
Recent Advances in Leukemia Treatment
Joseph A. Moore, MD

Leukemia is a broad term for cancers of the blood and 
blood-forming tissues of the body. More than 61,000 
new cases are diagnosed in the United States each year, 
accounting for 3.2% of all new cancer cases. Leukemia 
occurs when there is damage to the DNA of the white 
blood cells, which are part of the immune system and help 
fight off infection. The white blood cell becomes abnormal 
and multiplies uncontrollably. This leads to problems as 
these “bad” cells crowd out the bone marrow and hamper 
the production of normal healthy cells. Eventually, 
the patient may develop symptoms including fatigue, 
shortness of breath, bleeding and infections.

There are many different types of leukemia and these can generally be grouped 
into two categories: acute and chronic. Acute leukemias involve immature cells 
that multiply quickly, and are more immediately life-threatening requiring urgent 
treatment. The acute leukemias are typically highly sensitive to chemotherapy 
and there is usually an opportunity for cure. Chronic leukemias involve more 
mature cells and are typically slow-growing. While the chronic leukemias are not 
yet considered curable in 2021, they can typically be placed in remission and kept 
in check for many years, potentially for the rest of one’s life. 

The mainstays of leukemia treatment for the last several decades have been 
chemotherapy and stem cell transplantation. Over the last several years, there 
have been many exciting discoveries which are revolutionizing the way we treat 
leukemia. Some are highlighted below: 

Targeted therapy. Targeted therapy is a type of treatment that acts on 
specific molecules that are involved in the growth, progression and spread of 
cancer. Targeted therapies are currently the focus of much of oncology drug 
development. For leukemias, a patient’s blood or bone marrow is typically tested 
to determine whether an appropriate target is present. There are many targeted 
therapies already FDA-approved and many more on the horizon. 

Combining less-toxic therapies. The typical intensive chemotherapy regimens 
given for leukemia have adverse effects that many patients cannot tolerate.

There have been clinical trials across many types of leukemia focusing on 
de-intensifying treatment, or making treatment more tolerable. Oftentimes 
this involves giving less chemotherapy with the addition of a targeted agent. 
Researchers continue to develop clinical trials to test these less intense 
therapies to ensure efficacy and tolerability. 

Refining treatment length. For many of the chronic leukemias, the classic 
paradigm has been to continue treatment until it stops working, or in other 
words, until the leukemia develops resistance. Recent research has shown that 
some patients with chronic leukemias may be able to safely discontinue therapy 
rather than take it indefinitely. These patients must continue to undergo routine 
testing to ensure the leukemia does not come back. 

CAR T-cell therapy. Perhaps the biggest splash in the recent oncology world 
is CAR T-cell therapy. CAR T-cell therapy is a type of treatment in which a 
patient’s own immune cells are genetically modified to target their cancer cells. 
Just earlier this month, the FDA approved a CAR T-cell product for adults with 
relapsed or refractory acute lymphoblastic leukemia, which is the first approval 
for adults with this type of leukemia. This is a breakthrough therapy and there 
are many ongoing clinical trials using CAR T-cell products in other types of 
leukemia. We are proud to have CAR T-cell therapy available at the Cancer Center 
of Kansas. 

We are very pleased to be a part of the Wichita medical community and are 
honored to work with your primary care physicians in providing the latest cancer 
treatments, research and clinical trials close to home. The Cancer Center of 
Kansas’ board certified hematologist/oncologists are available to see you in 
Wichita or any of our 20+ offices across the state, either as a new patient or 
to provide a second opinion. Our physicians have experience at well-known 
academic medical centers across the United States. My own background 
includes three years of training at the University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer 
Center serving as Chief Oncology Fellow in my final year. If we can be of 
assistance to you or your family, we can be contacted at our main telephone 
number 316-262-4467. 


