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Translating science upstairs to treatment downstairs. 
New treatments, promising clinical trials offer hope to Alzheimer’s patients in the Tampa Bay region. 
 
In a treatment room on the first floor of the USF Health Byrd Alzheimer’s Institute, an Alzheimer’s disease 
patient is advancing the fight against the illness simply by having a medicine injected under his skin. 
 
Clinical trials – medical research involving people – test possible interventions that may diagnose, prevent, 
treat or cure a disease. In this case, the man is participating in one of many trials under way at the Institute, 
receiving injections of a drug called Filgrastim, which already is used in cancer patients undergoing 
chemotherapy. But a team of scientists, led by Dr. Juan Sanchez-Ramos, found that the drug also reduces the 
protein known as beta amyloid, which is believed to trigger Alzheimer’s disease. In lab mice, the drug 
reversed memory impairment and stimulated learning.  
 
Researchers say the trial is an example of what they expect to become common: Scientists develop a drug in 
the Institute’s labs, and then test it and eventually treat patients in the Institute’s clinic.  

 
 “It’s vital for people to understand that we’re all working together,” said Dr. Amanda Grant Smith, who is 
medical director of the Institute, and completed her internship, residency in psychiatry, and fellowship in 
geriatric psychiatry at the USF College of Medicine. 
 
“The people who work with the mice and the people who work in the labs on the third and fourth floors and 
the people in the clinics have a sense of what each other is doing.”  
 
“Projects from the labs can evolve into projects that are being tested in the clinic. That’s happening right 
now. That’s why this institute is so fantastic. That’s why it’s a national model for how things should be.”  

The Institute has developed a national reputation as a center for research, and with the integration of the 
famed Suncoast Alzheimer’s & Gerontology Center, founded by now-retired Dr. Eric Pfeiffer, it is also a 
leader in clinical research. It is where some 1,300 people come for treatment for the cruel effects of 
Alzheimer’s.  There are drugs available right now that often improve a patient’s cognitive skills for 16 
months, then slow the decline of symptoms like memory loss.  
 
Studies show that some drugs and caregiver training can delay nursing home placement for two years, 
extending the time they can be independent or with family. And managing diabetes, blood pressure and high 
cholesterol -- all risk factors for Alzheimer’s -- can delay the onset of the disease by five years.  “It’s all a 
question of managing symptoms and maximizing quality of life,” Smith said.  
 
But Institute researchers hope to do far more than just delay the onset of Alzheimer’s. In some 60 clinical 
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trials, via participation in the national Alzheimer’s Disease Cooperative Study, they are testing methods that 
could lead to early detection of the disease and even potential cures.  
 
Smith, a member of the ADCS steering committee, is a principal investigator on several studies. One is 
testing a drug known as Bapineuzumab that appears to clear beta amyloid from the brain. Patients in the 
study receive the drug intravenously for one hour every 13 weeks.  
 
Institute clinical trials involve more than just promising drugs, however. They evaluate new tests, ways to 
measure more precisely a patient’s memory and thinking ability, in hopes of finding ways to spot problems 
and diagnose the disease earlier.  
 
In another trial, researchers are testing a compound that allows positron emission tomography, or PET scans, 
to spot the beta amyloid plaques, which also would allow earlier diagnosis and treatment of the disease. “We 
know that people with mild cognitive impairment have as much plaque burden as people with full-blown 
Alzheimer’s disease,” Smith said. “So this (PET scanning) would be useful in diagnosing Alzheimer’s before 
people actually get forgetful. I can see great utility in this for people who are worried, people who have a 
family history and want to know if the disease is starting.” 
 
For this clinical research to succeed, though, researchers need community involvement. “Clinical trials are 
vital if new treatments are going to become available. So we need people who are willing to volunteer to try 
these drugs,” Smith said. Anyone interested in a study meets with USF Health clinicians to discuss all 
aspects of the study -- how the treatment is given, for example, and all potential risks from participating. 
They receive documentation to review and keep for their records, and they can drop out at any time with no 
consequences. At the Institute, participants also get a phone number where they can contact Smith 24 hours a 
day with questions or concerns.  
 
While the potential to receive a groundbreaking treatment has strong appeal, the center has challenges in 
finding participants. Patients are told that up to half of them may receive a placebo, an inert treatment to test 
whether the actual medicine works. Clinical trial protocols also require volunteers to be on a limited number 
of medications, which is important for avoiding side effects or interactions that would distort the results.  
 
But the Tampa Bay region has a huge potential base of people from which to draw. Demographic studies 
indicate that there are at least 50,000 people in the Tampa Bay area with Alzheimer’s, and most are receiving 
no treatment. 
 
“There’s a tendency for people to just assume it’s a normal part of aging - ‘They don’t have Alzheimer’s, 
they’re just senile.’ Well, it’s the same thing,” Smith said. 
 
“We can treat it. There’s a huge segment of the population that doesn’t know it’s treatable, that we can do 
something about it.”  
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