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Summary Professor Cheong leads the Translational Cancer Biology and Digital Health 

Research Units at Cancer Research Malaysia. She is also the Deputy Chief 

Scientific Officer at Cancer Research Malaysia and the current Dr. Siti Hasmah 

Mohd Ali Professorial Chair at the University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur. Her 

research aims to improve the management and survival of cancer patients 

through the understanding of the underlying molecular changes, and through the 

development of novel treatment approaches, focusing on head and neck 

cancers.  These include the development of immunotherapy based on head and 

neck cancer antigens. Further, using CRISPR-Cas9 functional screens, her team 

has identified novel targets for head and neck cancer that are currently being 

studied. Professor Cheong has received grants from national and international 

funding bodies including the Newton-Ungku Omar Fund, Newton Fund Impact 

Scheme, Global Challenges Research Fund and funds from the Ministry of 

Science, Technology and Innovation, amongst others. In recognition of her 

research contributions, she has received several national and international 

scientific awards, most recently the President’s Award by the International 

Association of Oral Maxillofacial Pathologists (IAOP).  

 

Conference talk title Identifying essential genes in oral cancer development 

  

Abstract  Oral cancers affect more than 350,000 individuals annually and the majority of 

the cases are diagnosed in Asia. Whilst the characterization of the cancer 

genome can reveal key actionable mutations that have impacted the clinical 

treatment of some cancers, such mutations are not commonly found in oral 

cancers. Hence, the development of targeted therapies for head and neck 

cancers has been lagging behind compared to other cancers. Although the 

epidermal growth factor receptor (EGFR) inhibitor (cetuximab) and 

immunotherapy (pembrolizumab and nivolumab) have been approved for the 

treatment of OSCC, the response is seen only in a limited subset of patients 

underscoring the need for more effective therapies. One way of identifying 

potential therapeutic targets in cancer is to understand the genetic vulnerabilities 

within a cancer cell. We used high-throughput CRISPR/Cas9 screens to identify 

the genetic vulnerabilities of oral cancer using unique Asian oral cancer cell lines. 

I will share our findings on oral cancer essential genes with different degrees of 

tractability. Combining this with high-throughput drug response data on the same 

cell lines, we identified candidate drugs for drug repurposing for oral squamous 

cell carcinoma.     
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