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CircularRNA(circRNA) is a newlydiscovered class ofnoncoding
RNAs that plays key regulatory role inpathological development,
including the regulation of several solid tumors.However, the ef-
fects of circRNA expression on oral squamous cell carcinoma
(OSCC) remain unclear. With the use of high-throughput RNA
sequencing data on eight paired oral cancer and adjacent healthy
tissues, we observed that circRNA derived from the gene encod-
ing pleckstrin homology domain-interacting protein (circPHIP)
was highly expressed inOSCC. Additionally, circPHIPwas high-
ly expressed in other OSCC-related cell lines and was associated
with tumor metastasis, TNM stage, and human papilloma virus
infection status. The inhibition of circPHIP expression reduced
OSCC cell migration, invasion, and proliferation. We found
that circPHIP could adsorb microRNA (miR)-142-5p and upre-
gulate the expression of PHIP and alpha-actinin 4 (ACTN4),
both of which are potential oncogenes closely related to OSCC
prognosis. The inhibition of miR-142-5p or overexpressing
PHIPorACTN4 reversed the circPHIP depletion-induced atten-
uation of OSCC malignancy. In conclusion, circPHIP is overex-
pressed in OSCC and enhances its malignancy via an miR-142-
5p/PHIP-ACTN4/AKT serine/threonine kinase 1 signaling
axis. Therefore, circPHIP may represent a novel target for treat-
ing OSCC.

INTRODUCTION
Oral squamous cell carcinoma (OSCC) is the most common head and
neck malignancy. It presents with different degrees of differentiation
and is prone to lymph node metastasis, resulting in poor prognosis.1,2

The treatment involves surgery in combination with radiotherapy
and chemotherapy; however, most patients experience recurrence
or distant metastasis, and its 5-year survival rate is �60%.3–5 The
improvement of OSCC survival rates is a difficult public health issue,
and new therapies are urgently needed, especially targeted therapies
affecting complex gene-regulatory networks.

Circular RNAs (circRNAs) are noncoding RNA molecules. They are
closed circular structures lacking a 50 cap and a 30 polyadenylated tail;
Molecular The
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this absence of the 50 cap and 30 polyadenylated tail confers their
unique functions.6,7 circRNAs are evolutionarily conserved, stable,
abundant, and specifically expressed in different cells and develop-
mental stages.8 Functions of circRNAs include sponging microRNAs
(miRNAs), interacting with RNA-binding proteins, and participating
in protein translation.9–12 circRNAs are involved in regulating malig-
nant tumors; thus, specific circRNAs are expected to be adopted as tu-
mor biomarkers.13–16

miRNAs are noncoding single-stranded RNA molecules comprising
20–24 nucleotides and are encoded by endogenous genes.17 miRNAs
can combine with specific target mRNAs to degrade them, inhibiting
their normal translation process, thereby regulating gene expression
in the post-transcription stage, and widely participating in cellular
processes, such as growth, development, differentiation, metabolism,
and immune response.18 The differentially expressed miRNAs be-
tween normal and tumor cells function similarly as proto-oncogenes
or tumor-suppressor genes by regulating different target genes and
are thus involved in cancer development, tumorigenesis, and prog-
nosis.19–21

There is an intricate interaction between coding and noncoding
RNAs. The two RNA transcripts are used as competitive endogenous
RNAs (ceRNAs), i.e., miRNA sponges, to precisely regulate signaling
networks by competing against shared miRNAs and thus significantly
impact tumorigenesis and development.22 Previous studies have iden-
tified thousands of circRNAs in the mammalian transcriptome, sug-
gesting that circRNAs may represent a new class of ceRNA
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Figure 1. Identification and validation of differential circPHIP expression in OSCC tissues and cells

(A) Volcano plot of differentially expressed circRNAs. The green dots are downregulated circRNAs, whereas the red dots are upregulated circRNAs in OSCC. circPHIP is

labeled as hsa_circ_0001615. (B) Schematic showing the circularization of PHIP exons 5–7 forming circPHIP. (C) circPHIP expression was detected via qRT-PCR in 62 pairs

of OSCC and adjacent normal tissues. Student’s t test, ***p < 0.001. (D) circPHIP expression was detected via qRT-PCR in various human OSCC cell lines (CAL27, SCC15,

SCC9, and SCC25) and healthy oral keratinocytes (HOKs). (E) FISH analysis of circPHIP localization. Scale bar, 50 mm.
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regulators.16,23 Owing to their high expression levels and increased
stability, circRNAs with ceRNA activity may effectively modulate
the crosstalk between linear ceRNAs.24 Recent studies have found
that circRNA CDR1 (ciRS-7) is highly stable and contains more
than 60 conserved binding sites for microRNA (miR)-7 and can effec-
tively sponge miR-7 and affect its targeting activity.25,26 The analysis
of ceRNA crosstalk may provide insights into the function of various
circRNAs.

OSCC development and progression are regulated by various coding
and noncoding genes; however, the role of circRNAs in these pro-
cesses is unclear.27 In this study, we characterized a circRNA derived
from the gene encoding pleckstrin homology domain-interacting
protein (PHIP), circPHIP (hsa_circ_0001615). circPHIP was upregu-
186 Molecular Therapy: Nucleic Acids Vol. 23 March 2021
lated in OSCC tissues and cell lines and associated with OSCCmetas-
tasis, TNM stage, and human papilloma virus (HPV) infection status.
Herein, we propose that circPHIP regulates PHIP and alpha-actinin 4
(ACTN4) expression by adsorbing miR-142-5p, thereby affecting
OSCC progression and metastasis.

RESULTS
circPHIP (hsa_circ_0001615) is highly expressed in OSCC

Previously, we screened for differentially expressed circRNAs by
analyzing eight pairs of OSCC and healthy oral mucosal tissues
through high-throughput RNA sequencing.28 From a volcano map
of the results, we identified the significantly overexpressed circRNA
circPHIP, which is transcribed from PHIP on human chromosome
6 by head-to-tail splicing of exons 5–7 (Figures 1A and 1B). To
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examine the correlation between circPHIP expression and OSCC, we
collected 62 pairs of healthy and oral cancer tissue samples and used
quantitative reverse-transcriptase polymerase chain reaction (qRT-
PCR) to detect circPHIP expression. The expression of circPHIP
was higher in OSCC tissues than in healthy oral tissues (Figure 1C),
consistent with the RNA sequencing results. We next examined circ-
PHIP expression in OSCC cell lines. Compared to its level in healthy
oral keratinocytes (HOKs), circPHIP levels significantly increased in
all four OSCC cell lines (CAL27, SCC9, SCC15, and SCC25), partic-
ularly in SCC15 cells (Figure 1D). Therefore, we conducted RNA fluo-
rescence in situ hybridization (FISH) experiments in SCC15 cells and
observed that circPHIP was mainly localized to the cytoplasm (Fig-
ure 1E). Additionally, we analyzed the relationships between circ-
PHIP expression levels and clinical parameters of OSCC (Table S1).
The circPHIP expression level was related to lymph node metastasis,
clinical stage, and HPV infection status, confirming the clinical value
of studying this circRNA.

Depleting circPHIP inhibits OSCC cell migration, invasion, and

proliferation

To explore the mechanism by which circPHIP regulates OSCC,
we used short hairpin RNAs (shRNAs) to reduce circPHIP
expression. We designed three shRNAs and transfected them
into SCC15 and CAL27 cells. Transfection efficiency assessment
via qRT-PCR demonstrated significant depletion of circPHIP
(Figure 2A). The depletion significantly reduced the migration
and invasion of SCC15 and CAL27 cells (Figures 2B and 2C).
Knocking down circPHIP significantly inhibited the colony-
forming ability of OSCC cells (Figure 2D), indicating decreased
proliferation. This observation was also verified using Cell
Counting Kit-8 (CCK-8) (Figure 2E) and 5-ethy-
nyl-20-deoxyuridine incorporation (EdU) (Figure 2F) assays.
Additionally, the depletion of circPHIP inhibited apoptosis of
OSCC cells (Figure 2G). Of the three shRNAs, sh-circPHIP 01
had the highest knockdown efficiency and was used in subse-
quent experiments. Taken together, these findings reveal that
circPHIP plays important roles in OSCC cells.

circPHIP functions as an efficient sponge for miR-142-5p in

OSCC

To investigate whether circPHIP can function as an miRNA sponge,
we transfected HOKs with the Argonaute RNA-induced silencing
complex (RISC) catalytic component 2 (AGO2) plasmid and con-
ducted RNA immunoprecipitation (RIP) analysis. Endogenous circ-
PHIP was specifically enriched in the AGO2 overexpression group
(Figure 3A). Four databases were used to predict potential target miR-
Figure 2. circPHIP inhibits the migration, invasion, and proliferation of OSCC

(A) After stable transfection of sh-circPHIP or negative control (NC) vector, circPHIP expre

migration and invasion assays in stable SCC15 and CAL27 cells with circPHIP knock

knockdown. (D) Colony-formation assays in stable SCC15 and CAL27 cells with circPH

with circPHIP knockdown. (F) EdU incorporation assays in stable SCC15 and CAL27

propidium iodide (PI) staining of stable SCC15 and CAL27 cells with circPHIP knockdow

of three independent experiments. Student’s t test, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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NAs: miRTarBase, http://mirtarbase.mbc.nctu.edu.tw/php/index.
php/; miRDB, http://www.mirdb.org/; mirDIP, http://ophid.
utoronto.ca/mirDIP/; and TargetScanHuman, http://www.
targetscan.org/vert_70/ (Figure 3B). The miRNA miR-142-5p was
selected for further investigation. To confirm the predicted interac-
tion, we performed pulldown assays with a biotinylated circPHIP
probe. In both SCC15 and CAL27 cells, miR-142-5p was significantly
enhanced upon circPHIP capture (�2-fold increase in SCC15 cells
and �4-fold increase in CAL27 cells; Figure 3C). These results were
orthogonally validated using luciferase assays. Bioinformatics analysis
using CircInteractome (https://circinteractome.nia.nih.gov/) revealed
a shared miRNA response element (MRE) between circPHIP and
miR-142-5p. Therefore, we mutated this MRE (mutant [Mut]) and
cloned it into the luciferase reporter gene in place of the wild-type
(WT) circPHIP 30 untranslated regions (UTRs) (Figure 3D). After
transfecting miR-142-5p into HOKs, the luciferase activity of the
Mut reporter was significantly higher than that of the WT reporter
(Figure 3E), indicating that miR-142-5p could directly bind to
circPHIP.

miR-142-5p is downregulated in OSCC cells and tissues and

inhibits OSCC malignancy

We used qRT-PCR to detect miR-142-5p expression in OSCC tissues
(Figure 4A) and cell lines (Figure 4B). Compared with healthy oral
mucosa samples, miR-142-5p expression was significantly reduced
in OSCC tissue samples. Kaplan-Meier analysis using the Kaplan-Me-
ier Plotter (http://kmplot.com/analysis/) revealed that miR-142-5p
was significantly associated with the overall survival of patients
with head and neck cancer (Figure 4C), with worse prognosis at
decreased miR-142-5p levels. As miR-142-5p expression was signifi-
cantly reduced in OSCC tissues, we next analyzed whether it was
related to the clinicopathological stage of patients with OSCC. FISH
analysis of 62 tissue pairs revealed that miR-142-5p expression was
negatively correlated with the clinical pathological stage of OSCC.
From stages I to IV, miR-142-5p expression showed a significant
downward trend (Figure 4D). Furthermore, we used miR-142-5p in-
hibitors or mimics to inhibit or promote miR-142-5p expression,
respectively. Transwell migration and invasion and wound-healing
assays revealed that miR-142-5p overexpression inhibited OSCC
cell migration and invasion (Figures 4E and 4F). In colony-formation
and CCK-8 assays, miR-142-5p downregulation significantly pro-
moted cell viability (Figures 4G and 4H). Moreover, flow cytometry
analysis showed that miR-142-5p downregulation inhibited OSCC
cell apoptosis (Figure 4I). Overall, these results indicate that miR-
142-5p inhibits the migration, invasion, and proliferation of OSCC
cells in vitro.
ssion levels in SCC15 and CAL27 cells were detected using qRT-PCR. (B) Transwell

down. (C) Wound-healing assays in stable SCC15 and CAL27 cells with circPHIP

IP knockdown. (E) CCK-8 assays were performed in stable SCC15 and CAL27 cells

cells with circPHIP knockdown. (G) Annexin V-fluorescein isothiocyanate (FITC)/

n. The percentage of apoptotic cells is shown. All data are presented asmean ± SEM

. Representative images are shown. Scale bars, 20 mm.
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Figure 3. circPHIP acts as an miR-142-5p sponge in OSCC cells

(A) RIP assay was performed to detect circPHIP levels in HOKs transfected with AGO2. (B) Schematic exhibiting the overlap in circPHIP target miRNAs predicted by the

miRTarBase, miRDB, mirDIP, and TargetScanHuman databases. (C) Relative miR-142-5p levels in SCC15 and CAL27 lysates. (D) Predicted circPHIP and miR-142-5p

binding sites. (E) Luciferase activities of HOKs cotransfected with a luciferase reporter construct containing wild-type (WT) or mutant (Mut) circPHIP and miR-142-5p or NC

mimic. All data are presented as mean ± SEM of three independent experiments. Student’s t test, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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SilencingmiR-142-5p reverses the antitumor effects of circPHIP

depletion in OSCC cells

We next designed rescue experiments to explore whether circPHIP
enhances the malignant behavior of OSCC by interacting with miR-
142-5p. SCC15 and CAL27 cells were stably cotransfected with the
sh-circPHIP lentiviral vector and miR-142-5p inhibitor. Transwell
migration and invasion and wound-healing assays demonstrated
that miR-142-5p sponging partially reversed the inhibited migration
and invasion caused by circPHIP depletion (Figures 5A and 5B). In
addition, the inhibitory effect on miR-142-5p partially attenuated
the reduced viability induced via sh-circPHIP, as demonstrated by
CCK-8 and colony-formation assays (Figures 5C and 5D). Flow cy-
tometry analysis showed that the proportion of apoptotic cells signif-
icantly decreased after sh-circPHIP/miR-142-5p inhibitor cotreat-
ment (Figure 5E). These findings indicate that circPHIP promotes
OSCC progression by eliminating the antitumor effects of miR-142-
5p.

PHIP and ACTN4 are direct targets of miR-142-5p and are

oncogenic in OSCC

To confirmwhether PHIP andACTN4 are potential miR-142-5p target
genes, we generated 30 UTR sensors into the downstream of the lucif-
erase reporter and cotransfected them into HOKs with miR-142-5p
mimics. When miR-142-5p was overexpressed, both PHIP and
ACTN4 showed a reduced luciferase activity. Conversely, when the
Mut forms of the PHIP and ACTN4 (with the miR-142-5p binding
site disrupted) were used, we observed much higher luciferase activity
(Figures 6A and 6B). Interestingly, the mRNA expression of PHIP
and ACTN4 in OSCC tissues and cell lines was higher than that in
healthy mucosal tissues and cells (Figures 6C and 6D). The transcript
levels of PHIP and ACTN4 were significantly reduced when SCC15
and CAL27 cells were transfected with sh-circPHIP (Figure 6E). Gene
Expression Profiling Interactive Analysis (http://gepia.cancer-pku.cn/)
revealed a coexpression relationship between PHIP and ACTN4 (Fig-
ure S1).With the use ofOSCCcells with stablemiR-142-5p knockdown
or overexpression, we performed immunoblotting for the following
proteins: B cell lymphoma-2 (Bcl-2), a critical indicator of cell prolifer-
ation and apoptosis;29 matrix metallopeptidase 9 (MMP9), a tumor in-
vasion- and metastasis-promoting factor;30 AKT phosphorylated (p)-
AKT; mechanistic target of rapamycin kinase (mTOR); and p-mTOR,
members of the phosphatidylinositol 3-kinase (PI3K)/AKT/mTOR
pathway that regulates cell growth, protein translation, survival, and
metabolism.31 The results showed that the levels of PHIP, ACTN4,
Bcl-2, MMP9, AKT, p-AKT, mTOR, and p-mTOR were inversely
related to miR-142-5p expression (Figures 6F and 6G). Together, these
results indicate that a PHIP-ACTN4/AKT/mTOR signaling axis is
regulated via circPHIP by sponging miR-142-5p in OSCC.

circPHIP promotes OSCC progression via PHIP and ACTN4

To further explorewhether circPHIPaffectsOSCCmalignancy by regu-
lating PHIP andACTN4, we used bioinformatics analysis to investigate
the roles of PHIP and ACTN4 in tumor progression. We probed data-
base: TheCancerGenomeAtlas (TCGA)and revealed thatpatientswith
head and neck tumors that overexpress ACTN4 and PHIP have a poor
Molecular Therapy: Nucleic Acids Vol. 23 March 2021 189
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prognosis (Figure S2A). Compared with HPV-negative patients, the
expression of ACTN4 and PHIP was higher in HPV-positive patients
(Figure S2B). These results indicate that the expression of PHIP and
ACTN4 correlated with survival and HPV infection status in patients
with head and neck tumors. Thus, we set out a series of experiments
to study how circPHIP regulates PHIP andACTN4 inOSCC cells. Len-
tiviral overexpression vectors were constructed and transfected into
circPHIP-depleted SCC15 and CAL27 cells. PHIP and ACTN4 overex-
pression partially reversed the decreased Bcl-2, MMP9, p-AKT, and p-
mTOR levels induced via circPHIP knockdown (Figure 7A). We then
explored whether PHIP and ACTN4 improved the metastatic capacity
of tumor cells.Comparedwithcells treatedwith sh-circPHIP alone, cells
overexpressing PHIP and ACTN4 had significantly improved migra-
tion and invasion capabilities (Figures 7B and 7C). In addition, CCK-
8 assays demonstrated that PHIP and ACTN4 expression improved
the viability of OSCC cells (Figure 7D). The colony-forming ability of
the tumor cells significantly increased (Figure 7E). PHIP and ACTN4
expression also inhibited apoptosis, as demonstrated via flow cytometry
(Figure 7F). These findings indicate that circPHIP promotesOSCCma-
lignancy by regulating PHIP and ACTN4.

circPHIP enhances the growth and metastasis of tumor

xenografts in vivo

To examine the functions of circPHIP and miR-142-5p in vivo, we es-
tablished a tumor xenograft model. Stable SCC15 cells expressing the
negative control (NC) or sh-circPHIP, with or without the miR-142-
5p inhibitor, were subcutaneously injected into nude mice. The sizes
and weights of tumors derived from the circPHIP-depleted cells were
reduced compared to those from the control group. Interestingly,
miR-142-5p inhibition significantly reversed the decreased tumor
size and weight after circPHIP silencing (Figures 8A–8C). Consis-
tently, immunoblotting results of proteins extracted from the tumors
showed a decrease in PHIP, ACTN4, Bcl-2, MMP9, p-AKT, and p-
mTOR levels after circPHIP depletion, whereas miR-142-5p inhibi-
tion reversed these changes (Figure 8D). Immunohistochemical
(IHC) staining confirmed these results (Figure 8E).

DISCUSSION
In recent years, noncoding RNAs have become a research hotspot in
the quest to elucidate the mechanisms behind tumorigenesis and can-
cer progression. circRNAs are a newly discovered class of noncoding
RNAs that regulate gene expression and are closely related to many
types of tumors, including colon, gastric, and esophageal can-
cers.14,16,32 Differential circRNA expression is significantly associated
Figure 4. miR-142-5p regulates the migration, invasion, and proliferation of OS

(A) miR-142-5p expression was detected via qRT-PCR in 62 pairs of OSCC and health

(CAL27, SCC9, SCC15, and SCC25) and HOKs. (C) Kaplan-Meier analysis of the effec

cancer. (D) miR-142-5p expression in different clinicopathological stages of OSCC was

invasion assays using OSCC cells transfected with themiR-142-5p inhibitor ormimic. (F)

5p inhibitor or mimic. (G) CCK-8 assays were performed in OSCC cells transfected with

OSCC cells transfected with the miR-142-5p inhibitor or mimic. (I) Apoptosis assays we

data are presented as mean ± SEM of three independent experiments. Student’s t test

20 mm.
with distant metastasis, TNM stage, and other clinical features of can-
cer.33 Therefore, circRNAs provide new directions for studying tumor
pathogenesis and potential biomarkers for a variety of cancers.

ceRNAs regulate gene expression and are postulated to act via MREs
to form a large-scale transcriptional regulatory network in which
mRNAs, pseudogenes, long-chain noncoding RNAs, and circRNAs
can “interact” with each other, potentially affecting certain patholog-
ical conditions.26,34,35 Many studies have shown that ceRNAs play
important roles in the expansion, invasion, and metastasis of tumor
cells.36,37 As a novel form of noncoding RNA, circRNAs are also
involved in regulating tumor ceRNA networks.25

Like other malignant tumors, the development and progression of
OSCC include a series of complex biological processes involving both
coding and noncoding genes. Therefore, the identification of clinically
relevant OSCC-specific circRNAs and the examination of their func-
tion and regulatory effects on OSCC are crucial to understanding the
disease. By regulating components of key signaling pathways, circR-
NAs can regulate the malignancy of tumor cells. Understanding these
regulatory events will aid the design of more effective anticancer ther-
apies for OSCC, thereby improving patient survival.

In the first stage of this study, we compared circRNA expression levels
in OSCC and healthy oral mucosa tissues using high-throughput,
next-generation RNA sequencing technology and identified circ-
PHIP. Further research revealed that circPHIP acts as a ceRNA, regu-
lating OSCC cells by adsorbing miR-142-5p, which not only displayed
strong binding to circPHIP in both SCC15 and CAL27 cells but also
played a key role in OSCC progression and metastasis.

In this study, both in vivo and in vitro experiments indicated that PHIP
andACTN4 are driver genes in OSCC development. PHIP is located on
chromosome 6 and encodes a protein involved in the insulin-like
growth factor receptor 1/PI3K signaling pathway.38 Gene-expression
profiling identified PHIP as overexpressed in metastatic melanoma.39

Studies on melanoma demonstrated that PHIP is both a marker and
regulator of distant metastasis, establishing the idea of targeting PHIP
in its treatment.40 Subsequent research found that PHIP also promotes
the progression of breast and lung cancers. The inhibition of PHIP
expression can significantly reduce tumor cell proliferation and inva-
sion and synergistically decreases p-AKT and cyclin D1 levels. There-
fore, PHIP may be a potential therapeutic target for these tumors as
well.41,42 Our research indicates that PHIP acts as an oncogene in
CC cells

y tissues. (B) miR-142-5p expression was detected via qRT-PCR in human OSCC

ts of miR-142-5p expression on the overall survival of patients with head and neck

analyzed via FISH using an OSCC tissue chip (n = 62). (E) Transwell migration and

Wound-healing assays were performed in OSCCcells transfectedwith themiR-142-

the miR-142-5p inhibitor or mimic. (H) Colony-formation assays were performed in

re performed in OSCC cells transfected with the miR-142-5p inhibitor or mimic. All

, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Representative images are shown. Scale bars,
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Figure 5. Depletion of miR-142-5p reverses sh-circPHIP-induced attenuation of OSCC cell migration, invasion, and proliferation

(A) Transwell migration and invasion assays with SCC15 and CAL27 cells stably transfected with the NC vector or sh-circPHIP, with or without the miR-142-5p inhibitor. (B)

Wound-healing assays were performed in SCC15 and CAL27 cells stably transfected with NC or sh-circPHIP, with or without the miR-142-5p inhibitor. (C) CCK-8 assays

were performed in SCC15 and CAL27 cells stably transfected with NC or sh-circPHIP, with or without the miR-142-5p inhibitor. (D) Colony-formation assays were performed

in SCC15 and CAL27 cells stably transfected with NC or sh-circPHIP, with or without the miR-142-5p inhibitor. (E) Apoptosis assays were performed in SCC15 and CAL27

cells stably transfected with NC or sh-circPHIP, with or without the miR-142-5p inhibitor. All data are presented asmean ± SEM of three independent experiments. Student’s

t test, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Representative images are shown. Scale bars, 20 mm.
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OSCC. Interestingly, circPHIP regulates PHIP expression to affect the
malignant behavior of OSCC, as it is transcribed from the PHIP gene.

ACTN4 is located on human chromosome 19 and encodes
an actin crosslinking protein.43 ACTN4 overexpression in
192 Molecular Therapy: Nucleic Acids Vol. 23 March 2021
cancer cells stimulates the dynamic remodeling of the actin
cytoskeleton, resulting in an increased metastatic potential.44

ACTN4 is involved in the progression and metastasis of
many cancer types, including breast, colorectal, and pancre-
atic cancers.45–47



Figure 6. PHIP and ACTN4 are direct targets of miR-142-5p

(A) Schematic of the complementary sequence between miR-142-5p and PHIP and ACTN4. Mut nucleotides in the PHIP and ACTN4 30 UTRs are in lowercase. (B) HOKs

were cotransfected with the miR-142-5p or NC mimics and luciferase reporter constructs containing WT or Mut of PHIP or ACTN4 30 UTRs. The luciferase activities were

detected. (C) qRT-PCR was used to detect ACTN4 and PHIP expression in OSCC tissues. (D) qRT-PCR was used to compare ACTN4 and PHIP expression in OSCC and

healthy cell lines. (E) PHIP and ACTN4 expression in SCC15 and CAL27 cells transfected with NC or sh-circPHIP was determined via qRT-PCR. Relative mRNA levels are

shown. (F) OSCC cells were transfected with the miR-142-5p inhibitor or mimic and analyzed via western blotting. (G) SCC15 and CAL27 cells were transfected with sh-

circPHIP, with or without the miR-142-5p inhibitor, and the indicated protein levels were detected via western blotting. All data are presented as mean ± SEM of three

independent experiments. Student’s t test, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Representative images are shown.
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The PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway plays important roles in
tumor development and progression. Gain- or loss-of-function in
the pathway due to the abnormal expression of its components
can affect proliferation, apoptosis, and invasion in tumor cells.48
Our research indicates that PHIP and ACTN4 could activate this
signaling pathway, promoting p-AKT and p-mTOR and initiating
a cascade of downstream signaling pathways that promote malig-
nant behavior.
Molecular Therapy: Nucleic Acids Vol. 23 March 2021 193
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Multiple studies have shown that certain noncoding RNAs can be sta-
bly and repeatedly detected in body fluids, making them promising
biomarkers or even therapeutic targets in certain diseases.49,50 How-
ever, whether circPHIP can be stably detected in bodily fluids, such as
peripheral blood or saliva, requires further study.

In summary, our research indicates that circPHIP is highly expressed
in both OSCC tissues and cell lines and that PHIP and ACTN4 act as
oncogenes in OSCC development and progression. Moreover, over-
expression of PHIP and ACTN4 can activate PI3K/AKT/mTOR
signaling. Mechanistically, circPHIP promotes OSCC progression
and metastasis by adsorbing miR-142-5p and increasing PHIP and
ACTN4 expression. This circPHIP/miR-142-5p/PHIP-ACTN4 axis
provides new strategies for targeted therapies for OSCC.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Clinical samples and ethical approval

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Peking Uni-
versity Health Science Center (IRB00001053-08043) and strictly
adhered to the Code of Ethics of Peking University (protocol number
37923/2-3-2012). All patient tissue samples were obtained from the
Stomatological Center of Peking University Shenzhen Hospital
(Shenzhen, China) in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.
All patients provided written consent. The histopathological grading
of tumors was performed according to the 2018 World Health Orga-
nization classification criteria for head and neck cancer. Tissue sam-
ples were immediately frozen in liquid nitrogen and stored at�80�C.

RNA extraction and qRT-PCR

Total RNA was extracted from surgical specimens using TRIzol (Life
Technologies, Carlsbad,CA,USA). RNAconcentrationswere evaluated
using the Nanodrop ND-1000 spectrophotometer (Thermo Fisher Sci-
entific, Waltham, MA, USA). Total RNA was isolated with the RNeasy
Mini Kit (QIAGEN,Hilden, Germany). Samples were treated with 3 U/
mgRNaseR for 15min at 37�C(Epicenter,Madison,WI,USA).Treated
RNA (500ng)was directly reverse transcribed using the PrimeScriptRT
Master Mix (Takara Bio, Kusatsu, Japan) with random or oligo (dT)
primers. PCRwas performed using the PCRMasterMix (2�) (Thermo
Fisher Scientific). The 2–DDCt method was used to calculate the relative
expressionof thedifferent genes, and glyceraldehyde 3-phosphatedehy-
drogenase (GAPDH) was used as an internal control.

Library construction, sequencing, and data analysis

Details on library construction, sequencing, and data analysis were
describedpreviously.29The strand-specific librarywas constructedusing
Figure 7. PHIP and ACTN4 function as driver genes in OSCC cells

(A) Overexpression of PHIP and ACTN4 in SCC15 andCAL27 cells with stable depletion o

(B) Transwell migration and invasion assays were performed in SCC15 and CAL27 cells

healing assays were performed in SCC15 and CAL27 cells with stable depletion of ci

SCC15 and CAL27 cells with stable depletion of circPHIP and PHIP or ACTN4 overexpre

stable depletion of circPHIP and PHIP/ACTN4 overexpression. (F) Apoptosis assays w

ACTN4 overexpression. All data are presented asmean ±SEM of three independent exp

are shown. Scale bars, 20 mm.
the VAHTS Total RNA-seq (H/M/R) Library Prep Kit (Illumina, San
Diego, CA, USA), following the manufacturer’s protocol. PCR amplifi-
cation and sequencing using Illumina HiSeq 2500 was performed by
Gene Denovo Biotechnology (Guangzhou, China). To quantify high-
quality circRNAs, the back-spliced junction reads were scaled to reads
per million of mapped reads, thereby eliminating the influence of
different amounts of sequencingdata on calculating circRNAexpression
levels. The calculated expression can be used to compare the differential
expression of circRNAs among groups. To identify differentially ex-
pressed circRNAs across groups, the edgeR package (https://www.
bioconductor.org/)was used.We identifiedcircRNAswith a fold change
R2 and a p value <0.05 as significant differentially expressed circRNAs.

Cell culture and treatment

Human OSCC cell lines (SCC9, SCC15, SCC25, and CAL27) were
gifts from Wuhan University (Wuhan, China). HOKs were obtained
from the cell bank of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (Shanghai,
China). All cell lines were mycoplasma free and were cultured in Dul-
becco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM; Gibco, Grand Island, NY,
USA), supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (Gibco), 100 U/mL
penicillin, and 100 U/mL streptomycin (Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA,
USA) at 37�C in a humidified atmosphere with 5% CO2.

shRNA, vector construction, and stable transfection

miRNA inhibitors and mimics were purchased from RiboBio
(Guangzhou, China). Lipofectamine 3000 (Invitrogen) was used for
transfections. A lentiviral vector (pHBLV-CMV-crRNA-EF1-GFP-
T2Apuro) was constructed by HanBio (Shanghai, China). After
48 h of lentiviral infection, a stable cell line was selected using puro-
mycin (8 mg/mL for SCC15 cells; 10 mg/mL for CAL27 cells; RiboBio).

FISH

TheRibo FISHKit (RiboBio, Guangzhou, China) was used for FISH ex-
periments. Probes and experimental reagents were designed and syn-
thesized by RiboBio. The slides were placed at the bottom of a 24-well
plate and seeded with 6 � 104 cells per well. Cells were cultured to
60%–70% confluency prior to experiments. Prechilled permeate and
4% paraformaldehyde were used for cell permeation and fixation,
respectively. Fixed cells were incubated with a circPHIP FISH Probe
Mix stock solution or an internal reference FISH Probe Mix stock for
probe detection, andnuclei were stainedwith 40,6-diamidino-2-phenyl-
indole (DAPI). After mounting, images were acquired under a fluores-
cence microscope (Eclipse E600; Nikon, Tokyo, Japan). The expression
level of miR-142-5p in tissues was assessed via FISH using anmiR-142-
5p-specific probe on tissue arrays containing 62 samples (Alenabio,
f circPHIP, and the levels of indicated proteins were determined via western blotting.

with stable depletion of circPHIP and PHIP or ACTN4 overexpression. (C) Wound-

rcPHIP and PHIP or ACTN4 overexpression. (D) CCK-8 assays were performed in

ssion. (E) Colony-formation assays were performed in SCC15 and CAL27 cells with

ere performed in SCC15 and CAL27 cells stably depleting circPHIP and PHIP or

eriments. Student’s t test, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Representative images
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Figure 8. circPHIP functions as an miR-142-5p sponge to promote tumorigenesis in vivo

(A) Nude mice were subcutaneously injected with 5 � 106 SCC15 cells or cells stably expressing sh-circPHIP or with the miR-142-5p inhibitor (n = 8 per group). (B) Tumor

weights from euthanized mice. (C) Weekly measurements of tumor volumes were recorded every 6 days starting the day mice were injected with SCC15 cells stably ex-

pressing sh-circPHIP. (D) The indicated protein levels in tumors from the different groups were analyzed via western blotting. (E) H&E and IHC staining were performed using

OSCC xenografts from the different groups. All data are presented as mean ± SEM. Student’s t test, ***p < 0.001. Representative images are shown. Scale bars, 100 mm.
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China) and evaluated using the quantitative scanning method under
Aperio ImageScopeV11 fromLeica (Wetzlar, Germany). The positivity
value represents the expression level of miR-142-5p.

RIP

RIP experiments were performed using the Magna RIP RNA-Binding
Protein Immunoprecipitation Kit (Millipore, Billerica, MA, USA). An
196 Molecular Therapy: Nucleic Acids Vol. 23 March 2021
AGO2-containing plasmid was transfected into HOKs. Cells were de-
tached from plates using trypsin and collected via centrifugation
(12,000 � g at 4�C for 10 min), and 1 � 107 cells were lysed in
100 mL RIP lysis buffer containing RNase and protease inhibitors.
Beads were coated with antibodies against AGO2 (Millipore) or rabbit
immunoglobulin G (IgG) and incubated with lysates overnight at
4�C. Immunoprecipitated RNA was then treated with proteinase K
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(RiboBio) and an RNeasy MinElute Cleanup Kit (QIAGEN). The
circPHIP content was analyzed using qRT-PCR.

RNA pulldown assays

SCC15 and CAL27 cells were collected, lysed, and sonicated. A circ-
PHIP probe, designed and synthesized by RiboBio, was incubated
with C-1 magnetic beads (Life Technologies) at 25�C for 2 h and
then with cell lysates overnight at 4�C. RNA complexes bound to
the C-1 magnetic beads were eluted, purified with the RNeasy Mini
Kit (QIAGEN), and analyzed via qRT-PCR.

Luciferase reporter assays

Reporter plasmids (pGL3-Firefly luciferase-Renilla luciferase, con-
taining circPHIP, PHIP, or ACTN4 30 UTR or corresponding Muts)
were designed by HanBio. HOKs were cotransfected with a reporter
plasmid and either the miR-142-5p mimic or NC mimic (RiboBio).
Firefly luciferase activity was normalized to Renilla luciferase activity.

Colony-formation assays

Transfected cells (1� 103) were uniformly distributed in 6-well plates
and cultured for 2 weeks. The cells were then washed with phosphate-
buffered saline, fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde, stained with 0.5%
crystal violet, and imaged.

Western blotting analysis

Cell and tissue specimens were prepared at 4�C in radioimmunopre-
cipitation assay buffer (RIPA buffer) containing a protease inhibitor
(MA0151; DalianMeilun Biotechnology, Dalian, China). Primary an-
tibodies against PHIP (1:2,000; ab86244), Bcl-2 (1:2,000; ab32124),
MMP9 (1:2,000; ab38898), and GAPDH (1:2,000; ab8245) were pur-
chased from Abcam (Cambridge, UK). Primary antibodies against
AKT serine/threonine kinase 1 (AKT1; 1:1,000; #4691), p-AKT
(Ser473) (1:2,000; #4060), mTOR (1:1,000; #2983), p-mTOR
(Ser2448) (1:1,000; #5536), and ACTN4 (1:1,000; #15145) were pur-
chased from Cell Signaling Technology (Danvers, MA, USA). Horse-
radish peroxidase-conjugated secondary antibodies, including goat
anti-rabbit (1:1,000; A0208) and goat anti-mouse (1:1,000; A0216)
antibodies, were purchased from Beyotime Biotechnology (Shanghai,
China). Electrochemiluminescence visualization of proteins was per-
formed using a Millipore chemical developer (Millipore Sigma, Bur-
lington, MA, USA).

Tumor xenograft formation and staining

The Animal Experimentation Ethics Committee of Shenzhen Peking
University, Hong Kong University of Science and Technology Medi-
cal Center, approved our study and ensured that all experiments con-
formed to all relevant regulatory standards. Differently transfected
SCC15 cells (1 � 107 cells/100 mL) were subcutaneously injected
into 4-week-old BALB/c athymic nude mice (Hunan Jingke Experi-
mental Animal, Hunan, China). Tumor volume (V) was measured
weekly and calculated using the equation V = (a � b2)/2, where a
and b are the length and width of the tumor, respectively. After
6 weeks, the mice were euthanized, and tumors were dissected for he-
matoxylin and eosin (H&E) and IHC staining.
Additional in vitro experiments

Transwell migration and invasion assays, qRT-PCR analysis, CCK-8
assays, wound-healing assays, EdU incorporation assays, apoptosis
assays, flow cytometry, H&E staining, and IHC staining were per-
formed as previously described.51

Statistical analyses

Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS 20 software (IBM, Ar-
monk, NY, USA). Data represent the mean ± standard error of the
mean (SEM) of three independent experiments or are representative
of three independent experiments with similar results (*p < 0.05
versus the control sample or as indicated, using Student’s t test)

Data accessibility

The datasets used and/or analyzed during the current study are avail-
able from the corresponding author on reasonable request.
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Supplementary Figure 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supplementary Figure 1 Bioinformatics analysis of the correlation between PHIP 

and ACTN4 expression in head and neck tumors. 

  



Supplementary Figure 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supplementary Figure 2 a, b TCGA database analysis of the relationship between 

ACTN4 (a) or PHIP (b) expression and patient prognosis and HPV infection. 

 



Supplementary Table 1 Correlation between clinicopathological features 

of patients with OSCC and circPHIP expression. 

Parameter 
No. of 

patients 
Mean ± SEM P value 

Gender    

Male 38 11.38 ± 0.3444  
0.8716 

Female 24 11.30 ± 0.3132  

Age (yr)    

<60  25 11.66 ± 0.3292  
0.3008 

≥60  37 11.14 ± 0.3379  

Tumor size (cm)    

<5 52 11.35 ± 0.2633  
0.9881 

≥5 10 11.34 ± 0.6427  

Differentiation grade    

Well-moderate 40 11.60 ± 0.3184  
0.1657 

Poor-undifferentiated 22  10.89 ± 0.3476  

Lymph node status    

Negative 29  10.73 ± 0.3649  
0.0149* 

Positive 33  11.89 ± 0.2951  

TNM stage    

I-II  36  10.74 ± 0.3108  
0.0023** 

III-IV  26  12.19 ± 0.3218  

HPV stage    

Negative 48 10.98 ± 0.2669  
0.0037** 

Positive 14 12.62 ± 0.4139  
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