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Differences in DNA-binding efficiency of Spl to aldolase and pyruvate 
kinase promoter correlate with altered redox states in resting and 

proliferating rat thymocytes 

Doris Schiller**, Brigitte Hamm-Ktinzelmann, Ulrich Hermfisse, Karl Brand* 
Institut far Biochemie, Medizinische Fakultiit, Universitiit Erlangen-Niirnberg, Fahrstr. 17, D-91054 Erlangen, Germany 

Received 20 May 1996 

Abstract Thymocytes induce their glycolytie enzymes as they 
undergo transition from the resting to the proliferating state. 
Corresponding increases in mRNA levels point to a transcrip- 
tional regulation. Electrophoretic mobility shift assays revealed 
that the DNA-binding efficiency of Spl is increased when nuclear 
extracts from proliferating compared to resting rat thymocytes 
were used. Here we demonstrate that hydrogen peroxide, added 
to nuclear extract from proliferating cells, decreases the Spl 
DNA-binding activity, whereas in nuclear extracts from resting 
cells dithioerythritol fully restores DNA-binding efficiency. 
Moreover we show that in contrast to resting thymocytes, 
production of reactive peroxide anions upon priming with phorbol 
12-myristate 13-acetate is nearly abolished in the proliferating 
cells. From these results we propose that reactive oxygen 
intermediates affect the interaction of the Spl transcription 
factor with its consensus sequence and subsequently regulate 
glycolytic gene expression. 
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I. Introduction 

Primary cultures of rat thymocytes provide a useful model 
to study the energy metabolism as they switch from partly 
oxidative to completely glycolytic glucose metabolism during 
transition from the resting to the proliferating state [1,2]. 

A complete cell cycle of mitogen-activated thymocytes has 
been obtained [1,3,4]. Cell division is completed after 72 h of 
culture with the S-phase peaking between 44 h and 48 h. 
Induction of glycolytic enzymes has been shown to be well 
correlated with controlled proliferation [2]. In addition, simi- 
lar increases in the mRNA levels of these enzymes have been 
reported [5,6], pointing to a transcriptional regulation. 

The promoter regions of aldolase and pyruvate kinase are 
G+C rich and contain various Spl-binding sites [7-9]. The 
DNA-binding affinity of Spl [10] and other transcription fac- 
tors like AP-1, NF~cB [11,12], USF [13] and the glucocorticoid 
receptor [14] have been shown to be affected by reactive oxy- 
gen intermediates. 

The present study demonstrates that the transcriptional fac- 
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tor Spl, present in nuclear extracts from both resting and 
proliferating thymocytes, binds to its cognate DNA sequences 
with a decreased efficiency in resting, compared to proliferat- 
ing cells. To address the question whether this difference is 
caused by reactive oxygen intermediates, we studied the 
DNA-binding activity of Spl in nuclear extracts treated 
with oxidizing and reducing agents. In addition, chemilumi- 
nescence measurements revealed that resting, but not prolifer- 
ating thymocytes can produce peroxide anions upon priming 
with PMA. From these experiments we suggest that changes 
of the redox state contribute to the regulation of glycolytic 
gene expression during transition of thymocytes from the rest- 
ing to the proliferating state. 

2. Materials and methods 

2.1. Materials 
Female outbred Wistar rats (6-9 weeks old) were used for all ex- 

periments. RPMI 1640 medium was purchased from Biochrom (Ber- 
lin, Germany). Percoll was obtained from Pharmacia (Freiburg, Ger- 
many). Antibodies used in competition assays and immunoblottings 
were from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (Santa Cruz, USA) and 
[c~-32p]dATP was from Amersham Buchler (Braunschweig, Germany). 

2.2. Cell preparation and cell culture 
Thymocytes from the thymus gland of 6-9 week old female outbred 

Wistar rats were prepared as described in [15] and collected in sterile 
PBS containing 136 mM NaC1, 4.7 mM KC1, 5 mM NaH2PO4"H20, 
1.3 mM CaCle-2H20, 1.2 mM K2HPO4"3H20, 0.8 mM 
Mg2SO4"7H20 at pH 7.4. Large thymocytes, able to proliferate, 
were separated from non-dividing small thymocytes by Percoll density 
gradient centrifugation according to Salisbury et al. [16]. Large thy- 
mocytes (1(~15% of total thymocytes) were stimulated by ConA (10 
gg mlXl). The stimulated cells were cultured at a cell density of 1 
2× 108 per 70 ml of RPMI 1640 medium supplemented with 2 mM 
glutamine and 70 gM mercaptoethanol, 10%o heat inactivated fetal calf 
serum and 5-10 units m1-1 interleukin-2 at 37°C in a 5% CO2 incu- 
bator. Resting cells were cultured under the same conditions without 
ConA and interleukin-2. The cultured cells were harvested after 44 48 
h by centrifugation and washed with PBS, pH 7.4. 

2.3. SDS-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis and immunoblotting 
Nuclear extracts from rat thymocytes were prepared according to 

Dignam et al. [17]. Protein concentration was quantified with the 
Bradford reagent (BioRad Laboratories, Richmond, CA, USA). Nu- 
clear proteins were separated by vertical SDS-polyacrylamide gel elec- 
trophoresis according to Laemmli [18] and blotted to nitrocellulose 
using an LKB Novablot semidry transfer apparatus according to the 
manufacturer's instructions. Immunoblots were probed with a poly- 
clonal antibody against Spl. After incubation with the anti-Spl anti- 
body, filters were incubated with an alkaline phosphatase conjugated 
goat anti-rabbit antibody and developed as described by Blake et al. 
[19]. 

2.4. Nuclear extracts and electrophoretie mobility shift 
(EMSA) 

For mobility shift assays the following probes were used: 
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A a fragment of the aldolase A AH1 promoter spanning from po- 
sition +14 to -84  containing two GC boxes [7] 

a fragment of the pyruvate kinase M2 promoter spanning from 
position +15 to --86 containing two GC boxes [8] 

an oligonucleotide containing the consensus sequence of the 
transcription factor C/EBP 

10 fmol 32p end-labeled fragments, 2 /.tg double-stranded poly 
(dldC) and 5 txg nuclear protein were incubated for 30 min at room 
temperature in binding buffer (20 mM Tris-HCl/50 mM KC1/5 mM 
MgClfl0.5 mM DTE/5% (v/v) glycerol, pH 8). The binding complex 
was separated by 5% polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis at 4°C in 
1 ×TGE (25 mM Tris-HC1/190 mM glycine/1 mM EDTA, pH 8.3) 
at 25 mA. Competition experiments were performed by incubating the 
nuclear extracts for 1 h at 4°C with the anti-Spl antibody prior to the 
addition of the 32P-labeled probe. Where indicated, the extracts were 
incubated with 0.8 I.tl of 125 mM H202 (final concentration 5 mM) for 
1 h and 0°C and treated with 0.6 ~tl 250 mM DTE (final concentration 
7.5 mM) for 1 h and 0°C. The labeled probes were then incubated 
with the extracts as described above. 

2.5. Measurement of  reactive oxygen species 
Peroxide anion (022-) production was measured at 37°C by chemi- 

luminescent analysis using a LKB Wallac Luminometer 1250. The 
incubations were carried out in a total volume of 1 ml containing 
1-5 )< 10 7 resting or proliferating rat thymocytes (cultured for 4~48 
h), 4 mM glucose and 170 ~tM Luminol in PBS pH 7.4 with 0.02% 
EDTA. 

Priming of peroxide anion generation was achieved by addition of 
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Fig. 1. Changes in cellular activities and mRNA levels of aldolase 
and pyruvate kinase in proliferating thymocytes (+/+) compared to 
resting thymocytes (non). Rat thymocytes were cultured for 44 48 
h. At 44 48 h the activities and mRNA levels of aldolase and pyru- 
vate kinase were determined. The relative mRNA levels were quanti- 
fied by scanning of Northern blots and corrected for the changes in 
the cellular RNA content during proliferation. 
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Fig. 2. Hydrogen peroxide inhibits and dithioerythritol restores the 
Spl DNA-binding activity. Electrophoretic mobility shift assays 
were performed using (A) a fragment of the aldolase A AH1 pro- 
moter spanning from position +14 to -84  containing two GC 
boxes, (B) a fragment of the pyruvate kinase M2 promoter spanning 
from +15 to -- 86 containing two GC boxes, (C) a C/EBP oligonu- 
cleotide. The following nuclear extracts were used: lanes 1, 6 and 
11: nuclear extract from proliferating thymocytes; lanes 3 and 8: 
nuclear extract from resting thymocytes; lanes 2, 7 and 12: nuclear 
extract from proliferating thymocytes incubated with 5 mM H202; 
lanes 4 and 9: nuclear extract from resting thymocytes incubated 
with 7.5 mM DTE; lanes 5 and 10: nuclear extract from proliferat- 
ing thymocytes incubated with anti-Spl antibody. 

2 ~tg m1-1 PMA (dissolved in dimethyl sulfoxide) and 1 I.tg m1-1 
calcium ionophore A23187 (dissolved in dimethyl sulfoxide). The che- 
miluminescence emission of oxidized Luminol was detected at 425 nm 
and registered for 10-15 min with a Hitachi 2500 chromato-integra- 
tor. 

3. Results and discussion 

The parallel increases of  both the activities [1] and the 
m R N A  levels [5,6] of  aldolase A and pyruvate kinase M2 
observed in mitogen-stimulated rat thymocytes during the S- 
phase of  the cell cycle (44-48 h after stimulation) suggest that 
the induction of  these enzymes is caused by enhanced tran- 
scription (Fig. 1). 

The existence of  various Spl-binding sites in the activating 
promoter  regions of  aldolase and pyruvate kinase points to a 
role of  the Spl  transcription factor in enhanced gene expres- 
sion. 

To test the binding activity of  Spl to the aldolase and 
pyruvate kinase promoters nuclear extracts from resting and 
proliferating thymocytes were prepared. 32P-labeled fragments 
of  the aldolase A (Fig. 2A) and pyruvate kinase M2 promoter  
(Fig. 2B), each of  them containing two recognition sites for 
Spl ,  were utilized as probes in gel shift assays. Two major  
DNA-pro te in  complexes were generated with both probes. 
The formation of  the slower migrating complex was efficiently 
inhibited by the antibody whereas the formation of  the faster 
migrating complex was inhibited to a lesser extent (Fig. 2A, 
lane 5; Fig. 2B, lane 10). These data  indicate that the upper 
complex contains Spl ,  the lower complex may include an Spl-  
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related protein. The formation of two major complexes with 
the Spl-binding site was also reported by others [20,21]. From 
the band intensities it appears that the nuclear extract from 
proliferating thymocytes yields more intense Spl bands (Fig. 
2A, lane 1; Fig. 2B, lane 6) compared to the nuclear extract 
from the resting thymocytes (Fig. 2A, lane 3; Fig. 2B, lane 8). 

Western blot analyses of the nuclear extract from prolifer- 
ating (Fig. 3, lane 1) and resting thymocytes (Fig. 3, lane 2) 
revealed that the content of Spl is identical. The proportion 
of phosphorylated Spl (Fig. 3, upper arrow) and unphos- 
phorylated Spl (Fig. 3, lower arrow) is the same in both 
nuclear extracts, suggesting that the observed differences in 
binding efficiency are due neither to a different amount of 
this transcription factor nor to its phosphorylation state 
[22,231. 

It has been shown that oxidation of Spl affects its DNA- 
binding efficiency [10]. We therefore investigated whether the 
different band intensities observed in the gel shift assays are a 
result of different redox states of the Spl protein in the nucle- 
ar extracts. In order to test the sensitivity of Spl to oxidizing 
treatment, nuclear extracts from proliferating cells were incu- 
bated with hydrogen peroxide. DNA-binding ability of Spl to 
the promoter fragments from both aldolase and pyruvate ki- 
nase was markedly decreased (Fig. 2A, lane 2; Fig. 2B, lane 
7). Incubation of nuclear extracts from resting cells with DTE 
resulted in an increase of binding intensity similar to that 
observed with nuclear extracts from proliferating cells (Fig. 
2A, lane 4; Fig. 2B, lane 9). This result suggests that the 
low DNA-binding efficiency of Spl observed with nuclear ex- 
tracts from resting cells may reflect the sensitivity of Spl to 
peroxide anions. 

In a control experiment nuclear extracts from proliferating 
cells were incubated with the consensus sequence of the tran- 
scriptional factor C/EBP, which is known to be unaffected by 
the redox state [24,25]. As expected, C/EBP-DNA-binding ef- 
ficiency was not changed by treatment with hydrogen perox- 
ide (Fig. 2C). 

From these results we conclude that the Spl protein in the 

6 

~ , 4  
E v 

¢ =  

._m 

2 

0 

PMA+ 

A23187 

- ConA 

- IL2 

+ ConA 

+ IL2 

I l l i l l l l l i l l l i l l  

0 5 10 15 

time (rain) 

Fig. 4. PMA-initiated chemiluminescence response of non-stimulated 
and ConA plus IL-2-stimulated rat thymocytes. For cell culture con- 
ditions see Section 2. The incubations in a total volume of 1 ml 
contained 5 × 107 cells each, 4 mM glucose and 170 I.tM Luminol in 
PBS pH 7.4 with 0.02% EDTA. Luminol chemiluminescence as a 
measure of peroxide anion production was initiated by the addition 
of 2 gg m1-1 PMA and 1 I.tg m1-1 A23187 calcium ionophore. 
Photon emission rate at 37°C from one assay vial is plotted on the 
vertical axis in mV and traced for 10 min by continuous recording 
with a chromato-integrator, model 2500 Hitachi. One representative 
experiment out of seven is shown. 
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Fig. 3. Immunoblot of nuclear extracts from resting and proliferat- 
ing rat thymocytes. 25 gg of nuclear protein from proliferating (lane 
1) and resting (lane 2) thymocytes were loaded on each lane. The 
proteins were detected with a polyclonal antibody against Spl. The 
upper arrow indicates the phosphorylated form of Spl, the lower 
arrow indicates the dephosphorylated one. 

nuclear extracts from proliferating thymocytes is predomi- 
nantly present in the reduced form and therefore able to 
bind to the GC boxes, thus provoking enhanced gene expres- 
sion during proliferation. In contrast, Spl in nuclear extracts 
from resting cells appears to be partly oxidized leading to 
decreased DNA-binding efficiency and subsequently reduced 
gene expression. These studies imply a role of reactive oxygen 
intermediates in the regulation of Spl-binding activity. 

Potent oxidizing agents in vivo such as peroxide anions are 
generated in a variety of oxidative metabolic reactions. Meas- 
urements of reactive oxygen species revealed striking differ- 
ences between resting and proliferating thymocytes. Resting 
cells show a marked PMA-initiated Luminol chemilumines- 
cence, indicative or the formation of peroxide anions, whereas 
stimulated cells do not produce measurable amounts of this 
reactive oxygen species (Fig. 4). This might be explained either 
by the presence of an effective scavenging system such as re- 
duced glutathione or by the reduction of metabolic reactions 
producing reactive oxygen intermediates in these ceils. 

Taken together, these results suggest that the greatly dimin- 
ished peroxide anion generation observed during the S-phase 
allows activation of the transcription factor Spl which in turn 
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leads to enhanced expression of aldolase A and pyruvate ki- 
nase M2 in proliferating rat thymocytes. 

Acknowledgements: Part I of the work (gene regulation of glycolytic 
enzymes in the cell cycle of rat thymocytes) was supported by 
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft Grant Br 612/15-1; part 2 (meas- 
urements of reactive oxygen intermediates in rat thymocytes during 
transition from the resting to the proliferating state) was supported by 
Wilhelm Sander-Stiftung Grant 95.072.1. We thank Mrs. Anna Hart- 
wig for her excellent technical assistance and we are grateful to Mrs. 
Elisabeth Schweins for critically reading the manuscript. 

References 

[1] Brand, K., Aichinger, S., Forster, S., Kupper, S., Neumann, B., 
Ntirnberg, W. and Ohrisch, G. (1988) Eur. J. Biochem. 172, 695- 
702. 

[2] Greiner, E., Guppy, M. and Brand, K.(1994) J. Biol. Chem. 269, 
31484-31490. 

[3] Brand, K. (1985) Biochem. J. 228, 353 361. 
[4] Sch6bitz, B., Netzker, R., Hannappel, E. and Brand, K. (1991) 

Eur. J. Biochem. 199, 257-262. 
[5] Netzker, R., Greiner, E., Eigenbrodt, E., Noguchi, T., Tanaka, 

T. and Brand, K. (1992) J. Biol. Chem. 267, 6421-6424. 
[6] Netzker, R., Hermfisse, U., Wein, K.-H. and Brand, K. (1994) 

Biochim. Biophys. Acta 1224, 371-376. 
[7] Joh, K., Arai, Y., Mukai, T. and Hori, K. (1986) J. Mol. Biol. 

190, 401410. 
[8] Takenaka, M., Noguchi, T., Inoue, H., Yamada, K., Matsuda, 

T. and Tanaka, T. (1989) J. Biol. Chem. 264, 2363-2367. 

[9] Wang, Z., Takenaka, M., Imai, E., Yamada, K., Tanaka, T. and 
Noguchi, T. (1994) Eur. J. Biochem. 220, 301-307. 

[10] Ammendola, R., Mesuraca, M., Russo, T. and Cimino, F. (1994) 
Eur. J. Biochem. 225, 483489. 

[11] Meyer, M., Schreck, R. and Baeuerle, P.A. (1993) EMBO J. 12, 
2005-2015. 

[12] Schenk, H., Klein, M., Erdbri~gger, W., Dr6ge, W. and Schulze- 
Osthoff, K. (1994) Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 91, 167~1676. 

[13] Pognonec, P., Kato, H. and Roeder, R.G. (1992) J. Biol. Chem. 
267, 24563-24567. 

[14] Hutchinson, K.A., Matic, G., Meshinchi, S., Bresnick, E.H. and 
Pratt, W.B. (1991) J. Biol. Chem. 266, 10505-10509. 

[15] Marjanovic, S., Wollberg, P., Skog, S., Heiden, T. and Nelson, 
B.D. (1993) Arch. Biochem. Biophys. 302, 398401. 

[16] Salisbury, J.G., Graham, J.M. and Pasternak, C.A. (1979) 
J. Biochem. Biophys. Methods 1, 341-347. 

[17] Dignam, J.D., Lebovitz, R.M. and Roeder, R.G. (1983) Nucleic 
Acids Res. 11, 1475- 1489. 

[18] Laemmli, U.K. (1970) Nature 227, 680-685. 
[19] Blake, M.S., Johnston, K.H., Russell-Jones, G.J. and Gotschlich, 

E.C. (1983) Anal. Biochem. 136, 175 179. 
[20] Kingsley, C. and Winoto, A. (1992) Mol. Cell. Biol. 12, 4251- 

4261. 
[21] Kudo, S. and Fukuda, M. (1994) Eur. J. Biochem. 223, 319-327. 
[22] Leggett, R.W., Armstrong, S.A., Barry, D. and Mueller, C.R. 

(1995) J. Biol. Chem. 270, 25879 25884. 
[23] Ammendola, R., Mesuraca, M., Russo, T. and Cimino, F. (1992) 

J. Biol. Chem. 267, 17944-17948. 
[24] Poli, V., Mancini, F.P. and Cortese, R. (1990) Cell 63, 643-653. 
[25] Bannister, A.J., Cook, A. and Kouzarides, T. (1991) Oncogene 6, 

1243 1250. 


