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Abstract
Macromolecular drugs such as proteins and gene products are presumably the most desirable
therapeutic agents due to their unmatched substrate specificity and reaction efficiency. Yet, clinical
use of these drugs has met with limited success, primarily due to the impermeable nature of the cell
membrane that restricts cellular drug uptake to only small (<600 Da) and hydrophobic molecules.
The recent discovery of the protein transduction domain (PTD) membrane-penetrating peptides, such
as HIV-TAT, has finally offered the possibility of resolving this cell-membrane barrier for
macromolecular drug delivery. Via covalent linkages, these PTD peptides have been shown to ferry
the attached macromolecular species across membranes of all cell types, both in vitro and in vivo.
Nevertheless, the lack of selectivity for PTD-mediated internalization restricts the application of this
cell uptake method in clinical practice, due to concerns of inducing systemic toxicity caused by the
carried drugs.

Presented herein is a modified version of our previously established “ATTEMPTS” approach in
delivery of macromolecular drugs, which integrates the cell-penetrating PTDs into a heparin/
protamine-regulated delivery system. In vitro findings using asparaginase (ASNase) as a model
macromolecular anti-tumor agent were able to validate the feasibility of this delivery system. The
chemically constructed TAT-ASNase conjugates not only were able to translocate into the MOLT-4
cells and elicit the cytotoxic effects, but also this PTD-mediated intracellular drug uptake could be
regulated (with on/off control) by the addition of heparin and protamine. This modified ATTEMPTS
system therefore presents a new avenue of treatment of various types of cancers and other diseases
with macromolecular drugs. In vitro characterization and a preliminary proof-of-concept animal
investigation that demonstrates the feasibility of this PTD-mediated ASNase therapeutic system is
subsequently described.
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INTRODUCTION
Anticancer drug therapies are generally beset by two bottleneck limitations. The first obstacle
is the absence of a preferential action of the drug on tumor cells as opposed to normal tissues.
While drug interactions with the tumor target would result in desirable therapeutic efficacy,
inadvertent exposure to normal cells and tissues can lead to toxic side effects. The second
limitation arises from the lack of ability of most drugs, macromolecular compounds in
particular, to cross the cell membrane. Currently, natural delivery of therapeutic compounds
across cell membrane can only be achieved when the drug molecules are small (typically less
than 700 Da) and hydrophobic. Yet, many macromolecular drugs such as therapeutic enzymes
and gene products are considered to be far more desirable anti-tumor agents, due to their
unmatched substrate specificity and reaction efficiency [1–3].

The first limitation of drug reaction selectivity can be circumvented by combining both
targeting and prodrug features into a single delivery system, such that the drug will remain
inactive following administration and also during the targeting process. Upon reaching the site
of interest, the prodrug can then be converted in situ to its active form at the tumor target. Based
on this principle, the “ADEPT” approach [4], which permits a specific enzymatic conversion
of a prodrug into active form at the target site, has attained reasonable success in delivering
small therapeutic agents to the tumor without drug-induced toxic effects. Recently, we have
developed another approach termed “ATTEMPTS” [1,5], which directly introduces the
prodrug feature onto the protease drug, t-PA, by temporarily blocking the catalytic domain of
the drug with an appended macromolecule. After the completion of the targeting process, the
original proteolytic activity of the drug is restored in situ by releasing the blockage with a
second triggering agent. This ATTEMPTS approach has further advanced the utility of the
targeting and prodrug type strategies to include macromolecular drugs. The lack of means to
facilitate effective intracellular drug uptake by both approaches, however, has limited
application of the “ADEPT” approach to only existing small and hydrophobic drugs (e.g.
doxorubicin) [4), whereas the “ATTEMPTS” approach to solely enzyme drugs that exert their
activities either in the circulation or in an extracellular environment.

Recent discovery of the cell-penetrating, protein transduction domain (PTD) peptides [6–15]
such as HIV-TAT [7,10,15] has provided insight into finally resolving the membrane barrier
problem for intracellular drug delivery. Both cell culture and animal studies have shown that
by covalently linking TAT to nearly any drug class including hydrophilic compounds and large
protein molecules (MW >150 kDa), TAT was able to transduce the attached cargos into cells
of all organ types including the brain [9,10]. Although the mechanism of TAT-mediated cell
transduction remains unclear, this cell entry event nevertheless appears to proceed via a first
step of surface adsorption, with the binding of the cationic TAT to the anionic heparan sulfate
on the cell surface, because TAT-mediated cell translocation of the attached cargos was
completely inhibited in the presence of heparin, heparan or dextran sulfate [11,12]. However,
despite this unparalleled potency of TAT to transduce nearly all classes of compounds across
cell membrane, the lack of selectivity of TAT has nevertheless rendered this cellular drug
delivery method an unacceptable practice, due to concerns of causing drug-induced toxic
effects towards normal tissues.
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Because of the structural similarity between TAT and the cationic peptides employed in our
previous ATTEMPTS system [1,5], we have developed a modified version of this system in
an effort to achieve effective yet safe intracellular delivery of macromolecular drugs. As shown
in Figure 1, the system consists of a complex composed of both targeting and drug components.
The targeting component contains a specific targeting moiety, which could be an antibody (Ab)
or a peptide ligand, coupled to a heparin (Hep) molecule. The drug component consists of the
macromolecular drug that is covalently linked with a PTD peptide such as TAT via a disulfide
bond. When combined, these two components spontaneously associate with each other through
charge-charge interactions between the anionic heparin and the cationic TAT. Following
administration, the prodrug feature (i.e. due to inhibition of the cell-penetrating function by
heparin) and targeting moieties can prevent interaction of the drug complex with normal tissues
during tumor-targeting, thereby alleviating drug-associated toxic effects. After the TAT-Drug/
Ab-Hep complexes reach the target through functions of the targeting component, protamine
sulfate, a clinical heparin antidote that binds to heparin with greater affinity than TAT, can
then be administered as a competing agent to dissociate the TAT-Drug conjugate from its Hep-
Ab counterpart. Once relieved from heparin inhibition, the potent membrane-penetrating
activity of TAT can be restored and the TAT-Drug conjugates can be taken up by the targeted
tumor cells. Within tumor cells, the drug molecule can, by design, be detached from PTD
through reduction of S-S linkage by the elevated level of glutathione in the cytosol, inducing
tumor-specific apoptosis (see Figure 1).

In the present study, we selected ASNase as a model macromolecular drug to demonstrate the
in vitro feasibility of this modified ATTEMPTS drug delivery system. ASNase is an enzyme
drug that has been approved by the Food and Drug Administration for induction of remission
in patients with acute lymphoblastic leukemia [16–25]. The mechanism of ASNase action is
attributed to a systemic depletion of the non-essential amino acid asparagine (ASN). Unlike
normal cells which have the ability to synthesize asparagine, some leukemic cells lack this
ability and thus rely on the extracellular supply of asparagine for survival. A shortage in
asparagine supply therefore leads to inhibition of DNA and RNA syntheses in leukemic cells
thereby impairing cellular functions and subsequent their death. In this study, TAT was
chemically linked to ASNase using 3-(2-pyridyldithio)-propionic acid N-hydroxysuccinimide
ester (SPDP) cross-linking method. The cell-penetrating functions and cytotoxic effects of the
TAT-ASNase conjugates were examined in vitro using the HeLa and MOLT-4 cell lines,
respectively. In addition, the inhibitory effects of heparin on TAT-mediated cell internalization
and the reversal of this effect by protamine were also investigated.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Conjugation of Asparaginase (ASNase) to TAT Peptide

A modified TAT cell transduction peptide CGGGYGRKKRRQRRR was synthesized at the
University of Michigan Protein Structure Core Facility. This peptide contained the 11 amino
acid transduction peptide sequence (underlined) known to be effective in inducing cell
internalization. Asparaginase (ASNase) was conjugated to TAT using the heterobifunctional
cross-linker 3-(2-pyridyldithio)-propionic acid N-hydroxysuccinimide ester (SPDP, Sigma,
USA), according to a previously established method [5].

Purification and Characterization of the TAT-ASNase Conjugates
The TAT-ASNase conjugates were purified from un-reacted ASNase and TAT with a HiTrap
Heparin column (Supelco, Bellefonte, PA) connected to a HPLC system (Alltech 526 HPLC
pump, Deerfield, IL) through a gradient elution (0.15–2.0 M NaCl; flow rate: 1 mL/min).
Successful conjugation and purification of the TAT-ASNase conjugates were confirmed by
SDS-PAGE on ready-made 12% Tris-HCl mini gels (Bio-Rad Laboratories, Hercules, CA).
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For cell uptake studies, free ASNase in and the TAT-ASNase conjugates were labeled with
FITC according to the previously described procedures [26].

Measurement of the Enzymatic Activity of ASNase and TAT-ASNase Conjugates
Protein concentrations were determined by measuring UV absorbance at 280 nm. Enzymatic
activities of ASNase and the TAT-ASNase conjugates were determined by Nesslerization
[27]. Cell cytotoxicity of ASNase and the TAT-ASNase conjugates were conducted against an
ASN-sensitive human leukemia cell line, MOLT-4 (ATCC, Manassas, VA), using the XTT
assay [28].

Assessment of Cell Penetration and Uptake of Asp-TAT Conjugates
The cell-penetrating ability of Asp-TAT was measured by fluorescence microscopy. HeLa
cells were seeded into glass chamber slides (Nunc; Naperville, IL) and cultured overnight.
Cells were rinsed three times with modified Earle’s balanced salt solution (MEBSS) and then
incubated with FITC-labeled ASNase or TAT-ASNase for 2 hours (70 ug/ml enzyme per 1
million cells/ml). For heparin making of TAT, approximately 5-fold molar excess with respect
to ASNase was added, and 10-fold molar excess of protamine sulfate was added to unblock
heparin. After washing, cells were fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde and then analyzed by
fluorescence microscopy (Carl Zeiss, Gottingen, Germany).

Cell internalization of TAT-ASNase was also assessed by flow cytometry. Human leukemia
MOLT-4 cells were incubated with FITC-labeled ASNase or TAT-ASNase of similar
fluorescence intensity at 37 °C for 2 hours in the same manner as the confocal sample were
prepared. After washing, the cell uptake of the TAT-ASNase conjugates was analyzed by flow
cytometry (Facscalibur, BD Biosciences, San Jose, CA).

Leukemia Cell-Killing Ability of Internalized TAT-ASNase
Cellular uptake of the TAT-ASNase conjugates was confirmed by direct cytotoxicity studies.
Human leukemia MOLT-4 cells was seeded at a density of 1 × 106 cells/well and incubated
with varying concentrations of either free ASNase or TAT-ASNase conjugates for 2 hours and
then washed 3 times with 50% fetal bovine serum (FBS). The treated cells were re-suspended
in the original culture medium and further incubated at 37°C, 5% CO2 for 48 hours. Cell
viability in the ASNase- or TAT-ASNase-treated samples was determined by the XTT
cytotoxicity assay (Sigma, USA) [28,29].

Encapsulation of Asparaginase into L5178Y Cells
L5178Y, a murine T-lymphoma cell line derived from methylcholanthrene-induced lymphoma
in DBA/2 mice, was purchased from ATCC (Manassas, VA). The cells were maintained and
propagated in vitro using RPMI-1640 medium supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum
(FBS) and antibiotics. L5178Y cells were suspended to a concentration of 106 cells/mL. The
cells were then incubated for 2 hrs with the TAT-ASNase conjugates in a 37°C, 5% CO2
atmosphere incubator at various doses ranging from 0.025 to 10 IU of equivalent ASNase
activity per mL. Following three washings with RPMI-1640 containing 50% FBS, the cells
were re-suspended to a concentration of 106 cells/200 µL.

Animal Preparations
Five-week-old female DBA/2 mice were purchased from Charles River Laboratories (Raleigh,
NC). The mice were housed in animal facilities and were fed standard mouse chow and
provided water ad libitum. They were 6 to 7 weeks old at the beginning of each experiment
and the average mouse weight ranged from 14 to 19 grams. Animal experiments were
conducted according to the protocol approved by the University of Michigan Committee on
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Use and Care of Animals (UCUCA) that conforms to the standards in the “Guide for the Care
and Use of Laboratory Animals”, DHEW Pub. No (NIH) 80-23, revised 1985.

Tumor implantation and survival
Six-week-old DBA/2 mice were injected intraperitoneally with L5178Y cells (0.7×106 cells/
mouse) pre-treated with either PBS solution (i.e. positive control), free ASNase (another
control, see reasons below), or TAT-ASNase (i.e. the experimental group). Six mice were used
in each testing group and 3 additional mice were used as the negative control (where the mice
were injected with the RPMI-1640 solution only, without tumor cells). Animals were weighed
to monitor weight change and the survival times were recorded.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Synthesis, Purification, and Characterization of the TAT-ASNase Conjugates

Asparaginase (ASNase) was successfully conjugated to TAT via a disulfide linkage using the
SPDP coupling method [5]. The TAT-ASNase conjugates were then purified using a heparin
affinity HPLC system. Native asparaginase did not show any heparin binding ability, and
rapidly eluted (retention time: 2.3min) from the heparin column at a low ionic strength of 0.05M
NaCl (Figure 2). In contrast, following conjugation with TAT, a second peak possessing a
much stronger heparin affinity (eluted at 1.22–1.68 M NaCl) with a significantly longer
retention time (24–32 min) was observed in addition to the normal ASNase peak. This second
major peak corresponded to the elution the TAT-ASNase conjugates, as it not only exhibited
a strong ASNase activity but was also eluted at an ionic strength that was similar to free TAT
(1.3M NaCl; data was not shown). This TAT-ASNase peak was relatively broad and
asymmetric, indicating the presence of a heterogeneous collection of TAT-ASNase conjugates.

Successful synthesis of the TAT-ASNase conjugates was further confirmed by SDS-PAGE
results. Whereas native ASNase displayed a major band on the SDS gel with a molecular weight
of approximately 36 kDa, the TAT-ASNase conjugates showed the presence of several bands
with molecular weight slightly higher than that of native ASNase (Figure 3). Assessment based
on these higher molecular weight bands suggested a heterogeneous molar ratio between TAT
and ASNase in the conjugates, ranging from 1 to 5 TAT peptides per single ASNase molecule,
supported by MALDI spectrum of the conjugate (data not shown).

The concentration and enzymatic activity of the TAT-ASNase mixtures were determined by
using UV spectrophotometry and Nesslerization assay, respectively. The specific activity of
the TAT-ASNase was 124±20 IU/mg, compared to the original value of 228±15 IU/mg
obtained for native ASNase. Based on these results, a reasonable retention of the original
ASNase activity (approximately 60%) was obtained following SPDP conjugation of TAT to
ASNase.

The leukemia cell-killing potency of both ASNase and TAT-ASNase was examined in vitro.
Cell suspensions of 1 × 106 MOLT-4 cells/mL were incubated with various concentrations of
ASNase and TAT-ASNase with enzymatic activities ranging from 10−4 IU/mL to 10 IU/mL
for 48 hours, and the inhibitory effects on cell growth were measured using the XTT assay.
Interestingly, both native ASNase and the TAT-ASNase conjugates displayed nearly identical
IC50 values (0.0102 and 0.0100 IU/mL for ASNase and TAT-ASNase, respectively) when
equal doses of ASNase activity were used (data were not shown). The results suggested that
conjugation of TAT to ASNase did not impart any negative effect on the cytotoxic functions
of the native enzyme.
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Heparin and Protamine Induced Regulation on Cell Uptake of the TAT-ASNase Conjugates
To examine TAT-dependent cell translocation, the cellular uptake event of the TAT-ASNase
conjugates was confirmed by using confocal technique with the adherent HeLa cell lines first,
followed by the cytometry technique with the MOLT-4 tumor cell lines. HeLa cells were treated
with FITC-labeled ASNase and TAT-ASNase. Whereas the FITC-labeled ASNase sample
displayed virtually no fluorescence inside the cells (Figure 4A), there was a significant
intracellular uptake of the FITC-labeled TAT-ASNase conjugates (Figure 4B). From these
results, it appeared that ASNase conjugates possessed translocation abilities due to chemical
conjugation with the PTD domains. Being two different cell types, TAT on the conjugate was
able to ferry TAT-ASNase conjugates across either cell lines with comparable efficiency.
These results were in agreement with findings by other investigators that TAT was capable of
translocating the attached protein species across all the cell membrane of various cell types
[9,14].

To examine if heparin could inhibit TAT-mediated intracellular delivery of ASNase and if
protamine could trigger the reversal of this inhibition, the TAT-ASNase conjugates were
reacted with heparin prior to their incubation with the HeLa cells. After the addition of heparin
to the chemical conjugates, no fluorescence was visible through the microscope, indicating
that heparin was indeed able to inhibit the TAT-ASNase conjugates from entering the cells.
These findings were in agreement with previous observations made by Mann and Frankel [6],
which reported that cellular uptake of TAT was abolished in the presence of heparan or dextran
sulfate. To reverse the heparin-based inhibition of TAT-mediated cell internalization of
ASNase, protamine, a clinical antidote to heparin, was then added. Upon treatment with
protamine, heparin-induced inhibition was completely abolished and a strong intensity of FITC
fluorescence from the labeled TAT-ASNase conjugates was observed (Figure 4D).

The heparin/protamine-based control of cellular internalization by the TAT-ASNase
conjugates was further validated by testing samples against the human cancer cell line
MOLT-4. Significant fluorescence intensity was observed for the TAT-ASNase-treated
MOLT-4 cells whereas cells treated with FITC-labeled ASNase displayed the same
fluorescence intensity as untreated control cells (Figure 5A). Based on these results, it was
clear that TAT conferred cell penetration ability onto ASNase and, therefore, carried the
attached ASNase into the cells. To further examine whether heparin could inhibit the TAT-
mediated cell translocation of ASNase and if protamine could reverse this inhibition, heparin
was added to the TAT-ASNase conjugates prior to their incubation with the MOLT-4 cells. In
separate experiments, protamine was subsequently added to the heparin-inhibited TAT-
ASNase conjugates prior to incubation with the MOLT-4 cells. Upon the addition of heparin,
the fluorescence intensity of MOLT-4 cells was reduced to a level that was equivalent to the
untreated control cells (Figure 5B). This finding indicated that heparin-masked FITC-TAT-
ASNase was no longer capable of internalizing cells, confirming the previous finding that
heparin could effectively inhibit the TAT-mediated cell translocation of ASNase. In contrast,
upon the addition of protamine to the heparin-inhibited TAT-ASNase, the observed
fluorescence intensity was recovered and was comparable to that of the TAT-ASNase
incubated MOLT-4 cells. This data also confirmed the previous finding that protamine was
able to successfully reverse the heparin-induced inhibition of TAT-mediated cell
internalization.

Leukemia Cell Killing Ability of Cell Encapsulated TAT-ASNase
To determine if TAT-ASNase could exert intracellular cytotoxic effects after cellular
translocation, MOLT-4 cells were incubated with TAT-ASNase for 2 hours; a time period that
has been demonstrated to allow for a complete membrane translocation of TAT-ASNase into
various cell types. As a control, MOLT-4 cells were also incubated with free ASNase for the
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identical time period of 2 hours (Figure 4 & 5). The ASNase- or TAT-ASNase-treated cells
were then thoroughly washed and further incubated in fresh culture medium for another 2
hours, followed by measurements of cell viability. As shown in the left-hand columns in Figure
6, for MOLT-4 cells incubated with either free ASNase or TAT-ASNase, cell viability of the
two groups was nearly identical. This finding was due to the fact that both extracellular (free)
and intracellular (internalized) ASNase could elicit cytotoxic effects on tumor cells by
depleting the asparagine substrate in the culture medium that is essential for leukemic cell
growth. To confirm that the internalized TAT-ASNase conjugates could induce cytotoxic
effects, the treated cells were incubated with 50% FBS to neutralize the extracellular ASNase
activity, prior to the 2 hr incubation for the cell viability studies. After treatment with 50%
FBS, a significantly reduced viability was observed for cells treated with TAT-ASNase,
compared to those treated with free ASNase. These findings indicated that TAT-ASNase was
able to translocate into the cells and thereby avoid inactivation by washing with FBS, whereas
the free ASNase activity employed in the control experiments which remained present in the
culture medium was completely removed by the FBS washing step (Figure 6). It was
hypothesized that due to the presence of a high level of reducing agents such as glutathione in
the cytosol, the disulfide linkages between TAT and ASNase of the TAT-ASNase conjugates
would be dissociated, therefore leaving the intracellularly delivered, cell-impermeable ASNase
securely entrapped within the cells. Accordingly, the continued cytotoxic effect experienced
by MOLT-4 cells was the result of asparagine depletion induced by the cell-entrapped ASNase.

Survival of DBA/2 Mice after L5178Y Treated with TAT-ASNase
The underlying principle of utilizing the modified ATTEMPTS approach in intracellular
ASNase delivery was that elimination of nutrient asparagine (followed by apoptosis) would
presumably occur only within the tumor cells, thereby aborting the toxic side effects on the
high protein production organs (e.g. liver, pancreas) resulting from systemic depletion of
asparagine. To provide a quick proof-of-concept demonstration of the feasibility of this drug
delivery system, while no suitable murine antibody was available at the time of experiments,
we chose to take an alternative approach in mimicking the tumor uptake of ASNase, by direct
injection of the ASNase-encapsulated tumors cells into the testing animals. The L5178Y tumor
cell line was selected for ASNase encapsulation, because it had been well documented in the
literature to be highly sensitive to ASNase therapy [30] and also it is commercially available.
The DBA/2 mouse was specifically chosen to be the host for the implanted tumor cells because
L5178Y cells had been demonstrated to be tumorigenic in this mouse strain [31]. In addition,
previous investigations had used this cell line and mouse combination to examine the success
of various asparaginase therapy, therefore, a history of success using this combination has
already been demonstrated and documented [32]. Moreover, another advantage of using DBA/
2 mouse strain was that it did not require any special food or housing conditions associated
with immune deficient mice such as NOD/SCID.

Six days after the tumor implantation, abdominal distension was visible and tumor-injected
mice displayed significant increase in weight relative to negative control mice. By day 8, the
differences in mouse ascites size between the control and the TAT-ASNase-treated group was
clearly visible. Figure 7 illustrates the survival rates of these treated animals. As seen, the mean
survival time for the positive control and TAT-ASNase-treated group were 13.9 and 15.6 days,
respectively. ANOVA analysis was performed on all test groups using SPSS, and the results
showed that there was a statistically significant difference in the mean survival rate between
the treatment groups at p = 0.05 (F2,12 = 6.478, p = 0.012). By performing a multiple pair-wise
comparison using the Tukey and Dunnett test, it was found that a statistically significant
difference in the mean survival rate existed between the positive control and the TAT-ASNase-
treated group, with Tukey’s and Dunnett’s statistics of p = 0.009 and p = 0.007, respectively.
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CONCLUSIONS
Macromolecular drugs such as proteins and nucleic acids are presumably the most desirable
anti-cancer agents due to their unparalleled substrate specificity and reaction efficiency. Yet,
clinical use of macromolecular drugs has yielded limited success, primarily due to the inability
of these compounds to cross the cell membrane and exhibit their therapeutic activities. In this
regard, the recent discovery of the cell-penetrating PTD peptides such as TAT has garnered
significant attention with the hope that, by integrating this unique PTD-mediated cell
transduction function into a delivery system, effective intracellular delivery of these
macromolecular drugs could finally be achieved. However, none of the delivery systems under
development to date have been able to accomplish this goal, simply because, without a tightly
regulated mechanism, PTD-mediated cell internalization remains excessively potent and non-
selective for cell transduction into all types of tissues, which could thereby yield massive and
untoward toxic side effects. Therefore, the most outstanding novelty of our modified-
ATTEMPTS approach lies in its ability to safely incorporate the supreme potency and universal
applicability of the PTD-mediated cell uptake mechanism into a single system to achieve
effective yet less toxic protein, gene or virtually any type of drug therapies. The approach
utilizes heparin-induced inhibition on PTD to acquire the prodrug features for the PTD-
mediated delivery system, followed by applying the clinically approved protamine-induced
reversal on heparin inhibition to reactivate the trans-membrane activity of the PTD in achieving
a selective and potent intracellular delivery of the attached drug. Using asparaginase (ASNase)
as a model enzyme drug, the present results firmly demonstrate the in vitro feasibility of the
proposed approach of this on/off system. Fluorescence microscopy, flow cytometry, and cell
viability studies all confirmed that while ASNase by itself could not translocate into leukemic
cells, the TAT-ASNase conjugates were nevertheless capable of entering the cells to exert
strong cytotoxic effects. More importantly, heparin was able to completely inhibit the TAT-
mediated intracellular delivery of ASNase, whereas protamine was capable of reversing the
heparin-induced inhibition to allow for the recovery of TAT-mediated cell uptake of ASNase.
From the preliminary in vivo survival study, TAT-ASNase treated group has shown improved
survival with a statistically significant difference. To further confirm the in vivo feasibility of
this modified-ATTEMPTS approach on asparaginase delivery, extensive animal studies are
currently underway in our laboratory.

It should be pointed out that although ASNase has been selected as the model enzyme drug, it
actually is an ideal example to reflect the benefits of the modified-ATTEMTS delivery system.
As known, ASNase-associated toxicity comes mainly from systemic depletion of asparagine
(ASN). This is simply because that although normal cells can survive without ASN, most
organs, particularly for organs like liver that requires a tremendous amount of ASN for its high
rate of protein syntheses, will suffer by this systemic ASN depletion, because they will need
exogenous ASN to maintain a sufficient level of this nutrient for their normal protein
biosynthesis. This is the reason why liver toxicity is one of the major concerns for ASNase
therapy. Making it worse is that the short half-life of ASNase (i.e. 8–30 hrs) demands frequent
injections of high doses of ASNase for therapy, further magnifying ASNase-induced toxicity
and allergic responses, particularly because ASNase is obtained from bacterial resources.
Therefore, a primary significance of our approach in ASNase delivery lies in its capability of
allowing only tumor cells to carry their self-destructing agents (i.e. the delivered, cell-
internalized ASNase) and be deprived of ASN (because any ASN substrate diffused into tumor
cells would be degraded) while maintaining a nearly normal ASN concentration in the
circulation. In other words, unlike current ASNase therapy that induces systemic depletion of
ASN, the proposed ASNase delivery system would not affect ASN concentration in the
circulation, simply because all of the administered ASNase drug will presumably be retained
inside the tumor cells and not present in the circulation. Therefore, this modified-ATTEMPTS
approach will not only will alleviate the toxic effects resulted from systemic depletion of ASN
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but also, in principle, allow for a single injection of ASNase (since tumor entrapped ASNase
will be protected from proteolytic degradation and metabolic clearance), thereby drastically
reducing the dose for ASNase therapy as well as its triggered immunological responses.

Lastly, another noteworthy point regarding the presented approach is that since intracellular
drug uptake mediated by PTD peptides has been shown to proceed in a receptor-/transporter-
independent fashion that directly targets the lipid bilayers (10–11). Hence, in principle and
practice, nearly all cell types are transducible. Therefore, the approach possess not only a
universal utility in delivering drugs of all types, but also a universal applicability to treating
cancers of all types as long as specific targeting moieties are present. The generic nature and
flexibility in applying the proposed delivery system could potentially lead to the development
of an arena of new drugs that were initially considered improbable for therapeutic use due to
either poor cell uptake or acute toxic side effects. Understandably, such problems have forced
biotechnology and pharmaceutical companies to abandon or discard a large number of drugs
that show promising therapeutic effects in vitro but limited functions or severe toxicities in
vivo.
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Figure 1.
Schematic of the heparin/protamine delivery system in modulating TAT-mediated intracellular
delivery of macromolecular drug.
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Figure 2.
Elution of ASNase and TAT-ASNase from a heparin column. A gradient of 0.15 – 2.00 M
NaCl solution was used to separate ASNase and TAT-ASNase of various heparin binding
affinity.
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Figure 3.
SDS-PAGE of ASNase and TAT-ASNase. ASNase migrated at its expected MW of 36KD
whereas TAT-ASNase migrated at higher MW; suggesting approximately 1 to 5 TAT
molecules were conjugated to each ASNase.
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Figure 4.
Fluorescence microscopy of: (A) FITC-ASNase; (B) FITC-TAT-ASNase; (C) FITC-TAT-
ASNase with heparin; and (D) FITC-TAT-ASNase with heparin and protamine. HeLa cells
were incubated with the different treatment groups.
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Figure 5.
Flow cytometry analysis of FITC-TAT-ASNase conjugate. (A) ASNase and TAT-ASNase
were FITC-labeled and incubated with MOLT-4 cells. (B) FITC-TAT-ASNase was incubated
with heparin or heparin and protamine in MOLT-4 cells.
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Figure 6.
Effect of washing on cell viability. Cell viability was determined with or without washing with
50% FBS after 2 hours incubation with either control medium (black), ASNase (gray) or TAT-
ASNase (no color) at 2 IU per 106 MOLT-4 cells. After washing, TAT-ASNase exhibited
greater cytotoxicity than ASNase, indicating TAT-ASNase had transduced into MOLT-4 cells
and was capable of maintaining its tumor killing ability.
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Figure 7.
Survival curve for DBA/2 mouse bearing L5178Y mouse lymphoma cells. Each pool of
700,000 L5178Y cells was incubated with 6 IU of either TAT-ASNase (open triangle) or
RPMI-1640 solution (positive control; diamond) for 2 hours, followed by washing 3 times with
50% FBS in RPMI. The DBA/2 mice of 6 weeks old were then injected intraperitoneally with
one of these three treated tumor cell samples (700,000 cells per sample). Mouse survival times
were recorded.
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