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Abstract
Recently, a number of chemical and drug screens using zebrafish embryos have been published.
Using zebrafish dystrophin mutants, we screened a chemical library for small molecules that
modulate the muscle phenotype and identified seven small molecules that influence muscle
pathology in dystrophin-null zebrafish. One chemical, aminophylline, which is known to be a non-
selective phosphodiesterase (PDE) inhibitor, had the greatest ability to restore normal muscle
structure and to up-regulate cAMP-dependent protein kinase (PKA) in treated dystrophin deficient
fish. Our methodologies, which combine drug screening with assessment of the chemical effects
by genotyping and staining with anti-dystrophin, provide a powerful means to identify template
structures potentially relevant to the development of novel human muscular dystrophies
therapeutics.

Introduction
Zebrafish quickly produce large numbers of mutant offspring that can be assayed in
multiwell plates, and treated with chemicals to determine if disease progression is affected.
Many of these platforms have been highly successful to model human disease and screen
drugs [1–6], making the zebrafish ideal for high-throughput whole-organism screening of
candidate compounds. Zebrafish also represent a validated model to investigate the function
of genes that underlie human muscular dystrophy [7–19]. The orthologs of many
components of the dystrophin-glycoprotein complex (DGC) s are expressed in zebrafish
[20]. Our laboratory has two available fish models of Duchenne muscular dystrophy (DMD)
that are dystrophin deficient, i.e. the sapje [7,9] and the sapje-like fish [10]. Dystrophin
deficiency in fish results in a muscle pathology that can be detected by birefringence early in
development under polarizing light. In this article, we describe the methodologies that we
optimized to carry out drug screening, as well as present the candidate chemicals that
restored normal muscle structure in the dystrophin-null fish.

Fish models of muscular dystrophy
Examples of fish models of human muscular diseases are listed in Table 1. These fish
models have muscle phenotypes that can be detected with the birefringence assay, and
include sapje [7,9], sapje-like [10], candyfloss, laminin alpha 2 mutant fish [18],
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dystroglycan null fish [19], and runzel, titin mutant fish [17]. In our laboratory, the two fish
models of DMD used for chemical screening were the sapje (stop codon in exon 4) and
sapje-like (splice site mutation in exon 62) mutants. Most of these mutant fish die before
reaching adulthood. In parallel to these established models, it is possible to investigategene
expression, by using anti-sense morpholino oligonucleotides (MO) to knock down specific
gene expression in zebrafish experiments. The effects of morpholino on gene expression
lasts about 5 days. The knocked down fish morphants, which are generated by injecting
MOs into the yolk of one- to two-cell stage embryos, are particularly useful to study the
function and expression of target genes and proteins during early development. In studies
focused on muscle diseases, various morphants have been characterized and shown to
display phenotypic features similar to those found in human patients These include
morphants that downregulate the Fukutin Related Protein (FKRP) [12,13], fukutin [16],
dysferlin [14], delta-sarcoglycan [8], or collagen VI [15]. Both muscle disease model fish, as
well as morphant fish, can be used to analyze muscle phenotypes and in chemical screens
aimed at identifying compounds that can restore normal skeletal muscle.

Chemical screeening using dystrophin null fish
Zebrafish cultur

The zebrafish (Danio rerio), embryos develop quickly: within three days of fertilization, a
zebrafish has skeletal muscle, a vascular system, a beating heart, and various other organs.
We maintain our model fish lines in mixed groups of heterozygous and wild type fish
because most homozygous mutant fish die before reaching adulthood. Once identified, the
heterozygous fish are mated in order to get progeny that include 25% of mutant embryos for
chemical screening. The muscle degeneration phenotype in these mutant fish is transmitted
in a recessive manner such that 25% of the offspring show degenerative muscle symptoms
after 3 dpf. Twenty pairs of heterozygous sapje fish, or sapje-like fish, were mated, and
fertilized eggs were cultured at 28.5 °C according to standard procedures and standard
criteria [21,22] under the guidelines of our Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee.

Small Molecular Library
A range of small molecule libraries is currently available from various academic facilities
(e.g. Harvard ICCB) or companies. The Prestwick chemical library (Harvard ICCB) was
used as the source of small molecules for this screening. This library contains 1120 small
molecules, composed of 90% marketed drugs and 10% bioactive alkaloids or related
substances. The active compounds in the library were selected for their high chemical and
pharmacological diversity, as well as for their known bioavailability and safety in humans.
Two additional libraries are available from Harvard ICCB, the ICCB Known Bioactives
Library (480 chemicals) and the NINDS2 Compounds Library (1040 chemicals) library.

The screening methods
Initial screen—Chemicals from the Prestwick collection were combined into pooled
groups of 8-compounds per pool, in duplicate, as described in Figure 1. A total of 140
chemical pools, derived from the 1120 chemicals in the library, were tested using the
embryo offspring of heterozygous parents. Twenty embryos (1 dpf) per well, each
containing one pool of 8 chemicals, were cultured from 1 dpf to 4 dpf in duplicate. At 4 dpf,
all cultured embryos were assayed using the birefringence assay. Depending on the results
of birefringence assay, the 140 chemical pools were divided into ‘non-toxic drug pools’ and
‘toxic drug pools’ (Figure 1). The chemicals comprising the ‘toxic drug pools’, i.e. that
caused death of all treated embryos, were rescreened individually. The distribution of
percent abnormal birefringence (i.e. affected fish) obtained using the ‘nontoxic pools’ was
compared to that obtained with non-treated fish (i.e. controls). In the controls, the
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distribution of mutant fish showing abnormal birefringence remained close to 25%. The
surviving groups of fish were divided into ‘effective drug pools’ (i.e. abnormal birefringence
≤15%) and ‘non-effective drug pools’ (i.e.abnormal birefringence > 15%) groups. Each
chemical from an effective drug pool was tested individually in the second screen.

Secondary screen—Pools were separated into individual chemicals, and tested by
culturing 20 embryos in duplicate to identify which individual compound influenced the
ratio of fish showing abnormal birefringence. All fish treated with each effective chemical
(total forty 4 dpf embryos per chemical) were sacrificed and the head was separated from the
body. Their heads were used for extraction of genomic DNA and subsequent genotyping.
Their bodies were used to assess dystrophin expression by whole mount
immunohistochemistry after fixation.

Birefringence assay
Muscle birefringence was analyzed by placing anesthesized embryos on a glass polarizing
filter and then attaching a second polarizing filter onto a dissecting scope (Nikon, model
SMZ1500). The top polarizing filter twisted until only the light refracting through the
striated muscle was visible. Since the degree of birefringence is affected by the horizontal
orientation of the fish, the fish were gently oscillated back and forth to account for
differences in positioning. The detectable time of abnormal birefringence of muscle
structures in mutant fish is different in each mutant. In sapje fish, candyfloss and
dystroglycan null fish, it can be detected from 3 dpf to 7 dpf. On the other hand, reduced
birefringence in runzel titin mutant fish can be observed at 6 dpf or 7 dpf. The abnormal
disturbed muscle structures were observed as black spots or diminished birefringence. After
evaluation of the muscle phenotype, these fish can recover after being returned into normal
fish water, and can subsequently be cultured until adulthood.

Evaluation of chemical effects
Genotyping chemically treated fish

The genotypes of all surviving fish treated with each compound, and showing apparent
corrective results in the second screen, were determined using genomic DNA extracted from
the heads of individual fish (40 treated fish per chemical). The genomic DNA was used as
template for PCR analysis using primer sets designed to detect either the sapje- or sapje-like
mutation in the dystrophin gene. In the non-treated group of 4 dpf sapje heterozygous pair
offspring, the resulting genotype percentages is 25% wild type, 50% heterozygous, and 25%
homozygous for dystrophin-deficiency, as expected in a Mendelian distribution. When
genotyped, every fish that had a detectable birefringence defect was confirmed to be
dystrophin-null. However, treated fish showing clear, normal birefringence may have any of
three possible genotypes: wildtype, heterozygous, or dystrophin-null. Some chemicals
restored the muscle structure resulting in normal birefringence although genotyping
indicated a dystrophin deficient homozygous mutant fish. These phenotype/genotype
comparisons led to the identification of chemicals capable of correcting the muscle
phenotype observed in the sapje and sapje-like fish, without restoration of dystrophin
expression.

Analysis of dystrophin expression in the chemically treated fish
In zebrafish, primary muscle proteins (dystrophin, alpha- and beta- dystroglycan, laminin
and myosin heavy chain) can be detected with corresponding antibodies using whole mount
immunohistochemistory (IHC), which eliminates the need to section fish [13,14]. To
evaluate the effects of chemical treatment, we examined dystrophin expression using an
antibody directed against the c-terminal domain of dystrophin. A chemical treatment that
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causes exon skipping or read-through, may result in expression of normal dystrophin.
However, when dystrophin is not detected in mutant fish showing normal muscle/normal
birefringence after treatment, it is presumed that the chemical acts on alternative pathways
that induce rescue of the muscle phenotype in mutant fish.

Long-term treatment of sapje fish with candidate chemicals
For long-term treatment of dystrophin deficient fish, mutant fish showing abnormal
birefringence were identified under the dissection scope at 4 dpf and placed in a new plate to
be treated with candidate chemicals from 4 dpf to 30 dpf. Ten affected and ten unaffected
embryos were arrayed in 24 well-plates and cultured in 1 ml of fish water containing
individual chemicals at 28.5 °C starting at 4 dpf in duplicate. At 5 dpf, treated fish were
cultured at room temperature in 100 ml of fish water containing individual chemicals (2.5
μg/ml) until 30 dpf at room temperature. The number of surviving fish was counted and
recorded every other day, and at 30 dpf their genotypes were determined followed by
analysis of dystrophin expression and other protein expression using western blot and
immunostaining.

Therapeutic drugs for dystrophin null fish
In the sapje fish drug screens [6], 108 pools resulted in surviving fish (32 pools caused death
of all treated embryos). Among the 108 groups, some contained pools of chemicals that
appeared to influence the ratio of affected fish relative to unaffected fish. In the
experimental groups treated with the chemical pools, the distribution of the affected fish
ranged between 2.5% to 27.5% compared to a range of 17.5% to 27.5% in the non-treated
fish utilized as controls. Six groups had less than 7.5% of mutant fish showing abnormal
birefringence and the corresponding compounds were selected as candidate therapeutics for
restoring normal muscle function. The 256 chemicals comprising the 32 pools that caused
death of all treated embryos were re-screened individually. However, among those, no
chemical resulted in less than 7.5% mutant fish showing abnormal birefringence. In the
second screen, seven chemicals influenced muscle structure by decreasing the percentage of
affected fish using both sapje and sapje-like fish (Table 2). In the non-treated group of 4 dpf
sapje heterozygous pair offspring, the percentages of resulting genotypes were 30% wild
type, 45% heterozygous, and 25% homozygous for dystrophin-deficiency. All unaffected
fish were confirmed to be wild type or heterozygous fish. In the treated groups, some
homozygous dystrophin-null fish had normal birefringence and thus were considered
phenotypically unaffected. Similar results were obtained in sapje-like fish. Immunostaining
of individual fish bodies with antidystrophin antibodies indicated that homozygous
dystrophin-null fish that displayed normal birefringence did not express dystrophin.
Chemical treatment can thus restore normal birefringence in dystrophin null fish, without
restoring dystrophin expression. To determine if treatment with a single compound could
reverse the skeletal muscle phenotype once it is already present, affected fish (selected at 4
dpf by birefringence assay) were treated with each of the seven candidate chemicals
identified in the screen, from 4 dpf to 30 dpf. Fish treated with one of the seven candidate
chemicals, aminophylline, were able to survive longer (average lifespan 5.33 days, n=3)
compared to non-treated dystrophin null fish (average lifespan 2.67 days, n=3) (Table 2).
Histological and immunostaining analysis of aminophylline treated fish showed that the
surviving fish had skeletal muscle structure restored to that similar to those of wild type fish,
although they did not express dystrophin [6]. Aminophylline is known to be a non-selective
PDE inhibitor that increases the levels of intracellular cAMP, causing activation of cAMP-
dependent Protein Kinase (PKA) [6]. In aminophylline treated fish, increased levels of
phosphorylated PKA were detected compared to those in wild type, and untreated
dystrophin-null fish. These results suggest that intracellular cAMP is increased with
aminophylline treatment.
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Conclusions
The DMD model fish, sapje and sapje-like fish, are ideally suited for chemical screens
aimed at identifying drug candidates that correct the dystrophin-deficiency induced muscle
phenotype. 1) These fish are small enough to be permeable to small molecules, and can be
assayed in large numbers. 2) Their muscle phenotypes are easily detectable by a
birefringence assay to score chemical effects. For quick screening, pooled compounds were
used for the first screening. Using these approaches, seven individual chemicals that
decreased the percentage of muscle-affected fish have been identified by our group.
Combining genotyping with dystrophin immunostaining to analyze the same fish after
chemical treatment, provides a powerful means to assess the effects of drugs. We have
identified 7 chemicals that can prevent the onset of abnormal muscle structure in dystrophin-
null fish and result in an apparently normal fish, without restoring dystrophin expression.
Recent reports in the literature have shown that selected compounds are able to cause exon
skipping [23] or read-through [24] in mutant dystrophin cDNA and thus rescue the
expression of truncated dystrophin. However, none of the seven chemicals identified in our
screen restored dystrophin expression. We hypothesize that the chemical hits identified in
our screen act on alternative proteins, thus potentially unraveling novel therapeutic
pathways. The muscle structure of aminophylline-treated dystrophin-null fish appeared
normal at 30 dpf. These results indicate that action of these chemicals may be able to restore
dystrophin null muscle to normal muscle, without restoring dystrophin expression.
Aminophylline has numerous anti-inflammatory effects, including the inhibition of
inflammatory mediators [25–28]. Notably, other groups have previously reported that a
PDE5 inhibitor restores mdx mouse dystrophic muscle to normal muscle [21,29,30]. It is
known that PDE inhibitors cause an increase in intracellular cAMP and/or cGMP. One of
the pathways which are up-regulated by elevated cAMP levels is the PKA pathway [31].
Up-regulation of expression of target proteins following PKA activation might be able to
modulate the progression of diseased phenotype in skeletal muscle. Our screening
approaches can be utilized to screen numerous drug collections to identify candidate drugs
for the treatment of muscular dystrophies. The analysis of the molecular mechanisms
downstream of these drugs may unravel common pathways as well as pathways specific to
each compound, thus facilitating the identification of novel targets and/or the development
of novel therapeutics to treat human muscle disease.
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Fig. 1.
Schematic of drug screening using DMD model fish.In the first screen, twenty, one dpf-
embryos from a mating of sapje heterozygous fish were arrayed, twenty per well, in 48-well
plates containing 0.25 ml of fish water and eight pooled chemicals (vertical pool of eight
chemicals in 96 well-plate) from the prestwick collection (total 1120 chemicals) in
duplicate. The chemicals were at a final concentration of 2.4 μg/ml. As a normal control,
twenty embryos were cultured in duplicate without chemicals. At 4 dpf, the birefringence of
all fish was tested using a dissecting microscope. Since the muscle phenotype in these
mutant fish is transmitted in a recessive manner, approximately, 25% of the offspring have
the abnormal muscle birefringence phenotype after 4 dpf. After comparison of the
percentage of affected fish at 4 dpf between chemical-treated fish (red bars) and non-treated
fish (blue bars), chemical pools with a reduced percentage of affected fish upon
birefringence assay compared to those in non-treated fish were selected for the secondary
screen and were tested individually. All surviving fish, both normal and those with
apparently restored muscle, were sacrificed. Heads were removed for genotyping and bodies
were used for immunostaining.
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Table 1

Model fish of muscle diseases

Mutant fish Mutated gene Related human muscle disease References

Sapje Dystrophin Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy (DMD) [7,9]

Sapje like Dystrophin DMD [10]

Candyfloss Laminin alpha2 Congenital Muscular Dystrophy (CMD 1A) [17]

Dystroglycan null fish Dystroglycan Dystroglycanopathies [18]

Runzel Titin Limb Girdle Muscular Dystrophy (LGMD 2 J) [19]
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Table 2

Candidate chemicals for dystrophin null fish

Candidate Chemicals Sapje (%) Sapje-like (%) The average number of surviving
fish at 30 dpf (n = 3,10 fish)

Epirizole 10 15 Anti-inflammatory agent 3.67

Homochlorcyclizine dihydrochloride 10 12.5 Anti-allergic agent 0

Conessine 10 12.5 Anti-allergic agent 0

Aminophylline 7.5 17.5 A non selective PDE inhibitor 5.33

Equilin 5 10 A group of steroid compounds 2.33

Pentetic acid 7.5 10 Chelating agents 4.00

Proscillaridin A 10 10 Cardiotonic agents 0
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