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Abstract

Evidence of dysregulation of the CREB/CRE transcriptional pathway in animal models of
Huntington’s disease (HD) suggests that strategies designed to augment CRE-mediated transcription
may be of therapeutic value. Here, we investigated the consequences of CREB activation and
repression in chemical and transgenic mouse models of HD. In the 3-nitropropionic acid (3-NP)
model, CREB phospho-activation in the striatum was potently repressed within the neurotoxic “core”
region prior to cell death. Conversely, marked expression of phospho-CREB, as well the CREB-
regulated cytoprotective gene Bcl-2, was detected in the “penumbral” region. To examine potential
contributory roles for the CREB/CRE transcriptional pathway in striatal degeneration, we used both
CREB loss- (A-CREB) and gain- (VP16-CREB) of-function transgenic mouse strains. 3-NP-induced
striatal lesion size and motor dysfunction were significantly increased in A-CREB mice compared
to controls. Conversely, striatal damage and motor deficits were diminished VP16-CREB mice.
Furthermore, transgenic A-CREB significantly accelerated motor impairment in the YAC128 mouse
model of HD. Together, these results indicate that CREB functionality is lost during the early stages
of striatal cell stress and that the repression of CREB-mediated transcription contributes to the
pathogenic process.

INTRODUCTION

Huntington’s disease (HD) is a neurodegenerative disorder characterized by striatal and cortical
atrophy, and a typical onset of motor and cognitive symptoms in midlife (reviewed in Gil and
Rego, 2008). HD is an autosomal dominant genetic disease caused by a poly-glutamine repeat
size greater than 35 in the huntingtin protein (reviewed in Semaka et al., 2006). Both the normal
function of huntingtin and the mechanism of toxicity of poly-glutamine expanded huntingtin
are yet to be definitively established. However, transcriptional dysregulation, excitotoxicity,

oxidative stress, mitochondrial dysfunction, disruption of axonal transport and synaptic
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dysfunction have all been implicated in the HD-induced neuronal dysfunction and death (Cha,
2007; reviewed in Roze et al, 2008b). Given that many of these pathophysiological processes
likely result from HD-evoked alterations in transcriptional networks, an understanding of the
underlying cellular signaling state of the distressed striatum is merited.

In this regard, a particularly interesting set of observations has shown that HD pathogenesis
leads to dysregulation of the CREB/CAMP response element (CRE) transcriptional pathway
(Cui et al., 2006; DeMarch et al., 2007, 2008; Lee et al., 2005; Nucifora et al., 2001; Obrietan
and Hoyt, 2004). CREB is a member of the basic leucine zipper family of transcription factors
and plays diverse roles in an array of physiological processes (Huang et al., 2008; Krénke et
al., 2003; Marie et al., 2005; Redmond et al., 2002; Shieh et al., 1998; Suzuki et al., 2007; Tao
et al., 1998; Wilson et al., 1996). Within the nervous system, CREB regulates an array of
neuroprotective processes, including the expression of trophic factors, antiapoptotic genes,
detoxifying enzymes, and mitochondrial biogenesis (Shieh et al., 1998; Tao et al., 1998; St.
Pierre et al., 2006; Wilson et al., 1996). Therefore, manipulation of the CREB/CRE
transcriptional pathway represents a promising target for amelioration of HD pathology.

To begin our analysis of CREB and striatal cell death, we employed the YAC128 mouse strain
and the 3-nitropropionic acid (3-NP) model of striatal neuron toxicity. YAC128 mice express
a 128 CAG repeat and show a progressive motor deficit from 6 months of age (Slow et al.,
2003). 3-NP is a potent, irreversible, mitochondrial toxin that triggers a marked reduction in
ATP production and the rapid appearance of striatal lesions (Beal et al., 1993). The lesions are
similar to those seen in HD and thus, 3-NP has been used to model HD pathology (Saulle et
al., 2004) and test potential therapeutics. To investigate the role of CREB in HD pathology and
to assess the potential neuroprotective effects of CREB activation, we generated mice
transgenic for repressive form of CREB (A-CREB) and constitutively active form of CREB
(VP16-CREB). These transgenes are highly expressed in medium spiny neurons in the striatum,
a primary locus of the HD pathology. Here we provide evidence that CREB is a key regulator
of neuroprotection in both the chemical and genetic model of HD.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Animals

The generation of the TRE-A-CREB/GFP line was previously described by Lee et al.,
(2007). To generate mice transgenic for TRE-regulated VP16-CREB and enhanced green
fluorescence protein (GFP), we generated a pTRE VP16-CREB/eGFP expression vector. To
this end VVP16-CREB was isolated from a pcDNA3 expression vector (provided by Dr. Soren
Impey, Oregon Health Sciences University) via Hindl11 and Xba | digestion. The fragment was
then blunted with Klenow and subcloned into Smal-digested pIRES2-eGFP (Invitrogen).
Primers (Forward: 5’
CGGCGCGGCCGCGCCACCATGGGAGCCCGGGAGATCTGGATCTGG 3, Reverse: 5
CGGCGCGGCCGCTTTACTTGTACAGCTCGTCCATGCC 3" were used to amplify VP16-
CREB/IRES/eGFP. A Kozak sequence (GCCACCATGG) was added upstream of start codon
(bold) of VP16 CREB to improve protein expression, and a Notl digestion site (GCGGCCGC)
was added to the 5' end to allow for facile subcloning of the construct into the pTRE-Tight
vector (Clontech, Mountain View, CA, USA). Next, to release the TRE promoter, VP16-
CREB/IRES/eGFP and SV 40 polyA sequence, the vector was digested with Xhol. Transgenic
C57BL/6 blastocytes were generated at the Ohio State University Transgenic Facility.

A bitransgenic system was used to generate tetracycline-inducible bicistronic A-CREB/eGFP
and VP16-CREB/eGFP mice. To drive transgene expression, the A-CREB/eGFP and VP16-
CREB/eGFP mice were crossed with CaMKIla promoter-tTA transgenic mice (Mayford et al.,
1996). To inhibit transgene expression, doxycycline (100 mg/L) was added to the drinking
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water of VP16-CREB mice and WT littermates from 2 weeks of age until 1 week before 3-NP
injection. YAC128 mice were acquired from Jackson Lab. To generate tritransgenic mice for
YAC128:: tTA::A-CREB, male mice transgenic for YAC128 were crossed with females
transgenic for tTA::A-CREB. The genotypes were determined using PCR. All experiments
involving animals were approved by the Ohio State University Animal Care and Use
Committee.

3-NP intoxication

3-nitropropionic acid (3-NP, Sigma, St. Louis, MO) was dissolved in saline (25 mg/mL) and
passed through a 0.2-um filter. We followed the 3-NP injection protocol described by Huang
etal. (2006). Briefly, 3-NP was injected intraperitoneally twice daily for 2 days at 12 h intervals
(8:00 A.M. and 8:00 P.M.) at a dose of 60 mg/kg for the first two injections and 80 mg/kg for
the second two injections. Animals were maintained on a standard 12 hr light/dark cycle, with
lights on at 6:00 A.M.

We also verified that 3-NP-induced succinate dehydrogenase (SDH) inhibition was not altered
by expression of the A-CREB or VP-16 CREB transgenes. SDH activity was measured by
enzyme histochemistry of frozen coronal brain sections (12 um-thick) from A-CREB::tTA,
VP-16::tTA bitransgenic and tTA monotransgenic mice sacrificed 1 hr after injection of 80
mg/kg 3-NP or saline vehicle. Brain sections were incubated at 37°C for 2 hours in 0.55 mM
nitroblue tetrazolium, 0.5 mM succinate as described (Higgins et al., 1999; Tabrizi et al.,
2000). Importantly, we found that there was no staining in the absence of succinate substrate
or in the presence of 1 mM 3NP added directly to the incubation solution. The optical density
of the stained sections was quantified using Metamorph software (Universal Imaging,
Downingtown, PA). Striatal optical density in sections from 3-NP injected mice was reduced
to 26% of saline-injected mice, indicating that the 3-NP injection paradigm potently inhibited
brain SDH activity. The ratio of cortical and striatal SDH activity (optical density) was
compared among 3-NP treated tTA monotransgenic, VP-16 CREB::tTA, and A-CREB::t{TA
bitransgenic mice. Since CREB transgene expression is concentrated in the striatum (Fig. 4A
and 7A), an effect of the transgenes on the 3-NP-evoked inhibition of SDH activity should be
reflected in the SDH cortex/striatum activity ratio, relative to the ratio in tTA monotransgenic
mice. The ratio (cortex/striatum) of SDH activity for tTA monotransgenic mice was 1.65 £
0.10, VP-16 CREB::tTA mice was 1.63 £0.10, and A-CREB::tTA mice was 1.74 £ 0.17 (mean
+sem, n =3 mice per genotype; n.s. by ANOVA). Since there were no differences in the cortex/
striatum ratio among the mouse lines, we conclude that neither transgenic repression nor
activation modulates the capacity of 3-NP to affect SDH activity.

Tissue processing

Mice were anesthetized with a ketamine (150 mg/kg)/xylazine (30 mg/kg) cocktail and
transcardially perfused with saline, followed by 4% paraformaldehyde in 0.01 M phosphate
buffered saline (PBS), pH 7.4. Brains were postfixed for 4 hrs and then cryoprotected in 30%
sucrose in 0.01 M PBS. Sequential coronal sections (40 um) through the striatum were prepared
using a cryotome. For the measurement of striatal damage, sections were processed for cresyl
violet using the labeling method described in Choi et al. (2007).

Immunohistochemistry

For immunohistochemical labeling, sections (40 um-thick) were blocked with 10% normal
goat serum or 5% normal horse serum in PBS, followed by overnight incubation (4°C) with
rabbit polyclonal anti-phospho-CREB antibody (pCREB, 1:1000; Cell Signaling Technology,
Beverly, MA), rabbit polyclonal anti-GFP antibody (1:4000; Acquired from Dr. Luc G.
Berthiaume, University of Alberta, Canada), goat anti-Bcl-2 antibody (1:500; Santa Cruz
Biotechnology, Santa Cruz, CA) or a rabbit polyclonal antibody against the N-terminal
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fragment of a-spectrin (1:4,000, Higuchi et al., 2005). Sections were then processed using the
ABC staining method (Vector Laboratories, Burlingame, CA) and nickel-intensified
diaminobenzidine (DAB; Vector Laboratories) was used to visualize the signal.
Photomicrographs were captured as described above.

For immunofluorescence labeling, sections were blocked with 10% normal goat serum or 5%
normal horse serum in PBS, followed by overnight incubation with mouse anti-NeuN antibody
(1:2000; Millipore, Billerica, MA), rabbit anti-GFP antibody (1:2000), goat anti-Bcl-2
antibody (1:500; Santa Cruz Biotechnology) or rabbit anti-pCREB antibody (1:1000; Cell
Signaling Technology). Next, sections were incubated (2 h at room temperature) with
secondary antibodies conjugated with Alexa 488 and/or Alexa 594 (1:1000; Invitrogen, San
Diego, CA) and then mounted with Cytoseal (Richard-Allan Scientific, Kalamazoo, MI).
Fluorescence images were captured using a Zeiss (Oberkochen, Germany) 510 Meta confocal
microscope (2-um-thick optical section).

Fluoro-Jade B staining

Sections (40 um) were initially mounted on gelatin-coated slides, rehydrated and incubated in
0.06% potassium permanganate solution for 10 min. Next, the sections were incubated in
0.004% Fluoro-Jade B (Millipore, Bedford, MA) solution containing 0.1% glacial acetic acid
for 20 min at room temperature, washed, and coverslipped with distrene plasticizer xylene
(DPX; Electron Microscopy Sciences, Fort Washington, PA).

Measurement of striatal damage and pCREB expression

The striatal boarders were defined laterally and dorsally by a corpus callosum, medially by the
lateral ventricle and midline, and ventrally, by a horizontal plane through the anterior
commisure. These and other neuroanaotomical landmarks (as described by Fernagut et al.,
2002a and Fernagut et al., 2002b) were used to ensure that consistency was maintained across
all sets of animals for our analysis of 3-NP-induced striatal lesions. Analysis was performed
through the rostral (bregma: +1.50 mm) caudal (bregma: —0.50 mm) extent of the striatum.
The volume of 3-NP-induced striatal damage was measured in every 5th striatal section (200
um intervals). Photomicrographs (4X) of cresyl violet-labeled sections were captured using a
16-bit digital camera (Micromax YHS 1300; Princeton Instruments, Trenton, NJ) mounted on
a Leica DM IRB microscope. For each section, the total striatal area and the damaged area
(which was characterized by the extensive loss of cresyl violet signaling) were digitally
outlined and area measurements were calculated using MetaMorph software. Volumes were
calculated by summing the cross-sectional areas in each section and the percent of striatal
damage in each animal was calculated by dividing damaged volume by total striatal volume.
Data are presented as the mean + SEM, and significance was assessed using a two-tailed
Student’s t-test.

To examine activated CREB expression following 3-NP injection, mid-striatal (bregma +0.9
to —0.2 mm) coronal sections were immunolabeled and the pattern of pPCREB expression was
examined. Labeling revealed a loss of pCREB within the ostensible lesion ‘core’. Both the
neuroanatomical location and the size of the region demarcated by the loss of pPCREB paralleled
the 3-NP-evoked lesion pattern revealed using Cresyl violet and Fluoro Jade-B labeling.
Surrounding this was an ~ 300 um zone where relatively high pCREB levels were observed:
this region is referred to as the ‘penubra’. Lastly, we denoted a ‘medial’ striatal region adjacent
to the penumbra, which did not exhibit marked signs of cell stress. To quantitate pPCREB levels,
densitometric analysis was performed within these three regions; for the core, intensity was
measured within a 200 um digital circle placed in the center of the core; penumbra pCREB
levels were determined by measuring the intensity within concentric rings that defined the inner
and outer boarder (300 um) of the penumbra. Measurements within the medial striatal region
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were collected within a 200 um digital circle, which was positioned next to the concentric rings.
Values were corrected against background immunolabeling within the corpus callosum, and
normalized to a value of 1 for the core region. Analysis was performed using MetaMorph
software.

Rotarod assessments

Mice were trained on an accelerating rotarod (Columbus Instruments) with 3 trials per day for
3 consecutive days. Only mice which attained steady baseline of performance (300 seconds
for the fall latency on the 39 day) were used. The testing was executed from 1 day before to
3 or 4 days after the first 3-NP injection. Mice were tested three times a day with a 1 h interval
between each test. YAC128::tTA::A-CREB animals were trained with 3 trials per day for 3
consecutive days (2—-20 rpm) and rotarod performance was tested 3 times with 1 hr interval
(4-40 rpm). The longest latency to fall off the rotarod for the three daily trials was used for the
analysis. Data are presented as the mean £ SEM, and significance was assessed using a two-
tailed Student’s t-test.

Primary neuronal culture/LDH release assay

Striatal tissue was dissected from Sprague—Dawley rat pups (E18-E19) and enzymatically
digested into a single-cell suspension using the methods and reagents described by Lee et al.
(2005). Cell were seeded at a density of 2.2 x 10%/cm? onto poly-d-lysine-(> 540 kDa; Sigma)
coated 24-well plates and maintained as described in Lee et al. (2005). The LDH release assay
was performed as described by Koh and Choi (1987). The value for LDH release from the
vehicle-treatment condition was normalized to a value of 1. Data are presented as the mean +
SEM, and significance was assessed using a two-tailed Student’s t-test.

Western blotting

RESULTS

Cultured neurons were rinsed with ice-cold PBS and then lysed in ice-cold RIPA buffer (150
mM NaCl, 50 mM Tris pH 7.4, 1 mM EDTA, 1% Triton X-100, 0.1% SDS, 5 mM NaF, 25
M sodium vanadate supplemented with protease inhibitor cocktail: complete mini tablet,
Roche Diagnostics). Protein content was determined via a Bradford assay (Bio-Rad, Hercules,
CA). Twenty ug of protein were loaded onto a 10% SDS-PAGE gel, electrophoresed using
standard procedures, and the protein was transblotted onto polyvinylidene fluoride (Immobilon
P; Millipore). Following blocking with 10% (wt/vol) powdered milk, membranes were
incubated (4°C overnight) with rabbit anti-pCREB antibody (1:2000, Cell Signaling
Technology). Samples were then incubated with an HRP-conjugated anti-rabbit 1gG secondary
antibody (1:2500, Perkin-Elmer, Wellesley, MA) and the signal was detected using the
Renaissance Chemiluminescent Detection System (New England Nuclear). As a protein
loading control, membranes were also probed with a goat polyclonal antibody against total
erk-1 and erk-2 (1:2000, Santa Cruz Biotechnology). Membranes were then incubated with an
alkaline phosphatase-conjugated secondary antibody and the signal was detected using the
Western-CDP Star Chemiluminescent Detection System (Perkin-Elmer).

To induce striatal lesions, mice received a 2-day 3-NP injection paradigm: on the first day,
mice were injected twice with 60 mg/kg of 3-NP over a 12 hr interval, and with 80 mg/kg at a
12 h interval on the second day (Huang et al., 2006). With this regimen, cresyl violet labeling
revealed a distinct lesion ‘core” within the lateral striatum 1 day following the final 3-NP
injection (Fig. 1A). Maximal cell loss was observed within the mid-striatum (bregma +0.9 to
0.2 mm), with moderate cell loss detected within rostral and caudal regions of the striatum.
The pattern of striatal cell loss is consistent with other work examining the effects of 3-NP
using the C57/BI6 line of mice (Fernagut et al., 2002a).

Neurobiol Dis. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 November 1.



1duasnuey Joyiny vVd-HIN 1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Choi et al.

Page 6

To investigate the role of the CREB/CRE transcriptional pathway in striatal vulnerability to 3-
NP, we first examined the expression pattern of the Ser-133 phosphorylated form of CREB
(pCREB). Using the 3-NP paradigm described above, and killing mice 1 day after the last
injection, we found that pCREB levels were markedly elevated in a ‘penumbral’ region
surrounding the ‘core’ area of 3-NP-induced cell damage (Fig. 1B). Other groups have used
similar terminology to describe a 3-NP evoked lesion ‘core’ where profound cell death occurs,
and a ‘penumbral’ region, where gliosis and limited neuronal survival is observed (Ryu et al.,
2003). Double-immunofluorescence labeling for pPCREB and NeuN showed that the activated
form of CREB was specific to neurons in the penumbral region (Fig. 1C). Expression was
significantly elevated relative to the damaged ‘core’ region as well as more medial striatal
regions, which did not exhibit marked signs of cell stress (Fig. 2).

While there is extensive striatal damage 24h following the last 3-NP injection (Fig. 1A and
Fig. 3A1), when we examined the striatum at 12 h after the final 3-NP injection, neuronal death
measured by Fluoro-jade B (FJB) staining was not detected (Fig. 3A). Given that FIB is a
highly sensitive marker of dead and dying cells (Fig. 3A1), the absence of a FJB signal at the
12 hr time point indicates that striatal tissue was still viable. This analysis was complemented
by immunolabeling for calpain enzymatic activity. Calpain activity was of interest because it
is a marker of cell stress and has been shown to participate in both apoptotic (Mattson,
2000;Rami, 2003) and nonapoptotic (Mattson 2000;Pang et al., 2003) neuronal death. To this
end, tissue collected from both the 12- and 24-hr post 3-NP injection time points were
immunolabled with an antibody that specifically detects a 136-kDa fragment of a-spectrin
(fodrin), which is cleaved by activated calpain (Higuchi et al., 2005). Interestingly, at the 12
hr time point modest calpain activity was detected within the core region, whereas at 24 hrs a
marked pattern of calpain activity was detected, and individual immunoreactive cells could be
clearly identified (Fig. 3C). These data support the FJB labeling data, indicating that 3-NP
evokes a progressive deterioration of striatal cells which culminates in cell death by 24 hrs
following the last 3-NP injection.

Interestingly, at 12 hr post 3-NP injection time point, pCREB expression was repressed in the
presumptive core region, relative to the rest of the striatum (Fig. 3B and 3B1). Furthermore,
an increase in pCREB was observed within a penumbra-like region at this time point. This
pCREB expression pattern is similar to what is observed at the 24 h time point, indicating that
pCREB repression preceded cell death. To directly test the idea that 3-NP can trigger CREB
repression prior to neuronal death, we cultured striatal neurons from embryonic day 18 rats
and monitored time- and dose-dependent 3-NP-induced cell death using a lactate
dehydrogenase (LDH) release assay. Incubation with 10 mM 3-NP for 2 and 3 days triggered
significant cell death, while incubation with 5 mM 3-NP triggered significant cell death only
following 3 days of incubation; 1 mM 3-NP did not evoke cell death at either the time point
(Fig. 3C and 3D). Using these data as a starting point, we examined pCREB following 2 days
of incubation with 3-NP. Interestingly, pPCREB was increased by 1 mM 3-NP exposure, but
repressed by incubation of 5 or 10 mM 3-NP (Fig. 3E). Since 5 mM 3-NP was not toxic at this
2-day time point, but ultimately led to cell death a day later, these data support the idea that
active CREB repression precedes cell death. Thus, these in vitro and in vivo findings indicate
that 3-NP intoxication disrupts CREB phosphorylation, and, in turn, raises the possibility that
a subsequent decrease in CREB-mediated transcription contributes to the cell death process.

To test for a potential causative connection between CREB dysregulation and 3-NP-evoked
toxicity, we recently generated a transgenic mouse line (Lee et al.,2007) that expresses a
tetracycline-regulated dominant-negative form of CREB (A-CREB; Ahn et al., 1998), as well
as the transgene marker protein GFP. Crossing the A-CREB mice with a tetracycline-regulated
aCaMKII-tTA activator line (tTA::A-CREB: Mayford et al., 1996) revealed marked transgene
expression in the striatum (Fig. 4A). Importantly, only NeuN-positive cells expressed the
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transgene (~ 64%: Lee et al., 2009), indicating that A-CREB expression was neuron-specific
(Fig. 4B). Further, we recently reported that transgenic A-CREB represses CRE-mediated
transcription and that tonic transgene expression does not alter striatal neuron viability (Lee et
al., 2007; 2009). Using cresyl violet staining we observed a much higher degree of tissue
damage in tTA::A-CREB mice (~ 3-fold) compared to A-CREB mice that lacked the driver
strain (Fig. 4C and 4D). Tissue was processed 24 hrs after the last 3-NP injection. The damage
extended in all directions from the lesion locus within the dorsolateral striatum. Next, as an
assessment of the effects of A-CREB on neuroprotective gene expression, we analyzed
expression of the putative CREB target gene Bcl-2 (Kronke et al., 2003; Wilson et al., 1996)
1 day after the last 3-NP injection. In wild type mice, we noted a marked increase in Bcl-2
expression within the penumbral region (Fig. 5A). Interestingly, in the penumbral region of
tTA::A-CREB double transgenic mice, Bcl-2 expression was largely absent from GFP-positive
cells (Fig. 5B), indicating that A-CREB represses Bcl-2 expression.

Next, we assessed motor function in tTA::A-CREB bitransgenic mice and in A-CREB
monotransgenic mice. For this study, latency to fall from an accelerating rotarod (2-20 rpm
over 300 sec) was examined from 1 day before to 4 days after the first 3-NP injection. As shown
in Figure 6A, rotarod performance of 3-NP-treated tTA::A-CREB mice was significantly
compromised relative to 3-NP treated A-CREB mice. Of note, the latency of tTA::A-CREB
to fall on day 2 of the 3NP injection was markedly shorter relative to A-CREB monotransgenic
mice, and interestingly, over the subsequent 2-day period tTA::A-CREB did not show
significant recovery in rotarod performance. This contrasts with A-CREB monotransgenic
mice, where, on day 4, motor performance had returned to near maximal levels. Together, these
data reveal a profound enhancement of 3-NP-induced toxicity and a concordant decrease in
motor performance in mice with repressed CREB function.

We next asked whether impaired CREB function affects disease progression in a genetic mouse
model of HD. For this study, we used the YAC128 transgenic mouse line (Slow et al., 2003).
To generate tri-transgenic mice for YAC128::tTA::A-CREB, we crossed the YAC128 line with
tTA::A-CREB double-transgenic mice (representative PCR result are shown in Fig. 6B).
Rotarod performance was monitored from 2 months of age in WT nontransgenic littermates,
YAC128 transgenic mice and tri-transgenic mice (YAC128::tTA::A-CREB). At 2 months of
age there was no significant difference in rotarod performance between control and YAC128
mice (Fig. 6C). However, there was a significant decrease in rotarod performance in tri-
transgenic mice compared to control mice at this age. Moving to 6 months of age, the YAC128
mice exhibited an accelerated rate of falling relative to WT littermates. Importantly, the
tritransgenic mice exhibited a significantly enhanced impairment relative to YAC128 mice.
These results suggest that CREB function is also critical for the maintenance of motor
performance in genetic model of HD animals.

The 3-NP data presented above showing that CREB functional repression precedes cell death,
and that transgenic disruption of CREB augments cellular toxicity raise the interesting
possibility that therapeutics designed to upregulate CREB function will decrease striatal
neurotoxicity. To explore this possibility, we generated mice transgenic for VP16-CREB, a
constitutively active form of CREB that binds to the CRE promoter and drives tonic CRE-
mediated gene expression (Barco et al., 2002). This construct is analogous to the A-CREB
construct, in that it expresses a GFP marker, and, when crossed to the aCaMKII-tTA activator
line, drives transgene expression in the striatum (Fig. 7A). With this CREB activator line, we
measured the relative extent of 3-NP-induced striatal damage. For this experiment, transgene
expression was repressed via the administration of doxycycline (100 pg/mL) from birth to 7
days prior to 3-NP injection. This measure was taken since previous work has shown that
chronic expression of VP16-CREB leads to cell death and bouts of epileptiform activity (Lopez
etal., 2007). VP16-CREB dramatically attenuated 3-NP striatal toxicity, as assessed via cresyl
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violet staining. Thus, at 3 days after the last 3-NP injection, significant cell damage was not
detected in 67% of the tTA::VP16-CREB mice (n=9), whereas 100% of WT littermates
exhibited striatal damage (n=5: Fig. 7B and 7C). To assess motor function, we examined
rotarod performance from 1 day before to 3 days after the first 3-NP injection. For these
experiments a more aggressive accelerating rotarod training paradigm (4—40 rpm over 300 sec)
than the one used to test for A-CREB functionality (2—20 rpm) was used, since the motor deficit
recovered in a few days after termination of 3-NP injection at the slower acceleration setting
(See Fig. 6A). Motor performance in tTA::VP16-CREB mice was significantly better (i.e.
longer latency to fall) than WT littermates (Fig. 7D). These data reveal that upregulation of
CREB-mediated transcription provides both neuroprotection and improved motor outcome
against striatal neurotoxicity.

DISCUSSION

Here we tested the potential role that dysregulation of the CREB/CRE transcriptional pathway
plays in the progression of striatal neurodegeneration. To this end, we have focused on the
temporal and spatial regulation of CREB activation following cytotoxic striatal stress, and
utilized CREB loss- and gain-of-function transgenic mouse models. The findings reported here
indicate that 1) a loss of CREB function preceded cell death, 2) abrogation of CREB-signaling
enhances cytotoxicity, and 3) augmentation of CREB-mediated transcription confers
protection against striatal neuronal death.

The rationale for focusing on the CREB/CRE pathway as a route by which to offset HD
pathogenesis is grounded in an extensive literature showing that CREB plays a critical role in
synapse formation, synaptic transmission, dendritic morphology and neuroprotective gene
expression (Huang et al., 2008; Marie et al., 2005; Kronke et al., 2003; Redmond et al.,
2002; Shieh et al., 1998; Suzuki et al., 2007;Tao et al.,1998; Wilson et al., 1996). Importantly,
these physiological processes and dysregulation of CREB signaling are implicated in HD
pathogenesis (DeMarch et al., 2008; Cui et al., 2006; Gines et al., 2003; Jiang et al., 2006;
Nucifora et al., 2001; Obrietan and Hoyt 2004; Roze et al., 2008a; Sugars et al., 2004). Further,
genetic deletion of CREB triggers an HD-like striatal pathology phenotype (Mantamadiotis et
al., 2002), whereas the administration of rolipram, which elevates intracellular levels of CREB
phosphorylation, slows the HD-like pathology in the R6/2 transgenic mouse strain (DeMarch
et a., 2008).

Initially, we noted a distinctive pattern of CREB activation in response to 3-NP. pCREB was
detected in the penumbral area both before and during active 3-NP-induced striatal neuronal
loss, while CREB phosphorylation was repressed in the core region. Core CREB repression
appeared to occur prior to cell death, thus suggesting an active mechanism of CREB repression.
These findings are consistent with work using ischemia models where the activated form of
CREB, as well as CREB-mediated gene transcription, is repressed in the infarct core, but
increased in the peri-infarct area (Irving et al., 2000; Sugiura et al., 2004). Likewise, our work
showing that Bcl-2 is upregulated in the penumbra, is paralleled by studies showing that
ischemia elevates the BDNF (a putative CREB-regulated gene) expression outside of the
ischemic core (Kokaia et al., 1995). Thus, an active program of CREB-dependent transcription
may be a key component of a neuroprotective penumbral ‘barrier’ that limits the extent of
neuronal cell damage. This supposition is supported here by work showing that the repression
of CREB signaling dramatically extends the degree of 3-NP evoked striatal death. Further,
apparently conflicting studies (Nucifora et al., 2001; Obrietan and Hoyt. 2004) regarding the
regulation of CREB during HD pathogenesis may be resolved by the observations reported
here. Hence, mild striatal pathology (i.e., within the 3-NP-induced penumbra) triggers
neuroprotective CREB-dependent transcription, whereas more progressive striatal
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degeneration (i.e., within the 3-NP-induced core) leads to an active program of CREB
repression, which, in turn facilitates the neuronal pathogenesis.

As a complement to the 3-NP studies, we reported impaired rotarod performance as early as 2
months of age in tri-transgenic mice (YAC128::tTA::A-CREB), compared to WT mice and at
6 months the tri-transgenic mice were significantly more impaired than YAC128 mice. These
data are highly suggestive of an important role of CRE-dependent transcription in protection
against the toxic effects of mutant huntingtin in vivo. Further, given the potent neuroprotective
effect of VP16-CREB on 3-NP-induced striatal lesions, it is reasonable to postulate that

transgenic upregulation of CREB-mediated gene expression would also confer a marked

neuroprotective effect against mutant huntingtin. Future studies will examine gene expression
patterns and striatal pathology in YAC128 mice that have either activated or repressed CREB.

In conclusion, the observation that the upregulation of CREB-dependent transcription reduces
striatal cell death and facilitates behavioral recovery provides a strong rationale for the
development of therapeutic approaches designed to affect CREB-dependent transcription.
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Figure 1. 3-NP intoxication regulates striatal CREB phosphorylation

Top: time course depicting the 3-NP injection and sacrifice schedule for experiments presented
in A—C. A. Cresyl violet (CV) histology reveals marked 3-NP-induced cell damage within the
lateral striatum. Tissue was collected from mice sacrificed 1 day after the last 3-NP injection.
Uniform CV labeling was detected throughout the striatum of vehicle-infused tissue. Scale bar
=400 pm. B. Immunoreactivity for the Ser-133 phosphorylated form of CREB (pCREB). Top)
Representative section from a vehicle-injected animal: note the modest level of pCREB
expression. Boxed region (B1) is magnified to the right. Bottom). Marked pCREB expression
was detected within the penumbral region surrounding the foci of 3-NP-evoked striatal
damaged (magnified in B2). Limited pCREB expression was observed within the 3-NP
‘core’ (magnified in B3). Scale bars: 400 um in the low magnification image and 100 um in
the enlarged image. C. Representative immunofluorescence image within the penumbral
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region shows that pPCREB co-labels with NeuN, indicating CREB is activated in striatal
neurons. Scale bar =50 um.
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Figure 2. 3-NP-induced pCREB in the striatum

Top: time course depicting the 3-NP injection and sacrifice schedule A. Concentric rings are
used to depict the 3-NP-induced pattern of CREB phosphorylation within the core (C),
penumbral (P) and medial (M) striatal regions. Scale bar: 400 um. B. Quantitative densitometric
analysis of pCREB expression within the 3 regions. pCREB levels were significantly higher
in the penumbra than in the either the core or medial regions. Animals were sacrificed 24 hrs
after the last 3-NP injection. Data were acquired from 7 animals. p values were generated using
the two-tailed Student’s t-test.
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Figure 3. CREB activity is repressed prior to 3-NP-induced neuronal damage

Top: time course depicting the 3-NP injection and sacrifice schedule for experiments presented
in A and B. A. Fluoro-Jade B (FJB) histology did not detect striatal neuronal damage 12 hrs
after the last 3-NP injection. Scale bar: 400 um. Al Inset: Representative FJB labeling from
a mouse sacrificed 24 hrs after the last 3-NP injection. Note the marked cell death (denoted by
bright green fluorescence) within the dorso-lateral striatum. B. pPCREB immunolabeling of the
adjacent section to the FJB-labeled section in A revealed that CREB activity was elevated
within the penumbral and repressed within the core region. Scale bars: 400 um in the low
magnification image and 100 um in the enlarged image. C. Representative calpain activity
anaysis under control conditions (C1) and 12-hrs (C2) and 24-hrs (C3) post-NP injection.
Boxed regions are shown to the right. Scale bar: 400 um. D—E. In cultured striatal neurons,
LDH release was used to assay 3-NP-evoked cell death. Following 2 days of incubation, 10
mM 3-NP led to a significant increase in cell death relative to the control treatment condition
(0 3-NP); after 3 days of incubation, both 5 and 10 mM 3-NP elicited significant cell death
relative to the control treatment condition. *, p <0.05; **, p <0.01. F. After 2 days of incubation
with 3-NP, cultured striatal cells were analyzed for pCREB via Western blotting.
Administration of 1 mM 3-NP led to a marked increase in pPCREB, however, treatment with 5
and 10 mM 3-NP did not increase pCREB levels. Of note, 5 mM 3-NP did not evoke significant
cell death following 2 days of treatment, thus indicating that the relative reduction in pCREB
preceded cell death. To probe for total protein levels, the membrane was stripped and labeled
for total erk 1 and erk 2 (Total ERK). Data are representative of triplicate determinations.
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Figure 4. CREB repression increases 3-NP-evoked cell death

A-B. Striatal expression of the A-CREB/GFP transgenic construct. Low magnification image
reveals marked GFP expression within the striatum (A), and double labeling for GFP and NeuN
(B) was used to confirm that the transgene is specifically expressed in neurons. Scale bars: 400
um for A and 20 um for B. C. Cresyl violet image shows increased striatal damage in tTA::A-
CREB mice compared to A-CREB mice lacking the tTA driver. Data were collected 1 day
after last 3-NP injection. Scale bar: 400 um. D. Quantitative analysis of striatal damage in
tTA::A-CREB and A-CREB monotransgenic mice. Numbers in the bars refers to the number
of animals analyzed. *, p < 0.05.
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Figure 5. Neuroprotective gene expression within the penumbral region

Top: time course depicting the 3-NP injection and sacrifice schedule for experiments presented
in A and B. A. Relative to vehicle-injected mice, 3-NP intoxication led to a marked increase
in Bcl-2 expression within the penumbral region. Dashed line approximates the core/penumbral
boarder. Boxed region is shown to the right. Scale bar: 50 pum. B. Representative double
immunofluorescence labeling within the penumbra for Bcl-2 and for the A-CREB transgene
marker GFP. Of note, relative to Bcl-2 expression in the monotransgenic A-CREB mouse,
modest Bcl-2 expression was observed in the tTA::A-CREB mouse. Further, merging the GFP
and Bcl-2 images reveals a lack of overlapping signals, suggesting that A-CREB represses
Bcl-2 expression. Scale bar =20 pum.
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Figure 6. A-CREB enhances motor deficits

A. Rotarod analysis of 3-NP-evoked fall latency (in seconds) in tTA::A-CREB and A-CREB
monotransgenic mice. tTA::A-CREB mice exhibited a significantly decreased fall latency
compared to A-CREB monotransgenic mice. *, p < 0.05; **, p < 0.01. B. Mouse tail biopsy
results for tTA (top), A-CREB/GFP (middle) and YAC128 (bottom) were used to determine
the genotypes of three representative mice. Of note, mouse #3 expresses all three transgenes.
PCR reactions were run in a 1% agarose gel and visualized using ethidium bromide. C. Rotarod
analysis of WT, YAC128 and YAC128:: tTA::A-CREB transgenic mice. (Left) There was no
significant difference in fall latency between wild type and YAC128 alone at 2 months of age.
However, the YAC128::tTA::A-CREB line showed significantly impaired rotarod
performance compared to WT mice. (Right) At 6 months of age, a statistically significant
decrease in motor performance was observed in the YAC128 line, relative to WT mice. In
addition, the YAC128 phenotype was enhanced by disruption of CREB. Eleven animals were

Neurobiol Dis. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 November 1.



1duosnuey Joyiny vd-HIN 1duosnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Choi et al.

Page 20

analyzed for the WT line: 11 for the YAC128 line, and 12 for the YAC128:: tTA::A-CREB
line. *: p < 0.05.
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Figure 7. VP16-CREB confers neuroprotection and improves motor performance

A. Striatal expression of the VP16-CREB/GFP transgenic construct. Immunohistochemical
labeling for GFP show marked transgene expression in the striatum. Scale bar: 400 um. B.
Top: Time course depicting the 3-NP injection and sacrifice schedule. Bottom: Representative
cresyl violet images reveal a decrease in the degree of 3-NP-induced striatal damage in
tTA::VP16-CREB mice compared to WT mice. Scale bars: 400 ym and 100 pum for the low
and high magnification images, respectively. C. Quantitative analysis shows that 3-NP evoked
striatal damage was decreased in tTA::VP16-CREB mice compared to VP16-CREB lacking
the tTA driver. D. Double-transgenic mice exhibited significantly increased rotarod fall latency
compared to monotrasgenic VP16-CREB littermates. *, p < 0.05; ***, p < 0.001.
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