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Welcome to this wintry edition of
the Cancer Collaborative. Although
cold and gray outside we have
much to celebrate inside. After a
long search, many meetings, and
several special lecture events,
a new Director for the Medical
College of Wisconsin Cancer
Center has been chosen. We
are pleased to announce the
selection of Gustavo Leone, PhD,
the former Director of the NCI
designated Hollings Cancer Center
of the Medical University of South
Carolina. Dr. Leone most recently
lead the Hollings Cancer Center
through the process for renewing
NCI designation. We celebrate
his selection and trust that he will
be a strong steward of the Cancer
Center’s mission and vision. Dr.
Leone will begin his directorship on
April 15th. Immediately following
that will be our Annual Scientific
Retreat. We will again gather
at the Discovery World Science
and Technology Museum on the
lakefront of downtown Milwaukee.
We invite you to join us as we
discuss and learn how big data
is changing the world of cancer
research. Within these pages are
highlights of some of the work our
cancer researchers, clinicians, and

community engagement staff
have been up to over the past
few months. Our metrics have
consistently improved time and
again as we seek to strengthen our
application for NCI designation.
Both annual interventional
accrual and minority accrual
have increased over time. Overall
NCI funding has also increased
and we have now exceeded the
threshold for NCI designation.
All these areas look to further
expand over the coming year as
we welcome a new director and
additional faculty. This will be our
last opening statement for the
newsletter and with that in mind
we wish to thank you for your
support and collaboration. When
we began, we were assured of
a short timeframe - six months,
maybe – instead we received
almost two years. But it hasn’t
been hard time, in fact it has been
a pleasure and a privilege, and
we are grateful for being asked to
shepherd the Cancer Center from
then to now. It will be our honor
to hand over such a strong and
vibrant center to new leadership.
With Regards,
Hallgeir and Jim
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Role of RNA activation in Tumor Progression and Metastasis

(PQ2) Donor socioeconomic
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altered immune function
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Effect in Hematologic
Oncology (HO) Trials in the
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Our preliminary data demonstrates an unexpected role of microRNAs on
transcriptional activation of master regulator STAT3 oncogene in ovarian
cancer. Using cellular; molecular; biochemical approaches(in vitro); animal
studies; bioinformatical and computational methods (in silico); we will elucidate
individual and collective effect of microRNA-551b aberrations and RNA
activation resulted due to the 3q26.2 amplification and their potential role in
the tumorigenesis and progression of ovarian cancer. Based on our results;
our study will result in a shift in our understanding of the transcriptional and
post-transcriptional effects of microRNAs and identify novel biomarkers and
therapeutic targets to treat ovarian cancer.

Jennifer Knight, MD
Pradeep Chaluvally
Raghavan, PhD

Brent Logan, PhD

Pilot Grant Awardee
Wisconsin Tax Check Off Program
Developing a preclinical model to screen for novel agents to treat
esophageal cancer
Michele Battle, PhD

Impact Publications
Cancers (Basel)
Bystander Effects
of Nitric Oxide in
Cellular Models
of Anti-Tumor
Photodynamic
Therapy.

Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences of the United States of America
SOD2 acetylation on lysine 68 promotes stem
cell reprogramming in breast cancer.

Impact Publications
Cancer

JAMA Oncology

New-onset persistent opioid use
following breast cancer treatment in
older adult women.

Factors Associated With Successful
Discontinuation of Immune Suppression After
Allogeneic Hematopoietic Cell Transplantation.

Al Girotti, PhD
Jacek Zielonka, PhD

Ben Gantner, PhD

Raul Urrutia, MD

Joan Neuner, MD,
MPH

Aaron Winn, PhD

Mary Horowitz, MD, MS

Brent Logan, PhD

New Grants

DISCOVERY &
DEVELOPMENTAL
THERAPEUTICS

NCI R21

Xiao Chen, MD, PhD

Targeting intestinal
vitamin D receptor
signaling to mitigate
graft-versus-host disease

Impact Publications
JAMA Oncology

Ehab Atallah, MD

Comparison of Patient Age Groups in Transplantation for
Myelodysplastic Syndrome: The Medicare Coverage With
Evidence Development Study.

Brent Logan, PhD

Blood

Aniko Szabo, PhD

Wael Saber, MD, MS

Mary Horowitz, MD, MS

J. Douglas Rizzo, MD

Pathogenic Bhlhe40+ GM-CSF+ CD4+ T Cells Promote
Indirect Alloantigen Presentation in the GI Tract
during GVHD.

William Drobyski, MD

Gustavo W. Leone, PhD., named Director of the
Medical College of Wisconsin Cancer Center and
Senior Associate Dean of Cancer Research
We are pleased to announce
the appointment of Gustavo W.
Leone, PhD, as Director of the
Medical College of Wisconsin
(MCW) Cancer Center, Senior
Associate Dean of Cancer Research
and Professor with Tenure in the
Department of Biochemistry,
effective April 15, 2020. Dr. Leone
currently serves as Director of
the Hollings Cancer Center, an
NCI-designated cancer center at
the Medical University of South
Carolina (MUSC) in Charleston,
S.C., Professor in the Department
of Biochemistry and Molecular
Biology, and Senior Associate Dean
for Oncology in the College of
Medicine at MUSC. Additionally,
Dr. Leone holds the Grace E.
DeWolff Endowed Chair in Medical
Oncology at MUSC.
Dr. Leone was identified as the
top candidate for this role after
a comprehensive national search
process. We would like to extend
our gratitude to James Thomas,
MD, PhD, Chair of the Search
Committee, as well as the full
Committee membership, for their
unwavering dedication of time,
insights and thoughtfulness in
undertaking this key recruitment
effort. The MCW Cancer Center
(MCWCC) is the only academic
cancer research center in the state
that is accessible to large, unique
and chronically underserved
minority populations. It comprises
almost 350 cancer researchers
and physicians from more than 34
departments at MCW and our
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partner organizations. Clinical
and translational work is linked
through disease-oriented
teams in breast, genitourinary,
gastrointestinal, hematologic,
gynecologic, and aerodigestive
cancers, and also is clustered
through the Cancer Biology
Program, Cancer Prevention and
Outcomes Program, Discovery
and Developmental Therapeutics
Program, and Prostate Cancer
Center of Excellence.
Reporting to the Dean of the
School of Medicine/Executive Vice
President and Provost, as well as
the CEO of Froedtert Health, Dr.
Leone will be a strategic leader
who will work with faculty and
staff to develop a vision and
collaborative strategy that will
capitalize on the upward trajectory
of the MCWCC and the Froedtert
& Medical College of Wisconsin
Cancer Network in growing
strong and nationally recognized
interdisciplinary programs in
cancer-related research, education,

clinical care and community
engagement – leading to National
Cancer Institute (NCI) designation
status. Dr. Leone will have
direct oversight of the research
program administration, annual
programmatic and budget plans
that impact policies, procedures
and information systems for
cancer research.
As the lead administrator for
the MCWCC, Dr. Leone will
strategically manage the growth
and allocation of resources
across the multiple internal
constituents in concert with the
strategic direction of the Center.
Additionally, he will oversee
the clinical operations of the
Froedtert & the Medical College
of Wisconsin Cancer Network
through direct supervision of the
Cancer Service Line Physician
Director/Associate Director of
Clinical Operations. Also reporting
to Dr. Leone are the Associate
Directors of Clinical Research,
Translational Research, Basic
Sciences and Shared Resources,
and Population Health, as well
as the Associate Directors for
Administration and Training and
Education. Dr. Leone also will work
in partnership with institutional
leaders including MCW Deans, the
CTSA Director, Department Chairs,
Division Chiefs, the Cancer Service
Line Vice President and the CEO’s
of Froedtert Health, Children’s
Wisconsin and the Zablocki
Veteran’s Affairs Medical Center in
order to maximize the

excellence and growth of the
clinical cancer programs.
Further, Dr. Leone will serve as
the Principal Investigator for the
Cancer Center Support Grant
and will lead the development
of strong interdisciplinary cancer
research programs across MCW
departments, centers and
institutes. Dr. Leone will strengthen
and enhance the academic
excellence of the MCWCC by
leading the recruitment, hiring,
retention, development and
support of outstanding MCWCC
faculty and staff, in partnership
with MCW departments, research
programs and senior leaders, and
foster excellence in community
outreach and service programs by
developing strong partnerships.
Dr. Leone received his Bachelor
of Science degree in Biochemistry
from the University of Calgary
(Calgary, Canada) in 1988 and his
PhD in Virology from the University
of Calgary in 1994. From 19941998, Dr. Leone was a postdoctoral
fellow investigating connections
between the cell cycle and cancer
in the Department of Genetics at
the Duke University Medical Center
(Durham, N.C.) and received the
Robert M. and Barbara R. Bell Basic
Science of Cancer Award for his
outstanding research discoveries.
From 1999-2017, Dr. Leone held
the following positions at The
Ohio State University: Assistant
Professor, Human Cancer Genetics
Program, James Comprehensive
Cancer Center (1999-2006);
Associate Professor, Molecular
Genetics and Molecular Virology,
Immunology and Medical Genetics
(2006-2011); Director, Tumor
Microenvironment Program, James
Comprehensive Cancer

Center (2008-2011); Professor,
Molecular Genetics and Molecular
Virology, Immunology and
Medical Genetics – department
name changed to Cancer Biology
and Genetics (2011-2017); and
Director, Solid Tumor Biology
Program and Associate Director
of Basic Research, James
Comprehensive Cancer Center
(2011-2017).
Dr. Leone served on varied
research, facility and oversight
committees while at The Ohio
State University. These included:
Research Committee (2001-2017);
Keck Facility Transgenic Mice
Advisory Member (2002-2017);
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OSUCCC Strategic Planning
Committee/Facilities and Space
(2003-2017); Scientific Advisory
Board for OSU Mathematical
Biosciences Institute (2006-2017);
Genomics Shared Resources User
Oversight Committee (2011-2017);
and OSUCCC Space Oversight
Committee (2011-2017).
While at OSU, Dr. Leone was the
recipient of numerous honors and
awards, including: V - Foundation
Scholar Award (1999-2001); PEW
Scholar Award (2001-2005);
Leukemia and Lymphoma Society
Scholar (2004-2009);

2011 Molecular Genetics and
Molecular Virology, Immunology
and Medical Genetics Teacher of
the Year Award (2011); Klotz Chair
in Cancer Research (2012-2017);
and “Building Bridges” Excellence
Award (2015). From 2011-2016,
Dr. Leone successfully recruited
15 Solid Tumor Biology Program
faculty members and retained
three additional faculty.
Dr. Leone joined the MUSC in 2017
in his current roles as Director of
the Hollings Cancer Center (HCC),
Professor of Biochemistry and
Molecular Biology, and Senior
Associate Dean for Oncology
in the College of Medicine. As
Director of the HCC, Dr. Leone
oversees the patient care arm
of the Hollings Cancer Center
as well as leads cancer-related
research efforts in order to achieve
and promote transdisciplinary
and translational collaborative
research. The HCC comprises more
than 100 researchers across 20
academic departments; more than
5,000 patients are treated there
annually. Dr. Leone is a member
of the Provost Council Committee;
SCTR Internal Advisory Committee;
University Research Committee;
Dean’s Advisory Committee; and
Advocacy Committee. He also
serves as Chair of the MUSC
Hematology/Oncology Division
Chief Search Committee.
Dr. Leone’s research focuses
on identifying how disruption
of critical cell cycle regulatory
pathways contributes to
uncontrolled cell growth – a
hallmark of cancer – as well as cellto-cell communication. His work
has been continuously funded
by the NIH since 1999, including
almost $3 million in current NIH
funding on which he either serves

as Principle Investigator or mentor.
His group’s research discoveries,
spanning developmental biology
to cancer biology, have been
published in Cell, Developmental
Cell, Molecular Cell, Cell Reports,
Cancer Cell, Nature, Nature Cell
Biology, Nature Communications,
Nature Genetics, Journal of
Clinical Investigations, Genes and
Development and other top-tier
scientific journals.
Dr. Leone has been significantly
involved in graduate and
postdoctoral education, including
serving as a thesis advisor to more
than a dozen trainees and serving
on nearly 65 thesis committees. As
a postdoctoral mentor to almost 45
past and current students, he has
mentored their scientific careers
and fostered their transition to
academic and industry positions
across the world. By employing
many “lab-managing” approaches,
he has fostered a stimulating
environment conducive to highquality research in a competitive
field of science. While Dr. Leone’s
advisory role for postdocs has been
oriented towards coordinating and
strategizing research approaches,
scientific discussion that include
long-term planning, and writing
manuscripts, he has spent a
considerable amount of time with
students in their final two years
gearing them towards independent
research positions – which has
included fostering the writing of
transitional fellowships and/or
grants as well as preparing talks
and devising future research plans.
Dr. Leone has been a member
of and served on the boards of
various national and international
societies, including the American
Association of Cancer Research (for
which he was on the 2009 Annual

Welcome, Dr. Leone.
Meeting Program Committee and
served as Symposia Chair in 2009
and the on the Scientific Program
Committee for the 2011 Annual
Meeting; Scientific Advisory Board
for the Ludwig Boltzmann Institute;
and Co-Chair of the 1st Great Lakes
Breast Cancer Symposium (2015)
and Second Great Lakes Breast
Cancer Symposium (2016); Chair
of the 4th and 5th International Rb
Meetings (2016, 2019).
Dr. Leone’s granting agency
review work has included
serving as permanent member
of the Ohio Cancer Research
Associates (2003-present);
ACS Cell Cycle and Growth
Control Study Section (20042009); NCI MONC Study Section
(2007-present); L. Boltzmann
Foundation (2007-present); CAMP
(2013-present). Additionally, Dr.
Leone has been an ad hoc reviewer

for the following granting agencies:
NCI Special Emphasis Study
Sections; NCI Dev-2 Study Section;
V Foundation; Ohio Branch, ACS;
and several European granting
agencies.
His bibliography includes 150
peer-reviewed published works.
He has served as an editorial
board member of Cancer
Research (2010-present) and ad
hoc reviewer for the following
scientific journals: Cell; Cell Stem
Cell; Developmental Cell; Cancer
Cell; Nature; Nature Cell Biology;
Nature Reviews; Gen.& Dev.;
Oncogene; EMBO J.; Mol. Cell.
Biol.; Cancer Research; Molecular
Carcinogenesis; J. Biol. Chem.; and
PloS ONE. Further, since 2008,
Dr. Leone has presented at more
than 85 local, regional, national
and international seminars and
workshops.

Wisconsin Brain Cancer Experts Hope
Smartphone App Will Speed Treatment
Brain cancer is relatively rare.
But depending on the type of
that disease and the patient, the
survival rate can be low.
Most often, brain cancer occurs
when cells spread from cancer in
another part of the body. Medical
experts say timely care decisions
for the patients can be critical. A
new smartphone app, designed
by UW-Milwaukee, is leading to
faster treatment. Menomonee
Falls resident Jim Garrity was
diagnosed with an advanced form
of melanoma about six years ago.
He says imaging tests showed the
cancer had settled into his brain
and upper torso.
“They’re green dots on the scans
that they do. I looked like a
Christmas tree from my waist up. It
was everywhere,” Garrity said.
He says many radiation treatments
helped put the cancer into
remission. But Garrity says he
believes the radiation came with a
price.
“Problems with short-term
memory. I’m dealing right now
with trying to fight through that.
Also, my balance. I was a very
active runner, and I can’t even run
now because of my stability going.
I just fall forward,” Garrity said.
Still, Garrity says it’s obviously
better than potentially losing
his life to cancer. He praises the
work of his doctors. One of them
is Joseph Bovi, MD., a radiation
oncologist at the Medical College
of Wisconsin. Bovi is co-leading an
effort to launch a multidisciplinary
way to care for people whose
cancer has spread or metastasized,

through the
bloodstream into
the brain. Most
often, it’s lung
cancer that spreads
to the brain. But so
Joseph Bovi, MD
can other cancers,
including that of the breast, skin
and kidney. Bovi says the brain
can be fertile ground for cancer
cells. Tumor markers — those are
proteins, gene mutations or other
changes — are involved.
“The markers on the surfaces
of these cells actually have a
predilection for the blood vessels
that line the brain. And they
can actually then preferentially
attach to those blood vessels, and
subsequently move out of those
blood vessels and into the brain
tissue, which subsequently lends
itself to brain metastases,” Bovi
said.
At Froedtert and the Medical
College, a brain tumor board,
made up of oncologists and other
specialists, meets weekly to plan
the most effective treatment for
about two dozen people. But Bovi
says sometimes, the patient needs

fast help at a hospital.
“A patient could present with
seizure activity, and in the neuroICU, be incredibly sick. And it’s
those patients that would need
immediate access to our expertise,
our multi-disciplinary expertise,
in order to come up with an
immediate care plan for those
patients,” Bovi said.
Bovi says quick treatment has
always been a goal, but often
included phone calls and the
possibility of communication
delays. Now, Froedtert, the
Medical College and UWMilwaukee have developed an
app that Bovi says streamlines the
process.
The app is called NIMBLE, which
is short for: Network for the
Integrated Management of Brain
Metastasis Linking Experts. It will
be available for medical personnel,
but not the general public.
“The ability for us to have a
protected, end-to-end encrypted
discussion to come up with a
consensus statement for how
best to manage these patients’
metastases that have been
referred to us for management,”
Bovi said.
Bovi says he hopes NIMBLE, and
the broader effort addressing
cancer that’s spread to the brain,
will reduce hospital time for
patients and improve their quality
of life.

MCW Tissue Bank Receives College of American
Pathologists Biorepository Accreditation
Access to high quality
biospecimens is crucial to the
work of clinical, translational,
and basic science investigators.
In this age of precision medicine,
the demand for reliable samples
continues to grow. According to
a recent survey of NCI-funded
Cancer Centers, however, many
investigators reported that lack of
quality biospecimens has resulted
in limiting the scope of their work,
or even leaving them questioning
their findings.
Fortunately, MCW investigators
have access to a high quality
biorepository right here on
campus. The MCW Tissue Bank
received a three-year accreditation
by the College of American
Pathologists (CAP) in recognition
of quality practices, efficient
operations, and strong processing
statistics. CAP Accreditation
involves a rigorous inspection, desk
review, and assessments to ensure
the highest standards are met,
including:
•

•

•
•

Excerpted from interview
with WUWM 89.7

Appropriate ethical and legal
frameworks for the use of
biospecimens in IRB-approved
research
Well-controlled pre-analytic
variables for optimal scientific
investigation or biomarker
development
Robust chains of custody
tracking, reduced risk of
misidentification
Appropriate storage conditions
and temperature monitoring

Tissue Bank personnel, pictured left to right: Allyson Gorman, Research Technologist I; Kelli
Sorge, Laboratory Assistant; Ellen Schneider, Research Technologist III; Jasmine Pickett, Laboratory
Assistant; Dr. Hallgeir Rui, Director; Mary Rau, Program Manager; Mollie Patton, Pathologists’
Assistant; Mónica Thom, Laboratory Assistant; Jason Kirkpatrick, Research Coordinator

•
•

•
•

Best practice policies and
procedures for sample release
Histologic quality assurance
for starting tumor content
in samples homogenized for
downstream assays
Confidence in the long-term
quality of biospecimens
Differentiation for research/
grant funding opportunities

The MCW Tissue Bank is one of 65
accredited biorepositories in the
nation and one of only two in the
state of Wisconsin. Although our
Cancer Center is working towards
NCI designation, of the 72 national
cancer centers that are designated,
only 19 have a CAP Accredited
Biorepository. The Tissue Bank and
Pathology Research Biocore will
be highlighted as flagship shared
resources in the Cancer Center
Support Grant application.
This milestone achievement has
been made possible by the

dedicated team supporting the
Tissue Bank. Director Hallgeir Rui,
MD, PhD, Professor and Vice Chair
of Research in the Department of
Pathology and Interim Co-Director
of the Cancer Center, helped
guide the program throughout
the accreditation process. Mary
Rau, Manager of the Tissue
Bank, was instrumental in driving
implementation of the extensive
procedures, documentation and
quality control routines required
for successful accreditation and
has effectively led the program
with a highly structured approach
for several years. The team of
lab staff has been committed
to the accreditation process
and have been essential to the
success of the Tissue Bank.
Acknowledgement to the MCW
Tissue Bank Executive Committee
for providing high-level oversight
of the program, and to Saul Suster,
MD, who founded the Tissue Bank
as it stands today.
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Congratulations
William S. Rilling, MD, professor
of radiology and surgery and vice
chair of clinical operations for the
Department of Radiology, has been
named president of the Society of
Interventional Oncology (SIO). SIO
is an international subspecialty
society with the mission to
advance interventional oncology
as a pillar of cancer care along with
medical, surgical and radiation
oncology.

Meetha Medora, PhD was the
recipient was the Women Pioneers
in Research award at the 2019
MCW Women in Science Awards
Luncheon

Anita D’Souza, MD was presented
the Rising Star Award at the 2019
MCW Women in Science Awards
Luncheon

Meena Bedi, MD was the recipient
of the 40 Under 40 Award form the
Milwaukee Business Journal.

MCW Radiation Oncology researchers receive
multiple awards at 2019 ASTRO annual meeting
Annual Meeting Abstract Travel
awards in Biology and Physics were
awarded to William Hall, MD for
his abstract “ Characterization of
the Host Immuno-Inflammatory
State in Response to Radiation
Therapy and Correlation with
Patient Reported Toxicities in
Prostate Adenocarcinoma, A
Prospective Observational Trial”
, Xiaojian (Victor) Chen, PhD for
his abstract “Effective Volume
of Parotid Glands for Assessing
Radiation Injury during Radiation
Therapy for Head and Neck
Cancer” and Haidy Nasief, PhD, for
her abstract “Improving Treatment
Response Prediction Using a
Combination of Delta-Radiomics

and Clinical Biomarkers”. Abstract
awards are given to the top scoring
1-2% submissions. Forty-four
winners were chosen out of more
than 3,000 abstract submissions.
Robert Fain, III, MD, PGY 4, was
awarded a Resident Recognition

Award in the Clinical Category for
his abstract “Dose Preoperative
Hypofractionated Radiation
Therapy for Soft Tissue Sarcoma
Impact Post-Operative Wound
Complications?”

L-R: Robert Fain, III, MD, William Hall, MD, Xiaojian (Victor) Chen,
PhD. Front: Haidy Nasief, PhD

MCW Cancer Center

Coming Events

@MCWCancerCenter
Health & Wellness Fair
February 22, 11 AM - 3 PM
Prostate cancer screening, Breast
cancer info session, survivor talks.
Sherman Phoenix
3635 West Fond Du Lac Ave.
Milwaukee, WI 53216
Ninth Annual Controversies
in Hematologic Malignancies
Symposium
February 29, 8:30 AM - 3 PM
Hilton Milwaukee City Center
509 W. Wisconsin Ave

SAVE THE DATE
BIG DATA &
Cancer Research

Seventh Annual Transgender Health
Symposium
March 2, 5:30 PM - 8 PM
“A Lifetime of Trans Health”
Kerrigan Auditorium
Clinical Research Power Lunch
March 3, 11:45 AM - 1 PM
“Patient Centricity in Clinical Trials”
Alumni Center
Grand Rounds
April 3, Noon - 1 PM
Scott Kaufmann, MD, PhD
Professor, Division of Oncology,
Mayo Clinic
Conf Room M
Clinical Cancer Center
2020 Scientific Retreat
May 1, 8 AM - 4 PM
Discovery World Pavilion

May 1, 2020
8 AM - 5 PM

Discovery World Science and Technology Museum

