
 

Associate Professor Sandra O'Toole 

Clinical Associate Professor Sandra O'Toole has been working at Royal Prince Alfred 
Hospital for two and a half years, but has spent the last decade engaged in breast cancer 
research.  
 
Associate Professor O'Toole is 
studying how genes that influence 
development in embryos may play 
an important role in breast cancer 
and how blocking these genes may 
provide a promising new approach 
to treating the most aggressive 
types of breast cancer.  
 
The Hedgehog pathway is most 
active in the earliest stages of life 
where it directs the formation of 
organs and limbs. It typically lies 
dormant in adult years, but may be 
reactivated in some types of 
cancers. Associate Professor 
O’Toole has recently shown the 
Hedgehog pathway is associated 
with a particularly aggressive and 
difficult to treat type of cancer 
called ‘triple negative’ breast 
cancer. This type of breast cancer 
accounts for around 10 to 15 per 
cent of cases and tends to occur in 
younger women. With a 
multidisciplinary team of scientists 
and cancer specialists, Associate 
Professor O’Toole also showed that 
blocking this pathway significantly 
decreased the growth and spread 
of cancer cells and could be a new 
approach in treating this aggressive type of breast cancer.  
 
She is working with Associate Professor Jane Beith and Dr Alexander Swarbrick towards 
developing and testing treatments to block the Hedgehog pathway in breast cancer. It is 
hoped a clinical trial will start at Royal Prince Alfred soon. A grant from the Sydney Breast 
Cancer Foundation has allowed the establishment of a tissue bank of breast cancers which 
are studied to understand the gene changes that occur and how they may be used to better 
diagnose and treat this disease.  
 
Associate Professor O'Toole was inspired to start her career in breast cancer research after 
seeing the terrible impact breast cancer had on her mother. One of the most enjoyable 
aspects of research for her is working with a team of scientists, medical and surgical cancer 
specialists, to tackle challenges from all angles using basic and clinical science to find the 
right answers.  
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