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Abstract

Background: Global DNA methylation alterations are hallmarks of cancer. The tumor-suppressive TET enzymes,

which are involved in DNA demethylation, are decreased in prostate cancer (PCa); in particular, TET2 is specifically
targeted by androgen-dependent mechanisms of repression in PCa and may play a central role in carcinogenesis.
Thus, the identification of key genes targeted by TET2 dysregulation may provide further insight into cancer biology.

Results: Using a CRISPR/Cas9-derived TET2-knockout prostate cell line, and through whole-transcriptome and whole-
methylome sequencing, we identified seven candidate genes—ASB2, ETNK2, MEIS2, NRG1, NTN1, NUDT10, and
SRPX—exhibiting reduced expression and increased promoter methylation, a pattern characteristic of tumor
suppressors. Decreased expression of these genes significantly discriminates between recurrent and non-recurrent
prostate tumors from the Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) cohort (n=423), and ASB2, NUDTI10, and SRPX were
significantly correlated with lower recurrence-free survival in patients by Kaplan-Meier analysis. ASB2, MEIS2, and
SRPX also showed significantly lower expression in high-risk Gleason score 8 tumors as compared to low or
intermediate risk tumors, suggesting that these genes may be particularly useful as indicators of PCa progression.
Furthermore, methylation array probes in the TCGA dataset, which were proximal to the highly conserved, differentially
methylated sites identified in our TET2-knockout cells, were able to significantly distinguish between matched prostate
tumor and normal prostate tissues (n = 50 pairs). Except ASB2, all genes exhibited significantly increased methylation at
these probes, and methylation status of at least one probe for each of these genes showed association with measures
of PCa progression such as recurrence, stage, or Gleason score. Since ASB2 did not have any probes within the
TET2-knockout differentially methylated region, we validated ASB2 methylation in an independent series of matched
tumor-normal samples (n = 19) by methylation-specific gPCR, which revealed concordant and significant increases in
promoter methylation within the TET2-knockout site.

Conclusions: Our study identifies seven genes governed by TET2 loss in PCa which exhibit an association between
their methylation and expression status and measures of PCa progression. As differential methylation profiles and TET2
expression are associated with advanced PCa, further investigation of these specialized TET2 targets may provide
important insights into patterns of carcinogenic gene dysregulation.
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Introduction

Prostate cancer (PCa) is the second most common cancer
diagnosed in men worldwide, with significant global in-
creases in incidence rates (2.4—21.4%) in 23 countries over
the last 10 years [1, 2]. Widespread epigenomic dysregula-
tion events in PCa have been identified as a hallmark of
tumorigenesis [3—6]. Among these, tumor-specific DNA
methylation (5mC) alterations and repression of gene ex-
pression are an emerging class of biomarkers as well as
potential therapeutic targets, highlighting their import-
ance in prostate carcinogenesis [7—14].

In PCa specifically, differential genomic patterns of 5mC
and its derivative, 5-hydroxymethylcytosine (5hmC) have
been linked to distinct molecular subtypes, indicating
clear epigenetic stratification within tumors. For example,
TMPRSS2-ERG fusion-positive tumors and tumors show-
ing either SPOP or FOXAI mutations possess distinct
methylation signatures as identified by unsupervised clus-
tering [5], while significant loss of 5hmC is observed only
within ERG-fusion negative PCa [15]. Our previous stud-
ies have shown that locus-specific 5hmC alteration is sig-
nificantly correlated to transcriptional repression of
multiple genes in prostate cancer cell lines, indicating the
potential functional importance of these changes [16].In
normal cells, the ten-eleven translocase (TET) family of
genes oxidize 5mC to 5hmC, regulating levels of both
epigenetic marks and promoting demethylation. The TET
family consists of three members—TETI, TET2, and
TET3—which generate 5hmC through Fe** and
a-ketoglutarate-dependent dioxygenase activity [17, 18].
While all TET genes show loss of expression in PCa tis-
sues, their mutation frequencies in primary prostate tu-
mors are low, in contrast to the high mutation rates
observed in metastatic castration-resistant prostate cancer
and hematological malignancies [19-24].

Of the three TET enzymes, TET2 in particular is
uniquely implicated as having a central role in PCa biology
due to its key involvement with androgen receptor (AR)
signaling. TET2 is able to bind to AR and its transcrip-
tional coactivators in a prostate-specific interaction and
has been linked to regulation of androgen-dependent
genes such as PSA [23]. In turn, expression of the
AR-induced microRNAs 29a and 29b specifically target
and downregulate TET2 in PCa, resulting in activation of
AR and mTOR signaling pathways and promoting
pro-carcinogenic biological functions [19, 20]. In contrast,
its family member TET3 has not been well investigated in
the context of PCa and, although TET1 is known to be
co-recruited along AR as part of a hormonal response in
normal prostate cells, this link has not yet been investi-
gated in PCa [25]. Furthermore, loss of TET2 activity has
profound implications on PCa development, where re-
duced TET2 expression is correlated with decreased

disease-free survival, increased Gleason score, and
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metastasis [20, 23]. Thus, there is ample evidence to sug-
gest that TET2 loss may act as a key mechanism of PCa
development, and exploration of its downstream target
genes may provide new insights into cancer biology.

To investigate TET2’s role in PCa pathogenesis, we
generated TET2 knockout (KO) cell-lines in representa-
tive normal prostate cells to discover key candidate
genes regulated by TET2-mediated methylation repro-
gramming. Here, we describe seven promising targets of
epigenetic modification directed by TET?2 loss by analyz-
ing their methylation and expression profiles in both
prostate-derived cell lines and prostate tumors from the
Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA). These target genes are
able to significantly differentiate between recurrent and
non-recurrent tumors based on their expression status,
further implicating TET2-governed changes as a signifi-
cant process in carcinogenesis. Promoter methylation
gain of one such promising candidate gene, ankyrin re-
peat and SOCS-box containing protein 2 (ASB2), within
the TET2-target site is investigated in an independent
series of primary prostate tumors. These studies eluci-
date the dynamics of TET2-mediated gene regulation in
order to develop a novel selection strategy for identifying
genes whose methylation and differential expression may
play a key role in prostate carcinogenesis.

Results

Generation of TET2-knockout prostate cell lines

Sanger sequencing of clonally expanded populations
using primers surrounding the indel target region
(Additional file 1: Figure S1; Additional file 2: Table S1)
revealed two CRISPR-knockout clones (CR1 and CR2;
derived from the “P38” Sigma gRNA sequence [see the
“Materials and methods” section for details]) exhibiting
truncation mutations resulting in loss of both binding
and catalytic domains [26]. CR1 showed heterozygous
deletion of a single A nucleotide on one allele, resulting
in a premature stop codon at 291aa, while CR2 showed
a 17-bp deletion on one strand and a 2-bp deletion on
another, resulting in functional homozygous knockout
and stop codons present at 252aa or 256aa, respectively
(Fig. 1a). Additional primer sequences were assessed to
confirm that no off-target effects were observed
(Additional file 2: Table S1, Additional file 3: Figure S2)
as per the protocol described by Mali et al. [27]. Briefly,
the last 13 bases of the gRNA sequence, along with the
TGG protospacer sequence, were run through NCBI
BLAST, and sequences with the highest similarity and
including the protospacer sequence were assessed. The
two sites tested for off-target effects possessed 93.8% se-

quence similarity (15/16 bases matching) to the
BLASTed sequence. Complete loss of TET2 protein ex-
pression in knockouts versus parental cells was
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confirmed via Western blot (Fig. 1b, Additional file 4:
Figure S3).

Methylation and expression profiles show extensive
epigenetic silencing in TET2-knockout cells

We performed next-generation sequencing (NGS) of
genomic DNA following methyl-binding protein capture
(MBD-Seq) and poly-A enriched mRNA (RNA-seq) to
determine the effects of TET2 loss on prostate cells at
both whole-methylome and whole-transcriptome levels.
We observed large increases in differentially methylated
regions (DMRs) in KOs versus parental cells (Fig. 1c,
Additional file 5: Figure S4). Similarly, extensive changes
in gene expression were observed in both KOs, with
17.3% and 4.5% more genes showing significant down-
regulation (> 1.5-fold decrease, p <0.05) than upregula-
tion (>1.5-fold increase, p<0.05) in CR1 and CR2,
respectively (Fig. 1d, Additional file 6: Figure S5). 47.1%
of downregulated genes and 42.3% of upregulated genes
were shared between both TET2 KO cell lines.

As promoter methylation gain is likely correlated with
decreases in gene expression in cancer, especially in
tumor suppressors [15-17], we examined the proportion
of genes that showed both significant downregulation of
expression (p < 0.05, edgeR v 3.8.6) and concomitant in-
creased promoter methylation (p < 0.05, DiffBind), in ei-
ther knockout (Fig. 1e), of which 36.7% were commonly
shared between both KOs. We found that 14.5% (146
genes) of all genes exhibiting promoter methylation in
CR1 also showed significant expression loss, which was
comparable to the 16.6% of such genes (291 genes) dis-
covered in CR2. A further 54 of these genes overlapped
between both knockouts (Additional file 7: Table S2).

Subsequently, all genes exhibiting expression changes in
either knockout were further assessed to determine their
suitability as key targets of TET2-mediated reprogramming.

A selected panel of key candidate genes exhibits differential
methylation and downregulation in an independent cohort
of primary prostate tumors

To identify the most significantly affected TET2-target
genes with evidence of the highest potential impact in our
model, we first compared global expression profiles in our
cell line models to those reported in a subset of tumors
from the TCGA which were in the bottom 10th percentile
of TET2 expression (n=43 of 423 total tumors) as
compared to normal prostate tissue from the same cohort
(n=35). Out of 4192 genes with significantly decreased
expression in either TET2 knockout (p <0.05, FC<0.75,
edgeR; independent of methylation status), 780 genes ex-
hibited significant loss of expression below the
Bonferroni-corrected p value threshold of 1.193E-5
(Mann-Whitney U test) in the low-TET2 TCGA subset
(Fig. 2a, Additional file 8: Figure S6). Of these genes, 61
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exhibited significant promoter methylation (p < 0.05, Diff-
Bind) in our knockout cell lines, all of which had also been
identified as exhibiting significant 5hmC loss in cancer
cells from our previous study [16], implicating them as
strong potential targets of TET-mediated demethylation
(Additional file 9: Table S3). In turn, all but one of these
genes exhibited significantly altered methylation in the
low-TET2 TCGA tumors with methylation array data
available (n = 43) as compared to normal prostate samples
(n=50). Fourteen of these 60 genes exhibited significant
association with ERG fusion status (Mann-Whitney U
test, Bonferroni-corrected p-value < 0.05), of which 11
showed  significantly  increased  expression in
ERG-positive tumors and three showed significantly
decreased expression (Additional file 10: Table S4). TET2
expression was also significantly decreased in ERG-negative
as compared to ERG-positive tumors (p=7.124E-05,
Mann-Whitney U test).

Next, we assessed the ability of these 60 TET2-target
genes to distinguish between prostate tumor and normal
samples (n =35) expressing variable levels of TET2, in
either all tumors with expression data available (n =423,
Fig. 2b) or in matched tumor and normal pairs only (n
=35, Fig. 2c). Twenty-seven genes exhibited significant
loss of expression below the Bonferroni-corrected p
value threshold (p <4.2373E-4, Mann-Whitney U test)
in both sets and were further assessed via pathway
analysis.

TET2-target genes are involved in critical biological
processes governing signaling interactions and the
immune system

We assessed significantly enriched biological pathway
annotations (binomial p value < 0.05) for (a) all methyl-
ated and downregulated genes from our TET2-KO cells
alone and (b) the 27 candidate genes identified above,
with the Genomic Regions Enrichment of Annotations
Tool (GREAT), using the whole genome as a back-
ground. Enriched pathways would not only highlight key
functions significantly affected by global TET2-mediated
alteration of the genes (set a), but would also provide
insight into the potential biological consequences of can-
didate gene silencing (set b).

Among all silenced genes in our knockouts (set a), many
of the pathways enriched were associated with immune
functionality, cellular adhesion, and cell death, especially
with regards to the formation of inflammasomes, oligo-
meric complexes involved in inflammatory cytokine gen-
eration, and cell death (Additional file 11: Figure S7).
When examining the panel of 27 candidate genes (set b), a
differential pathway clustering profile enriched for path-
ways including phosphate metabolism, microtubule
organization, cell-cell signaling, and DNA helicase activity
was observed (Fig. 3). Interestingly, five of the 27
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Fig. 1 Methylation and expression profiles of CRISPR-Cas9 TET2-knockout cells. a Sanger sequencing chromatograms depict deletion sites observed in
CR1 (green bar; heterozygous knockout) or CR2 (blue bar; functional homozygous knockout) which occur within the CRISPR guide RNA target site
(orange bar). Mutant sequences for each knockout are shown, compared to the parental TET2 sequence above. b Western blot shows complete loss of
both TET2 isoforms in CR1 and CR2 knockouts as compared to parental RWPE-1 cells (top). Ku80 loading control is shown on the bottom. ¢ Methylation
levels are globally increased in TET2-knockout cells, with more differentially methylated regions (DMRs) in the promoter, gene body, and overall in both
knockouts as compared to RWPE-1 (DiffBind, p < 0.05, n = 2). CR2 exhibits higher methylation levels as compared to CR1.The graph depicts the number
of DMRs exhibiting increased methylation as compared to RWPE-1 (for CR1 and CR2) or as compared to either knockout (for RWPE-1). d Gene
expression profiles show comparable levels of upregulation and downregulation in both knockouts, with 17.3% and 4.5% more genes showing
significant downregulation than upregulation (1.5-fold change, p < 0.05). e Visual depiction of gene selection to identify genes exhibiting both
significant methylation in the promoter region and significant loss of expression in either knockout (left, CR1; right, CR2) as compared to the total
number of methylated genes

candidate genes identified above (ANOI, MEIS2, PDE4A,
PMP22, and SRPX) were identified through pathway ana-
lysis as genes known to be downregulated in prostate can-
cer samples specifically, indicating the relevance of these
candidates to PCa in other datasets as well.

Expression levels and methylation status of key TET2-target
genes exhibit correlation with measures of prostate cancer
progression

As reduced TET2 levels are correlated with advanced
PCa and decreased survival [19, 22], we assessed the
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Fig. 2 Genes exhibiting expression loss in TET2-knockout cell lines show discriminatory ability between normal prostate and prostate tumor
based on expression status. Unsupervised heatmaps depict expression values normalized by gene for a 780 genes exhibiting significant loss of
expression in both TET2-knockout cells (edgeR, p < 0.05) and a subset of tumors from the Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) within the lowest 10th
percentile of TET2 expression (Mann-Whitney U, p < 1.193E-5), on this low-TET2 tumor subset; b 60 genes matching the above criteria and
exhibiting increased promoter methylation in TET2 knockouts (DiffBind, p < 0.05), in all TCGA tumors with expression data available (n =423) or
c in matched tumor and normal pairs (n = 35). Expression gradient bar indicates normalized expression levels, ranging from highest (yellow) to
lowest (dark blue). TET2 gradient bar indicates TET2 expression in the entire TCGA dataset, ranging from highest (cream) to lowest (black). ERG
fusion status is annotated in the entire TCGA dataset where data is available. Dendrograms indicate clustering between tissue samples
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ability of changes in expression of our 27 TET2-target
candidate genes to discriminate based on pathological
stage, Gleason score (GS), and recurrence in the TCGA
dataset (n =423 tumor samples). Lowered expression of
nine of these genes was able to significantly distinguish

recurrent tumors from  non-recurrent tumors
(Mann-Whitney U test, p<0.05, Table 1). Five genes
could distinguish between tumors of differing patho-
logical stage and Gleason scores. Of these, ankyrin re-
peat and SOCS box protein 2 (ASB2), Meis homeobox 2
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Fig. 3 Pathway analysis of candidate genes significantly altered by TET2-knockout. Selected, significant pathway enrichment annotations from
GREAT for genes exhibiting significantly altered expression in both TET2-knockout cell lines and in tumor versus normal samples from the TCGA
(binomial p value < 0.05). Bar coloration indicates the number of candidate genes enriched within each pathway
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(MEIS2), and sushi repeat-containing protein X-linked
(SRPX) were able to specifically distinguish GS6 or GS7
from GS8 or higher tumors (Bonferroni-adjusted Dunn
test, p < 0.05).

We next examined the performance of these nine
genes’ expression levels in discriminating between pros-
tate tumor and normal tissue through receiver operating
curve (ROC) analysis in the TCGA cohort (Fig. 4a,
Table 2). All genes exhibited strong performance, with
ETNK?2 expression providing the highest accuracy of
classification (AUC =0.919, 95% CI 0.886-0.952; sensi-
tivity = 0.797, specificity = 0.943). However, although all
nine genes were significant predictors of tumor status in
univariate logistic regression analyses, four genes in par-
ticular—MEIS2, NRG1, NTN1, and NUDT10—were de-
termined to be independent predictors by multivariate
logistic regression (Table 3).

As Mann-Whitney U analysis indicated that the ex-
pression of the nine candidate genes was correlated with

recurrence, we assessed whether decreased gene

expression was correlated with recurrence-free survival
in PCa through X-tile and Kaplan-Meier analysis.
Lowered expression of three of the nine genes—ASB2,
NUDTI10, and SRPX—was significantly correlated with
poor prognosis in PCa patients (Fig. 4b), while two more
genes—ETNK2 and NTNI—were trending (p<0.10,
Additional file 12: Figure S8). Overall, these analyses ex-
hibited the utility of these genes as promising indicators
of PCa status and progression.

We subsequently examined methylation of the nine
candidate genes able to distinguish recurrent tumors in
the TCGA database at sites proximal to (+500bp) or
within regions gaining methylation in our KO cell line
models to assess possible linkages between the TET2-
target gene panel and PCa. Out of the nine genes, seven
possessed TCGA probes proximal to our TET2-KO
differential methylation sites which showed discrimin-
atory ability between matched tumor and normal sam-
ples (n=50 pairs) based on differential methylation
values at specific CpG sites (Table 4, Fig. 5a).

Table 1 Significant changes in TET2-target gene expression associated with prostate cancer development and progression

Gene Tumor vs normal' ~ Tumor vs normal’  Recurrence' Stage1 Gleason score (overall)>  GS6 vs GS7°  GS6 vs GS8+>  GS7 vs GS8 +°
Matched tumor All TCGA tumors
and normal
ASB2 2.9543E-08 1.1163E-10 0.0189 0.0095 3.1843E-05 0.17 0.00044413 2.1003E-4
ETNK2 8.0425E-15 1.6991E-16 0.0147 03725 0.1526 1 0.4005 0.0924
KCNJ15  1.1797E-09 6.9856E-14 0.0436 06534 00842 04247 1 0.0487
MEIS2 8.6435E-09 1.4128E-13 0.0125 0.0256 0.0010 05208 0.0100 0.0015
NRG1 1.6456E-05 1.9533E-11 0.0013 0.0023 0.0016 1 0.0918 6.6543E-4
NTNT 3.1531E-05 1.1782E-07 0.0091 0.0261 0.0273 1 0.205 0.0139
NUDT10  2.4896E—08 2.8735E-10 0.0235 05739 04542 04667 0.3151 0.9259
PDE4A 2.1250E-09 1.2586E—-12 0.0431 06292  0.5444 0.9831 1 04186
SRPX 1.0079E-05 3.2133E-08 0.0078 0.0014 1.1851E-07 1 0.0014 8.9930E-08

Bolded and underlined numbers represent significant p values as derived from 'Mann-Whitney U test, *Kruskal-Wallis test, and >Bonferroni-adjusted Dunn test
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Fig. 4 Candidate gene expression is indicative of tumor status and can predict worse recurrence-free survival in patients. a Receiver operating
characteristic (ROC) curves for individual candidate gene expression, stratifying between benign (n=35) and tumor (n =423) patients in the TCGA
cohort. AUCs and 95% confidence intervals for each gene are provided on the right. b X-tile analysis and Kaplan-Meier plots for prediction of
biochemical recurrence-free survival in the TCGA cohort. Left: X-tile plots depict x° values for all possible data divisions, with brightness indicating
strength of association and green coloration indicating a direct relationship. Black circles on the bottom bars for each graph depict automatically
generated cut points maximizing the x° value in an auto-generated training set. Middle: Histogram depicting the number of patients in the
auto-generated validation set below (blue) or above (gray) the cutoff point. Right: Kaplan-Meier plot showing recurrence-free survival in low-expressing
(blue, below cutoff) or high-expressing (gray, above cutoff) groups for each gene. Log-rank p values are indicated on each graph
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Methylation of SRPX was found to be completely inde-
pendent of ERG fusion status in tumors. ASB2, MEIS2,
and NRGI methylation was increased in ERG-fusion
positive tumors, while ETNK2, NTNI, and NUDTIO

showed decreased methylation associated with ERG sta-
tus (Additional file 13: Table S5). Gene probe methyla-
tion differences were validated in an independent
methylation array dataset (1 =90; accession number
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Table 2 Sensitivity and specificity for nine candidate genes in
classifying prostate tumor vs normal

Gene Sensitivity Specificity
ASB2 0631 0914
ETNK2 0.797 0.943
KCNJ15 0.778 0.886
MEIS2 0.839 0.829
NRG1 0.619 0971
NTN1 0.749 0.771
NUDT10 0.787 0.743
PDE4A 0.759 0.829
SRPX 0.73 0.714

GSE73549), with probes in all genes except for ASB2 able
to significantly distinguish between normal tissues,
prostate tumors, and lymph node PCa metastases
(Kruskal-Wallis test p < 0.05, Additional file 14: Table S6).
Increased methylation of two probes in MEIS2
(cg01566404 and cg13800209) was also able to signifi-
cantly distinguish between prostate tumor sites and meta-
static cancer (Bonferroni-adjusted Dunn test, p < 0.05).

All genes except ASB2 exhibited significantly increased
tumor methylation as compared to normal prostate in
all significant proximal probes, while ASB2 methylation
was significantly decreased in TCGA prostate tumors at
all significant probes within the promoter as well as its
single proximal probe (Additional file 15: Figure S9,
Table 5, Fig. 6). These findings were reflected in univari-
ate logistic regression analyses of logistic-transformed
methylation S-values (M-values; Table 6) in the entire
TCGA dataset (n = 478), where ASB2 methylation probes
were unique in exhibiting significant association with
tumor status based on decreased, rather than increased,
methylation values (ORs ranging from 0.09 to 0.30). In-
triguingly, ASB2 did not possess any probes located
within the ASB2 promoter methylation peak from the
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TET2-KO differentially methylated site (DMS), raising
the possibility that the increased methylation observed
in TET2 KO cells was specific to that region. Most
methylation probes exhibited strong discriminatory
performance between tumor and normal tissue, with
median AUC of 0.834 and probes within three genes—
MEIS2, NRG1, and SRPX—exhibiting sensitivities greater
than 90% (Table 5). However, multivariate logistic re-
gression analyses indicated that probes in ETNK2
(cg20136584, Wald p value=0.0014) and NRGI
(cg00614182, Wald p value =0.049) were independent
predictors of tumor versus normal status in the TCGA
cohort, indicating that increased methylation of these
genes may be particularly important in PCa (Table 6).
Next, we examined methylation of these proximal probes
in all tumors from the TCGA cohort (1 =428) as possible
discriminators for the aforementioned clinicopathological
variables (Table 4, Additional file 16: Figure S10). All seven
genes with proximal probes possessed at least one probe
able to significantly distinguish tumors of any GS (6, 7a,
7b, or 8+) from normal samples (Bonferroni-adjusted
Dunn test, p < 0.05). Furthermore, all genes except MEIS2
and ASB2 possessed at least one methylation probe able to
significantly distinguish tumors based on recurrence
(Mann-Whitney U test, p < 0.05). Kaplan-Meier analysis of
these significant probes revealed that high methylation
levels at three NRGI probes were significantly associated
with poor outcome in terms of recurrence-free survival
(Fig. 5b). Two more probes in NRGI (cg00614182,
log-rank p value=0.0544) and ETNK2 (cg20136584,
log-rank p value = 0.0693) were trending for significance.

TET2-target gene ASB2 exhibits localized and specific gain
of promoter methylation in prostate tumors within the
TET2-target site

As ASB2 was unique among the seven candidate genes
in exhibiting a differential methylation pattern in its
proximal methylation probes in the TCGA as compared

Table 3 Univariate and multivariate logistic regression analyses for classification of prostate tumor vs normal prostate

Gene Univariate Univariate Univariate Multivariate Multivariate Multivariate
p value odds ratio confidence interval p value odds ratio confidence interval
ASB2 2.05E-08%** 0.998 0.997-0.998 0.96 1 0.998-1.002
ETNK2 2.34E-13%** 0.99 0.987-0.993 0.1 0.996 0.992-1.001
KCNJ15 1.50E-10%** 0.983 0.978-0.988 0.17 0.995 0.988-1.002
MEIS2 7.25E—14%** 0.997 0.997-0.998 0.019% 0.998 0.997-1.000
NRG1 2.07E-08*** 0.97 0.959-0.980 0.028* 0.98 0.964-0.998
NTN1 2.08E-06** 0.997 0.995-0.998 0.028* 1.004 1.000-1.007
NUDT10 1.26E-05%** 0.998 0.997-0.999 0.010* 0.999 0.998-1.000
PDE4A 3.37E-10%** 0.993 0.991-0.995 0.064 0.997 0.993-1.000
SRPX 1.42E-077%%* 0.994 0.992-0.997 0.89 1 0.997-1.003

Statistical significance indicated by asterisks: *0.01 < p < 0.05; **0.001 < p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Note: odds ratios are modest due to the large scale range of the data (see Fig. 4b)
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Fig. 5 Tumor methylation comparison of candidate genes and predictive ability for recurrence. a Unsupervised heatmap depicting methylation
beta values normalized by probe for seven genes exhibiting significantly altered expression and methylation in both knockouts and matched
prostate tumor and normal samples (n = 50). Methylation gradient bar indicates normalized methylation levels, ranging from highest (yellow) to
lowest (dark blue). Dendrograms indicate clustering between tissue samples. b X-tile analysis depicting methylation probes significantly associated
with outcome. High-methylation probe status (gray, above cutoff) was indicative of worse recurrence-free survival as compared to patients with
low-methylation probe status (blue, below cutoff) for the three probes shown. Log-rank p values are indicated on each graph
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to our KOs, we selected this gene for further validation to
assess the specificity and accuracy of the TET2-directed
methylation changes observed in our cell line model.
Following validation of ASB2 methylation and expres-
sion data from sequencing via MBD-qPCR and
RT-qPCR, respectively, in both KO and parental cells
(Additional file 17: Figure S11 and Additional file 18:
Figure S12), we examined methylation levels of our
TET2-KO-specific DMR in an independent, limited series

of primary patient samples comprised of matched normal
and tumor tissues (1 = 19 per group).

We found that, in concordance with the results ob-
served in our TET2 KO models and in contrast to our
observations in the TCGA dataset, methylation of the
ASB2 promoter region was significantly increased in
tumor samples as compared to normal (p=0.04067,
paired Wilcoxon signed-rank test, Fig. 7). This observa-
tion underscores both qualitative and quantitative
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Table 5 Sensitivity and specificity of candidate gene methylation
in classifying prostate tumor vs normal prostate tissue

Gene Probe ID Sensitivity Specificity AUC
ASB2 €g01956154 0514 038 0.684
ASB2 €g19949550 0.759 08 0.834
ASB2 €g09247392 061 0.84 0.747
ETNK2 cg20136584 061 0.92 0.803
ETNK2 €g21535580 0486 09 0.687
ETNK2 €g00103329 0612 0.94 0.798
ETNK2 cg01566404 0.703 0.86 0.79
MEIS2 cg01958086 0811 0.84 0.879
MEIS2 €g03951374 0.86 0.92 0917
MEIS2 €g 13800209 0914 0.84 0.909
MEIS2 cg07433663 0.79 0.88 0.881
MEIS2 921643314 0.867 0.82 0.871
NRG1 €g04773818 0.794 09 0.849
NRG1 cg04555373 0.902 0.88 0912
NRG1 €g03430846 0.888 0.86 0.891
NRG1 €g24946597 0.855 0.92 0914
NRG1 cg00614182 0.862 0.84 0.881
NTN1 cg14615768 0.839 0.94 0.926
NTN1 cg17072465 0481 094 0.671
NUDT10 €g21844331 0.381 0.86 0.62
NUDT10 €g22363867 0.755 0.7 0.747
NUDT10 cg15159291 0.341 0.86 061
NUDT10 cg00648125 0.558 0.84 0.712
NUDT10 €g02975846 0.558 0.88 0.705
NUDT10 €g20430749 0311 1 0.558
NUDT10 cg06481089 0.306 092 0.603
NUDT10 €g09520583 05 0.92 0.75
SRPX €g16626088 0.762 0.66 0.771
SRPX cg14759284 0818 092 0.902
SRPX €g19736094 0.895 09 0.925
SRPX €g17407511 0.874 09 0.909
SRPX €g27485646 0.902 0.84 0.905
SRPX €g03509565 038 0.92 0.905

differences occurring in methylation marks within the
TET2-targeted ASB2 gene region.

Discussion

Multiple lines of evidence have implicated a role for dys-
regulation of the master epigenetic regulator TET2 in
PCa development and progression. Although TET2 is
less frequently mutated in primary PCa as compared to
metastatic PCa, several factors have been hypothesized
as potentially contributing to its loss of expression, in-
cluding hypoxia, which deprives TET enzymes of the
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oxygen required for their dioxygenase activity, alter-
ations in expression of TET-governing transcription fac-
tors such as high-mobility group AT-hook 2 (HGMA?2),
and repression of TET by oncogenic miRNAs [25, 28].
Furthermore, TET2 exhibits high mutation rates
(10-20%) and extensive loss of heterozygosity (~ 60%) in
metastatic prostate tumors [21-23, 28]. Genome-wide
association studies have also shown increased PCa risk
linked to an intergenic TET2-proximal SNP (rs7679673)
[23, 29]. However, perhaps due to its low somatic muta-
tion rates in primary prostate cancer, TET2-mediated
changes have not been systematically investigated as po-
tential drivers of cancer development. Therefore, we per-
formed TET2 KO in normal prostate RWPE-1 cells to
identify targets of TET2 mediation that may be import-
ant in prostate carcinogenesis.

Of the two different KOs, CR1 (the heterozygous knock-
out) showed unique methylation targeting of 487 genes,
while the homozygous knockout model CR2 had 2682
uniquely methylated genes. TET2 haploinsufficiency is
enough to alter cellular properties and contribute to
hematological malignancies, possibly due to a decrease in
its catalytic activity [26, 30]. However, as complete loss of
TET?2 protein is observed in both KOs, these findings sug-
gest that certain TET2 mutations may cause a dominant
negative phenotype. The usage of