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Clinical Trials: What, Why, 
When and Where? 
Ahrin Koppel, MD 
Medical Oncology and Hematology 
Today’s cancer treatments are complex, confusing and 
expensive. The Internet provides a surplus of information 
on treatment options, which often can seem endless. 
For the average person, navigating this labyrinth can be 
overwhelming. One important aspect to understand about 
cancer treatment is the difference between standard 
therapies and experimental therapies. This difference is 
important and often not clear from your typical  
Google search. 

Standard cancer treatments are interventions, which may be 
drugs, devices or procedures that have been proven to be 
safe and effective in treating cancer. Experimental therapies 
are drugs, devices or procedures that are being studied but 
are not yet proven to be more effective at treating cancer 
than standard treatment. This research process is conducted 
through structured human studies called clinical trials. 
Participation in a clinical trial is completely voluntary and can 
offer access to novel treatment options beyond standard 
cancer treatment. 

People are living longer with cancer due to treatment 
advances, all of which were tested and proven in past clinical 
trials. Participation in a clinical trial benefits patients by 
offering new treatment options not otherwise available and 
empowers patients to help the others that will inevitably 
follow. Clinical trials are available for all stages of cancer 
prevention, diagnosis and treatment. Frequently, standard 
treatment options with proven safety and efficacy are offered 

as the first line of therapy. 
However, if a well-designed 
clinical trial is available as 
the first line of treatment, 
participation is always 
encouraged.

Fewer than 1 in 20 people with cancer enroll in cancer clinical 
trials. Most trials are conducted at the university level while 
most cancer treatment is provided in the community setting 
such as ours. 

This discrepancy can be attributed to many factors, with 
distance being paramount. Often, participation in a clinical 
trial requires patients to make frequent trips to that facility, 
which may not always be possible. At the Gene Upshaw 
Memorial Tahoe Forest Cancer Center, we offer clinical trials 
through our affiliation with UC Davis, and we will soon offer 
trials through the UCLA TRIO network. We are committed to 
providing high-quality clinical studies for cancer patients in 
the North Lake Tahoe region that would otherwise only be 
available at larger institutions and would require patients 
to travel a significant distance for treatment. Please visit 
our website for more information, tahoecancercenter.com/
introduction. 

Specializing in Hematology and Medical Oncology, Dr. Ahrin 
Koppel earned her medical degree from Tel Aviv University, Israel. 

She completed her internship and residency at Cedars-Sinai 
Medical Center in Los Angeles and her fellowship in Hematology 
and Oncology at UCLA Medical Center.

She joined the Gene Upshaw Memorial Tahoe Forest Cancer 
Center in 2010, where she provides patient care and is the 
medical director of clinical research.
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Why is Accreditation 
Important?
James McKenna, MHA, Director 
Accreditation is a voluntary commitment aimed at 
making sure that a cancer program offers a full range 
of services required to diagnose, treat, rehabilitate and 
support patients and their families. Continual evaluation 
of program performance promotes patient engagement 
and high-quality patient care.The Gene Upshaw Memorial 
Tahoe Forest Cancer Center is a triple accredited cancer 
program. It has received a three-year accreditation from 
the Commission on Cancer (CoC); a QOPI Certification; 
and the ASTRO Accreditation Program for Excellence. 
Let me explain the value of this alphabet soup to you. 
The American College of Surgeons (ACOS) established its 

Commission on Cancer (CoC) to accredit those cancer 
programs in the country that demonstrate improved cancer 
patient outcomes and quality of life through standard-
setting, prevention, research, education and the monitoring 
of comprehensive quality care. We voluntarily applied for 
this accreditation and received it in 2013.  It was renewed 
in 2016. This accreditation gives us national recognition 
from organizations such as the Joint Commission on 
Hospital Accreditation, the American Cancer Society, 
and the National Cancer Institute for having established 
performance measures for ensuring high-quality care.

Quality Oncology Practice Initiative  
The American Society of Clinical Oncology (ASCO) 
established its Quality Oncology Practice Initiative (QOPI) 
Certification Program to measure an individual practice’s 
performance in areas that affect patient care and safety.  

Welcome to our 2017 Fall edition of Tahoe Cancer News.  
This issue contains an overview of useful programs available 
here at the Gene Upshaw Memorial Tahoe Forest Cancer 
Center. Keep it for your reference.

Clinical Trials
Being able to offer participation in national clinical trials 
provides cutting-edge research to our patients. Dr. Ahrin 
Koppel, our Director of Clinical Research, has provided an 
excellent explanation of the what, why, when and where of 
clinical trials and how it may be applicable to your situation.

Accreditation
Benchmarks that define quality are ubiquitous in society.  
We all key on them to help us feel secure that a product 
is safe and effective. The world of oncology provides 
those benchmarks as accreditations from multiple peer 
organizations. Being a small, rural oncology program, we are 
especially proud of these achievements. James McKenna, 
our Director, has recently joined our team. He has written 
a clear explanation of our accreditations and why they are 
important.

Our Art Experience
Much has been written about the healing properties of art.  
When we designed the cancer center we put together an 
“art jury” with two volunteers, Fritzi Briner and Ryrie Valdez, 
along with interior designer Joy Meeuwig and myself, the 
least qualified of the group. Our task was to try to figure out 
how to optimize the patients’ visual experience. In this issue, 
we will review how we picked the art. In the following issue, 
we will focus on the art and the artists.

Breast Surgery
The quality of our oncology 
program depends on many 
members of the Tahoe 
Forest Hospital medical staff 
who are independent of the 
Cancer Center. We are very 
lucky to have such a fine surgeon on staff as Dr. Ellen Cooper. 
She has eloquently described the process and role of breast 
surgery for you in this issue.

Suffering is Optional
The practice of mindfulness is an extremely useful tool 
for decreasing stress and thereby increasing your body’s 
own healing functions. Dr. Lynelle Tyler, one of our clinical 
psychologists, has described a new workshop for our 
patients entitled “Suffering is Optional.” Read it and sign up!

Smiles 
Amy Noble gives you a reason to smile when you call or 
come in to the Gene Upshaw Memorial Tahoe Forest 
Cancer Center. Get to know her a little better in the  
Smiles column.

I hope this newsletter continues to be helpful to you. Your 
feedback is greatly appreciated, so please feel free to reach 
out to us with any useful suggestions.

FROM our MEDICAL DIRECTOR
Laurence J. Heifetz, MD, FACP  
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Data are collected and compared with other practices 
on more than 100 quality measures. To achieve QOPI 
Certification, a practice must have met or exceeded a 
benchmark score on measures that compared the quality 
of its care against national standards. We achieved this 
certification in 2017.

Accreditation Program for Excellence  
The American Society of Therapeutic Radiation Oncology 
(ASTRO) created its Accreditation Program for Excellence 
(APEx) to certify radiation oncology programs that build 
upon and integrate ASTRO’s quality improvement initiatives. 
The APEx standards for performance are derived from 
evidence-based guidelines and consensus statements on 
practice for radiation oncology. The safety and efficiency 
of practices throughout the country are greatly improved 
through this accreditation. We received our APEx 
accreditation in 2017.

Population studies estimate a 
significant increase in cancer 
diagnoses by 2030. Small 
cancer centers, away from 
large urban centers, need to 
effectively demonstrate that 
their services provide state-
of-the-art quality. As these 
numbers increase, systems 
such as virtual tumor boards, clinical trials and telemedicine 
enable rural patients to obtain quality care locally. 
Accreditation and its evaluative rigor assures the patient 
that he or she will receive the same quality of care at home 
as from a major center. Determining quality of care is not 
easy for cancer patients. Some places espouse quality but 
lack coordination. Patients need to discern the difference 

between creative marketing and true quality care. Very 
few rural cancer programs have received these levels of 
certification. Our team is very proud of these achievements.

The Gene Upshaw Memorial Tahoe Forest Cancer Center, 
with its team of superlative clinicians and support staff, 
knows that there is consistent evidence that accreditation 
improves the process of care by health care services with 
improved clinical outcomes for the patient. Central to this 
program is our membership in the UC Davis Cancer Care 
Network, an integrated, collaborative program that unites 
hospital–based cancer centers for the purpose of delivering 
high-quality care in rural settings.

It is important that our patients get to know their whole care 
team. That is something in which we take pride. Hopefully 
our accreditations and certifications by these national 
organizations will add to your sense of security. You are 
family and we are your rural cancer center of excellence.

With over 35 years of management experience in health 
care, Jim McKenna joined the 
Gene Upshaw Memorial Tahoe 
Forest Cancer Center team in 
2017. He was drawn to join 
this multidisciplinary cancer 
team because of the breadth 
of services offered and a very 
visible awareness that diagnosing 
and treating cancer is complex, 
requiring many talented 
individuals to meet the physical, 
emotional and spiritual  
care needed.

Infusion Room at Gene Upshaw Memorial Tahoe Forest Cancer Center

SPONSOR PROGRAM MEASURE
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ASTRO
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Patient outcomes and quality of life

Radiation oncology quality initiatives

Patient care and safety
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2017

2017

Renewed 2016

GENE UPSHAW MEMORIAL 
TAHOE FOREST CANCER CENTER ACCREDITATIONS
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One of the unique features of the Gene Upshaw Memorial 
Tahoe Forest Cancer Center is the original artwork selected 
and displayed for the patients, their caregivers and the 
staff to enjoy.

Fritzi Briner has a passion for creating art with patients, 
but also recognizes that viewing art is therapeutic. It is 
no surprise that she was asked to chair the Art Screening 
Committee for the Cancer Center. “She was the artistic 
heart of this process,” says Dr. Laurence Heifetz, who, 
along with artist Ryrie Valdez and interior designer Joy 
Meeuwig, formed the committee.

Artwork in a clinical environment has the ability 

to stimulate creative imagination and elevate 

the human spirit. Art has the power to promote 

serenity and encourage healing in forms that  

may be representational, abstract or fanciful.

The art complements the building’s architecture to offer 
patients and their families a welcoming, peaceful space that 
generates inspiration and hope. Briner recalls, “we visited 
other medical centers studying their creative use of art to 
get fresh ideas.”

The committee established some guidelines based on what 
they learned. They wanted the art to be durable, permanent 
and reflective of the quality of treatment the patient would 
receive. It was to be either created by local artists or 

celebrating local subjects in order to encourage a personal 
connection with the community. And, perhaps most 
importantly, the art had to inspire comfort in its beauty.

Meeuwig explains, “Art for health care is not a matter of 
individual preference. Art for health care must appeal to 
a wide variety of patients and family members through 
subject matter, use of color and quality of execution. Art 
for health care must be non-threatening, must be calm and 
peaceful, and must evoke feelings that promote healing.”

It took more than two years for the committee to select the 
works of art that would find a permanent home at the Gene 
Upshaw Memorial Tahoe Forest Cancer Center. In some 
cases, recesses were designed in the walls to accommodate 
specific pieces. In other cases, the paintings, photography, 
sculptures and furniture were designed to fit into the 
building.

Take a personal art tour and enjoy the variety. In the next 
issue of Tahoe Cancer News, we will explore Cancer Center 
Art: The Art and Artists.

Cancer Center Art 
“The Change of Seasons”  by Andy Skaff, part of a 

suite of paintings intended to take the observer 
from spring to fall.

BELOW: 
Mandala series by Cathy McCelland.

Cancer Center Art
T H E  S E L E C T I O N  P R O C E S S
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T H E  Art Selection Committee
Fritzi Briner is a Public Health Nurse and a Registered 
Art Therapist. She holds an BA in nursing and a MS in 
counseling  and worked at Tahoe Forest Hospital in the 
1950s, “when it was just built and there were only two 
doctors and one RN on duty!”

Laurence J. Heifetz, MD, FACP is Medical Director of the 
Gene Upshaw Memorial Tahoe Forest Cancer Center. He 
is credited with helping to create the concept of a cancer 
center at Tahoe Forest Hospital and saw it through to its 
successful completion. 

Joy Meeuwig was the Interior Designer for Tahoe Forest 
Hospital District from 1999 to July of this year (including at 
the time of the construction of the Cancer Center). Her firm 
is Interior Design Consultation.

Ryrie Valdez earned a BS in Art History from UC Berkeley, 
taught art in elementary schools and ran the gallery/frame 
shop, Frames by Ryrie, for 27 years. She was a founding 
member of Sierra Artist’s Network (now called North Tahoe 
Arts), a nonprofit organization that promotes the arts in 
North Tahoe. She is the former gallery owner of Ryrie’s Art 
& Home, in Reno, NV, and is on the Board of Nevada Arts 
Council.

Cancer Center Art 
“Song” by Milton Heifetz, MD.

Cancer Center Art 
The colorful array of 
glass leaves in local 

artist Troy Corliss’ 
“Aspen Grove” 

welcomes patients 
and visitors to the 
Radiation Therapy 

waiting space.
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Breast Surgery 
Ellen Cooper, MD, FACS, General Surgery 
As a general surgeon at Tahoe Forest Hospital, I have the 
privilege of caring for women with surgical breast disease. 
Whether it is a non-cancerous finding, a precancerous 
collection of cells or invasive cancer, I spend a good portion 
of my first appointment with a patient reviewing all of the 
imaging that she has had up until we meet, and planning 
the next course of action.

I am very excited for the new technology coming to Tahoe 
Forest Hospital for breast imaging. Sometime soon our 
radiologists will be able to perform tomosynthesis and 
stereotactic core needle biopsies at Briner Imaging.

Traditional mammograms are a two-dimensional look at 
the breast tissue. Multiple images are taken in different 
directions to view all the breast tissue. It is very good, but 
sometimes breast cancers can be hidden in the tissue as it 
is compressed, or compression can cause normal tissue to 
look abnormal. When that happens, women often get called 
back for additional imaging and this can create worry and 
fear. Tomosynthesis images the breast in three dimensions 
with less compression, making a test more comfortable and 
oftentimes more detailed. It is an emerging technology that 
will serve our community well. 

Stereotactic biopsies are done when there is a finding on 
imaging that is concerning enough that we need to take 
a small piece of tissue for the pathologist to examine and 
make a diagnosis. While Tahoe Forest has been able to 
perform biopsies on many findings using ultrasound, we 

have not been able to biopsy the abnormalities that can not 
be seen using ultrasound. Instead, we have sent people out 
of our community to have these procedures. Soon, we will 
be able to perform the vast majority of biopsies needed at 
Tahoe Forest Hospital.

As a surgeon, one of the best parts of my job is the 
close collaboration that occurs between physicians and 
departments at Tahoe Forest Hospital. I feel as though my 
patients are served well by the constant communication 
between members of our patients’ team. Adding this new 
technology will increase our ability to take care of our 
patients within the system, and aid in making diagnoses 
quickly and accurately.

Ellen Cooper, MD, FACS practices 
general surgery at Tahoe 
Forest MultiSpecialty Clinics. 
She completed her residency at 
University of Washington Medical 
School, is Board Certified by 
the American Board of General 
Surgery, and was recently elected 
as a Fellow of the American 
College of Surgeons.  Dr. Cooper 
came to Truckee in 2011, where 
she enjoys spending time in the 
outdoors with her family, skiing 
and knitting. 
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Suffering Is Optional 
Lynelle Tyler, PsyD, Clinical Psychologist 
A relatively new field of science known as Psycho-Neuro 
-Immunology has revealed a link between the brain and 
the immune system. It is now believed that the two areas 
of the body (cerebral cortex and immune system) are in 
communication with one another. 

How we think about things, i.e., the meaning we attach to 
our thoughts, feelings and sensations, often creates anxiety, 
suffering and ill health. For example, people with chronic 
distressing thoughts have poorer functioning immune 
systems. But just as our thoughts and feelings can work 
against us, they can also become very important allies in 
the process of healing. If our mental processes have a 
direct influence on our immune system then we have some 
control over our physical well-being.

The practice of mindfulness and meditation has long been 
regarded as useful methods for creating internal harmony. 
Mindfulness brings awareness to thoughts, feelings, 
sensations and our interpretation of events. Meditation 
enables us to calm our minds. Harnessing the power of 
our minds to optimize our overall mental and physical 
well-being cultivates our internal resources and unblocks 
multiple barriers to emotional and physical healing.

Mindfulness and meditation are evidence-based practices 
now known to be highly effective tools in the treatment of 
stress reduction. The medical community acknowledges 
stress and anxiety as key players in the development 
and recurrence of disease, so proven strategies aimed at 
inoculating ourselves against their effects seem essential.

In the prevention of disease we may have little control over 
our genetics, environment and catastrophic life events, 
but we do have the ability to control our responses to the 
inevitable difficulties that befall each of us throughout life. 
The idea that “Suffering is Optional” implies that we each 
hold the power to shift our attitudes and awareness into 
productive and health-affirming states. This is precisely 
what the practice of mindfulness and meditation aims to 
promote. 

In an ongoing effort to provide the highest quality of care to 
our patients and their families, we would like to encourage 
your participation in all of our evidence-based support 
programs. “Suffering is Optional” is a new workshop for 
patients that will focus on mindfulness-based practices, 
short meditations and suggested readings.

Lynelle Tyler recently received her 
Doctorate in Clinical Psychology. 
She also holds a Master’s Degree 
in School Psychology. Rounding 
out her academic achievements 
is her love of music. She has been 
a musical performer, instructor 
and director for over twenty years 
and now combines her abilities to 
help cancer patients at the Gene 
Upshaw Memorial Tahoe Forest 
Cancer Center.

Source: Healing Emotions, Conversations with the Dalai Lama 
on Mindfulness, Emotions and Health
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Amy Noble, Receptionist 
You just can’t help but smile when you see Amy Noble at the 
reception desk as you enter the Gene Upshaw Memorial 
Tahoe Forest Cancer Center. Her warmth is genuine as 
she reaches out to greet you. Officially, Noble is called a 
PBX Operator, which means she operates the “Post Box 
Exchange” telecommunications system. 

Being a good listener is essential when you are the first 
person a patient reaches after calling the Cancer Center. 
“Some people want to tell their story and many are 
frightened or anxious when they call,” Noble says. “It’s 
important to listen to them and to be a calm, friendly voice 
on this side of the telephone.” She encourages patients and 
visitors to “ask us anything. We really do understand. This is 
a safe place.”

In addition to answering incoming calls, Noble follows 
through with medical records requests, progress reports 
and lab results, when necessary. She personally phones 

patients to remind them of their 
appointments (“no robo-calls 
here!” she says) and often helps 
answer questions or transfers 
the patient to someone who can 
provide additional assistance.

Noble relies on what she has 
learned through meditation to 
help bring loving kindness into 
the world. “Although I’m not a 
physician, I have a practice. My 
practice is loving kindness. This 
is my life and so this is the perfect job for me.”

Amy Noble has worked at the Gene Upshaw Memorial Tahoe 
Forest Cancer Center for two years. If you want to know her 
a little better, ask her about her passions: 1960s music and 
Broadway musicals.

Smiles: Smile for Your Health 
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