTome Epidermal Harvesting System 

for the Treatment of Individual Lesions in  
persons with Epidermolysis Bullosa
Karim Sadak, MD, MPH, MSE
Pediatric Oncology

Protocol #2016NTLS144 
The Development of Data Capture 
Methodologies in Pediatric Cancer 
Patients Treated with Targeted Agents and 
Immunotherapies: Leveraging the Research 
Infrastructure of a Childhood Cancer
 Survivor Program
Carrie Earthman, PhD
Solid Tumor

Protocol #2016NTLS046 
Determination of Protein Requirements 
Using a Stable Isotope Multi-Step Feeding 
Protocol and Evaluation of an Innovative 
Ultrasound Device and other Bedside 
Technologies for Lean Tissue Assessment 
in Individuals with Head and Neck Cancer
Naomi Fujioka, MD
Solid Tumor
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Masonic 
Scholars

Silvia Balbo, PhD,
Carniogenesis and 
Chemoprevention 
School of Public 
Health - Division 
of Environmental 
Health Sciences

The Masonic Cancer Center is grateful for

 the philanthropic support from Minnesota 

Masonic Charities.

Anja Bielinsky, PhD, 
College of Biological 
Sciences - 
Biochemistry, 
Molecular Biology, and 
Biophysics

Vivian Bardwell, PhD, 
College of
Biological Sciences
- Genetics, Cell
Biology, and
Development

Anne Blaes, MD, Medical 
School - 
Department of 
Medicine - Division of 
Hematology, 
Oncology, and 
Transplantation

Heather Beckwith, MD, 
Medical School - 
Department of 
Medicine - Division of 
Hematology, 
Oncology, and 
Transplantation

Evidio 
Domingo-Musibay, MD, 
Medical School - De-
partment of Medicine - 
Division of Hematology, 
Oncology, and Trans-
plantation

Craig Eckfeldt, MD,
PhD, Medical School 
- Department of Medi-
cine - Division of Hema-
tology,
Oncology, and Trans-
plantation

Martin Felices, PhD, 
Medical School - 
Department of 
Medicine - Division of 
Hematology, 
Oncology, and 
Transplantation

Julie Ostrander, PhD, 
Medical School - De-
partment of Medicine - 
Division of Hematology, 
Oncology, and Trans-
plantation

Zohar Sachs, MD, PhD, 
Medical School - De-
partment of Medicine - 
Division of Hematology, 
Oncology, and Trans-
plantation

Emil Lou, MD, PhD, FACP, 
Medica School - De-
partment of Medicine 
- Division of
Hematology,
Oncology, and Trans-
plantation

Sherman Holtan, 
MD, Medical School 
- Department of
Medicine - Division of
Hematology,
Oncology, and
Transplantation

Peter Gordon, MD, PhD, 
Medical School - De-
partment of
Pediatrics - Division
of Pediatric Hematolo-
gy/Oncology

Rachel Isaksson Vogel, 
PhD, Department of 
Obstetrics,
Gynecology, and Wom-
en’s Health

Aaron LeBeau, PhD,
Medical School - 
Department of
Pharmacology

Anna Prizement, MPH, 
PhD, School of
Public Health -
Division of
Epidemiology and Com-
munity Health

Andrew Nelson, MD, 
PhD, Medical School - 
Department of Laborato-
ry Medicine
and Pathology

OF NOTE
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New Researchers
Emily Greengard, MD 
Pediatrics

Clark Chen, MD, PhD 
Neurosurgery

Kenneth Beckman, PhD 
Biomedical Genomics Center

Susan M. Wolf, JD 
Medicine

Constantin Aliferis, MD, MS, PhD, FAC-
MI, 
Institute for Health Informatics

Aaron Sarver, PhD 
Institure for Health Informatics

Hangbo Pang, PhD 
Pharmaceutics

Alessio Giubellino, MD PhD 
Laboratory Medicine and Pathology

Dorraya El-Ashry, PhD 
Laboratory Medicine and Pathology 

Ingunn Stromnes, PhD
Microbiology and Immunology

Jinhua Wang, PhD
Institute for Health Informatics

Britt Erickson, MD 
Obstetrics, Gynecology, and Women’s 
Health

Alexander Khoruts, MD 
Gastoenterology, Hepatology, and 
Nutrition

Boris Winterhoff, MD, MS 
Obstetrics, Gynecology, and Women’s 
Health

Armin Rashidi, MD 
Hematology, Oncology, and 
Transplantation

Frank Cichocki, PhD 
Hematology, Oncology, and 
Transplantation

Shernan Holtan, MD 
Hematology, Oncology, and 
Transplantation

Rita Perlingiero, PhD 
Medicine, Cardiovascular Division

Surbhi Shah, MD, Medical 
School - 
Department of 
Medicine - Division of 
Hematology, 
Oncology, and 
Transplantation

David Stenehjem, 
PharmD, BCOP, College 
of Pharmacy - 
Department of Pharma-
cy Practice
and Pharmaceutical 
Sciences

OF NOTE
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tional Geographic 12 Innovations that will 
Revolutionize the Future of Medicine, was 
the Henry Maso Award Keynote, recieved 
the George W. Taylor Award for Distin-
guished Research, was in the Guinness 
World Records for 3D Printed Bionic Ear 
(2018)

David McKenna, MD, awarded the 2017 
AABB President’s Award for advancing 
cellular 
therapies

Bradley S. Miller, MD, PhD, was awarded 
the Clinical Care Award at the University of 
Minnesota Medical Center in 2018

Branden Moriarity, PhD, recieved the 
Innovator in Translational Research Award, 
University of Minnesota, Department of 
Pediatrics, received the Mid-West TRIO 
Program’s TRIO Achiever Award, as well as 
the University of Minnesota’s Early Innova-
tor Award

Vicki Morrison, MD, appointed as a chair 
of on the Board of Directors and Publica-
tions Committee for International Society of 

Environmental and Occupational Medicine, 
Kaohsiung Medical University, Taiwan, List-
ed in AACR Landmarks in Cancer Research 
2017: Tobacco-Specific Nitrosamines, JNCI 
60: 819-824 (1978), was University of 
Minnesota Medical School Dean’s Distin-
guished Research Lectureship, 2017, award-
ed American Chemical Society Minnesota 
Section, Minnesota Award, 

Pamala Jacobson, PharmD, FCCP
awarded the Sara Evans Faculty Woman 
Scholar Leader award 

Ryan Langlois, PhD, recieved the Cesar 
Milstein Young Investigator Award from the 
International Cytokine and Interferon Soci-
ety

Michael Linden, MD, PhD, elected to the 
position of “Senior Councilor for Advoca-
cy” for the International Clinical Cytometry 
Society

Michael McAlpine, PhD, Made Kuhrmey-
er Family Chair Professor, featured in PC 
Magazine’s 5 Amazing Projects That Will 
Change the Future of Healthcare and Na-

Honors
Masonic Cancer Center research-
ers are frequently recognized for 
their advances and expertise. 
Some examples include:

Kenny Beckman, PhD, received an Innova-
tion Award from the Office of Technology 
Commercialization

Abbie Begnaud, MD, appointed to the 
American College of Chest Physicians Tho-
racic Oncology Steering Committee

Tanya Freedman, PhD, recieved the Dean’s 
First-R01 Recognition, R01 AR073966 from 
NIH / NIAMS, and the Travel Award at the 
Immunoreceptors and Immunotherapy 
FASEB Science Research Conference

Melissa Geller, MD, MS, FACOG, gave the 
Dean’s Distinguished Lectureship for 2019

Gunda Georg, PhD, appointed Regents 
Professor in 2018

Stephen Hecht, PhD, Keynote Lecture, 
International Conference on Frontiers in 

Geriatric Oncology (SIOG), became mem-
ber of American Society of Clinical Oncol-
ogy (ASCO): Appropriate Chemotherapy 
Dosing for Obese Adult Patients with Can-
cer: American Society of Clinical Oncology 
Clinical Practice Guideline Update

Laura J. Niedernhofer, MD, PhD, was 
awarded the Vincent Cristofalo Rising Star 
Award in Aging Research from the Ameri-
can Federation for Aging Research

David Odde, PhD, Medtronic Endowed 
Professor for Engineering in Medicine, made 
the Associate Director for Strategic Re-
search Initiatives, Institute for Engineering in 
Medicine, UMN, Elected Fellow for the Inter-
national Academy for Medical and Biological 
Engineering, Elected Fellow for the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science, 
was a Page Morton Hunter Distinguished Lec-
turer, Dept. of Bioengineering, Clemson U. 

Chris Pennell, PhD, recieved Leaders for a 
Cure Award from the Vince Lombardi Cancer 
Foundation

David Potter, MD, PhD, Invited speaker sixth 
Mexican college for the investigation of cancer, 
in Puebla, Mexico 

Arpit Rao, MD, received the 2020 Alli-
ance Scholar Award for his research on “re-
sponse-adaptive imaging strategy in metastat-
ic castration-resistant prostate cancer” from 
the Alliance in Clinical Trials in Oncology. He 
is the first UofM/MCC faculty to have received 
this award

Nelson Rhodus, DMD, MPH, 
inducted into the Royal College of Surgeons of 
Edinburg, recieved the Lifetime Achievement 
Award for Research from the American 
Academy of Oral Medicine

Logan Spector, PhD, Made Chair of the 
Childhood Leukemia International Consortium
Rachel Vogel, PhD, awarded the American 
Cancer Society Research Scholar Award, 
awarded the CTSI Biostatistics and Bioinfor-
matics Mentor of the Year Award
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2018/2019
Top Doctors
The following Masonic 
Cancer Members were 
named among the Twin 
Cities’ “Top Doctors” or 
“Rising Stars” in Mpls. 
St. Paul Magazine and 
Minnesota Monthly

2018 Mpls. St. Paul 2018 Mpls. St. Paul 
MagazineMagazine

Cardiac SurgeryCardiac Surgery
Rosemary Kelly, MDRosemary Kelly, MD

CardiologyCardiology
Julia Steinberger, MD, MSJulia Steinberger, MD, MS
Chetan Shenoy, MBBS*Chetan Shenoy, MBBS*

Colon and Rectal SurgeryColon and Rectal Surgery
Robert Madoff, MDRobert Madoff, MD
Genevieve Melton-Meaux, MD, PhDGenevieve Melton-Meaux, MD, PhD

DermatologyDermatology
Kimberly Bohjanen, MD, FAADKimberly Bohjanen, MD, FAAD
Maria Hordinsky, MD, FAADMaria Hordinsky, MD, FAAD
Christina Boull, MD*Christina Boull, MD*

EndocrinologyEndocrinology
Lynn Burmeister, MDLynn Burmeister, MD
Bradley Miller, MD, PhDBradley Miller, MD, PhD

Gynecologic OncologyGynecologic Oncology
Peter Argenta, MDPeter Argenta, MD
Levi Downs, Jr., MD, MS, FACOGLevi Downs, Jr., MD, MS, FACOG

Melissa Geller, MDMelissa Geller, MD
Rahel Ghebre, MRahel Ghebre, M
Britt Erickson, MD*Britt Erickson, MD*
Colleen Rivard Hunt, MD*Colleen Rivard Hunt, MD*

HematologyHematology
Sarah Cooley, MDSarah Cooley, MD
Philip McGlave, MDPhilip McGlave, MD
Mark Reding, MDMark Reding, MD
Marie Steiner, MD, MSMarie Steiner, MD, MS
Gregory Vercellotti, MD, FACPGregory Vercellotti, MD, FACP

Hematology/OncologyHematology/Oncology
Anne Blaes, MDAnne Blaes, MD
Naomi Fujioka, MDNaomi Fujioka, MD
Edward Greeno, MDEdward Greeno, MD
Joseph Neglia, MD, MPHJoseph Neglia, MD, MPH
Paul Orchard, MDPaul Orchard, MD
Jakub Tolar, MD, PhDJakub Tolar, MD, PhD
John Wagner, Jr., MDJohn Wagner, Jr., MD
Brenda Weigel, MD, MScBrenda Weigel, MD, MSc
Douglas Yee, MDDouglas Yee, MD

Infectious DiseaseInfectious Disease
Shane McAllister, MD, PhD*Shane McAllister, MD, PhD*

Internal MedicineInternal Medicine
Bradley Benson, MDBradley Benson, MD

NeurosurgeryNeurosurgery
Clark C. Chen, MD, PhDClark C. Chen, MD, PhD

Neuro-OncologyNeuro-Oncology
Christopher Moertel, MDChristopher Moertel, MD

Orthopaedic SurgeryOrthopaedic Surgery
Edward Cheng, MDEdward Cheng, MD
Denis Clohisy, MDDenis Clohisy, MD

OtolaryngologyOtolaryngology
Samir Khariwala, MDSamir Khariwala, MD
Bevan Yueh, MD, MPHBevan Yueh, MD, MPH

Pediatric SurgeryPediatric Surgery
Daniel Saltzman, MD, PhDDaniel Saltzman, MD, PhD

Radiation OncologyRadiation Oncology
Kathryn Dusenbery, MDKathryn Dusenbery, MD

RadiologyRadiology
Tina Sanghvi, MD*Tina Sanghvi, MD*

Surgical OncologySurgical Oncology
Maria Evasovich, MDMaria Evasovich, MD
Eric Jensen, MDEric Jensen, MD
Todd Tuttle, MD, MSTodd Tuttle, MD, MS

Transplant SurgeryTransplant Surgery
Timothy Pruett, MDTimothy Pruett, MD

UrologyUrology
J. Kyle Anderson, MDJ. Kyle Anderson, MD
Sean Elliott, MDSean Elliott, MD
Badrinath Konety, MDBadrinath Konety, MD

2019 Mpls. St. Paul2019 Mpls. St. Paul
MagazineMagazine

Blood and Marrow Trans-Blood and Marrow Trans-
plantplant
Bruce Blazar, MDBruce Blazar, MD
Paul Orchard, MDPaul Orchard, MD
Angela Smith, MD, MSAngela Smith, MD, MS
Jakub Tolar, MD, PhDJakub Tolar, MD, PhD
John Wagner, Jr., MDJohn Wagner, Jr., MD

CardiologyCardiology
Julia Steinberger, MD, MSJulia Steinberger, MD, MS

Cardiothoracic SurgeryCardiothoracic Surgery
Rosemary Kelly, MDRosemary Kelly, MD

Colon and Rectal SurgeryColon and Rectal Surgery
Robert Madoff, MDRobert Madoff, MD
Genevieve Melton-Meaux, MD, Genevieve Melton-Meaux, MD, 

DermatologyDermatology
Kimberly Bohjanen, MD, Kimberly Bohjanen, MD, 
FAADFAAD
Rehana Ahmed-Saucedo, Rehana Ahmed-Saucedo, 
MD, PhD*MD, PhD*
Christina Boull, MD*Christina Boull, MD*

EndocrinologyEndocrinology
Lynn Burmeister, MDLynn Burmeister, MD
Bradley Miller, MD, PhDBradley Miller, MD, PhD

Gynecologic OncologyGynecologic Oncology
Peter Argenta, MDPeter Argenta, MD
Levi Downs, Jr., MD, MS, Levi Downs, Jr., MD, MS, 
FACOGFACOG
Melissa Geller, MDMelissa Geller, MD
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Impact Board
The MCC Community Impact 
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leadership in mission, programmatic 
direction, community interactions, 
outreach, public relations, and ad-
vocacy

Noteworthy Research Grants
Sharon Allen, MD, PhD, was awarded 
a $3M R01 from NIDA for her research 
study entitled “Bupropion for the 
prevention of postpartum smoking 
relapse.”

Silvia Balbo, PhD, in collaboration with 
Peter Villalta, PhD, Director, MCC’s An-
alytical Biochemistry Shared Resource, 
was awarded a $1.7M R01 from the NCI 
entitled “The DNA adductome of lung 
carcinogenesis.”

Anja Bielinsky, PhD, was awarded a 
$1.8M R01 from NIGMS for her study 
entitled “The role of DNA damage 
tolerance pathways in human cells.”

Wei Chen, PhD was awarded a new 
$2.6M R01 from the NCI entitled “De-
velopment of Quantitative Deuterium 
MRS Imaging for Human Brain Tumor 
Application at Ultra-high Field.”

Yibin Deng, PhD, was awarded a 
new $1.75M R01 from the NCI entitled 
“Targeting eIF4A1-dependent HK2 
translation axis for prevention of castra-
tion-resistant prostate cancer.”

Yibin Deng, PhD, and Scott Dehm, 
PhD, were awarded a DOD grant for 
$857,600 over 3 years, representing a 
collaboration between the MCC and 
Hormel Institute on this research.

Justin Drake, PhD, was awarded $770K 
from the DOD for his research project 
entitled “RET Kinase Signaling as a 
Key Switch Toward the Neuroendocrine 
Phenotype.”

Reuben Harris, PhD, and his team was 
awarded a new P01 grant for $8.3M 
from the NCI entitled “APOBEC muta-
genesis in breast cancer.”

Stephen Hecht, PhD, was awarded a 
$3M grant from the NCI for his study 
entitled “Clinical Trial of Watercress in 
Detoxification of Environmental Toxi-
cants and Carcinogens.”

Stephen Jameson, PhD, was awarded 
two new R01s from NIAID totaling 
$5.3M R01 for two different research 
projects studying the factors that 
regulate the survival and activation of 
mature T-cells in the peripheral lym-
phoid system that engage in immune 
responses.

GRANT HIGHLIGHTS

Fekadu Kassie, PhD, was awarded a 
$1.8M R01 from the NCI entitled “Lung 
cancer prevention and treatment by 
targeting ALDH1 and CD44 expressing 
putative lung cancer stem cells.”

Carol Lange, PhD, Julie Ostrander, PhD, 
and Kaylee Schwertfeger, PhD were 
awarded a new $2.5M R01 from the NCI 
entitled “SRC-3/PELP1 complexes drive 
stem-like phenotypes in luminal breast 
cancer.”

David Largaespada, PhD, was awarded 
$1.5M from NCI Moonshot funding for 
his study entitled “Recurrent tumor-spe-
cific transcripts as a source of neoan-
tigens for NF1-associated malignant 
peripheral nerve sheath tumor immuno-
prevention.”

Aaron LeBeau, PhD, was awarded 
$1.75M from the NCI for his study entitled 
“Targeting CD133 for imaging and ther-
apy in prostate cancer.”

David Masopust, PhD, was awarded 
a new $1.6M R01 from the NCI entitled 
“Repurposing TRM for tumor immuno-
therapy”, collaborating with to study 
peptide alarm therapy, a new strategy of 
Immunotherapy.

Jaime Modiano, VMD, PhD, was awarded a $600K translational 
grant from the V Foundation entitled “Novel Immunotherapy for Sar-
comas using Combination Oncolytic VSV and IL-18 Superkine.”

Lisa Peterson, PhD and her team of researchers was awarded $4.0M 
over 5 years from the NIEHS to establish a Human Health Exposure 
Analysis Resource (HHEAR) bringing together highly talented scien-

tists from the University of Minnesota and the Minnesota Department 
of Health to provide a national resource for exploring environmental, 

lifestyle, and related factors that can affect human health.

Lucie Turcotte, MD, MPH, was awarded an $890K NCI Career 
Development Award (K08) for her research project entitled “Treat-
ment Modifications, Outcomes and Provider Decision Making in the 
Management of Subsequent Breast Cancers Among Survivors of 
Childhood Cancer.”

Robert Turesky, PhD, was awarded a $2.3M R01 from NCI for his 
study entitled “DNA adductome of human bladder from the tobacco 
exposome.”

Rachel Vogel, PhD, was awarded a $792K grant from the American 
Cancer Society entitled “Wearable Device Intervention to Improve 
Sun Behaviors in Melanoma Survivors.”

Masato Yamamoto, MD, PhD, and Julia Davydova, MD, PhD, were 
awarded a $1.8M NCI R01 entitled “Combination therapy with IFN 
expressing oncolytic adenovirus for pancreatic cancer.”
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