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David Tweardy, M.D., professor of Medicine at Baylor College of Medicine 
(BCM) for more than 15 years, became Internal Medicine Division Head, 
Monday, Dec. 1, 2014. His appointment was announced in mid-September 
after a national search conducted by a committee co-chaired by Ernest 
Hawk, M.D., vice president for Cancer Prevention, and Paul Mansfield, M.D.,  
vice president for Acute Care Services. 

Tweardy succeeds Robert Gagel, M.D., the first head of the Internal 
Medicine division. Gagel will remain on the faculty of Endocrine Neoplasia 
and Hormonal Disorders, and will continue to serve as co-director of the 
Bone Disease Program of Texas, a partnership with Baylor College of 
Medicine and The University of Texas Health Science Center Houston.

Research emphasizes cancer, inflammatory disease

A recognized leader in immunity and inflammation, Tweardy joined BCM  
in 1999 as professor of Medicine and section chief of Infectious Diseases. 
He also held joint appointments as professor of Molecular and Cellular 
Biology and Biochemistry and Molecular Biology.

The focus of the new division head and his research team is on modulating 
the function of Stat3 to treat cancer, inflammation and immune deficiency 
disorders. His group is using Stat3 inhibitors as chemical probes to 
interrogate the contribution of Stat3 to cancer and chronic inflammatory 
diseases. They also are exploring insights gained into Stat3 proteostasis  
to develop novel therapies for autosomal dominant hyper-IgE (Job’s) 
syndrome and other immunodeficiencies caused by destabilizing point 
mutations in STAT proteins. 

Tweardy is a Fellow of the Infectious Diseases Society of America and 
the American College of Physicians. He was elected to membership in 
the Association of American Physicians and the American Clinical and 
Climatological Association. 

David Tweardy, M.D.
division head, Internal Medicine

Robert Gagel steps down,  
David Tweardy assumes  
DoIM leadership role
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DoIM Leadership Continued from page 1

Of his appointment Tweardy says, “I am delighted to be 
joining the MD Anderson family and relish the opportunity 
to build upon the outstanding strengths in patient care, 
research, and education within the Division of Internal 
Medicine.”

In a message to Internal Medicine faculty and employees 
regarding the transition, Ethan Dmitrovsky, M.D., provost 
and executive vice president, spoke highly of the new 

The reception for outgoing Division Head Robert Gagel, M.D., 
Tuesday, Dec. 9, included an element of surprise. Two of Gagel’s 
three adult children, Elisabeth and Andrew, were there to 
witness the accolades that would be delivered for his  
contributions as the first head of Internal Medicine.  

During the event, moderated by Gagel’s successor, David 
Tweardy, M.D., members of executive leadership and the  
division commended Gagel for his leadership skills and 
commented on his legacy.

“Robert Gagel’s legacy will continue through the leaders he 
has spawned,” said Provost Ethan Dmitrovsky, M.D. Executive 
Vice-President Thomas Burke, M.D., told the crowd that the 
former division head’s legacy will be the newly-developed  
Baylor College of Medicine/MD Anderson Internal Medicine 
Residency Program that will officially launch this summer. 

Gilbert Cote, Ph.D., professor, Endocrine Neoplasia and 
Hormonal Disorders, was hired by Gagel as a postdoctoral  
fellow at the Veteran’s Administration Hospital in the early 
1990s. Gagel subsequently hired him to join his research staff  
at MD Anderson.

“Dr. Gagel introduced me to a collaborative research environ-
ment,” Cote said. “You might not believe it, but he actually  
taught me cell culture and worked in the lab helping to design 
experiments. Under his leadership, the division has grown,  
not only in research, but also in providing the best medical  
care to both cancer patients and survivors.”

Division celebrates Gagel’s leadership

division head’s achievements saying, “Given Dr. Tweardy’s 
accomplishments as a clinician, a scientist and as a leader, 
we are confident he will build on the wonderful foundation 
of excellence built by Dr. Gagel and each of you. 

“We also want to personally thank Dr. Gagel for his 13 
years of distinguished service as division head and we are 
grateful he will continue contributing to our community and 
his profession as a member of our faculty.” 

Bill Atkinson, division  
administrator ad interim, 
shared comments written  
by Steven Sherman, M.D., 
associate vice provost for 
Clinical Research, and chair 
of Endocrine Neoplasia and 
Hormonal Disorders, who  
was unable to attend the 
event. Sherman reflected on 
the past 21 years in which 
Gagel has been his boss. 

“Throughout those years, he has been exactly the same person: 
a thoughtful scientist; a caring, thorough physician; a demanding 
teacher; a valued friend and colleague; and a visionary leader.”

Among the most poignant words came from Mary Elliott, Gagel’s 
executive assistant for the past 10 years. She said her boss 
reminds her of the consummate southern gentleman, even though 
he was born in Ohio. “He conducts himself with honor and is 
always cognizant of doing the right thing.

“His patients absolutely love him and have an unlimited degree 
of trust in his knowledge and abilities. Dr. Gagel really listens to 
them; he treats them with respect and dignity, so that they realize 
they are not simply a medical record number,” Elliott said.

Gagel had the final word, during which he thanked faculty and 
staff for contributing to the success of the division. He likened  

the DoIM to a young seedling – young and full of potential. 

“That seedling will need to be nourished and provided  
with guidance so that it can grow into a tall and  
magnificent tree with many branches,” he told the crowd.  
He also said senior leadership’s choice of Dr. Tweardy,  
a prominent researcher and clinician, augurs well for 
the future development of DoIM. 

“I plan to remain on the faculty in the DoIM, and look 
forward to watching this growth and development from  
the ‘back row’,” Gagel concluded with a smile.   
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I have the honor and 
privilege of sharing 
a few thoughts with 

you on a triennial basis as 
the new Division Head, 
continuing one of the 
many superb traditions 
established by my 
predecessor, Bob Gagel. 

I thought it appropriate  
in this, my first “column,”  

to share with you the tremendous joy and 
excitement I have experienced in my first two 
months here—joy in learning in more detail of 
the remarkable clinical, research and educational 
accomplishments of the faculty and staff in 
this division, and excitement about how well-
positioned we are as a division to exploit numerous 
opportunities available within the institution and 
system, as well as to overcome challenges we will 
undoubtedly encounter in the future.

Key among the opportunities is the implementation 
of the MD Anderson track of the Baylor College 
of Medicine (BCM) Internal Medicine Residency 
Program this July that is highlighted elsewhere in 
this issue of IMprints. I have had the enjoyable and 
stimulating experience of training BCM residents 
on the Infectious Diseases and Internal Medicine 
services for the previous 15 years and can say with 
some assurance that you will be invigorated by the 
intelligence, energy, and enthusiasm that each will 
bring to the services here. 

The second opportunity worth highlighting is  
Dr. DePinho’s $10 million program to support 
proposals from front-line faculty and staff that  
will have an immediate impact on enhancing  
the working environment of our clinical teams.  
Bill Atkinson has assembled suggestions solicited 
from you by your chairs and super section chiefs, 
which we presented to the executive vice 
presidents at the end of January. I will provide an 
update in my next column on this timely effort by 
the institution to augment personnel and programs 
to improve patient care and reduce physician 
administrative burden. 

In closing, I could not help but follow up on the  
very clever suggestion of our editor Judy Overton  
to consider a name change for our newsletter,  
thus its new name is IMprints. I will let her give  
you the backstory and take all the credit if you  
like the change; all the blame is mine, however,  
if you do not like it.

A few words from Dr. Tweardy
Baylor/MD Anderson

Internal Medicine Residency Program 
Unique program to train internists in a cancer care setting

Ellen Manzullo, M.D., is seeing her efforts pay off. The Baylor 
College of Medicine/MD Anderson Internal Medicine Residency 
Program, which has consumed a large part of her attention in 
recent years, will officially launch in July with five residents. 

“I think it’s extremely exciting, because this will be a training 
program which is unique and innovative,” says Manzullo, deputy 
division head Clinical, and professor, General Internal Medicine. 
“Housestaff in this program will become board certified in 
internal medicine, and they will acquire additional expertise in 
the internal medicine care of the cancer patient and survivor.” 

Manzullo also says it is fulfilling to see the enthusiasm within the division and 
at Baylor, too. “A number of applicants who have been applying at Baylor have 
expressed interest in this combined program,” she says.

The seed for the development of this program began three years ago when  
Manzullo and former Division Head Robert Gagel, M.D., began discussing the idea.

“We prepared a feasibility analysis and also invited an outside consultant to visit  
MD Anderson to assess our clinical services,” she says. 

Prototype puts plan in place
The consultant suggested a visit to The University of California in San Francisco, 
which includes areas of distinction in its Internal Medicine Residency Program.  
“The program is unique in that housestaff can choose an area where they can 
acquire additional expertise such as in global health, medical education, or a clinical 
research track, to name a few,” Manzullo explains.

Upon returning from the trip, Manzullo said a decision was made to partner with 
a training program of another institution. So she, Gagel, and Joel Helmke, former 
division administrator, visited several institutions in the Texas Medical Center and 
they ultimately decided to partner with Baylor.

“The Baylor Internal Medicine Residency Program has a very good reputation.  
They were as excited as we were in developing this program, so we felt it would  
be a good match,” Manzullo says.

Since the partnership was established in spring 2014, Manzullo has conducted 
regular meetings with Richard Hamill, M.D., Internal Medicine Residency program 
manager at Baylor, to discuss the overall development of the training program  
along with the curriculum and schedule. 

The addition of David Tweardy, M.D., as division head was also a plus, Manzullo 
says, because of his familiarity with the program as a member of the Baylor College 
of Medicine faculty for more than 15 years, and his success in securing funding for  
its expansion to MD Anderson as part of his recruitment package. 

Other significant developments include the appointment of Amit Lahoti, M.D., 
associate professor, Nephrology, as  site director, and the involvement of more 
than 20 Internal Medicine faculty members who have participated in the residency 
candidate interviews. 

Tweardy commends Manzullo for her tenacity and leadership in accomplishing  
this achievement. “Its impact on the division, as well as the institution, will be 
extremely positive and long-lasting,” he says.



Maria Suarez-Almazor, M.D., 
Ph.D., and collaborators from 
MD Anderson, The Univer-
sity of Texas School of Public 
Health, and the American 
Society of Clinical Oncology 
(ASCO), have received a  
five-year, $2.4 million R25  
grant from the Agency for 

Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ) to 
develop a comprehensive educational program 
focused on increasing the number of U.S.  
cancer researchers who conduct Comparative 
Effectiveness Research (CER) and Patient- 
centered Outcomes Research (PCOR).

MD Anderson is one of 5 institutions to receive 
funds from AHRQ for this training program.  
Other recipients of the award are Brown Univer-
sity, Einstein College of Medicine, University of 
Washington, and University of Pittsburgh.

“By receiving this grant, it recognizes our ability 
to train others in comparative effectiveness 
methods, starting with cancer prevention all the 
way through survivorship,” says Suarez-Almazor, 
professor, General Internal Medicine, and principal 
investigator of the grant. 
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MD Anderson comparative effectiveness  
research experts receive key training funds

“With comparative effectiveness research what we often 
do is examine and evaluate what is already available,” she 
explains. “It may not be flashy as when people discover 
new things that no one knew about, but the value of our 
research is that it ultimately determines the best quality of 
care for our patients.”

Suarez-Almazor is joined by co-investigators Barry Davis, 
M.D., Ph.D., professor of Biostatistics and Public Health, 
The University of Texas School of Public Health; Angeles 
Lopez-Olivo, M.D., Ph.D., assistant professor, General 
Internal Medicine; Sharon Giordano, M.D., M.P.H., chair, 
Health Services Research; and Robert Volk, Ph.D., 
professor, Health Services Research. The team members 
will ultimately offer over 45 online lectures that will include 
four basic modules:

• Pragmatic Clinical Trials and Health Care Delivery  
Evaluations (Suarez-Almazor and Davis)

• Systematic Reviews and Decision Analysis (Lopez-Olivo) 
• Observational Studies and Registries (Giordano)
• Patient-Centered Outcomes Research (Volk ) 

“Nowadays people do not have time, but they are  
driven to want the knowledge (about comparative effec-
tiveness research),” says Susan Parker, program manager, 
General Internal Medicine, who is managing the project. 
“By offering free online courses by experts in the field, we 
are able to provide top-quality courses to anyone interested 
in patient-centered comparative effectiveness research.” 

Parker says the researchers are currently developing the 
online lectures which will go live in spring and summer  
of this year. They are also organizing webinars and  
workshops. ASCO will host some of the webinars in  
these methodologies, and some of the workshops will 
occur at the ASCO annual meeting.

Beginning in the second year of the grant, the investigators 
will offer experiential learning opportunities. 

According to Suarez-Almazor, “What this means is that we 
will host physicians, students, fellows, junior faculty, and 
policy makers who will develop specific projects here at  
MD Anderson, ASCO or the School of Public Health.”

“Our ultimate goal is  
to train individuals conducting  

comparative effectiveness cancer  
research across the nation in cutting  

edge methods that can overcome some  
of the challenges faced in the analysis and  
interpretation of “real-life” patient data.  

We are vested in Making Cancer History®  
by improving patient outcomes  

through this multi-faceted research  
training approach.”  



Javier Adachi, M.D., associate 
professor, Infectious Diseases, 
Infection Control and Employee 
Health, is one of ten mostly 
clinical faculty members who 
received a $50,000 Clinical 
Innovator Award to explore 
ideas to improve patient care.  

To be eligible, faculty must spend at least 70% of 
their efforts on patient care activity. Adachi’s 
award will be funded by the T. Boone Pickens 
Fund. The process was overseen by Steven 
Sherman, M.D., associate vice provost for Clinical 
Research, and chair, Endocrine Neoplasia and 
Hormonal Disorders; and Varsha Gandhi, Ph.D., 
professor and chair ad interim, Experimental 
Therapeutics. 

Jichao Chen, Ph.D., assistant 
professor, Pulmonary Medicine, 
has been awarded the Basil 
O’Conner Starter Scholar 
Research Award from the  
March of Dimes Foundation.  
The two-year $150,000 award 
was given for his proposal, 

“Genetic and Cellular Mechanisms of Airway 
Diameter Control.”

Marie Claude-Hofmann, Ph.D., 
professor, Endocrine Neoplasia 
and Hormonal Disorders 
Research, was awarded a 
five-year $1.6 million National 
Institute of Health RO1 grant  
for her proposal, “Molecular 
Regulation of the Perinatal  

Male Germ Cell Niche.”

Cobi Heijnen, Ph.D., was a  
2014 recipient of Knowledge  
Gap Seed Funding last  
summer for her study, 
“Molecular Mechanisms  
of Chemotherapy-induced 
Cognitive Deficits.” 
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A Spotlight on Research

Jessica Hwang, M.D., 
associate professor,  
General Internal Medicine, 
was named vice chair of  
the Institutional Review 
Board 4 (IRB4). The IRB4  
is a federally-mandated 
administrative body 

established to protect the rights and welfare 
of human subjects recruited to participate in 
research activities conducted under the 
auspices of the institution.

Dmitrios Kontoyiannis, M.D., 
deputy division head 
Research, and professor, 
Infectious Diseases, 
Infection Control and 
Employee Health, along with 
Antonio Mikos of Rice 
University, were awarded a 

$98,000 John S. Dunn Foundation 
Collaborative Research Award for their 
proposal, “Local Dual Delivery of Antifungals 
and Growth Factors for Treatment of 
Necrotizing Invasive Mold Infections.”   

Kontoyiannis was also a recipient of 2014 
Knowledge Gap Seed Funding for his study, 
“Integrated Program in Toxicity Genomics in 
Patients with Acute Myelogenous Leukemia/
Myelodysplastic Syndrome.”

Angeles Lopez-Olivo, M.D., 
Ph.D., assistant professor, 
General Internal Medicine, 
received a three-year 
$375,000 Fiscal Year 2016 
Rheumatology Research 
Foundation Investigator 
Award.  



Milestones and Achievements
Javier Adachi, M.D., associate professor, 
Infectious Diseases, Infection Control and 
Employee Health, was among five faculty who 
received the UT Board of Regents prestigious 
Outstanding Teaching Award last August.  
The $25,000 award was given to top  
educators from the system’s six health- 
related institutions. Adachi says teaching  
is a privilege and a responsibility.

“Teaching allows us to share our knowledge 
and excitement, but most importantly, to learn 
from our patients, students and colleagues,” 
says Adachi, who was quoted in an Employee 
Notes article.

Roy Chemaly, M.D., professor, Infectious  
Diseases, Infection Control and Employee 
Health, received the division’s Distinguished 
Paper Award for April through June 2014.  
Dr. Chemaly was first author on the paper, 
“Letermovir for Cytomegalovirus Prophylaxis 
in Hematopoietic-cell Transplantation.” The 
article was published in the May 2014 edition 
of The New England Journal of Medicine.  

Burton Dickey, M.D.,  
chair and professor, 
Pulmonary Medicine,  
was one of eight  
MD Anderson faculty 
members to be elected as 
Fellows of the American 
Association for the 

Advancement of Science (AAAS). Nominated 
by scientific peers, the election is based on 
meritorious efforts to advance science and its 
applications. Dickey is the only member of 
Internal Medicine to be named to this 
prestigious membership. He was nominated for 
his research on airway epithelial defenses, 
which led to a paradigm shift in understanding 
common lung diseases and to new treatments 
for pneumonia in cancer patients.

Of his induction into this unique group,  
Dickey says, “It is gratifying to have this 
recognition of the first 30 years of my  
research career. I’m looking forward to  
what the next 30 years will bring.” 

Farhad Danesh, M.D., section chief and 
professor, Nephrology, has been named a 
member of the Editorial Board for the Journal 
of the American Society of Nephrology.

Marta Davila, M.D., professor in  
Gastroenterology, Hepatology and Nutrition, 
was appointed medical director of Endoscopy, 
effective September 1, 2014. 

Madeleine Duvic, M.D.,  
professor, Dermatology,  
has been appointed to the 
Blanche Bender Professor-
ship in Cancer Research, 
effective March 1. 

Lisa Hafemeister, department  
administrator, Gastroenterology, Hepatology 
and Nutrition, has been named a Fellow  
of the American College of Healthcare 
Executives (ACHE), the nation’s leading 
professional society for health care leaders. 
The convocation ceremony will be conducted 
Sunday, March 15, in Chicago.

Josiah Halm, M.D., 
associate professor, 
General Internal Medicine, 
has been named medical 
director of the Clinical 
Decision Unit. The 16-bed 
unit opened Monday,  
Nov. 3, in the Main 

Building on Floor 4 (P4A). It is designed to 
provide effective, efficient and timely care to 
patients who receive short-term treatment 
and services while a care provider makes an 
informed decision to discharge or admit for 
hospitalization.
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Dimitrios Kontoyiannis, M.D., deputy  
division head Research, and professor,  
Infectious Diseases, Infection Control and 
Employee Health, was named February 2015 
Faculty Educator of the Month for spending 
valuable time in the classroom leading courses 
on several topics related to infectious diseases 
in cancer patients. Since 1998, Kontoyiannis has 
been an instructor, lecturer, or chair for  
48 courses at our institution.

In addition, Kontoyiannis has been named 
president-elect of the International Immuno- 
compromised Host Society (ICHS). The ICHS is  
a 35-year-old forum for scientific and clinical 
interchange to improve understanding and 
management of the immunocompromised host. 

Ellen Manzullo, M.D., deputy division head 
Clinical, and professor, General Internal  
Medicine, was among five finalists for the  
Julie and Ben Rogers Award for Excellence in 
the area of Patient Care 2014. One of her 
nominators, Diane Bodurka, M.D., said, “It is 
difficult to explain how truly dedicated and  
kind Ellen is. She provides the highest standard 
of care combined with so much compassion.  
She gives every patient her full attention and 
determines the best treatment plan for him/ 
her.” Domenica Anderson, a nursing assistant, 
Nursing 4P, was the recipient of the 2014 award.  

Thein Oo, M.D., associate professor, Benign 
Hematology, has been reappointed to a 
two-year term as committee member of the 
Membership and Communications Committee  
of the International Society on Thrombosis and 
Haemostasis (ISTH). 

Harrys Torres, M.D., 
assistant professor, has been 
appointed to a three-year 
term as member of the 
publication committee of 
Infectious Diseases Society 
of America (IDSA).

Edward T.H. Yeh, M.D., chair and professor, 
Cardiology, was appointed to the Ting Tsung and 
Wei Fong Chao Distinguished Chair, effective 
October 1. Upon award of this distinguished 
chair, Yeh relinquished the A Conversation with 
a Living Legend Professorship that he has held 
since 2000.



Gagel distributes final faculty awards

Among the recipients are:
Lara Bashoura, M.D., associate professor, Pulmonary Medicine,  
Clinical Medical Director of the Year 
Bashoura was recognized for her effective leadership in the  
Cardiopulmonary Center, specifically by being a vocal leader in  
improving patient care in a multidisciplinary manner and championing 
the center’s procedural documentation system implementation. 

Roy Chemaly, M.D., professor, Infectious Diseases, Infection  
Control and Employee Health, Administrative Leader of the Year
Gagel described Chemaly as “an effective and energetic leader who  
is always looking for a new challenge and improving technology.  
And, he is committed to Infection Control practices and the safety  
of our patients,” Gagel said. 

Maria Suarez-Almazor, M.D., Ph.D., professor, General Internal  
Medicine, Scientific Leader of the Year
Suarez-Almazor earned the award for successfully mentoring a group  
of young faculty who are now developing their own successful research 
careers. According to Gagel, “Maria is an innovative clinical and  
epidemiologic researcher who is always open to opportunities to  
mentor and develop young faculty.”

Three Clinician Leaders were named:
George Eapen, professor, Pulmonary Medicine
Gagel said Eapen began his career as a pure clinician and has  
evolved into an academic clinician who is interested in many things.  
“His zest for life and curiosity led to his appointment as chair of the 
Grand Rounds committee for 2014-2017,” Gagel explained. He also 
thanked Eapen for his years of service as an Army physician.  
“He packed in enough clinical activity into the six months when  
he returned that we did not notice his absence.”

Josiah Halm, M.D., associate professor, General Internal Medicine
Gagel spoke of Halm, who is section chief of Hospitalists, as someone 
who has “infused the inpatient service with energy and enthusiasm  
and has pursued quality improvement in hospital medicine with  
passion.”

Amit Lahoti, M.D., associate professor, Emergency Medicine
Lahoti was thanked for his time as section chief ad interim of  
Nephrology before the hiring of current chief Farhad Danesh, M.D. 
During that time Gagel said Lahoti effectively managed dialysis, and  
the fellowship and clinical programs. 

 

Best Comeback of the Year
Ala Abudayyeh, M.D., assistant professor,Emergency Medicine
Abudayyeh received this unique recognition for enduring an  
unfortunate accident last April in which she was pinned between  
two cars and faced multiple injuries with subsequent surgeries  
and rehabilitation. 

Gagel shared a comment from one of her colleagues,  
Marina George, M.D., who said, “Ala is so brave about her  
condition, and with the help of family and friends, has risen above  
her problem. She is not the least bit bitter about her experience, 
which says a lot about her as a person.”

Lifetime Achievement Award
John Stroehlein, M.D., professor, Gastroenterology, Hepatology 

and Nutrition
Stroehlein was 
acknowledged as a 
respected member  
of his department  
who has served as 
special assistant to  
two MD Anderson 
presidents. In that  
role, Stroehlein  
manages challenging 
and high profile  
patients. Gagel  

also said Stroehlein was “the only doctor at MD Anderson who  
had rounded all the bases in the Texas Medical Center and  
returned home.”

Eight Internal Medicine faculty received awards from outgoing Division Head Robert  
Gagel, M.D., during a fall townhall on Tuesday, Nov. 18. It was also an opportunity for  
Gagel to thank everyone for their exceptional patient care and service during his tenure. 

In addition to the awards presentations, the faculty  
also heard updates from the deputy division heads.  
Deputy Division Head Research Dimitrios Kontoyiannis, 
M.D., Sc.D., delivered an overview of the division’s  
research efforts, while Deputy Division Head Clinical 
Ellen Manzullo, M.D., shared the latest information  
about the Internal Medicine Residency Program. 

7Division of Internal Medicine   •  Winter 2015 



Volunteer effort yields return investment
Last September, Nova Sprague, cardiac ultrasound  
technician in the Cardiopulmonary Lab, won two free tickets  
to the Texans’ final pre-season game. Nova’s 250-word entry 
about her volunteer efforts with Jamie’s Hope for a Cure was 
selected among all entries. 

Nova was featured on ABC13 where she was lauded for her  
big heart. Of her volunteerism she said, “I’ve always been 
looking for something to do charity-wise, and it had a  
connection with MD Anderson, so it was perfect for me.”

Making a great impression
Shamim Ejaz, senior research coordinator in 
Gastroenterology Research, almost immediately 
made a positive impression in his new job.  
Ejaz, who previously was in Endocrine Neoplasia 
and Hormonal Disorders, quickly learned a new 
data system and updated data entries in record 
time. This led John Stroehlein, M.D., professor, 
to recognize him for an Awesome Job Award. 

Ejaz’s manager Gladis Shuttlesworth, manager 
of Clinical Protocol Administration, also noted 
his dedication, hard work and his faithfulness  
to the MD Anderson core values. “Shamim  
has consistently gone above and beyond his 
role as a senior research coordinator. He is 
committed to providing high-quality service 
in a sensitive, participant-focused manner,” 
Shuttlesworth says.

Employee Excellence in Action

Employee  
Excellence  
Awards
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Save   the   Date
Thursday, May 28
2–3:30 p.m.
Hickey Auditorium



Powerful patient stories, education key  
to Anderson Award speaker series

Education exchange brings 
MD Anderson influence  
to Vietnam 
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Tears fell and hope lifted at the classified employee townhall, Thursday,  
Nov. 6, when Lauren Richards bravely described her 12-year-old daughter 
Caroline’s remarkable fight against osteosarcoma since January 2014. 
Richards’ triumph through tragedy story was the first in an educational series 
that will comprise the division’s Fiscal Year 2015 Anderson Award. 

“As employees, the defining moments of our character come from the 
lessons we learn from our patients,” says Bill Atkinson, IV, division 
administrator ad interim. “Many of us are familiar with some aspects of 
cancer, but we have a limited knowledge about treatments and the toll it 
takes on our patients and survivors. The series is meant to increase our 
employees’ empathy and understanding,” Atkinson says.

Over the next few months, clinicians, educators and patients will be 
scheduled for the one-hour session. All classified employees must attend 
40% of the presentations in order for the division to meet the institution’s 
Anderson Award requirements. The initial three presentations have already 
left some employees with a new perspective.

“While it is important for our staff to know about financial performance of 
the division, new programs and new faculty, these personal stories really 
help us understand (or remind us of) why we work at MD Anderson,”  

says Bill Evans, department administrator in Dermatology.  
“The difficulty of childhood cancer and the low survival rates are 
difficult to hear. But it does help us keep our complaints about 
the institution’s issues in perspective.”

Only two months after her mother’s presentation, Caroline 
Richards died on Friday, Jan. 9.

“We were heartbroken at the Richards’ family’s loss. It reminds 
us that life is short, and that what we do with that time matters,” 
Atkinson says.

MD Anderson continues to expand its international 
influence through a unique educational exchange 
supported by the Vietnam Educational Foundation (VEF) 
and its U.S. Faculty Scholar Program. Sai-ching “Jim” 
Yeung, M.D., Ph.D., professor, Emergency Medicine, 
plays an integral part in this collaborative effort, along 
with Mong-Hong Lee, Ph.D., professor, Molecular and 
Cellular Oncology. The Vietnam Education Foundation, 
funded by the U.S. Congress, fosters higher education in 
Vietnam, and it has a program that selects U.S. faculty 
to teach courses in English at Vietnamese universities. 

In fall 2013, Yeung and Lee, who is the primary faculty 
member on the project, visited Ho Chi Minh City where 
they spent a week and a half conducting educational 
lectures at University of Sciences of the Vietnam  
National Universities system. Upon their return to  
the U.S., they resumed classes over the internet.  
In December 2013, they returned to Vietnam for  
another 10 days to conduct the final examination,  
which includes oral presentations in English. 

Because of the U.S. government budget sequestration, 
VEF could fund only one U.S. Faculty Scholar Project in 
2014.  Yeung and Lee, fortunately, were the only faculty 
scholars to survive cutbacks experienced by the VEF. 
They returned to Vietnam in summer 2014 and offered a 
second round of lectures. 

“This time we expanded our teaching effort to Hanoi,” Yeung says. “The students  
in Hanoi were hosted at the Institute of Biotechnology of the Vietnam Academy  
of Sciences.”

The visit triggered an idea. “We had the audience of the Minister of Science and 
Technology of Vietnam, which initiated an effort to coordinate various research 
institutions in cancer research,” Yeung says.  

Not long after their return to Houston, Yeung and Lee hosted a visit by the  
Minister and his delegation.  On a separate occasion, Chandran Nair, managing  
director of National Instruments, Southeast Asia, toured MD Anderson with  
the intent to develop a strategic plan to build a cancer hospital since liver,  
gastrointestinal and cervical cancers are predominant in Vietnam. Arrangements  
are in progress for a visit to MD Anderson by the Minister of Health of Vietnam  
and a delegation which will include key officials from a major cancer hospital in  
Hanoi and various hospitals and research institutions.  

“The goals are to explore the possibilities to collaborate in cancer research and 
cancer care, perhaps through the Global Academic Programs and Sister Institution 
Network, and to organize and foster cancer research and care nationally in  
Vietnam,” Yeung concludes.   



High expectations improve patient  
care, bring notoriety

When Carmen Gonzalez, M.D., 
assumed the Quality Council 
leadership position in spring 
2013, one of her goals was to 
clearly define the expectations 
of the departments’ Quality 
Improvement (QI) projects that 
are showcased annually at the 
Internal Medicine and Cancer 
Survivorship Grand Rounds. 

“In the past, the scope of the 
projects varied dramatically,” 
Gonzalez says. “What we  
would like to see in the future 
is an alignment of the division’s 

quality initiatives with those of the institution’s strategic plan, 
the United States healthcare delivery system, the Institute  
of Medicine, and most importantly, the needs of our  
patients,” explains Gonzalez, an associate professor,  
Emergency Medicine.

The Quality Council comprises representatives from each 
department, clinical administrative directors and institutional 
and division support. Since its establishment in 2007 under the 
direction of Joseph Swafford, M.D., former deputy division 
head, and then Kenneth Rolston, M.D., current deputy chair 
of the council, the group has produced a number of quality 
improvement initiatives. 

“The majority of those have impacted positively the quality  
of care that our patients have received, and have been  
embedded in the culture of our organization which has  
quality at its core,” Gonzalez says.  

Ellen Manzullo, M.D., deputy division head Clinical, who is one  
of the original MD Anderson Fellows, says the division is a  
leader within the institution with its annual QI projects.

“With the launch of our Baylor-MD Anderson Internal  
Medicine Residency Program in July, we are planning to  
include the housestaff in these projects. We are also  
planning on having them represented in our division  
Quality Council,” Manzullo says.

DoIM Quality Improvement 
Nine projects showcased 
The 2014 QI projects were presented during three consecu-
tive Grand Rounds in October. The initial session on Friday, 
Oct. 3 was attended by then newly-announced Division Head 
David Tweardy, M.D., and Executive Vice President Thomas 
Buchholz, M.D., who applauded Division Head Robert Gagel, 
M.D., for taking a leadership role in quality improvement. 
Buchholz says more attention needs to be given to improve 
the quality of patient care.  

“Quality doesn’t just happen. You have to make it happen by 
reflecting on the day-to-day operations and looking for those 
subtle nuances – measuring, tracking, improving, and  
measuring again. This demonstration of improvement is 
what is going to escalate MD Anderson to the next level.” 

Spearheading safety through  
projects, appointments
The division’s commitment to patient safety and quality 
improvement is also evident in the number of faculty and 
classified employees who have graduated from the Clinical 
Safety and Effectiveness (CS&E) program. The Office of 
Quality Improvement reports that 140 faculty and classified 
employees have successfully completed CS&E courses. 
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Raymond Greenberg, M.D., Ph.D., UT System  
Executive Vice President (left), and Greg Botz, M.D., 
professor, Critical Care, and head of the UT Fellows, 
congratulate Lara Bashoura, M.D.,  
on her accomplishment.



GIM project  
squeaks out a “win”
The General Internal Medicine (GIM) team consisting 
of Josiah Halm, M.D., associate professor, and Joanna 
Manzano, M.D., assistant professor, garnered the most 
votes during an unscientific poll conducted during three 
consecutive Grand Rounds last October. Audience 
members scored between 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5, (low to high) 
after each presentation was delivered at the annual 
Quality Improvement sessions, October 3, October 10 
and October 17. 

The GIM team’s presentation emphasized the impor-
tance of reducing 30-day admissions and evaluating  
risk factors in cancer patients. Running a close second 
in scoring was the Infectious Disease, Infection Control 
and Employee Health project presented by Javier  
Adachi, M.D., who outlined progress made on a  
sustaining project, first delivered in fall 2013, in  
which physicians worked to improve the outcomes  
of patients with multidrug-resistant gram negative  
rods bloodstream infection. 

In third place was Susan Chon, M.D., associate  
professor, Dermatology, whose project centered  
on decreasing the incidence of needle sticks in  
Dermatology procedures. The remaining presenters  
and their projects include:

Lara Bashoura, M.D., Pulmonary Medicine  
Implementation of Standard Clinical Documentation in 
the Cardiopulmonary Procedure Room

Saamir Hassan, M.D., Cardiology  
Utilization of Ultrasonic Contrast for Improvement in 
Left Ventricular Ejection Fraction (LVEF)

Carmen Gonzalez, M.D., and  
Jayne Viets-Upchurch, M.D., Emergency Medicine 
Value of Care at the End of Life

John Stroehlein, M.D., and Selvi Thirumurthi, M.D., 
Gastroenterology, Hepatology and Nutrition 
Evaluating the Impact of Unrequired Training on  
Detection of Sessile Serrated Adenomas

Lori Williams, Ph.D., Symptom Research 
Level of Symptom Burden Following Abdominal Surgery

Maria Cabanillas, M.D., Endocrine Neoplasia and  
Hormonal Disorders -- FAST Team: Facilitating  
Anaplastic Thyroid Cancer Specialized Treatment Team

Halm and Manzano were recognized at the faculty 
townhall held in November. 

 

In addition, two physicians are UT System Fellows. Lara 
Bashoura, M.D., associate professor, Pulmonary Medicine, 
chair of the institution’s Quality Improvement Assessment 
Board, was named a Fellow in fall 2014. Bashoura is also the 
physician lead for maintenance of the Certification/Portfolio 
Program. Javier Adachi, M.D., associate professor, Infectious 
Diseases, Infection Control and Employee Health, was inducted 
into the elite quality improvement group in 2013. 

Adachi also received the 2013 James S. and Suzanne  
Cyrus Scholar Award in Clinical Research for work he  
presented as a CS&E study. Other members of DoIM  
have had opportunities to share quality improvement  
expertise or efforts.
• Gonzalez is a member of the board of directors of the  

American Board of Medical Quality, an organization that  
develops, implements and promotes the certification in 
medical quality. 

• Josiah Halm, associate professor, General Internal  
Medicine, and Jayne Viets-Upchurch, M.D., assistant  
professor, Emergency Medicine, presented posters at the 
International Forum on Quality and Safety in Healthcare in 
Paris in spring 2014. 

• This spring, two more projects have been invited for  
poster presentation at the International Forum on Quality  
and Safety in Healthcare to be held in London. The GIM  
hospitalists will address the topic of an Observation Unit in  
a comprehensive cancer center. Emergency Medicine  
representatives will speak about the value of end-of-life care. 

Gonzalez says the council, in addition to continuing its  
commitment to quality care, is envisioning the creation of  
a supportive organizational environment in which clinicians  
engaged in QI can advance professionally in an academic 
quality career path. 
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Javier Adachi, M.D., (right), and team members, Polly Williams 
and Nobuyoshi Mori, M.D., earned third place for their 
sustained project at the UT Systems Seminar last fall.
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