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Abstract: Prevalence of inflammatory bowel disease has been on the rise in recent years, especially
in pediatric populations. This study aimed to provide precise identification and stratification of
pediatric patients with diagnosed ulcerative colitis (UC) according to the severity of their condition
and the prediction for standard treatment according to the specific expression of candidate miRNAs.
We enrolled consecutive, therapeutically naïve, pediatric UC patients with confirmed pancolitis.
We examined formalin-fixed paraffin-embedded specimens of colonic tissue for the expression of
10 selected candidate miRNAs. We performed receiver operating characteristic curve analysis, using
area under the curve and a logistic regression model to evaluate the diagnostic and predictive
power of the miRNA panels. Sixty patients were included in the final analysis. As a control
group, 18 children without macroscopic and microscopic signs of inflammatory bowel disease were
examined. The combination of three candidate miRNAs (let-7i-5p, miR-223-3p and miR-4284)
enabled accurate detection of pediatric UC patients and controls. A panel of four candidate miRNAs
(miR-375-3p, miR-146a-5p, miR-223-3p and miR-200b-3p) was associated with severity of UC in
pediatric patients and a combination of three miRNAs (miR-21-5p, miR-192-5p and miR-194-5p)
was associated with early relapse of the disease. Nine patients out of the total were diagnosed with
primary sclerosing cholangitis (PSC) simultaneously with ulcerative colitis. A panel of 6 candidate
miRNAs (miR-142-3p, miR-146a-5p, miR-223-3p, let-7i-5p, miR-192-5p and miR-194-5p) identified
those patients with PSC. Specific combinations of miRNAs are promising tools for potential use in
precise disease identification and severity and prognostic stratification in pediatric patients with
ulcerative pancolitis.

Keywords: pediatrics; inflammatory bowel disease; ulcerative colitis; microrna; primary scleros-
ing cholangitis

1. Introduction

Inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) is a chronic complex disorder of the digestive
system caused by multiple factors, including genetics, epigenetics, gut microbiota, environ-
mental factors and altered immune system, although the precise mechanisms underlying
the pathogenesis of this disease remain unclear [1–3]. Owing to chronic inflammation,
patients with ulcerative colitis (UC) and Crohn’s disease (CD) involving the colon have an
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increased risk for colon cancer. The risk increases with time from diagnosis and higher-risk
groups include those younger at diagnosis, with pancolitis, or with associated primary
sclerosing cholangitis (PSC) [4,5].

Although prevalence of the disease peaks in the fourth and fifth decades of life, a
substantial number of patients have onset of IBD during early childhood [6,7]. Significant
differences in clinical manifestation, possible pathophysiology and treatment between
children and adults prevent extrapolation of knowledge from one group to the other [8].
Studies have shown that phenotypes of pediatric patients with IBD are more aggressive
and with more damaging impact disrupting normal growth and overall development of
the child [9]. Moreover, therapeutically naïve patients often show quite different responses
to the treatment given [10,11]. Despite outstanding achievements in therapeutic interven-
tions, there is a clear need for biomarkers enabling accurate identification, prognosis and
prediction of response to therapies to facilitate a more individualized approach. In recent
years, evidence has continued to evolve concerning non-coding RNAs (ncRNAs) and their
roles as integral factors in key immune-related cellular pathways. Specific deregulation
patterns of ncRNAs have been linked to the pathogenesis of adult and pediatric IBD [12].
Several microRNAs (miRNAs) and specific miRNA signatures have been identified in
IBD-associated tissues. It has been shown that, among many other cellular processes, miR-
NAs play a significant role in intestinal immunity. Nevertheless, there exists only sparse
information on ncRNA profiles and their diagnostic and prognostic potential in pediatric
IBD patients [12]. In this article, we stratify therapeutically naïve pediatric patients with
diagnosed UC according to the severity of their condition and the prediction for standard
treatment according to the specific expression of 10 candidate miRNAs.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Design

Subjects were enrolled at the Department of Pediatrics, University Hospital Brno,
Czech Republic. Eligible subjects consisted of children having been diagnosed with UC
(only pancolitis) according to relevant guidelines [13,14] (clinical history, physical examina-
tion, laboratory results, serological testing, radiologic findings and endoscopic appearance
with stepwise biopsy for review by clinical pathologists) in a period between 1 January
2012 and 31 December 2018. All patients underwent upper gastrointestinal endoscopy and
ileocolonoscopy. All were 0–18 years of age at the time of diagnosis and were resident in the
South Moravian Region, one of 14 regional administrative units in the Czech Republic [6].
Enrolled into the study were only unequivocal UC cases with pancolitis (with proven
macroscopic and microscopic disease affection) as determined by the Paris classification
(E4) [15]. Patients without indisputable diagnosis of UC according to the Porto criteria were
excluded from further analyses [14]. Initial severity of the disease was evaluated by an
experienced gastroenterologist using the pediatric ulcerative colitis activity index (PUCAI)
score [16]. In our other analyses, we focused only on patients with mild (PUCAI 10–34) and
moderate (PUCAI 35–64) ulcerative pancolitis. Patients with severe colitis (PUCAI > 65)
were excluded from the study for a low number of patients (n = 3) and lack of representative
material for an examination. We examined formalin-fixed paraffin-embedded specimens
of colonic tissue (rectosigmoid colon).

We focused on precise identification of pediatric UC patients and, thereafter, on
possible stratification for severity of disease according to specific patterns of candidate
miRNAs’ expression in colonic tissue. We then undertook to create a candidate model for
predicting early relapse of the disease. Patients received initial standardized treatment with
mesalazine and/or corticosteroids guided by the PUCAI according to relevant national
guidelines [17] and were evaluated for adherence to therapy by use of structured interview.
We monitored whether after standard treatment a patient experienced an early relapse
during the first year of treatment despite significant initial remission of the disease, defined
as PUCAI < 10 during the first 3 months after diagnosis and fecal calprotectin <100 ug/L.
Moreover, we compared patients with diagnosed PSC and patients without this diagnosis.
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As a control group, we used children indicated for the endoscopic examination mostly
due to chronic abdominal pain, but these patients did not show neither macroscopic nor
microscopic signs of IBD and fecal calprotectin was normal. None of the patients were
diagnosed with IBD one year after enrollment in the study.

The Institutional Ethical Committee approved the study at University Hospital Brno
in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.

2.2. Candidate miRNAs Selection

A reasonable number of candidate miRNAs were selected based on a literature review
published elsewhere [12]. These were only demonstrably dysregulated miRNAs in terms of
downregulation and upregulation in pediatric patients: 5 upregulated (miR-21-5p, miR-142-
3p, miR-146a-5p, miR-223-3p and let-7i-5p) and 5 downregulated (miR-192-5p, miR-194-5p,
miR-200b-3p, miR-375-3p and miR-4284).

2.3. Nucleic Acid Isolation and miRNA Expression Analysis

Total RNA was isolated from formalin-fixed paraffin-embedded biopsy tissues from
rectosigmoideum using ALL Prep DNA/RNA FFPE kit (Qiagen, Valencia, CA, USA).
Synthesis of complementary DNA (cDNA) was conducted using miRCURY LNA RT Kit
(Qiagen, Valencia, CA, USA). miRCURY LNA miRNA PCR Assays (primer mix) for the
following miRNAs were used for quantitative real-time reverse transcription analysis (qRT-
PCR): miR-16-5p, miR-21-5p, miR-142-3p, miR-146a-5p, miR-192-5p, miR-194-5p, miR-200b-
3p, miR-223-3p, miR-375-3p, miR-4284 and let-7i-5p (catalog no.: YP00205702, YP00204230,
YP00204291, YP00204688, YP00204099, YP00204080, YP00206071, YP00205986, YP00204362,
YP02114835, YP00204394; product no.: 339306, Qiagen). qRT-PCR was performed using the
SensiFAST™ SYBR® Lo-ROX Kit (Bioline, London, UK) on the Quantstudio 6 Real-Time
PCR System (Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA, USA) and we used miR-16-5p as an
endogenous control for data normalization. The relative expression levels of target genes
were normalized against beta-actin using the 2-∆CT method.

2.4. Statistical Analysis

We performed receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve analysis and used area
under the curve (AUC) values to evaluate the diagnostic power of the miRNA panel. For
ROC analysis, we used a risk score calculated by a logistic regression model. The categorical
factors were analyzed by Fisher’s exact test or chi-squared test and continuous factors
were analyzed by Mann–Whitney U test. Spearman’s correlation coefficient was used to
determine statistical dependence between variables. All statistical tests were two-sided
and p-value < 0.05 was considered significant. All statistical analyses were performed
using MedCalc statistical software Version 19.1 (Medcalc Software bvba, Ostend, Belgium),
JMP software 14.0.0 (SAS Institute, Cary, NC, USA) and GraphPad Prism version 8.2.0
(GraphPad Software, San Diego, CA, USA). To identify the most robust miRNA panel for
the diagnosis of UC patients, the adaptive LASSO model was applied to the qPCR data
using JMP 14.0.0 (SAS Institute, Cary, NC, USA).

3. Results
3.1. Clinical Characteristics of Patients

A total of 60 patients with complete clinical data and with a sufficient amount of
material from colonic tissue for further analysis were included in the final analysis. The
basic demographic and clinical characteristics of patients are shown in Table 1.

As a controls, we used a group of 18 children without macroscopic and microscopic
signs of IBD. The control group consisted of 12 girls (66.7%) and 6 boys (33.3%), with mean
age of 14.6 years.

3.2. Expression of 10 Selected miRNAs

Differences in expression of selected 10 miRNAs in patients with mild and moderate
UC (based on PUCAI score) and healthy controls are depicted in Figure 1.
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Table 1. Demografic and clinical characteristics of UC patients.

Severity of the Disease (PUCAI Score) Mild Moderate Total

29 (48.3%) 31 (51.7%) 60 (100%)
Sex, N (%)

Male 13 (44.8%) 13 (41.9%) 26
Female 16 (55.2%) 18 (58.1%) 34

Mean age at diagnosis (years) 13.7 13.9 13.7
Mean PUCAI:
At diagnosis 20.7 43.7 32.3

After 3 months 2.2 5.0 3.7
Treatment, N (%)

Mesalazine 29 (100%) 31 (100%) 60 (100%)
Corticosteroids 18 (62%) 25 (80.6%) 43 (71.7%)

Response rate to initial treatment, N (%) 26 (89.7%) 25 (80.6%) 51 (85%)
Early relapse, N (%) 6 (20.7%) 7 (22.6%) 13 (21.7%)

Primary sclerosing cholangitis, N (%) 6 (20.7%) 3 (9.7%) 9 (15%)
J. Clin. Med. 2021, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 12 
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Figure 1. Expression of selected 10 miRNAs. (A) Upregulated miRNAs; (B) Downregulated miRNAs.
Violin plots indicating expression of each miRNA. Blue, red and green violins indicate controls, mild
UC patients and moderate UC patients, respectively. Thick dotted line, median; thin dotted line 25%
and 75% quartiles. Y-axis is defined as log10(2-∆CT). * p < 0.01, ** p < 0.001, *** p < 0.0001 versus
control, # p < 0.05 versus mild UC patient.
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In the Supplementary materials, we provide the expression of 10 selected miRNAs
(Supplementary Figure S1), ROC curves for the 10 individual miRNAs for distinguishing
UC patients from controls (Supplementary Figure S2) and a model for diagnostic accuracy
of 10-miRNA panel for identification of pediatric UC patients (Supplementary Figure S3).

3.3. Identification of Robust miRNA Panel for UC Diagnosis

To identify the most robust miRNA panel for the diagnosis of UC patients, the adaptive
LASSO model was applied to the qPCR data using JMP 14.0.0 (SAS Institute, Cary, NC,
USA). Three candidate miRNAs (let-7i-5p, miR-223-3p and miR-4284) were distinguished
for accurate identification of pediatric UC patients (Figure 2). A risk score for detection of
UC patients was calculated as follows: logit (risk score) = 37.84 + 38.89 × let-7i-5p + 5.46 ×
miR-223-3p − 10.65 ×miR-4284.
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Figure 2. Diagnostic accuracy of 3-miRNA panel for identifying UC patients. (A) The adaptive
LASSO model; (B) A correlation matrix displaying the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient for
each pair of three selected miRNAs; (C) Principal component analysis illustrating the good separation
of UC-patient group and control group; (D) ROC curves for detecting UC patients using 3-miRNA
panel; (E) A waterfall plot representing risk score of each patient. Red and blue columns indicate UC
patients and controls, respectively. A heat map illustrating expression levels of the three candidate
miRNAs expressed differentially between UC patients and controls.
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3.4. Severity Stratification Panel

In the quest to find the most robust miRNA panel for identifying UC severity, an
adaptive LASSO model was applied to the qPCR data using JMP 14.0.0 (SAS Institute, Cary,
NC, USA). Four candidate miRNAs (miR-375-3p, miR-146a-5p, miR-223-3p and miR-200b-
3p) were prioritized for identifying severity of UC in pediatric patients (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Diagnostic accuracy of 4-miRNA panel for identifying severity of UC patients. (A) Adaptive LASSO model; (B)
ROC curves for detecting UC patients using 4-miRNA panel; (C) A waterfall plot representing risk score of each patient.
Red and blue columns indicate moderate and mild UC patients, respectively; (D) A scatter plot showing the correlation of
PUCAI with risk score. Red and blue circles indicate moderate and mild UC patients, respectively. ρ is the Spearman’s rank
correlation coefficient.

We built a risk score for quantifying the severity of the UC patients as follows: logit
(risk score) = 6.99 − 8.32 × miR-200b-3p + 2.45 × miR-223-3p + 5.61 × miR-375-3p +
2.50 ×miR-146a-5p.
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3.5. Early Relapse Prediction

Endeavoring to stratify patients according to their response to the standard therapeutic
regime, we identified in the same manner three specific miRNAs (upregulated miR-21-5p
and downregulated miR-192-5p and miR-194-5p) that appear to be associated with early
disease relapse, where early relapse was assessed as a significant worsening of the patient’s
condition during the first year of treatment (based on clinical score, laboratory results and
elevated fecal calprotectin levels) (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Diagnostic accuracy of miRNAs for identifying relapse within 1 year and primary sclerosing cholangitis.
(A) Adaptive LASSO model; (B) ROC curves for detecting early relapse in UC patients using 3-miRNA panel. Logit
(risk score) = 1.26− 4.44×miR-21-5p− 15.83×miR-192-5p + 17.60×miR-194-5p; (C) Adaptive LASSO model was applied
to the qPCR data; (D) ROC curves for detecting primary sclerosing cholangitis in UC patients using 6-miRNA panel. Logit
(risk score) = − 0.24 − 5.43 × miR-142-3p + 13.00 × miR-146a-5p + 14.59 × miR-192-5p − 19.57 × miR-194-5p − 5.23 ×
miR-223-3p − 14.42 × let-7i-5p.
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3.6. Primary Sclerosing Cholangitis Identification

To determine the most robust miRNA panel for the identification of patients with UC
and primary sclerosing cholangitis, an adaptive LASSO model was applied to the qPCR
data using JMP 14.0.0 (SAS Institute, Cary, NC, USA). Four upregulated (miR-142-3p, miR-
146a-5p, miR-223-3p and let-7i-5p) and two downregulated (miR-192-5p and miR-194-5p)
miRNAs were identified (Figure 4).

4. Discussion

A knowledge of non-coding RNAs, mainly regarding miRNAs, has grown rapidly
in recent years, mostly since the development of next-generation sequencing. Expression
levels of miRNAs are closely related to many vital cellular processes and their regulation,
as miRNAs act as fine-tuners of those processes. By complementary binding to the 3′-
untranslated region of their target mRNA, miRNAs destabilize or activate the degradation
of their target mRNA and thus preclude its translation. Being involved in a complex
regulatory network consisting of not only other miRNAs but also of many other regulatory
molecules, some miRNAs can regulate multiple pathways even as other miRNAs are
simultaneously regulated by several pathways. Thus, a complex network exists and is
involved also in IBD. Evidence on the involvement of miRNAs in the development of IBD is
based mostly on studies performed on the adult population. Studies performed on cohorts
of pediatric patients are rather sparse and of limited reliability, as most of the studies work
with several dozen patients at most. Despite all the limitations, the results are mutually
confirming [12], at least in the cases of several miRNAs, namely miR-21, miR-146a and
miR-142-3p [18–20].

Most of the previously published studies were focused on differentiating IBD cases
from healthy controls, thus identifying so-called diagnostic biomarkers. We tested, also,
the ability of chosen miRNAs to differentiate UC cases from healthy patients, which was
feasible using a combination of let-7i, miR-223 and miR-4284. There exist, however, many
more specific clinical challenges, such as responsiveness to therapy, prediction of relapse,
differentiation of IBD subtypes and preventing overtreatment. We therefore focused our
effort also on other biomarker aspects and successfully identified a combination of miR-
375, miR-146a, miR-223 and miR-200b that was able to identify patients with a more
severe course of the disease. Moreover, we identified that the upregulation of miR-21 and
downregulation of miR-192 and miR-194 are indicative of early relapse after treatment
and more precisely relapse within 1 year after administering treatment. In order to find a
biomarker discerning patients with IBD associated with PSC (PSC-IBD), we showed for
the first time that a combination of 3 upregulated miRNAs (miR-142-3p, miR-146a-5p and
miR-223-3p) and 3 downregulated miRNAs (miR-192-5p, miR-194-5p and miR-375-3p) is
typical for PSC-IBD patients.

Although IBD’s exact pathogenesis remains unclear, its inflammatory nature is evident
also from miRNAs that are repeatedly identified as deregulated in IBD patients of either
subtype [12]. Potential involvement of those miRNAs can be traced to the most essential
pathways and agents of systemic inflammatory response, such as TLR/NF-κB, TNF-α
and other pro- and anti-inflammatory factors, either as their regulators (as in the case
of miR-375,3 miR-223 [21,22], let-7i [23], miR-200b and the entire miR-200 family [24,25]
and miR-146a [26]) or as the molecules regulated by such pro- and anti-inflammatory
agents, such as miR-142 [27,28]. Closely related to inflammation seems to be autophagy,
a natural process of removing certain cellular components. Among others, it is involved
in maintaining homeostasis and survival of such inflammatory cells as lymphocytes,
neutrophils and macrophages [29] miR-223, miR-146a [26,30], miR-142 [28], miR-192 [31]
and miR-194 [26] are all involved in regulation of autophagy and thus, in inflammation
through NOD2, ATG16L1 and mTOR pathways [29]. A specific spot is held by miR-21,
notoriously known as a potent inflammatory switch and a key regulator of both pro- and
anti-inflammatory factors, which acts as a “molecular rheostat” [32]. Moreover, persistent
inflammation is a prerequisite for carcinogenesis and consistent with this are findings of
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miRNAs upregulated in IBD and their involvement in the development of cancer, such as
miR-21 through PCDC4 downregulation [33] and miR-4284 through the CXCL5 pathway
and regulation of chemotaxis and proliferation [34–36].

In our study, we have successfully validated results and confirmed biomarker potential
in several miRNAs identified in studies of similar design. Moreover, to the best of our
knowledge, we have evaluated for the first time in a Central European representative
population of children with ulcerative pancolitis expression of selected miRNAs and
their association with key clinical questions. Our study cohort is relatively homogenous,
consisting exclusively of well-described pancolitic disease patients, thus avoiding any
inconsistency stemming from an uneven range of the disease among patients. The results
demonstrate that the specific combinations of expressed miRNAs in colonic mucosa are
associated with important clinical parameters for more precise diagnosis, prediction of
prognosis and clinical outcome. The uniqueness of our study lies in an unusually large
study cohort. No previous study has been carried out on more than 20 patients with UC,
and therefore, the reliability of the information has been somewhat limited. Independent
validation of the results on a cohort including as many as 78 pediatric patients has never
been published to date. Moreover, we have identified miRNAs and their combinations that
not only can differentiate patients from controls but also patients with early relapse of the
disease. This is of great diagnostic and prognostic importance. Due to our stratification
of patients is based solely on the PUCAI score, however and that score itself has some
diagnostic limitations, our results should be verified on a cohort described more precisely
by other clinical and endoscopic (Mayo score) parameters.

In addition, unique is the identification of patients with PSC-IBD. Although typical
for middle-aged males, this condition also affects children. In the majority of the childhood
cases, it is associated with IBD, typically with UC, while association with CD is less
common [5,37]. The course of PSC-IBD and IBD alone is similar, but colon dysplasia may
occur in patients with PSC-IBD and this predisposes them to the development of colon
cancer later in life. Those patients are therefore at greater risk and need more frequent
follow-up [4,38]. Early identification of PSC-IBD patients could lead to more effective care.

As current therapeutic options do not allow for early identification of patients who
would not profit from a standard therapy either for non-responsiveness or for other causes,
identification of potential biomarkers is of utmost interest for physicians. It should be
noted, though, that the miRNAs validated in our study and successfully confirmed as
deregulated are involved in inflammation as such, and therefore, do not reflect specific
IBD changes other than overall inflammation of the gut. Moreover, this study validates
previously published results. The main limitation of our study is a lack of the CD patients
cohort disabling determination of the specificity of tested biomarkers.

While this study undeniably brings value to the existing knowledge, independent
validation in combination with profiling that uses such currently available high-throughput
techniques as next-generation sequencing would be even more significant.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, we independently verified the biomarker potential of miRNAs feasible
for assessing detection and prognosis and discovered that their combinations could dis-
tinguish not only UC patients from controls without signs of IBD but even more specific
conditions such as disease severity, early relapse and even association with PSC. A larger
cohort of patients with not only UC but also CD and a study based on expression profiling
using high-throughput platforms and independent validation is greatly needed in this
field.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/2077-038
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identifying UC patients.
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