11 Research & Innovation / &lE R .

PolyU Milestones / December 2013

Life Sciences 4 fn R £

Sleeping Beauty lends a hand
to cancer research
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A method named after a fairy tale heroine has helped
researchers develop a sophisticated model for the study

of malignant tumours.
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orking with a team of international researchers,
W Dr Vincent Keng Wee-keong, Assistant Professor of

the Department of Applied Biology and Chemical
Technology, has developed a sophisticated model for
investigating malignant peripheral nerve sheath tumours
(MPNSTSs), rare but aggressive tumours associated with
extremely poor prognosis. The development paves the way for
the discovery of new genes and genetic pathways, potentially
leading to therapies for this deadly form of cancer resistant to
all current treatment regimes.

To identify the genes promoting MPNST formation in mice, the
team — from the University of Minnesota, Cincinnati Children’s
Hospital, and the University of Florida in the US and the
Institute of Predictive and Personalized Medicine of Cancer in
Spain — adopted the Sleeping Beauty transposon method, a
powerful unbiased genetic tool. Analysis revealed 745 cancer
candidate genes, both known and new, as well as genes and
signalling pathways that cooperate in MPNST formation. The
researchers discovered that switching off FOXR2, in particular,
dramatically decreases the tumours’ growth ability.

These findings — published in the May 2013 issue of Nature
Genetics — are exciting news, as the current five-year survival
rate for patients with metastatic MPNST, which occurs in
roughly one in 3,000 people worldwide, is less than 25%. “We
desperately need more accurate models of the disease to cure
it", Dr Keng said. The new model provides a solid foundation
for his laboratory’s ongoing efforts to find that cure.
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