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the society’s mission to eliminate

Surgery, received the Distinguished

Comprehensive Cancer Center, was

cancer as a major health problem

Service Award at the American Head
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Ted Lawrence: Leading the Future of Cancer Care

Ted Lawrence, M.D., Ph.D., stared into the mirror
at a spot on the left side of his tongue. After years of studying similar
spots as a radiation oncologist, he knew the implications of what he saw
staring back at him.
“I had developed tongue cancer,” says Lawrence, the Max Wicha
Distinguished Professor of Oncology, and the chair and Isadore Lampe
Professor of the Department of Radiation Oncology. “I realized I needed
help, and there was only one place I considered going.”
Lawrence was treated at the U-M Comprehensive Cancer Center,
where surgeons removed half of his tongue and speech therapists helped
him regain his ability to speak. Four years later, he is cancer-free and settling into his new role as director of the Cancer Center, succeeding Wicha,
who was the first and only director for the last 27 years.
“I feel like I’ve been training for this job my whole life in some ways,”
Lawrence says of his new role. “I’ve invested a lot of energy in my career
in developing better processes for patient care. People use the term battling cancer. I actually don’t like that term. I rather think of cancer as a
journey that our patients must take, and I want to make that journey go
as smoothly as it can by improving the processes by which we get patients into our clinics, treating them efficiently, compassionately and in a timely way and bringing them state-of-the-art clinical research.”
Lawrence has been a member of the U-M faculty since 1987. His own research focuses on using image-guided
therapy and chemoradiation combined with molecularly targeted therapies to treat brain tumors, liver cancer and
pancreatic cancer. He will continue this research, as well as his patient care activities, while staying on as chair of
radiation oncology.
In his new role leading the Cancer Center, Lawrence’s priorities include: intensifying recruitment for experts
in clinical trials; extending U-M’s presence in Michigan by building relationships with other providers across the
state; further developing research and patient care efforts in precision medicine and other laboratory based areas;
and continuing to support the outstanding programs in population sciences and health services research.
“Our strength in precision medicine will allow us to develop individualized care,” Lawrence says. “In some
cases, precision medicine means sequencing the genome and trying to choose a drug that targets the cancer driver.
In other cases, it can involve adapting treatment to the individual patient response. We can make treatment more
precise for the individual patient by starting therapy, assessing the response and changing the treatment midcourse based on the individual patient response.”
A key part of this work, Lawrence says, will be to develop innovative imaging techniques using new forms of
MRI to evaluate the patient’s underlying biology and improve upon their care. He also hopes to invest in research
in metabolomics, immunotherapy and the microbiome.
“The definition of great care is not simply what we’re doing today,” Lawrence says. “It’s incorporating cuttingedge research and patient education, and training our future physicians at the same time we deliver that care.”
Lawrence says it’s a mission he identifies with as a leader, a scientist and a cancer survivor.
“I feel like I know a little bit about what our patients are going through, and I bring that experience to our
patients now,” he says. “I’m so grateful to have received the quality and compassionate care our medical center
provides.” — ALLISON WILSON
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in print
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