
A collaboration of the Cancer 

Resource Center of the Finger 

Lakes and Cornell University

Now in its 24th year, the Cancer Resource of the 

Finger Lakes (CRCFL) provides information, support 

and community for individuals affected by cancer who 

live in and around Ithaca, NY. 

Cornell University is a major research university based 

in Ithaca. The Meinig School of Biomedical 

Engineering and the Department of Biomedical 

Sciences in the College of Veterinary Medicine are the 

academic units primarily involved in this collaboration.

The Motivation and Concept

Research review panels increasingly include patient 

advocates. Our goal was to connect basic scientists 

with patient advocates while the scientists were still in 

training. 

By moving the connection “upstream,” scientists can 

begin their careers with an understanding of and an 

appreciation for the voice of advocates.

______________________________________________

This collaboration between the Cancer Resource Center 

of the Finger Lakes and Cornell began with three 

objectives:

• To connect researchers with cancer patients/survivors 

in order to make each group feel more comfortable with 

one another.

• To train researchers to communicate about their work 

in lay language.

• To educate researchers about the human side of 

cancer and its treatment (e.g., side effects and costs of 

cancer care).

My Collaborators

Peter DelNero, PhD candidate, Meinig School of Biomedical Engineering, Cornell 

University 

Alexandra McGregor, PhD candidate, Meinig School of Biomedical Engineering, 

Cornell University 

Bruce Lewenstein, PhD, Department of Communications, Cornell University

Kristy Richards, PhD, MD, Department of Biomedical Sciences, Cornell University
Robert Weiss, PhD, Department of Biomedical Sciences, Cornell University

Elements of the Collaboration

1. Regular student presentations about cancer research – in lay language – to a combined audience

of patients, survivors, family members, students, faculty members, and the general public.

• Community members are encouraged to stop the speaker whenever the language is overly

technical.

• At one session each year, cancer patients and survivors present to the students. They

describe their personal experiences with the disease and its treatment.

• Students generally do better when they are NOT discussing their own research. It is better

when they speak about a broad topic, e.g., angiogenesis, metastasis, etc.

2. Some students become regular members of CRCFL support groups.

• Students must come to the group on an on-going basis and become full participants.

• Support groups have the option to not accept students.

• Students do not give medical advice, but can answer questions about the science of cancer.

3. Presentations by “outside experts” on topics of mutual interest to both scientists and consumers.

4. The collaboration is designed to be on-going and evolving.

Bob Riter
Cancer Resource Center of the Finger Lakes

Patient Advocate, Cornell University Physical Sciences-Oncology Center

Comments from participants

“With this experience, the disease has evolved 

from a biological problem in a lab bench to 

something much more personal.”

“Interacting with people affected by cancer 

creates opportunities for discussions and 

conversations that would not have arisen (just) 

between scientists.”

“The need for our research to succeed is so 

clear when you listen to stories about cancer 

patients’ lives. As scientists, we are working on 

very intricate pieces of the puzzle (and) it is 

easy to lose sight of the big picture. The 

opportunity to really see the impact and the 

anxieties that the cancer patients face is 

powerful motivation.”

Further information

Bob Riter
Cancer Resource Center of the Finger Lakes

612 West State St.

Ithaca, NY 14850

bob@crcfl.net www.crcfl.net 607-277-0960

Discussion

•Consistent and committed leadership from both the university and the community 

partner is essential. 

•Involving especially motivated students to serve as “bridges” between the university 

and community partner greatly facilitates communication and engages additional 

students.

•An unexpected finding was that many doctoral students engaged in cancer 

research did not know doctoral students doing cancer researcher in other academic 

disciplines on campus. This partnership brought many together for the first time.

•Patients and survivors are enthusiastic about nurturing the next generation of 

cancer researchers and having them see cancer as more than a biological process.

•Becoming part of the formal academic curriculum provides visibility and on-going 

stability.

•The collaboration continues to evolve and “spin-off” related programs, e.g., an 

undergraduate class about cancer and on-going presentations about cancer at a 

local retirement community.
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