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Cornell DVM alum na Dr. Kelly Santangelo '04 is one of two Colorado State University biom edical researchers to 
receive W ebb-W aring Biomedical Research Awards from  the Boettcher Foundation.

Now in its eighth year, the W ebb-W aring Biomedical Research Awards program  honors early-career researchers with 
three-year, $235,000 grants to advance the ir independent research  and  position them  to com pete for m ajor federal 
and  private awards.

Santangelo, the first veterinarian  to ever receive the W ebb-W aring award, will explore “Prevention and  therapy  of 
post-traum atic  osteoarth ritis.”
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H er research  will investigate how, after traum atic  injury, the in teraction  betw een Toll-like receptors — pro te ins tha t 
play a key role in the im m une system  — and  dam age-associated m olecular patte rns contribute to the developm ent and  
progression of post-traum atic  osteoarthritis.

Santangelo first becam e in terested  in osteoarthritis while in  veterinary  school a t Cornell University. At the tim e, she 
had  her sights set on becom ing an  equine orthopedic surgeon. After receiving a Doctorate of V eterinary M edicine at 
Cornell, she com pleted a residency in Clinical Pathology and  earned  a PhD in  Com parative and  V eterinary M edicine a t 
The Ohio State University. Along the way, Santangelo had  decided to pursue a career in research.

Post-traum atic  osteoarthritis is a debilitating condition tha t affects m ore than  27 m illion Am ericans. I t  results in a $3 

billion annual b u rden  in d irect health-care costs, disability-affected life years and  lost work productivity. The knee is 
m ost frequently  affected, w ith over 900,000 cases of acute injury reported  each year in the U nited States. There is no 
cure for post-traum atic  osteoarthritis, and  m ost patients require total jo in t replacem ent surgery w hen they reach end- 
stage disease.

Santangelo, an  assistan t professor in the D epartm ent of Microbiology, Im m unology and  Pathology a t CSU, said tha t 
while having osteoarthritis m ight no t be a direct cause of death, it lim its a person’s m obility and  can cause depression. 
Ultimately, it can have a very negative effect on a person’s health  and  well-being.

“Chronic pain is som ething, un til you experience it, you d on ’t  realize how debilitating it can be ,” she said. “I t can 
severely lim it the ability fo r a person  to go abou t norm al daily functions.”

Santangelo said her goal is fo r people to m ain tain  functional, pain-free m obility throughout aging for as long as 
possible.

H er research  will explore injury-induced osteoarthritis, which affects m ilitary personnel and  civilians. She plans to 
exam ine m edications tha t are already approved by  the U.S. Food and  Drug A dm inistration, though no t necessarily for 
osteoarthritis. She will also explore hum an synovial fluid, w hich is found in people’s join ts, to characterize w hat is in 
the fluid th a t is inviting inflam m ation.

“I t w ould be great if we could prevent this type of osteoarthritis from  occurring,” she said. “If we could lessen the pain, 
it w ould add  a trem endous am ount to a person’s quality of life. I t never ceases to am aze me how m uch we take our 
m obility fo r granted, un til som ething happens w ith it.”

Santangelo will collaborate on the project w ith researchers a t the University of Colorado Denver and  Rush University 
M edical C enter in  Chicago. She said this aw ard m eans a “trem endous am oun t” to her.

“O ur team  has the po tential to m ake an  im pact, and  I am  thankful for the Boettcher Foundation  and  CSU for 
supporting  this w ork,” she said.

An extended version of this story first appeared on the Colorado State University website.
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