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The 2025 Science Olympiad Alumni Research (SOAR) Grant Winner for
Medical Research Impacting Human Health

Alex DeWalle is a biomedical engineering doctoral student at the University of Virginia School
of Engineering & Applied Science who has worked in multiple research labs and held
associate scientist and healthcare data analyst positions in the private sector.

Pancreatic cancer, the third-leading cause of cancer deaths in the US, is made especially
deadly by its silent-yet-rapid progression. Two of the most critical aims of cancer research are
understanding how cancer spreads and learning how to diagnose it earlier. Alex’s research
addresses both goals in pancreatic cancer by studying a recently discovered cell type called
Circulating Hybrid Cells (CHCs). CHCs can form more deadly tumors in distant organs and
detecting them in patients’ blood can lead to earlier diagnoses and improved survival.

This work will determine if cancer cells form CHCs by using macropinocytosis, a process
where cells fuel their growth by swallowing up fluid from their environment. Additionally, this
project will investigate if focused ultrasound — a non-surgical technology that can destroy
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University of Virginia tumors - releases CHCs into the blood. Together, these aims will shed light on an exciting
y
Biomedical Engineering new class of cells that may be pivotal to understanding and treating pancreatic cancer.

“Alex sees opportunities to integrate the molecular systems biology approaches my lab is
using,” said Dr. Matthew Lazzara, Professor of Chemical Engineering & Biomedical
Engineering at UVA. “What seems to matter most to Alex is therapeutic impact, and that
interest pervades the research for his doctoral studies. The results of this project will nominate
potential new combination therapy approaches to target pancreas cancer.”

The $25,000 grant will be used for in vivo studies in mice using fluorescent antibodies as well
as for mouse care and housing, chemotherapy drugs and lab supplies, and funds for
conference travel. Part of Alex’s grant budget includes funding two summer research
internships for qualifying Virginia Science Olympiad participants that will be matched at
$5,000 by the UVA Systems Analysis of Stress-adapted Cancer Organelles (SASCO) Center.
“This SOAR grant is an incredible way to pay forward the opportunities | have been given,”
says Alex.

After winning 11 state medals and reaching the National Tournament twice as a team captain
at Raleigh Charter High School, Alex co-founded two Science Olympiad College Alumni
Chapters — at University of North Carolina as an undergrad then at UVA as a doctoral student.
“| saw firsthand that Science Olympiad teaches so much more than scientific knowledge: |
learned teamwork, leadership skills, creative problem-solving, perseverance and diligence.”

The Science Olympiad USA Foundation is a nonprofit organization founded in 2020, dedicated to
carrying out the charitable, educational and scientific purposes of Science Olympiad, Inc., a nonprofit
formed in 1984. This year, two first-place $25,000 SOAR Grants and two $10,000 runner-up SOAR
Grants were awarded in each category of medical research impacting human health and computer
science and engineering research in cybersecurity, Al, quantum computing and communications.
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