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“Exploring Cancer”:
A Career in Colon Cancer Research

Ashwin Somasundaram, MD

Introduction: Who am I?

Why Cancer Research?
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What are gastro-intestinal “GI” cancers?

“Colon”

“Gastro/gastric”

“Hepatic”

“Biliary”
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Surgery…with downsides

“Chemotherapy”/ “Immunotherapy” -> RESEARCH!!!

“Chemotherapy”: kills 

anything growing fast.

“Targeted therapy”: 

targets specific cancer 

pathways

“Immunotherapy”:

Recruit the body’s 

immune system 

against cancer
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One of the most exciting recent studies…

Who comes to see me in my clinic?

Who comes to see me in my clinic?
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How do patients usually come to see me?

• Colonoscopy screening

• From a hospital admission

• From a local surgeon after surgery

• From another medical center -> usually for clinical trials

How much progress have we made in treating cancer?

Chances of surviving 
Colon cancer in 1970s

Chances of surviving 
Colon cancer now

How does this differ by race?

• More cases, and deaths in Black patients along with worse 
disease when found.
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Why is this happening? Is it geographic location?

Why is this happening? Is it diet?
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Why is this happening? -> Not one answer!

Does Education Level Help?...and if so, HOW?

Does Screening Help? (Delaware Study)-> Importance of RESEARCH
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What about later stages of cancer?

Later stages require chemotherapy…but cost has been a barrier

What about younger patients?

31

32

33

Exploring Cancer Presented on September 8, 2023

For Educational Use Only



What about younger patients? Why?

Are things getting better?

Importance of RESEARCH
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What research do I do?

• BENCH: I take tissues and cells from patients and donors receiving 
therapy or on clinical trials and I experiment on the tissue to determine 
why their tumors died or survived and how their immune system 
attacked the cancer or failed. I then verify what we find in mice or cell 
lines.

• BEDSIDE: I design and run clinical trials where we use the science 
done in the lab to find new drugs and targets and see if they work in 
patients.

• PRACTICE: I work with our public health researchers to ensure that 
we are providing quality care to everyone and that no one is missed or 
lacking in treatment due to race, gender, age, etc.

What research do I do? BENCH:

Somasundaram et al. CIR 2022

What research do I do? BEDSIDE:
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The benefits of clinical trials

Patient involved in clinical trials have a higher chance of 

surviving!

J Am Coll Surg. 2013 Apr; 216(4): 774–781.

UNC-led effort ACCURE trial in Lung and Breast Cancer

What can we do in research and clinical trials?
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/eutils/elink.fcgi?dbfrom=pubmed&retmode=ref&cmd=prlinks&id=23415510


Clinical Trial Accrual

Dr. Marjory Charlot MD

Dr. Shakira Grant MBBS

Clinical Trial Accrual: PROCLAIM study for Pancreatic Cancer

Dr. Jen Jen Yeh MD Dr. Ugwuji Maduekwe MD

This is a study trying to 
recruit more black 
patients with pancreatic 
cancer to our clinical 
trials at Lineberger.

We are trying to do the 
same for colon cancer 
next.
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