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As we begin a new year, our state continues to face the challenges of the SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) 

pandemic. We are keenly attuned to the pandemic’s impact on Maryland’s cancer patients.  

 

Working with the State’s elected officials and our colleagues at the University of Maryland, we have 

united to bring the full strength of our State’s academic medical centers to combatting this pandemic 

without ever losing site of our cancer mission. Although, we quickly adapted to ensure our patients could 

be safely cared for through curbside shot and chemotherapy clinics, biocontained units for COVID-

infected patients, urgent care units, virtual visits and more, we are deeply concerned about the effect of 

the pandemic on cancer detection. 

 

Cancer screening has not rebounded. Those places providing mammography, colonoscopy and other 

cancer screening services do not have the capacity to address the backlog of patients resulting from the 

COVID-related shutdowns. We worry about the rise in late cancer diagnoses that will most certainly 

result, particularly among Maryland’s underserved communities. However, we find hope on the horizon 

because of work by CRF-supported researchers that seeks a solution. 

 

Detecting cancer through simple blood tests, using modern technologies to ensure that new discoveries 

and advances make their way to every citizen and community in Maryland--particularly minorities, the 

poor, and the underserved--and advanced data science that is already helping us manage and provide 

complex cancer care outside of the hospital, are a few discoveries that hold promise for a better future. 

 

Years of dedicated CRF-support helped move our state from leading the U.S. in cancer deaths to 31st in 

the nation, and as we continue to work together, we will realize even more opportunities for 

unprecedented progress against cancer for all Marylanders. 

 

 
William G. Nelson, M.D., Ph.D.    John D. Groopman, Ph.D. 

Marion I. Knott Professor and Director   Edyth H. Schoenrich Professor of Preventive 

Johns Hopkins Kimmel Cancer Center   Medicine and Associate Director  

       Bloomberg School of Public Health 
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CANCER DETECTION 

Blood Tests That Screen for Cancer  

 

Experts agree, earlier detection of cancer is key to reducing cancer deaths and improving the quality of 

life, as cancer is most easily treated when tumors are found early before they have spread.  These 

concerns have grown during the COVID-19 pandemic. The National Cancer Institute (NCI) reported a 

sharp and rapid drop in cancer screenings due to the pandemic. Creative new approaches are needed, NCI 

researchers reported last March. 

 

Two new blood tests--CancerSEEK and DELFI--now in development at Johns Hopkins, are aimed at 

providing a better and less invasive way of finding cancers early. The tests are designed to screen for and 

detect multiple cancers, including ovarian, pancreas and other cancers that currently do not have 

screening tests. 

 

These first-of-their-kind tests developed by former and current 

CRF-supported scientists, including new CRF investigator Jill 

Phallen, Ph.D, who is researching DELFI with 

former CRF-supported investigator Victor 

Velculescu, M.D., Ph.D., address one of the 

most pressing issues in cancer medicine—the 

need for  noninvasive cancer-screening tests. 

Both tests detect cancer related DNA, or unique 

features of DNA, circulating in the bloodstream. 

They rely on a new technology called machine 

learning, a type of artificial intelligence, to examine millions of DNA fragments in the bloodstream for 

abnormal mutations and patterns that point to the presence of cancer. 

 

CRF investigator 

Jessica Tao, M.D., 

hopes to apply the 

technology to 

develop a 

noninvasive way to 

screen patients for 

breast cancer. Ultimately, if proven 

effective, these tests could one day be 

routinely administered to healthy 

individuals at well visits to detect many cancer types.   
 

Technology Transfer and Ventures Note: Personal Genome Diagnostics (PGDx), a Baltimore-based 

cancer genomics company started in 2010 by Victor Velculescu, M.D., Ph.D., and fellow CRF 

investigator Luis Diaz, Jr., M.D., (now head of the Division of Solid Tumor Oncology at Memorial 

Sloan Kettering Cancer Institute) was acquired by Labcorp. The company made genomic profiling of 

cancer available to patients and oncologists at the local level. Last year, PGDx received U.S. Food and 

Drug Administration clearance for its diagnostic kit, called PGDx elio tissue complete, which analyzes 

tumors with a panel of more than 500 genes. PGDx has 114 employees, and no layoffs are expected 
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as the company joins Labcorp. Plans to grow PGDx’s Baltimore presence is being discussed as part 

of Labcorp’s long-term plans. 

 

Thrive, a biotech start-up launched in 2019 by the researchers who developed CancerSEEK was 

acquired by Exact Sciences. Thrive plans to commercialize CancerSEEK. 

 

DIGITAL CANCER MEDICINE 

How Data is Advancing Therapy 

 

In this modern era of technology-

driven information, the data 

generated when we use our smart 

phones and search the web on our 

computers may become one of the 

most powerful tools of cancer 

medicine. The digital trail of “bread 

crumbs” we all leave behind may be 

a new roadmap for diseases and side effects we have or are likely to develop. In the future, this data could 

be used to prevent, detect, diagnose and monitor cancer without a single invasive medical procedure. We 

have only begun to harness its capabilities, but experts believe the promise of advanced computer 

technologies, such as machine learning, cloud computing and other tools to reveal patterns, trends, and 

associations, hold the solutions to many of our remaining cancer mysteries and are key to 

individualized—precision—cancer medicine. 

 

As we use technology to expand telemedicine, imagine, Kimmel Cancer Center Director Dr. Bill Nelson 

suggests, “descriptions of heart murmurs heard through a stethoscope replaced by recordings of the actual 

sounds; verbal descriptions of skin lesions replaced by photos; or a test for a cancer biomarker in a biopsy 

reflected in a numbered score, replaced by a scanned image of the actual test slide.  

 

Smart phones and related technology are already being used by CRF investigators Jenni Sheng, M.D., 

and Jessica Yeh, Ph.D., in remote weight loss projects using smart phone apps and virtual coaching 

aimed at combatting the risk of developing cancer or cancer recurrence caused by being overweight or 

obese. An artificial intelligence (AI) project by CRF investigator Kala Visvanathan, M.D., M.H.S., 

received continued support this year. Additional data-focused projects and technologies are already up 

and running at the Kimmel Cancer Center: 

 

Convergence Institute: The answers to complex cancer problems lie in the data being accumulated, but it 

requires physicists, engineers, computer scientists and others to turn it into meaningful information that 

can be used against cancer. Experts from a broad variety of fields are converging--working together--to 

amass and apply their knowledge to cancer. 

 

Oncospace:  A data-mining system that scrutinizes and analyzes data from prior patients who received 

radiation treatment to improve the treatment of new patients. It evaluates the therapies that worked best 

for a particular cancer as well as those that resulted in less than favorable outcomes, and it generates an 

optimal treatment plan.  

 

AstroPath: A new, comprehensive platform for imaging and mapping microscopic sections of tumors to 

identify biomarkers to guide precision immunotherapies for cancer. Its foundation is Johns Hopkins 

astronomy expert Alexander Szalay’s Sloan Digital Sky Survey, a 3D digital map of the universe. 

Translating what he did through the telescope to look at cancer biomarkers under the microscope, doctors 
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can better determine which patients will or will not respond to a cancer therapy. The long-term goal is to 

match individual patients with personalized therapies.  

 

Manafest: This new technology scours immense amounts of data to reveal and identify, in each patient, 

the specific immune cells that recognize an individual’s cancer cells. This will help doctors tailor 

therapies to the patient, selecting drugs that will unleash an immune attack against the cancer. 

 

FROM TRANSLATION TO IMPLEMENTATION 

Moving Advances to All Patients 

 

Research advances are one thing. Figuring out how to ensure these advances make their way to those who 

need them is a completely different area of research, called implementation science. We have focused 

efforts on developing methods and strategies—using precision measurements and innovative clinical 

trials--to ensure that what we learn from research to develop the best standards of care makes its way to 

every patient and every community in this state. CRF support helps us recruit experts and expand 

resources and accomplish our mission to: 

- Invest in recruitment and research directed at distinguishing low-risk from aggressive cancer and 

to develop safer treatments for advanced cancers.  

- Launch activities dedicated solely to cancer risk reduction and prevention, including seminar 

series, workshops and pilot projects. 

- Create a Cancer Prevention Clinical Data system focused on Maryland to inform cancer 

prevention research and deployment.  
- Establish an Implementation and Behavioral Science Center, initially focused on cancer risk 

reduction but with the added goal of reducing disparities in access and participation in prevention 

approaches among disadvantaged and vulnerable populations, including minorities, elderly, 

sexual and gender minority, and the disabled. 

 

Under the leadership of Otis Brawley, M.D., who was brought to Johns Hopkins with the help of a CRF 

faculty recruitment grant, we are developing research strategies tailored to specific cancer problems in 

our State. We expanded our Community Advisory Board with membership from the Eastern Shore and 

Western Maryland. We added community health educators who provide health education and promote 

screening services. Working with our community advisors, local health departments, and Johns Hopkins 

Community Physicians, they are reaching out to areas of our state where pockets of disparities remain. 

 

 

These efforts are positively impacting cancer rates and disparities. In fact, narrowing of cancer disparities 

was a key factor in Maryland’s improved national cancer rankings. Differences in cancer death rates 

among men and women and among all races are decreasing in Maryland. Cancer death rates in Maryland 



 5 

have declined more rapidly than the national average among African American and white populations, 

which are approaching parity. This is significant because Maryland has double the national proportion of 

people at high risk. Lung cancer, colorectal cancer, prostate cancer and breast cancer are declining in our 

state among African Americans and white populations, and prostate cancer is declining more rapidly 

among African American men 

 
 

 
 
CRF-supported researchers are… 

 

Expanding smoking cessation:  Panagis Galliatsatos, M.D., established and directs 

the Johns Hopkins Tobacco Treatment Clinic, treating tobacco dependence like any 

other medical condition that needs to be controlled and expanding access to treatment 

of tobacco addiction through a course for health care professionals.  

 
Promoting HPV vaccination: Anna Beavis, M.D., and Anne Rositch, Ph.D., are 

working to increase HPV vaccination--the best way to prevent the cancer-causing 

infection--in Maryland from the 60% national average to 80%. They will first focus 

on Wicomico County on the Eastern Shore and Washington County in 

western Maryland to better understand why vaccination for HPV is low and 

to develop evidence-based solutions. They are also conducting a study in 

Baltimore City and County to better understand parents’ reluctance to HPV 

vaccination. 

 

Promoting cancer screening and treatment campaigns: Otis Brawley, M.D., is 

working with Community Advisory Board Member and Radio One Executive Board 

member Glynnetta Lewis to raised awareness about cancer prevention and 

screening. In 2021, they conducted the DontDelay.Today campaign to guide 

listeners to colorectal cancer screening services and treatment. 

 

Identifying and prioritizing citizens from Maryland zip 

codes with high cancer rates and addressing barriers to 

care: Dina Lansey, M.S.N., R.N., is addressing barriers to minorities and the 

underserved participating in clinical trials. Her action plans include collaborating with 

investigators as studies are designed to identify barriers to participation; research to 

track reasons patients decline participation; development of targeted interventions 

aimed at those most in need; and studying if covering transportation or parking costs 

improves clinical trial participation.  

Providing culturally informed patient navigation: Fabian 

Johnston, M.D., developed a culturally tailored navigation program for African 

American patients with advanced solid tumors aimed at advancing care planning, pain 

management and hospice referral. Leading diversity, equity and inclusion efforts in 

education and training: Fabian Johnston, M.D., new CRF investigator, and Mary 

Armanios, M.D., former recipient of CRF faculty recruitment grants, are leading the 

Diversity, Equity and Inclusion in Education and Training program for the Kimmel 

 

Johnston 
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Brawley 

Beavis           Rositch 

Galliatsatos 
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Cancer Center. They organize efforts, including social justice dialogue, programs, and outreach to 

historically black colleges and universities in Maryland, to enhance recruitment, mentorship and retention 

of underrepresented trainees and faculty members at Johns Hopkins. 

Addressing the problem of obesity and cancer risk: Being overweight or obese is 

linked to the risk of developing cancer and cancer recurrence. Jessica 

Yeh, Ph.D., leads the ASPIRE study, a translational research study 

built upon the CRF-supported SPIRIT trial. ASPIRE is a free 

program taking remote weight loss education and coaching to 

overweight and obese cancer patients throughout Maryland, using 

technologies like smart phones, smart phone apps, and email. 

Through the POWER and COIN Studies, Jenni Sheng, M.D., is using telephone 

coaching, smart phone apps and web-based weight loss plans to use behavioral 

approaches to help patients with weight management COIN has an added focus on 

sleep disturbances and insomnia and how they may impact weight and metabolism. 

 

Expanding use of and access to genetic testing: Kala Visvanathan, M.D., M.H.S., is 

using novel technology, including artificial intelligence, to improve patient access to high 

quality genetic education and referrals to genetics experts. A study called Evaluation of 

Novel Approach to Genetic Testing and Education in Cancer Patients, known as 

ENGAGE, tests a tool developed by the team in collaboration with Optra Health, Inc., 

to determine if it enhances the patient experience, provides education, and helps 

providers.  

 

Read more about these research stories and other Maryland-focused studies in Promise & 

Progress: Kimmel in the Community 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Kassandra Alcarez, Ph.D.: Social Determinants of Smoking Behavior in Two Medically Vulnerable 

Populations in Maryland FACULTY RECRUITMENT, NEW 

 

 

2022 AWARDS 

Yeh 

Sheng 

Visvanathan 

https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/kimmel_cancer_center/news_events/publications/promise_and_progress/promise-progress_21-22.pdf
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/kimmel_cancer_center/news_events/publications/promise_and_progress/promise-progress_21-22.pdf
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Ravi Anchoori, Ph.D.: Novel spirocyclic-guanidine iRPN13’s for the treatment of lung cancer 
TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, NEW 

 

Anna Beavis, M.D. & Anne Rositsch, Ph.D.: IMPACT-HPV: Improving Maryland Partnerships to 

Align, Collaborate, and Tailor strategies to increase HPV vaccination TRANSLATIONAL 

RESEARCH, NEW 

 

Otis Brawley, M.D.: Reduction of the cancer burden in the SKCCC catchment area through disparities 
elimination FACULTY RECRUITMENT, CONTNUATION 

 

Robert Brown, M.D.: Morbid obesity, bariatric surgery, and proteomic measurements of the reduced 
risk of liver cancer TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, CONTINUATION 

 
Avonne E. Connor, Ph.D.: Surviving and thriving: A study of breast cancer survivorship among young 

African American survivors in Maryland TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, NEW 

 

Frank Curriero, Ph.D.: Using Spatial Analytics to Define and Characterize Patient Catchment Area(s) 

for the Sidney Kimmel Comprehensive Cancer Center TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, NEW 

 

Lorraine Dean, Ph.D.: Patient Perspectives of Ways Physicians Can Increase Oral Anti-Cancer 

Medication Adherence among Patients in Maryland TRANSLATIOAL RESEARCH, NEW 
 

Peter Espenshade, Ph.D.: Development of SCAP Inhibitors as Cancer Therapeutics 

TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, NEW 

 
Alan D. Friedman, Ph.D.: EGFR-Targeted Activated Myeloid Cells as a Novel Immunotherapy for Lung 

Cancer TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, CONTINUATION 

 

Panagis Galiatsatos, MD: Mental Health Status of African American Patients with Tobacco Dependence 

Tobacco Dependence Management During COVID-19: Understanding the challenges faced by patients 
during the pandemic TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, NEW 

 

Tobacco Free Community Initiative TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, CONTINUATION 
 

John Groopman, Ph.D.:  Albumin adductomic signatures reflecting carcinogenic risk from exposures to 
air pollutants TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, NEW 

 

Franck Housseau, Ph.D.: The impact of interactions between microbiota and host inflammation onto 
colorectal cancer disparities TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, NEW 

 
Heidi Hutton, PhD and Geetangali Chander, MD: Pilot RCT of an avatar delivered smoking cessation 

intervention for low income smokers in Baltimore City TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, 

CONTINUATION 

 

Michael Hwang, M.D.: Liquid Biopsies and Peripheral Immune Cell Dynamics under Immune 
Checkpoint Blockade in Head and Neck Cancer FACULTY RECRUITMENT, NEW 

 

Jacky Jennings, Ph.D.: Improving Patient Care and Population Health Using Patient-Reported 
Outcomes: Developing a PRO TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, CONTINUATION 
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Fabian M. Johnston, MD, MHS: DECIDE PC: Dissemination and Implementation of a Community 
Health Worker Intervention for Disparities in Palliative Care FACULTY RETENTION, NEW 

 

Miranda Jones, Ph.D.: Frailty and Mortality among Cancer Survors: The Impact of Tobacco Smoking 

TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, NEW 

 

David Kamson, M.D., M.P.H.: Developing non-invasive label-free methods to study pharmacokinetics 

in vivo to characterize interindividual differences in drug delivery FACULTY RECRUITMENT, NEW 
 

Dina Lansey, R.N.: Enhancing Clinical Trial Participation: Assistance for parking and transportation 

for patients participating in therapeutic oncology trials TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, 

CONTINUATION 

 
Joseph C. Murray, M.D., Ph.D.: Revealing Mutational Signatures that Modify Lung Cancer Risk and 

Treatment FACULTY RECRUITMENT, NEW 

 

Jill Phallen, Ph.D.: Cell-free DNA fragmentomics for early detection and characterization of lung 

cancer FACULTY RECRUITMENT, NEW 
 

Lesliam Quiros-Alcala, Ph.D. and Ana Rule, Ph.D.: Exposure to Potentially Carcinogenic Endocrine 

Disruptors from Electronic Cigarette Use TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, NEW 

 

Karisa Schreck, M.D., Ph.D.: Targeting SHP2-dependent adaptive resistance to RAF inhibition in 
BRAF-mutated glioma: Utility of novel RAF inhibitors in ERK-addicted glioma FACULTY 

RECRUITMENT, CONTINUATION 

 

Jennifer Sheng, M.D.:  An adaptive weight loss program in overweight or obese breast cancer survivors, 

FACULTY RECRUITMENT, CONTINUATION 

 

Claire Snyder, Ph.D.: PRO-cision Medicine: Integrating Remote Symptom Assessment, Telemedicine, 
and In-Person Visits to Personalize Cancer Care TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, NEW 

 

Vered Stearns, M.D.: The effects of gender expression for women accessing preventive breast cancer 
screenings: making medical settings more inclusive to increase uptake TRANSLATIONAL 

RESEARCH, NEW 

 

Jessica Tao, M.D.: Circulating Tumor DNA as a Screening Biomarker for Aggressive Breast Cancer, 

FACULTY RECRUITMENT, CONTINUATION 

 

Kala Visvanathan, M.D., M.H.S.: Using Artificial Intelligence (AI) to address the clinical need for 
timely high-quality germline testing on cancer patients TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH, 

CONTINUATION 

 
Jessica Yeh, Ph.D: Behavioral Weight Loss for Overweight or Obese Cancer Survivors in Maryland: 

ASPIRE Study TRANSLATIONAL RESEARH, CONTINUATION 
 

 

 

 

 

 


