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“

I love an adventure, and I’m
not a big fan of routine, so
having cancer has presented
itself with opportunities that,
in the past, I’ve sought out
through travel and meeting
new people.”

				

— Jennifer Ingram

Ingram shares selfies of herself after shaving her head with her best friend on the bottom. After going to American Cancer
Society to try on some fun wigs, she settled with the one pictured on the right. She and world language teacher Gina Luerding
take a selfie before Luerding shaved her head for Operation B.A.L.D. on Feb. 5. (Photos courtesy of Jennifer Ingram and by Nick
Horstmann)

Ingram faces cancer head on with positivity, humor

“

Language arts teacher Jennifer Ingram shows off
her shaved head on the day that nine Lafayette staff
members shaved their heads for Operation B.A.L.D.
in support of cancer patients. Ingram said she has
been overwhelmed by the support of students and her
colleagues. (Photo by Nick Horstmann)

anna james • news editor
“You have cancer.” Three words no one ever expects
to hear, especially at age 35.
But for Lafayette Class of 1998 graduate and current
language arts teacher Jennifer Ingram, it was the news
she had to face with the attitude of a prize fighter.
She was diagnosed with Invasive Ducatal Carinoma in
early October 2015.
Ingram is very open about her disease and her fight to
beat it. She is sharing the story of her journey from start
to finish through a variety of forums because she wants
to let people know that cancer is not the worst thing that
can happen to someone. She knows it can be defeated
and she is fighting it with everything she has, including a
sense of humor.
“I remember noticing a lump and I didn’t really psych
myself out. I just told my mom and then we decided to
go get it checked out. I wanted to be sure,” Ingram said.
Mammograms are not normally required in women
until the age of 45, so this was all a new experience.
“The technician noticed an abnormality and called a
radiologist in. She told me they needed to take me in to
get a biopsy to check for cancer, so I was told to come
back after getting lunch,” Ingram said.
Going at the end of Homecoming Week, doctors
told Ingram she should have her results by the following
Tuesday. After telling some of her long time friends
what was going on over dinner, the three attended the
Homecoming Parade on Friday, then the football game
later that night.
Ingram’s surroundings would soon put her into a
surreal situation.
“Strangely enough, the spirit day had been ‘Pink Day’
in support of breast cancer. I remember going to the
football game dressed in a pink vest and seeing all the
football players wearing pink in support. And now it’s just
so weird to look back and think about being surrounded
in support when I didn’t even know my situation yet,” she
said.
After a normal weekend, Ingram’s mother texted her
throughout the day telling her she should try to get in
touch with the hospital to see if they had the results yet.

Hoping for the best, Ingram put a student to work on
ACT practices while she made the call in her room.
Not expecting the outcome, Ingram was very shocked
when the woman over the phone delivered the results.
“First of all, it wasn’t handled the best in my opinion.
She plainly told me I had cancer, then went straight into
telling me all the options for treatment,” Ingram said.
Shocking news of Stage Two breast cancer put it all
into reality. Chemotherapy, on top of surgery, can take a
toll on the body.
Certain types of cancer are more aggressive on the
body than others, and as far as Ingram’s goes, it is the
more “positive” type per say. ER+ and PR+ stand for
Estrogen and Progesterone positive which means the
tumor is fed by hormones. The hormones that feed the
tumor can be more easily controlled by treatments and
surgery.
Series of tests, MRIs, Echos and many other
precautions were taken to see the current state of
the body’s health; the rounds of chemo that Ingram
was undergoing could potentially damage her heart.
Considered the most viable organ of the body,
Doctor appointments were non-stop and quite
overwhelming; finding peace and chances to slow down
and rest with her crazy schedule were difficult.
However, Ingram found a night during one of her
hectic weeks to reach out over Facebook talking about
her situation and telling younger women to start breast
exams earlier. Her goal was not to scare them, but to
make them aware.
Finding other women her own age with breast cancer
to confide in was a challenge, yet when she found
other women in similar situations, some of what she
discovered scared her.
After blood work and another MRI, doctors found a
spot on her liver and spine and after finding some young
women on Facebook going through the same challenge
as she was, she became worried.
Other women had found that the cancer had spread
to places like the liver, and the fear of it metastasizing hit
her. However she was relieved to learn that she simply
had a touch of arthritis.
Although it has not changed her daily routine in any
other way than trying to eat healthier in order to “form a

body most able to fight cancer,” it has changed some of
her outlook on her future.
Not having children yet and knowing the chances of
chemotherapy killing her fertility frightened Ingram.
So, she sought out her OB/GYN and other specialists
and figured out a rather amazing solution. In Vitrofertilization commonly used for women struggling with
conception, fertility and other situations gives the option
to freeze the fertile eggs in a woman’s ovaries. However,
this is a costly option. But, Ingram learned that cancer
patients who face chemotherapy have the opportunity to
use these services for free.
“It’s so weird but amazing to think about six of my
eggs being frozen in a petri dish. When I think about
freezing something I think about a bag of peas in the
freezer,” Ingram joked.
Chemotherapy treatments started soon after and
Ingram noticed the side effects of the harsh treatments
right away. Through a tough eight weeks of fatigue and
weakness, Ingram’s tumor shrunk from 3.5 centimeters
to 1.4 centimeters and it was evident the chemo was
working for her.
“It would feel fine for the first 24 hours, but then
48 hours passed and I felt sick. It was constant for me
after every treatment. Due to my immune system being
compromised I just felt like I had a cold or the flu all the
time after some hours had passed,” Ingram said.
“Even though I did stay at work and I tried to stay
positive, some things just got me down. I remember the
day I was teaching my freshmen about Boo Radley. I was
really frustrated because I couldn’t be full of energy and
enthusiasm like I would have hoped because that is one
of my favorite things to teach,” Ingram said.
She said in her daily behavior she did not want to pity
herself. She works to keep a positive attitude and show
her students “I’m going to be just fine.”
Although the brutal treatments took a toll on Ingram’s
body and state of well being, she said she decided to
not take a leave of absence, seeing that work gave her
purpose to continue on.
Ingram shares her journey in a blog, in which she
talks about her day to day encounters with life.
In one of her posts she says “This year, especially, I
welcomed January with a smile since it means I’m closer

“

I never would have thought I’d have
breast cancer at 35, so what else will I
encounter in my life? Honestly, I think
the unknown is exciting.”

— Jennifer Ingram

to the end of my cancer treatments.”
Students and co-workers have all been very
supportive. Ingram said her colleagues are always
offering her ways to help and she has never felt
so blessed in her life to be surrounded by a family
community, especially by the ones surrounding her that
have been affected personally by cancer.
Staying positive through the situation, Ingram
commented on project BALD, sharing that she was
touched that some people are willing to give up their
hair for cancer and to show support for her. She finds
solidarity in the fact that she won’t be the only bald
person running around the school.
This is not the end of her journey, however.
After debating the treatment options and weighing the
factors of each type of surgery options possible, Ingram
has made the decision to undergo a double mastectomy.
She said in her blog, “I must take matters into my
own hands, and I feel confident and reassured now that I
have made my final decision.”
Her positive outcome from the treatments are a good
sign, and after the surgery Ingram will have to go five
years with clean tests to be declared cancer free, and
have to take certain medications for the next 10 years.
“I was never terribly or really scared throughout this
whole process. Shrinkage of the tumor I believe helped,
but I never had severe anxiety or depression about the
cancer,” Ingram said. “You just have to put your game
face on and handle it.”

