TGIF transcription factors repress acetyl
CoA metabolic gene expression and
promote intestinal tumor growth
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Tgifl (thymine-guanine-interacting factor 1) and Tgif2 repress gene expression by binding directly to DNA or in-
teracting with transforming growth factor (TGF) B-responsive SMADs. Tgifs are essential for embryogenesis and may
function in tumor progression. By analyzing both gain and loss of Tgif function in a well-established mouse model of
intestinal cancer, we show that Tgifs promote adenoma growth in the context of mutant Apc (adenomatous pol-
yposis coli). Despite the tumor-suppressive role of TGFp signaling, transcriptome profiling of colon tumors suggests
minimal effect of Tgifs on the TGFp pathway. Instead, it appears that Tgifs, which are up-regulated in Apc mutant
colon tumors, contribute to reprogramming metabolic gene expression. Integrating gene expression data from colon
tumors with other gene expression and chromatin-binding data identifies a set of direct Tgif target genes encoding
proteins involved in acetyl CoA and pyruvate metabolism. Analysis of both tumor and nontumor tissues indicates
that these genes are targets of Tgif repression in multiple settings, suggesting that this is a core Tgif function. We
propose that Tgifs play an important role in regulating basic energy metabolism in normal cells, and that this

function of Tgifs is amplified in some cancers.

[Keywords: TGEFp; Tgif; Wnt; cancer; colorectal cancer; gene expression; metabolism; repressor]

Supplemental material is available for this article.

Received August 24, 2018; revised version accepted January 24, 2019.

Colorectal cancer (CRC) is among the most frequently di-
agnosed cancers and is the third leading cause of cancer
deaths in adults (Miller et al. 2016). The adenomatous pol-
yposis coli (APC) gene, which is mutated in up to 80% of
sporadic CRC (Kinzler and Vogelstein 1996; Segditsas and
Tomlinson 2006), encodes a scaffold-like protein that as-
sembles a complex of proteins including p-catenin, Axins,
and GSK3p (Sancho et al. 2004; Clevers and Nusse 2012).
In the absence of Wnt ligands, B-catenin is phosphorylated
and degraded. Wnt signaling prevents phosphorylation
and destruction of p-catenin, allowing it to accumulate
and activate gene expression. Mutation or deletion of
APC results in constitutive p-catenin-dependent gene ac-
tivation, primarily via interactions with the TCF/LEF
transcription factors (Polakis 1995; Sancho et al. 2004).
Inactivation of one allele of the mouse Apc gene by
germ-line mutation (Moser et al. 1990; Fodde et al. 1994;
Oshima et al. 1995) or by CRE-mediated excision of a
loxP-flanked exon (Shibata et al. 1997; Colnot et al.
2004; Hinoi et al. 2007) causes multiple adenomas, due
to sporadic inactivation of the remaining allele.

In response to transforming growth factor p (TGEp) li-
gands, the type I and type II receptors form a complex, re-
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sulting in phosphorylation and activation of the SMAD
transcription factors (Feng and Derynck 2005; Massagué
et al. 2005). TGFp, Activin, or Nodal signaling results pri-
marily in activation of SMAD2 and SMAD3, which, in as-
sociation with SMAD4, accumulate in the nucleus to
activate gene expression. TGFp signaling is tumor suppres-
sive in many cancers, in part due to the antiproliferative ef-
fects of the pathway (Levy and Hill 2006; Massagué 2008).
Inactivating mutations in the TGFBR2 gene, encoding the
type II receptor, are found in around 25% of CRC (Marko-
witz et al. 1995; Grady et al. 1999). Loss of heterozygosity
of a region of chromosome 18 that includes both SMAD2
and SMAD4 is seen in almost 70% of CRC but is less fre-
quently observed in colorectal adenomas (Vogelstein
et al. 1988). Conditional inactivation of the mouse Tgfbr2
gene in combination with an Apc mutation results in pro-
gression to invasive adenocarcinoma, whereas homozy-
gous Tgfbr2 deletion alone in the intestine has no effect
(Mufoz et al. 2006).

TGIF1 (thymine-guanine-interacting factor) and the
closely related TGIF2 are homeodomain transcription
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factors that are members of the TALE (three-amino-acid
loop extension) superfamily (Bertolino et al. 1995; Melhu-
ish et al. 2001; Hyman et al. 2003). Other TALE homeodo-
main proteins include the Meis and Pbx families that
activate gene expression (Biirglin and Affolter 2016). In
contrast, TGIF1 and TGIF2 are transcriptional repressors
that interact with multiple general corepressors, includ-
ing mSin3 and histone deacetylases (Wotton et al.
1999a; Melhuish et al. 2001). In addition, TGIF1 recruits
CtBP1/2 corepressors via a conserved interaction motif
(Melhuish and Wotton 2000). Tgifs limit the response to
TGEFp signaling by recruiting corepressors to the SMAD
transcription factors (Wotton et al. 1999a; Melhuish
etal. 2001). In addition to SMAD interaction, other mech-
anisms for TGFp pathway inhibition have been suggested,
including promoting SMAD2 ubiquitylation and degrada-
tion or preventing SMAD2 phosphorylation in response to
TGEFp signaling (Seo et al. 2004, 2006). Loss-of-function
TGIF1 mutations are associated with holoprosencephaly
(HPE), a severe genetic disease affecting forebrain develop-
ment (Wotton and Taniguchi 2018). Mouse models of
Tgifl and Tgif2 loss of function suggest they play a redun-
dant, but essential role in early embryogenesis (Powers
etal. 2010). Conditional mutants survive to mid-gestation
with multiple developmental abnormalities, including
HPE (Taniguchi et al. 2012, 2017).

Although developmental defects in embryos lacking
Tgifl and Tgif2 can be partly rescued by reducing TGFp
family signaling through mutation of Nodal (Powers
et al. 2010; Taniguchi et al. 2012, 2017), transcriptome
profiling of early embryos or primary mouse embryo fi-
broblasts (MEFs) lacking Tgifs suggests that the majority
of gene expression changes are unlikely to be due to al-
tered TGFEp family signaling (Zerlanko et al. 2012; Ander-
son et al. 2017). TGIF1 was first identified by its ability to
bind a retinoid response element of the Rbp2 gene and re-
duce activation by RXR nuclear receptors (Bertolino et al.
1995). TGIFs can bind directly to DNA and repress tran-
scription via a well-defined consensus site, cTGTCAa,
where the central five bases are most important (Berto-
lino et al. 1995; Wotton et al. 1999b). Direct repression
via this consensus site has been shown for a small num-
ber of Tgif target genes (Anderson et al. 2017; Taniguchi
et al. 2017). Recent genome-wide analysis identified a
large number of potential Tgifl-binding sites, with en-
richment for the known TGIF consensus element (Lee
et al. 2015).

Increased Tgif levels have been implicated in ovarian,
esophageal, and lung cancer among others (Imoto et al.
2000; Nakakuki et al. 2002; Wang et al. 2015). Tgifl pro-
moted breast cancer progression in a mouse model, inde-
pendent of effects on TGFf signaling (Zhang et al. 2015).
The TGIF1 gene was shown to be a direct p-catenin/TCF
transcriptional target that is activated by Wnt/p-catenin
signaling, and the possibility that TGIF1 sequesters Axins
to activate Wnt/p-catenin signaling was also suggested as
a mechanism to explain its protumorigenic function
(Zhang et al. 2015). Recent work with human CRC cell
lines suggested a role for TGIF1 in CRC progression and
also implicated TGIF1 in controlling the output of the
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Wnt/B-catenin pathway, although this appeared to be in-
dependent of effects on Axins (Wang et al. 2017). Thus,
Tgifs can promote tumorigenesis, but questions regarding
mechanisms of action and potential overlapping roles of
Tgifl and Tgif2 remain.

We used genetically engineered mouse models to
address the function of Tgifs in intestinal epithelial neo-
plasms and to identify downstream Tgif target genes.
Overexpression of TGIF1 in intestinal epithelial cells in-
creased the size and number of adenomas in the small in-
testine, and deletion of Tgif1 and Tgif2 reduced tumor size
in both the small intestine and colon. Transcriptional pro-
filing of colon tumors from these mice revealed little ef-
fect of Tgifs on either Wnt/B-catenin or TGFf signaling.
Instead, we found that deleting Tgifs from colon tumors
caused changes in expression of genes affecting multiple
metabolic pathways. Integrating these data with addition-
al gene expression profiling results suggests that Tgifs play
a fundamental role in regulating energy metabolism, and
may contribute to the reprogramming of metabolic gene
expression that occurs in CRC.

Results

Increased Tgif expression in colorectal tumors

Analysis of TCGA colorectal data showed elevated TGIF1
and TGIF2 in adenocarcinomas (Fig. 1A). Similar results
were seen with additional CRC data sets, and in compari-
son of paired tumor and normal samples, TGIF1 expres-
sion was higher in tumors in all cases (Supplemental Fig.
S1). Mouse models of intestinal cancer, based on genetic
alterations found in human cancers or treatment with
chemical carcinogens, have been analyzed by gene expres-
sion array (Kaiser et al. 2007). In these analyses, Tgif1 ex-
pression was significantly higher in the azoxymethane
(AOM) and Apc mutant models but not in one based on in-
activation of Smad3, a component of the TGFp signaling
pathway (Supplemental Fig. S2A). Similar results were
found with Tgif2 expression in this data set, although the
signal in the AOM samples was too variable to reach stat-
istical significance.

To test expression of Tgifs in Apc mutant mouse colon
tumors, we combined a Villin-Cre transgene with a loxP-
flanked allele of Apc isolated normal colon and colon tu-
mors at 12 wk of age and analyzed gene expression by
qRT-PCR. We observed a significant increase in expres-
sion of both Tgifl and Tgif2 in colon tumors compared
with normal tissue (Fig. 1B). Western blot analysis of sim-
ilar 12-wk tumors showed increased Tgifl protein expres-
sion in tumors compared with normal (Fig. 1C, note that
Tgifl migrates as a doublet due to MAPK mediated phos-
phorylation; Lo et al. 2001). An increase in Tgifl expres-
sion in small intestine tumors compared with normal
tissue was also observed (Fig. 1D). We also analyzed tu-
mors in which Tgif1 was deleted specifically from epithe-
lial cells, by including homozygous conditional loxP
flanked alleles of Tgif1. Little or no Tgifl signal was
detectable in these samples, suggesting that the majority
of Tgifl present in normal colon and its increase in tumors
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Figure 1. Increased expression of Tgifs in intestine tumors.
(A) Log, median centered expression data for TGIF1 and TGIF2
in the TCGA colorectal data set (analysis from Oncomine, with
upper and lower quartiles and 10th and 90th percentiles), for nor-
mal and the indicated tumor types. P-values for comparisons with
normal are shown. (B) Relative Tgifl and Tgif2 expression (mean +
SD of quadruplicate samples) determined by qRT-PCR, from wild-
type (normal) colon or from Apc mutant colon tumors. (**) P<
0.01; (***) P<0.001; (****) P<0.0001. (C) Expression of Tgifl was
analyzed by Western blot (with Hsp90 as a loading control) from
normal colon (N) and tumor (T) from tissue of the indicated geno-
types. (+) Wild type; (r) recombined allele. (D) Tgifl expression
from the small intestine (normal or tumor, asin C). (E) Expression
of Tgifl in normal (N) and tumor (T) tissue from mice of the indi-
cated genotypes is shown by western blot with a TGIF1-specific
antiserum and HSP90 as a loading control. Note the transgenic
TGIF1 migrates slightly faster than the endogenous mouse Tgifl.

were due to expression in the intestinal epithelium (Fig.
1C). In support of this, analysis of Tgifl expression in nor-
mal intestinal crypts by immunofluorescence (IF) suggests
that Tgifl is expressed in the majority of epithelial cells
within the crypt (Supplemental Fig. S3). Thus, expression
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of both Tgifl and Tgif2 is higher in human CRC and in
Apc mutant intestinal tumors in mice.

Overexpression of TGIF1 in intestinal epithelium

To test effects of increased TGIF1 expression in intestine,
we generated a transgene in which T7 epitope-tagged hu-
man TGIF1 was expressed from the Villin promoter. Anal-
ysis of transgene expression in a panel of tissues by
Western blot showed robust expression in the intestine,
with no detectable expression in any other tissue exam-
ined (Supplemental Fig. S2B). Within the small intestine,
we observed readily detectable expression in the proximal,
middle, and distal thirds, with much lower expression in
the colon and none in nontransgenic tissue (Supplemental
Fig. S2C; Parini et al. 2018). To generate mice lacking both
Tgifl and Tgif2 in the intestinal epithelium, we used Vil-
Cre to delete loxP-flanked Tgif1 (as previously described)
and loxP-flanked Tgif2, derived from a knockout first allele
from EUCOMM. Mice lacking both Tgifs from the intesti-
nal epithelium were viable and grossly normal. Similarly,
Vil-TGIF1 transgenic mice were normal and viable to at
least 150 d.

To compare expression of the Vil-TGIF1 transgene with
the endogenous Tgifl in Apc mutant tumors we per-
formed Western blots with a TGIF1 antiserum that recog-
nizes both human and mouse Tgifl. There was an increase
in endogenous Tgifl expression in regions of the small in-
testine with tumors, compared with wild-type tissue (Fig.
1E). The levels of expression of transgenic TGIF1 were
similar in both tumor and normal and, while higher
than the expression of mouse Tgifl in normal tissue,
were quite similar to the increased level of endogenous
Tgifl in tumors (Fig. 1E). The transgenic TGIF1 migrates
more rapidly on SDS-PAGE than mouse Tgifl, and it ap-
pears that expression of the transgene effectively reduces
expression of endogenous Tgifl, as evidenced by the al-
most complete absence of the slower migrating Tgifl
band in the transgenic samples (Fig. 1E). Thus, Vil-
TGIF1 is overexpressed to a level similar to that of the el-
evated endogenous expression seen in tumors.

Altered tumor burden in the intestine

To test effects of Tgifs on tumorigenesis, we combined
conditional alleles of Tgif1, both Tgif1 and Tgif2, or the
Vil-TGIF1 transgene with Vil-Cre and a heterozygous
loxP-flanked Apc allele. At 12 wk of age, small intestines
were separated into proximal, middle, and distal thirds
and opened along the length to identify tumors. Although
the number of tumors per animal was quite variable, there
was a significant reduction in tumor numbers in mice
lacking both Tgif1 and Tgif2 and an increase in the Vil-
TGIF1 mice (Fig. 2A). The number of tumors >1.5 mm
in diameter was significantly lower in both the Tgif1
and Tgif1;Tgif2 mutants (Fig. 2A). The increase in larger
tumors in the TGIF1-overexpressing mice was highly sig-
nificant, whereas there were no significant differences in
the number of smaller (<1.5-mm) tumors. Histological ex-
amination of tumors isolated from animals of all four
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Figure 2. Tgif expression promotes intestinal tumorigenesis. (A) The numbers of tumors per animal (at 12 wk) in the small intestine are
shown (median, upper, and lower quartiles, 5th and 95th percentiles) for each genotype. Numbers are shown for all tumors and separately
for those <1.5 mm or >1.5 mm in diameter. P-values for comparison with the Apc™” mice are shown. (B) Number of colon tumors per
mouse and tumor volume in mm?® are shown (median, upper, and lower quartiles, 5th and 95th percentiles). P-values for comparison
with the Apc*/* mice are shown. (*] P<0.05; (**) P<0.01; (***) P<0.001. (C) Representative images of hematoxylin and eosin (H&E|-stained
colon tumors from the indicated genotypes are shown. Images were captured at 200x magnification.

genotypes revealed no clear differences in tumor morphol-
ogy (Supplemental Fig. S4A). All tumors examined were
adenomas, and we did not observe invasive carcinomas
in these animals. Thus, increasing TGIF1 expression to
a level similar to that seen in Apc mutant tumors enhanc-
es adenoma growth, but does not promote transition to in-
vasive adenocarcinoma.

In the middle and distal regions of the small intestine,
we observed increased numbers of larger tumors in Vil-
TGIF1 mice and a decrease in total tumor numbers
in Tgif1;Tgif2 mice driven primarily by changes in the
numbers of larger tumors (Supplemental Fig. S4B,C). Apc
mutant mice lacking only Tgif1 had an intermediate phe-
notype between that of the Apc and mice lacking both
Tgif1 and Tgif2. This was particularly evident when ana-
lyzing the proportion of tumors in each mouse that were
>1.5 mm in diameter (Supplemental Fig. S4D). Although
the Vil-Cre;Apc model primarily generates tumors in the
small intestine, there are also colon tumors in these ani-
mals. Comparison of tumor number and size in the colon
between Apc mice and those lacking Tgifl did not reveal
any significant differences (Fig. 2B). However, in the Apc;
Tgif1;Tgif2 mice (referred to here as ATT), average tumor
volume was significantly lower, despite the fact that the
sizes were quite variable (Fig. 2B). Thus, it appears that fur-
therreducing overall Tgif levels by deleting Tgif1 and Tgif2
enhances the relatively mild effect of deletion of Tgif1
alone, implying redundant function. As with the SI tu-

mors, there were no clear histological differences between
the colon tumors from mice of each genotype (Fig. 2C). To-
gether, these data suggest that Tgifl and Tgif2 contribute
to Apc mutant intestinal tumorigenesis, and that increas-
ing TGIF1 expression drives adenoma growth.

Transcriptional changes in Tgif mutant tumors

To address how increased Tgif levels contribute to intesti-
nal tumor growth we performed transcriptome profiling,
comparing normal wild-type colon with colon tumors
from Apc and ATT mice. RNA was isolated from five nor-
mal colon samples and from seven tumors from mice of
each of the two genotypes from both males and females.
The samples from each of the three genotypes clustered
separately, although there was considerable spread among
the tumors, and the two tumor genotypes clustered closer
to each other than to the wild types (Fig. 3A). To identify
genes that were differently expressed, we performed pair-
wise comparisons using a 0.5 log, fold change and an ad-
justed P-value cutoff of <0.01. This identified close to
2000 genes that were differentially expressed between
the two tumor genotypes, with 884 being higher in the
ATT than in the Apc tumors and 1160 with lower expres-
sion (Supplemental Table S1). Hierarchical clustering of
each of these two gene lists suggested that, among the
genes with increased expression in the ATT compared
with the Apc tumors, a small fraction was also more
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Figure 3. Gene expression changes in Tgif mutant colon tumors. (A) Principle component analysis of RNA sequencing (RNA-seq) data
from normal wild-type mouse colon or from colon tumors isolated from Apc heterozygous mice (Apc) or Apc heterozygous mice with
homozygous deletion of both Tgif1 and Tgif2 (ATT). Heat maps are shown for all genes with significantly (log, fold change > 0.5, P-adjust-
ed <0.01) higher (B) or lower (C) expression in ATT than in Apc. (D) Venn diagrams indicating the overlap between genes that are signifi-
cantly differently expressed between Apc versus wild-type and Apc versus ATT. (E) Gene set enrichment analysis (GSEA) indicates
enrichment of epithelial-to-mesenchymal transition (EMT), KRAS signaling, glycolysis, and glutamine metabolism in Apc tumors com-
pared with ATT. The nominal enrichment score (NES) and false discovery rate g-value are shown.

highly expressed in wild-type colon (Fig. 3B). This is con-
sistent with these genes being Tgif targets that are re-
pressed in Apc tumors by increased Tgif expression.
Among the genes with lower expression in ATT tumors,
many are increased in the Apc tumors compared with
wild type, consistent with loss of Tgifs reversing at least
part of the Apc mutant gene expression program (Fig.
3C). Despite the presence of some genes that decrease in
the Apc tumor compared with wild type and increase in
ATT tumors, there was minimal enrichment for this class
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among genes that are significantly differently expressed in
both the Apc to wild type and ATT to Apc comparisons
(Fig. 3D). However, more genes with higher expression
in ATT tumors had reduced expression in Apc tumors
compared with wild type (124/392; 31.6%) than had high-
er expression (72/392; 18.4%). Thus, it appears that there
is a subset of differentially expressed genes that fit with
being Tgif targets, but there is also significant tumor to tu-
mor variability and a larger number of genes that do not fit
a simple direct Tgif target model.



Tgifs are well characterized as repressors of TGFp-re-
sponsive transcription (Wotton et al. 1999a; Wotton and
Taniguchi 2018) and have been suggested to promote
Wnt-responsive gene expression (Zhang et al. 2015;
Wang et al. 2017). We therefore examined expression of
genes that are known targets of these pathways. For a panel
of well-characterized TGF targets (Smad?7, Skil, Serpinel,
Cdkn1la, and Cdkn2b) and some additional genes that re-
spond to TGFp in LS1034 CRC cells (Labbé et al. 2007)
there was no consistent pattern in expression differences
between normal colon and Apc tumors, and deletion of
Tgifs had minimal effect (Supplemental Fig. S5A). Over-
lapping gene expression changes in ATT compared with
Apc tumors with expression array data from mouse Apc
colon tumors or Apc tumors lacking the TGFp type 2 re-
ceptor (GSE82133) (Miguchi et al. 2016) revealed minimal
overlap (Supplemental Fig. S5B). qRT-PCR analysis of ca-
nonical TGFp target genes in a set of ATT and Apc colon
tumors did not show significant increases in expression
in the Tgif mutants (Supplemental Fig. S5C).

To examine Wnt signaling we looked at expression of
canonical targets of the pathway. These genes were clear-
ly activated in Apc tumors compared with wild-type colon
but were not further activated by deletion of Tgifs (Supple-
mental Fig. S5D). Comparing a set of p-catenin activated
or repressed target genes (Herbst et al. 2014) with our
data showed limited overlap with expression differences
between ATT and Apc tumors, whereas there was clear
enrichment for these target genes in the comparison be-
tween Apc and wild-type tissue (Supplemental Fig. S5E).
This was supported by qRT-PCR analysis showing in-
creased expression of Axin2, Lgr5, and Lef1 in Apc mutant
tumors, but no decrease in ATT tumors, as would be ex-
pected if Tgifl promotes p-catenin-activated gene expres-
sion (Supplemental Fig. S5F). Thus, it appears that in the
context of colon tumors in mice, Tgifs do not play a major
role in regulating either TGFB or Wnt/p-catenin signaling.

Altered metabolic gene expression in tumors
lacking Tgifs

To identify functional groups among the gene expression
changes, we performed gene set enrichment analysis
(GSEA). Gene sets indicative of epithelial-to-mesenchy-
mal transition (EMT) and KRAS signaling were among
the most significantly enriched in the Apc compared
with ATT tumors (Fig. 3E). Surprisingly, glycolysis was
also one of the most significantly enriched gene sets in
the Apc tumors, and other metabolic signatures were en-
riched in Apc compared with ATT tumors (Fig. 3E). Com-
paring ATT with Apc tumors, one of the most down-
regulated glycolytic genes was Slc2al, encoding Glutl,
the major glucose transporter in intestine. For most glyco-
lytic enzymes there was a more modest reduction in ex-
pression in ATT tumors (Fig. 4A). Examining expression
of genes encoding proteins that function to generate glu-
cose from pyruvate revealed that these genes were general-
ly slightly more highly expressed in the ATT tumors.
Summing the relative expression for each tumor for a panel
of glycolysis or gluconeogenesis-specific genes revealed a
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clear separation of Apc and ATT tumors, consistent with
the GSEA result, despite the relatively minimal changes
in expression of most components of these pathways
(Fig. 4A).

Since Slc2al was the most down-regulated glycolytic
gene in ATT tumors, we examined expression of the
Glutl protein in colon tumors of each genotype by IF.
Glutl was expressed throughout normal colon and Apc
mutant tumor tissue, with relatively little difference in ex-
pression between the two (Fig. 4B). In contrast, there was
clearly lower expression of Glutl in the ATT tumor tissue
compared with adjacent normal tissue and with Apc mu-
tant tumors (Fig. 4B). We also examined the RNA sequenc-
ing (RNA-seq) data for changes in other metabolic
pathways by comparing all genes that were significantly
differently expressed between Apc and ATT tumors to
metabolic gene lists from Kyoto Encyclopedia of Genes
and Genomes (KEGG). This analysis revealed reduced ex-
pression of multiple genes with links to purine and pyrim-
idine synthesis and amino acid metabolic pathways (Fig.
4C,D). Together, these analyses suggest that loss of Tgifs
from Apc tumors results in widespread changes in meta-
bolic gene expression.

Increased expression of acetyl CoA metabolism genes
in Tgif mutant tumors

The majority of metabolic gene expression changes exam-
ined so far are decreases in expression in the absence of
Tgifs, suggesting that they are unlikely to be direct Tgif tar-
gets. To identify Tgif target genes we overlapped gene ex-
pression changes found here with transcriptome profiling
from wild-type and conditional Tgif1;Tgif2-null (condi-
tional double knockout [cdKO]) mouse embryos (Ander-
son et al. 2017). There was relatively little overlap
between these two data sets, but among the genes that
changed in both, there was a significant enrichment for
genes that increased with deletion of Tgifs from embryos
and tumors (Fig. 5A). Wereasoned that comparison of these
two very different systems might allow us to identify Tgif-
regulated genes with higher confidence by ruling out sec-
ondary tissue-specific effects. ChIP-seq (chromatin immu-
noprecipitation [ChIP] combined with high-throughput
sequencing) analysis from mouse embryonic stem (ES)
cells identified >12,000 potential Tgifl-bound regions
across the genome (Lee et al. 2015). To enrich for higher-
confidence targets, we considered only the top 40% of pu-
tative Tgifl-bound regions from this analysis, and over-
lapped this list with genes that were differently expressed
in cdKO embryos and tumors lacking Tgifs (Fig. 5B). This
revealed a greater overlap with genes that were activated
by loss of Tgifs than with genes that had lower expression
in the mutants (Fig. 5B,C). Among the genes with increased
expression in both cdKO embryos and tumors almost 70%
had high confidence ChIP peaks (Fig. 5C).

Analysis of the 125 genes with ChIP-seq peaks and high-
er expression in both RNA-seq data sets revealed a signifi-
cant enrichment for a MEIS1 consensus site (which is
identical to a TGIF site) associated with these genes,
consistent with the idea that they are direct Tgif targets
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Figure 4. Altered metabolic gene expression in Tgif mutant colon tumors. (A) Heat maps are shown indicating fold-change (comparing
ATT with Apc tumors) for the glycolytic pathway and for genes involved specifically in the conversion of pyruvate to glucose. The plot to
the right shows summed Z-scores for a panel of genes involved only in glycolysis or in gluconeogenesis, plotted as gluconeogenesis versus
glycolysis for each tumor. (B) IF analysis is shown for Glutl and p-catenin in colon tumors (T) with adjacent normal tissue (N). Heat maps
are shown for all genes in the purine and pyrimidine metabolic pathways (C) or amino acid metabolic pathways (D) that are significantly

differently expressed comparing Apc with ATT tumors.

(Fig. 5D). Propanoate metabolism and acetyl CoA bio-
synthetic process were the most significantly enriched
pathways, and among the 125 gene list were three genes
encoding enzymes that synthesize acetyl CoA: Acssl,
Acss2, and Mlycd. To place these changes in context, we
visualized expression changes for genes encoding a num-
ber of enzymes involved in acetyl CoA metabolism as
part of a metabolic pathway map. Acss2 was significantly
increased in both ¢dKO embryos and in tumors lacking
Tgifs and decreased in Apc tumors compared with wild-
type colon (Fig. 5E). Similarly, the mitochondrial Acssi
was increased in Tgif mutant embryos and tumors and de-
creased in the Apc tumors. Other genes that showed this
pattern included Mlycd, which encodes a cytosolic en-
zyme that converts malonyl CoA to acetyl CoA, and
Acatl which generates acetoacetyl CoA from acetyl CoA
in the mitochondria as the first step of ketone synthesis
(Fig. 5E). As there was some increase in expression of genes
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associated with the early stages of pyruvate metabolism
(Fig. 4A) and Mpc1 and Pcx expression was increased in
c¢dKO embryos, we also examined some changes in this
pathway. Mpc1 expression showed a similar pattern to
the acetyl CoA synthetic genes, as did Pcx, although the
increase in Pcx expression in ATT tumors was not statisti-
cally significant (Fig. 5E). This analysis is consistent with
the idea that Tgifs directly repress multiple genes involved
in acetyl CoA metabolism and suggests they may also play
a similar function for pyruvate metabolic genes.

IF analysis of colon tissue from Apc and ATT mice indi-
cated that Acss2 expression was reduced in Apc mutant tu-
mors compared with adjacent normal colon, and that
expression was higher in both normal and tumor tissue
in the ATT mice (Fig. 6A). In both small intestine and
colon, we observed higher Acss2 expression, with more
evident nuclear localization in the Tgif1;Tgif2 mice com-
pared with wild type (Supplemental Fig. S6A,B). In support
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of this, Western blot of colon tumors indicated higher
Acss2 expression in ATT than in Apc tumors, and Pcx ex-
pression was also higher in the tumors lacking Tgifs (Fig.
6B). We also analyzed expression of the mitochondrial
Acatl. Expression was clearly higher in ATT tumors
than in the Apc and in normal small intestine lacking
both Tgifs (Fig. 6C; Supplemental Fig. S6C). As with
Acss2, expression of Acatl and Mlycd was increased in
ATT compared with Apc colon tumors (Fig. 6D), consis-
tent with the idea that loss of Tgifs in colon tumors results
in higher expression of both mitochondrial and nuclear/
cytoplasmic metabolic regulators. To further explore this
potential Tgif function we analyzed human tumor gene ex-
pression data sets. Separating the human The Cancer Ge-
nome Atlas (TCGA) CRC data set by TGIF1 expression
levels revealed higher expression of ACSS1 and ACSS2 in
the quartile of tumors with lowest TGIF1 expression com-
pared with the upper quartile (Supplemental Fig. S7A). Fur-
thermore, GSEA comparing the upper and lower 10% of
tumors from the TCGA PanCancer colon cancer data set

showed enrichment for glycolysis in the TGIF1 high and
enrichment for bile acid and fatty acid metabolism in the
lowest 10% by TGIF1 expression (Supplemental Fig.
S7B). Comparison of ACSS2 levels in multiple CRC data
sets suggests that levels are reduced in CRC and that lower
expression correlates with poor survival, a pattern that is
opposite to that seen for Tgifs (Supplemental Fig. S7C-
E). This suggests that similar metabolic gene expression
differences are seen in human tumors stratified by TGIF1
expression levels to those seen in our transcriptome profil-
ing of Apc and ATT tumors.

Direct Tgif-mediated repression of metabolic gene
expression

To address the possibility that genes involved in acetyl
CoA and pyruvate metabolism are direct Tgif targets in
multiple cell types, we tested expression of a panel of
these genes by qRT-PCR in normal small intestine and
in primary MEFs. All three acetyl CoA synthetic genes
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and Acatl were significantly more highly expressed in
Tgif1;Tgif2 null small intestine than in wild-type tissue
(Fig. 7A). Similarly, expression of Pcx and Mpc1 was also
higher in the mutant. We observed a similar pattern for
five of the six genes in primary MEFs (Fig. 7B). Acss1 ex-
pression did not increase in MEFs, but its expression is
very low in cultured cells, including primary MEFs. Anal-
ysis of metabolite levels in normal small intestine isolated
from wild-type mice or those lacking both Tgifs suggested
that acetate levels were decreased in the absence of Tgifs
consistent with increased metabolism by higher levels of

Acssl and Acss2 (Fig. 7C). Propionate levels were also
lower, but did not quite reach significance due to the var-
iability among samples. In contrast, other metabolites
were essentially unchanged in Tgif mutant small intes-
tine compared with the normal (Fig. 7C). Together with
the gene expression changes seen in both embryos and tu-
mors, this is consistent with the possibility that the regu-
lation of acetate metabolism is a conserved core function
of Tgifs.

We next examined the sequences of the ChIP-seq peaks
associated with each of the six genes analyzed in small
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site, and for all but Acss1, at least two TGIF consensus all five genes compared with a negative control region,
sites were present (cCTGTCA or TGTCAa) (Fig. 8A; Sup- and similar results were obtained from primary MEFs
plemental Fig. S8A). To test Tgifl recruitment, we per- (Fig. 8B,C). We observed significant enrichment for
formed ChIP-qPCR for the five genes that had ChIP-seq Acss2 in the wild-type chromatin compared with chroma-
peaks with consensus TGIF sites. For Mpc1, we amplified tin from Tgif1;Tgif2 mutant MEFs, indicating the specific-
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et al. 2017). Transient knockdown of both TGIF1 and
TGIF2 in the human CRC cell line, HCT116, resulted in
increased expression of all five metabolic genes, consis-
tent with this being a relatively rapid effect of reduced
TGIF levels rather than a longer term response to sus-
tained deletion of Tgif genes (Fig. 8D). To test direct target
gene regulation, we amplified the proximal promoter re-
gions from the Acss2 and Pcx genes and created transcrip-
tional reporters. We chose Acss2 because it has a cluster of
conserved TGIF consensus sites and might be more sensi-
tive to TGIF levels. Pcx, which has only a single conserved
site in the proximal promoter, facilitated the generation of
a simple mutant version of the reporter in which this site
was disrupted (Fig. 8E). Since manipulating TGIF levels af-
fected expression of ACSS2 and PC (human Pcx) in
HCT116 cells, we analyzed Acss2 and Pcx reporter activ-
ity by transient transfection into HCT116. Both the Acss2
and Pcx transcriptional reporters were significantly re-
pressed by coexpression of increasing amounts of TGIF1
(Fig. 8F,G). Analysis of a deletion mutant of the Accs2 re-
porter lacking all TGIF sites and of the Pcx mutant in
which the single site was disrupted revealed significantly
less repression by TGIF1 than seen with the wild-type re-
porters. In addition, mutant versions of TGIF1, with sin-
gle amino acid changes within the homeodomain that
prevent DNA binding failed to repress either the Acss2
or Pcx reporter (Supplemental Fig. S8C). These data sug-
gest that DNA binding by TGIF1 is required to repress ex-
pression of Acss2 and Pcx, and that this repression is
mediated at least in part by conserved consensus TGIF
sites. Taken together, these data suggest that Tgifs are di-
rect transcriptional repressors of a set of genes involved in
acetyl CoA and pyruvate metabolism.

Discussion

Using an intestinal cancer model as a starting point to an-
alyze TGIF function, we provide evidence that TGIF tran-
scription factors directly regulate genes involved in acetyl
CoA metabolism. This function of TGIFs does not appear
to be limited to intestinal tumor or normal tissue and may
represent a key unexpected function of these transcription
factors, independent of the other pathways they are known
to regulate.

TGIFs are thought to be oncogenic by limiting the anti-
proliferative effects of TGFP signaling. Mutating the
Tgfbr2 gene in concert with an Apc mutation drives the
transition from adenoma to invasive adenocarcinoma
(Mufioz et al. 2006). Expression of both TGIFI and
TGIF2 is higher in CRC than in normal tissue, and Tgif ex-
pression is increased in Apc mutant intestinal tumors.
Such increased Tgif levels might be expected to dampen
the TGFp response and promote tumor growth. Indeed,
we show that Tgif expression promotes growth of early ad-
enomas. However, transcriptome profiling of colon tu-
mors revealed almost no overlap with changes in TGFp-
responsive gene expression, suggesting that at least in
this model Tgifs are not major regulators of TGFp signal-
ing. This is in contrast to the effect of Arkadia (Rnf111),
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a ubiquitin E3 that promotes TGFp signaling by driving
degradation of the Skiand Skil (SnoN) SMAD corepressors.
Rnf111 deletion increased tumor numbers in a mouse co-
lon cancer model, increased Skil expression, and reduced
the TGFp response (Sharma et al. 2011). Thus, altered
SMAD corepressor levels can affect CRC tumor progres-
sion, although it remains possible that other Arkadia sub-
strates contribute.

TGIF1 was proposed to activate Wnt signaling by
sequestering Axins, allowing activation of Wnt/p-catenin
target genes (Zhang et al. 2015). In our transcriptome
data there is no consistent decrease in expression of canon-
ical Wnt target genes in the absence of Tgifs, as would be
predicted by this model. Although it remains possible
that any effect on Wnt signaling is a cell type-specific func-
tion of Tgifl, our results suggest the Wnt pathway is not a
major Tgifl target in colon tumors. It is possible that Tgifl
promotes B-catenin function, but its effect is masked by
the overriding pathway activation caused by Apc muta-
tion. However, this still argues against a Tgif effect on tu-
mor promotion via B-catenin in this mouse model. A
further link to Wnt signaling is the demonstration that
TGIF1 is directly activated by Wnt/B-catenin signaling
(Zhang et al. 2015). Our data are consistent with this in
that Tgif1 and Tgif2 expression is increased in Apc mutant
tumors compared with normal tissue, although we do not
know whether Tgif genes are p-catenin targets in the intes-
tine. Thus, it appears that Tgifs promote intestinal tumor
growth independent of effects on the two most likely
pathways.

Genome-wide analysis of Tgifl binding to chromatin in
mouse ES cells suggests that a large part of Tgif function is
mediated by direct binding to DNA (Lee et al. 2015). In
agreement with this, structural studies show that, unlike
many other homeodomain proteins, TGIF1 binds with
high specificity and relatively high affinity to its cognate
site (Guca et al. 2018). Given the large numbers of gene ex-
pression changes observed in tumors lacking Tgifs we at-
tempted to identify higher confidence core Tgif target
genes by integrating ChIP-seq data with gene expression
data sets from very divergent systems. Surprisingly, path-
way analysis of this high confidence gene set identified
acetyl CoA metabolism as the most significantly enriched
biological process. In addition, analysis of all gene expres-
sion changes between Apc tumors and Apc tumors lacking
both Tgifs revealed changes in multiple metabolic path-
ways, further supporting a role for Tgifs as regulators of
metabolism. Increased expression of acetyl CoA metabolic
genes is not cell-type specific, occurring in early mouse
embryos, primary MEFs, normal small intestine and colon
tumors, suggesting that this may be a fundamental, yet un-
expected, role of Tgifs. We validated a panel of genes with
links to acetyl CoA and pyruvate metabolism as direct
Tgifl targets in normal small intestine and primary
MEFs, and demonstrated direct repression of both the
Acss2- and Pcx-proximal promoters by TGIF1. Full repres-
sion was dependent on the presence of conserved TGIF
consensus sites within the promoters, and was abolished
by single amino acid changes in TGIF1 that prevent
DNA binding. This is consistent with the notion that the
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repression of expression of a subset of metabolic genes is a
core Tgif function conserved across multiple cell types
that occurs via direct DNA binding to cognate TGIF sites.
This further supports recent work suggesting that while
Tgifs may limit TGFf-activated gene expression during
embryogenesis, much of the Tgif transcriptional function
is mediated by direct DNA binding.

Although we observed extensive changes in expression
of metabolic genes, relatively few were increased in the
Tgif mutant tumors, suggesting that the majority of
changes may be indirect effects. Attempting to place po-
tential direct Tgif target genes in context indicates that
Tgifs repress anabolic metabolism rather than catabolism.
For example, Tgif repression of mitochondrial Acss1 and
Acatl would be expected to limit ketone synthesis and
the utilization of acetate by both Acss1 and Acss2 would
be reduced by Tgif-mediated repression. In support of this,
we show that in the absence of Tgifs acetate levels are low-
er in the small intestine, consistent with increased Acssl
and Acss2 activity. However, more extensive analyses of
metabolic intermediates is clearly required in both nor-
mal and tumor tissue to fully validate Tgifs as metabolic
regulators. In the absence of Tgifs, anabolic metabolism
may favor synthesis of ketones and sterols, and the utiliza-
tion of pyruvate to generate other metabolic intermedi-
ates. This proposed function of Tgifs is reminiscent of
the reprogramming of metabolic gene expression that is
recognized as one of the hallmarks of cancer. In addition
to an increased reliance on glycolysis, termed the Warburg
effect (Warburg 1956), there is extensive rewiring of ener-
gy metabolism in cancer cells (Hanahan and Weinberg
2011; Pavlova and Thompson 2016).

Recent work suggests that metabolic reprogramming
occurs at the adenoma stage of CRC (Satoh et al. 2017),
and it appears that this is downstream from activation of
oncogenes, such as KRAS or BRAF, and requires high
MYC expression (Hutton et al. 2016; Satoh et al. 2017).
Our data suggest that Tgifs play a role in regulating meta-
bolic gene expression in both normal and tumor tissues
and may mediate part of the metabolic reprogramming
that occurs in colon adenomas. A role for TGIF1 in regulat-
ing metabolism in human CRC is supported by GSEA
comparing colon tumors separated by TGIF1 expression
levels. Interestingly, one of the best-correlated Tgif target
metabolic genes in CRC is ACSS2, which we show is
directly repressed by TGIF1. Several recent studies have
linked ACSS2 expression levels to tumor progression
(Comerford et al. 2014; Mashimo et al. 2014; Schug et al.
2015). In contrast to our data, high levels of ACSS2 expres-
sion correlate with poor prognosis in other cancer types,
raising the possibility that ACSS2 may function differ-
ently in CRC. This possibility is supported by analysis of
CRC gene expression data, suggesting that unlike for other
tumor types, a reduction in ACSS2 expression is observed
in CRC and that high expression correlates with better pa-
tient prognosis.

One difference that should be noted in this context is the
unusual metabolic environment in which colon tumors
develop. The metabolic activity of gut bacteria results in
high levels of short chain fatty acids, including acetate,
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which constitute a major fuel source for colonocytes
(Donohoe et al. 2011). This difference compared with
most other tissues in the body may impose differing met-
abolic pressures on developing tumors. For example, a re-
duction in short chain fatty acid metabolism might
facilitate the switch to glycolysis. Therefore, it will be of
interest to test functionally whether decreased expression
of ACSS2 or other Tgif targets can promote CRC progres-
sion. In addition to direct effects of Tgif expression on
genes involved in acetate metabolism, one of the most dra-
matically affected genes encodes the major glucose trans-
porter, Glutl. High Tgif levels appear to favor Glutl
expression specifically in tumors, which may contribute
to a switch away from short chain fatty acid metabolism.
However, since expression of SIc2al increased in the ab-
sence of Tgifs, this is likely not a direct target for Tgif reg-
ulation and may be a response to other alterations in
metabolism.

In summary, our data suggest a model in which Tgifs
function in multiple cell types to limit expression of a
core set of acetyl CoA metabolic genes. In some cancers,
including CRC, where Tgif levels increase, this normal
Tgif function may be co-opted by the tumor as part of
the metabolic reprogramming.

Materials and methods

Mice

All animal procedures were approved by the Animal Care and Use
Committee of the University of Virginia, which is fully accredit-
ed by the AAALAC. Conditional alleles with loxP flanked exons
are referred to here as “f” for loxP flanked, or “r” for recombined
(null). Mice were maintained on a C57BL/6 background. Condi-
tional Apc mice were from the NCI (01XAA; B6.Cg-Apct™2Rak/
Nci), and the Vilin-Cre line was from Jax [B6.Cg-Tg(Vill-cre)
1000Gum/J; 021504] (Madison et al. 2002). Conditional Tgif2
mice were generated from targeted ES cells from EUCOMM
[Tgif2tm1alBUCOMMIWSE 11 tornational Knockout Mouse Consor-
tium (IKMC) project 24492; C57BL/6N ES cells] and crossed to
a conditional Tgifl line that had been back-crossed for six gener-
ations to C57BL/6 (Powers et al. 2010). Villin-TGIF1 transgenic
mice were generated at the UVA GEMM Core and were back-
crossed to C57BL/6 for at least three generations prior to tumor
analysis. The human TGIF1 ¢cDNA with an amino-terminal T7
epitope tag was inserted into the Villin promoter plasmid
(12.4kbVillin-AATG), which was a gift from Deborah Gumucio
(Addgene plasmid 19358; Madison et al. 2002). Germ line trans-
mission was verified by PCR and expression by Western blot.

Tumor analysis, IF, and histology

Tissues were fixed in zinc-formalin, paraffin-embedded, sec-
tioned at 5 pm and stained with hematoxylin and eosin (H&E)
or prepared for immunostaining as described (Hao et al. 2018). Im-
ages were captured with 10x, 20x, or 40x objectives using a Nikon
Eclipse NI-U with a DS-QI1 or DS-Ril camera and NIS Elements
software and adjusted in Adobe Photoshop. For IF, antibodies
were as follows: rabbit anti-Acss2 (Abcam, 66038), mouse
anti-TGIF1 (Santa Cruz Biotechnology, SC-17000), rabbit anti-
Acatl (Proteintech, 16215-1-AP), rabbit anti-Slc2al (Millipore
07-1401), and mouse anti-p-catenin (BD Transduction Labs,
610153).
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RNA isolation and qRT-PCR

RNA from snap-frozen tissue was isolated and purified using
Absolutely RNA kit (Agilent) and quality-checked by Bioana-
lyzer. cDNA was generated using SuperScript III (Invitrogen)
and analyzed by real-time PCR using a Bio-Rad MyIQ cycler
and Sensimix Plus SYBRgreen plus FITC mix (Bioline) with in-
tron-spanning primer pairs selected using Primer3 (http://frodo
.wi.mit.edu). Expression was normalized to Rpl4 and Cyclophilin
using the ACt method.

RNA-seq and analysis

Poly-A RNA-seq libraries generated with Illumina barcodes were
sequenced (NextSeq 500 at the University of Virginia Genome
Analysis and Technology Core) to at least 25 million single-end
75-bp reads per sample. Data were analyzed using the Galaxy
server (https://usegalaxy.org). Transcript quantification was per-
formed using Salmon (Patro et al. 2017) to map to the mm10
mouse genome build, and DESeq2 (Love et al. 2014) within the
Galaxy site was used for normalizing count data, estimating dis-
persion, fitting a negative binomial model for each gene, and com-
paring expression between groups. A cutoff of 0.5 log, and an
adjusted P-value of <0.01 were considered significant. Enrichment
was analyzed with ENRICHR (http://amp.pharm.mssm.edu/
Enrichr) (Chen et al. 2013; Kuleshov et al. 2016), and heat maps
were generated with Heatmapper (http://www2.heatmapper.ca/
expression) (Babicki et al. 2016). Gene set enrichment was by
GSEA software from the Broad Institute (Mootha et al. 2003; Sub-
ramanian et al. 2005). RNA-seq data have been deposited at Gene
Expression Omnibus (GSE116578).

Western blot and metabolite analysis

Tissues were ground in PBS followed by addition of NP-40 to 1%,
lysates were separated by SDS-PAGE and transferred to Immobi-
lon-P (Millipore), and proteins were visualized using ECL (Pierce).
Primary antibodies were against Acss2 (Abcam, 66038), TGIF1
(Wotton et al. 1999a), Acatl (Proteintech, 16215-1-AP), Mlycd
(Proteintech, 15265-1-AP), y-tubulin (Sigma, T6557), and HSP90
(Cell Signaling, 4874). Pcx was detected using Neutravidin-conju-
gated HRP (Thermo Fisher). Metabolites from normal small in-
testine (wild type [N =4] or lacking Tgifl and Tgif2 [N =6]) were
analyzed by mass spectrometry: Samples were prepared by derivi-
tization with 3-NPH and analyzed essentially as described (Han
et al. 2015). A Waters I-class Acquity chromatography system
inline with a Waters TQS mass spectrometer was used for the sep-
aration and detection. Metabolite levels were normalized to total
protein content in the sample.

ChIP

Chromatin was cross-linked for 20 min in 1% formaldehyde and
sonicated to 200-1000 bp using a Branson digital sonifier, with
microtip as described (Bjerke et al. 2011). Immunoprecipitation
was carried out using 10 pL of polyclonal TGIF1 antiserum (Wot-
ton et al. 1999a) or preimmune serum. Bound and input fractions
were analyzed by qPCR on a Bio-Rad MyIQ cycler using Sensimix
Plus SYBR Green plus FITC mix (Bioline).

Cell culture and siRNA knockdown

HCT116 cells were cultured in RPMI (Invitrogen) with 10% fetal
bovine serum (Hyclone). Primary MEFs were cultured as de-
scribed (Zerlanko et al. 2012). For knockdown, cells were plated
in six-well plates and transfected with Dharmacon SMARTpool
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oligonucleotides against human TGIF1 and TGIF2 (as in Ander-
son et al. 2017), or with a control siGENOME pool using Dharma-
FECT reagent 1.

DNA constructs and luciferase assays

All luciferase reporter constructs were generated in pGL3 basic
(Promega) by PCR from genomic DNA. Cells were transfected
with firefly luciferase reporters and a phCMVRLuc control (Prom-
ega), with pCMV5 TGIF1 as indicated (2, 6, 18 ng per well), using
PEI. The two mutant TGIF1 constructs encode TGIF1 with
changes in conserved DNA-binding residues in the homeodo-
main: either Arg91 altered to methionine (R91M) or Asp88 al-
tered to serine (N88S) (Bjerke et al. 2011). After 48 h, activity
was assayed with luciferase assay reagent (Biotium) using a Bert-
hold LB953 luminometer. Results were normalized using Renilla
luciferase activity and assayed with 0.09 uM coelenterazine (Bio-
synth) as in Hyman-Walsh et al. (2010). Results of replicate trans-
fections are shown (N = 3; mean + standard deviation) normalized
to the RLuc transfection control.
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