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Hannah’s Willberry Wonder Pony Charity announces a new research project with Middlesex 

University, which aims to uncover why bone cancer spreads to other tissues. 

 

Hannah’s Willberry Wonder Pony Charity is pleased to announce its first fully-funded PhD studentship, based 

at Middlesex University within the Centre for Investigative & Diagnostic Oncology. The research, which will 

be led by Dr Helen Roberts (Senior Lecturer), will aim to unravel the complex cellular and environmental 

control of how a rare type of bone cancer known as osteosarcoma (OS) spreads to other tissues such as the 

lungs. 

 

The Charity was established by talented horse rider, Hannah Francis, following her diagnosis with the 

aggressive form of bone cancer in 2015. Hannah was determined to ensure that no-one with a diagnosis of 

osteosarcoma in the future would have to endure the bleak prospects and archaic treatment regime that she 

experienced, hence the importance of vital funding into research of osteosarcoma, which usually develops in 

growing bones.  Hannah established her charity in March 2016, before tragically passing away in August 2016 

at the age of just 18 years old. 

 

For the past 30 years, survival rates in OS patients have remained unchanged, partly due to the lack of research 

into why the tumour spreads and what initiates this process. Preclinical and clinical evidence highlights that 

osteosarcoma tumours likely reside in the bone environment due to ‘protective’ interactions with bone cells. It 

is hypothesised that disruption of these protective interactions causes the tumour to move from the bone to the 

lungs in a process called metastasis. Dr Helen Roberts said, “I am delighted that Hannah’s Willberry Wonder 

Pony Charity has given me the opportunity to investigate why osteosarcoma tumours metastasise to the lungs. 

Along with our collaborators at the Royal Veterinary College (RVC; University of London), we plan to use 

cutting edge cell-based assays to define not only the role of the bone cells, but also the lung environment”. 

 

The project will draw on the tissue engineering experience of Dr Scott Roberts (Senior Lecturer in Translational 

Skeletal Research, RVC) who has spent over a decade developing laboratory grown tissues that can be used for 

regenerative medicine and the investigation of disease processes. Dr Scott Roberts said, “I am very excited to 

collaborate on this project. We have built up a great deal of knowledge of how to replicate disease processes 

using tissue engineering which, along with our current understanding of osteosarcoma biology, should allow us 

to identify drug targets that specifically supress tumour metastasis”. 

 

The team has wasted no time in pushing the project forward and has recruited a talented student to spend the 

next 3 years turning the plans into reality. Daniela Paternina will join Middlesex University in April to begin 

her studies. Daniela, who graduated from Brunel University London with a first-class honours degree, said, “I 

am thrilled to be part of this exciting research. I can’t wait to begin this journey and generate new understanding 

of osteosarcoma metastasis”. 

 



 

 

Professor Sean Wellington, Deputy Vice-Chancellor Provost at Middlesex University, said, “We are delighted 

to be supporting this important research at Middlesex University, in partnership with the Royal Veterinary 

College. Our Centre for Investigative & Diagnostic Oncology is a hub for innovative research by world-leading 

scientists focused on increasing our understanding of how cancers develop, spread and become resistant to 

drugs. We are also committed to nurturing the growth of the next generation of talented scientists such as 

Daniela.” 

 

Rachel Francis, of Hannah’s Willberry Wonder Pony Charity, said, “We’re very excited to be announcing this 

new project, which is our sixth and the first PhD programme that we’re fully funding. It also represents our first 

engagement with Middlesex University and we look forward to working with Helen, Daniela and the team. 

Hannah would be amazed to see that her charity is already funding six projects and we’re so proud of her and 

her continuing legacy.” 

 

    
 
Notes to editors 

About Hannah’s Willberry Wonder Pony Charity 

Hannah founded her charity, Hannah’s Willberry Wonder Pony (registered charity number 1166416), in March 2016 to 

raise money to fulfil two principal objectives – to fund research into osteosarcoma and to provide equestrian experiences 

(“Willberry’s Wishes”) to seriously ill people.  The charity made strong progress under Hannah’s leadership and has 

gone from strength to strength since her passing, raising more than £1,000,000 in its first 24 months.  The charity has 

commenced a number of significant research programmes as Hannah so dearly wished and is granting Willberry’s 

Wishes to seriously ill people in the hope that these experiences inspire others in the same way as they did Hannah, 

bringing a little happiness and hope during the darkest of times. 

 

For more information: contact@willberrywonderpony.org 

   www.willberrywonderpony.org 

 
About Middlesex University 

Middlesex University is diverse and inclusive, where staff, students and partners collaborate to create, share and apply 

knowledge to change society and business for the better. Helping people access education in a flexible way, Middlesex 

focuses on exceptional practice-led, hands-on learning, informed by cutting-edge research. Based in London, this 

collaborative and supportive community has a global network of campuses with 40,000 students from 144 countries. 
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