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Ask the Expert: Q & A 

• Nicole Willmarth, PhD, ABTA Chief Mission Officer 

• Dr. Craig Horbinski, MD, PhD, Northwestern University 

 

Mrs. Spawn:  We're going to go ahead and get started on our next presentation, so if everybody 

can please trickle back into the room.  You can feel free to bring your refreshments and your snacks.  

Bring in the conversation and then we'll continue that at the networking  reception at four o'clock.  If 

you see anybody out in the hallway that you know wanted to see this presentation, bring them right in. 

All right, I'm going to welcome Nicole Willmarth up to the stage.  She was our Chief Mission 

officer.  If everybody can give a round of applause for Ms. Willmarth. 

[Applause.] 

Dr. Willmarth: Hi again, everyone.  Come on in and sit down.  We're going to get started with 

our conclusion of the program for the day.  I'm very excited for this next presentation.  I want to 

introduce you to our ABTA alumni research network co-chairs.   

Craig Horbinski, who you already know because he was up here for the brain tumor board.  And 

then also Kyuson Yun, who's over here.  She's assistant professor at Huston Methodist.  And both of 

Kyuson and Craig are our AARN co-chairs.  What that means is they help to plan the program for our 

research network meeting this year, that we just had right before this conference.  Which was a really 

great meeting.  They planned a stellar program. 

So I'm very excited to introduce them.  They're going to come up and tell you a little bit about 

the reception and some of the posters that you're going to see at the reception.  With that, I'm going to 

introduce Craig and Kyuson.  Come on up. 

[Applause.] 

Dr. Yun:  Thank you, Nicole and thank you ABTA and everyone here for joining us.  My job is to 

introduce what AARN is, what we do and then Craig is going to tell you about the scientific posters and 

interact with scientists at the reception. 

First, AARN as you seen here, it stands for ABTA Alumni Research Network.  What that means is 

that we are previous or current awardees of the ABTA research grants. 

This is a picture from last year's meeting and this year we had even more researchers joining us.  

We had 49 scientists for the last two days.  Working together, getting to know each other and 

networking and learning new things about scientific research.  New techniques, new approaches, 

etcetera. 
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ABTA -- you might know -- ABTA give away about a million dollars per year to researchers in four 

basic categories.  There's a basic research fellowship for our junior people; it covers two years and 

$400,000 for post-doctoral fellows, research fellows to conduct research in a laboratory.   

And then (inaudible 00:09:05) and so is Craig.  Discovery grants are given to projects that are 

very high risk, high impact research.  Meaning kind of wacky, crazy idea that might really work.  It is a 

very rigorous and competitive process.  So it is very high risk of their idea but has been vetted by other 

scientists and competitively awarded.  What that means, that's an important award, as you know 

currently NCI, National Cancer Institute, which is a major funding body for biomedical research in the 

United States.  NCI funding rate is about 8%.  What that means is only 1 in 12 grants are getting funded.   

Even if you have a very important, great idea, the odds of you getting funding to perform that 

research is very low.  NIH, for good and bad reasons, is very conservative.  They like projects that are 

sure things.  That means that will work most likely but you are not charting new territory or testing new, 

completely different ideas.  As you know, we haven't cured cancer.   

Nixon declared war on cancer in 1979, it's been 40 years and we haven't cured cancer.  We can't 

be doing the things that are safe, probably very feasible.  We need to try new ideas and different ideas.  

Foundations like ABTA play a pivotal role in promoting cutting edge science, innovative ideas by funding 

projects that are high risk.  That means sometimes they fail, but it was worth testing.  That was kind of -- 

I just made that up. 

Then there are -- one of the other missions of ABTA, especially AARN is promote collaboration 

among scientists.  We have reached a stage where the knowledge is so advanced and there are so many 

things we can do, a single individual researcher cannot perform all the experiments that are relevant by 

himself.  Especially when we want to make impact in patient care.  Basic scientists like me have a PhD,  I 

don't have an MD, cannot interact or work with patients directly, right? 

If we want to go take what I find on my bench to the clinic, I need to collaborate with people like 

Craig who are taking care of patients and who understand human pathology -- human disease much 

better than I do.  They can advise us; they can help us collect samples and share that knowledge and as a 

team we can make this translation much faster.  

The research collaborative grants is intended for team research; people with different expertise 

coming together to test a novel, innovative idea. 

We also have summer medical-student fellowships.  So we allow -- not allow -- we select 

medical students after their first two year (inaudible 00:12:03) to come spend a summer in the lab to get 

to know what it's like to do real research with their own eyes.  I think those can be very impactful.  I 

have a student who came to my lab as a high school student actually and he's come back to my lab three 

times since.  As a medical student and now he's a resident fellow.  I think these early exposure to young 

people who may or may not be interested in research, getting the first real data lab in your hand, is 

thrilling.  These are very important awards and everybody sitting over there, all the scientists, thank 

ABTA and all of you for making it possible.   
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AARN means all of us have received awards at some point.  We come together and the goal is to 

exchange ideas and building relationships for better science, treatments and care.  This year's meeting 

was very special;  we had a patient visit us and tell us about his story.  His journey through surviving 

glioma and actually going through treatment right now.   

One thing he said to us that was kind of striking to us, "You know, this is the first time I've met 

with researchers.  I wanted to know what's going on, what other treatment options are being tested out 

there.  I want to know what happened to the trials I was involved in.  I never get a feedback." 

That was really surprising to me, I did not realize there was such a wall or barrier between 

researchers and the patients.  So this year's meeting, putting together with the national conference, I 

think was a brilliant idea.  You will see many posters by my colleagues who have stayed extra to present 

to you our work.  You will see many different kinds of research that's going on, it's kind of a reflection of 

where cancer problems are currently. 

People often ask me why haven't we cured cancer?  After decades of research, billions of dollars 

in research and drug development, we haven't.  Part of a major problem was in the past we have 

focused on cancer cells.  The idea for almost a hundred years is that cancer is a problem of cells in our 

bodies abnormally dividing, right?  We thought okay, let's figure out how to kill these dividing cells, then 

we'll cure cancer. 

We developed drugs using cancer cells grown on petri dishes in the lab and we learned 

tremendous amount and we have discovered drugs that maybe work.  But more recently, what we 

learned is that cancer is not a disease of just those cancer cells, there's an entire ecosystem -- a village -- 

of cancer cells living together with immune cells, stromal cells and blood vessel cells.  All of them, as a 

community, respond to them, right? 

If we're to understand how the whole tissue will respond when we give a drug to a patient, we 

have to model those outside.  I'm sure many of you heard about immunotherapy; it's great, 

tremendous.  There is a lot of excitement about immunotherapies.  There are several posters on 

immunotherapies and why brain tumors are not very responsive to current immunotherapies, but how 

we might be able to develop more immunotherapies that are more effective in brain tumors. 

There are talks on microenvironment.  How the ph or the oxeotension in the tissue might 

change cancer cell behavior.  There are posters on organoids; how we make little brains and little brain 

tumors in three dimension in culture, so we can study this interaction among different cells better. 

Sounds very cutting edge and it is.  By definition ABTA grants are very cutting edge, but we are 

all here and we are all excited to talk to you and explain these very complex concepts to you easily so 

you can ask any question you have to our poster teams and the amazing researchers.  Craig is going to 

tell how to actually ask those questions. 

Dr. Horbinski:  Good afternoon, again.  Before telling you how to read one, I'd like to tell you 

how not to read one.  This actually happened to me when I was a trainee years and years ago.  I was 

standing there by my poster, just kind of looking expectantly.  This professor comes up, looks right past 
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me, squints at the poster, never even looked at me, never even talked to me.  All the sudden he 

grimaces, shakes his head made a "Pfft" and walked away. 

[Laughter.] 

That was bad.  However, there is actually a way -- when  you look at the thing from a distance it 

looks very intimidating.  Like most things if you break it down into key elements, it's not that bad.  It 

starts off with, like anything else, a title.  It's going to have a title with authors, affiliations, who did the 

work, where they're at. 

Usually in the upper left they'll lead off -- have a background or an abstract.  Some sort of 

summation, like a cliff notes version of what the project was.  If you're going to skip any section, you 

might be able to skip the methods.  Then tend to be very technical; using experiments and assays and 

reagents that aren't necessarily critical, just getting a broad sense of the project. 

Then from that point on most of the poster should be results and it's always nice when you have 

lots of figures and lots of color.  Hopefully not too much text.  Finally, hopefully just two or three simple 

take-home conclusions.  

A good scientific poster does not necessarily present everything that was in that project.  

Because then the poster would be ten feet long.  There's got to be a digestive version of what gets in the 

highlights.  That can actually be a very useful exercise for trainees when they're trying to put a summary 

together, so they themselves have a sense of what is really critical to show and what's not.  In other 

words, not everything that makes it into the paper has to be shown on the poster.   

Really, finally, it's just a few papers.  If somebody is interested, they can look at the background 

papers for additional reading.  If it's supported by funding, like the ABTA, then that would be a good spot 

to list it there.  If somebody wasn't necessarily an author of the project but still provided technical 

support or something, that's a good place to give thanks to them.  Really the -- Albert Einstein had a 

phenomenal quote.  "If you can't explain it simply, that means you don't understand it well enough." 

Therefore, when you go, don't be intimidated.  If you're a lay person, you're not a scientist, 

that's okay.  You are still entitled to go to each of the presenters and ask for an explanation of their 

work.  They ought to be able to give it to you in a way that you understand.  It may not be all the fine 

minutia and all the nitty gritty details, that's okay.  They should be able to explain it in a way that you 

understand it and if they can't then they've got to go back and understand their project a little bit more.  

It's a good exercise for all of us. 

That's why one of the best pieces of advice I got when I was a trainee was never turn down a 

chance to present your work.  Because every time somebody asks questions or you get that feedback 

going back and forth, you will emerge from that a better scientist.  Half of science is communication.  It's 

not enough to come up with some brilliant insight or great discovery; you've got to communicate it to 

someone else.  Otherwise it didn't do anybody any good. 

By all means, when you go and see the posters, do not hesitate to ask questions.  If you don't 

understand something, say so.  That's okay.  What's not okay is to keep quiet. What's next?  That's it. 



TURNER BAY TRANSCRIPTION, LLC. 
Stockbridge, MI, USA  1/19/2020 
Turnerbaytranscription@gmail.com 

Dr. Dunbar:  That's it.  Please go ahead and enjoy the posters. 


