
When a family learns their child has 

cancer, moving forward is not an 

easy task. They begin an emotional 

journey in search of answers. What 

kind of cancer is it? What treatments 

are recommended? Will our child 

live? What lies ahead for our family?  
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When she was ten, Tierney Smith was diagnosed with acute 
lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL), a fast-growing cancer of the 
white blood cells. For the next 26 months, she underwent 
chemotherapy treatment at Children’s Hospital of Austin. 
Her mom, Angus, says Tierney became tired and physically 
weak from her treatments, but was able to keep up with 
schoolwork. Through it all, her daughter remained emotion-
ally strong. “Tierney never cried or complained about any-

thing, even when she lost her hair,” she says.

The medicines Tierney received during treat-
ment have affected her memory. She is at 
risk for late effects including heart or lung 
problems, slowed or decreased growth 
and development, and fertility problems. 
The most serious side effects of ALL treat-
ment are the risk of getting a second 
leukemia or developing non-Hodgkins 
lymphoma.

Tierney enjoyed appearing in a television com-
mercial with Lance Armstrong and other young can-

cer survivors and has become a strong, supportive 
role model to two friends who have recently been diag-

nosed with cancer. The L IVESTRONG Survivorship Center 
has opened Tierney’s eyes as to her risk of late effects from 
medications and treatment and the importance of nutrition 
and exercise. She works out almost daily, enjoys dancing, 
and tries to maintain a healthy diet. She’s made new friends 

through a teen cancer survivor support 
group and attends special camps 

for cancer survivors.

Tierney is 17, graduat-
ed from high school in 

June and will begin 
classes at Austin 
Community Col-
lege. She plans to 
continue her edu-
cation at a four-
year university. 
She discovered a 

strong ambition to 
work in the medical 

field through her can-
cer experience. “I want 

to become a pediatric 
nurse and help other children 

through their illnesses,” she says. 

TIERNEYSMITH

LINDSEYSIMMER
Lindsey Simmer was diagnosed 
with an inoperable brain tu-
mor when she was two. 
Her cancer was man-
aged without aggres-
sive treatment until 
she was 12, when 
she completed six 
weeks of cranial 
radiation thera-
py. Suddenly her 
tumor began to 
grow rapidly. Doc-
tors hoped to slow 
down the tumor’s 
growth with experi-
mental chemotherapy, 
which Lindsey underwent 
for nine months. Her tumor 
disappeared.

Lindsey returned to school after treatment, but found 
it difficult to reconnect with friends. She looked differ-
ent—her face was swollen from steroid drugs, and she 
had far less energy than the other kids. The tumor had 
compressed her optic nerve, impairing her vision. She 
was diagnosed with metabolic syndrome, caused by ra-
diation and chemotherapy, which may cause future 
problems with high blood pressure, blood sugar 
problems and polycystic ovaries. She struggles 
with memory loss, weight gain, fatigue and joint 
pain.

Today 21-year-old Lindsey attends Austin Com-
munity College and is still tumor-free. She en-
joys working with children and animals and 
looks forward to studying at a university. The 
L IVESTRONG Survivorship Center educates her 
about late effects of cancer treatment. She helps 
lead a physical activity group for cancer survivors 
called Survivor Challenge, which has improved her 
stamina and has been emotionally uplifting.

“Everyone who participates in Survivor Challenge seems 
to go home happier,” says Lindsey. “I like to teach other 
kids how to solve their own problems. At the beginning 
of a session, many of the kids don’t know anyone and 
they aren’t confident in their physical abilities. But once 
they warm up and start making friends, they have fun 
and really start to push themselves.”
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JUSTINMENDOZA
 

When Justin Mendoza was 2 ½, 
his parents Lynn and Alfredo 

suspected a problem after 
he experienced persis-

tent cold symptoms 
and his energy level 
steadily declined. 
At Children’s Hos-
pital of Austin, 
Justin was diag-
nosed with acute 
l ymphob la s t i c 
leukemia (ALL).

Boys with ALL expe-
rience a higher inci-

dence of relapse than 
girls, so they require lon-

ger treatments. Justin spent 
the next 38 months undergoing 

chemotherapy. Lynn describes the first 
few months of treatment as intense—he suffered from 
nausea, low energy and weakened muscles that left him 
uncoordinated and clumsy. As a toddler, physical con-
finement was especially difficult for him.

Fortunately Justin doesn’t have memories of can-
cer. Today the 13-year-old Georgetown teen 
is preparing to begin eighth grade in the fall 
and enjoys life like most kids his age. He es-
pecially enjoys theater classes and rocket club 
and dreams of becoming a paleontologist. The 
L IVESTRONG Survivorship Center has edu-
cated the family about the risk of late effects, 
including the fact that his cognitive abilities can 
fail at any time. He is also at risk for problems 
with behavior and coordination, calcium loss, peri-
odontal disease and secondary cancers. Because the 
Center encourages him to stay physically active, he has 
played soccer and practiced Kuk Sool Won, a Korean 
martial art.

Justin is a regular participant in Survivor Challenge and 
has benefited from his interaction with other young can-
cer survivors. “Justin’s friends cannot relate to his cancer 
and oftentimes don’t know what to say,” says Lynn, “but 
when he’s with other survivors, they feel comfortable be-
cause of their similar experiences.”

Myrna and Jose Ibarra became concerned when their 
4-year-old son, Jose, suffered from sore throats, swol-
len lymph nodes and labored breathing while sleeping. 
After his tonsils were removed, doctors discovered he 
had Burkitt’s lymphoma, cancer in his lymphatic system. 
Jose’s cancer was contained in lymph nodes in his neck, 
but he was in danger of the cancer spreading to his 
brain.

At that time, the family lived in Chicago, where Jose 
began five months of chemotherapy treatment. He be-
came tired, moody, sad and easily agitated, but in the 
end, the family received good news – his cancer was in 
remission with a slim chance of recurrence.

The Ibarras moved to Round Rock in 2004 and were 
thrilled to find pediatric cancer specialists in Central 
Texas to continue Jose’s care. He’s been in remission for 
six years and makes regular visits to the L IVESTRONG 
Survivorship Center. “The Center provides a great sup-
port team for parents,” says Myrna. “They monitor his 
health and provide information about the importance of 
nutrition and physical activities.”

Learning disabilities are a com-
mon late effect from the 

chemotherapy drug used 
in Jose’s treatment, as 

well as heart prob-
lems, testicular dys-
function and sec-
ondary leukemias. 
The Center evalu-
ates Jose’s school 
progress, working 
closely with school 
professionals, as 

he can be affected 
by late effects at any 

time.

At 11, he is an honor role 
student who begins sixth grade 

in the fall. Jose is in excellent health—
and a soccer sensation. He dreams of playing profes-
sional soccer and becoming a soccer coach. His cancer, 
says Myrna, has brought her family closer. “As parents, 
we never think something like this will happen, espe-
cially to our children. We are thankful to have a medical 
center like Dell Children’s in Central Texas.”
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