
During the last decade, Hawk enjoyed chemoprevention 
research collaborations and co-authored journal articles with 
several faculty members at M. D. Anderson, among them Bernard 
Levin, M.D., previous head of the Division of Cancer Prevention 
and Population Sciences, who retired in fall 2007.

“I look forward to building on Dr. Levin’s successes and strengthen-
ing our spectrum of prevention programs,” Hawk states.

His early plans include developing an effective database and com-
puterized tracking system for all cancer prevention research projects 
and services.

“Hopefully, within a year, we’ll have a new system to better char-
acterize our activities. We need to describe each project with regard to 
its scientific goals, its translational potential and the population that 
it intends to benefit, such as healthy individuals, people at elevated 
risks due to familial history or lifestyle choices, cancer survivors and so 
on,” Hawk explains. “This initiative should stimulate our faculty, staff, 
potential research participants and others to always think about where 
our research is going in a very tangible manner.”

Hawk also intends to initiate a simple mnemonic, or memory aid — 
termed the ABCs for clinical trials — which he helped create at NCI. 
“A” stands for preventive agents; “B” for intermediate biomarkers of 
efficacy; “C” for cohorts of people at risk; “D” for clinical trial design; 
and “E” for endpoints of clinical efficacy.

“By focusing on enhancements in one or more of these critical 
elements, clinical research can be accelerated,” he says, “and time is 
everyone’s most precious resource.”

Hawk anticipates broadening prevention research by working 
closely with John DiGiovanni, Ph.D., chair of M. D. Anderson’s 
Department of Carcinogenesis and director of the Virginia Harris 
Cockrell Cancer Research Center in Smithville, Texas, and Garth 
Powis, D.Phil., director of M. D. Anderson’s Center for Targeted 
Therapy in the Red and Charline McCombs Institute for the Early 
Detection and Treatment of Cancer.

“Our goal for these collaborations is to discover, develop and bring 
to clinical trials an array of chemoprevention drugs and biologic agents 
that can attack molecular defects inside early cancer cells and correct 
malfunctions in precancerous cells long before clinical symptoms 
occur,” he notes.

❖

Getting adjusted to who works where across M. D. Anderson’s 
Main and South campuses has been “challenging,” but Hawk says 
he appreciates “how helpful everyone has been.”

He’ll also feel more settled once his family moves to Houston. For 
now, he commutes frequently to see his wife, Diana, whom he met in 
the seventh grade, and their three children: Christiana, 14; Melina, 
13; and Grant, 9. His mother also lives with the family in a small rural 
community about 35 miles from Baltimore.

Besides heading the Division of Cancer Prevention and 
Population Sciences, Hawk is ad interim chair of the Department of 
Clinical Cancer Prevention. He serves as deputy editor for Cancer 
Prevention Research and senior editor for Cancer Epidemiology, 
Biomarkers and Prevention. Over the years, he’s contributed to more 
than 90 journal articles and 12 books. His research has led to two 
patent applications.

Looking ahead, Hawk is concerned about the shortage of scien-
tists and clinicians devoted to cancer prevention as well as resources 
necessary for translating the most promising prevention discoveries 
into widespread use.

“I firmly believe that our division has the capacity to be the 
definitive resource for educating the public and health care profes-
sionals about state-of-the-art practices in cancer prevention and the 
critical role that research plays,” he says. “We must work harder than 
ever to assure we can be a dynamic training group for future genera-
tions of researchers and practitioners committed to cancer prevention 
as well as the broader mission of improving overall health.”

Hawk counts on Executive Assistant Cheri McClellan to keep 
track of his busy schedule.
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ASPIRE Internet Site Kicks Butt

What better way to mark the 13th annual National Kick Butts Day 
than to announce plans to expand use of M. D. Anderson’s ASPIRE 
Internet site to students nationwide through collaborations with state 
education and health agencies. 

ASPIRE — A Smoking Prevention Interactive Experience — is 
an evidence-based, multi-media tobacco prevention and cessation 
Internet site for middle and high school kids. The site integrates 
interactive video game-like components, customized messages, 
graphics, animation and streaming video to capture the interest of 
both nonsmoking and smoking teens.

“Nearly 4,000 youth under the age of 18 start smoking daily,” 
says Alexander Prokhorov, M.D., Ph.D., professor in the Department of 
Behavioral Science at M. D. Anderson. “We created ASPIRE because 
‘Just Say No’ wasn’t good enough anymore.”

Through situations teens readily relate to — dating, stress 
from school and sports — ASPIRE addresses the long-term and 
short-term consequences of tobacco use, including changes in 
physical appearance and physiological processes. The Internet site 
speaks to teenagers on their terms and emphasizes that addiction 
is dependence, appealing to their desire to be independent and to 
make decisions on their own, Prokhorov says.

Students who used ASPIRE reported reduced number of ciga-
rettes smoked, stronger anti-smoking beliefs and lower temptations 
to smoke. To date, the ASPIRE Internet site has had more than 30,000 
visitors from 66 countries. 

An initial e-campaign targeting 97 school districts in 32 states 
in North America was launched in late 2007. From those efforts, the 

Arkansas Department of Health, the Kentucky Cancer Program and the 
North Carolina Department of Public Health all have plans under way 
to use ASPIRE in schools throughout their states. A similar partnership 
with the Houston Independent School District that utilizes ASPIRE to 
complement anti-smoking lesson plans in physical education and 
health classes will serve as a model for future collaborations.

“This marks the first concerted effort to provide a national platform 
in which ASPIRE can reach our nation’s teens,” says Kathy Hill, com-
munications specialist in the Department of Behavioral Science, who 
is leading ASPIRE’s national rollout. “The response we received from 
this first push was very promising, and we look forward to continuing 
discussions with several states that expressed interest in adopting 
ASPIRE into their school’s curriculums.”

ASPIRE is available free of charge to school districts, state health 
departments, teachers and parents nationwide. Anyone may access 
the program by visiting www.mdanderson.org/aspire. 

ASPIRE is funded by the National Cancer Institute and the George 
and Barbara Bush Endowment for Innovative Cancer Research.

— Robin Davidson

BRIEFINGS
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Eating four or more servings of green salad each week as well as 
working outside in the yard or garden a couple of times a week may 
significantly lower the chance of developing lung cancer in smokers 
and nonsmokers, according to a recent study.	

“The results are exciting because the study is applicable to every-
one, and it may have a positive impact on the 15 percent of people 
who are diagnosed with lung cancer but who are nonsmokers,” says 
Michele Forman, Ph.D., lead author on the study and professor in  
M. D. Anderson’s Department of Epidemiology.

Forman adds that although the data are preliminary, the results 
give researchers important clues about how smokers and nonsmokers 
might be able to reduce their risk of developing lung cancer.

In the study, researchers sought to determine whether physical activity 
and diet have an impact on whether people develop lung cancer.

Forman says the frequency of eating salad is a marker of vegetable 
consumption. Gardening was chosen as a physical activity because a 
wide range of people can participate in it, and other physical activity 
didn’t appear to influence risk prediction. It’s one of the few activities 
people with lung cancer report doing, she says.

Researchers found that physical activity like gardening reduced the 
risk of developing lung cancer by 45 percent in former smokers and 
33 percent in smokers. They also noted that smokers who eat three 
servings or less of salad a week have double the chance of lung cancer 
compared to smokers who eat four or more salads weekly.

These findings are part of an ongoing study that’s examining several 
risk factors for lung cancer, including exposure to secondhand smoke 
or dust, family history of cancer, and history of respiratory disease 
and smoking.

The study matches individuals being treated for lung cancer at  
M. D. Anderson with cancer-free people who are patients at Kelsey-
Seybold Clinic, a private physician group in Houston.

More than 3,800 participants are involved in the study, and are 
matched and grouped by smoking status (current, former and never 
smokers), age, gender and ethnicity.

While these results are encouraging, Forman says more research 
is needed on the connection between lifestyle and the development 
of cancer.

“We don’t know yet whether these habits of eating well and exer-
cising are markers for other lifestyle factors that might be even more 
important, such as lack of alcohol consumption,” she says. “We have 
a lot of puzzles in the picture yet to analyze.”

— Dawn Dorsey

CONQUEST  SPRING 2008

Reducing Cancer Risk Naturally

A study suggests that a healthful diet 
and gardening may reduce a person’s 
risk of developing lung cancer.
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Moira and husband Jas Podgurski

by Mary Jane Schier

Moving Forward: Moira Podgurski

“I didn’t want to spoil the day for my family, so I didn’t say 
anything, but in the back of my mind, I kept thinking that everyone 
died from leukemia,” recalls Podgurski, whose three children were 
then seven, three and 17 months old.

The second opinion specialist she consulted said there was 
“nothing to do, that I might live three years.” While she and her 
husband, Jas, were devastated, some good friends knew about a 
leukemia expert at M. D. Anderson.

“That was before we had the Internet resources now available,” 
Podgurski says, “but I raced to the phone, got the doctor’s office and 
pleaded for an appointment.”  

A few days later, she and Jas flew to Houston to see Kenneth 
B. McCredie, M.D., a pioneer in developing new drugs to treat 
leukemia. She enrolled in a clinical trial evaluating the biologic 
agent interferon, which at first she took through daily injections, 
then three times a week.  

Although already in superb physical condition, Podgurski added 
yoga and meditation to her exercise routine and vegetarian lifestyle. 
She had started running at age 12, competed in the 1972 Olympic 
trials as a hurdler and has participated in many marathons.

“I approached my future with CML like I was running toward 
a hurdle, which you have to take one at a time. Of course, having 
three young children provided lots of distractions, and most days I felt 
good,” explains Podgurski, who’s lived in San Diego for 25 years.

After McCredie died in 1991, Podgurski met Michael J. Keating, 
M.D., another world leader in improving the outlook for people with 
leukemia. Keating became her primary specialist and would give her 
“ecstatic news” following a checkup at M. D. Anderson in 1997.

“When Dr. Keating called with the results of my tests, he said 
there was no molecular evidence of the disease, that he thought I 
was cured, and I should go out and live a good life,” relates Podgurski, 
who was in training for the Honolulu Marathon to raise money for 
leukemia research.

Now 11 years later, she often shares her story with newly diag-
nosed leukemia patients and continues a vigorous regimen of running, 
race-walking five miles a day and hiking with her husband.  

“I fully expect to grow old gracefully and enjoy grandchildren 
in the future,” Podgurski says. 

Moira Podgurski doesn’t remember much about Christmas 1985 
because she was “in a fog” from learning the previous day she had 
chronic myelogenous leukemia.
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