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This partnership has provided
$1,200,000

in research funding since 2014
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Grantees are sharing their science and 
impacting the field

16 Grantees

29 Project-generated Publications

with 630 Citations

19 Collaborations

25 Presentations
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Publishing their work in leading journals
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And presenting their research findings worldwide        
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Eirini Pectasides, MD, PhD

2015 Debbie's Dream Foundation-
AACR Gastric Cancer 
Research Fellowship

Post-Award:

Dr. Pectasides was a postdoctoral and hematology-
oncology fellow when she received this grant. She is 
currently a member of the Gastrointestinal Malignancies 
Program as a Medical Oncologist, at the Dana-Farber 
Cancer Institute, where she continues to focus on 
understanding mechanisms of resistance to targeted 
therapies in gastroesophageal cancer. 

Funded Project: Enhancing the efficacy of ERBB2 
inhibition in gastric cancer

Up to a third of gastric cancer patients have an 
overabundance of a protein called ERBB2 (HER2) in the 
surface of their tumors. Although the anti-HER2 antibody 
trastuzumab is used to treat these patients, clinical benefit 
has ben modest. 

With support of the Debbie's Dream Foundation-AACR 
Gastric Cancer Research Fellowship, Dr. Pectasides used 
novel 3D cell culture models and identified effective 
combination therapies that can overcome resistance to 
HER2 inhibitors. One of the most promising combination 
that she and her laboratory identified was that of the  
HER2 inhibitor lapatinib and an epigenetic drug (a HDAC 
inhibitor) called belinostat.
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Holly A. Martinson, PhD

2016 Debbie's Dream Foundation-
AACR Gastric Cancer 
Research Fellowship

Post-Award:

Dr. Martinson is now an Associate Professor at the 
University of Alaska in Anchorage. She continues to be 
committed to combatting gastric cancer in Alaska Native 
people. 

Funded Project: Discovering biomarkers for early 
detection and treatment of gastric cancer

Alaska Native (AN) have the highest incidence and 
mortality rates of gastric cancer in North America. 

With support of the Debbie's Dream Foundation-AACR 
Gastric Cancer Research Fellowship, Dr. Martinson 
sought to identify the factors behind the occurrence and 
poorer survival rates of AN gastric cancer patients. She 
and her colleagues identified multiple genes that could be 
drivers of gastric cancer among the AN people. In 
addition, she found that EBV-encoded small ribonucleic 
acid 1 (EBERs), and the proteins called COX-2 and 
MUC1, could be utilized as prognostic indicators and 
therapeutic targets.
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Haisheng Zhang, PhD

2017 Debbie's Dream Foundation-
AACR Gastric Cancer 
Research Fellowship

Post-Award:

Although Dr. Zheng remains a postdoctoral research 
fellow at Harvard Medical School, he is co-founder and 
President of Signet Therapeutics. Using its novel 
disease models platform, Signet made the 
groundbreaking discovery of a promising new target for 
diffuse gastric cancer (DGC). It launched a drug 
discovery program with another company, XtalPi. As 
Signet quickly advance its first-in-class DGC pipeline 
toward clinical trials, it has recently expanded its drug 
discovery program with XtalPi to another novel cancer 
target discovered by Signet. 

Funded Project: RHOA alterations in the development 
of diffuse gastric cancer

The diffuse-type of gastric cancer has been associated 
with a dismal prognosis. Up to a quarter of patients have a 
mutation in the RhoA gene. However, the mechanism by 
which these mutations result in gastric cancer formation 
was unclear.

With support of the Debbie's Dream Foundation-AACR 
Gastric Cancer Research Fellowship, Dr. Zhang 
developed a new mouse model and showed how the 
combination of a mutation in the RhoA gene with the 
inactivation of a tumor suppressor gene called Cdh1 can 
result in gastric cancer formation. In addition, he identified  
potential new treatment strategies. 

https://www.signetbio.com/diease-focus


9

Moritz Eissmann, PhD

2022 AACR-Debbie’s Dream 
Foundation Career Development 

Award  in Gastric Cancer Research Reviewer’s Comment on Project :

“Reprograming the tumor microenvironment by targeting 
STAT3 as a means of enhancing checkpoint inhibitor 
therapy is innovative and if successful would make a 
highly significant contribution to the treatment of gastric 
cancers. 

Grantee Acknowledgment of Support:

“This prestigious award will fuel my passion to conduct 
gastric cancer research that aims to improve patient 
outcomes. Importantly, this award empowers me to 
pursue a project, which if successful, will bring hope for 
better therapies for those metastatic gastric cancer 
patients with the worst prognosis.

Funded Project: Identification of therapeutic 
vulnerabilities that promote clonal fitness and 
metastatic spread of gastric cancer cells in vivo

Close to half (48%) and 15% of metastatic gastric cancer 
(GC) patients have lesions in the liver and the lung, 
respectively. Inflammatory processes involving a protein 
called Stat3 may play a role in the growth of tumor in the 
stomach and in metastatic sites (such as liver and lung).

With support of the Debbie's Dream Foundation-AACR 
Gastric Cancer Research Career Development Award, Dr. 
Eissmann will use a new 3D cell culture model that he 
developed, to determine how inflammatory/Stat3-
dependent processes influence the behavior of gastric 
cancer cells. In addition, he is set to explore the 
therapeutic potential of combining an immune checkpoint 
blockade antibody with a targeted drug against Stat3.

Current grantee

Group Leader,
Olivia Newton-John 

Cancer Research Institute
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Current grantee:

Project title: Role of SIRPα blockade in radiation-induced anti-tumor               
immunity

Project aims:
• To determine the role of the CD47/SIRPα pathway in regulating the 

phagocytosis-associated functions of dendritic cells and other myeloid 
cells in the tumor microenvironment after tumor-targeted radiotherapy

• To determine the synergistic effects of SIRPα blockade and tumor-
targeted radiotherapy on the development of anti-tumor immunity and 
abscopal responses in vivo

Potential project impact:
• Advancement of our understanding of how radiotherapy induces anti-

tumor responses
• If the combination of SIRPα blockade and tumor-targeted radiotherapy 

is shown to overcome immune resistance in preclinical models of 
TNBC, it represents a promising novel treatment strategy for TNBC 
patients, the majority of whom do not benefit from currently available 
immune checkpoint inhibitors 

Moritz Eissmann, PhD
2022 AACR-Debbie’s Dream 

Foundation Career Development 
Award  in Gastric Cancer Research
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However, there is still great work that 
needs support!

22 applicants

2022
Grants 
Cycle

1 grant recipient
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The AACR looks forward to our continued 
collaboration and to providing more 

support to the next generation of gastric 
cancer researchers
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