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SUGARS HELP FEED MELANOMA 
METASTASIS

Samples from a well-curated melanoma 
tissue repository have helped Perlmutter 
Cancer Center scientists track down a 
key contributor to melanoma’s metastasis. 
Comparing the presence of certain 
sugars in tissue samples from primary 
and metastatic melanoma patients, 
Eva M. Hernando-Monge, PhD, associate 
professor of pathology and associate 
director of basic research, and colleagues 
in the NYU Department of Chemistry’s 
Biomedical Chemistry Institute homed 
in on a mechanism by which melanoma 
might spread to the brain and other 
organs. Their research, published in 
June 2017 in Cancer Cell, shows for the 
first time that the process called 
glycosylation, in which an enzyme triggers 
the transfer of sugars to proteins, plays a 
role in melanoma metastasis in human 
cancer cells.

“Our study shows that sugars are 
active components of cancer and cancer 
development,” says senior co-author 
Lara K. Mahal, PhD, professor of chemistry 
at the Biomedical Chemistry Institute. 
“From this understanding, we can now 
target enzymes involved in glycosylation 
as potential therapeutic targets.”

In the case of metastatic melanoma, 
an enzyme called FUT8, which controls 
transfer of the sugar fucose, might be a 
key target. The researchers found that 
adding fucose to a protein called L1CAM 
protects it from cleavage by proteases, 
enabling it to promote melanoma cells’ 
growth around blood vessels and thus 
colonization of distal organs. Other 
studies have also pointed to L1CAM as a 
promoter of brain metastasis in cancers, 
suggesting a possible mechanism by 
which fucose can act.

Identifying FUT8’s role in melanoma 
metastasis is only the tip of the iceberg, 
Dr. Mahal says. The researchers are 
currently expanding their studies to 
investigate how alterations in genes and 
proteins involved in glycosylation might 
influence brain metastasis. 

“We believe ours is one of the first 
studies examining clinical samples of 
primary and metastatic cells taken from 
the same patient,” says Dr. Hernando-
Monge. “This was only possible due to our 
extraordinary access to well-annotated 
human tumor samples through our 
colleagues in Perlmutter Cancer Center’s 
Melanoma Research Program.”

MELANOMA

Tracking Melanoma’s Transition into Metastasis

In addition to uncovering a key driver of metastasis, researchers have developed 
a blood test to detect metastasis in more than half of melanoma patients.

  Eva M. Hernando-Monge, PhD
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NEW BLOOD-BASED GENETIC TEST 
DETECTS MELANOMA METASTASIS

Gene-based testing of blood samples can 
quickly and accurately detect metastasis 
in nearly all types of metastatic 
melanoma, according to a Perlmutter 
Cancer Center clinical study of a new 
diagnostic tool, presented at the April 2017 
annual meeting of the American 
Association for Cancer Research. 
	 This new test will be the latest addition 
to a suite of melanoma metastasis 
monitoring tools developed and validated 
by David Polsky, MD, PhD, the Alfred W. 
Kopf, MD, Professor of Dermatologic 
Oncology, professor of pathology, and 
director of the Pigmented Lesion Section, 
and his researchers in conjunction with 
Bio-Rad Laboratories. In 2016, the team 
evaluated two novel tests to detect BRAF 
or NRAF mutations, which are known to 
drive cancer growth and account for more 
than half of the 73,000 cases of melanoma 
diagnosed each year in the United States. 

Following this, the team turned their 
attention to the large population of 
patients with melanoma who lack BRAF or 
NRAF mutations, and subsequently, any 
disease activity monitoring tools.
	 The new test identifies two mutations in 
telomerase reverse transcriptase (TERT)—
the most commonly mutated gene in 
melanoma—in the blood of patients with 
metastasizing cancer. The team’s initial 
investigation evaluated tumor and blood 
plasma samples from a small group of 
patients diagnosed with metastasizing 
melanoma. The genetic test developed by 
the research team correctly identified all 
tumor samples that contained the TERT 
mutation. The test also detected the TERT 
mutation in the plasma of 75 percent of the 
cases with the mutation, and did not 
generate any false positives from plasma 
samples or any of the tumor samples 
lacking the mutation. 
	 As of October 2017, Dr. Polsky and his 
research team have expanded their 
sample collection to 31 patients as part 

of their ongoing studies. The team is using 
these samples to monitor progression 
of aggressive cancer, and to determine 
whether the test can be used to detect 
other types of cancer containing 
TERT mutations. 
	 The research team estimates that the 
disease activity of nearly all melanomas 
will be detectable once the new TERT test 
and the existing BRAF and NRAF tests 
become widely available. Similarly, such 
quick, accurate monitoring tools for 
melanoma metastasis might enable earlier 
detection of cancer recurrence—and 
faster treatment adjustment—than is 
currently possible. “Our goal is to use this 
suite of tests to make more informed 
treatment decisions—including 
identifying more immediately when a 
treatment has stopped working, cancer 
growth has resumed, and the patient 
needs to switch therapy,” says Dr. Polsky.

JEFFREY S. WEBER, MD, PHD: GIANTS OF CANCER CARE AWARD RECIPIENT

Jeffrey S. Weber, MD, PhD, the Laura and Isaac Perlmutter 
Professor of Oncology and deputy director of Perlmutter Cancer 
Center, was named a 2016 Giants of Cancer Care award 
recipient. Presented by OncLive, the awards are given to 
researchers whose work has profoundly impacted the field. 

In addition to co-directing Perlmutter Cancer Center’s 
Melanoma Research Program with Iman Osman, MD, professor 
of dermatology, medicine, and urology, Dr. Weber oversees 
the center’s development of experimental therapeutics. 
Continuously funded by the National Cancer Institute for more 
than 20 years, Dr. Weber’s research focuses on harnessing the 
immune system to fight cancer. Dr. Weber has led many clinical 
trials using checkpoint inhibitors, tumor-infiltrating lymphocytes, 
and other agents to boost cancer immunity. 

Read more about Dr. Weber’s recent research uncovering 
nivolumab’s superiority in late-stage melanoma and as adjuvant 
therapy on page 12.

  Jeffrey S. Weber, MD, PhD

MELANOMA
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GYNECOLOGIC CANCER

New Molecular Insights and Established Therapies 
Help Unravel Gynecologic Cancers 

Genetic clues and therapeutic mechanisms uncovered by Perlmutter Cancer Center 
physician-researchers are reshaping the field’s knowledge of ovarian cancer, 
uterine carcinosarcoma, and fertility preservation. 

OVARIAN CANCERS MIGHT START IN 
THE FALLOPIAN TUBES

Most, if not all, ovarian cancers might 
start in the fallopian tubes instead of the 
ovaries—a shift in understanding that 
could help identify these cancers earlier, 
when they are more treatable—according 
to a study by Perlmutter Cancer Center 
researchers published in October 2017 
in Nature Communications. The 
discovery hinges on analysis of the genetic 
signatures of ovarian cancer cells. The 
research team compared the genetic 
profiles of ovarian cancer cells from 
96 women with high-grade carcinoma in 
the pelvis and found that they match 
those of the fallopian tubes, not the 
ovaries themselves. 

Past studies in several cancer types 
have shown that cancer cells with 
different origins have different genetic 
profiles. “We found no differences 
in the 20,000 genes that we can 
identify,” says senior study author 
Douglas A. Levine, MD, professor 
of obstetrics and gynecology and 
director of the Division of Gynecologic 
Oncology. “This leads us to believe that 
these ovarian cancers all originate in 
the fallopian tubes.”

The new findings suggest that in 
women at high risk for ovarian cancer, 
including those with genetic mutations 
known to increase risk, such as BRCA, 
removing the fallopian tubes—but not the 
ovaries—might reduce the risk of ovarian 

cancer. Dr. Levine and his research team 
are on the forefront of efforts to assess this 
option. “We are one of several centers 
taking part in Women Choosing Surgical 
Prevention, or the WISP trial, which seeks 
to determine whether removing the tubes 
alone improves quality of life, compared 
with removing both the tubes and 
ovaries,” he says. 

Furthermore, if biomarkers can be 
found for these tubal cells, future 
diagnostic tests on blood samples, cervical 
cells, and tubal tissue might be able to 
detect ovarian cancer earlier. Although 
the team plans to conduct studies to 
apply these findings to clinical practice, 
Dr. Levine cautions that it might take 
years to prove that these approaches 
detect ovarian cancer earlier, prevent its 
spread, or extend survival in patients 
with the disease. 

This research result has created the 
foundation for additional inquiries into 
ovarian cancer. “Now that we have a better 
understanding of its origins, we can 
investigate ovarian cancer prevention, 
diagnosis, and treatment with greater 
precision,” says Dr. Levine.

WIDE GENETIC VARIETY IN RARE 
UTERINE CANCER ELUCIDATES 
TREATMENT CHALLENGES AND 
POTENTIAL THERAPEUTIC TARGETS

In their March 2017 publication in Cancer 
Cell, Dr. Levine, his Perlmutter Cancer 
Center colleagues, and an international 
group of researchers unveiled a new 
“genetic atlas” for uterine carcinosarcoma 
(UCS), revealing a complex array of 
mutations that might explain why these 
rare, aggressive gynecologic tumors have 
been especially difficult to treat. 

  Douglas A. Levine, MD
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GYNECOLOGIC CANCER

Supported by the Cancer Genome Atlas 
Research Network, the findings also point 
toward possible treatments, with some 
already approved and others  currently in 
clinical studies. New treatment options 
are urgent, adds Dr. Levine, because only 
about one of every three women survives 
longer than five years after UCS diagnosis. 

Investigators sampled tissue from 
57 women with confirmed cases of UCS. Of 
these, 64 percent had the cancer recur 
within the study follow-up period, and 
58 percent died. The average follow-up 
period was 25.7 months. Analysis of the 
57 samples yielded 9,149 genetic 
mutations, and of these, 14 genes were 
identified as commonly mutated in UCS. 
One gene that normally protects against 
cancer, TP53, was mutated in 91 percent 
of the tumors in the study.

Because of the mix of mutations, drugs 
aimed at specific genetic targets are more 
likely to be effective against certain 
UCS tumors but not others, suggesting 
that personalized treatment might be 
necessary to achieve better outcomes. 
“Using this new collection of genomic 
information, physicians will be better able 
to determine the specific genetic finger
print of each patient’s tumor and to find 
treatment options that better suit them,” 
Dr. Levine says. 

EVEROLIMUS COULD HELP PRESERVE 
FERTILITY IN WOMEN UNDERGOING 
CANCER TREATMENT

New research suggests that everolimus, 
a drug used to slow tumor growth, might 
protect ovaries from the depletion of 
viable eggs caused by cyclophosphamide, 
a standard treatment for breast cancer and 
other malignancies. The findings, led by 
investigators from Perlmutter Cancer 
Center and NYU Langone’s Fertility 
Center, suggest new options for patients 
trying to balance cancer treatment with 
their ability to have children in the future.

“Our results argue that everolimus, 
an mTOR inhibitor, might represent a 
fertility-sparing drug treatment to 
complement the freezing of eggs and 
embryos, which are valued methods, 
but can be time-consuming, costly, less 
effective with age, and not protective 
of long-term ovarian function,” says 
study first-author Kara N. Goldman, MD, 
assistant professor of obstetrics 
and gynecology. 

The study, conducted in mice, 
compared fertility after treatment with 
cyclophosphamide alone, in combination 
with everolimus, or in combination with 
another experimental mTOR inhibitor. 
The mice treated with cyclophosphamide 

alone had 64 percent fewer primordial 
follicles, which contain immature egg 
cells, and half as many pups per litter, 
representing a significant impact on 
fertility potential, when compared with 
control mice. Combination treatment with 
everolimus or the experimental mTOR 
inhibitor alongside cyclophosphamide 
preserved primordial follicles and normal 
litter sizes. The study was published in 
March 2017 in the Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences.

“Only clinical trial results will tell us 
whether these drugs can protect fertility 
and counter hormonal deficits naturally 
by preserving follicles,” says senior study 
author Robert J. Schneider, PhD, the Albert 
B. Sabin Professor of Microbiology and 
Molecular Pathogenesis, professor of 
radiation oncology, and associate dean for 
Technology Ventures and Partnerships. 
“Our goal is to complete studies to identify 
the best dose for ovarian preservation and 
then to get everolimus into a trial.”

DOUGLAS A. LEVINE, MD, DELIVERS PRESIDENTIAL PLENARY LECTURE 
AT INTERNATIONAL CANCER MEETING

The International Gynecologic Cancer Society invited Dr. Levine to deliver its 
presidential plenary lecture at the organization’s biennial meeting in Lisbon, Portugal, 
on October 29, 2016. His talk, titled “Incorporating Precision Medicine into Clinical 
Practice,” addressed the current state of precision medicine in treating solid tumors, 
including ovarian cancer dynamics and endometrial cancer biomarker 
advancements, and the residual unmet needs in identifying therapeutic targets.
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Connecting Medically Underserved Patients with 
Accessible, Affordable Cancer Resources

It has long been recognized that health happens outside the clinic walls. In partnership 
with NYU Langone’s Department of Population Health, Perlmutter Cancer Center is 
bridging the gap between medicine and public health in New York City’s underserved 
communities, with innovative cancer programs and practice-changing initiatives.

COMMUNITY OUTREACH AND POPULATION HEALTH

BARBERSHOPS CONNECT PATRONS 
WITH COLORECTAL CANCER CARE

African American men are at a higher 
risk of death from colorectal cancer—yet 
they have lower rates of preventive 
colonoscopies due to poor access and 
uneven experience within the 
healthcare system.

In their effort to address this problem, 
Joseph E. Ravenell, MD, associate 
professor of population health and 
medicine, director of diversity in  
research, and associate dean for  
diversity affairs and inclusion, and 

Gbenga G. Ogedegbe, MD, MPH, the 
Dr. Adolph and Margaret Berger Professor 
of Population Health and Medicine and 
director of the Department of Population 
Health’s Division of Health and Behavior, 
realized that they needed to meet these 
men in their community, where they 
might be more receptive to discussing 
their health. “If we rely on a traditional 
clinical approach to improving outcomes 
for a population known to be less likely to 
seek healthcare, we’re going to miss those  
who most need our help,” notes 
Dr. Ravenell.

The resulting, groundbreaking Men’s 
Health Initiative, created with funding 
from the National Institutes of Health 
and the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, applies a culturally tailored 
strategy: Trusted members of the 
community are recruited, trained as 
patient navigators, and placed in 
barbershops and churches. There, they 
identify men who haven’t had 
colonoscopies and guide—and, in some 
cases, accompany—those men to 
screenings and follow-up care.

  Joseph E. Ravenell, MD, speaks to a Harlem barbershop patron about colorectal health
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Recently, Dr. Ravenell and his 
research team completed a randomized 
trial to investigate the impact of patient 
navigators in barbershops on the 
colorectal cancer (CRC) screening rates 
among 731 low-income African American 
men age 50 or older in New York City. 
Patient navigators recruited participants 
who were then assigned to receive either 
patient navigation or a more standard 
screening referral. 

Participants in the patient navigator 
groups received counseling, advice on 
logistical and psychosocial barriers, and 
screening appointment reminders. Those 
in the standard referral group received 
only printed CRC screening education and 
a list of screening facilities. 

After six months, nearly 18 percent of 
patients in patient navigator groups—even 
those with limited health literacy or no 
insurance—had undergone screening for 
CRC, compared with only 8.4 percent in 
the standard referral arm. The results were 
published in the August 2017 issue of the 
American Journal of Public Health.

“Barbershops hold special appeal for 
community-based intervention trials, 
as they are cultural institutions that 
draw large and loyal male clienteles and 
provide an open forum for discussion of 
numerous topics, including health,” 
Dr. Ravenell says. “Our results emphasize 
the importance of basing screening 
interventions in nonclinical settings.”

The success of the Men’s Health 
Initiative in promoting colorectal cancer 
screenings is now being applied to breast 
cancer through the Beatrice W. Welters 
Breast Health Outreach and Navigation 
Program (see box on this page).

GENETIC COUNSELING AND 
PATIENT NAVIGATION PROGRAMS 
TO HELP HIGH-RISK PATIENTS

Medical oncologist Ophira M. 
Ginsburg, MD, has joined Perlmutter 
Cancer Center as director of its new 
High-Risk Cancer Genetics Program, 
which identifies, studies, and cares for 
patients with hereditary syndromes that 
increase cancer risk. In addition to the 
Department of Medicine, Dr. Ginsburg 
also holds a faculty appointment in the 
Department of Population Health, 
where she is continuing her global cancer 
control research to improve cancer 
outcomes in underserved populations. 

“We have an underserved population 
within the New York area in terms of cancer 
care provision,” says Dr. Ginsburg. “A big 
part of that is risk reduction and genetic 
counseling for higher-risk individuals.”

Working together, Dr. Ginsburg, 
Dr. Ravenell, and Kathie-Ann  
Joseph, MD, MPH, associate professor of 
surgery and population health and 
director of Breast Surgery Services at 
NYC Health + Hospitals/Bellevue, are 
implementing initiatives to improve 
equitable access to clinical cancer genetics 
services for underserved men and women. 
In January 2018, Dr. Joseph will launch a 
cancer genetics component within the 
Beatrice W. Welters Breast Health 

COMMUNITY OUTREACH AND POPULATION HEALTH

WELTERS BREAST HEALTH OUTREACH AND NAVIGATION PROGRAM 
CELEBRATES ONE-YEAR ANNIVERSARY, 5,000 WOMEN SERVED

One short year after launching, the Beatrice W. Welters Breast Health Outreach 
and Navigation Program has educated more than 5,000 women in all five 
New York City boroughs about maintaining breast health through screening 
services. Since 2016, the program has hosted 94 outreach events at churches, 
beauty salons, and health fairs. As a result, 531 people, many of them uninsured 
women, subsequently enrolled in its navigation services, which include free or 
low-cost mammograms as well as active breast cancer support for women—
from diagnosis, through treatment, and to survivorship. 

Co-directors Dr. Ravenell and Dr. Joseph attribute the program’s success to their 
prior work building community partnerships and their ability to leverage existing 
relationships within the NYU Langone network, such as NYC Health + Hospitals/
Bellevue and NYU Langone Family Health Centers in Flatbush and Sunset Park, 
to reach patients.

The Welters Program is made possible by generous support from 
Beatrice W. Welters and her family, and the Laura and Isaac Perlmutter Foundation.

“�If we rely on a traditional 
clinical approach to 
improve outcomes for 
a population known 
to be less likely to seek 
healthcare, we’re going 
to miss those who most 
need our help.”

—Joseph E. Ravenell, MD

  �Kathie-Ann Joseph, MD, MPH, speaks at 
Perlmutter Cancer Center’s annual Breast 
Cancer in Women of Color event
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Outreach and Navigation Program, which 
just celebrated its one-year anniversary 
(see box at left). Similar to Dr. Ravenell’s 
barbershop model, the Welters Program 
uses a patient navigator approach in local 
salons, churches, and community-based 
organizations to educate medically 
underserved women about breast cancer 
and the critical importance of screening. 

This new genetic counseling 
component will allow Dr. Joseph to 
identify and refer high-risk individuals to 
the program’s dedicated genetic counselor 
at NYC Health + Hospitals/Bellevue—
an enhanced offering made possible 
through a grant from the Greater New York 
City affiliate of the Susan G. Komen 
Foundation. These high-risk individuals 
might also be paired with a patient 
navigator who will help them move 
through the health system should 
follow-up care be necessary.

Concurrent with these community 
efforts, the cancer center recently received 
a $4 million grant from the New York City 
Department of Health and Mental 
Hygiene to build on the success of these 
barbershop and beauty salon programs by 
launching the Communities Partnering in 
Navigation in New York City Program. Its 
goal is to refer 6,500 patients to colorectal 
cancer screening and 3,500 to breast 
cancer screening by mid-2019. In addition 
to screening, the program’s patient 
navigation component is currently being 
implemented at NYU Langone’s Family 
Health Centers (Federally Qualified 

Health Centers) in Brooklyn to serve its 
target community.

With this momentum, Dr. Ginsburg 
and her colleagues will lead a symposium, 
“Global Cancer Research: Addressing 
Disparities, Locally and Globally,” on 
March 15, 2018, co-sponsored by the 
National Cancer Institute Center for 
Global Health and in partnership with 
six  area cancer centers. Taking place 
immediately prior to the Consortium of 
Universities for Global Health’s annual 
meeting, this symposium will help draw 
attention to healthcare disparities across 
the city, the country, and the world. 

INCORPORATING SMOKING CESSATION 
INTO HOSPITAL CARE

Perlmutter Cancer Center is connecting 
more of its patients with evidence-based 
treatment for smoking through a new 
program supported by a $329,000 grant 
from the Cancer Center Cessation 
Initiative, part of the National Cancer 
Institute’s Cancer Moonshot program. 
Using an innovative opt-out approach, 
the program will refer all patients who 
identify as smokers—regardless of 
their readiness to quit—for treatment 
with a nurse practitioner, who will 
integrate smoking cessation treatment 
into their routine services at the center. 
The new grant, one of 22 funded at 
university-based hospitals, will be led 
by the co-directors of the Department 
of Population Health’s Section on 

Tobacco, Alcohol, and Drug Use: Donna 
Shelley, MD, MPH, associate professor 
of population health and medicine 
and co-leader of the Epidemiology and 
Cancer Control Research Program, 
and Scott E. Sherman, MD, MPH, 
professor of population health, medicine, 
and psychiatry. 

The grant follows a successful 
comparative effectiveness trial that used 
evidence-based smoking cessation 
treatment at Bellevue Hospital and the 
Veterans Affairs New York Harbor 
Healthcare System. The study, led by 
Dr. Sherman with help from Dr. Shelley 
and NYU Langone colleagues, took the 
unusual step of offering cessation help to 
all patients who reported smoking upon 
hospital admission. 

The research team identified 
18,797 patients between July 2011 and 
April 2014. Of these, 1,618 enrolled in the 
study, which compared multisession 
telephone counseling to referral to a 
state-run quit-line. The researchers 
reported in the October 2016 issue of the 
American Journal of Preventive Medicine 
that 37.4 percent of the patients who 
received counseling reported smoking 
abstinence after six months, compared 
with 31.5 percent who had been referred 
to the quit-line. 

This quit rate was very high, given that 
a quarter of participants were homeless 
or in unstable housing, 60 percent had a 
history of substance abuse, 43 percent 
reported current hazardous drinking, and 
half had a psychiatric diagnosis. The 
investigators concluded that if one in three 
of these smokers could be encouraged to 
quit through this relatively simple 
intervention, it should be feasible to 
replicate the program in more resource-
rich hospital settings.

$329K +
GRANT FROM THE 
NATIONAL CANCER INSTITUTE 

was awarded to researchers 
to integrate evidence-based 
smoking cessation strategies 
at Perlmutter Cancer Center

In 2012, Freya R. Schnabel, MD, professor of surgery and director 
of breast surgery, co-founded the International  Society for Cancer Risk 
Assessment and Management: 

the first 
international, multidisciplinary, multi-institutional collaborative 
effort to address

breast cancer risk assessment 
and promote effective strategies for education, surveillance, and 
risk reduction. 
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Pratip Chattopadhyay, PhD, elected Chair of 
the International Society for the Advancement 
of Cytometry’s 2019 Annual Congress

Andrew S. Chi, MD, PhD, appointed 
Senior Editor of Clinical Cancer Research

Luisa Cimmino, PhD, named St. Baldrick’s 
Scholar by the St. Baldrick’s Foundation

Babak Givi, MD, appointed to the 
American Head and Neck Society’s 
Reconstruction Committee and Constitution 
and Bylaws Committee

Heather T. Gold, PhD, named President-elect 
of the Society for Medical Decision Making

Kenneth S. Hu, MD, named ASTRO Fellow by 
the American Society for Radiation Oncology 

Alec Kimmelman, MD, PhD, named 
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Mesothelioma at Oregon Health and Science 
University Knight Cancer Institute
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Dimitris G. Placantonakis, MD, PhD, 
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Diane M. Simeone, MD, appointed National 
Chair of the Pancreatic Cancer Action Network’s 
Scientific and Medical Advisory Board

Jeffrey S. Weber, MD, PhD, received a 
2016 Giants of Cancer Care Award from OncLive 
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