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Desmoplastic small round cell tumours (DSRCT) are a rare 

form of cancer affecting children and adolescent patients. 

Current treatment includes intense chemotherapy and 

radiotherapy as there are no targeted therapies available.  

The term “desmoplastic”, included in the name of this 

cancer-type, refers to the overproduction of cancer 

associated fibroblasts (CAFs) that support cancer cell 

growth and spread. Dr Stella Man, part of Professor Janet 

Shipley’s team at the Institute of Cancer Research, 

developed a method to grow live DSRCT cancer cells and 

CAFs together in the lab forming 3D spheroid structures that 

mimic the way they grow in patients. As can be seen in the 

cross-sectional image of a spheroid, the CAFs (red) 

naturally assemble around a central core of cancer cells 

(green) forming two distinct layers.  

With funding from Penguins Against Cancer, the researchers are using the spheroid model, and 

archived patient material, to investigate the molecular interactions between the two cell types that 

drive tumour growth and spread using the latest cutting-edge technology called Spatial 

Transcriptomics. The aim is to specifically target and disrupt these key molecular interactions with 

clinically available drugs and improve patient outcome.   

According to the latest update from Dr Man and the team, new data generated is currently being 

analysed by bioinformatic scientists and the first results will be revealed soon. 
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