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From the Director:
As this year comes to a close, I want to express gratitude to the exceptional 
clinicians and scientists at USC Norris who dedicate their time, energy, 
and spirit to making cancer a disease of the past, and to the friends of 
Norris who support these efforts. This is also a time to reflect upon all 
that we have accomplished this year, working together. 

This year, USC Norris renewed its comprehensiveness designation by 
the National Cancer Institute (NCI), earning an exceptional, near-perfect 
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News 

On Tuesday, November 9, approximately 112 people attended the 
virtual launch of the Eileen McGeever Breast Cancer Survivorship 
Program. Scientists and clinicians at USC Norris shared progress 
in developing a new blood test to identify women at risk for 
breast cancer metastasis. Additionally, Drs. Bodour Salhia, Irene 
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Developing new ways to pinpoint cancer 
disparities and environmental causes of 
cancer risk and recurrence

Published in the journal GeoHealth, Ms. Laura Thompson 
and Dr. Myles Cockburn developed an improved method of 
spatial analysis to examine the role of pesticide exposures 
in  breast cancer occurrence. Through the new USC Norris

Population Research Core, investigators can now identify specific neighborhoods with 
exposure to environmental risk factors for cancer to target cancer screening and prevention. 

Read the full publication here: https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.
wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1029/2021GH000430.
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rating, the best score in the history of the Cancer Center. 

With the generous support of our philanthropic friends, we launched groundbreaking 
initiatives such as the Eileen McGeever Breast Cancer Survivorship Program to develop 
a new breast cancer blood test and advance new approaches to reduce recurrence risk. In 
the new Rosalie and Harold Rae Brown Center for Cancer Drug Development, we are 
transforming groundbreaking discoveries from USC Norris laboratories into new cures for 
several cancers.  Despite the continuation of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2021, we enrolled 
over 600 patients on therapeutic clinical trials, providing new treatments not available 
through standard patient care. We accomplished these goals and many more while 
working diligently to reduce cancer health disparities and improve cancer health outcomes 
throughout Los Angeles County and the nation.  

None of this would be possible without the outstanding faculty, staff, volunteers, and 
philanthropic friends here at USC Norris. I would like to express my thanks and sincere 
appreciation to all of you for your hard work, determination, and dedication. No matter the 
holiday celebrated in your home this season, I hope your holidays are filled with peace, joy, 
and love. 

USC Norris launches the new Eileen McGeever 
Breast Cancer Survivorship Program

Dr. Janice Lu, member of the USC Norris Translational 
and Clinical Sciences Program, launched a global 
clinical trial testing a potential therapy for an 
aggressive type of breast cancer

Dr. Lu has launched a phase 2 clinical trial investigating the efficacy 
of a potential new breast cancer therapy called ARX788. The therapy 

combines a monoclonal antibody and anti-cancer medication to deliver targeted doses 
directly to the tumor cells. The trial is currently recruiting breast cancer patients whose 
cancer has spread to other areas of the body and whose tumors show increased levels of 
a protein called human epidermal growth factor receptor 2 (HER2). 

Learn more about this trial here: https://bit.ly/31X03qb. 

Staff Member of the Month

Ms. Kast has worked for the Cancer Center since March 2020. As the 
Communications Coordinator, she is responsible for internal and 
external communications, including newsletters, website design 
and content, social media, and producing content that promotes the 

NCCC faculty, staff, and volunteers. When Ms. Kast is not working, she loves to travel. Her 
favorite travel destination so far has been Ireland. 
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Dr. Heinz-Josef Lenz, associate director for clinical 
research at USC Norris, and his colleagues identified 
a promising new first-line treatment for newly 
diagnosed colon cancer

Journal of Clinical Oncology, Dr. Lenz and his colleagues revealed that a combination of two 
immune therapeutic agents approved in refractory microsatellite high cancers, Nivolumab 
plus low-dose ipilimumab, can be used as a new first-line treatment to promote survival for 
patients with newly diagnosed metastatic colon cancer. 

Read the full publication here: https://ascopubs.org/doi/abs/10.1200/JCO.21.01015. 

Dr. Oliver Bell, member of the USC Norris Genomic 
and Epigenomic Regulation Program, developed 
a new drug-like molecule that can counteract the 
effects of mutated epigenetic regulators

proteins that drive certain types of cancer including lymphoma. 

Read the full publication here: 
https://www.cell.com/cell-chemical-biology/pdf/S2451-9456(21)00437-2.pdf. 
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Dr. Jennifer Unger, co-leader of the USC Norris Cancer 
Control Research Program, received a major grant 
from the National Cancer Institute to examine how 
social media influencers promote tobacco products

advertise their products to their large, youthful audiences. Harnessing artificial intelligence, 
Dr. Unger will be the first to determine how social media influencers promote tobacco 
products, and how exposure to e-cigarette social media influences adolescents’ tobacco 
product use. 

Social media influencers are often paid by e-cigarette companies to 

Dr. Lourdes Baezconde-Garbanati, associate 
director for community outreach and 
engagement at USC Norris, and USC Norris 
member Dr. Michael Goran received a Center 
grant from the National Institutes of Health 
to reduce obesity and cancer-related health 
disparities in Latino/a/x children and families

Obesity and associated health concerns disproportionally affect the Latino/a/x community. 
Dr. Baezconde-Garbanati and Dr. Goran received a new NIH P50 Center grant to reduce 
obesity and cancer-related health disparities in Latino/a/x children and families. The new 
center will work closely with community organizations to implement changes across the 
region to mitigate the risk of chronic disease in this population.

The Patient Perspective

Before leaving on a cruise in January 2018, Donna Soskin noticed a 
minuscule mole that had formed on her face. She made an appointment 
with a dermatologist immediately after she returned from her trip and 
the mole was removed. After two weeks, she came in for a follow-up 
appointment with her dermatologist. The moment he walked into the 
room and Donna saw the look on his face, she knew the news was not 
good. He told her the news that no person wants to hear – “You have 
metastatic melanoma.” Donna was terrified. 

After receiving this news, Donna called multiple oncologists recommended to her by her 
dermatologist to make an appointment. Thankfully, one of those oncologists was Dr. Gino 
K. In at the USC Norris Comprehensive Cancer Center. She knew she had picked the right 
doctor when he called her back personally to address concerns she had expressed to his 
office regarding her appointment. After addressing her concerns, Dr. In ordered multiple 
tests to better understand the extent of her melanoma. However, while waiting for the 
results, Donna began looking up metastatic melanoma online and was terrified with what 
she found. 

“I had convinced myself that I was riddled with cancer,” said Donna. 

Thankfully, this was not the case, and the results revealed that the metastatic melanoma 
was small and restricted to her lungs. Dr. In started Donna’s treatments right away. As she 
was undergoing her initial treatments, Donna received a call from Dr. In recommending a 
change in her treatment plan. However, after she hung up with Dr. In, she had an experience 
she will never forget. 

“I remember that day vividly. I was getting a pedicure and had just hung up the phone with 
Gino. Suddenly a cloud of something, I can’t explain it, washed all over me. At that moment, 
I just knew that everything was going to be okay. I felt the presence of God. It was such a 
surreal moment for me, and I have never felt anything like it.”

The new treatment plan required her to come to the day clinic at USC Norris every three 
weeks and was difficult to endure. However, she made the best of it and became friends with 
the other patients and staff at her treatment sessions. Since she loves to bake, she often 
surprised them with freshly made baked goods. Thankfully, the new treatment worked, and 
the PET scans revealed that the tumors were diminishing. Donna had her last treatment in 
October of last year. She now only has to come in every four months for a follow-up PET 
scan to make sure that the cancer has not returned. 

“Though it’s not over yet, I feel like I’m finally at the end of my cancer journey,” says Donna. 
“I feel like Dr. Gino In saved my life.”
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Kang, Janice Lu, and Evanthia Roussos Torres discussed strategies to enhance wellness and 
cancer survivorship for breast cancer.

Scientific Advances

Metastatic colon cancer has poor 5-year survival rates and are less 
likely to respond to currently available therapies. Published in the 

Published in the journal Cell Chemical Biology, Dr. Bell developed a new 
drug-like molecule that can counteract the effects of alterations in key

Research Grants

Dr. Adam de Smith, member of the USC Norris Cancer 
Epidemiology Program, received a major grant from 
the National Cancer Institute to examine cord blood 
for genetic alterations contributing to a leukemia 
diagnosis

The causes of acute lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL), the most common childhood cancer, 
are not fully understood. Dr. de Smith received a major grant from the National Cancer 
Institute to examine cord blood for genetic alterations contributing to a leukemia diagnosis 
using a novel approach. Data from this study will provide insight into the biology of ALL 
development and may highlight avenues for disease prevention, risk-stratification, and 
targeted therapies.

Dr. Kimberly Miller, member of the USC Norris 
Cancer Control Research Program, received a major 
grant from the National Cancer Institute to examine 
factors associated with cancer-focused survivorship 
care among young adult Asian American childhood 
cancer survivors

Rates of childhood cancer are increasing for Asian Americans faster than any other racial or 
ethnic group; however, Asian American survivors are under-researched. Dr. Miller received 
a major grant from the National Cancer Institute to examine the individual, family, and 
neighborhood factors associated with cancer-focused survivorship care among young adult 
Asian American childhood cancer survivors to foster healthy survivorship for this patient 
population.

Dr. Ahmad Besaratinia, member of the USC Norris 
Cancer Epidemiology Program, received a grant from 
the National Cancer Institute to differentiate the 
biological consequences of vaping from smoking 

Besaratinia received a grant from the National Cancer Institute to fund a research project 
that will utilize ‘targeted’ next-generation sequencing to interrogate a panel of disease-
specific genes to differentiate the biological consequences of vaping from smoking. The 
findings of this project are expected to be of immediate use for regulatory agencies and the 
scientific community, and of great relevance to the public’s health. 

The health consequences of vaping are largely unknown. Dr. Ahmad 

Honors and Appointments 

Dr. Lourdes Baezconde-Garbanati received the 
Health Equity Award from the Asian Pacific Partners 
for Empowerment, Advocacy, and Leadership

Advocacy, and Leadership for her exceptional work towards advancing health equity in 
cancer prevention and control.

Congratulations to Dr. Baezconde-Garbanati who received the Health 
Equity Award from the Asian Pacific Partners for Empowerment, 

Dr. Fumito Ito has been recruited to USC Norris and 
appointed co-leader of the USC Norris Translational 
and Clinical Sciences Program

researcher. At USC Norris, Dr. Ito will serve as a co-leader of our Translational and Clinical 
Sciences Program (TACS). The TACS program brings together over 60 scientists and clinicians 
who discover and develop innovative treatments and biomarkers to improve clinical 
outcomes for cancer patients.

This month, we partnered with the Keck/USC Department of Surgery to 
recruit Dr. Ito, a nationally recognized breast cancer surgeon and cancer 

Dr. Vasiliki Anest, chief innovation officer for USC 
Norris, has been elected to the board of California 
Life Sciences

influential and impactful life sciences membership organization that works to shape public 
policy, improve access to breakthrough technologies, educate lawmakers, and advance 
equity by championing innovative solutions.

Congratulations to Dr. Anest who has been elected to the board of 
California Life Sciences. California Life Sciences is the state’s most 

Dr. Dieuwertje (DJ) Kast, co-director of the USC 
Norris Cancer STEM Education Partnership Program, 
received the Social Impact Abie Award from the 
global nonprofit AnitaB.org

Award from the global nonprofit AnitaB.org. This is one of the highest awards for women 
in the technology sector and in her case for the social impact that her STEM education has 
on underrepresented minority communities.

Congratulations to Dr. DJ Kast who received the Social Impact Abie 

Dr. Mariana Stern, associate director for population 
science at USC Norris, has been appointed to the 
steering committee of the Cancer Prevention 
Working Group

committee of the Cancer Prevention Working Group, the eighth and newest scientific 
working group created by the American Association for Cancer Research (AACR). This 
working group is dedicated to facilitating basic, translational, and clinical trans-disciplinary 
research aimed at promoting the understanding of cancer prevention science.

Congratulations to Dr. Stern who has been appointed to the steering 

Tournament of Roses 2022 Royal Court 
visits USC Norris Comprehensive Cancer 
Center 

School, and princesses Jeannine Briggs of John Marshall Fundamental High School; 
Abigail Griffith of Pasadena High School; Jaeda Walden of La Cañada High School; 
Swetha Somasundaram of Arcadia High School; Ava Feldman of South Pasadena High 
School; and McKenzie Street of Flintridge Sacred Heart.

The Tournament of Roses Royal Courts have visited USC Norris for more than 20 years, 
offering the young women the opportunity to tour the USC Norris Cancer Hospital and 
learn from the clinicians and researchers at the USC Norris Comprehensive Cancer 
Center.

On November 18, the Pasadena Tournament of Roses 
2022 Royal Court made its annual visit to USC Norris, 
with the six princesses and Rose Queen. The visitors 
included Queen Nadia Chung of La Cañada High 

There is still time

We know that you have many options when it comes to your end-of-year giving.

Why not choose USC Norris?

Your donations allow us to fund vital programs, groundbreaking research projects, 

and life-saving clinical trials that will help countless patients and their families for 
years to come.

GIVE NOW >>

to make a tax-deductible donation to the USC Norris Comprehensive Cancer Center
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