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Cancer fighter turned  
survivor turned advocate

Donna Polk began her cancer 
journey in September of 2013. 

Since then, she has gone from being a patient, to 
a clinical trial participant, to becoming a survivor.

Today, Polk is an advocate.

She will tell anyone who will listen to get their 
cancer screenings, whether for colon or breast 
cancer. To talk to their doctors and know their 
health status. And most importantly, if they do 
get diagnosed with cancer, to listen to their 
gut when they just don’t feel comfortable with 
the care they are receiving and seek a second 
opinion.

Which is exactly what Polk did that led to her 
enrolling in a clinical trial for breast cancer that 
not only saved her life but also prevented her 
from having a life altering surgery.

At her first appointment after learning she 
had breast cancer, Polk was told that the best 
recommended treatment option would be to have 
a double mastectomy.

“I couldn’t believe it. I thought was it really that 
bad?” Polk said.

“I ended up seeking a second opinion and 
that’s when I met Dr. Ken Cowan. At my first 
appointment he started telling me about this 
research and said he thinks he can reduce the 
size of my tumor and invited me to be part a 
clinical trial,” she explained.

Polk enrolled in the research study in hopes 
of reducing the tumor in her right breast and 
avoiding a double mastectomy.

For the next three months Polk received the trial 
chemotherapy drug through an intravenous port 
in her chest.

The results were stunning.

“I got through that, and Dr. Cowan said I think the 
tumor is gone. I think it worked,” Polk said.

After a lumpectomy that showed no signs of 
cancer in her lymph nodes, Polk underwent 
radiation therapy.

“Every year since, I’ve had a mammogram and 
I’ve not had a problem and the cancer has never 
returned,” Polk said.

As for her experience taking part in the clinical 
trial, Polk said: “I had no clue it would work. Dr. 
Cowan did not know if it would work. But I had 
faith and Dr. Cowan gave me hope, even if the 
outcome were different, I would still believe he 
did everything he could.”

Polk encourages others to consider taking part in 
a clinical trial.

“You never know,” she said, “it just might change 
your life.”



A scary diagnosis, a second 
opinion and happy endings

“You should get your affairs  
in order.”

Not exactly the words Michele Ulmer, a 
registered nurse in York, Neb., wanted to hear. 

At 39, with three kids at home, Ulmer’s life was 
consumed with shuttling kids to and from school 
activities, a busy nursing career and tending 
to the pigs and cows on the family farm near 
Henderson, Neb. 

Breast cancer was the last thing she ever 
dreamed she would be facing. 

“I remember staring out my bathroom window at 
this cottonwood tree growing on our property and 
thinking, I wonder how big this tree will be when 
I die?” Ulmer said. “It was a terrible time.” 

Ulmer was diagnosed with hormone negative, 
HER2 positive breast cancer, an aggressive form 
that had spread to her lymph nodes. 

After having a lumpectomy and 40 lymph nodes 
removed, 35 of which were positive for cancer, 
Ulmer sought opinions from three different 
oncologists 

It was during a visit with Elizabeth Reed, MD, an 
oncologist with the Fred & Pamela Buffett Cancer 
Center at the University of Nebraska Medical 
Center, that Ulmer learned about a clinical trial for 
a new promising drug therapy called Herceptin. 

“Ulmer did not have to travel to Omaha to take 
part in the trial, instead she was able to get 
her chemotherapy under the clinical care of 
oncologist Mehmet Copur, MD, in Grand Island.” 

Ulmer immediately enrolled in the clinical trial, 
hoping she was one of the patients receiving the 
drug therapy. 

“I was lucky, I got into the trial and I did receive 
the drug therapy and it ended up saving my life,” 
Ulmer said. 

Clinical trials, she said, are not what people think.  

“You’re not a guinea pig, you know what is going 
to happen, everything is clearly explained and 
monitored by doctors and nurses,” Ulmer said. 

Ulmer did not have to travel to Omaha to take 
part in the trial, instead she was able to get 
her chemotherapy under the clinical care of 
oncologist Mehmet Copur, MD, in Grand Island. 

During treatment, Ulmer said she felt some 
nausea, a runny nose, but nothing significant. 

Today Ulmer tells others facing cancer to consider 
a clinical trial. 

“It might just save your life.” 



The Fred & Pamela Buffett Cancer Center Community Outreach and 
Engagement Office was formed to conduct cancer prevention and control 
activities in collaboration with community partners. Our office works hard 
for cancer patients, their families, and all the staff that provides treatment 
and advocacy for cancer prevention, management, and healthy lifestyles.
We work to reduce the cancer burden, promote health equity, and 
eliminate cancer health disparities in Nebraska through collaboration with 
community, clinical, and public health partners.

For more information visit: unmc.edu/cancercenter/outreach/coeo

For more information about clinical research being conducted at the 
Fred & Pamela Buffett Cancer Center, contact:  
Rachal Brantley (402) 559-8287, Rachal.Brantley@unmc.edu or  
Jennifer Messick (402) 559-4232, Jennifer.Messick@unmc.edu


