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I was really excited to read the updates in this issue from Aurora and Issy, our 
two most recent PhD students. I firmly believe that their work is bringing us 
ever closer to a future where cancer can be more effectively treated. 

Huge congratulations to Aurora, whose PhD has revealed that Gamma Delta T 
Cells are drawn to prostate cancer tumours and can break down their defences, 
offering hope for innovative immunotherapy treatments. She has also 
identified that a common osteoporosis drug, Zoledronic Acid, may enhance 
the effectiveness of these cells against cancer. Aurora is now in the final stages 
of her research, and her discoveries bring us closer to more targeted, 
personalised cancer therapies. 

Issy Schiavi has also made important breakthroughs with her PhD. Issy has 
been exploring how Gamma Delta T Cells can be stimulated using components 
from mycobacteria—tiny organisms related to those used in vaccines. She 
investigated whether specific lipid extracts from these bacteria could safely 
and effectively trigger an immune response against cancer. This pioneering 
study, the first of its kind, highlights a promising new avenue for cancer 
immunotherapy. 

Both of these young women’s achievements, made possible by your 
generosity, highlight the importance of investing in young scientists at the 
start of their careers. This has always been a focus of the ICVI’s research 
strategy and we are most grateful for your support with this. 

Donating to the ICVI guarantees that you are directly supporting current and 
future generations of cancer researchers. If this newsletter has inspired you to 
donate or fundraise please contact marie@icvi.org.uk 

Sir Harry Cotterell Bt OBE
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Photos (top to bottom):
Jane Quinn’s fundraising at Littlehampton Golf Club
Jackie Agate climbing the Spinnaker
Painting in Serena’s garden
Liz Sands Flowers and Fundraising
Brewood Inner Wheel's flower demonstration



outlook ISSUE 41 | SPRING 20254

Text CANCER10 to 70191 to donate £10 Text HIGH5 to 70970 to donate £5Text CANCER20 to 70191 to donate £20

RESEARCH NEWS

Update from Professor Dalgleish

The PhD is the highest, non-honorary, qualification a person can 
gain in the UK academic system and is the result, if successful, of 
a minimum of 3 years independent work on a particular question. 
After the 3 years, the student writes a thesis on their project. This 
is a book which is lodged in the College’s library and also in the 
Library of the University of London, is testament to the work done. 
The student has to defend this thesis, their 3-4 years’ work, in front 
of two recognised experts in the field of study. Only once the ex-
aminers are satisfied that the body of work presented is novel and 
of good scientific quality, and that the student understands the 
field in minute detail, is the recommendation of an award of Doc-
torate made. Once through this ordeal the student is deemed to be 

trained to the level of an independent research scientist and can set out on a, hopefully, successful career 
in research.

To date the ICVI has funded 9 full-time PhD studentships and has supported 3 more research assistants 
in their part-time PhD programmes. All of our former students have successfully defended their theses 
and are now embarked on their own careers in cancer research. For this we owe the ICVI a huge debt of 
gratitude.

Our ICVI funded PhD students are always involved in all aspects of the work that I have been interested in 
as a clinician. The first two ICVI funded students, Dr Katie Lowe and Dr Edit Kovalcsik contributed to the 
field of dendritic cell immunotherapy which formed the first clinical trials that I undertook many years 
ago. When we started to utilise mycobacterial preparations, Dr Dan Fowler contributed heavily to under-
standing the immune mechanisms behind this approach and later students continued this work. The use 
of biomarkers in determining which patients will benefit most from disease was the basis for the PhD pro-
ject of Dr Elwira Kaminska and the use of novel combination therapy has been the subject of the study by 
Dr Andy Gravett. This success is testament to the commitment of the ICVI to the future of immunother-
apy.

Dr Emma Sparrow’s hypothesis was that mycobacteria can elicit anti-tumour responses and this under-
pinned my work with IMM101. She subsequently wrote a review which examined how the response of the 
gamma delta T cell population to cancer can affect the activation and recruitment of other immune cells. 
This was of great interest in our approach as we all realise that to use just one mechanism to destroy tu-
mour is likely to not be enough.

Rachel Cant’s work on the mechanism of action of Naltrexone in low doses (as you know this drug has been 
a focus of my clinical work for many years now) and showed that its activity at low dose is almost certainly 
related to its unexpected ability to bind another new class of receptors. Joe Fenn, co funded by Public 
Health England, showed that mycobacteria (another clinical interest of mine) can activate gamma delta 
T cells. 

Investing in the future of cancer immunotherapy – our PhD students
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It may seem fanciful to expect that a treatment should be effective in both viral infection and cancer but Dr Alex 
Morrison’s PhD, co funded by ICVI and Public Health England explored how BCG vaccination affects gamma delta T 
cells, and their role in protecting against disease and cancer. Using stored samples from UKHSA, this research 
helped us understand how these immune cells respond to mycobacterial vaccination and infection in a living sys-
tem.

The findings showed a significant impact on gamma delta T cells, with their activation linked to protection against 
both viral and bacterial infections—and more recent data suggested a possible role in cancer protection too. 

We currently have two students who are close to the finish line in terms of their doctorates, and details of their 
projects are outlined in the research section of this newsletter. Suffice to say both students have made really im-
portant discoveries in the course of their studies. 

In conclusion, it is due to the continued support of the ICVI that we can report such great success with our PhD 
programme and send out trained young research scientists into the world of immunology. Thank you from all of us 
to you our supporters who have donated towards these and other research projects.
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Current PhD success stories
We are delighted to report that two of our current PhD students are close to becoming 
doctors – vitally both have contributed to a greater understanding of Gamma Delta T 
Cells – a subset of cells which play a crucial role in our immune systems.

Hope for Prostate Cancer Patients
The ICVI funded PhD project by Aurora Campagna, “The role of 
Gamma Delta T Cells in the infiltration and destruction of prostate 
tumour spheroids”, has shed light on how the body's own immune 
cells, called Gamma Delta T Cells, could be used to fight prostate 
cancer. The work focused on understanding how these special im-
mune cells interact with 3D models of prostate tumours in the lab. 
Aurora is in the final stages of writing up her project and will sub-
mit it very soon.

Key Discoveries:

Gamma Delta T Cells are naturally drawn to cancer cells – They 
move towards prostate cancer tumours more than healthy tissue, 
guided by specific chemical signals.

Gamma Delta T Cells attack tumours in a unique way – They break down the tumour’s outer structure, target-
ing weak points where cancer cells are less tightly connected.

A common osteoporosis drug may boost their power – Treating cancer cells with Zoledronic Acid (ZA) makes 
them more recognizable to Gamma Delta T Cells, helping the immune system attack them more effectively.

These findings open the door to new, personalised immunotherapy approaches for prostate cancer. The next step? 
Testing these discoveries using real patient samples and moving closer to clinical trials. This research brings hope 
for new, more effective treatments—especially in the early stages of prostate cancer.
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Shedding light on our immune system 
Issy Schiavi has successfully defended her PhD (meaning that she 
has formally presented it to a committee of experts and answered 
questions about it). Issy’s research, Fractionating mycobacteria to 
determine which component is capable of stimulating Gamma 
Delta T cells explored a new way to activate the body’s immune 
system to fight cancer, focusing on gamma-delta T cells. These 
cells are known for their ability to destroy tumour cells, and Issy’s 
work investigated how they can be stimulated using components 
from mycobacteria—tiny organisms related to those used in vac-
cines.

Her study compared two approaches: using live mycobacteria 
versus extracting specific lipids (fats) from their cell walls. She 
highlighted the challenges of working with live bacteria and 
demonstrates the potential of using these crude lipid extracts in-
stead. This could offer a safer, more effective way to harness the power of gamma-delta T cells in cancer treat-
ment.

Crucially, her research sheds light on the underlying biological mechanisms at play and identifies new directions 
for future studies. To our knowledge, this is the first time crude lipids from mycobacteria have been explored in 
the context of cancer immunotherapy—opening up exciting possibilities for further breakthroughs.

This important research could help shape new cancer treatments in the future. 
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