An Update from the Scientific Advisory Board

by John LaMattina

Everyone has been profoundly impacted in some way by breast cancer. Be it a friend, relative, partner or spouse, this disease causes much sorrow and loss. TBBCF is dedicated to supporting research to find a cure for breast cancer and, thanks to hundreds of walkers, volunteers and sponsors, over $1.4 million has been raised to facilitate such important new research. Specifically, TBBCF seeks to fund young researchers in the Northeast who are carrying out groundbreaking science into the causes of breast cancer, its proliferation and methods to treat existing disease.
TBBCF research grants are highly sought. For the 2010 grants, the Foundation received 21 applications from scientists at such distinguished institutions as Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, Yale University, Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, Harvard Medical School and Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center (MSKCC). Collectively, these were the best research proposals that the Scientific Advisory Board has ever had the pleasure to review. The funds raised from the 2009 walk enabled TBBCF to fund four of these and they are outlined below.
One of the great frustrations in treating breast cancer results from some patients being resistant to therapies that work successfully in others. Dr. Devika Gajria (MSKCC) believes that such resistance can be overcome by combining two novel clinical drugs whose activities could synergize and provide enough potency to overcome such resistance. Dr. Gajria will first find the most appropriate dosing regimen to administer this combination and then study it in breast cancer patients whose disease cannot be cured with other drugs. 
Dr. Susan Moody (Harvard Medical School) is also focusing her research into resistance, but she is taking a different approach. Herceptin is a widely used drug to treat breast cancer but in many patients the drug’s effectiveness wears off and the cancer returns. Dr. Moody, whose own career was inspired by her high school biology teacher who herself was a breast cancer survivor, has identified a possible explanation as to why such resistance occurs. She has discovered a pathway which she hypothesizes can be blocked thereby restoring Herceptin’s effectiveness. She has developed a comprehensive plan to test this hypothesis first against cells and, if successful, in mouse models of breast cancer. 
It would be of great value to understand how breast cancer develops. Such an understanding could lead to new modes of prevention or better forms of treatment. The research of Dr. Elizabeth Kass (MSKCC) will probe breast cancer tumorigenesis. Events that occur during the earliest stages of mammary development are believed to alter the lifetime risk of breast cancer. For example, women who have a first pregnancy at an early age have significantly reduced rates of breast cancer, while exposure to radiation during adolescence leads to an increased incidence of breast cancer. These findings suggest that the stage of mammary gland development may alter susceptibility to breast cancer although the mechanisms are unknown. Dr. Kass’ research seeks to elucidate how specific developmental changes in mammary epithelium affect the molecular mechanisms by which cells respond to DNA damage and potentially prevent tumor formation. 
It has always been a mystery as to why a person’s own immune system doesn’t fight off tumors as it does infections. In fact, the immune system’s major weapon, the T-cell, does attack tumors, but it quickly gets deactivated in the tumor environment. Dr. Penghui Zhou (Harvard Medical School) is dedicating his research to understanding why this occurs with the hopes of learning enough about this process to overcome it. His goal is to pinpoint the key genetic and biochemical defects in tumor infiltrating T-cells that inhibit their effectiveness by using state-of-the-art technology designed to find ways to reprogram these T-cells thereby restoring their activity.
These four scientists continue the line of outstanding science that the TBBCF has been able to support, As always, there are no guarantees in research. However, the ideas put forth by this group offer tremendous promise in alleviating the pain and suffering brought on by breast cancer. The dedication and commitment of all of you have helped make this possible.
