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Dr. Brigi e Thériault, a postdoctoral fellow in Dr. Brenda Gallie’s in focus
research group and a rising star in ovarian cancer research, was
recently awarded the ScienƟfic Scholar Award from the Marsha
Rivkin Center for Ovarian Cancer Research. Dr. Thériault is the first
Canadian trainee to ever receive this award. “The award oﬀers
par al salary and research funds for one year and is transferrable so recent awardees
that young inves gators can transi on from a Postdoctoral
Fellowship to a Principal Inves gator posi on while maintaining
monetary support,” says Dr. Thériault. This funding will allow her to
con nue her work on KIF14, a gene involved in ovarian cancer—a
conference reports
disease with dismal prognosis and ineﬀec ve therapies.
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A na ve of New Brunswick, Dr. Thériault grew up on a farm near
Moncton surrounded by nature, which ignited her scien fic curiosity.
Discipline was ins lled in her at a very young age. She tended to the
daily chores that govern farm life and excelled in school, se ng an
example for her three younger siblings. Her desire to understand
how things work, coupled with the loss of her grandmother a er a
long and painful struggle with breast cancer, led her to pursue a
diploma in Health Sciences at the Université de Moncton. She then
moved to Halifax, where she completed a BSc in Microbiology and
Immunology at Dalhousie University. A er gradua on, Dr. Thériault
worked as a Research Technician for the Canadian Food Inspec on
Agency, then as a Research Associate at a medical biotechnology
company, and finally as a Laboratory Manager at an academic
research lab at Dalhousie University. “Reimmersion in an academic
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research environment made me realize how much I missed the thrill of scien fic discovery and this prompted
me to pursue my graduate studies,” says Dr. Thériault. In 2003 she enrolled as a PhD candidate in Dr. Mark
Nach gal’s group at Dalhousie, in the field of ovarian cancer research.
During this me Dr. Thériault met Dr. Brenda Gallie, a world‐renowned
expert in re noblastoma. Gallie was invited to give a seminar as part of a
dis nguished lecture series at Dalhousie Medical School. Her group had
just iden fied KIF14 as a gene that is not only altered in re noblastoma,
but also in other cancers, like ovarian cancer. “Brigi e was a brilliant
student who stood out at a group lunch and was highly mo vated to find
out about KIF14 in ovarian cancer,” says Gallie. A er a formal interview
Dr. Thériault joined Gallie’s group in 2008, excited to pioneer a new
transla onal research project in ovarian cancer.
In 2009, Dr. Thériault received a three‐year grant from the US
Department of Defense to con nue her mely research on KIF14 and has
since developed an extensive ovarian cancer research program in Dr.
Dr. Brigi e Thériault
Gallie’s lab. “She is quick to make connec ons between scien fic
concepts and synthesize logical hypotheses to drive a project. She is also a great person to work with,” says
Nadia Prigoda who works closely with Dr. Thériault.
Dr. Thériault’s work has demonstrated the clinical u lity of KIF14 as an independent prognos c indicator and
poten al therapeu c target in ovarian cancer. She hopes to pursue transla onal research in ovarian cancer as
an independent principal inves gator. The ScienƟfic Scholar Award will allow her to study the cancer‐specific
epigene c regula on of KIF14 expression in ovarian cancer. Dr. Gallie commends Dr. Thériault’s independent
thinking, humbleness and dedica on to saving the lives of women with ovarian cancer. “She doesn’t spend her
me looking over her shoulder to see what others are doing—she doesn’t jump on bandwagons. She does
strong science, well thought‐out science,” adds Dr. Gallie. Dr. Thériault’s work will provide the basis for future
inves ga ons into the fundamental pathways of KIF14‐induced tumourigenesis and set the stage for an ‐
KIF14 therapy to improve the prognosis, outcome and cure rate in ovarian cancer.

About the author: Dr. Ghada Kurban is a Postdoctoral Fellow in Dr. Brenda Gallie’s Laboratory at the
Ontario Cancer InsƟtute (OCI). Contact Info: gkurban@uhnres.utoronto.ca

Con nue the Discussion!
If you would like to comment on this ar cle, please visit ‘My ORT’ at www.uhntrainees.ca
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CIHR SHOPP Fellowship in Gastroenterolgy Research

Congratula ons to Dr. Carmen Dominguez‐Brauer on receiving the 2012
CIHR Small Health Organiza on Partnership Program (SHOPP) Fellowship
in Gastroenterology Research!
In summary of her research, Dr. Dominguez‐Brauer explains: “The Mule
gene is overexpressed in half of all colon cancers. E3 ubiqui n ligases
func on to maintain a balance between oncogenes and tumor
suppressors. The loss of this equilibrium usually results in cancer. These
studies will allow us to understand the eﬀects of Mule overexpression in
cancer, and whether this results in pping the scale from cell death to‐
wards cell growth.”

Postdoctoral Fellow: Dr. Carmen Dominguez‐Brauer
Supervisor: Dr. Tak W. Mak
Ontario Cancer Ins tute
The Campbell Family Ins tute for Breast Cancer
Research

CIHR SHOPP Fellowship in Dystonia Research
The 2012 CIHR Small Health Organiza on Partnership Program (SHOPP)
Fellowship in Dystonia Research goes to Dr. Robin Cash!
Dr. Cash completed his PhD in Australia and have since completed
postdoctoral projects in Germany and the USA before landing a posi on in Dr.
Robert Chen’s Laboratory at TWRI as a Postdoctoral Fellow. His research
program is en tled: “A novel brain s mula on interven on to inves gate the
pathophysiology and modulate plas city in dystonia.”

Postdoctoral Fellow: Dr. Robin Cash
Supervisor: Dr. Robert Chen
Toronto Western Research Ins tute (TWRI)

Dr. Cash provides his thoughts about his award:
“It is thought that excessive excitability and plas city in motor areas of the
brain contributes to dystonia, a neurological disorder characterized by
uncontrollable muscle contrac ons. We have recently developed a novel
interven on using Transcranial Magne c S mula on (TMS), which is able to
modulate brain ac vity. In this project we will inves gate the eﬃcacy of this
protocol in reducing motor symptoms and further inves gate the
pathophysiology of dystonia. “
Oﬃce of Research Trainees
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ORT travel awardees
ORT Conference Travel Awardees
Conference Report
This exciting section of The ORT Times will now include highlights of recent ORT Conference
Travel Awardees. In this issue, learn about the latest discoveries in all fields of cancer
research at the AACR annual meeting. Discover what recent advances in translational re‐
search in radiation oncology at the ICTR‐PHE conference.
Dr. Shrivani Sriskathadevan is a Postdoctoral Fellow in Dr. Aaron
Schimmer’s laboratory. Recently, she was able to present her
research at the American Associa on for Cancer Research (AACR)
en tled, “AML cells have low reserve capacity in their respiratory
chain complexes leading to increased sensi vity to palmitate
induced cell death.”
Click here to read about what she finds intriguing about the latest
advances in Cancer Research.

Ms. Azusa Maeda, a MSc student in Drs. Ralph DaCosta and Brian Wilson’s
laboratory, was able to present her abstracts en tled, “In vivo op cal

imaging of tumor and microvascular response to ionizing radia on”
and “Photoacous c imaging for monitoring vascular oxygen
satura on in response to ionizing radia on” at the Interna onal
Conference on Transla onal Research in Radio‐Oncology and
Physics for Health in Europe (ICTR‐PHE) held in Geneva, Switzerland.
Click here to read about key developments in biomedical imaging
and proton therapy.

Dr. Ziqiang Yang is a Postdoctoral Fellow in Dr. Benjamin Neel’s
laboratory who He recently a ended the AACR Annual Mee ng
in Chicago. He presented an abstract en tled, “Gab1 regulates
epithelial cell polarity and sca ering by ac ng as a pla orm for
PAR proteins.”
Click here to read about the latest discoveries in necrosis
regula on.
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Seventeen‐gene signature from enriched Her2/Neu mammary
tumor‐ini a ng cells predicts clinical outcome for human
HER2+:ERα
:ERα‐ breast cancer
Liu JC, Voisin V, Bader GD, Deng T, Pusztai L, Symmans WF, Esteva FJ, Egan SE,
Zacksenhaus E.
Proceedings of the NaƟonal Academy of Sciences (PNAS), 2012: 109(15):5832‐7.
Toronto General Research InsƟtute (TGRI)
Breast cancer is thought to represent a group of several breast tumour subtypes
diﬀering in molecular e ology, eﬀec ve treatment op ons and pa ent prognosis.
Breast tumours exhibi ng overexpression or amplifica on of Human Epidermal
Growth Factor Receptor 2 (HER2+) are o en the most aggressive, but have the op on
of treatment with an ‐HER2 targeted therapeu cs like trastuzumab. Un l recently, it
has been challenging to accurately iden fy a subset of high‐risk HER2+ breast tumours
that lack expression of estrogen receptor alpha (ERα‐), and to predict whether these
tumours will respond to an ‐HER2 therapy.
Dr. Jeﬀ Liu, a Postdoctoral Fellow in the laboratory of Dr. Eldad Zacksenhaus at TGRI,
has begun addressing these challenges with his colleagues in the April issue of PNAS.
The group first used a mouse model of HER2+:ERα‐ breast cancer to iden fy genes
whose expression correlated with enrichment of tumour ini a ng cells (TICs)—cells
that have the capacity to sustain the growth of a tumour—in tumour samples. Expression levels of these genes were then queried
in primary breast tumour datasets to derive a TIC‐associated signature predic ve of prognosis. Expression of this gene signature in
HER2+:ERα‐ tumours was associated with poor pa ent outcome and poor response to chemotherapy alone, but also with a
promising response to trastuzumab.
Click here to read the full ar cle.
We contacted Drs. Zacksenhaus and Liu to discuss the implica ons of this work.
ORT: How might this work lead to changes in pa ent care, and what will be required for its transla on to the clinic?
EZ/JL: The new signature iden fies high‐risk pa ents that may be priori zed for chemo‐/trastuzumab therapy. This may be
par cularly relevant to low‐income countries where trastuzumab therapy, which cost over $40,000 per pa ent, is not publicly
available. In contrast, the eﬀect of trastuzumab on pa ents whose tumours were nega ve for the TIC signature was not
sta s cally significant. However, the results do not jus fy at this stage withholding trastuzumab therapy from these pa ents. A
prospec ve analysis of large cohorts is now needed to assess small benefits, if any, of trastuzumab in this group. The analysis has
so far been performed on microarray data from RNA derived from fresh tumour biopsies. Using NanoString technology, we are
now in the process of developing an assay that can be applied on formalin fixed, paraﬃn‐embedded breast tumour ssues, which
is the form in which tumours are archived in clinical centers around the globe. The applica on of this technology to large
prospec ve cohorts of HER2+:ERα‐ pa ents will allow transla on of this prognos c signature to the clinic. A patent on this
signature has also been filed.
ORT: What result did you find most intriguing in this project?
EZ/JL: The findings are important both conceptually and clinically. Conceptually they show that a signature derived from enriched
TICs from a mouse model of a specific breast cancer subtype can predict clinical outcome for the human disease. These results
should pave the way to the development of highly predic ve signatures for other breast cancer subtypes (e.g., the mul ple
diﬀerent “triple nega ve” breast cancer subtypes) as well as for other forms of cancers using enriched TICs from subtype‐specific
mouse models. Clinically, our findings are interes ng because they iden fy previously unrecognized heterogeneity in human
HER2+:ERα‐ breast cancer pa ents that would impact future prognosis and treatment of this disease. In addi on, our signature can
improve the assessment of various therapeu c regimens on HER2+:ERα‐ breast cancer pa ents by focusing on the
signature‐posi ve/poor prognosis subgroup.
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imssacareers@gmail.com

UPCOMING EVENTS
CALENDAR:
Science Rendezvous.
This is an annual fes val celebra ng Canadian
science. Visit their site for more info.

The ORT encourages trainees and
scientists to send us pictures of the lab,
departmental events, or eye‐catching
scientific images. Your submission may
appear in The ORT Times’ next issue.

05/14

(Photo: Courtesy of C. Bros, Penn Lab, OCI/PMH)

05/12

TWRI Seminar Speaker Series.
Dr. Philipp Kaldis from the Ins tute of
Molecular and Cell Biology (IMCB) will present
“Func ons of cyclin‐dependent kinases (Cdks)
in development and cancer.”
Loca on: TWH, WW 2‐401.

05/16

TWRI Research Day.
This is a day to celebrate TWRI’s achieve‐
ments in basic and clinical research. Visit their
site for more info. Loca on: Chestnut Resi‐
dence, 89 Chestnut.

05/18

AOMF Comprehensive Course.
Deadline to register for the AOMF Compre‐
hensive Course on Fluorescence Microscopy.
Visit AOMF for details.

05/24

IMS Career Seminar Series.
“A career in Medicine and Research.”
To register, email: imssacareers@gmail.com

Visit www.uhntrainees.ca for more
informa on.

QUESTIONS?
Please contact:
Priscilla De Luca, ORT Coordinator
University Health Network
ort.admin@uhnres.utoronto.ca
t. 416‐946‐2996
Acknowledgements: C. Goard, PhD Student
and ORT Science Writer

“Piled Higher and Deeper” by Jorge Cham
www.phdcomics.com
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