






FIG. 1. (A) HGK amino acid sequence: predicted maximal HGK protein containing all possible alternatively spliced modules. The kinase
domain, the coiled-coil domain, and the CNH domain are underlined. Alternatively spliced modules M1 to M9 are shown in bold and labeled to
the right of the sequence. For adjacent modules M1/M2 and M3/M4, a vertical line defines their boundaries. (B) Schematic illustration of the
domain structure of known HGK splice variants compared with mouse NIK. Alternatively spliced modules are indicated with inverted V’s when
absent and alternative patterning where present. The HGK gene product that we cloned from a tumor cell line (HGKT) contains alternative
modules M1, M2, M3, and M8. The two HGK cDNAs from a human macrophage library contain M1, M6, M8, and M9 (HGKS; short version)
and M1, M4, M6, M8, and M9 (HGKL; long version). KIAA0687 isolated from brain has modules M1, M3, M5, M6, and M8. The mouse NIK clone
contains M1, M4, M5, M6, and M8.
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dition, examination of HGK ESTs revealed a long 3� untrans-
lated region of 3,442 additional base pairs. Within this region
are three alternative polyadenylation sites that would give tran-
scripts of 	5.0, 6.3, and 8.1 kb.

Figure 1A contains the predicted maximal HGK amino acid
sequence from all 33 exons. The alternatively spliced modules,
M1 to M9, are shown in bold. EST evidence indicated that
each alternative module was present in multiple but not all
transcripts (Table 1). All HGK splice forms contained the
N-terminal kinase domain, a coiled-coil domain, and a C-
terminal citron homology (CNH) domain. The close HGK
family member TNIK also has three alternatively spliced ex-
ons, two of which are equivalent to modules M1 and M3 (22).

The cDNAs encoding HGK isoforms isolated from different
tissue sources each contained a distinct subset of modules. A
schematic comparison of the domain structures of the four
cloned human HGK isoforms as well as the mouse ortholog
NIK is shown in Fig. 1B. The human HGK isoforms include
our tumor-derived HGK isoform (HGKT), the original HGK
clones isolated from macrophages (HGKS, short version;
HGKL, long version) (51), as well as another splice variant
cloned from brain, published with the reference number
KIAA0687 (26).

There was no alternative splicing in the kinase domain, but
the coiled-coil region can be alternatively spliced into short
and long forms. The HGKT form contains both M1 and M2
and therefore has a longer coiled coil than the other forms.
The M3 and M4 modules show sequence similarity to each
other and contain PxxP motifs that can interact with SH3
domain-containing proteins. Our tumor-derived HGK
(HGKT) contains M3, while the short form (HGKS) isolated
from human macrophage lacks M3/M4, and the long form
(HGKL) and NIK contain M4. M5 and M6 are small exons
encoding one and three amino acids, respectively. M7 is very
rich in serine and is not present in any of the isolated full-
length HGK clones. The CNH domain contains two alterna-

tively spliced modules, of which the M8 but not the M9 module
is conserved in CNH domains found in other protein families.

We extended our study to survey which isoforms of HGK are
expressed in tumor cells. With reverse transcription-PCR, we
cloned multiple cDNA fragments of HGK from RNA isolated
from several tumor cell lines, including A549 and H1299 lung
carcinoma cells, 293T transformed kidney cells, as well as a
mixed pool of RNA from 10 tumor cell line sources (Clon-
tech’s Universal Reference RNA). Table 1 shows the preva-
lence of each module in cDNAs isolated from these tumor cell
lines; the results from the four tumor cell line sources were
pooled and are shown together, as the distribution of modules
from each was similar. We identified at least five different
splice isoforms from each tumor cell line source, indicating
that the tumor cells possessed multiple forms of HGK. The
most striking difference observed when the tumor cell line data
was compared with EST data was that the tumor cell clones
largely lacked the PxxP-containing module M4. Only 2% of the
tumor-derived clones contained M4. Similarly, the M3 PxxP
motif was absent in most clones. In addition, the tumor cell
lines also generally lacked the serine-rich M7 module and the
M9 module in the CNH domain.

HGK expression analysis. A 
400-bp fragment from a con-
served region of HGK present in all splice variants was used to
probe Northern blots containing RNA purified from various
normal human tissues as well as from 60 cell lines from the
National Cancer Institute (NCI) tumor panel (Fig. 2A). Tran-
scripts of 
4.7 and 
6.5 kb were detected, comparable in size
to two of the transcripts predicted from the analysis of ESTs.
In normal tissue, HGK mRNA was expressed at readily de-
tectable levels only in tissue samples from brain and testis. In
contrast, HGK mRNA was expressed at high levels in 40 of the
60 tumor cell lines derived from a variety of tissues (Fig. 2A).

The same probe was also hybridized to an array of cDNAs
amplified from a broader array of tissue and tumor cell line
sources. Quantification of the probed array by phosphorimag-

TABLE 1. Alternative sequence modules in HGK

Mod-
ule Frame

Length
(nucleotides/

amino
acids)

Position
(amino acid no.

in max form)
Origin

No. of EST
database

sequences
with/without
this module

No. of tumor
cell line

cDNAs with/
without this

module

Comments

M1 1 87/29 428 Exon 41/1 27/14 Encodes C-terminal extension of coiled-coil
domain; similar module found in TNIK;
adjacent to M2

M2 1 93/31 495 Alternative splice
acceptor

14/28 12/29 Adjacent to MI

M3 1 162/54 570 Exon 14/33 7/50 Similar module found in TNIK; contains 2
PxxP motifs; adjacent to M4

M4 1 231/77 623 Exon 12/35 1/56 Contains 2 PxxP motifs; adjacent to M3
M5 1 3/1 736 Alternative splice

acceptor
23/9 39/18 Adds a serine residue

M6 1 9/3 819 Exon 20/20 10/46 Adds 3 residues
M7 1 192/64 921 Exon 21/16 9/47 Contains a serine-rich sequence
M8 1 57/19 1215 Intron readthrough 34/1 24/0 Encodes part of CNH domain; similar

sequence seen in other human GCK type
IV kinases

M9 1 24/8 1258 Alternative splice
donor

11/17 3/20 Encodes part of CNH domain; similar
sequence not seen in other CNH
domains
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ing revealed that across all tumor-derived sources (cell lines
and tissues) where a normal tissue comparison was available,
HGK was increased in expression by an average of 7.7-fold in
tumor versus normal tissues. This difference was statistically
significant at P � 0.000001 (Mann-Whitney test). Quantifica-
tion of the same data broken down by individual tumor type is
shown in Fig. 2B. We observed the highest upregulation in
glioblastoma samples (46.3-fold relative to expression in nor-
mal brain).

Analysis of HGK mutants: effects on growth and transfor-
mation. Overexpression of HGK mRNA in a variety of tumor
cells suggests that HGK may play a role in tumorigenesis. In
order to test for a causative role for this kinase in cell trans-
formation, we constructed mutant forms of HGKT in mamma-
lian expression vectors to test in tissue culture cells. Based on
homology with other related kinases, threonine 187 and thre-
onine 191 in the HGK activation loop were predicted to be
potential regulatory phosphorylation sites. We mutated each
of the two residues to glutamic acid to create activating alleles

of HGK. We also mutated the catalytic lysine to an arginine
(K54R). In vitro kinase assays performed on extracts from rat
intestinal epithelial cells (RIE-1) infected with retroviruses
expressing each of the HGK mutants used in subsequent bio-
logical experiments are shown in Fig. 3. HGK wild-type kinase
showed strong activity, while mutation of K54 to R inactivated
the kinase, as expected. Comparison of the kinase activity of
wild-type HGK and T187E showed that the latter had a slight
increase in in vitro catalytic activity. Mutating T191 to E, in
contrast, abolished the kinase activity. This T191E mutant was
used in addition to K54R as a dominant-negative allele in
subsequent experiments.

To test for a possible role for HGK in focus formation, we
coexpressed different alleles of HGK in NIH 3T3 cells together
with an activated allele of H-Ras (valine 12). While expression
of wild-type and T187E mutant HGKs did not induce focus
formation by itself (data not shown), coexpression of the inac-
tive HGK K54R mutant with H-RasV12 reduced the frequency
of Ras-induced foci in a dose-dependent fashion compared

FIG. 2. (A) HGK mRNA is overexpressed in human tumor cell lines. Total RNA was purified from various human tissues (top two rows) as
well as from human tumor cell lines from the standard tumor panel from the National Cancer Institute. Abbreviations for normal tissues: (first
row) Br, brain; Cx, cortex; Cb, cerebellum; Tm, thymus; SG, salivary gland; Lu, lung; Liv, liver; Pn, pancreas; Ki, kidney; Sp, spleen; St, stomach;
Du, duodenum; Ut, uterus; Pr, prostate; SM, skeletal muscle; Pl, placenta; (second row) Br, brain; Te, testis; Bl, bladder; Co, colon; Ad, adipose
tissue; fLi, fetal liver. Numbering for the NCI tumor panel: 1, HOP-92; 2, EKVXl 3, NCI-H23; 4, NCI-H226; 5, NCI-H322; 6, NCI-H460; 7,
NCI-H522; 8, A549; 9, HOP-62; 10, OVCAR-3; 11, OVCAR-4; 12, OVCAR-5; 14, IGROV1; 15, SK-OV-3; 16, SNB-19; 17, SNB-75; 18, U251;
19, SF-288; 20, SF-295; 21, SF-539; 22, CCRF-CEM; 23, K-562; 24, MOLT-4; 25, HL-60; 26, RPMI-8226; 27, SR; 28, DU-145; 29, PC-3; 30, HT-29;
31, HCC-2998l; 32, HCT116; 33, SW620; 34, COLO-205; 35, HCT-15; 36, M-12; 37, UO-31; 38, SN12C; 39, A498; 40, Caki-1; 41, RXF-393; 42,
ACHN; 43, 786-0; 44, TK-10; 45, LOXIMVI; 46, Malme-3 M; 47, SK-MEL-2; 48, SK-MEL-5; 49, SK-MEL-28; 50, UACC-62; 51, UACC-257; 52,
M14; 53, MCF-7; 54, MCF-7/ADR; 55, Hs578T; 56, MDA-MB-231; 57, MDA-MB-431; 58, MDA-N; 59, BT-549, and 60, T-47D. (B) Quantification
of HGK in tumor versus normal cells from selected individual tissues. The bar graph shows the relative signal from PhosphorImager quantification
of dot blot arrays from tumor cell lines and normal tissues. From left to right: colon tumor-normal, 2.7-fold, P � 0.210; lung tumor-normal, 2.0,
P � 0.034; brain tumor-normal, 46.3, P � 0.007; kidney tumor-normal, 5.5, P � 0.076. P values were calculated with the Mann-Whitney test.
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with coexpression of wild-type HGK (Fig. 4). When the num-
ber of foci was tabulated, the K54R mutant was found to
reduce focus formation rates by approximately 50% at a DNA
ratio of 1:20 with respect to H-RasV12. In addition, coexpres-
sion of wild-type HGK reproducibly increased the number of
foci generated by H-RasV12, indicating some level of cooper-
ation. A similar rate of inhibition of focus formation was ob-
served in RIE-1 cells cotransfected with H-RasV12 and either
inactive form of HGK (K54R or T191E; data not shown).
These data indicate that HGK kinase activity is important for
transformation by Ras in this assay.

To further elucidate the role of HGK in cell growth and
transformation, we compared both monolayer and anchorage-
independent growth of stable clones of RIE-1 cells expressing
various alleles of HGK isolated from the retrovirally infected
pools. Relative expression levels of Myc-tagged HGK in dif-

FIG. 3. Kinase activity of HGK mutants in RIE-1 cells. HGK wild-
type and mutant proteins were immunoprecipitated from stable pools
of RIE-1 cells infected with HGK retroviruses. (A) Comparison of the
T187E and T191E activation loop mutations with wild-type kinase.
The top panel shows an autoradiogram of samples analyzed by SDS-
PAGE, showing the relative amount of 32P incorporated into myelin
basic protein (MBP) after incubation of the immunoprecipitate and
[�-32P]ATP for 20 min at 30�C. The bottom panel shows the relative
amount of HGK proteins in the immunoprecipitate. (B) Comparison
of the T191E and K54R catalytically inactive HGK mutants with wild-
type HGK. An autoradiogram shows the relative amount of 32P incor-
poration both into HGK protein (autophosphorylation) and into
added MBP in the immunoprecipitate.

FIG. 4. Dominant negative mutant HGK can suppress Ras-in-
duced focus formation in NIH 3T3 cells. (Top) Images of tissue culture
plates stained with crystal violet to visualize the foci are shown from a
representative experiment with NIH 3T3 cells. The relative number of
foci per plate generated by H-RasV12 in the presence of a 10- or 20-fold
molar excess of plasmid encoding HGK wild-type, HGK K54R inactive
mutant kinase, or vector control is shown. The panel on the top shows
background levels of foci generated by transfection of a vector control
(no H-RasV12). (Bottom) The bar graph shows the relative number of
foci per plate (setting the number of foci in the Ras/vector control 1:10
at 100%). The data represent an average of two experiments.
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ferent clones are shown in Fig. 5. RIE-1 stable clones were
suspended in soft agar in the presence of 10% serum. Clones
expressing wild-type HGK and the kinase-active mutant
(T187E) formed small colonies similar to vector control clones,
indicating that HGK activity alone was not sufficient for full
transformation of this cell line. However, we noticed that ex-
pression of kinase-inactive HGK (T191E) completely abro-
gated the ability of these cells to grow in soft agar (Fig. 6A,
bottom two panels).

To test whether HGK expression affected cell growth in
monolayer culture, the relative cell doubling time for RIE-1
cells expressing mutant forms of HGK was assessed (Fig. 6B).
All clones showed similar growth rates in monolayer cultures
in both 1% serum (shown) and 10% serum (data not shown).
These data suggest that HGK kinase activity is not directly
required for mitogenic signaling from serum growth factors
when cells are attached yet functions in anchorage-indepen-
dent growth.

HGK mutants: effects on cell adhesion and integrin receptor
levels. The ability of inactive HGK to suppress the growth of
RIE-1 cells in soft agar suggested that this kinase may function
in pathways that regulate the anchorage dependence of normal
cell growth. The anchorage dependence of growth in adherent
cells is mediated by essential signal transduction pathways
downstream of activated integrin receptors (19, 20). We there-
fore examined the effects of HGK on integrin receptor func-
tion.

RIE-1 cells expressing wild-type, active, or inactive HGK
were tested for the ability to attach and spread on the integrin
ligand fibronectin. The rate of cell spreading was measured as
a function of time. Expression of kinase-active (T187E) HGK
decreased the rate at which cells spread compared with vector
control clones (Fig. 7). Conversely, expression of the inactive
(T191E) HGK significantly increased the rate of cell spreading.
This spreading phenotype was observed with multiple clones
expressing each mutant form of HGK.

Cell spreading is a function of both integrin receptor en-

gagement and changes in cytoskeleton. To assess whether
HGK has effects on integrin receptor-ligand interaction, we
tested these stable cell lines in cell attachment assays. RIE-1
cells were plated on different concentrations of fibronectin,
and percent attachment as a function of fibronectin levels was
calculated based on a polylysine standard curve to eliminate

FIG. 5. HGK expression levels in stable clones of RIE-1 cells.
(A)Western blot of SDS–6% PAGE on which HGK-Myc protein im-
munoprecipitated with anti-Myc antiserum was separated is shown.
Vector clones contain an empty pLXSN virus. Active clones contain
the T187E HGK mutant virus, and inactive clones contain the T191E
HGK virus.

FIG. 6. HGK kinase activity is required for growth of RIE-1 cells in
soft agar but not growth in monolayer. (A) Shown are photomicro-
graphs (10� magnification) of colonies formed in soft agar from RIE-1
stable clones after 28 days of growth. (B) Shown is a semilogarithmic
plot of growth curves generated for the same six RIE clones shown in
A over a 4-day period, with duplicate wells counted every 24 h.
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background due to differences in cell number and plating ef-
ficiency. Compared with the vector control, the inactive-ki-
nase-expressing clones demonstrated increased rates of adhe-
sion, while the active-kinase-expressing clones (T187E)
showed a reduced rate of adhesion (Fig. 8). Similar results

were obtained with multiple clones. Therefore, HGK appears
to negatively regulate RIE-1 cell adhesion to fibronectin.

Major fibronectin receptors in epithelial cells include �5�1
and �v�3. Function-blocking integrin antibodies were used to
show that RIE-1 cell adhesion to fibronectin is mediated, at
least in part, by �5�1 receptors. Adhesion of these cells to
fibronectin was completely blocked by treatment of cells with
anti-�1 antibodies and partially blocked by treatment with
anti-�5 antibodies, while anti-�3 antibodies had no effect (data
not shown). The level of �5 and �1 integrin receptor subunits
on the cell surface of HGK-expressing RIE-1 clones was mea-
sured by fluorescence-activated cell sorting. While there was
no effect on �1 levels, the �5 levels were somewhat higher in
the inactive-kinase-expressing clones and lower in the active-
kinase-expressing clones relative to vector controls (Fig. 9).

HGK effect on cell invasion and morphogenesis. RIE-1 cells
were used to test the effects of HGK mutant expression on cell
growth, morphogenesis, and invasion in Matrigel. In a three-
dimensional invasion or tubulogenesis assay (2, 34), cells were
suspended in Matrigel and cultured in the presence and ab-
sence of hepatocyte growth factor (HGF). As was seen previ-
ously with kidney epithelial cells, HGF was both mitogenic and
morphogenic for RIE-1 cells in this assay, as demonstrated by

FIG. 7. Role for HGK in cell spreading. RIE-1 stable clones ex-
pressing active and inactive alleles of HGK as well as vector controls
were detached with trypsin and plated on fibronectin. Photomicro-
graphs (10� magnification) were taken at various time points there-
after. The graph shows the relative number of spread (phase-dark)
cells counted in three separate fields for each clone as a function of
time. Representative photographs from the 170-min time point are
shown on top.

FIG. 8. HGK kinase activity interferes with cell attachment. RIE-1
stable clones expressing active and inactive alleles of HGK as well as
vector controls were detached with trypsin and plated on various con-
centrations of fibronectin (FN). After 60 min, unattached cells were
washed away, and the remaining cells were stained with crystal violet.
(A) Photomicrographs (2� magnification) show the presence of re-
maining cells at different concentrations of fibronectin. (B) By com-
parison with a standard curve of cells plated on polylysine, the relative
amount of cells was quantified by measuring the amount of solubilized
dye by optical density. The graph shows the relative optical density at
550 nm as a function of fibronectin concentration for the different
RIE-1 clones.
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inducing them to grow and invade the surrounding Matrigel,
forming large lattice-like networks (Fig. 10A, compare vector
control with and without HGF). In the absence of HGF, RIE-1
cells survived in the Matrigel but showed a slower growth rate.
Clones expressing either the wild-type or the T187E mutant of
HGK gave larger networks of invading cells than the vector
controls within the same time frame. However, cells expressing
the inactive T191E form of HGK were almost fully blocked in
their invasive response, forming spheroid colonies. In contrast
to their inability to invade, the T191E mutant cells appeared to
be able to respond mitogenically to HGF and proliferate (Fig.
10A, compare T191E clones with and without HGF). Similar
effects were observed when cells expressing the mutant allele
K54R were tested (data not shown). These data suggest that
blocking HGK kinase-dependent signaling specifically blocked
the morphogenic response of the cells to HGF.

Next we asked whether HGK plays a role in directional
invasion (chemotaxis toward HGF). To address this question,
RIE-1 cells were seeded in a Boyden chamber coated with
Matrigel, and the rate of invasion was measured. RIE-1 stable
pools overexpressing wild-type HGK showed significantly in-
creased migration through the Matrigel towards HGF com-

pared with either the vector control or parental cells (Fig.
10B). In contrast, the inactive-HGK-expressing pools were sig-
nificantly retarded in invasive response.

Effects of HGK mutants on HGF intracellular signaling. In
view of the ability of the HGK mutants to interfere with HGF-
induced morphogenic and invasive responses, effects on imme-
diate downstream signaling from the HGF receptor, Met, were
examined in RIE-1 clones expressing HGK mutants. The level
of Met receptor expression as well as the level of receptor
phosphorylation in response to HGF stimulation was not sig-
nificantly affected (Fig. 11A and C). Next we examined three of
the major signaling pathways that have been reported to func-
tion in HGF-induced morphogenesis, the mitogen-activated
protein kinase pathway, the phosphatidylinositol 3-kinase/
AKT pathway, and STAT3 activation (11, 41, 42).

As shown in Fig. 11B, we observed little or no effect on both
ERK1/ERK2 and AKT activation with HGF stimulation. In
contrast, we noted an attenuation of STAT3 phosphorylation
on both of the regulatory residues, tyrosine 705 and serine 727,
in the cells expressing the kinase-inactive HGK. To rule out
the possibility that this effect was due to clonal variation, we
examined HGF stimulation of STAT3 phosphorylation in two

FIG. 9. HGK mutant expression affects cell surface �5 integrin subunit levels. By fluorescence-activated cell sorting analysis, the level of cell
surface integrin receptors was compared for different RIE-1 stable clones. Histograms show the relative fluorescence intensity of cells stained with
fluorescein isothiocyanate-labeled integrin receptor antibodies. The level of specific integrin receptor (�5 subunit on top and �1 subunit on the
bottom) are shown as open green peaks. Isotype controls are shown as solid purple peaks. The relative shift of the green peak to the right relative
to the isotype control indicates the level of that particular receptor. Numbers in the upper right corner of each histogram are the mean fluorescence
intensity (normalized to the relevant isotype control).
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independent clones expressing inactive HGK (T191E-8 and
T191E-12). The panel shown in Fig. 11C illustrates that
STAT3 tyrosine phosphorylation was inhibited in both of these
clones. In addition, a small increase in STAT3 Y705 phosphor-

ylation was observed in the clones expressing the active forms
(wild type or T187E) of HGK in some experiments (Fig. 11C).
We also observed STAT3 serine 727 phosphorylation to be
inhibited in both kinase-inactive clones (data not shown). We
confirmed the protein band observed as STAT3 by immuno-
precipitation with a STAT3 antibody, followed by probing with
the phospho-STAT3 antibodies (data not shown). These data
suggest that HGK functions in the activation of STAT3 down-
stream of the stimulated Met receptor. No increase in basal
STAT3 phosphorylation was observed in the RIE clones ex-
pressing active HGK forms or in 293T cells transiently trans-
fected with wild-type HGK, indicating that this kinase cannot
activate STAT3 on its own but rather modulated the stimula-
tion of STAT3 phosphorylation with HGF stimulation (Fig. 11
and data not shown).

To further investigate the involvement of HGK in STAT3
activation, we designed experiments to test whether HGK and
STAT3 were associated in cells. As shown in Fig. 12A, we
transfected 293T cells with wild-type and kinase-inactive HGK,
followed by immunoprecipitation of proteins with anti-STAT3.
We observed that the transfected HGK coimmunoprecipitated
with endogenous STAT3. The association between STAT3 and
HGK was not dependent on HGK kinase activity, as the wild-
type and kinase-inactive proteins coimmunoprecipitated with
similar efficiency. We next preformed a similar coimmunopre-
cipitation from the RIE stable clones with and without HGF
stimulation (Fig. 12B). In this cell system as well, we observed
that HGK was retained in the STAT3 immunoprecipitation.
These data suggest that HGK and STAT3 are part of the same
signaling complex and suggest a direct involvement of HGK in
modulation of STAT3 phosphorylation in response to HGF.

DISCUSSION

We identified a novel form of HGK in a human glioblastoma
cell line cDNA library. Compared with other forms of HGK
isolated from macrophage and brain, and with the mouse or-
tholog NIK, this form showed multiple different splice varia-
tions. We analyzed the overall genomic structure of the HGK
gene and found it to include 33 exons, with nine regions (mod-
ules) of alternative splicing. EST data suggest that all of these
alternative modules are present in expressed proteins, result-
ing in a complex family of HGK isoforms. While many genes
are alternatively spliced, the HGK gene has an unusually large
amount of alternative splicing. At least five different isoforms
were identified from each of four tumor cell line sources,
indicating that multiple isoforms are present in the same cell.
Alternative splicing modulated the length of the coiled-coil
domain, the composition of the CNH domain, and an array of
PxxP motifs.

Given the variations in these protein-protein interaction do-
mains, different splice forms are likely to be differentially lo-
calized and/or regulated. For example, the HGK clone isolated
from glioblastoma cells has the PXXP-containing M3 module,
while an alternative PXXP-containing module, M4, replaces
M3 in the clones isolated from macrophage (51) and mouse
adipocytes (43). The consensus sequences of the PXXP motifs
in M3 and M4 differ so that HGK isoforms containing one or
the other may interact with different SH3-containing proteins.
Two PXXP motifs in M4 from NIK were shown to bind to the

FIG. 10. (A) Role for HGK in RIE cell morphogenesis. HGK
kinase expression affects RIE-1 cells in a tubulogenesis assay. Shown
are photomicrographs (3.2� magnification) of colonies formed in Ma-
trigel after 6 days of growth. Each clone is shown with and without
added HGF. Vector control is an RIE-1 clone with pLXSN alone.
WT-8 is a clone expressing wild-type HGK. T187E-7 is a clone ex-
pressing the active HGK mutant; T191E-12 and T191E-8 are two
clones expressing the inactive HGK mutant. (B) Role for HGK in RIE
cell invasion. Boyden chambers in which the cells of the lower mem-
brane are fixed and stained with crystal violet are shown. The amount
of staining is proportional to the number of cells that successfully
invaded through the Matrigel plug to colonize the lower membrane
after stimulation with 50 ng of human HGF per ml for 4 days. Tripli-
cate wells are shown from an experiment with RIE-1 stable pools
expressing vector alone, wild-type, or inactive (T191E) HGK.
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adapter protein Nck (43). The binding partners for the PXXP
motifs in M3 are unknown and under investigation. The inter-
actions mediated by these PXXP motifs may not be important
for the function of HGK in tumor cells, as M3 and M4 are
absent from the majority (88% and 98%, respectively) of the
isoforms identified in tumor cell lines.

With a probe that detects all HGK splice forms, we found
this kinase to be broadly overexpressed at the RNA level in a
large number of tumor cell lines relative to most normal tis-
sues. HGK does not map to a known tumor amplicon, yet the
overabundance of HGK RNA in tumor cell lines versus normal
tissue provides correlative evidence for a role for this kinase in
tumorigenesis. An active role for HGK kinase activity in cell
transformation is suggested by the fact that ectopic expression
of inactive forms blocked oncogenically relevant processes in
tissue culture cell models. It is important to note that both the
NIH 3T3 and RIE-1 cells used in these studies express detect-
able levels of HGK, suggesting that the inactive mutant acts in
a dominant negative manner (data not shown).

Expression of the inactive dominant negative mutant
blocked focus formation and anchorage-independent growth,
increased cell adhesion and spreading rates, and blocked inva-
sion and morphogenesis in response to HGF. In contrast, over-
expression of wild-type or active alleles slightly increased focus
formation, had no effect on anchorage-independent growth,
decreased cell adhesion and spreading, and potentiated the
cells’ invasive and morphogenic responses to HGF. Together
these results suggest that HGK catalytic activity is required for
anchorage-independent growth, causes the reduction of cell
adhesion, and increases invasive properties.

The ability of dominant negative HGK to block the growth
of RIE-1 cells in soft agar suggests that this kinase may func-
tion in pathways that regulate the anchorage dependence of
normal cell growth, implicating HGK in the so-called out-
side-in signaling from integrin receptors (24). Focal adhesion
kinase (FAK) has been shown to function in such pathways
(21, 25, 49). There was no measurable difference in autophos-
phorylation of FAK or phosphorylation of the FAK substrate
p130CAS during cell attachment in the stable cell lines express-
ing the various HGK mutants (data not shown), indicating that
HGK may function either downstream or independently of
FAK.

The effects of HGK mutants on integrin function and on
integrin receptor expression indicate that this kinase does ap-
pear to induce changes in cell adhesion or inside-out signaling.

FIG. 11. HGK mutant expression affects HGF-induced STAT3
phosphorylation. Western blots of cell lysates prepared from starved
RIE-1 cells with and without stimulation with 100 ng of HGF per ml

are shown. (A) Western blots of anti-Met receptor immunoprecipi-
tates (IP) probed with antiphosphotyrosine (�-pY) antibody in the top
panel and anti-Met receptor antibody in the bottom panel are shown.
(B) A panel of Western blots prepared from total cell lysates stimu-
lated for 0, 30, and 60 min with HGF are shown. From top to bottom:
anti-phospho-mitogen-activated protein kinase, anti-ERK1 plus anti-
ERK2, anti-phospho-AKT, anti-AKT anti-phospho-STAT3 (Y705),
anti-phospho-STAT3 (S727), and anti-STAT3. (C) Total cell lysates
from unstimulated cells and cells 30 min after HGF stimulation. The
top panel was probed with an anti-phospho-Y705 STAT3-specific an-
tibody; the middle panel was probed with an anti-STAT3 antibody; the
bottom panel shows anti-Met receptor immunoprecipitations from the
same lysates, probed with an anti-Met antibody. Data from RIE-1
clones expressing empty vector (vector), wild-type HGK, T187E HGK
(active mutant), and T191E HGK (inactive mutant) are shown.
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Integrin mediated inside-out and outside-in signaling are often
described as independent pathways, but there is evidence that
effects on one impinge on the other (reviewed in references 4
and 23). We observed that cells with higher HGK kinase ac-
tivity were less adherent to fibronectin. This effect may be
explained, at least in part, by the reduced surface expression of
integrin receptor �5 subunit in cells expressing active HGK.
While a comprehensive analysis of all integrin subunits levels
could not be done with available reagents for rat cells, we did
note that HGK also had similar effects on �2 subunit levels but
not on �1 subunit levels. Interestingly, NIK�/� mice show a
phenotype similar to those of fibronectin�/� and �5 integrin
receptor�/� mice, suggesting that NIK may also be involved in
the �5 integrin receptor regulation during embryogenesis (50).

As the changes in �5 subunit cell surface expression were
smaller than might be expected from the phenotypic changes
observed, HGK may also affect integrin signaling by an addi-

tional mechanism. The recent report showing physical associ-
ation, as well as colocalization in attaching cells of �1-integrin
receptor with NIK (mouse HGK) strongly suggests that HGK
plays a direct role in integrin receptor signaling in addition to
affecting �-integrin receptor levels, as we have shown (37).
Taken together, these observations point to both direct and
indirect involvement of HGK in the regulation of integrin
function and signaling.

This role for HGK in negative regulation of cell adhesion
may be conserved in other HGK family members, since TNIK
also appears to interfere with cell spreading in a kinase activity-
dependent manner in transient-transfection assays (22). A re-
duction in cell spreading rates was also observed previously
with other STE20 kinases, including STE20-like kinase (SLK)
and the p21-activated kinases �PAK and PAK4 (32, 39, 48). In
these three reports, the effects on cell spreading were attrib-
uted to effects on the cell cytoskeleton. Whether or not these

FIG. 12. HGK kinase coimmunoprecipitated with STAT3. (A) 293T cells were transfected with Myc-tagged wild-type K54R (inactive) HGK
and the vector control. Lysates were immunoprecipitated with anti-STAT3, followed by analysis on Western blots probed with anti-STAT3 (left)
and anti-Myc (middle). Total lysates were analyzed with anti-Myc in parallel. (B) RIE-1 clones expressing wild-type and kinase-inactive (T191E-12)
HGK were stimulated with HGF for 0 or 30 min Lysates were immunoprecipitated with both anti-Myc and anti-STAT3. The middle panel shows
the STAT3 immunoprecipitate probed with anti-Myc. The left panel shows the same immunoprecipitate probed with anti-STAT3, and the right
panel is an anti-Myc immunoprecipitate probed with anti-Myc for HGK. The HGK and STAT3 protein bands are indicated with arrows.
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other STE20 kinases modulated integrin-ligand binding in ad-
dition to effects on the cytoskeleton was not investigated.
STE20 kinases show significant homology within the kinase
domain and may share some cellular substrates, yet the lack of
homology in the regulatory domains of these kinases suggest
that they are not localized and/or regulated by the same mech-
anism. For example, the PAK kinases are directly regulated by
rho family G-proteins, while HGK is not regulated by Rac or
CDC42 and furthermore has been implicated to function up-
stream of Rac in the activation of JNK (45).

Increased HGK kinase activity through overexpression
caused a striking increase in the rate of cell invasion and
morphogenesis, while expression of a kinase-inactive mutant
blocked invasion and morphogenesis. Ectopic expression of
HGK was not sufficient to induce invasion on its own and
instead potentiated the invasive response of cells to HGF. A
similar potentiation role in HGF-induced invasion was shown
for the cytoplasmic domain of �6�4 integrin receptors (47).
Perhaps HGK also participates in the signaling complex with
the Met receptor and the �6�4 integrin receptor. In examina-
tion of signaling downstream of the Met receptor, we observed
a decrease in STAT3 phosphorylation on both Y705 and S727
with dominant negative HGK mutant expression. Both of these
phosphorylation events have been shown to increase the activ-
ity of STAT3 as a transcription factor (reviewed in reference
8).

STAT3 does not appear to be a direct substrate of HGK in
that STAT3 protein isolated from cells was not phosphorylated
when active, recombinant glutathione S-transferase-HGK ki-
nase domain was added in the presence of ATP (data not
shown). However, HGK protein was found to copurify with
STAT3 in immunoprecipitations of STAT3 from cells, suggest-
ing that they are part of the same protein complex. HGK could
modulate STAT3 activation by affecting its localization in the
cell or by regulating the kinases and phosphatases that directly
regulate STAT3. As STAT3 plays a role in HGF-induced in-
vasion, blocking STAT3 activation may be one mechanism by
which the inactive HGK mutants blocked RIE-1 cell invasion
and morphogenesis (6). STAT3 has also been implicated in
tumorigenesis in a number of different cell systems (7) and thus
could also be important for the dominant negative effects of
inactive HGK on focus formation and anchorage-independent
growth. A more detailed investigation of the function of HGK
in STAT3 activation will be the subject of a future study.

In conclusion, we present an analysis of the HGK gene with
its complex family of isoforms. We present evidence that this
human homolog of the msn and mig-15 kinases from Drosoph-
ila melanogaster and Caenorhabditis elegans functions in mor-
phogenic pathways not only during embryogenesis (50) but
also during tumorigenesis and/or invasion. Based on our ob-
servations and those of others, we suggest that this kinase may
function in the integration of extracellular signals from soluble
growth factors and from the extracellular matrix.
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