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As the ambulance sped to the emergency department at UNC-
Chapel Hill, Debra Jackson was struggling to breathe. At 340 
pounds, she was classified as morbidly obese and suffered 
from Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) due to 
emphysema caused by years of heavy smoking. Heart disease 
plagued her. Jackson was only 47 years old, but her poor health 
was slowly killing her.

“I was admitted to the hospital, and my doctor began running 
some tests,” Jackson explains. “During that hospital stay, I was 
diagnosed with early stage I adrenal cancer. I was devastated.”

Jen Jen Yeh, MD, a UNC Lineberger member, associate 
professor and vice chair of research in the UNC Department 
of Surgery, removed Jackson’s cancerous tumor on March 3, 
2013. “I’m very honest with my patients,” says Yeh. “I told 
Debra that we were able to get all of the cancer, but I was 
very worried about her heart and her ability to recover from 
surgery. She needed to make some pretty drastic lifestyle 
changes if she wanted to get better.”

Change is hard

Jackson’s fight with obesity began when she was just 10 years 
old. Eventually, years of overeating and lack of exercise led to 
excess weight gain, until her body began to rebel. “I was always 
short of breath, and I could hardly walk without becoming 
dizzy,” says Jackson. “I was simply miserable, and depression set 
in. I didn’t want to leave my house. I tried to ignore the warning 
signs of obesity, but I was physically and emotionally broken. As 
scary as it was, my hospitalization was the wakeup call I needed.”
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Der lab finds promising drug to fight pancreatic cancer
Just five months 
after receiving an 
unexpected diagnosis 
of pancreatic cancer, 
Andy Boyette gathered 
88 of his family 
members and friends 
for a “celebration of 
life” party in Raleigh, 
complete with 
barbecue and balloons.

Diagnosed with 
stage IV pancreatic 
cancer that had spread 
to his liver, Boyette was 
told he might have 
just 12 months to live. 
Pancreatic cancer is a 
particularly aggressive 

and deadly cancer, with just seven percent of patients surviving 
after five years. At his party, Boyette tried to talk with each of 
his loved ones, thinking it could be the last time.

Ironically, it’s been nearly three years since Boyette, now 64, 
received his diagnosis. He’s considered to be a walking miracle 

by his family, and he has big plans for the future.
“There are so many things I want to see and do, and that my 

children are going to do, and I don’t want to miss those,” Boyette 
says. If his health is good, he wants to take a cross-country 
motorcycle trip to San Francisco so he can eat all the lobster 
he wants. And as a father of four, Boyette recently had the 
opportunity to watch one of his daughters graduate with honors 
from N.C. State University. He expects to see his youngest 
graduate in May. At nearly every visit to his doctor at the N.C. 
Cancer Hospital, he shares his dream of walking his girls down 
the aisle. 

 “I want to give them away,” he says. “I want to be there in 
spirit and in body.”

To help improve the outlook for patients like Boyette, 
researchers at the UNC Lineberger Comprehensive Cancer 
Center are working to find new treatments for pancreatic cancer. 

In the lab of Channing Der, PhD, a UNC Lineberger member 
and a Kenan Distinguished Professor in the Department of 
Pharmacology, researchers believe they have found a promising 
strategy to target a type of pancreatic cancer that is notoriously 
resistant to treatment—pancreatic cancer that has a mutation in a 
gene called KRAS.

Their strategy, published in the journal Cancer Cell, is to 
use a drug designed to target the last of a series of signals 

8 Channing Der, PhD

Debra Jackson, happy and healthy in 2016
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messagedirector’s
A new year often gives people new 
opportunities. Whether it’s a new job, a new 
relationship, or a new commitment to good 
health, a new year seems to give people hope 
for wiping the slate clean and starting afresh.

In this issue of Cancer Lines, you’ll meet 
Debra Jackson, a patient of surgical oncologist 
Dr. Jen Jen Yeh. Debra was battling morbid 
obesity, COPD, and adrenal cancer, and her 
prognosis was bleak. But the story doesn’t 

end there. Her inspiring journey of courage and the desire for a new way of life 
will prove the point that if you want something badly enough, hard work and 
determination can get you there.

As the cancer center director, I’m very proud of the new research and discoveries 
taking place at UNC Lineberger on a daily basis. We’re pleased to tell you that our 
researchers in Dr. Channing Der’s lab believe they have found a promising strategy 
to target a type of pancreatic cancer that is notoriously resistant to treatment. In fact, 
nearly 50 percent of the human pancreatic cancer cell lines they tested responded 
to this drug. And even though their work isn’t done, I believe they are on the cusp 
of some exciting scientific breakthroughs.

On the philanthropic front, we are the grateful recipients of a new $250,000 gift 
that has been made in memory of Dr. Minhthu Nguyen by her husband Padrick 
Barrett and her brother Phong Nguyen. Minhthu, a local dentist who bravely battled 

metastatic breast cancer for more than four years, passed away last September. 
She and Padrick were very appreciative of the care their family received here at 
UNC Lineberger, so as part of Padrick and Phong’s gift, they have chosen to name 
the N.C. Cancer Hospital’s mammography reception area in honor of Minhthu. 
Although Minhthu is no longer with us, her spirit of hope, kindness, and generosity 
lives on to help others who are fighting breast cancer, a disease that affects one in 
nine women.

While the weekly ‘Caregivers Dinner’ in our Oncology Unit isn’t necessarily a 
new event, you may not be aware of this patient- and family-centered service. Each 
Thursday, UNC Health Care volunteers host a buffet dinner for the caregivers —
the family members, friends and clinical staff who care for, support and advocate 
for inpatient oncology and bone marrow transplant patients. I think you’ll enjoy 
hearing this story from the perspective of Liz Swaringen, a breast cancer survivor 
and caregiver to her father, who was a lung cancer patient. She now volunteers at the 
N.C. Cancer Hospital serving up more than just a meal; she’s serving up comfort 
and friendship to those going through very stressful situations.

And finally, we are pleased to welcome Bill Schaller, our new director of 
communications and marketing at UNC Lineberger. He comes to us from Brandeis 
University and prior to that, Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, where he was director 
of media relations. Since Bill is new to ‘southern living’ and all things ‘UNC,’ I hope 
you’ll join us in showing him the hospitality for which we are famous. 

It’s a time of new discoveries, new opportunities and new friends. I’m so glad 
you’ve joined us on the journey.

Ned Sharpless, MD

that drive abnormal growth in KRAS-
mutated cancer cells. The RAF-MEK-ERK 
pathway becomes aberrantly activated in 
cancers with KRAS mutations, Der said. 
In preclinical studies in cells and in mice, 
they tested an investigational drug that 
blocks the protein ERK.

Researchers found that nearly 50 
percent of the human pancreatic cancer 
cell lines they tested responded to the 
drug. The drug also had a significant effect 
on tumor growth in animal models. They 
believe their findings pave the way for 

clinical trials; however, their work is not done.
“We don’t think that an ERK inhibitor is just the miracle drug and we’re done,” 

Der explains. “We believe these cancers will figure out a way to develop resistance. 
And we believe that while these ERK inhibitors may be better than existing drugs 
targeting this pathway in this particular cancer, to really activate a successful long-
term response in the patient, we’re going to have to identify another inhibitor that 
will work in combination with the ERK inhibitor to overcome resistance.”

Finding new pancreatic cancer treatments is a personal mission for scientists 
working in Der’s lab, including Kirsten Bryant, PhD, a postdoctoral fellow at  
UNC Lineberger. 

Bryant began researching cancer as an undergraduate, but she really saw the need 
for more work in pancreatic cancer when her dad was diagnosed with the disease 
during her final year of graduate school. Although her father knew the odds were 
stacked against him, he didn’t give up his fight against the disease, Bryant said. He 
was treated with two chemotherapy regimens, but his tumor developed resistance, 
and there were significant side effects. He died just 11 months later. 

“Watching his battle with this disease really instilled in me the need for more 
research on this particular cancer,” Bryant says. “I am passionate about continuing 
my dad’s fight, and I sincerely hope that my work will one day lead to better 
treatment options for patients.”

Boyette’s doctor, Autumn McRee, MD, a UNC Lineberger member and assistant 
professor in the UNC School of Medicine, agrees that new treatments for pancreatic 
cancer are urgently needed. It has been an honor to watch Boyette live a full and 
productive life while enduring cancer and its treatment, she says. He started  
on an aggressive chemotherapy regimen with an emphasis on improving his 

survival, but also preserving his quality of life. Boyette’s cancer continues to respond 
to the treatment. 

“Andy, however, is the exception to the rule, and while the results of sequencing 
of his tumor may provide insight into his positive response to chemotherapy, many 
patients with pancreatic cancer only respond to chemotherapy for short periods of 
time. Therefore, more effective therapies are urgently needed with less toxicity and 
improved durations of response,” says McRee. 

Boyette also wants to see more research dollars go to attacking pancreatic cancer, 
as well as increased awareness about the disease, which is the fourth leading cause of 
cancer death in the United States.

“It’s killing a lot of people—men and women,” he says. “I’m one of the lucky ones.”
Personally, he finds strength in his doctors at UNC, in his former wife Pattie 

Moore-Boyette, and his church. He distracts his mind with baking, and with 
working when he can. But he gives most of the credit to God as well as to his body 
and his mind, which have sustained three years of treatment.

He said the night before he started his first chemotherapy treatment, he decided 
to have a positive mindset and attitude so that the next day would be a pleasant 
experience. He emphasizes the power of the mind in coping with cancer.

“My body is fighting the cancer, and I’ve also got to control it up here,” he said, 
pointing to his head. “Your mind is very powerful, and you can’t let it take over.” 

Pancreatic cancer continued from page 1

Andy Boyette

Kirsten Bryant, PhD
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When Jackson returned home to Green Level, 
North Carolina, she was resolved to take control of 
her life and to get healthy; however, she knew very 
little about nutrition or physical fitness and had 
no idea how to start. “That’s when I began doing 
research on the internet,” she explains. “I saw all 
kinds of quick-fix diets, supplements and workout 
gear that promised me success, but I knew they 
were only short-term solutions. So after reading 
dozens of articles on reputable websites, I built 
a custom eating and exercise plan that I thought 
would work for me.”

You are what you eat

Jackson chose to take the ‘clean-eating’ approach when 
creating her meals, embracing whole foods like lean 
meats, vegetables, fruits and whole grains, plus healthy 
fats. She eliminated all processed foods and sugar from 
her diet, instead using natural sweeteners like agave 
when necessary. By eating several well-balanced, small 

meals throughout the day and drinking lots of water, 
Jackson was able to stabilize her blood sugars and 
fight off hunger pains. 

“Debra made another crucial change in her diet, 
which was to use herbs and spices in her cooking, 
rather than salt,” says Jennifer Spring, RD, CSO, 
LDN, an oncology dietitian with the Comprehensive 
Cancer Support Program who provides nutritional 
guidance to cancer patients at UNC. “She learned 
she didn’t need added sodium to enjoy flavorful 
food. Fresh ingredients simply prepared can be very 
satisfying.”

Jackson’s food portion sizes shrunk, and so did 
her waistline. Sometimes she lost up to three pounds 
a day, and the more she lost, the more she felt like 
moving. “My breathing became easier, and I finally  
felt confident enough to start exercising,” Jackson says. 
“My next challenge was the treadmill.” 

Walking off the weight

Jackson’s first steps toward fitness were on her 
treadmill, walking just five minutes a day. “I started 
at a very slow pace, and the stronger I got, the more I 
walked. Eventually, I worked my way up to 30 minute 
sessions. My blood pressure improved, and so did my 
stamina,” she says. “And the weight kept coming off.”

According to Claudio Battaglini, PhD, FACSM, 
associate professor of exercise and sport science at 
UNC and director of the exercise oncology research 
laboratory, Jackson’s healthy respect of her own 
limitations, combined with her determination to make 
fitness a habit, have been key factors in her weight-
loss success.

“While national guidelines suggest 150 minutes 
each week of moderate-intensity aerobic physical 
activity, most people can’t do that when they’re 
just starting out,” says Battaglini, who leads UNC’s 
‘Get REEL & HEEL’ exercise program for cancer 
patients. “But exercise doesn’t have to be an ‘all or 
nothing’ proposition. A little exercise on a regular 

basis is much more effective than random marathon 
workouts. Consistency and regularity yield the most 
benefits.” 

Aside from the physical benefits of exercise, 
Battaglini says movement has tremendous 
psychological effects on the body. “When a person 
carries less weight, they feel better, and that 
generates a cascade of excitement that leads to 
better lifestyle choices,” he explains. “A by-product 
is that they begin to look better, and they want to 
keep that feeling of pride.”

Now, three years later…

It’s been three years since Jackson had surgery 
to remove her cancerous tumor, and since that 
time, she’s gone through a transformation that is 
nothing short of amazing. By making smart food 
choices and becoming physically active, she’s lost a 
whopping 175 pounds. Her fiancé Dale Hamby also 
adopted Jackson’s positive lifestyle changes, and he 
has lost 81 pounds. 

“I am a different person than I was three years 
ago,” say Jackson. “Life is good, I’m alive and I can 
move! But the difference is more than skin-deep.  
I’m healthy, and there’s no sign of my cancer. 
I’m even taking classes at Alamance Community 
College to become a personal health coach and 
weight loss consultant. I want to help people,  
the way Dr. Yeh and UNC helped me. I feel like I 
have a new lease on life, and I’m taking advantage  
of every opportunity.” 

A New Year, A New You continued from page 1

Jen Jen Yeh, MD, Claudio Battaglini, PhD, Jennifer Spring, RD, CSO, LDN

Jackson, before her 175 lb. weight loss

Is there a connection between obesity and cancer? Scientists continue to 
accumulate evidence that convincingly links the two. In fact, the International 
Agency for Research on Cancer has estimated that between one-fourth and  
one-third of cancer cases may be attributed to the combined effects of elevated 
body weight and inadequate physical activity. 

According to the National Cancer Institute, obesity is associated with  
increased risks of a wide variety of cancers. Why? Researchers believe there  
are several possible reasons:

• Fat tissue produces excess amounts of estrogen, high levels of 
which have been associated with the risk of breast, endometrial  
and other cancers.

• Obese people often have increased levels of insulin and  
insulin-like growth factor-1 (IGF-1) in their blood, which may  
promote the development of certain tumors.

• Fat cells produce hormones that may stimulate cell growth.  
These cells may also have direct and indirect effects on other  
tumor growth regulators.

• Obese people often have chronic low-level inflammation, which has 
been associated with increased cancer risk.

“Interest is growing in physical activity and 
its protective effects on the human body, 
especially in the prevention of cancer, and 
as a researcher, that excites me,” says 
Battaglini. “In addition to making positive 
dietary changes and eliminating tobacco use, 
becoming physically active and maintaining a 
healthy weight may be one of the best choices 
people can make in protecting themselves 
against this disease.”

The link between obesity and cancer
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For Eliza “Leeza” Park, MD, caring for people 
with cancer is not just about the disease; it’s about 
the person. As a psychiatrist and researcher, 
Park works to help patients deal with the social, 
emotional and psychological factors that impact 
their cancer journey. Her goal is to help patients 
build lives that are meaningful to them, while they 
cope with a serious illness.

“For many people, the emotional burden of 
cancer is enormous, and that impacts their physical 
experience,” Park says. “You can’t always separate the 
physical and emotional experience of the disease.”

Park, a researcher at the UNC Lineberger 
Comprehensive Cancer Center and an assistant 
professor of psychiatry in the UNC School of 
Medicine, is leading research to identify gaps in 
psychological care for cancer patients and their 
families. She directs the psycho-oncology group at 
the UNC Lineberger Comprehensive Cancer Support 
Program (CCSP) that provides counseling and other 
psychological services. These clinicians also work 
closely with other members of the CCSP to provide 
financial assistance to patients, recognizing that 
financial distress is linked to psychological wellbeing. 
Other services like yoga, acupuncture and massage 
therapy meet patients’ psychological needs in a 
holistic way. 

“You can’t just give a pill and tell people to get 
better,” Park says. “We want to help people build 
lives that are meaningful and worthwhile for them 
while living with this serious illness. We strive 
to identify ways in which someone can feel like 
a person, to strengthen the relationships that are 
important to them.”

As a researcher, Park is particularly interested in 

studying the needs of parents with 
terminal cancer. Parental concerns and 
responsibilities are incredibly important 
for patients with children, but cancer 
and its treatment can disrupt that. Park 
led a study published recently in the 
journal BMJ Palliative Care that found a 
need for better end-of-life care to help 
dying parents cope. In the study, Park 
and her collaborators surveyed 344 
widowed fathers who had lost a spouse 
to cancer, and were raising children. 
They found that mothers with terminal 
cancer had substantial worries about 
their children at the end of their lives, 
and low levels of peacefulness. Thirty-eight percent 
of mothers had not said goodbye to their children, 
according to reports from the fathers, and 26 percent 
were not at peace with dying.

“This is a group of patients who have high levels 
of distress,” Park says. “We want to create programs 
that will alleviate some of their concerns, improve 
communication with their families, improve 
preparation for end of life, and hopefully decrease the 
levels of major psychiatric disorders that develop in 
their spouses and caregivers during bereavement.”

Park has always liked research and science. 
She was a history major as an undergraduate at 
Yale University and pursued her medical degree 
at the University of Rochester. While she was a 
medical student, she left New York for a year to 
do a research fellowship at UNC, and that’s where 
she found her calling. During a study of women 
who experience chronic pelvic pain, Park found 
she was much more interested in the psychological 

component of their experience, which led her to 
psychiatry. After completing her residency training 
in the Harvard Longwood Psychiatry Residency 
Training Program, Park did a fellowship at 
Brigham and Women’s Hospital in psychosomatic 
medicine, and then came to UNC.

Park was happy to return to Chapel Hill during 
her research year, where she met her husband 
while he was studying as a graduate student at 
Duke University. They now have two active boys 
aged 10 months and 3 years. Being a mom and 
a doctor is both challenging and rewarding, she 
says, but she gets a lot of support from her family 
and colleagues and finds joy in her work.

“I personally derive happiness from the idea  
of helping people,” Park says. “As a psychiatrist  
for patients with cancer, you meet with people 
during one of the most vulnerable periods of their 
lives. You work to try to improve their quality of 
life, their mental health and their wellbeing. It’s 
very rewarding.” 

Leeza Park, MD: Caring for the whole person

John Isner, the No. 1-ranked 
tennis player in America, 
brought his sixth annual charity 
tennis event to Charlotte on 
Thursday, February 4. Over 
1,500 spectators came out for 
The Isner Ebix Charity Challenge 
that featured Isner, as well 
as former world No. 1 Andy 

Roddick and the Bryan brothers doubles team in exhibition matches 
at UNC Charlotte’s Halton Arena. Earlier in the day, Isner and the 
other players held tennis clinics for kids and adults at Olde Providence 
Racquet Club in Charlotte. 

All tournament proceeds benefitted UNC Lineberger Comprehensive 
Cancer Center, which the Isner family credits for saving the life of Karen 
Isner, John’s mother. Karen had advanced colon cancer in 2004 and 
again in 2007 and was treated at UNC on both occasions. She still lives 
in Greensboro, where John attended high school. 

PETER MILLAR SUPPORTS UNC LINEBERGER: The Raleigh-based 
Peter Millar line of fine clothing and accessories recently introduced the 
Peter Millar/UNC Lineberger Collection, a beautiful selection of men’s 
sportswear that embraces a classic, old-world style, sharp detail, superb 
craftsmanship, and only the highest quality materials. UNC Lineberger 
gratefully receives 25% of the proceeds from sales of this collection.  
To purchase your UNC Lineberger gear online, go to www.petermillar.
com and click on “Collegiate Clothing.”

Isner tennis tourney supports 
UNC Lineberger 
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DeSimone honored by White House

On December 22, 2015, the White House announced that 
UNC Lineberger researcher Joseph DeSimone, PhD was 
named among the latest recipients of the National Medal  
of Science and National Medal of Technology and 
Innovation. Awarded annually, the medal recognizes 
individuals who have made outstanding contributions to 
science and engineering. 

 “Science and technology are fundamental to solving 
some of our nation’s biggest challenges,” President Obama 
said in the announcement. “The knowledge produced by 

these Americans today will carry our country’s legacy of innovation forward and 
continue to help countless others around the world. Their work is a testament to 
American ingenuity.”

DeSimone is the Chancellor’s Eminent Professor of Chemistry in the College 
of Arts and Sciences at UNC-Chapel Hill, William R. Kenan, Jr. Distinguished 
Professor of Chemical Engineering at NC State University, as well as a UNC 
Lineberger member. 

Researchers receive NCI Awards
The National Cancer Institute has 
awarded the prestigious Outstanding 
Investigator award to two UNC 
Lineberger members for cancer research 
considered to have breakthrough 
potential. The recipients are recognized 
as highly-productive cancer researchers 
and will receive long-term support for 
their exceptional work. 

Albert S. Baldwin, Jr., PhD, UNC 
Lineberger’s associate director for basic research and the William Rand Kenan 
Professor of Biology, will receive a $5.9 million grant across seven years to study 
signaling mechanisms known to drive cancer. Stephen Hursting, PhD, a UNC 
Lineberger member and professor of nutrition at the UNC Gillings School of Global 
Public Health and the UNC Nutrition Institute, will receive $5.34 million over a 
seven-year period to further his research on the mechanistic links between obesity 
and cancer. 

Social networks affect health
The more social ties people have at an early age, the 
better their health is at the beginning and end of their 
lives, according to a new study led by Claire Yang, PhD, 
a UNC Lineberger member, a professor of sociology at 
UNC-Chapel Hill, and a Carolina Population Center 
fellow.

The study, published in the Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences, found that the sheer size of a person’s 
social network was important for health in early and 
late adulthood. In adolescence, social isolation increased 

risk of inflammation by the same amount as physical inactivity, while social 
integration protected against abdominal obesity. In old age, social isolation was 
actually more harmful to health than diabetes on developing and controlling 
hypertension.

Yang and other researchers evaluated three dimensions of social 
relationships: social integration, social support and social strain. They then 
studied how social relationships were associated with four markers shown 
to be key for mortality risk: blood pressure, waist circumference, body mass 
index and circulating levels of C-reactive protein, which is a measure of 
systemic inflammation.

cancer lines Spring 2016

Joe DeSimone, PhD

Albert S. Baldwin, Jr., PhD; Stephen Hursting, PhD

Yang Claire Yang, PhD

Program aids cancer survivorship
Cancer affects many North Carolinians. The mission of the University 
Cancer Research Fund (UCRF), which was created in 2007 by the NC 
General Assembly, is to save lives and reduce suffering from cancer. One 
of its first priorities was to establish the UNC Health Registry/Cancer 
Survivorship Cohort (HR/CSC) to aid research into cancer survivorship. 
The goal of the HR/CSC is to better understand the causes of cancer, how 
to prevent cancer, find better ways to treat cancer, and learn of ways to 
improve the quality of life for patients who have cancer.

The purpose of the HR/CSC is to collect information and biologic 
specimens from people who are seeking cancer care at UNC. “Right now, 
about 7,000 patients have enrolled in the HR/CSC, but our goal is to 
enroll 10,000,” explains Jeannette Bensen, PhD, associate professor of 
epidemiology at UNC-Chapel Hill and director of the HR/CSC. “If a person 
is 18 years of age or older, and they have an appointment at an oncology 
clinic at UNC Health Care, they are invited to play an important role in 
cancer research by participating in this extraordinary effort.” 

HR/CSC recruiters are located in various oncology clinics, where they 
work closely with clinical care teams to approach patients during their visit. 
Patients who agree to participate in the HR/CSC sign an electronic tablet 
to complete their informed patient consent, as well as a HIPAA document, 
which protects their patient privacy. Patients who participate agree to 

allow the research team to collect 
information from their medical 
records for research, provide a small 
sample of blood, allow leftover 
surgical tissue to be banked if they 
have surgery at UNC Hospitals, and 
complete an interview by phone 
with one of the HR/CSC staff. “The 
interview helps us understand 
cancer from the patient’s point 
of view and includes questions 
about cancer symptoms, access 
to health care, and emotional and 
physical quality of life,” says Bensen. 
“Enrolled patients also agree to 
annual follow-up and to allow us to 
contact them in the future for other 
research studies.”

A Resource for Researchers

The valuable, de-identified information volunteered from enrolled patients 
is stored in the secure UNC Lineberger Data and Biospecimen Repository, 
where it’s made available to researchers for various cancer research projects. 
Because it includes such a large collection of data and specimens, the HR/
CSC is able to support many investigators in their research, according to 
Mary Watson, MSc, CCRP, PMP, the HR/CSC project manager who 
is responsible for overseeing and managing the clinical operations and 
research staff for the UNC Health Registry. 

“Researchers usually first start by identifying a group of patients in the 
HR/CSC that meet their research needs. They do this by simply putting in 
a ‘cohort discovery’ data request through our website for data sharing. For 
example, a researcher may ask the HR/CSC for information about a certain 
demographic, such as women from eastern North Carolina under the age 
of 50 who have metastatic breast cancer,” says Watson. “The HR/CSC also 
works closely with investigators to develop and implement grants and 
produce publications. Our program is unique in that we collect information 
about patients with all kinds of cancer and focus on both biospecimens 
as well as patient interviews. There aren’t many other universities that can 
provide such a comprehensive data set.”

Research done by the HR/CSC is funded by the UCRF. 
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N.C. Cancer Hospital Mammography receives $250,000 gift

profiledonor
When 34-year-old Minhthu Nguyen was diagnosed 
with stage IV breast cancer, she and her husband 
Padrick Barrett were stunned and shaken by the 
news. “We were brand new parents of a baby girl, 
Lien, so to learn about the severity of Minhthu’s 
illness was pretty shocking,” says Padrick. “But in 
typical fashion, Minhthu didn’t wallow in self-pity. 
She told me she wanted to approach her treatment 
with grace and dignity, and that’s what she did.” 

Minhthu and Padrick sought care from Mark 
Graham, MD, of Waverly Hematology Oncology in 
Cary, NC, where he told the couple it was possible 
that Minhthu’s pregnancy had actually masked the 
symptoms of her disease and allowed her tumor to 
progress undetected, since the signs and symptoms 
of breast cancer can be similar to the changes in a 
woman’s body during pregnancy. ”Minhthu had 
advanced metastatic cancer, so she and Padrick 
were interested in being referred to one of the 
larger, more well-known cancer centers like MD 
Anderson or the Mayo Clinic,” says Graham. “But 
I strongly encouraged them to pursue treatment at 
UNC Lineberger, specifically, with Chuck Perou, 
PhD. I told them that Chuck is North Carolina’s 
best kept secret, a true forerunner in the field of 
breast cancer research and genomics.” 

The two took Graham’s advice and worked 
closely with Perou and Ben Calvo, MD, both UNC 
Lineberger members, to fight her disease. In fact, they 
were so impressed with Perou’s lab, his commitment 
to research, his humility and exceptional caregiving 
spirit, they have contributed more than $100,000 to 
his work.

“The investment that Minhthu and Padrick have 
made to my work is both substantial and inspiring,” 
says Perou, the May Goldman Shaw Distinguished 

Professor of Molecular Oncology. “As a researcher, 
every dollar helps, but more importantly, meeting 
individuals like Minhthu gives us an additional drive 
to try and make a difference in the lives of cancer 
patients. This gives me more focus and more meaning 
to our work.”

Minhthu and Padrick also became involved 
in Fight for 1 in 9, a not-for-profit organization 
dedicated to easing some of the burdens — emotional, 
physical and financial—that come along with the 
diagnosis of breast cancer. “Minhthu saw other 
cancer patients who had to choose between getting 
treatment and working to provide for their families,” 
explains Padrick. “We were fortunate to have the 
resources to pay for Minhthu’s care, and she even 
took a year off from work during her treatment. But 
we realized there are many who can’t afford to do 
that. A cancer diagnosis can be both emotionally and 
financially devastating.”

Minhthu’s generosity spilled over into her 
professional life as well. At her dental practice, Gentle 
Family Dentistry, she frequently performed pro bono 
services for other cancer patients, and there were 
specific days when a portion of office receipts went 
to charity. “Minhthu was committed to making life 
better for our staff and patients,” says Padrick. “She was 
always doing special things for others. She was the 
ultimate giver.” 

The gift that keeps giving

Minhthu passed away on September 8, 2015, following 
her courageous four-year battle against breast cancer. 
To honor Minhthu’s memory, her brother, Dr. Phong 
Nguyen and her husband Padrick made a gift of 
$250,000, choosing to name the mammography 
reception area in the N.C. Cancer Hospital for her. 
Minhthu’s family will also furnish the space with 
fresh flowers at all times and have refreshments 
catered in once a month.

“This gift is so meaningful because of the impact 
it makes on our multidisciplinary patients,” explains 
Cherie Kuzmiak, DO, FACR, FSBI, director, Breast 
Imaging Division and associate professor of radiology 
at the UNC School of Medicine. “Most of them are 
diagnosed here or have come to us for a second 
opinion, and they are dealing with very stressful 

situations. Sometimes they’re here for six to eight 
hours in one day, consulting with surgeons, geneticists, 
oncologists, plastic surgeons and others. These patients 
may not have time to go to the cafeteria between 
appointments, so having sandwiches, fresh fruit, 
granola bars and other snacks available to them is 
such a kind and thoughtful gesture.”

Kathy Taylor, RT(R)(M), breast imaging 
supervisor, echoes Kuzimiak’s appreciation, saying the 
gift will also lighten the financial load many patients 
face because of this disease. “There are some who 
drive from long distances to receive cancer treatments 
in Chapel Hill, and there are associated expenses; 
fuel for their vehicles, parking fees, lodging, and the 
list continues,” Taylor says. “By having refreshments 
catered in, patients won’t need to spend money on 
meals while they’re here at the hospital. It may seem 
like a simple thing, but to many patients, it makes a 
huge difference in their day.”

Padrick says Minhthu, an eternal optimist, wanted 
other cancer patients to feel hopeful and encouraged 
about the possibility of beating cancer. Minhthu 
believed that having a team of physicians from UNC 
Lineberger was a major step forward in this battle.

“UNC Lineberger is a wonderful leader in cancer 
research and care, but many people aren’t aware of 
the amazing work they do every day,” says Padrick. 
“Every person we’ve met here has been genuinely 
welcoming, just like Minhthu was. She didn’t get to 
live the life she wanted, but by making this gift to 
UNC Lineberger, our family is doing what we can to 
keep her spirit alive.” 

“Minhthu will live on in our thoughts, hearts, and good deeds. 
We will miss her presence but will not forget the impact she 
had on us, this community, and the world.” – Padrick Barrett

Chuck Perou, PhD Ben Calvo, MD

Sisters Inspiring Sisters, Inc. 
Terry W. Spicer, founder and executive director of The SISI project, delivered 200 gas cards worth $25 each to 
the UNC Lineberger Patient and Family Resource Center on December 28, 2015. The gas cards were given to 
help women receiving breast cancer treatment at the N.C. Cancer Hospital who need financial assistance with 
travel expenses. The donation was the largest to date for the nonprofit, which was founded in honor of Spicer’s 
beloved best friend who lost her battle with metastatic breast cancer in 2002. 
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Welcome, Bill Schaller! 
Bill Schaller has joined the UNC 
Lineberger team as director of 
Communications and Marketing. 
He previously served as executive 
director of integrated media at 
Brandeis University. Prior to that, 
he held media relations positions 
at Harvard Medical School and its 
teaching hospitals for more than 
two decades, including as director of 

media relations at Dana-Farber Cancer Institute from 2001-
2013. Bill earned his bachelor’s degree in journalism from the 
University of Oregon and a master’s in public administration 
from Northeastern University. While Bill awaits his family to 
relocate from the Boston area this spring, he is looking forward 
to becoming acquainted with the Chapel Hill community.  

Chancellor Carol L. Folt and the UNC at Chapel Hill Board of 
Trustees recently presented its highest honor, the William 
Richardson Davie Award, to UNC alum Betty Ray McCain ‘52 
for her “dedication, commitment, loyalty and service.” McCain, 
a former chair of the UNC Lineberger Board of Visitors, is well-
known as a pioneer for women in North Carolina politics. McCain 
began her career in politics in 1960, when she worked on Terry 
Sanford’s gubernatorial campaign. She went on to chair the North 
Carolina Democratic Party from 1976 to 1979 and has been on 
its executive committee since 1971. McCain served as secretary 
of the NC Department of Cultural Resources from 1993 to 2001, 
and she remains a generous supporter of the University’s Medical 
Foundation, UNC Lineberger and the University Library. 

Volunteers serve up comfort food 
It’s Thursday evening, and Liz Swaringen is eager 
to see the menu for tonight’s Italian-themed dinner. 
“We’re serving vegetable lasagna, baked ziti with 
meat sauce, tossed salad, rolls and chocolate chip 
cookies,” she says. “They are going to love it.”

“They” are the caregivers—the family members, 
friends and clinical staff who care for, support and 
advocate for inpatient oncology and bone marrow 
transplant patients. The people serving them 
dinner are UNC Health Care volunteers, and every 
Thursday evening, they provide more than just a 
delicious, home-style meal; they offer comfort and 
the kindness of strangers. 

”Back in 2003, a group of our hospital social 
workers noticed that many parents of inpatient 
pediatric patients weren’t eating regular meals 
because they were busy taking care of their 
children’s needs,” explains Linda Bowles, director 
of UNC Volunteer Services. “So the social workers 
started a weekly ‘Parent’s Night Out’ for them, 
bringing in dinner and enabling moms and dads 
to step away from caregiving for a few moments 
to relax, eat a hot meal and talk with others. Since 
that time, the service has mushroomed to other 
parts of the hospital, including oncology services.”

The oncology caregiver dinners, which are 
funded by the UNC Volunteer Association, are 
catered by UNC Health Care Catering Department, 
and the menu varies from week to week. Serving 
tables are set up in the 4th floor waiting area, where 
a beautiful buffet for approximately 35 people is 
arranged, along with a beverage station. Then an 
announcement is made over the unit intercom that 
the meal is ready. “We also go around to patient 
rooms and personally invite the caregivers to come 
enjoy supper at their leisure,” says Swaringen. That’s 
when the one-on-one connection begins.

It’s not about the food.

Swaringen is all too familiar with what it’s like for 
patients and caregivers to spend an extended period 
of time in the hospital. The Pittsboro resident is 
an 11-year breast cancer survivor who was treated 
at UNC. In addition to her own cancer journey, 

Swaringen was a caregiver for her dad, who 
lived eight years after an advanced lung 
cancer diagnosis. “I know first-hand  
the value of those extra kindnesses—above 
and beyond exceptional medical care— 
and what they mean to families,” she says.  
“When we serve them dinner, it’s not about 
the food. It’s really the conduit for a kind 
heart and a listening ear that comes with 
placing the filled plate in their hands. 
The multi-generational gratitude we’ve 
witnessed—verbally and non-verbally in 
their eyes and overall facial expressions— 
is immediate and genuine.” 

After all the caregivers have been fed, 
the unit staff 
is invited to 
come get dinner 
and to take a 
few minutes 
to recharge. 
“Caregiving also 
involves nurses, 
physicians and 
many other team 
members—
people who have 
chosen oncology 
as their life’s 
work,” explains 
Crista Creedle, 
RN, BSN, 
OCN, patient services manager on 4 Oncology-
Hematology/Oncology Inpatient Unit. “When they 
come together for a meal, they have the opportunity 
to develop camaraderie and human connections 
with each other and with the family members. It’s 
a morale boost, especially since caring for cancer 
patients can be emotionally draining. They are very 
grateful to be included in the dinners.”

As the last person is served and the caregivers 
go back to their patient rooms, Swaringen reflects 
on the evening’s activities. “The dinner tonight was 
successful because we met our guests where they 
were,” she says. “We took our cues from them. We 

offered an unexpected extension of the patient- and 
family-centered care for which UNC Health Care 
is known. It is a pleasure and a delight to serve up 
that brand of kindness.”

Top right: Volunteer Liz Swaringen and UNC student volunteer 
Courtney Nelson serve a family member as she takes a dinner 
break from caring for her special needs brother, who has battled 
leukemia for the last 16 months.

Above left: UNC student volunteer Chris Wang serves beverages 
to staff members Lisa Ecklund, RN, BSN, OCN, and Danielle 
Steele, NA II.
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UNC Lineberger Board of Visitors Meeting8th

April

40th Annual UNC Lineberger Symposium at The William and  
Ida Friday Center for Continuing Education in Chapel Hill

11th– 

12th

20th Annual Susan G. Komen Triangle Race for the Cure® at  
The Frontier in Research Triangle Park (note new location)11th

June

For more information about these events and other UNC Lineberger 
news, visit www.unclineberger.org, or follow us on

9th Running of The Tar Heel 10 Miler & 4 Mile Run at UNC’s  
Kenan Stadium in Chapel Hill23rd

Lineberger Brunch/Ballgame Wrap-Up
Nearly 300 UNC Lineberger Comprehensive Cancer 
Center supporters gathered at The George Watts Hill 
Alumni Center to hear cancer survivor, former Green 
Beret medic and third-year UNC medical student Eric 
Strand speak on Saturday, February 20, 2016, during the 
29th Annual Lineberger Club Brunch and Basketball 
Game.

Strand shared with his audience what he calls 
a journey of second chances. The Alabama native 
dropped out of high school following his sophomore 

year and began working odd jobs, yet still searching for a meaningful career. He 
eventually got his GED and enlisted in the U.S. Army, finding that military life 
agreed with him. After becoming a Green Beret in the Special Forces, Strand was 
selected to serve as a medic.

“From 2004 to 2009, I was in a constant cycle of deployment in Iraq, which 
included three tours of duty in various parts of the country,” he explains. “When my 
overseas responsibilities ended, I landed at Fort Bragg, where I became the point of 
contact for the UNC Advanced Medic Instructor Training (AMIT) program.” From 
there, he finished his undergraduate degree, and the path to medical school quickly 
progressed. “I found the UNC School of Medicine welcoming, even though my age, 
background and set of experiences differ so much from other students,” Strand says. 
“UNC has a good heart.”

Speaking of heart, UNC surgery resident Shiara Ortiz-Pujols stole Strand’s heart 
while she was training to become a burn surgeon at the Jaycee Burn Center. However, 
just two weeks after the couple was engaged, and only months before Strand was to 
begin medical school, he was diagnosed with lymphoma. “We were stunned by the 
news, but we decided to move quickly and get married because we wanted to have 
children,” he says. 

Strand spent a year in surgery and treatment, juggling his illness with his medical 
school studies. On the morning he received his final radiation treatment two 

years ago, he returned to the hospital later that same day to support Shiara during 
the birth of their daughter, Adelisa. Strand says her arrival marked the end of his 
treatment and a new beginning for the couple. 

Today Strand is free of cancer, and looking back, he believes his life experiences 
have contributed to his success as a medical student and as a future health care 
provider. “I believe in second chances,” says Strand. “Life is definitely worth living.” 

Each year, UNC Lineberger hosts the  
Lineberger Club Brunch and Basketball  
Game, inviting its most loyal and  
generous supporters. We are grateful to  
Lee-Moore Capital Company, Hardee’s,  
Dual Comfort Heating and Air  
Conditioning, and UNC Shared Services  
Center Pharmacy for making the 29th  
annual event possible.

Above: Champ and 
Etteinne “E.T.” Mitchell

Left: Keynote Speaker, 
Eric Strand

UNC Lineberger board member Marilyn Jacobs Preyer and her daughter Ellie climbed 
Mount Kilimanjaro on their recent trip to Tanzania. The two are holding a banner that 
reads, ‘UNC Cancer Center: No Mountain Too High!’ Marilyn and her husband Rich 
established The Richardson & Marilyn Jacobs Preyer Distinguished Professorship for 
Breast Cancer Research in 2010, which is held by Dr. Lisa Carey, the medical director of 
the UNC Breast Center, the chief of Hematology/Oncology, and the physician-in-chief 
of the N.C. Cancer Hospital. 
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