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Abstract. Acute lymphoblastic leukaemia (ALL) is a malig-
nant proliferative disease that originates from B-lineage or 
T-lineage lymphoid progenitor cells. Resistance to chemo-
therapy remains an important factor for treatment failure. The 
aim of the present study was to investigate drug resistance in 
T-cell ALL (T-ALL). Bioinformatics analysis of Oncomine 
and Gene Expression Omnibus data was performed to eval-
uate the expression of haematopoietic SH2 domain containing 
(HSH2D) in various lymphomas. HuT-78 cells with HSH2D 
overexpression and or knockdown were constructed, and 
the effect on related downstream signalling molecules was 
detected. To study the effect of HSH2D on methotrexate (MTX) 
resistance, cell cycle and apoptosis analyses were conducted 
using flow cytometry, and MTT and EdU assays were used 
to detect the effect of MTX resistance and HSH2D gene 
expression on the biological function of HuT-78 cells. Via the 
analysis of the data sets, it was identified that the expression of 
HSH2D was downregulated in T-ALL compared with B-cell 
ALL. Western blotting and reverse transcription-quantitative 
PCR demonstrated that the overexpression of HSH2 resulted 
in the inhibition of CD28-mediated IL-2 activation. In related 
experiments with drug-resistant cell lines, it was determined 
that HSH2D expression is necessary for HuT-78 cells to be 
resistant to MTX. In conclusion, the results suggested that 
HSH2D serves an important role in the resistance of T-ALL to 
MTX, which provides a potential research target for the study 
of drug resistance of T-ALL.

Introduction

Acute lymphoblastic leukaemia (ALL) is a type of malignant 
proliferative disease that originates from B-lineage or T-lineage 
lymphoid progenitor cells (1). ALL is mainly composed of 

primitive and immature lymphocyte clones with high speci-
ficity (2). Patients with ALL, both adults and paediatrics, face 
unique clinical challenges. In adults, ALL is a rare disease with 
poor prognosis, and the 5-year overall survival rate is 30-40% 
for patients <60 years of age and 15% for patients >60 years of 
age (3,4). The prognosis of recurrent disease is very poor, and 
the median survival time is only 6 months (5). Moreover, ALL 
is the most common malignant tumour in paediatrics, and thus 
it is an important cause of cancer-related mortality in children.

The treatment strategies for leukaemia include systemic 
chemotherapy, local radiotherapy and surgical treatment, 
among which chemotherapy is the most important clinical 
method (6). In recent years, single drug plus small dose 
chemotherapy has been improved to which greatly improves 
the therapeutic effect in patients with ALL (7). Currently, the 
chemotherapy drugs for T-cell Acute lymphoblastic leukaemia 
(T-ALL) include etoposide and methotrexate (MTX) (8,9). 
Although most patients with T-ALL achieve remission after 
treatment, the presence of resistant leukaemia cells means 
~20% of patients do not accomplish remission, which results 
in pain to patients and their families (10). Therefore, in-depth 
study of the mechanism of T-ALL drug resistance has an 
important social and medical value.

Early T-cell precursor (ETP) of ALL (ETP-ALL) was 
identified to be a subtype of T‑ALL in 2009, and this subtype 
accounts for up to 15% of T-ALL and has a high risk of 
becoming refractory (11,12). To understand and overcome 
ETP-ALL, researchers have analysed the differences between 
ETP-ALL and classic T-ALL at the genomic level, and with 
the publication of the ETP-ALL-related gene expression 
profile, numerous differentially expressed genes have been 
identified; for example, whole-exome sequencing in adult 
ETP-ALL revealed a high rate of DNA methyltransferase 3 
α mutations (13,14). However, the specific functions of a large 
number of differentially expressed genes in ETP-ALL, and 
whether these have potential effects on treatment requires 
further research and verification. Furthermore, to the best of 
our knowledge, the specific role of HSH2D in T‑ALL has not 
been previously reported.

Haematopoietic SH2 domain containing (HSH2D) is 
an important signalling molecule that affects T-cell activa-
tion (15,16). It has been revealed that HSH2D can inhibit the 
transcriptional activation of the IL-2 promoter, especially at 
the RE/AP element of IL-2, which is mediated by CD28 (17,18). 
Considering that the expression of HSH2D in ETP-ALL is 
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higher compared with that in classical T-ALL, it was hypoth-
esized that HSH2D may serve a role in IL-2-dependent human 
T-lymphoma cells and affect the chemotherapy response.

Materials and methods

Database analysis. The Haferlach leukaemia data set, which 
included patients of ALL, from the Oncomine database 
(https://www.oncomine.org/) was analysed (19). HSH2D 
expression was assessed in leukaemia tissue compared with 
healthy tissue, and differences of P=1x10-4 were considered to 
be significant. To further assess the expression of HSH2D in 
T-ALL, the results of a differential microarray based on GEO 
data were analysed (NCBI GEO database ETP-ALL; dataset 
record GDS4299; P=0.0268) (13,20).

Cell culture. HuT-78 cells (BeNa Cell Culture Collection) were 
maintained in DMEM (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Inc.) supple-
menting with 10% FBS (Gibco; Thermo Fisher Scientific, 
Inc.) and 1% penicillin‑streptomycin (Gibco; Thermo Fisher 
Scientific, Inc.) at 37˚C with 5% CO2.

For knockdown of HSH2D, a small interfering (si)RNA 
targeting HSH2D (150 nM; siHSH2D, 5'‑UGG UUA UUC 
UGU UCA UCU CUG TT‑3' and 5'‑CAG AGA UGA ACA GAA 
UAA CCA TT‑3'; siHSH2D‑2, 5'‑AGC TGG AGT GGA ATG 
GCA CAG TCT ATT-3' and 5'-TAG ACT GTG CCA TTC CAC 
TCC AGC TTT-3') and the corresponding negative control 
(50 nM; NC; 5'‑UUC UCC GAA CGU GUC ACG UTT‑3' and 
5'‑ACG UGA CAC GUU CGG AGA ATT‑3') were designed by 
Shanghai GenePharma Co. Ltd. For HSH2D overexpres-
sion, HSH2D overexpression plasmid (pcDNA3.1-HSH2D) 
was also purchased from Shanghai GenePharma Co., Ltd. 
Cells were transfected using Lipofectamine® 2000 trans-
fection reagent (Invitrogen; Thermo Fisher Scientific, Inc.) 
according to manufacturer's protocols. Cells were harvested 
48 h after transfection for cell cycle analysis, reverse 
transcription-quantitative PCR (RT‑qPCR), EdU assay and 
western blotting.

According to the manufacturer's instructions, 50 µg/ml 
recombinant human IL-2 (Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology; 
cat. no. P5115) was prepared via dissolution in room tempera-
ture. Briefly, HSH2D overexpressing cells (2x105 cells/well) 
were seeded in 12‑well plates and incubated at 37˚C with 5% 
CO2 for 24 h. After carefully removing the medium, 1 µl IL-2 
was added to 999 µl medium [50 ng per ml (100 U)] and the 
cells were cultured at 37˚C for 48 h.

Cell counting Kit (CCK)‑8 assay for IC50 analyses. The IC50 
of HuT-78 cell line to MTX was evaluated via CCK-8 assay. 
Briefly, the cells were seeded into 96‑well plates at a density 
of 5x103 cells per well and left overnight in 37˚C. The cells 
were then treated with different concentrations (0, 1, 2, 4, 8, 
16 and 32 nmol) of MTX (Selleck Chemicals; cat. no. S1210) 
at 37˚C for 24 h. Then, 10 µl CCK‑8 solution (Wuhan Boster 
Biological Technology, Ltd.) was added into each well and 
incubated for 4 h at 37˚C. Subsequently, the absorbance 
of each well was determined using a microplate reader 
(BioTek ELx800; BioTek China) at 450 nm. Each sample 
was designed with five repeats and each experiment was 
performed ≥3 times. The cytotoxic effect of the treatment 

was determined as percentage of viability as compared 
to untreated cells, with the following equation (1): Cell 
viability (%) = Absorbance of sample cells/Absorbance of 
untreated cells x100. Moreover, the IC50 is 50% inhibition 
concentration, that is, the concentration corresponding 
to Absorbance of sample cells/Absorbance of untreated 
cells = 50%.

RT‑qPCR. Total RNA was extracted using an RNA Sample 
Total RNA kit (Qiagen GmbH) according to the manufac-
turer's instructions. GAPDH served as a reference gene. cDNA 
templates were constructed via reverse transcription of RNA 
performed using a BestarTM qPCR RT kit (Shanghai Xinghan 
Biological Technology Co., Ltd.) under the following condi-
tions: 37˚C for 15 min and 98˚C for 5 min to synthesize the 
first strand of cDNA. The final RT‑qPCR reaction mixture 
had a volume of 20 µl and contained 10 µl Bestar® SybrGreen 
qPCR master mix (Shanghai Xinghan Biological Technology 
Co., Ltd.), 1 µl each primer (10 µM; IL-2 forward: 5'-TAC AAG 
AAC CCG AAA CTG ACT CG-3' and reverse, 5'-ACA TGA AGG 
TAG TCT CAC TGC C-3'; and CD28 forward, 5'-CTA TTT CCC 
GGA CCT TCT AAG CC-3' and reverse, 5'-GCG GGG AGT CAT 
GTT CAT GTA-3'), 1 µl cDNA template and 8 µl RNase-free 
H2O. The thermocycling conditions used for RT-qPCR were 
as follows: Activation at 50˚C for 2 min, Initial denaturation 
at 95˚C for 2 min, followed by 40 cycles of 94˚C for 20 sec 
and 58˚C for 20 sec. Relative expression levels of the targeted 
genes were calculated using the 2‑ΔΔCq method (21).

Western blot analysis. Total proteins were extracted using a 
Total Protein Extraction kit (Wanleibio Co., Ltd.) according to 
the manufacturer's instructions. The protein concentration was 
quantified using BCA protein concentration determination kit 
(Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology; cat. no. P0012). A 20 µg 
sample of total protein was subjected to 10% SDS-PAGE, 
and the separated protein bands were transferred onto 
PVDF membranes, which were subsequently blocked with 
5% skim milk at room temperature for 1 h. After washing, 
the membranes were incubated with the primary antibodies 
against HSH2D (cat. no. ab169172, 1:1,000; Abcam), IL-2 
(cat. no. ab92381, 1:1,000; Abcam), CD28 (cat. no. ab243228, 
1:1,000; Abcam), β-actin (cat. no. ab8226; 1:5,000; Abcam) or 
GAPDH (cat. no. ab8245, 1:2,000; Abcam) at 4˚C overnight. 
Next, horseradish peroxidase-conjugated secondary antibodies 
(cat. no. ab205719, 1:5,000; Abcam) were added and incubated 
with the membranes for 45 min at 37˚C. The immunostained 
protein blots were developed using Beyo ECL Plus reagent 
(Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology; cat. no. P0018FS) and 
detected with a Gel Imaging system (Thermo Fisher Scientific, 
Inc.). The relative expression levels of the targeted proteins 
were calculated using a Gel-Pro-Analyzer Plus 4.0 (Media 
Cybernetics, Inc.).

Flow cytometry analysis. According to the manufacturer's 
instructions, the cell cycle was evaluated using Cell Cycle and 
Apoptosis Analysis kit (Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology; 
cat. no. C1052). The treated HuT-78 cells (2x106 cells/ml) with 
MTX were harvested and incubated with 5 µl PI and 10 µg/ml 
RNase (Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology; cat. no. ST577) 
for 15 min at room temperature in dark.
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Cell apoptosis was evaluated using Annexin V FITC/PI 
apoptosis detection kit (Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology; 
cat. no. C1062). The treated HuT-78 cells (2x106 cells/ml) with 
siRNA were resuspended and incubated with 5 µl Annexin 
V‑FITC and 10 µl PI for 15 min, further incubated at 20‑25˚C 
in the dark for 10-20 min and then place in an ice bath. Cell 
cycle and apoptosis were examined using BD FACSCalibur 
flow cytometer (Becton Dickinson and Company) and CFLOW 
plus (Becton Dickinson and Company).

EdU proliferation assay. The proliferative ability of the siRNA 
transfected Hut-78 cells was detected using a Cell-LightTM 
EdU kit (Guangzhou RiboBio Co., Ltd.). Transfected HuT‑78 
cells (1x104 cells/well) were placed into 96-well plates (Costar; 
Corning, Inc.) and maintained at 37˚C with 5% CO2 for 48 h. 
Cellular medium was discarded and HuT-78 cells were then 
fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde at room temperature for 
30 min (Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology). The prolif-
eration assay was conducted following the manufacturer's 
instructions of the EdU kit. The images were captured using 
a digital fluorescent microscope (BX51 Olympus; Olympus 
Corporation; magnification, x200). Each experiment was 
repeated for three times, and five images were captured each 
time.

Statistical analysis. Data are presented as the mean ± SD, with 
n=3/group. Differences between groups were analysed using 
unpaired Student's t‑test, and differences among ≥3 groups 

were detected using one-way ANOVA analysis, followed by a 
post hoc Tukey's test. Statistical analysis was conducted using 
GraphPad Prism 6.0 (GraphPad Software, Inc.). P<0.05 was 
considered to indicate a statistically significant difference.

Result

HSH2D is expressed at low levels in T‑ALL. To study the 
expression of HSH2D in leukaemia, the Haferlach leukaemia 
data set from the Oncomine database was analysed. In the 
comparison of healthy tissue and cancer tissue, pro-B ALL had 
the highest expression of HSH2D (P=1x10-4; Fig. 1A and B), 
while the expression in T-ALL was lower compared with that 
in peripheral blood mononuclear cells. Moreover, the expres-
sion of HSH2D in B-cell Acute lymphoblastic leukaemia 
(B-ALL) was higher compared with T-ALL, which was also 
confirmed in a group of ALL cells (Fig. 1C).

To further assess the expression of HSH2D in T-ALL, the 
results of a differential microarray based on GEO data was 
evaluated and it was found that the expression of HSH2D in 
patients with ETP-ALL was markedly higher compared with 
patients without ETP T-ALL (NCBI GEO database ETP-ALL; 
dataset record GDS4299) (Fig. 1D). The aforementioned results 
suggested that the expression of HSH2D was significantly 
higher in T-ALL compared with all other patients (NCBI GEO 
database ETP‑ALL; dataset record GDS4299) (Fig. 1D), and 
expression in the T-ALL subtype was lower compared with 
that in the B-ALL subtype.

Figure 1. HSH2D expression in the ALL database of Oncomine and GEO databases. (A) HSH2D expression in the Haferlach leukaemia database. (B) Haferlach 
leukaemia grouping and sample size. (C) Expression of HSH2D in B-ALL and T-ALL groups in the Haferlach leukaemia database. (D) Expression of HSH2D 
of GDS4299/1552623 in the GEO database (NETP-ALL=12, Nnon-ETP-ALL=40). Data are presented as the mean ± SD, which were compared using a two-tailed 
Student's t-test. ETP-ALL, early T-cell precursor of acute lymphocytic leukaemia; non-ETP-ALL, non-early T-cell precursor of acute lymphocytic leukaemia; 
HSH2D, haematopoietic SH2 domain containing.
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HSH2D inhibits CD28‑mediated activation of IL‑2. To 
investigate the role of HSH2D in T-ALL, an expression 
plasmid for HSH2D was constructed and HuT-78 cells were 
transfected with this plasmid and with siRNA technology 
to construct HSH2D overexpression and knockdown cell 
lines. Then, the cells were assessed via western blotting, 
and the effects of overexpression and knockdown were 
confirmed (Fig. 2A). Grey scale analysis was performed 
on three repeated experiments, and statistical analysis was 
performed, which identified that there were significant differ-
ences between the overexpression and knockdown cell lines 
compared with the corresponding NC (Fig. 2D). RT‑qPCR 
was conducted to measure the mRNA expression levels of 
the transfected HuT-78 cells, and the results indicated that 
the constructed plasmid and interference sequences were 
effective (Fig. 2B and C).

As previous studies have reported that HSH2D can 
inhibit the transcriptional activation of the IL-2 promoter, the 
present study detected the expression and secretion of IL-2 
using RT-qPCR and ELISA. The results demonstrated that 
overexpression of HSH2D inhibited IL-2 transcription and 
that HSH2D knockdown promoted exocrine IL-2 secretion 
(Fig. 2E and F). It has been revealed that CD28 serves a key 
role in the transcriptional expression of IL-2, and thus in the 
current study human recombinant IL‑2 [50 ng per ml (100 U)] 
was added to HUT‑78 cells transfected with the HSH2D 
expression vector. Western blotting results identified that the 
addition of exogenous IL-2 could restore HSH2D expression 
(Fig. 3A). Overexpression of HSH2D inhibitsCD28 and IL‑2 
protein expression (Fig. 3A and B), and the RT‑qPCR analysis 
demonstrated the same results (Fig. 3C and D).

Anticancer drug methotrexate inhibits the proliferation and 
promotes the apoptosis of HuT‑78 cells. MTX (Fig. 4A) is a 

chemical drug commonly used in children with ALL, and 
it serves a major role in the treatment of T-ALL. Cells were 
treated with different concentrations of MTX (0, 1, 2, 4, 8, 16 
and 32 nmol), and it was identified that the survival rate of 
the cells was first‑order concentration‑dependent: The higher 
the concentration, the lower the survival rate (Fig. 4B). The 
flow cytometry results demonstrated that as the concentration 
of MTX increased, the apoptotic rate of the cells increased 
(Fig. 4C and D). Thus, the results indicated that MTX may 
inhibit the proliferation of tumour cells by promoting apoptosis.

HSH2D is associated with the resistance of MTX. As drug 
resistance to MTX is a key factor in the success of T-ALL 
treatment, MTX was used to culture resistant cell lines (22). 
The drug-resistant cell lines and drug-sensitive cell lines were 
compared via the CCK-8 method, and it was found that the IC50 
value of the resistant cell lines was 1.773x10-8-3.367x10-8 M, 
and the IC50 of the sensitive strain was 3.847x10-9-4.802x10-9 M 
(Fig. 5A). Compared with the experimental results from the 
sensitive strain group, the resistant strain relieved the cytotox-
icity induced by MTX (20 nmol) (Fig. 5C).

To determine the association between MTX resistance and 
HSH2D, the protein expression of HSH2D was detected via 
western blotting. The results demonstrated that the expression 
of HSH2D was markedly higher in the resistant cell lines 
compared with the sensitive cell lines (Fig. 5B). In addition, 
the experimental results of the RT-qPCR analysis indicated 
the same conclusion (Fig. 5D).

HSH2D is a prerequisite for the resistance of HuT‑78 cells 
to MTX. To investigate whether HSH2D is important for 
MTX resistance in HuT-78 cells, a loss-of-function assay was 
performed. Synthetic siRNA was transfected into HuT-78 
cells and interfered with HSH2D expression. It was identified 

Figure 2. HUT‑78 cells that overexpress and interfere with HSH2. (A) Western blotting results of siRNA interference and overexpression of HSH2D in HuT‑78 
cells, (D) which were semi‑quantified. Reverse transcription‑quantitative was conducted to assess HSH2D (B) knockdown and (C) overexpression. ELISA to 
detect the expression of IL‑2 in cell supernatants after HSH2D (E) knockdown and (F) overexpression. Data are presented as the mean ± SD, n=3. Data were 
analysed using a two-tailed Student's t-test. *P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P<0.005 vs. siNC or EV; ##P<0.01 vs. EV. EV, empty vector; siNC, siRNA negative control; 
siHSH2, HSH2D knockdown; HSH2D, haematopoietic SH2 domain containing.
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Figure 3. HSH2D regulates IL‑2 and CD28. (A) Western blotting results were (B) semi‑quantified to measure IL‑2 and CD28 expression levels. Reverse 
transcription-quantitative was conducted to detect (C) IL-2 and (D) CD28 mRNA expression levels. Data are presented as the mean ± SD, n=3. Data were 
analysed using a one-way ANOVA with Tukey's test. *P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P<0.005 vs. vector. HSH2D, haematopoietic SH2 domain containing.

Figure 4. Effect of MTX on the biological function of HUT‑78 cells. (A) Chemical formula of MTX. (B) Effect of different concentrations of MTX on cell 
survival. (C) Flow cytometric analysis of (D) the effects of different concentrations of MTX on cells effects of apoptosis. Data are presented as the mean ± SD, 
n=3, and were analysed using a one-way ANOVA with Tukey's test. *P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P<0.005 vs. NC. MTX, methotrexate; NC, negative control.
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that siHSH2D-1 significantly silenced HSH2D in HuT-78 
cells compared with the NC, and to a greater extent than 
si‑HSH2D‑2 (Fig. 6A). Silencing HSH2D promoted MTX 
treatment (20 nM)-induced cytotoxicity compared with the 
control group (Fig. 6B). Furthermore, knockdown of HSH2D 
resulted in a decrease in the IC50 value and in the inhibition 
of cell proliferation after MTX treatment (Fig. 6C and D). 
In addition, flow cytometry analysis demonstrated that after 
MTX treatment and HSH2D silencing in drug-resistant cell 
lines, the G1 phase of the cells was shortened and the S phase 
was increased (Fig. 6E and F). Collectively, these results indi-
cated that HSH2D serves a crucial role in MTX resistance.

Discussion

The treatment strategies for leukaemia include systemic 
chemotherapy, local radiotherapy and surgical treatment, 
among which chemotherapy is the most important clinical 
method (23,24). Single drug low-dose chemotherapy has been 
improved to multi-drug high-dose treatment, which greatly 
increases the therapeutic effect in paediatric patients with 
ALL (25). At present, the chemotherapy drugs for T-ALL 
include MTX and etoposide. Although the majority of paedi-
atric patients with T-ALL go into remission after treatment 
due to the presence of drug-resistant leukaemia cells, 20% of 
paediatrics do not go into remission, which is a burden on the 
patients and their families (26,27). Therefore, an in-depth study 

of the mechanism of T-ALL drug resistance has important 
social and medical value. In the early stage, the present results 
demonstrated that the expression of HSH2D was significantly 
increased in lymphoblastic leukaemia cells and decreased in 
T-ALL, which suggested that HSH2D may be associated with 
the malignancy and drug resistance of T-ALL tumours.

Immunotherapy has occupied a certain position in 
the treatment of leukaemia. IL-2, as a therapeutic agent to 
improve the immune function of cells, has been widely used in 
clinical tumour treatment (28). Previous studies have reported 
that, in ALL, autogenous bone metastasis often leads to 
leukaemia recurrence (29). To produce anti-leukemic immu-
nity, researchers have used recombinant human IL-2, which 
is given immediately after transplantation (30). The clinical 
toxicity, haematopoiesis recovery and immune activation of 
patients treated with IL-2 have been compared with a group 
of patients without IL-2 (31). Compared with IL-2 controls, 
patients receiving IL-2 tended to recover neutrophils, platelets 
and red blood cells earlier and were discharge earlier (28). 
Moreover, the expression of IL-2Rα (CD25) on the cell 
surface is considered a powerful predictor of poor prognosis 
in patients with acute myeloid leukaemia (AML) (32,33). 
After overexpression and knockdown of HSH2D in HuT-78 
cells, the present study identified that HSH2D affected the 
expression of IL-2 and may inhibit the CD28-mediated activa-
tion of the RE/AP element of IL-2. Du et al (34) revealed that 
serum concentrations of IL-2 in paediatric patients with ALL 

Figure 5. Relationship between HSH2D and methotrexate resistance. (A) Culture of MTX‑resistant strains of HuT‑78 cells. (C) Proliferation of MTX‑resistant 
strains of HuT-78 cells. HSH2D expression in MTX-resistant strains of HuT-78 cells was detected using (B) western blotting and (D) reverse transcrip-
tion-quantitative PCR. Data are presented as the mean ± SD, n=3, and were analysed using a two-tailed Student's t-test. *P<0.05, **P<0.01 vs. sensitive group. 
MTX, methotrexate; NC, negative control; HSH2D, haematopoietic SH2 domain containing.
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decreased significantly, and along with the analysis of the 
current findings, it was suggested that the change of HSH2D 
expression in patients with ALL results in the decrease of 
IL-2. IL-2 receptors, CD25 and CD28, are important genes 
for regulatory T-cells (35). The changes in IL-2 caused by 
HSH2D may be an important factor in the changes in the 
content of regulatory T-cells in ALL, and previous studies are 
using the effects of anti-CD3/CD28 coated beads and IL-2 on 
expanded T-cells for immunotherapy (36). Thus, HSH2D may 
be a potential therapeutic target for ALL.

MTX is an important component in the treatment of ALL. 
Currently, 80% of patients diagnosed with early pre-B-ALL 
are treated with combined chemotherapy, but this treatment 
is ineffective for 20% of patients (37). The failure of the 
treatment is partly due to the resistance of the cells to the 
therapeutic drugs (38), and drug resistance is more common 
in the T-lineage phenotype. Intensive treatment including 
high-dose MTX can improve the survival rate of patients 
with T-ALL to that of patients with B-ALL (39). Thus, cell 
resistance to drugs can be partially overcome by increased 
doses. The study of MTX resistance is ongoing (40). It has 

been revealed that the increase of dihydrofolate reductase and 
the damage of MTX transport are key factors in MTX resis-
tance in childhood ALL (41). Previous studies have measured 
the difference in MTX resistance-related mRNA expression 
levels in childhood leukaemia by standardized RT-qPCR 
based on a competitive template, and observed that in T-ALL, 
compared with ordinary/pre-B-ALL, the difference in MTX 
resistance, dihydrofolate reductase (DHFR), thymidylate 
synthetase (TS) and folylpolyglutamate synthase mRNA 
expression levels are increased (22,42,43). The present results 
suggested that HSH2D is one of the important factors affecting 
MTX resistance, and identified via gene manipulation that 
HSH2D expression is necessary for HuT-78 cells resistance to 
MTX. The intracellular accumulation of MTX polyglutamic 
acid in leukaemia cells is an important determinant of the 
anti-leukaemia activity of MTX in paediatric patients with 
ALL (44). The traditional explanation for MTX resistance 
is due to inactivating mutations or downregulation affecting 
the replication factor C gene, as well as increased levels of 
DHFR and TS enzymes and mutations with reduced affinity 
for antifolates (45). Wojtuszkiewicz et al (22) reported that 

Figure 6. HSH2D is essential for MTX resistance of HuT‑78 cells. (A) Silencing efficacy was evaluated using reverse transcription‑quantitative PCR after 
transfection of two siRNAs and a NC of HSH2D. (B) Knockdown of HSH2D promoted apoptosis induced by MTX treatment in both MTX-resistant cell lines. 
(C) IC50 value of MTX was detected for both sensitive and resistant cells using a Cell Counting Kit‑8 assay. (D) EdU results of the cell proliferation of drug 
resistant strains with HSH2D knockdown. (E) Flow cytometry was used to detected (F) the cell cycle in drug resistant strains with HSH2D knockdown. Data 
are presented as the mean ± SD, n=3, and were analysed using a two-tailed Student's t-test or one-way ANOVA. *P<0.05 and **P<0.01 vs. siNC, siRNA negative 
control; MTX, methotrexate; HSH2D, haematopoietic SH2 domain containing.
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the low cellular level of long-chain polyglutamates of MTX 
is an important predictor of MTX resistance and is associated 
with dismal therapeutic outcome. This study demonstrated 
the mechanism of MTX resistance to HuT-78 cells from the 
perspective of signal regulation. It also suggested that the 
regulation of HSH2D on ALL may participate in the expres-
sion of RFC and TS (22). However, this requires further 
in-depth investigation.

In conclusion, drug resistance is an obstacle in the use of 
chemotherapy for the treatment of lymphoblastic leukaemia. 
The present results demonstrated that in HuT-78 cells, HSH2D 
inhibited CD28-mediated activation of IL-2, and via the 
cultivation of the MTX‑resistant cell line, it was identified that 
HSH2D expression was necessary for HuT-78 cells to be resis-
tant to MTC. Therefore, the current results provide a potential 
target for the reversal of MTX resistance.
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