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Exploiting GLIOblastoma intractability to address European research TRAINing needs in translational
brain tumour research, cancer systems medicine and integrative multiomics

GLIOTRAIN Students attending the Erasmus MC Communication and Dissemination Training Course (January 2019) L-R: Manasa Kalya
Purushothama, Chiara Boccellato, Viktorija Juric, Jenny Weng (front), Ayoub Lasri, Nivetha Krishna Moorthy, Romain Tching Chi Yen (front),
Gonca Dilcan Durdag, Yahaya Yabo, Mohammed Ahmed, Archita Biswas, Kieron White

Project Updates

code of the GBM tumours, and RNA sequencing,
which is used to look at the specific genes being
expressed by the GBM tumours. Comparing the
differences between tumours from different
patients can indicate how they might react
differently to different treatment or why some
patients may have a better prognosis than others.
This will provide some key datasets to many of the
GLIOTRAIN students’ projects.

The latest newsletter comes at an exciting time for
GLIOTRAIN as we have recently reached the halfway
point of the project. This means that we are
currently in our “Reporting Period” where we must
provide updates to the European Commission on the
progress of the project both scientifically and also in
terms of training for our students. Since our last
Newsletter in February 2019, there has been a lot of
activity, which will be reviewed here.

Project secondments update

Key scientific developments

The mobility of early stage researchers between
industry, academia and other research organisations
is a fundamental training element of Marie Curie
programmes. It ensures that Marie Curie students
will have been exposed to at least two research
environments before they move on to the next stage
of their careers. All GLIOTRAIN students, as part of
their training, must undertake at least one interdisciplinary secondment. Many of our students have
now completed at least one secondment or are
currently on secondment. Ayoub Lasri (RCSI) was our
first secondee in 2018, where he undertook the first
six months of his project at GEX being trained in their
bespoke tools.

A key scientific priority for the consortium between
the months of March and August 2019 was to collate
samples for the GLIOTRAIN biobank. A biobank is a
collection of biological samples for use in research
and the GLIOTRAIN biobank consists of glioblastoma
(GBM) tumour samples from biorepositories in The
Netherlands, France, Luxemburg and Ireland. It was
very important to ensure that the tissue was
collected ethically and to make sure that it is
handled appropriately and to ensure confidentiality.
The identified tissue was sent to VIB in Leuven to the
laboratory of Prof Diether Lambrechts and has now
undergone two types of sequencing; Whole genome
sequencing (WGS), which sequences the full genetic
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Cancer Trials Ireland, have
hosted two students on
secondment; Romain Tching
Chi Yen (ITTM) was based with
CTI in 2018, whilst RCSI student
Viktorija Juric is currently on secondment. Cancer
Trials Ireland are a the leading cancer research trials
organisation in Ireland which means that our
students are immersed in a clinical trials research
environment, and learn about how clinical trials are
performed, supervised and regulated.
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a computer model that could shortlist the most
promising drugs. The model used data including the
chemical and physical properties of the drugs as well
as their capacity to reduce/inhibit tumour cell
growth, on a broad panel of 45 patients’ GBM cell
cultures to define the best options for treatment.
From April - July 2019, Gonca Dilcan Durdag was on
secondment from AG to VIB, in the laboratory of
Prof Lambrechts. Here Gonca performed the
sequencing described at the beginning of the
newsletter, alongside Francesca Lodi and other
members of Prof Lambrechts’ VIB team. Archita
Biswas (RCSI) has also been on secondment to ICM
Paris, where she received training in handling of
patients’ tumour samples, the extraction of DNA and
RNA from patient samples and in the collection of
clinical data that would feed into the GLIOTRAIN
database for patient samples coming from ICM.

EMC student Federica
Fabro is currently on
secondment to Mimetas. Mimetas are an “organ-ona-chip” company who specialise in the development
of better in vitro models for use in scientific
research, including cancer research. Federica will
use a Mimetas 3D GBM cell culture model to predict
the response to a panel of drugs called small kinase
inhibitors. 3D cell culture is a technique where
cancer cells are grown as small clumps called
“spheroids”. This method is thought to replicate a
human tumour more closely than growing the cells
on a plastic plate, which is known as “2D cell
culture”.

Another ongoing secondment is that of Manasa
Kalya Purushothama (GEX) who is currently based at
the Georg August Universität, Göttingen. Here she is
undertaking expert training in machine learning
methods (link though to the comic introduced below
for an introduction to machine learning!), artificial
neural networks and other AI algorithms through
courses offered at different departments in
university.

In 2019
Dr Brona
Murphy
(RCSI)
hosted
USTUTT
student
Chiara
Boccellato. Chiara developed 3D tumour spheroids
of both primary and recurrent GBM from a number
of different patients. She used the spheroid models
to see how sensitive each patients’ GBM cells were
to a combination therapy of two drugs called IZI1551
and
marizomib.
Chiara
also
received training
in live cell imaging
of 3D GBM tumour
spheroids in order
to
visualize
spheroid death.

Dissemination Activities
Since our last Newsletter,
many of our students have
had the opportunity to
travel to conferences and
workshops and several
have presented their PhD
work in both poster and
oral presentations. In April
2019 Francesca Lodi (VIB),
Gonca Dilcan Durdag and
Jenny Weng (VIB) attended the 3rd VIB NGS
meeting, which was held in Antwerp, Belgium. Jenny
presented her work on investigating GBM
heterogeneity by single cell RNA sequencing and
spatial transcriptomics.
In May, GLIOTRAIN was well represented at the
Brain Tumour 2019 conference held in Berlin,
Germany. In attendance at this meeting were
Viktorija, Archita, Kieron White (RCSI), Yahaya Yabo
(LIH) and Manasa. All five students presented their
work.

Ioannis Ntafoulis (EMC) completed a secondment to
RCSI in 2018. During his time there, his focus was to
identify predictors of response of GBM cells to anticancer
agents,
using
systems
biology
(computational) approaches. He worked to develop
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Public Patient Involvement (PPI)
A key area of training for the GLIOTRAIN students is
in PPI and as we have previously reported, we work
closely with Partner IBTA (www.theibta.org) in order
to update the wider patient and caregiver
community on the project. As part of our ongoing
interactions with the IBTA, following the
Dissemination and Communications course that
took place in January 2019, all 15 of the GLIOTRAIN
students contributed to a 4-page article that was
featured in the 2019 / 2020 Brain Tumour Magazine,
an annual publication from the IBTA.

Posters were entitled (clockwise from top left):
“Machine Learning Methods for Mechanism-based
Study on Glioblastoma Multiforme” (Manasa);
“Collection of Patient Sample Tumour Tissues and
Curation of the Clinical Data for the GLIOTRAIN
glioblastoma cohorts” (Archita);
“Interrogating
Cyclin-Dependant-Kinase Inhibitors as A Novel
Treatment Strategy for Glioblastoma patients”
(Viktorija); “Targeting the RhoGEF Beta-pix to
enhance the activity of Bevacizumab in
Glioblastoma: a nanoparticle mediated Gene
Silencing Approach” (Kieron); “Assessing the
Transcriptomic Diversity of Tumor and Nonneoplastic Cells in Glioblastoma Models” (Yahaya).

The magazine has a print run of 14,000 copies and is
distributed worldwide in 111 countries. GLIOTRAIN
was delighted to be invited to write a new article
that followed on from our feature in the 2018 /2019
publication. The previous article introduced the
readership to the GLIOTRAIN Programme as a whole
and so we took this opportunity to update the
readership on each of the projects as well as
introducing them to our talented young researchers.
This was a key area of training in communications for
the students as the article was carefully tailored to
the readership of the magazine. You can access the
magazine online at this link. The GLIOTRAIN article is
on pages 38 – 41 where you can read scientific
updates on each of the 15 GLIOTRAIN sub-projects.

Also in May, Mohammed Ahmed (ICM) presented
his poster “Pre-Clinical Evaluation of Immune
checkpoint inhibitor in GBM implementing
Ultrasound Mediated Blood-Brain Barrier Opening
(UMBO)” at NeuroFrance 2019. In June, Nivetha
presented at the Transporter and Barrier Days 2019
conference held in Bad Herrenalb, Germany
“Development and Testing of a TRAIL Variant
intended for transcytotic CNS delivery”.
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Two of our students based in Luxembourg, Romain
Yahaya along with another doctoral student, Yue
Zhang (also based at LIH) had the opportunity this
year to produce a 2-page comic strip to explain
Machine Learning and its applications in Biomedical
Research. The comic strip that Romain and Yahaya
co-developed is one of seven comic strips.

September 2019

event which took place at the Royal College of
Surgeons. Ayoub was awarded the Outreach Prize
for his presentation.
In April, Manasa was
chosen as the Marie
Skłodowska-Curie
Actions ITN fellow of
the week. Masana
said that “The life of
Marie Skłodowska Curie touched me at an early age
when I read her biography. Science was always a
fairy-tale and it always kept me fascinated.
Becoming a “Marie Curie Fellow” is my one such
“dream come true”. The fellowship is an excellent
stage for an early stage researcher like me who can
get trained in and emerge as an excellent
researcher.”

A focus on the next generation
We encourage all of
the GLIOTRAIN PIs,
post-docs
and
students
to
get
involved with schools
and
undergraduate
visits
to
their
laboratories. Dr Anna
Golebiewska and Yahaya (both from LIH) hosted a
number of high school students from the local area
who were on a short internship to the lab. They
conducted a lab tour and demonstrated
immunofluorescence technique to the students.

Machine learning can be perceived as a little
complicated since it is the science at the border
between Biology, Computer Science and
Mathematics. “Nowadays you hear a lot about AI –
Artificial Intelligence – but most people don´t really
know much about it”, explains Romain. “We wanted
to simplify and explain it in a way that more people
could understand.” Learn more and read Yahaya,
Romain and Yue’s comics titled “When biomedical
and computer sciences meet”, as well as the other
students’ comics from the initiative, here.

In July Nivetha Krishna
Moorthy
(USTUTT),
showed some results of
her GBM research
project
to
visiting
master students.

Conference and Meeting Attendance

In March 2019, Ayoub
(2nd from left in
picture) took part in
an event arranged by
the Embassy of France
in Ireland, “My Thesis
in 3 minutes in
French”. The event
was organised as part of the Francophonie Festival.
Ayoub presented his PhD project, “Multi-scale
mathematical modelling of non-Darwinian dynamics
in therapy-induced drug resistance in GBM” at the

As well as the dissemination activities of the
GLIOTRAIN students, GLIOTRAIN was, as always,
very well represented at a number of international
meetings and conferences by PIs and post-doctoral
researchers.
In March, Prof Gabriele Bergers (VIB) gave an oral
presentation entitled “Constructing tumor vessels to
enhance immunity” at the Keystone Symposia
Conference - Cancer Metastasis: The Role of
Metabolism, Immunity and the Microenvironment.
4

NEWSLETTER

Volume 3

Prof Bergers also
travelled
to
the
American Association
of Cancer Research (AACR) 2019 to talk about how
the Induction of high-endothelial venules in cancer
can improve immunotherapy. In April Prof Bergers
discussed “Studying and Targeting the Tumor
Microenvironment
in
Intra-Heterogeneous
Glioblastoma” at the Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory
Meeting “Glioblastoma: Why is impactful science so
hard to translate?”

September 2019

Extracurricular Activities
We have a very
talented and
sporty bunch
of students in
the
project!
Viktorija
(pictured on
right) took part
in a cycling
challenge
at
RCSI as part of
the
Irish
Cancer Society’s annual fundraiser “Daffodil Day”.

Prof Martine Lamfers (EMC) spoke at the 2019
Annual meeting of the Royal Dutch Society of
Microbiology and Netherlands Association for
Medical Microbiologists about the clinical
translation of the oncolytic adenovirus Delta24-RGD
for treatment of glioblastoma. Prof Lamfers
travelled to Boston in April 2019 to talk at the PEGS
Boston Inaugural Oncolytic Viral Therapy Summit.
Here Prof Lamfers spoke about about the
development of patient-derived glioblastoma model
systems to predict response to OV therapy. She then
attended the Neuro-Oncology Meeting, Brigham
and Women’s Hospital/Dana Farber Cancer Institute
Neuro-Oncology Conference held Harvard Medical
School, Boston MA to discuss the development of
patient-derived in vitro glioblastoma models for
treatment selection.

In July, Manasa was on the
organising committee and
took part in the Indian
cultural evening, held at
University of Georg August
Universität,
Göttingen.
Manasa chanted "Rigveda"
(cultural heritage of India)
and sang classical music at
the event, in cooperation
with International office.
Yahaya (back
row, second
from right)
took part in
the
Cancer
Foundation
Relay to raise
money
for
cancer
research in Luxembourg.

April was a busy month
for the GLIOTRAIN PIs,
with Prof Simone Niclou
(LIH) travelling to the
European Society for
Radiotherapy
and
Oncology (ESTRO) 38 Congress to give a talk entitled
“Transcriptional response to temozolomide in
Glioblastoma reveals critical role of long non-coding
RNAs”.

Consortium Updates
In July 2019 Agilent Technologies departed the
Project. Agilent had been a Beneficiary in
GLIOTRAIN, and were involved with the recruitment
of one of our students, Gonca. We thank Prof Del
Favero, PI at Agilent for his involvement in the
Project. Prof Diether Lambrechts (VIB) has taken on
the role of Supervisor for Gonca, who now moves to
VIB to continue her studies within the Programme.

During
the
summer, Prof
Bergers
attended the
British Association of Cancer Research (BACR)
Tumour Microenvironment Meeting 2019 in the UK
to present a talk entitled “Creating an immunestimulating tumor microenvironment: From vessel
pruning to vessel tuning”. Prof Niclou discussed
“Functional tumor banking” at the EANO Summer
School 2019; Essential (molecular) neuropathology
for Neuro-oncologists, endorsed by EURO-CNS.

In August 2018 we
welcomed INSERM as
a new Partner to the
consortium. INSERM will host RCSI student Kieron
White on secondment in the coming months.
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Nivetha, Chiara and Viktorija will be presenting
posters. Check our Twitter feed for updates!

What is next in store?
PPI Events

Prof
Simone
Niclou (LIH), as an
EANO
2019
conference board member, will give the opening
address at the EANO-EORTC Educational Day at
EANO 2019, which this year will take place in Lyon,
France in October. Prof Niclou will also be giving an
invited talk at the meeting, entitled “Modelling
glioma”. Dr Anna Golebiewska, also from LIH will
present a talk, “Intrinsic tumor plasticity in
Glioblastoma allows for recreation of stem likestates and efficient tumor cell adaptation to new
microenvironments”. Prof Bergers (VIB) will be
presenting a talk entitled ““Pleiotrophic effects of
immune cells in glioma progression and therapeutic
resistance”.

On October 30th Prof Annette
Byrne (GLIOTRAIN Co-ordinator,
RCSI) along with Archita and
Viktorija (RCSI) will present at
the Brain Tumour Ireland (BTI)
PPI event to be held at Trinity
College Dublin. RCSI are also
organising a fundraiser in September to coincide with
the annual BTI fundraiser #WearAHatDay to help
Brain Tumour Ireland raise much-needed funds to
deliver patient support and information services,
raise awareness of brain tumours and their
symptoms, and fund research. Please keep an eye on
social media (Twitter @braintumourIRL, @Gliotrain)
to see how you can donate to this great cause.

Network-wide training and Annual
Meeting

Prof Niclou will also
be speaking at the
European Society
for Medical Oncology (ESMO) 2019 Congress
(“Cancer stem cells: Are they a valid therapeutic
target?”) and at the 2019 Neuro-oncology summit:
East meets West in Shenyang (“Glioblastoma stem
cells: a cellular identity or rather a plastic cellular
state?”).

The next GLIOTRAIN training event, a systems
biology and data workshop will be held in October at
the University of Stuttgart. We have three trainers
travelling from RCSI; Dr Manuela Salvucci, Dr
Andreas Lindner and GLIOTRAIN PI Dr Marc Sturrock.
Dr Gavin Fullstone, a GLIOTRAIN post-doc based at
USTUTT will also be contributing to the programme
along with USTUTT colleague Dr Cristiano Guttà.
The second GLIOTRAIN annual meeting will also take
place at this time and we are looking forwards to
seeing all of the student’s project updates.

In September,
Prof Bergers
will
be
speaking at a number of conferences including at the
European Association of Cancer Research (EACR)
Seed and Soil 2019: Mechanisms of Metastasis
(Berlin, Germany) and at the 6th International
Conference on Tumor Microenvironment and
Cellular Stress: Signaling, Metabolism, Imaging and
Therapeutic Targets which takes place in Crete. In
October she will attend and present a talk at the
Meeting of the German Society for Microcirculation
and Vascular Biology (Heidelberg, Germany).

Conference and Meeting Attendance
A number of the GLIOTRAIN PIs are speaking at
international conferences in the coming months.
The 27th Euro-conference on
Apoptosis, "Cell Death and
Regeneration" takes place later
in September in Dresden,
Germany. Among the invited
speakers is GLIOTRAIN PI Prof
Jochen Prehn (RCSI), who will
talk about TRAIL-induced entosis, cell death and
mechanisms of escape. Three of our students,
Prof Annette Byrne
GLIOTRAIN Coordinator
annettebyrne@rcsi.ie
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Thanks for reading and don’t forget, you can find
regular updates on our website and social media
pages!

Dr Alice O’Farrell
GLIOTRAIN Project Manager
aliceofarrell@rcsi.ie

@gliotraineu

@gliotrain
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