
Congratulations to the 2015 TBBCF Research Grant Recipients 
 
After reviewing dozens of grant proposals, our TBBCF Scientific Advisory Committee has awarded fellowships to the 
following top 2015 researchers. 
 

 Dana Farber Cancer Institute 

 Dr. Eugen Dhimolea 
 

 

 
Most breast cancer patients are Estrogen Receptor (ER)-positive and are 
treated with antiestrogens after the surgical removal of the mammary tumor. 
Nonetheless approximately 1/3 of the patients develop metastases, 
frequently in the bone, that do not respond to treatment. The preference of 
breast cancer for dissemination to specific tissues (organotropism) indicates 
a favorable local microenvironment in these organs. While the antiestrogen 
resistance of ER+ metastatic tumors has been mainly attributed to 
acquisition of mutations, the role of the metastatic microenvironment in the 
emergence of these mutations has not been clarified. 
 
We will implant patient-derived breast cancer samples in an animal model of 
“humanized” bone tissue to determine how the bone marrow niche affects 
the selection of mutations that lead to antiestrogen resistance. 

 
This study is also expected to identify plausible therapeutic targets and potentially to generate a novel tool of 
personalized-medicine for the evaluation of treatment options in patients with advanced breast cancer. 
 
Dr. Dhimolea obtained his PhD at the Medical School of the University of Athens, Greece, where he studied the role of 
Estrogen Receptor beta in breast cancer. He continued his training as a Postdoctoral Fellow at Tufts University Medical 
School, where he developed laboratory models of normal and malignant breast tissue microenvironment. He is currently 
an Instructor in Medicine at Dana Farber Cancer Institute and Harvard Medical School and works in the laboratory of Dr. 
Constantine Mitsiades where he uses tissue engineering and animal models to study the effect of tumor 
microenvironment on cancer response to treatment. 
 
 

Dana Farber Cancer Institute 

Dr. Nina Ilic 
 
 
Activating mutations in the PIK3CA gene are found in approximately 30% of 
breast cancers and promote growth of these tumors. Despite extensive 
efforts, direct pharmacologic inhibition of this mutant lesion has shown 
limited patient benefit in recent clinical trials. Therefore, to provide novel 
personalized treatment options for breast cancer patients, it is critical that we 
identify alternative gene vulnerabilities that can be targeted for therapy. 
 
To discover such mutant PIK3CA-specific vulnerabilities, we interrogated 
genome-wide genetic dependency data from multiple human cancer cell 
lines. Here we identified and subsequently validated three integral Krebs 
cycle genes, as specific gene-dependencies in this group of tumors. As a 
Terri Brodeur research fellow, Dr. Ilic will explore these newly identified 
metabolic vulnerabilities in PIK3CA mutant breast cancers to evaluate their 
potential for precise therapeutic strategies. 

 
 

Dr. Nina Ilic obtained her BSc in Biological Sciences from Cornell University, and subsequently completed her PhD from 
Harvard University. During her doctoral studies Dr. Ilic explored mechanisms of resistance to PI3K-targeted therapies in 
breast cancer and discovered novel genetic means by which cancer cells can evade therapeutic inhibition. Dr. Ilic is 
currently a postdoctoral fellow at Dana-Farber Cancer Institute/Harvard Medical School in the laboratory of Dr. William C. 
Hahn.  



 

 

Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center 
Dr. Natalya Pavlova 
 
 

 

 

Dr. Pavlova’s 2015 Terri Brodeur Breast Cancer Foundation 
fellowship award focuses on the investigation of metabolic 
adaptations which drive breast cancer metastasis. 
 
Cancer-specific metabolic alterations and their functional 
contribution to tumorigenesis have been under intense 
investigation in the recent years. However, we still lack a clear 
picture of how these alterations align with the multistep nature 
of tumorigenesis. In particular, relatively little is known about 
metabolic adaptations which distinguish metastatic cancer cells 
from their non-metastatic counterparts. 
 

As preliminary data indicate, metastatic isolates from triple-
negative breast cancer cells display distinct alterations in the 
biosynthesis and catabolism of amino acids. 

 
In the proposed study, Dr. Pavlova intends to investigate the functional contribution of these metabolic adaptations to 
metastatic colonization and growth, and determine whether such adaptations promote the resistance of metastatic cells to 
nutrient deprivation and oxidative stress. Furthermore, using pre-clinical models of breast cancer metastasis, Dr. Pavlova 
will explore whether such metabolic adaptations can be exploited as targets for anti-metastasis therapy. 
 
Dr. Pavlova received her Ph.D. from Harvard Medical School, where she worked under the supervision of Dr. Stephen 
Elledge. Using high-throughput genetic screening techniques developed in Dr. Elledge’s laboratory, she investigated the 
genetic determinants of mammary epithelial cell transformation, which led to the identification of potential therapeutic 
targets in breast cancer. As a postdoctoral fellow in the laboratory of Dr. Craig Thompson at Memorial Sloan Kettering 
Cancer Institute, Dr. Pavlova studies the role of metabolic adaptations in breast cancer tumorigenesis. 
 


