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Training the Oncology Workforce: An Indispensable Role
of NCI-Designated Cancer Centers

By Harikrishna Nakshatri, PhD; Lalita Shevde-Samant, PhD; and Danny R. Welch, PhD

I Commentary Overview

e Through dedicated support of cancer
research, coordinated interdisciplinary
teams, and access to cutting-edge
technologies and treatments, NCI-
Designated Cancer Centers are well
positioned to achieve the goals of cancer
prevention and increased quality and
quantity of life for people with cancer.

e The Cancer Research Training and
Education Core is an integral component
of NCI designation. Two partners in
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Since 1900, the overall five-year survival rate for cancers has risen from under 10 percent
to nearly 70 percent in 2025. Outcomes are even better at National Cancer Institute (NCI)-
Designated Cancer Centers, where patients experience survival rates that are 9 to 25
percent higher than those treated at community hospitals. What explains these statistics?
No single factor can account for those improvements nor the differential by treatment
location. But dedicated support of cancer research, coordinated interdisciplinary teams,
and access to cutting-edge technologies and treatments are critical.

Successes with patient care have been progressive, enabled by novel discoveries and
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subsequent cures that were made possible by educating successive generations of trainees.
Cancer centers are the focal point for educating oncology physicians, researchers, nurses, and
other cancer caregivers. Each cancer center trains all these specialties, the confluence of which
has accelerated the pace of discovery and delivery of care improvements to patients.

Today, 73 NCI-Designated Cancer Centers are spread across the country. We assert that NCI
cancer centers provide the best model for achieving the goals of cancer prevention and
increased quality and quantity of life for people with cancer. There is no better place to prepare,
educate, train, and equip the people who will discover new cures and deliver them to patients
than an NCI-Designated Cancer Center. Therefore, it is essential that the Cancer Research
Training and Education Core (CRTEC) component remain an integral part of NCI designation.

Partners in Cancer Education

Two partners in cancer education are the NCI Center for Cancer Training (NCCT) and the
Cancer Biology Training Consortium (CABTRAC). NCCT was established over 50 years ago with
a goal to "catalyze the development of a 21st century workforce capable of advancing cancer
research through a scientifically integrated approach.”

CABTRAC was established in 2005 by leaders of cancer education at 25 different institutions to
assess how cancer biology is taught. In intervening years, more than 80 CABTRAC member
institutions have exchanged best practices in cancer education and established criteria to assure
competency of the cancer research workforce® 2 3. As importantly, CABTRAC has led efforts to
re-envision funding mechanisms in cancer training by providing a platform for cancer education,
training faculty and CRTEC leaders to share best practices, and successfully lobbying for
changes in T32 and F-grant mechanisms at NCI.

In a recent perspective, thought leaders in cancer research described "clouds of complexity"
based on progress made in recent decades and proposed at least 19 building blocks of cancer,
from initiation to metastasis*. Unfortunately, the trainees needed to unravel this complexity are
increasingly expressing despair in day-to-day conversations and are leaving the field or failing to
join the cancer workforce altogether. If this alarming trend continues, a generation of cancer
researchers will be lost. The result will be devastating. New discoveries and breakthroughs in
cancer genomics, immunology, and drug resistance mechanisms will not happen — and neither
will new diagnostic/prognostic tools and treatments.

CABTRAC proposes to partner with AACI to advocate for maintaining and expanding the priority
of cancer education as part of NCI designation. We hope this partnership will halt the "brain
drain" and maintain American leadership in cancer research, both tangible outcomes that are
consistent with priorities of the public and lawmakers.

Training the Oncology Workforce of the Future

With an aging population, the need for oncology trained caregivers is growing. The momentum of
improved cancer outcomes can only accelerate if the workforce is trained, equipped, and
deployed. Patients depend on all of us.

The model for cancer centers is a three-legged stool — basic research; clinical research; and
prevention, control, and population-based research. The underpinnings of all three types of
research require the high-quality education and training that have been integral to cancer centers
since the beginning, even before they were formalized in Cancer Center Support Grant reviews.
Maintaining the CRTEC component with all cancer centers is paramount to ensuring that
progress against cancer will continue apace.
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Our Mission About AACI Commentary

The Association of American Cancer Institutes (AACI) To promote the work of its members, AACI publishes
represents over 100 premier academic and freestanding Commentary, a monthly editorial series focusing on
cancer centers in the United States and Canada. AACI major issues of common interest to North American

is accelerating progress against cancer by enhancing cancer centers, authored by cancer center leaders and
the impact of academic cancer centers and promoting subject matter experts.

cancer health equity.
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