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Abstract
Recent data suggests that PAS kinase acts as a signal integrator to adjust metabolic behavior in
response to nutrient conditions. Specifically, PAS kinase controls the partitioning of nutrient
resources between the myriad of possible fates. In this capacity, PAS kinase elicits a pro-growth
program, which includes both signaling and metabolic control, both in yeast and in mammals. We
propose that, like other kinases possessing these properties—AMPK and TOR, PAS kinase might
be target for therapy of diabetes, obesity and cancer.

Every organism must strike a balance between energy consumption, as required for growth
and reproduction, and energy preservation for survival during starvation. Organismal growth
requires the coordinated execution of biochemical processes, linked to nutrient and energy
availability, by which organisms increase cell size and/or cell number through the
biosynthesis of new cellular components. Equally important is the ability to rapidly suppress
these synthetic processes to conserve energy and survive under depleted nutrient conditions.
Suppression of biosynthetic pathways must be coordinated with mobilization of energy
stores (carbohydrate and lipid), recycling of proteins and organelles through autophagy and
the cessation of cell proliferation[1]. The combination of these stress responses prevents
death under conditions of fasting or starvation.

The ability to coordinately up-regulate biosynthetic cellular processes in response to
available nutrients is largely dependent upon activation of target-of-rapamycin (TOR)
signaling[2] and inhibition of AMP-activated protein kinase (AMPK) signaling[3].
However, the converse occurs rapidly upon nutrient depletion, AMPK is activated in
response to an increased AMP:ATP ratio, and TOR is inactivated[4]. The capacity to
respond rapidly and appropriately to a dynamic nutrient environment can determine the fate
of the organism, whether it be survival and reproduction or death. In order to synthesize the
myriad of signals from both within and without the cell, TOR and AMPK integrate with a
wide variety of signaling molecules and pathways[5–7]. One such protein is PAS kinase,
which is a highly conserved serine/threonine kinase containing an N-terminal PAS
domain[8]. Deletion of PAS kinase, both in yeast and mice, leads to abnormal responses to
perturbations in nutrient availability and aberrant partitioning of those nutrients[9, 10].
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STRUCTURAL INSIGHTS INTO PAS KINASE REGULATION AND FUNCTION
Insight into the regulation and function of PAS kinase has come from structural studies. PAS
kinase contains an N-terminal Per-Arnt-Sim (PAS) domain. PAS domains serve as versatile
sensory domains responsive to a variety of intracellular cues, including light, oxygen, redox
state and many others[11]. PAS domains are not highly conserved at the primary amino acid
sequence level (~ 20% identity), but they adopt a characteristic core fold consisting of an
alternating five strand β-sheet that is flanked by a varying number of α-helices. PAS
domains are often regulated by the binding of a diverse group of small ligands, including
ATP, heme or flavins, within the hydrophobic pocket at the core of the domain[12–15]. As
with other PAS domains, the PAS domain of PAS kinase adopts this characteristic fold and
can bind small organic molecules within its hydrophic core[16]. Unlike other PAS domains,
however, the physiological ligand(s) for PAS kinase remain unknown. When the PAS
domain is deleted, the kinase activity of PASK increases, but it is repressed by addition in
trans of the PAS domain, which acts through direct binding to the kinase domain[8]. We
hypothesize that allosteric regulation by the PAS domain enables PAS kinase to display
ligand-responsive kinase activity in vivo. PAS domain binding could force PAS kinase into
an inactive state until the PAS domain binds an endogenous ligand. The binding of ligand to
the PAS domain could then, through altering the PAS domain conformation, disrupt the
interaction with the kinase domain thereby derepressing kinase activity.

The C-terminus of PAS kinase contains a canonical serine/threonine kinase domain.
Presumably kinase activity is the major mode by which PAS kinase mediates its cellular
effects; this has been formally demonstrated in yeast[10, 17, 18]. Recently, we determined
the structure of the kinase domain of PAS kinase[19]. Many protein kinases are converted
from an inactive to an active conformation by phosphorylation of one or more residues in a
conserved loop within the kinase domain, known as the activation loop[20]. Most PAS
kinase orthologs possess a phosphorylatable threonine residue in the canonical activation
loop site, but we made the surprising observation that the kinase domain adopted an active
conformation in the absence of activation loop phosphorylation [19]. The evolutionary
conservation of this threonine residue raises the possibility that, although phosphorylation
on this residue is not required for basal activity, it may be important for modulating kinase
activity in some situations. As a part of this study, we also determined the substrate
preferences for PAS kinase. We found a strong preference for a basic residue at the -3
position relative to the site of phosphorylation [19], which is fairly common among kinases.
We also found an unusual preference for histidine at the -5 position, which has only been
previously described for the human LATS kinase and its yeast homolog Cbk1[21]. This
unique preference for histidine may prove informative in determining substrates for PAS
kinase, which has remained difficult in mammalian systems.

The unusual regulatory properties of PAS kinase might enable it to play a role in
coordinating energy sensing with metabolic control. The PAS domain is poised to bind
small metabolites and derepress kinase activity in response. In this manner PAS kinase
could recognize certain aspects of the nutrient environment and then lead to appropriate
metabolic adaptation via phosphorylation of downstream effectors. Thus, PAS kinase could
respond to the metabolic status of the cell in order to elicit an appropriate metabolic
response.

PAS KINASE AND NUTRIENT PARTITIONING
In S. cerevisiae, PAS kinase responds to environmental changes to regulate nutrient
partitioning. The two PAS kinase paralogs in yeast, termed PSK1 and PSK2 (together
referred to as PAS kinase), are redundant for all known functions[10]. PAS kinase is
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activated by growth in non-fermentable carbon sources[17], which lead to stimulated
respiration and mitochondrial metabolism. Additionally, PAS kinase is activated by various
forms of cell wall/cell membrane stress. Upon activation, PAS kinase directly
phosphorylates UDP-glucose pyrophosphorylase (Ugp1) at serine-11[18]. Ugp1 catalyzes
the formation of UDP-glucose, which is the glucose donor for the production of both
glycogen and cell wall glucans, which are the major structural component of the yeast cell
wall[22]. Under conditions of severe cell integrity stress, the cell increases the partitioning
of glucose toward cell wall synthesis to stabilize this essential structure. One way this
partitioning is enacted is through PAS kinase-dependent phosphorylation of Ugp1.
Interestingly, PAS kinase-dependent phosphorylation of Ugp1 does not affect the enzymatic
activity of Ugp1[10]. However, it induces a conformational change that can be detected
either by limited proteolysis or by ion-exchange chromatography, and thereby enacts a
metabolic switch. Unphosphorylated Ugp1 produces UDP-glucose that preferentially
contributes to the synthesis of glycogen. Phosphorylated Ugp1 produces UDP-glucose that
is preferentially incorporated into cell wall glucans at the expense of glycogen. We provided
evidence that phosphorylated Ugp1 translocates from the cytoplasm to the cell periphery,
which enables its UDP-glucose product to be preferentially used in cell wall synthesis, part
of which happens there. The role of PAS kinase in glucose partitioning is completely
dependent on phosphorylation of Ugp1. A psk1Δ psk2Δ strain shows a dramatic increase in
glycogen production at the expense of cell wall production, which is completely
phenocopied in a UGP1-S11A mutant[10, 17]. The shift in glucose utilization in the psk1Δ
psk2Δ double mutant or in the UGP1-S11A mutant is associated with increased sensitivity
to cell wall perturbing agents. Thus, PAS kinase activation allows the cell to respond to
harsh extracellular conditions and continue to survive and grow.

Glucose is a finite resource and is the preferred carbon source for the single-cell eukaryote
S. cerevisiae. Each cell must strike a balance between consumption of glucose for energy
production, utilization of glucose as a building block and storage of glucose for future use.
In order to determine where to partition its limited supply of glucose, the cell must
continuously monitor its dynamic metabolic state. In glucose replete conditions, S.
cerevisiae represses genes involved in mitochondrial biogenesis and oxidative
phosphorylation, a process called glucose repression[23]. Under these conditions, glycolysis
is the predominant source of ATP. However, as extracellular glucose is depleted, the cell
must be able to utilize other energy sources in order to survive and grow. This requires
reversal of glucose repression (derepression) and up-regulation of oxidative
phosphorylation[24]. Multiple signaling mechanisms are involved in glucose derepression,
the majority of which depend upon the yeast AMPK homolog Snf1[25–27]. Similar to
mammalian AMPK, Snf1 is activated by an increase in AMP concentrations [27, 28].
Activation of Snf1 is associated with an increase in mitochondrial biogenesis, oxidative
phosphorylation and expression of proteins involved in ATP production from non-glucose
substrates[3]. Snf1 activation also leads to activation of PAS kinase and Ugp1
phosphorylation, which induces altered glucose partitioning from storage as glycogen to
utilization in cell wall synthesis[17]. The mechanistic details of the relationship between
PAS kinase and Snf1 remain unknown. It is possible that the altered metabolic environment
present upon Snf1 activation causes PAS kinase activation. It is also possible, however, that
Snf1-dependent PASK activation is a concerted response to force utilization of the available
glucose for critical cellular processes (like cell wall synthesis) rather than for storage or
energy production.

PAS KINASE AND GROWTH CONTROL
Given the fundamental importance of coordinating growth decisions with available energy
resources, the mechanisms, proteins and pathways that manage this relationship are typically
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evolutionarily conserved. As a result, S. cerevisiae has proven to be a valuable tool for
deciphering these signaling mechanisms. Because cell growth and division are very
expensive processes energetically, the cell must constantly monitor the nutrient environment
and react rapidly and appropriately to changes in nutrient availability. Cells have developed
several mechanisms that allow them to sense nutrient availability and alter their growth rate.
One such mechanism is dependent on the Target of Rapamycin (TOR) protein. From yeast
to mammals, TOR has been shown to be a master regulator of cellular growth and
division[2, 7, 29, 30]. TOR is activated by nutrients and promotes both temporal and spatial
growth. The S. cerevisiae genome, as with PAS kinase, contains two paralogs of TOR:
TOR1 and TOR2. The protein products of these two genes function in two distinct
complexes termed TOR complex 1 (TORC1) and TOR complex 2 (TORC2)[29]. TORC1,
which contains Tor1 or Tor2 as well as Kog1 (raptor), Tco89 and Lst8, regulates protein
synthesis and cell size in response to nutrient availability[29, 31]. TORC1 function is
sensitive to the inhibitor rapamycin. TORC2, which contains Tor2 (but not Tor1), Avo1,
Avo2, Avo3 (Tsc11 or rictor), Bit61 and Lst8, is essential for cell division and cell cycle-
dependent polarization of the actin cytoskeleton[32]. TORC2 function is not directly
sensitive to rapamycin.

TORC1 promotes spatial growth (i.e. increases cell size) through an increase in protein
translation[33–35]. TORC1 stabilizes the 5’-cap dependent initiation factor, eIF4G, and
upregulates the translation of ribosomal proteins. Interestingly, a screen for PAS kinase
substrates revealed direct phosphorylation of a number of proteins involved in translational
regulation. One protein found to be a phosphorylation target of PAS kinase was Cap-
Associated Factor 20 (Caf20) in complex with eukaryotic initiation factor 4E (eIF4E)[18].
Caf20 negatively regulates translation by blocking assembly of the translation initiation
complex[36]. In higher organisms, the Caf20 homologs (4E-BPs) are directly
phosphorylated by the TORC1 complex, causing increased eIF4E activity and protein
synthesis[33]. PAS kinase can also phosphorylate Tif11, which is the yeast eukaryotic
translation initiation factor 1A (eIF1A)[18]. eIF1A mediates Met-tRNA transfer to the 40S
preinitiation complex[37]. These data indicate that PAS kinase may, like TOR, regulate
protein synthesis through phosphorylation of downstream effectors, but the significance of
its effect on translation has not been defined.

TOR not only regulates translation and spatial growth, but also controls cell division as a
component of TORC2. TORC2 activates temporal growth through reorganization and
polarization of the actin cytoskeleton by activating the small GTPase Rho1[38–40]. S.
cerevisiae TOR2 is an essential gene given its obligate role in the TORC2 complex. In order
to better understand the function of TOR2, a temperature sensitive allele of TOR2 (tor2ts)
was isolated that is non-functional at the restrictive temperature (37°C)[30]. Therefore, a
tor2ts mutant is inviable at 37°C, but it can be rescued by over-expression of Rho1 and its
relatives, which function downstream of TORC2 [41]. Interestingly, we have found that the
lethality of the tor2ts can also be suppressed by over-expression of either PSK1 or
PSK2[42]. PAS kinase-dependent suppression of the tor2ts requires both Ugp1
phosphorylation and Rho1 activation. Our biochemical experiments indicate that phospho-
Ugp1 nucleates the formation of a signaling complex that includes Rom2, a Rho1 activating
guanine nucleotide exchange factor and the RNA binding protein Ssd1. The complex is able
to induce activation of Rho1, presumably through the activity of Rom2. Active Rho1 then
promotes cell growth and cell division through activation of the MAP kinase cascade and
cell wall synthesis enzymes like the β-1,3-glucan synthase Fks1. Activation of the MAPK
cascade in yeast leads to actin reorganization and transcriptional up-regulation of genes
involved in cell wall biogenesis[43]. Rho1 also directly regulates cell wall biogenesis via
binding and activation of Fks1[44].

Cardon and Rutter Page 4

Semin Cell Dev Biol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 August 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



These observations indicate that PAS kinase-dependent Ugp1phosphorylation generates a
pro-growth signal while at the same time stimulating a pro-growth metabolic program. It
increases cell wall biogenesis, which is required to accommodate the increase in cell size
associated with cell division[10], and simultaneously nucleates the formation of a pro-
growth signaling complex resulting in Rho1 activation[42]. It is not clear if these two
functions are inter-dependent or if they operate in complete isolation from one another. For
example, two independent populations of Ugp1 may be responsible for these two distinct
outputs or Ugp1 may perform both activities simultaneously. It is also unclear what function
Ssd1, which has been shown to regulate mRNA stability and translation, may have in the
pro-growth signaling complex[45]. However, one mechanism of spatial growth control is
dependent upon localized regulation of mRNA stability and translation[46]. It is therefore
possible that the Ugp1-Rom2-Ssd1 complex also regulates some aspects of spatial growth
through Ssd1-dependent control of RNA stability or translation. The coordination of spatial
and temporal growth and their integration with the nutrient environment are critically
important processes in all living organisms. PAS kinase appears to tie these stimuli and
processes together in yeast. Based on the evolutionary conservation of PAS kinase sequence
and structure, we predict that it would act similarly in mammals, but such processes are
much more complicated in complex, multicellular mammals.

PAS KINASE FUNCTION IN MAMMALS
Defects in nutrient partitioning lie at the heart of the metabolic alterations that characterize
many human pathologies, including obesity, diabetes and cancer. TOR and AMPK are
master regulators of cellular nutrient utilization in mammals[47]. As in yeast, mammalian
TOR functions in two distinct complexes termed mTORC1 and mTORC2[2]. The functions
of the TOR complexes to control cell growth and cell division in response to environmental
conditions is evolutionarily conserved throughout the eukaryotic kingdom. The role of
mTORC1 in driving inappropriate cell proliferation is now well appreciated and is a high
value therapeutic target in cancer. Small molecule inhibition of mTORC1 by rapamycin, as
well as second generation rapamycin analogs (rapalogs)[48], have proven effective against
certain types of cancer[49]. Some data also suggest that mTORC1 inhibition might be of
therapeutic benefit for obesity and diabetes[50]. Pharmacological activation of AMPK by
biguanide drugs like metformin, however, has been used as a treatment for type 2 diabetes
for over 40 years[51]. AMPK and TOR exemplify the intimate connection between the
pathways that monitor energy availability and the cellular decisions related to growth,
division and nutrient consumption and storage. Given the commonalities in function, we
postulate that PAS kinase might also be a part of the cellular decision-making apparatus
concerning nutrient partitioning, thereby controlling cell growth and energy homeostasis.

We, and others, have found that mice lacking PAS kinase (PASK−/−) exhibit a number of
tissue specific defects in metabolic control[9]. Specifically, PASK−/− mice exhibit impaired
glucose-stimulated insulin secretion from pancreatic β-cells, altered triglyceride storage in
the liver, and increased metabolic rate in skeletal muscle. The role of PASK in glucose-
responsiveness in β-cells is the best understood and PASK appears to act through controlling
activity of the promoter driving insulin gene expression [52–55]. In the liver, PASK is
required for the normal expression of genes involved in fatty acid synthesis, uptake and
storage, which could partially explain the protection from high fat diet-induced fatty liver
observed in the PASK−/− mice[9]. The mechanism(s) by which PASK affects metabolic rate
in skeletal muscle remains unknown. Mitochondrial morphology and number were
unaffected by PASK deletion in soleus muscle, while oxygen consumption and ATP
production were elevated. This increased metabolic rate is almost certainly part of the
mechanism underlying the relatively lean phenotype of the PASK−/− mice on a high fat diet.
We also found that the hypermetabolic phenotype observed in skeletal muscle was
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recapitulated in cultured cells. Silencing of PASK in cultured myoblasts resulted in
increased glucose and palmitate oxidation[9]. These data strongly suggest that PASK is
required for normal nutrient partitioning and energy homeostasis in the mouse and that this
activity is primarily carried out in a cell-autonomous fashion.

As described above, PASK enacts a pro-growth (broadly defined) program both in yeast and
mammals. The fact that PASK itself is regulated nutritionally places this protein kinase in
the class of proteins, like AMPK and TOR, which monitor the cellular and organismal
metabolic state and initiate or suppress growth signals. We speculate that, also like AMPK
and TOR, PASK may be a viable drug target not only for obesity and diabetes, for which
some evidence already exists, but for some cancers as well. This question awaits further
studies, not only to define the mechanism(s) of metabolic control elicited by PASK, but also
to explore the relevance of these mechanisms to human disease.
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Highlights

• PAS kinase integrates nutrient availability to nutrient partitioning

• Growth and nutrient availability are tightly coupled through intracellular
signaling

• PAS kinase is required for normal nutrient utilization

• PAS kinase activates Rho1 to promote growth
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Figure 1. PAS kinase signaling in S. Cerevisiae.
PAS kinase is activated by cell intergrity stress and non-fermentable carbon sources.
Activation of PAS kinase leads to phosphorylation of Ugp1. Phospho-Ugp1 translocates
from the cytoplasm to the cell periphery. At the cell periphery Ugp1 produces UDP-glucose
that is a substrate for cell wall synthesis. Phospho-Ugp1 also nucleates the formation of a
pro-growth complex involved in Rho1 activation.
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