
MCC RESEARCH ROUND-UP

THE VITAL ROLE OF CANCER RESEARCH
MCC’s Dr. Carol Lange shares her personal journey of

discovery and hope
In the world of medical science, research is not just a
collection of data and theories—it’s a lifeline for many.
For Carol Lange, PhD, a professor of medicine and
pharmacology at the University of Minnesota and
associate director for basic sciences at the Masonic
Cancer Center (MCC), this truth resonates deeply. A
dedicated researcher in breast cancer, Dr. Lange’s
commitment to understanding the disease took an
unexpected turn when her own health was at stake.

At the annual MCC Research Symposium in 2022, Dr.
Lange learned about a groundbreaking study called
the WISDOM Study that was seeking participants with
the aim of revolutionizing breast cancer risk and
detection. Intrigued by the prospect of participating in
the type of research she herself conducts, and
concerned about her personal risk factors, she signed
up. Little did she know, that decision would have life-
saving implications. 

F A L L / W I N T E R  2 0 2 4

After signing up to participate in the WISDOM Study in
2022, Dr. Lange’s risk was considered “normal” with no
new interventions needed other than an annual
mammogram. However, in late fall of 2023, she received
a letter from the study team indicating that, at the age of
60, she was now classified as high risk for breast cancer.
The letter from the study team recommended that Lange
get an annual MRI of her breast tissue in addition to her
mammograms.

From that MRI, Dr. Lange received shocking news: The
scan revealed a tumor that had evaded detection through
mammography and was even undetectable through
physical examination. 

 “I feel so grateful and lucky to be part of these trials,” she
shares. “It’s incredible to be in the right place at the right
time to participate in this kind of research.” Read the full
story: z.umn.edu/dr-lange-journey. 



LE
ADERSHIP UPDATE

MCC’s Dr. Silvia Balbo (above,
right) studies the interaction
between DNA and chemicals to
investigate how lifestyle and
environmental exposures cause
disease. She and her team are
focused on finding signs of these
exposures in the human body to
detect cancer before it becomes
advanced, and to identity people
who are at higher risk of
developing certain types of cancer.

This research resonated with a
group of cancer support advocates 

WESTERN MINN. ADVOCATES
TAKE ON COLON CANCER 

A GAME CHANGER:
CERVICAL CANCER
SELF-COLLECT
SCREENING
For over 10 years, Dr. Rebekah
Pratt, co-associate director of
community outreach and
engagement at the Masonic
Cancer Center, has been
collaborating with Imam Sharif
Mohamed and Mr. Wali Dirie at the
Islamic Civic Society of America
(ICSA) to improve access to cancer
screening that can better meet the
needs of the Somali American
community. One issue that the
community was particularly
concerned about was cervical
cancer screening.

Only around 25-50 percent of
Somali Americans are up to date
with cervical cancer screening,
compared with around 75 percent
of the general population.

Dr. Pratt (pictured above) along
with Dr. Rachel Winer at the
University of Washington, Seattle,
has been working with three
Minneapolis primary care clinics
to offer a new way to screen for
cervical cancer that does not
require a pelvic exam: self-
screening. 

Their research shows that self-
screening improves access to
cervical cancer screening  for
Somali American patients, and
they were thrilled to be able to
offer this new approach to all
patients at three Minneapolis
area clinics that participated in
the study. Drs. Pratt and Winer
hope to help lead the way in this
new cancer screening innovation.

MCC ANNOUNCES
LEADERSHIP
TRANSITION

The Masonic Cancer Center is embarking
on an exciting new chapter as part of its
mission to reduce the burden of cancer
in Minnesota and beyond.

We extend our deepest appreciation to
Dr. Douglas Yee for his exceptional
leadership of MCC over nearly 18 years
as director. Under his guidance, MCC
achieved several noteworthy milestones,
including most recently locking in critical
federal funding from the National Cancer
Institute through January 2029. 

We are pleased to now announce that
Dr. Jeffrey Miller will serve as Interim
Director of MCC. Dr. David Largaespada
will serve as Interim Deputy Director of
the cancer center. Both Drs. Miller and
Largaespada are longstanding fixtures in
the MCC community. 

Please join us in congratulating Drs.
Miller and Largaespada on their new
roles! We are excited to leverage the
expertise to build on MCC’s legacy of
excellence and innovation. 

Together with our dedicated
researchers, clinicians, and partners, we
will continue to push the boundaries of
cancer prevention, detection, and
treatment—improving lives and fostering
hope for a future free from cancer.

in western Minnesota, called the
Renville County Walk in the Park.
Looking to pair their existing
cancer patient care with research,
the group connected with Dr.
Balbo and her team, leading to a
heartwarming relationship and a
legacy of generous giving. 

As of September 2024, the group
has donated an amazing
$150,000 to Dr. Balbo’s research,
providing access to new tools to
dive deeper in colon cancer
research!



In India, nearly 200 million adults
regularly use smokeless tobacco
(SLT) products such as chewing
tobacco and snuff, and India has
one of the highest global rates of
oral cancer. Little information exists
about the levels of  chemicals
across various smokeless tobacco
brands and products sold in India.

For 10 years, University of
Minnesota researchers, including
researchers from MCC, have been
engaged in a research partnership
with Tata Memorial Centre in
Mumbai, India, to fill this gap and
build local capacity for analysis of
smokeless tobacco products and
relevant biomarkers in users. This
partnership culminated in a new
study investigating how much the
SLT products sold in Mumbai vary

THE VARIABILITY
OF CHEMICALS IN
INDIAN SMOKELESS
TOBACCO
PRODUCTS

in nicotine and cancer-causing
chemicals called tobacco-specific
nitrosamines (TSNA).

Study findings revealed extremely
variable levels of nicotine and
TSNA across brands as  well as
inconsistent manufacturing. “[This
means that] consumers are
unknowingly exposed to extremely
high levels of addictive and cancer-
causing chemicals,” said Irina
Stepanov, an MCC member who
leads the Institute for Global
Cancer Prevention (IGCPR). “These
findings emphasize the critical
need for educational and policy
efforts in India to prevent
smokeless tobacco use and
encourage its cessation.”

MCC RESEARCHERS SECURE
$11.6M FOR INFLAMMATORY
DISEASE RESEARCH
A pair of University of Minnesota
Medical School and Masonic Cancer
Center researchers have been
awarded an $11.6 million grant to
advance treatments for chronic
inflammatory diseases.

The project—called Engage Assess
SecretE (EASE)—aims to develop an
innovative bioelectric device that
functions as a living pharmacy
within the body, housing genetically
engineered cells that produce
therapeutics on demand to target
inflammation. This new approach
could revolutionize the treatment of
inflammatory bowel disease,
including Crohn’s disease and
ulcerative colitis, and other
autoimmune disorders. 

In our many years of experience
treating and researching cancer,
we’ve discovered one universal
truth: each and every one of us will
be touched by cancer in some way.
In Minnesota alone, there are
roughly 26,000 new cases of cancer
every year.

This is why, with your help,
researchers at MCC are able to
continue their work uncovering life-
preserving cancer prevention and
treatment strategies.

Throughout December 2024, thanks
to the generosity of a valued donor,
your gift will be DOUBLED, helping
us solve the riddle of cancer and
giving patients and their families
more tomorrows together.

This month, all donations will be
matched up to $50,000. Which
means you can increase your
impact on the breakthroughs
happening right now at the Masonic
Cancer Center.

Double your gift today to help us
continue powering hope and
healing for Minnesotans and
beyond.

ALL DONATIONS
MATCHED DURING

DECEMBER 2024
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Branden Moriarity, PhD, and Beau
Webber, PhD, co-directors for the
cancer center's Genome
Engineering Shared Resource and
associate professors at the U of M
Medical School, will lead the cell
engineering team in helping to
develop the implantable device. 

Unlike traditional monoclonal
antibody treatments which
require frequent infusions, the
device could provide continuous,
long-term therapy that would
significantly improve patient
outcomes. This research will pave
the way for preclinical studies,
with plans to move toward
human clinical trials within six
years.
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We are Minnesota’s cancer center.
Together, we’re advancing knowledge and
enhancing care that reduces the burden of
cancer on Minnesotans.

Peek inside for the latest news from us. 

CONNECT WITH US:

Get exclusive MCC merch! 
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