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Abstract: Astrocytes are a main target of JC polyomavirus (JCPyV) in the central nervous system
(CNS), where the destruction of these cells, along with oligodendrocytes, leads to the fatal disease
progressive multifocal leukoencephalopathy (PML). There is no cure currently available for PML, so
it is essential to discover antivirals for this aggressive disease. Additionally, the lack of a tractable
in vivo models for studying JCPyV infection makes primary cells an accurate alternative for eluci-
dating mechanisms of viral infection in the CNS. This research to better understand the signaling
pathways activated in response to JCPyV infection reveals and establishes the importance of the
PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway in JCPyV infection in primary human astrocytes compared
to transformed cell lines. Using RNA sequencing and chemical inhibitors to target PI3K, AKT,
and mTOR, we have demonstrated the importance of this signaling pathway in JCPyV infection
of primary astrocytes not observed in transformed cells. Collectively, these findings illuminate the
potential for repurposing drugs that are involved with inhibition of the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling
pathway and cancer treatment as potential therapeutics for PML, caused by this neuroinvasive virus.

Keywords: JC polyomavirus; PML; astrocytes; SVGA cells; primary cells; PI3K; AKT; mTOR;
rapamycin; wortmannin

1. Introduction

JC polyomavirus (JCPyV) is a human-specific pathogen and is the causative agent
of a fatal disease in the central nervous system (CNS) known as progressive multifocal
leukoencephalopathy (PML) [1–4]. The virus is present in ~60 to 80% of the adult pop-
ulation, where initial infection is thought to occur in tonsillar tissue [5–8], allowing for
secondary infections in circulating B cells, bone marrow, and kidneys [7]. In nearly all
infected individuals, JCPyV is characterized as a persistent, asymptomatic infection, and
the virus is periodically shed in the urine [5–7,9–11]. However, during immunosuppression,
JCPyV can reactivate and spread to the CNS [9,12,13], causing the fatal, demyelinating
disease PML [1–4]. Due to the immunosuppressive state associated with HIV infection,
a large proportion of individuals diagnosed with PML are infected with HIV; however,
due to more effective treatments related to HIV/AIDS, PML incidence is decreasing in this
population [14–16]. Unfortunately, new risk groups are emerging, with a higher proportion
of PML cases diagnosed in patients with hematological malignancies and in patients taking
immunomodulatory therapies for immune-mediated diseases [16]. Specifically, individ-
uals with multiple sclerosis (MS) undergoing natalizumab treatment are significantly at
risk for PML development [16–19]. Current treatment for PML is focused on removal of
immunosuppressive therapies or treatment of the underlying immunosuppression [19–22].
Additional treatment options, including adoptive T cell transfer and checkpoint inhibitors,
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prolong life expectancy; however, these treatments are still relatively new, only address the
underlying immunosuppression and can result in severe morbidity [19,20,23–25].

In the CNS, astrocytes are a main target during JCPyV infection [26]. The lytic destruc-
tion of these cells, along with JCPyV infection of oligodendrocytes, leads to PML [1–4].
Once a cell becomes infected, JCPyV hijacks the host cell machinery to produce viral
proteins, including Large T Antigen (T Ag), to create a favorable environment for JCPyV
DNA replication; this occurs through the binding of T Ag to retinoblastoma (Rb) and
sequestering p53 [27,28]. As transformation ensues and viral DNA replication progresses,
the late gene expression of JCPyV occurs [28,29]. Here, viral proteins (VP) 1, 2, and 3 are
transcribed and translated to encapsidate the viral DNA [30], before subsequent release of
the newly formed virions into the surrounding environment.

Initial studies were performed to better understand JCPyV infection in astrocytes, and
the infectious cycle was compared to infection in SVG-A cells (SVGAs) [31]. SVGAs are a
mixed population of glial cells, mostly comprised of astrocytes, immortalized with SV40 T
Ag to support robust levels of JCPyV infection [32–34]. Our previous research demonstrated
that the infectious cycle was delayed in primary normal human astrocytes (NHAs) [31].
This delay was most likely the consequence of SV40 T Ag, as the immortalization of NHAs
with this protein (referred to as NHA-Ts) resulted in levels of infection comparable to that
observed in SVGAs [31]. In addition, differences in JCPyV infection between cell types was
attributed to variation in cyclin expression [31]. Cyclins are commonly used as markers for
the cell cycle [26,35–37], and it was demonstrated that JCPyV infection was able to drive
the cell into S phase by the accumulation of cyclin E in the nucleus of NHAs [31]. The S
phase is needed for successful DNA viral replication [28]. However, as the infectious cycle
ensued, cyclin B1, a marker of the G2/M phase, accumulated in the cytoplasm of NHAs,
allowing for productive viral infection; this accumulation of cyclin B1 was not observed
during infection of immortalized cells at the same time points [31].

SV40 T Ag is known to dysregulate the cell cycle and activate cellular pathways
that can potentially confound mechanisms during JCPyV infection [28,38]. One of these
pathways is the AKT signaling pathway, important in cell growth and survival [39–45].
Previous research has demonstrated that SV40 T Ag can inhibit apoptosis in ts13 cells
by activating the AKT signaling pathway and can directly phosphorylate AKT in U2OS
cells [46,47]. In relation to this, our understanding of the AKT signaling pathway during
JCPyV infection is limited. Currently, it has been shown that a component of the AKT
pathway, specifically phosphoinositide 3-kinase γ (PI3Kγ), is involved in JCPyV infection
in cells immortalized with SV40 T Ag, such as SVGAs; the authors hypothesize that this
pathway was activated upon stimulation of G protein-coupled receptors (GPCRs) [48].
However, PI3K signaling is complex and is activated by various mechanisms, including Ras,
a component of the mitogen-activated protein kinase (MAPK) pathway, and has numerous
isoforms defined by their catalytic and regulatory subunits [49]. As a result of SV40 T Ag
activating AKT, and being able to influence other pathways, it is unclear if the previously
identified PI3K/AKT signaling pathway was due to the immortalization of cells by SV40 T
Ag or by JCPyV infection. Additionally, genes downstream of AKT, such as mechanistic
target of rapamycin (mTOR), have also been implicated in JCPyV infection [50]. Overall,
these experiments demonstrated the importance of PI3Kγ and mTOR [48,50], but due to
the consequences of immortalization, additional research should elucidate these proteins
in a primary cell line.

There have been many advances in understanding the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling
pathway, as this pathway is frequently altered in human cancer [51]. As a result, there have
been numerous chemical inhibitors developed targeting the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling
pathway, some of which are in clinical trials or are already FDA approved [52]. This includes
MK2206, an AKT inhibitor [53], and rapamycin, also known clinically as sirolimus (the
generic drug name), an mTOR inhibitor, that has been FDA-approved for decades and used
to prevent organ transplant rejection and to protect coronary stents [54–56]. Additionally,
a clinical study has demonstrated that mTOR inhibitors, such as rapamycin, can cross



Cells 2021, 10, 3218 3 of 25

the blood–brain barrier (BBB), providing a premise for the treatment of neurological
disorders [57,58].

Along with the diverse drugs targeting this pathway and their ability to traverse the
BBB, they have also been implicated in JCPyV infection, contributing to a framework for
future PML therapeutics. MK2206 has been demonstrated to reduce JCPyV DNA replica-
tion in an oligodendrocyte cell line [59]; however, mTOR inhibitors, such as rapamycin,
increased expression of JCPyV T Ag in an immortalized kidney cell line—human embry-
onic kidney (HEK) 293 cells [50]. Due to these recent findings, the lack of an effective
treatment for PML, and observed differences in JCPyV infection in immortalized cells,
components of the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway were analyzed through RNA
sequencing (RNA-seq) analysis, and chemical inhibitors that target this signaling pathway
were examined for their capacity to reduce JCPyV infection. These studies were conducted
in primary human astrocytes (i.e., NHAs) and compared to cell types immortalized with
SV40 T Ag, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts, to determine whether transformation of cells with T Ag
yielded differing outcomes in activation of the PI3K/AKT/mTOR pathway and the JCPyV
infectious cycle. This study also further characterizes the mechanisms of JCPyV infection
of NHAs and describes how additional cellular pathways are possibly intertwined, such as
pathways that are required to transform the cell, to support viral infection.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Cells and Viruses

The maintenance of primary normal human astrocytes (i.e., NHAs) has been pre-
viously described [31]. In brief, NHAs were purchased from Lonza Walkersville Inc.
(Walkersville, MD, USA), where they were isolated from a 19-week-gestation female with
no detected levels of HIV, hepatitis B virus (HBV), or hepatitis C virus (HCV). They were
cultured according to the manufacturer’s guidelines in astrocyte growth medium and
supplemented with SingleQuots supplements (Lonza Walkersville Inc. (Walkersville, MD,
USA)) and 1% penicillin-streptomycin (P-S) (Corning, Corning, NY, USA). All experiments
were performed at low passages (P2 to P10). SVGAs were graciously provided by the At-
wood Laboratory (Brown University). They were cultured in complete minimum essential
medium (MEM) (Corning, Corning, NY, USA), with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) (Atlanta
Biologicals, Bio-Techne, Flowery Branch, GA, USA), 1% P-S, and 0.1% Plasmocin prophylac-
tic (InvivoGen, San Diego, CA, USA). All cell types were grown in a humidified incubator
at 37 ◦C with 5% CO2. The generation of NHA-Ts has been previously described [31]; they
were cultured similarly to SVGAs, however, 16% FBS was used. The expression of SV40
T Ag in NHA-Ts was consistently monitored using epifluorescence microscopy staining
for SV40 T Ag (Table 1 below). All cell types were grown in a humidified incubator at
37 ◦C with 5% CO2. JCPyV strains were provided by the Atwood Laboratory (Brown
University, Providence, RI, USA). The generation and production of the lysate viral strains
of Mad-1/SVE∆ have been described previously [60].

Table 1. Antibodies used in immunofluorescence and ICW assays.

Protein 1◦ Antibody (Dilution, Source) 2◦ Antibody (Dilution, Manufacturer)

JCPyV T Ag
PAB962 (1:5, hybridoma, Tevethia Lab,

Penn State University, State College, PA,
USA)

anti-mouse Alexa Fluor 594 (1:1000,
Thermo Fisher Scientific (Waltham, MA,

USA))
JCPyV VP1 Ab34756 (1:1000, Abcam)

pERK (P-p44/42 MAPK at T202/Y204) 9101S (1:750, CST)

anti-rabbit IRDye 800CW (1:10,000,
LI-COR, Lincoln, NE, USA)

pAKT (S473) 4060S (1:400, CST)

pmTOR (S2448) 44-1125G (1:1000, Invitrogen, Waltham,
MA, USA)

CST, Cell Signaling Technology; ICW, In-Cell Western assay



Cells 2021, 10, 3218 4 of 25

2.2. JCPyV Infection

All cell types were seeded in 96-well plates with ~10,400 cells/well, for 70% confluency
at the time of infection. Cells were infected at 37 ◦C for 1 h with 42 µL/well of MEM
containing 10% FBS, 1% P-S, and 0.1% Plasmocin prophylactic, across all cell types. The
multiplicities of infection (MOIs) are indicated in the figure legend. Following the 1 h
incubation, cells were fed with 100 µL/well of medium and incubated at 37 ◦C for the
duration of the infection. Cells were fixed at timepoints indicated in the legends and either
stained for indirect immunofluorescence to determine % infection or stained for ICW to
measure protein expression.

2.3. Chemical Inhibitor Treatments

All chemical inhibitors were reconstituted in DMSO. Inhibitors that targeted the
PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway were used to pretreat cells for 30 min, while U0126
pretreatment was for 1 h. The concentrations of chemical inhibitors are indicated in the
figure legends. All chemical inhibitors were diluted in MEM containing 10% FBS, 1%
P-S, and 0.1% Plasmocin prophylactic, prior to JCPyV infection. Following the 1 h viral
incubation, all cell types were fed with 100 µL/well of media containing the chemical
inhibitor or the DMSO control. For experiments that quantified protein expression, all
chemical inhibitors were diluted in incomplete MEM (0% FBS), and cells were treated
for 24 h and then fixed in 4% PFA for subsequent analysis. U0126 was purchased from
Cell Signaling Technology (Danvers, MA, USA), (#9903S), wortmannin was purchased
from Sigma (St. Louis, MO, USA) (#W1628), rapamycin was purchased from Frontier
Scientific (Logan, UT, USA (#JK948477), and MK2206 and PP242 was purchased from Sell-
eckchem (Houston, TX, USA) (#S1078 and #S2218). The concentrations of all the chemical
inhibitors utilized did not affect cell viability as measured by 4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-
5-(3A-carboxymethoxyphenyl)-2-(4-sulfophenyl)-2H-tetrazolium (MTS) assay (Promega,
Madison, WI, USA) (data not shown).

2.4. Indirect Immunofluorescence Staining and Quantitation of JCPyV Infection

Following JCPyV infection, all cell types were stained for T Ag or VP1 (Table 1) at
RT. When quantifying for JCPyV T Ag, NHAs, SVGAs and NHA-Ts were fixed at 48 hpi,
and when quantifying for both viral proteins, cells were fixed at 72 hpi and stained for
both JCPyV T Ag and VP1. Cells were fixed with 4% PFA for 10 min and washed with 1 X
phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) with 0.01% Tween. NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts were
then permeabilized using PBS-0.5% Triton X-100 for 15 min and blocked with PBS with
0.01% Tween and 10% goat serum for 45 min. Cells were then stained for T Ag or both
viral proteins using the antibodies listed in Table 1 at RT for 1 h. Following the 1◦ antibody
incubation, all cell types were washed three times in PBS-0.01% Tween and counterstained
with an anti-mouse Alexa Fluor 594 2◦ antibody at RT for 1 h. Cells were then washed with
PBS-0.01% Tween and the nuclei were stained using DAPI (4′,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole)
at RT for 5 min. Finally, cells were washed with PBS-0.01% Tween and stored in PBS-
0.01% Tween.

To quantify infectivity and nuclear expression of viral protein, T Ag or VP1 over the
total number of DAPI-positive cells (percent infection), a Nikon Eclipse Ti epifluorescence
microscope (Micro Video Instruments, Inc., Avon, MA, USA) equipped with a 20× objective
was used. T Ag- or VP1-expressing cells were counted manually; however, the DAPI-
positive cells were determined using a binary algorithm in Nikon NIS-Elements Basic
Research software (Micro Video Instruments, Inc.) (version 4.50.00, 64 bit). This algorithm
separated cells based on three variables: intensity, diameter, and circularity, resulting in an
accurate measurement of the total number of cells in each field of view [31,61–64].

2.5. ICW Assay to Measure Protein Expression Using LI-COR Software

Protein expression measuring phosphorylated ERK, phosphorylated AKT, and phos-
phorylated mTOR were performed at 24 h post-treatment using an ICW assay [64,65]. Cells
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were plated in a 96-well plate at ~100% confluency and treated with the various chemical
inhibitors for 24 h. Following treatment of the inhibitors, cells were fixed in 4% PFA and
washed with PBS-0.01% Tween. Cells were then permeabilized with 1× PBS-0.5% Triton
X-100 at RT for 15 min and blocked with Tris-buffered saline (TBS) Odyssey buffer (LI-COR)
at RT for 1 h. All cell types were stained with the respective 1◦ antibody (Table 1) in TBS
Odyssey blocking buffer at 4 ◦C for ~16 h while rocking. The following day, the 1◦ antibody
was removed, and the cells were washed twice with PBS-0.01% Tween. NHAs, SVGAs, and
NHA-Ts were then counterstained with 2◦ antibody, as indicated in Table 1 and CellTag
(1:500, LI-COR) for 1 h. Finally, cells were washed with PBS-0.01% Tween and the wells
were aspirated. Prior to scanning, the bottom of the plate was cleaned with 70% ethanol
and the lid was removed. Plates were weighted with a silicone mat (LI-COR) and imaged
using the LI-COR Odyssey CLx infrared imaging system (LI-COR) to detect both the 700
and 800 nm intensities. The imaging settings for the LI-COR were as follows: medium
quality, 42 µm resolution, with a 3.0 mm focus offset; when the scan was complete, the
700 and 800 nm channels were aligned and the ICW analysis was performed in Image
Studio (version 5.2) (LI-COR). Protein quantification was determined in two steps. First,
background fluorescence from the 800 nm channel (wells that only received 2◦ antibody)
were subtracted to the 800 nm channel, in which the protein of interest was being quantified.
Next, the ratio was determined using this new value (protein of interest), normalized to
the 700 nm channel (CellTag) or the overall number of cells in each well [61,65,66].

2.6. RNA-seq and Pathway Analysis

RNA-seq data is available under the accession number: GSE183322. The read counts were gen-
erated as previously described [66] and analyzed using RStudio (version 1.2.1335, Boston, MA, USA)
and R/edgeR (version 3.30.3) http://bioconductor.org/packages/release/bioc/html/edgeR.html)
(accessed on 1 June 2021) [67]. Genes expressed were mapped to the PI3K/AKT signaling
pathway from KEGG (https://www.kegg.jp) (accessed on 1 June 2021) [68–70] by obtaining
the gene symbols and then converting them to Ensembl Gene IDs using EnsemblBioMart
(Ensembl version 103, https://www.ensembl.org) (accessed on 1 June 2021) [71]. The
Ensembl Gene IDs were matched to the RNA-seq data to acquire the genes expressed in
the PI3K/AKT signaling pathway. The list of expressed PI3K/AKT genes was then merged
with the results of the R/edgeR analysis [66] and subdivided based on an unadjusted p
value of less than 0.10. Venn diagrams showing the overlap between the differentially
expressed genes for each cell type and timepoint were created using the R package, eu-
lerr (version 6.1.0, https://cran.r-project.org/web/packages/eulerr/) (accessed on 1 June
2021) [72].

2.7. Statistical Analysis and Graphing in RStudio

A two-sample Student’s t test assuming unequal variances was used to compare
the mean values for at least triplicate samples when the data was normally distributed.
Non-normal distribution of data was determined by both the Shapiro–Wilk’s test and a
quantile-quantile (Q-Q plot) in R. Statistical analyses were performed using the Wilcoxon
signed rank test, to compare the median values for two populations, or the Kruskal–Wallis
test to compare the median values of more than two populations. If the Kruskal–Wallis test
determined a significant result with at least two groups, then the pairwise Wilcoxon rank
sum test, along with the Bonferroni adjustment, was used to determine the pairs of groups
that were statistically different. The Student’s t test was determined in Microsoft Excel
(version 2110, Microsoft, Redmond, WA, USA), and all other statistical tests were performed
using R. Statistical analyses for the RNA-seq data was performed using R/edge R (version
3.30.3, http://bioconductor.org/packages/release/bioc/html/edgeR.html) (accessed on 1
June 2021) [67].

http://bioconductor.org/packages/release/bioc/html/edgeR.html
https://www.kegg.jp
https://www.ensembl.org
https://cran.r-project.org/web/packages/eulerr/
http://bioconductor.org/packages/release/bioc/html/edgeR.html
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3. Results
3.1. U0126, a Common MEK Inhibitor, Does Not Reduce JCPyV Infection in Primary Astrocytes

In addition to the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway implicated in JCPyV infec-
tion [48,50,59], the mitogen-activated protein kinase, extracellular signal-regulated kinase
(MAPK/ERK) pathway is required for JCPyV infection [61,73,74]. This pathway is tem-
porally regulated, specifically being phosphorylated upon JCPyV infection, and infection
of immortalized cells is significantly reduced when cells are treated with ERK siRNAs or
inhibitors [61,66,73,74]. The MAPK/ERK pathway overlaps with the PI3K/AKT/mTOR
pathway and both pathways have important roles in cell survival and differentiation [39,75].
To determine if inhibiting the phosphorylation of ERK decreases JCPyV in primary astro-
cytes, a well-known MEK inhibitor, U0126, was tested for its effects on JCPyV infection.
NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts were treated with U0126 at 10 µM or the DMSO vehicle
control (vehicle control), and subsequently infected with JCPyV (Figure 1A). U0126 did not
decrease infection in NHAs at 48 hpi compared to SVGAs and NHA-Ts (Figure 1A, top).
As a negative control, all cell types were infected with SV40, which does not require MEK
for infection [76,77], and U0126 did not influence SV40 infection in any cell type (Figure
1A, bottom). To confirm the inhibitory effect of U0126 in NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts,
ERK phosphorylation following treatment of the MEK inhibitor for 1 h was evaluated by
In-Cell Western (ICW; Figure 1B). U0126 nearly abolished ERK phosphorylation in all three
cell types (Figure 1C). PMA, an ERK activator, was used as a control to further determine
the specificity of the MEK inhibitor. All cell types were treated with U0126 for 1 h, treated
with PMA for 5 min, and ERK phosphorylation was nearly reduced to comparable levels
to cells treated with U0126 alone (Figure 1C). Together, these data suggest that although
elevated levels of ERK phosphorylation promote JCPyV infection [66], inhibition of ERK
phosphorylation does not decrease JCPyV infection in primary astrocytes when compared
to cells immortalized with SV40 T Ag. Thus, these data suggest that the mechanisms of
MAPK cell signaling activation utilized in JCPyV infection of NHAs differs from those in
SVGAs and NHA-Ts.
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Figure 1. MEK inhibitor U0126 does not decrease JCPyV infection in NHAs. (A) NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts were
pretreated with the MEK inhibitor U0126 at 10 µM or DMSO at an equivalent volume control and then infected with JCPyV
(MOI = 2.0 FFU/cell; A, top) or SV40 (MOI = 2.0 FFU/cell; A, bottom) at 37 ◦C for 1 h. Cells were incubated in media
containing DMSO or U0126 for 48 h and then fixed and stained by indirect immunofluorescence. Percent infection was
determined by counting the number of JCPyV T Ag- or SV40 VP1-positive nuclei divided by the number of DAPI-positive
nuclei for five ×20 fields of view for triplicate samples. Data is representative of three individual experiments. Error bars
indicate SD. Student’s t test was used to determine statistical significance comparing DMSO to U0126, with each cell type
and viral protein. *, p < 0.01. (B) NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts were pretreated with DMSO or U0126 for 1 h in addition to
PMA (40 nM) treatment of the indicated wells for the final 5 min at 37 ◦C. Cells were fixed and stained for pERK (green) or
CellTag (red). (C) Percentage of pERK for each treatment was quantitated by In-Cell Western signal intensity values per
[(pERK)/Cell Tag × 100% = % response] within each ICW analysis with LI-COR software (representative image shown
in B). Density ridgeline plots represent the distribution of samples (individual points) with the lower quartile, median and
upper quartile denoted as black lines in each distribution. Colored points represent individual points for each treatment
(3 replicates, performed in triplicate). A Kruskal–Wallis test, along with the Bonferroni adjustment, was used to compare
treatments in each cell type; however, only significance with the DMSO treatment versus other treatments are illustrated.
*, p < 0.01. Data are representative of three independent experiments performed in triplicate.

3.2. AKT Phosphorylation Is Moderately Increased in NHAs during U0126 Treatment Compared
to SVGAs and NHA-Ts

The ERK signaling cascade can interact with the AKT signaling pathway [78] and
they work together to induce cellular transformation and survival [39,75]. Research has
demonstrated that treatment of cells with MEK inhibitors, such as U0126, results in in-
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creased AKT activity in various cell types [79–81]. To determine if U0126 influences AKT
phosphorylation, NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts were treated with U0126 and AKT phos-
phorylation was measured (Figure 2). Cells were serum-starved and treated with U0126
(10 µM) or the vehicle control for 24 h, and both ERK and AKT phosphorylation were
measured by ICW (Figure 2A). U0126 increased AKT phosphorylation in NHAs, albeit
by ~20%, while AKT phosphorylation was not altered in SVGAs and NHA-Ts (Figure 2B).
This experiment demonstrated that the crosstalk between the AKT signaling pathway and
the ERK signaling cascade occurs in primary astrocytes. Additionally, it provides a premise
for explaining why U0126 did not decrease JCPyV infection in NHAs; U0126 inhibits ERK
phosphorylation, suggesting that the virus may also hijack the AKT signaling pathway to
support viral replication.
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Figure 2. U0126 increases AKT phosphorylation in NHAs. (A) NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts were treated with DMSO or
U0126 (10 µM) at 37 ◦C for 24 h. Cells were fixed and stained for pERK or pAKT (green) or CellTag (red). Entire wells of
a 96-well plate are shown (B) Percentage of pERK and pAKT for each cell type was quantitated by ICW signal intensity
values per [(pERK or pAKT)/Cell Tag × 100% = % response] within each ICW analysis with LI-COR software. Box and
whisker plots represent the distribution of samples (individual points), with the lower quartile, median and upper quartile
denoted as black lines. Colored points represent individual points for each cell type (3 replicates, performed in triplicate),
and outliers are represented by black circles. The dashed line indicates the normalized DMSO % response of pERK and
pAKT. A Wilcoxon rank sum exact test was used to compare treatments in each cell type. Data are representative of three
independent experiments performed in triplicate. *, p < 0.05.



Cells 2021, 10, 3218 9 of 25

3.3. PI3K/AKT Signaling Pathway Genes Are Upregulated during JCPyV Infection in NHAs

Previous research has demonstrated that the PI3K/AKT signaling pathway, specifi-
cally the AKT and PI3Kγ steps, is required for JCPyV infection in SVGAs and an oligoden-
drocyte cell line [48,59,82]. To determine if this pathway is implicated in JCPyV infection
in NHAs, RNA-seq data was analyzed [66] over the course of JCPyV infection in NHAs
and SVGAs. Differentially-expressed genes (unadjusted p value < 0.10) were mapped to
the PI3K/AKT signaling pathway from the Kyoto Encyclopedia of Genes and Genomes
(KEGG) database [68–70]. The table of genes with their p values and log-fold changes (FCs)
can be found in the Supplementary Material (Table S1). At 24 hpi, 25 genes that mapped to
the pathway were downregulated in SVGAs but upregulated in NHAs (Figure 3, top). At
48 hpi, only one gene was upregulated in SVGAs compared to 23 genes upregulated in
NHAs (Figure 3, middle). At 96 hpi, approximately 51% of the genes that mapped to the
pathway were upregulated in NHAs versus ~38% in SVGAs (Figure 3, bottom). These data
illustrate that compared to SVGAs, JCPyV infection in NHAs activated more genes in the
PI3K-AKT signaling pathway, providing additional evidence for the involvement of this
pathway during infection in primary astrocytes.

3.4. AKT Is Differentially Expressed and Required for JCPyV Infection in NHAs

To further validate the previous results, the expression of the three isoforms of AKT
(AKT1, AKT2 and AKT3) were analyzed (Figure 4A). Both ATK1 and ATK2 were significantly
downregulated in SVGAs at 24 and 96 hpi (unadjusted p value < 0.05) and upregulated
in NHAs (unadjusted p value < 0.1; Figure 4A). Due to the differential gene expression
observed, NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts were pretreated with the AKT inhibitor, MK2206,
or the vehicle control at increasing concentrations, and subsequently infected with JCPyV
(Figure 4B). A dose-dependent decrease in viral infection was observed in NHAs; however,
a dose-dependent increase was measured in SVGAs and NHA-Ts (Figure 4B). Considering
the significant differences in JCPyV infection among cell types, MK2206 was validated
for its inhibitory effects on AKT phosphorylation by ICW (Figure 4C). Cells were serum-
starved and treated with the highest concentration of MK2206 for 24 h. The chemical
inhibitor significantly reduced AKT phosphorylation in all three cell types compared to the
vehicle control, demonstrating that the inhibitor is working effectively at the concentrations
used (Figure 4D). This data revealed that JCPyV requires AKT during infection in NHAs
and the utilization of this pathway is perhaps confounded by the immortalized properties
of SVGAs and NHA-Ts.

3.5. PI3K Is Required for JCPyV Infection in NHAs

Upstream of AKT, PI3K was targeted using a chemical inhibitor to understand if
additional proteins in the PI3K/AKT pathway are involved during JCPyV infection in
NHAs. Cells were pretreated with the PI3K inhibitor, wortmannin, or the vehicle control at
increasing concentrations, and subsequently infected with JCPyV (Figure 5A). Comparable
to AKT inhibition, wortmannin significantly reduced JCPyV infection by 50% in NHAs,
while increasing infection in SVGAs and not influencing infection in NHA-Ts (Figure 5A).
The chemical inhibitor was validated for its inhibition of the PI3K/AKT signaling pathway
by measuring AKT phosphorylation using ICW (Figure 5B). Cells were serum-starved
and treated with the highest concentration of wortmannin. Across all three cell types,
wortmannin significantly reduced AKT phosphorylation (Figure 5C). Altogether, these
data illustrate that treatment of cells with the PI3K inhibitor equivalently impaired the
PI3K/AKT signaling pathway, and a decrease in JCPyV infection during PIK3K inhibition
was only observed in NHAs, verifying the results demonstrated with MK2206 treatment
(Figure 4).
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Figure 3. Genes in the PI3K/AKT pathway were differentially expressed during JCPyV infection in
NHAs compared to viral infection in SVGAs. NHAs and SVGAs were either infected with JCPyV
(MOI = 0.1 FFU/cell) or mock-infected with a vehicle control, and the transcriptomic profile was
determined at 24, 48, and 96 h using RNA-seq. Genes of the PI3K/AKT pathway were determined
from the KEGG database with an unadjusted p value < 0.10. Upregulated genes (Log FC > 0) and
downregulated genes (Log FC < 0) are represented as Venn diagrams for each time point and cell
type. The size of each circle is proportionate to the number of genes that apply to the above criteria.
The green colors are representative of NHAs, while the blue colors are representative of SVGAs.
Brighter shades represent upregulated genes and darker shades represent downregulated genes.
(FC, fold-change; * 77 genes in total are down regulated in SVGAs, but 52 genes are exclusively
downregulated in SVGAs.).
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3.6. mTOR Inhibition Significantly Reduces JCPyV Infection in NHAs

A downstream target of the PI3K/AKT signaling pathway is mTOR [83], and previous
research has determined that mTOR inhibition can increase JCPyV infection in an immor-
talized kidney cell line [50]. Moreover, our previous research has also demonstrated that
JCPyV infection is delayed in NHAs, compared to SVGAs and NHA-Ts [31]. To determine
if mTOR is required for JCPyV infection and if mTOR inhibition increases late viral protein
expression in NHAs, all cell types were treated with either rapamycin, mTOR inhibitor
PP242, or the vehicle control, and were subsequently infected with JCPyV, and infectivity
was measured by assessing both early (T Ag) and late (VP1) viral protein production
(Figure 6). Rapamycin and PP242 significantly reduced JCPyV infection in NHAs as quanti-
fied by both T Ag and VP1 production (Figure 6A,B). Furthermore, rapamycin significantly
increased JCPyV infection in SVGAs and NHA-Ts (Figure 6A). However, PP242 did not in-
fluence viral infection in either SVGAs or NHA-Ts (Figure 6B). To validate the effectiveness
of the chemical inhibitors in NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts, mTOR phosphorylation was
measured by ICW, following serum starvation and treatment with each inhibitor for 24 h
(Figure 6C). Rapamycin and PP242 significantly reduced mTOR phosphorylation, relatively,
in each cell type; however, PP242 reduced phosphorylation to more appreciable levels
when compared to rapamycin (Figure 6D). Overall, these findings demonstrate that mTOR
phosphorylation, a downstream target of the PI3K/AKT signaling pathway, is required
for JCPyV infection in NHAs. Furthermore, it substantiates previous findings that JCPyV
uses alterative signaling pathways in primary astrocytes—viral mechanisms that are not
observed in cell types that are immortalized with SV40 T Ag.
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Figure 4. AKT is required for JCPyV infection in NHAs. (A) The log CPM was determined for the three isoforms of AKT
(AKT1, AKT2, and AKT3) in mock-infected and JCPyV-infected cells at each time point from the RNA-seq data. Colored
points represent individual points for each timepoint (3 replicates). †, p < 0.10; *, p < 0.05. (B) NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts
were pretreated with indicated concentrations of AKT inhibitor MK2206 or DMSO at an equivalent volume control for
30 min and then infected with JCPyV (MOI = 1.0 FFU/cell) at 37 ◦C for 1 h. Cells were incubated in media containing
DMSO or MK2206 for 48 h and then fixed and stained by indirect immunofluorescence. Infectivity was determined by
counting the number of JCPyV T Ag-positive nuclei divided by the number of DAPI-positive nuclei for five ×20 fields of
view for triplicate samples (% infection). Data is representative of three individual experiments. Error bars indicate SD.
Student’s t test was used to determine statistical significance, comparing DMSO to MK2206 for each cell type. (C) NHAs,
SVGAs, and NHA-Ts were treated with DMSO or MK2206 (5.0 µM) at 37 ◦C for 24 h. Cells were fixed and stained for pAKT
(green) or CellTag (red). (D) Percentage of pAKT for each cell type was quantitated by ICW signal intensity values per
[(pAKT)/Cell Tag × 100% = % response] within each ICW analysis using LI-COR software (representative image shown in
C). Box and whisker plots represent the distribution of samples (individual points) with the lower quartile, median, and
upper quartile denoted as black lines. The dashed line indicates the normalized DMSO % response of pAKT. Colored points
represent individual points for each treatment (3 replicates, performed in triplicate), and outliers are represented by black
circles. A Wilcoxon rank sum exact test was used to compare treatments in each cell type. Data are representative of three
independent experiments performed in triplicate. * p < 0.05.
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Figure 5. PI3K inhibitor wortmannin reduces JCPyV infection in NHAs. (A) NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts were pretreated
with indicated concentrations of a PI3K inhibitor, wortmannin, or DMSO at an equivalent volume control and then infected
with JCPyV (MOI = 1.0 FFU/cell) at 37 ◦C for 1 h. Cells were incubated in media containing DMSO or wortmannin for
48 h and then fixed and stained by indirect immunofluorescence. Infectivity was determined by counting the number of
JCPyV T Ag-positive nuclei divided by the number of DAPI-positive nuclei for five ×20 fields of view for triplicate samples
(% infection). Data is representative of three individual experiments. Error bars indicate SD. Student’s t test was used to
determine statistical significance comparing DMSO to wortmannin for each cell type. (B) NHAs, SVGAs, and NHA-Ts
were treated with DMSO or wortmannin (2.5 µM) at 37 ◦C for 24 h. Cells were fixed and stained for pAKT (green) or
CellTag (red). Entire wells of a 96-well plate are shown. (C) Percentage of pAKT for each cell type was quantitated by
ICW signal intensity values per [(pAKT)/Cell Tag × 100% = % response] within each ICW analysis using LI-COR software
(representative image shown in B). Box and whisker plots represent the distribution of samples (individual points) with
the lower quartile, median and upper quartile denoted as black lines. The dashed line indicates the normalized DMSO %
response of pAKT. Colored points represent individual points for each treatment (3 replicates, performed in triplicate), and
outliers are represented by black circles. A Wilcoxon rank sum exact test was used to compare treatments in each cell type.
Data are representative of three independent experiments performed in triplicate. *, p < 0.05.
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Figure 6. Inhibitors of mTOR, a target of the PI3K/AKT pathway, reduce JCPyV infection in NHAs. (A,B). NHAs, SVGAs,
and NHA-Ts were pretreated with (A) rapamycin at 20 ng/mL, (B) PP242 at 1 µM, or the DMSO control at an equivalent
volume control and then infected with JCPyV (MOI = 1.0 FFU/cell) at 37 ◦C for 1 h. Cells were incubated in media
containing DMSO or mTOR inhibitors for 72 h and then fixed and stained by indirect immunofluorescence. Infectivity
was determined by counting the number of JCPyV T Ag- or VP1- positive nuclei divided by the number of DAPI-positive
nuclei for five ×20 fields of view for triplicate samples (% infection). Data is representative of three individual experiments
performed in triplicate. Error bars indicate SD. Student’s t test was used to determine statistical significance comparing
DMSO to either mTOR inhibitor, with each cell type and viral protein. (C) All cell types were treated with DMSO or
rapamycin at 20 ng/mL (top) or PP242 at 1 µM (bottom) at 37 ◦C for 24 h. Cells were fixed and stained for pAKT (green) or
CellTag (red). Entire wells of a 96-well plate are shown. (D) Percentage of pmTOR for each cell type was quantitated by
ICW signal intensity values per [(pmTOR)/Cell Tag × 100% = % response] within each ICW analysis with LI-COR software
(representative image shown in C). Box and whisker plots represent the distribution of samples (individual points) with
the lower quartile, median, and upper quartile denoted as black lines. The dashed line indicates the normalized DMSO %
response of pmTOR. Colored points represent individual points for each treatment (3 replicates, performed in triplicate),
and outliers are represented by black circles. A Wilcoxon rank sum exact test was used to compare treatments in each cell
type. Data are representative of three independent experiments performed in triplicate. *, p < 0.05.

4. Discussion

Astrocytes are the main targets of JCPyV infection in the CNS, where the destruction
of these cells, along with oligodendrocytes, leads to PML [1–4,26]. With no cure for
this aggressive and ultimately fatal disease, more research is needed to reveal potential
therapeutic targets. Cellular pathways, like the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway, is an
attractive candidate because there are numerous established drugs that inhibit this pathway
for cancer treatment [51,52]. Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that these drugs can
be repurposed to target coronaviruses, such as SARS-CoV-2 [84–87], the causative agent of
COVID-19 [88]. In this study, we investigated the role of various chemical inhibitors of the
PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway on JCPyV infection in primary astrocytes compared
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to immortalized cells. Our results demonstrate that viral infection is significantly reduced
in primary astrocytes compared to cells transformed with SV40 T Ag, highlighting both the
importance of this signaling pathway, and the need to use either ex vivo approaches or to
validate findings in primary cells to further understand how JCPyV infection may occur in
the human host.

JCPyV requires the MAPK/ERK pathway to successfully infect immortalized
cells [61,66,73,74]. However, when a well-studied MEK inhibitor, U0126, did not reduce
JCPyV infection in primary astrocytes, yet reduced JCPyV infection in cells immortalized
with SV40 T Ag (Figure 1), additional studies were performed to identify alternative
pathways that regulate JCPyV infection. Research has shown that the PI3K/AKT/mTOR
signaling pathway intersects with the MAPK/ERK pathway [79–81]. Our findings also
support this, as treatment of NHAs with U0126 led to an increase in phosphorylated AKT,
while U0126 treatment did not exhibit any difference in AKT phosphorylation in SVGAs
and NHA-Ts (Figure 2).

The PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway has been previously implicated in other
polyomavirus infections as well [48,50,59,89–92]. Earlier research has demonstrated that
the BK polyomavirus (BKPyV), murine polyomavirus, and JCPyV influence the PI3K/AKT
signaling pathway by modulating the cellular phosphatase, protein phosphatase 2A
(PP2A) [89–91]. Comparable to JCPyV, BKPyV also establishes an asymptomatic infec-
tion in the kidney, yet during immunosuppression BKPyV can cause nephropathy and
hemorrhagic cystitis [93]. Treatment of cells with sirolimus (i.e., rapamycin) significantly
reduces BKPyV infection; however, the concentration of the chemical inhibitor used in
those studies was significantly different between immortalized and primary cells [89,92].
Hirsch et al. used a primary kidney cell line to determine the outcome of BKPyV infection
during rapamycin treatment. They confirmed that using rapamycin at least a magnitude
lower in concentration significantly reduces BKPyV infection in a primary kidney cell line,
specifically during the first 24 h of infection (i.e., before viral genome replication) [92]. The
authors concluded that these differences in concentration of the drug were the result of
the transformed phenotype of the other cell line, causing it to require significantly higher
concentrations of the inhibitor to reduce BKPyV infection. Unfortunately, understanding
viral infection is challenging when using transformed cell lines, as transformation alters
metabolic pathways and signal transduction within those pathways [94,95].

Our findings substantiate the consequences of immortalization in investigations of
JCPyV infection with chemical inhibitors that target the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling
pathway. Wortmannin, MK2206, rapamycin, and PP242—chemical inhibitors that target
different steps of PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway—resulted in a significant reduc-
tion of JCPyV infection in NHAs that was not observed in SVGAs or NHA-Ts. These
results, specifically with MK2206, are consistent with other published research reporting
the impacts of JCPyV infection on an oligodendrocyte cell line treated with inhibitors of
this pathway. MK2206 treatment of a glioma-derived stem cell line with oligodendrocyte
precursor phenotypes (G144 cells) reduced JCPyV DNA replication [59]. It is important
to note, that even though these cells are established through glioblastoma samples, G144
cells specifically display features that resemble normal fetal neural stem cells [96]. To-
gether, these data suggest the importance of MK2206 as a potential antiviral for PML, as
oligodendrocytes and astrocytes are the main cell types impacted by disease [1–4,26].

Our research also corresponds with findings demonstrated with BKPyV infection
and mTOR inhibition with respect to both polyomavirus infection and cell-type depen-
dent differences. Rapamycin significantly reduced JCPyV infection in primary astrocytes
(Figure 6A), and similarly, BKPyV infection was reduced in a primary kidney cell line
with rapamycin treatment [92]. Likewise, using both rapamycin and PP242—a secondary
mTOR inhibitor—did not decrease JCPyV infection in SVGA and NHA-T immortalized
cells (Figure 6A,B). Similarly, rapamycin and other mTOR inhibitors did not decrease but
rather enhanced JCPyV replication in HEK293A cells [50]. HEK293A cells are transformed
with adenovirus type 5 DNA [97], but not with SV40 T Ag; yet, immortalization through
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adenovirus leads to adenovirus oncogene E1A interactions with Rb and p53, disrupting im-
portant checkpoints in cell cycle and growth, similar to SV40 T Ag transformation [98–102].
Additionally, cells transformed with viral oncogenes can also influence PP2A, known to
regulate numerous cellular pathways, such as the MAPK and PI3K signaling pathways—
which are also important during JCPyV infection [91,103,104]. Together, these findings
demonstrate both the requirement for the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway and the
importance of using primary cell lines to characterize polyomavirus infection.

Furthermore, rapamycin and PP242 are both mTOR inhibitors, yet the mode of in-
hibition is slightly different. mTOR forms two complexes in mammalian cells—mTOR
complex 1 (mTORC1) and mTORC2—and activation of these complexes results in different
functions for the cell [105]. The formation and activation of mTORC1 results in protein
translation, cell growth, and autophagy, while mTORC2 results in survival, migration, and
cytoskeletal organization [105]. Rapamycin has been demonstrated to inhibit mTORC1
more so than mTORC2—particularly in vitro [106]—while PP242 results in greater inhibi-
tion of both mTORC1 and mTORC2 [107]. These modes of mTOR inhibition may explain
the differences observed in immortalized cells during JCPyV infection; however, it does
substantiate the importance of mTOR during infection of primary astrocytes (Figure 6).
Additionally, if the concentration of PP242 was increased, the results of JCPyV infection
were similar. In fact, higher concentrations resulted in cytotoxic effects (data not shown),
yet each chemical inhibitor was tested for cellular viability compared to the vehicle control
in each cell type, and concentrations well-tolerated by cells were used in all the assays
performed. Additionally, the inhibitory effect, measuring phosphorylation of AKT or
mTOR, was similar across cell types—demonstrating that cell-type differences were not
from cytotoxic effects or from inequitable impacts of AKT or mTOR phosphorylation from
the chemical treatments.

Research has demonstrated that enhanced JCPyV infection from mTOR inhibition is
perhaps due to the Skp-Cullin Fbox (SCF) E3 ligase, S-phase kinase-associated protein 2
(Skp2) [50,108]; the expression of this protein is highly variable in immortalized versus
primary cells [109]. Skp2 is important in regulating the cell cycle, accumulates in the cell
during the transition to the G1/S phase, remains highly expressed during S phase [110] and
can also interact with polyomavirus Large T Ag [50,108]. Previous studies have concluded
that the interaction of Skp2 and Large T Ag of numerous polyomaviruses (PyVs), including
murine PyV, JCPyV, and BKPyV, was reduced with treatment with mTOR inhibitors, which
resulted in an increase of Large T Ag expression [50]. Skp2 is highly expressed in glioma
cell lines compared to normal astrocyte cell lines [109]; this could explain the differences
observed between NHAs versus SVGAs and NHA-Ts. First, JCPyV Large T Ag expression
is significantly lower in NHAs compared to SVGAs and NHA-Ts [31], and as a result, Skp2
may not be involved to the same extent in JCPyV infection of NHAs; thus, this interaction
between Skp2 and Large T Ag is not sensitive to mTOR inhibition. However, future research
should elucidate the mechanisms of viral protein production and the PI3K/AKT/mTOR
signaling pathway.

Lastly, PI3K expression has been recently demonstrated to decrease JCPyV infection in
SVGAs [48]. A reason for the differences in JCPyV infection between the findings reported
here and by Clark et. al could be the PI3K isoform that was targeted, as well as the technique
used. The authors determined that PI3K, specifically PI3Kγ, facilitates JCPyV infection in
SVGAs through genetic knockdown approaches [48]. It is known that JCPyV facilitates
entry into the cell through the utilization of a GPCR—the serotonin 5-hydroxytryptamine
(5-HT2) receptor [62,63,111]—which upon activation couples with PI3Kγ [48]. The authors
speculated that knockdown of PI3Kγ disrupted early events of GPCR signaling, and as a
result, disrupted possible virus capsid disassembly or trafficking to the endoplasmic retic-
ulum or nucleus [48]. Wortmannin is one of the most well-characterized PI3K inhibitors
and has been shown to interact strongly in vitro with PI3K, thus inhibiting numerous
isoforms in the PI3K family [112,113]. However, wortmannin has also been demonstrated
to have off-target effects, inhibiting other serine/threonine kinases of the PI3K family



Cells 2021, 10, 3218 18 of 25

such as mTOR [114]. The differences that we have observed could be the consequence of
wortmannin targeting other PI3Ks in the pathway and thus having similar results to the
other inhibitors used in this research, specifically in SVGAs. Furthermore, JCPyV entry
into primary astrocytes has not been extensively studied, and thus, we do not yet know
whether GPCRs are utilized during entry, thereby activating PI3Kγ to the same extent as it
is with viral entry of SVGAs. Additionally, recent work has demonstrated that JCPyV can
use extracellular vesicles to infect SVGAs and astrocytes independently of the sialic acid at-
tachment receptor through clathrin-dependent and independent mechanisms [115]. Future
studies should define the role of PI3Ks in the viral infection of primary astrocytes using
more targeted approaches such as siRNA, as well as in primary kidney cells. Nonetheless,
wortmannin, MK2206, rapamycin, and PP242 significantly reduced JCPyV infection in
primary astrocytes, while also inhibiting the phosphorylation of AKT and mTOR in all
three cell types (Figure 7). Furthermore, RNA-seq analysis revealed numerous genes within
the PI3K/AKT/mTOR pathway that were upregulated during JCPyV infection of NHAs,
but downregulated in SVGAs, providing more evidence of the requirement of this pathway
in primary astrocytes (Figures 3 and 4A). The genes β3 integrin (ITGB3) and interleukin-6
receptor (IL-6R) had a 3.4- and 2-fold increase, respectively, at 96 hpi in NHAs during JCPyV
infection (Table S1). ITGB3 is a regulator of the PI3K/AKT/mTOR pathway [116] and
has roles in cancer [116,117] and extracellular vesicles that induce cell signaling [118,119].
Interestingly, research has demonstrated that ITGB3 can regulate expression of matrix
metalloproteinase 2 (MMP2) [120], a protein that is critical in the inflammatory response
and in demyelinating diseases, such as MS [121–123]. Overall, this data illustrates how
JCPyV activates the PI3K/AKT/mTOR pathway, yet this may have other implications in
the viral-induced demyelinating disease PML. More research should determine if astrocytes
induce an inflammatory response from activation of the PI3K/AKT/mTOR pathway.

In summary, this research has revealed and outlined the requirement of the PI3K/AKT/
mTOR signaling pathway in JCPyV infection of primary human astrocytes. Using various
chemical inhibitors, we have characterized how JCPyV uses this pathway to support viral
infection in primary cells, and importantly, how immortalized characteristics may alter
signaling events that, in turn, confound the requirement of this pathway in JCPyV infection
of transformed cell lines. Overall, these findings will aid in the discovery of therapeutics
to treat or slow the progression of PML, as no effective treatments are available for this
fatal disease.
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