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ABSTRACT

Head and neck squamous cell carcinomas (HNSCC) are an ideal immunotherapy 
target due to their high mutation burden and frequent infiltration with lymphocytes. 
Preclinical models to investigate targeted and combination therapies as well as 
defining biomarkers to guide treatment represent an important need in the field. 
Immunogenomics approaches have illuminated the role of mutation-derived tumor 
neoantigens as potential biomarkers of response to checkpoint blockade as well as 
representing therapeutic vaccines. Here, we aimed to define a platform for checkpoint 
and other immunotherapy studies using syngeneic HNSCC cell line models (MOC2 
and MOC22), and evaluated the association between mutation burden, predicted 
neoantigen landscape, infiltrating T cell populations and responsiveness of tumors to 
anti-PD1 therapy. We defined dramatic hematopoietic cell transcriptomic alterations 
in the MOC22 anti-PD1 responsive model in both tumor and draining lymph nodes. 
Using a cancer immunogenomics pipeline and validation with ELISPOT and tetramer 
analysis, we identified the H-2Kb-restricted ICAM1P315L (mICAM1) as a neoantigen in 
MOC22. Finally, we demonstrated that mICAM1 vaccination was able to protect against 
MOC22 tumor development defining mICAM1 as a bona fide neoantigen. Together 
these data define a pre-clinical HNSCC model system that provides a foundation for 
future investigations into combination and novel therapeutics.
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INTRODUCTION

Despite advances in surgical techniques, 
chemotherapeutics and targeted radiation therapy, 
oral cavity squamous cell carcinoma (OSCC) remains 
a treatment challenge and still carries a 60% 5-year 
survival rate [1]. Poor outcomes are due, at least in part, 
to the lack of robust sensitivity of OSCC to adjuvant 
therapies [2, 3]. To address this need for novel therapeutic 
modalities, significant efforts have been directed at better 
understanding the biology of these tumors to identify 
targeted treatment approaches. However, recent work 
to characterize the genomic landscape of head and neck 
squamous cell carcinomas (HNSCC) by the TCGA and 
others demonstrated that the majority of these tumors do 
not possess actionable mutations for targeted therapy [4]. 
In contrast to small molecule approaches, there has been 
significant interest in the role of immunotherapies in the 
treatment of HNSCC based largely on the success of these 
approaches in other carcinogen-induced cancer types [5, 
6]. Indeed, two published clinical trials, Keynote-012 and 
Checkmate-141, demonstrated clinical benefit with anti-
PD1 blocking monoclonal antibody (mAb) checkpoint 
inhibitors in patients with recurrent or metastatic HNSCC 
[7, 8]. The response rates to anti-PD1 mAbs in these 
trials were 13.3% [8] and 20% [7], and the failure to meet 
endpoints in a pembrolizumab Phase III clinical trial 
[9] together indicate the need for improved biomarkers 
to predict and monitor responsiveness to checkpoint 
inhibition.

Similar to approaches using targeted therapies, 
it is important to identify biomarkers of responses to 
checkpoint blockade therapy to determine whether the 
treatement is “on target”. However, detection of an 
activated, tumor-specific immune response has been 
limited by our ability to identify and characterize the anti-
tumor targets of the immune system. Recent work applying 
next generation sequencing to T cell antigen identification, 
termed “cancer immunogenomics”, has greatly facilitated 
the search for T cell specific targets recognized by the 
immune system [10–16]. In particular, the identification 
of “neoantigens” derived from tumor expressed mutations 
illustrates a functional genomics approach applied to 
anti-tumor immune recognition. Because the goal of this 
approach is to identify translated mutations predicted to 
bind with high affinity to MHC molecules, it emphasizes 
the antigenic potential of identified missense alterations 
instead of the classical “driver versus passenger” hierarchy 
of inferred biological function. The immunogenomics 
approach was first applied successfully in preclinical 
settings [14, 15] and has since been employed in expanded 
basic and translational contexts [17–19]. Importantly, 
neoantigen discovery may be particularly relevant in the 
identification of biomarkers of immunotherapy response 
and also as individual targets in personalized immune-
based treatments [20–22].

In HNSCC, there are several potential types of 
tumor antigens beyond mutation-derived neoantigens, 
including tumor-associated antigens, cancer-testis 
antigens, and viral antigens [23]. However, no studies to 
date have characterized the neoantigen burden of OSCC 
tumors or identified how anti-PD1 therapy influences 
the tumor infiltrating lymphocyte (TIL) population. To 
this end, we sought to identify and characterize tumor 
antigens in a preclinical carcinogen induced model 
of OSCC and investigate the association between 
infiltrating lymphocytes and checkpoint responsiveness. 
We previously described a syngeneic murine oral cavity 
squamous cell carcinoma (MOC) cell line model, 
including the indolent MOC22 and the aggressive MOC2 
[24], which displays high fidelity to human OSCC in 
biologic behavior and genomic landscape [25]. We first 
evaluated susceptibility of these models to treatment 
with anti-PD1 checkpoint blocking immunotherapy. To 
identify mutation-derived neoantigens in these tumors, we 
analyzed whole exome sequence data [25] of each tumor 
and applied multiple in silico prediction algorithms to 
identify potential H-2Kb and H-2Db restricted neoepitopes. 
Next, we confirmed the presence of antigen-specific 
T cells using IFNγ ELISPOT and dual-color tetramer 
analysis. Finally, we confirmed the therapeutic efficacy 
of neoantigen immunization in a prophylactic vaccine 
model. Thus, our proof-of-concept approach of neoantigen 
discovery and validation in preclinical OSCC contexts 
demonstrates the potential utility of this paradigm in 
human HNSCC.

RESULTS

Anti PD-1 checkpoint blockade responses

To identify an immunogenic preclinical model 
of OSCC, we investigated the response to checkpoint 
blockade of two syngeneic tumor cell lines — MOC2 
and MOC22 — which grow progressively in wild-type 
C57BL/6 mice. Anti-PD1 treatment of MOC22 tumors 
resulted in consistent rejection typically complete by day 
35 (Figure 1A). However, MOC2 tumors did not respond 
to anti-PD1 monotherapy (not shown) or to combination 
anti-PD1/anti-CTLA4 therapy and grew progressively 
with rapid growth kinetics (Figure 1B).

To determine whether the distinct response 
phenotypes of MOC22 and MOC2 correlated with 
differences in the immune microenvironment, we 
characterized the tumor immune infiltrate in the absence 
and presence of anti-PD1 treatment. Relative frequencies 
of intratumoral CD4+ and CD8+ T cells were analyzed with 
and without anti-PD1 treatment at 12 days post-transplant 
when tumors were at their largest size in MOC22 before 
the onset of rejection. With control antibody treatment, 
MOC22 tumors demonstrated significantly higher 
infiltrating CD8+ and CD4+ T cells compared to MOC2 
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tumors (p= 0.0013, p=0.0143, respectively). Whereas 
MOC22 harbored a significant increase in CD8+ T cell 
infiltration with anti-PD1 treatment (p=0.0195), no 
difference in the CD8+ T cell population was observed 
in MOC2 following checkpoint blockade treatment 
(p=0.2924) (Figure 1C). Notably, anti-PD1 treatment did 
not significantly alter CD4+ T cell infiltration in either 
tumor (MOC22 p= 0.2015, MOC2 p=0.1104).

Anti-PD1 induced transcriptome alterations in 
tumor and lymph node immune populations

To characterize transcriptomic alterations in tumor 
infiltrating hematopoietic cells due to checkpoint blockade 
by anti-PD1 in MOC22, we used a population RNA-Seq 
approach to interrogate the transcriptome in mice bearing 

day 17 tumors. We focused on this timepoint as day 17 
typically aligns with the onset of tumor rejection in the 
anti-PD1 treated cohort. We sorted CD45+ hematopoietic 
cells from non-hematopoietic CD45- cells and performed 
population RNA-Seq analysis in the CD45+ cells in control 
versus anti-PD1 mice bearing MOC22. Consistent with 
the FACS data in Figure 1 but distinct from the lymph 
nodes, CD8a transcripts were significantly increased in the 
tumor infiltrating immune cells. Other relevant transcripts 
that were significantly induced in the tumor CD45+ cells 
include Bhlhe40, Eomes S1PR1, TIM3 and CX3CR1.

We next interrogated immune cell populations 
in draining lymph nodes on days 11, 14 and 17 using a 
population RNA-Seq approach. These analyses revealed 
dramatic changes in the draining lymph node CD3+ T 
cell transcriptome with many immunologically relevant 

Figure 1: Responsiveness of (A) MOC22 to anti-PD1 and (B) MOC2 to combination anti-PD1/anti-CTLA4 therapy. Indicated 
tumor lines were injected at day 0, control or checkpoint targeting antibody therapy was administered on days 3, 6, and 9 and mice were 
monitored for tumor growth twice weekly. Filled circles are control treated and filled squares represent depleting antibody treated tumors. 
(C) Tumor infiltrating lymphocyte analysis of MOC2 and MOC22 treated with control or anti-PD1 blocking monoclonal antibodies. 
Tumors were harvested on day 12 post transplant from the indicated tumor bearing mice treated as in (A) and single cell suspensions were 
analyzed for CD8+ or CD4+ T cell infiltration normalized to CD45+ events (per 10,000 collected, *p<0.05).
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targets showing maximal expression at day 17 (Figure 
2B). Transcript families that were upregulated with anti-
PD1 treatment included transcription factors associated 
with activated CD4+ and CD8+ T cell responses (Id2, Id3, 
Tbx21, Tcf7, Myc, and others), cytokines and receptors 
involved in T cell proliferation, differentiation and 
cytolytic activity (IFNγ, TNF, IL7R, IL12Rβ2, Prf1 and 
GzmB) and surface receptors in lymphocyte migration, 
adhesion and immune checkpoints (CXCR3, CCR5, 
CXCR6, Sell, TIM3 and PD1) (Supplementary Figure 
1). Interestingly, we did not detect increased CD8 T 
cell transcripts in the lymph node. These transcriptomic 
changes were significantly increased in total CD3+ T cells 
in draining lymph nodes on day 17 compared to control 
antibody treated mice and showed progressive temporal 
induction/accumulation from day 11 to day 17. Although 
the overall pattern of increased induction of the distinct 

families was similar between the tumor milieu and 
draining lymph nodes, statistical significance was not 
achieved in several transcripts in the tumor (GzmB, IL7R, 
TNF, PRF1) and likely reflects the CD3+ T cell sort in the 
lymph node versus the total CD45+ hematopoietic sort in 
the tumor. Together these data show dramatic alterations in 
immune cell programs induced by anti-PD1 therapy.

In silico neoantigen prediction

To determine the potential antigen targets 
recognized in the checkpoint blockade setting [13], 
we characterized the mutation burden and subsequent 
neoantigen landscape of each tumor using an 
immunogenomics approach. As we have previously 
described [25], MOC22 has 3,111 nonsynonymous 
single nucleotide variants (nsSNVs) whereas MOC2 

Figure 2: Population RNA-Seq gene expression changes in MOC22 treated with anti-PD1 in tumor microenvironment 
and draining lymph node. MOC22 tumor bearing mice were treated as in 1A and TIL or draining lymph nodes were harvested at day 
17, sorted for CD45+ immune cells or CD3+ T cells, respectively, and subjected to RNA-Seq analysis. (A) Intratumoral anti-PD1 induced 
gene expression changes in D17 MOC22 CD45+ hematopoietic populations. Volcano plot on left with specific transcripts highlighted. The 
bar graph on right shows select relevant transcripts. (B) Volcano plot of gene expression changes in draining lymph node CD3+ T cells on 
day 17 post transplant. Highlighted are specific transcripts including IFNγ, TIM3, PD1, and CD8a. The bar graph on right shows select 
relevant transcripts (*=p<0.05, **p<0.01 and ***p<0.001).
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has only 534 (Figure 3A). We then applied an in silico 
bioinformatics pipeline to detect mutation-derived 
tumor neoantigens in which translated mutant peptides 
are prioritized based on the predicted affinity to bind to 
MHC class I in a similar manner as recent studies [13, 
16]. Using this approach, we assigned each predicted 
neoepitope a binding affinity score derived from the 
average scores of five prediction algorithms. Setting 
a cutoff of IC50 < 500 nM, MOC22 had 762 predicted 
neoantigens and MOC2 had 109. Applying an even 
stricter cutoff of 50 nM reduced predicted neoantigens 
to 50 for MOC22 and 7 for MOC2 (Figure 3B, 3C, 
Supplementary Tables 1 and 2). To further narrow the 
list of candidate antigens to only those present in the 
transcriptome, we then screened a more select list of even 
higher affinity candidates (IC50 <25nM) by targeted PCR 
and Sanger Sequencing to eliminate non-expressed gene 
products (data not shown). This approach revealed four 
high affinity candidates in MOC22 including mutated 
ICAM-1, H2-Q4, Chst15 and one candidate in MOC2, 
mutated Pkd1.

In vitro validation

Because MOC22 (1) displayed significant CD8+ 
T cell responses, (2) harbored an array of predicted 
neoantigen targets, and (3) exhibited robust therapeutic 
responses to anti-PD-1 therapy, we explored whether 
predicted neoantigen targets were indeed immunogenic. We 
performed IFNγ ELISPOT with isolated tumor infiltrating 
lymphocytes (TIL) from established subcutaneously 
implanted tumors. TIL isolated from MOC22 demonstrated 
increased activation following stimulation with the H-2Kb-
restricted ICAM1 P315L peptide (referred to as mICAM1; 
p= 0.0008; Figure 4A, 4B). This approach was attempted 
with MOC2 as well, but there were insufficient number of 
CD8+ T cells for ELISPOT (data not shown).

Following identification of mICAM1 as a 
neoantigen candidate for T cells infiltrating MOC22, we 
next examined whether we could detect antigen-specific 
T cells ex vivo from the growing tumor using tetramer 
analysis. TIL isolated from established MOC22 tumors 
were stained with mICAM1 or control tetramers and 
analyzed by flow cytometry (Figure 4C). Together, these 
data demonstrate that MOC22 tumors are infiltrated 
with T cells that recognize the tumor-derived mICAM1 
neoantigen.

Vaccination

Finally, to establish whether mICAM1 neoantigen-
specific T cells alone can induce tumor rejection of 
mICAM1-expressing MOC22 cells, we tested the 
hypothesis that prophylactic vaccination with mICAM1 
peptides would protect mice from the growth of MOC22 
in the absence of checkpoint blockade immunotherapy 
(Figure 5A). To establish the efficacy of our vaccination 
modality to induce mICAM-specific immune responses, 
mice were immunized mice with two doses of a 28 amino 
acid synthetic long peptide (SLP) containing the mICAM1 
neoantigen together with adjuvant PolyIC:LC. Splenocytes 
from immunized mice demonstrated significant IFNγ 
stimulation when cultured with mICAM-1 peptide but 
not control peptides, demonstrating the immunogenicity 
of the mICAM-1 SLP. Having established that mICAM-1 
SLP plus PolyIC:LC produces antigen specific immunity, 
we tested the capacity of mICAM-1 vaccination to 
prevent MOC22 tumor growth by vaccinating mice twice 
within 1 week prior to tumor implantation (Figure 5B). 
In mice vaccinated with control poly-ICLC, all MOC22 
bearing mice displayed progressively growing tumors. 
Mutant ICAM1 vaccination did not protect mice from 
challenge with the unrelated MOC2 tumor cell line. 
However, MOC22 tumors were rejected in 80% of the 

Figure 3: (A) Mutation burden of MOC22 and MOC2 and predicted neoantigen burden (IC50<50nM) in each tumor. (B, C) 
Manhattan plot of affinity score (1/IC50)

*100 of top candidate neoantigens in MOC2 and MOC22. Labeled are the selected highest predicted 
binding affinity candidate neoantigens in each tumor cell line.



Oncotarget4114www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

mice vaccinated with mICAM1 (Figure 5C). Together, 
these data show that mICAM1-specific immunity 
alone can induce the rejection of mICAM-1-expressing 
MOC22 tumors and validate that mICAM-1 is a bona fide 
neoantigen capable of tumor protection.

DISCUSSION

Immunogenomic approaches have dramatically 
advanced our capacity for neoantigen identification and 
defined their role as key targets of immunotherapies, as 
biomarkers of response and, as confirmed in recent studies, 

their potential as vaccines [26–28]. In addition, several 
recent studies identified that checkpoint inhibitor-induced 
tumor rejection is mediated by neoantigen-specific T cells 
[12, 13]. As carcinogen induced OSCCs have a significant 
mutation burden, a finding correlated with increased 
neoantigen loads, this tumor type represents an ideal 
immunotherapy target. Despite this potential, Phase III 
data in recurrent, and/or metastatic head and neck cancers 
shows low response rates with nivolumab and a failure 
to meet survival endpoints with pembrolizumab. Thus, 
there is a pressing need to identify OSCC model systems 
with defined immunobiology in order to better leverage 

Figure 4: Detection of neoantigen-specific TIL. (A) Representative images of the IFNγ ELISPOT plate demonstrating TIL reactivity 
to mICAM1 but not other predicted neoantigens (control including Chst15 and H2-Q4). Tumor infiltrating lymphocytes were isolated from 
growing MOC22 tumors on day 12, expanded in IL2 media (100U/mL in R10), and plated overnight with 25,000 TIL, 100,000 radiated 
APCs, and 1μM peptide per well. IFNγ production was assessed the following day by ELISPOT. (B) Bar graph quantifying results of IFNγ 
ELISPOT (**p<0.01). (C) Detection of mutant ICAM1 neoantigen-specific intratumoral CD8+ T cells by dual-labeled tetramer staining. 
Left panel shows control tetramer with wild type peptide sequence and right panel is with mICAM1 peptide.
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immunotherapeutic modalities in this disease setting. To 
define a robust pre-clinical system for studying immune 
based treatments in OSCC, we first delineated checkpoint 
responses in our syngeneic model system and identified 
both responsive (MOC22) and resistant (MOC2) models. 
Transcriptomic approaches provided a window into the 
temporal and spatial (primary tumor versus lymph node) 
gene expression changes induced by anti-PD1 blockade in 
MOC22. We then applied an immunogenomics pipeline and 
defined the mICAM1 epitope as a neoantigen in MOC22 
and demonstrated the potential for personalized antigen 
specific vaccination in mice bearing this tumor. Thus, these 
data identify a robust pre-clinical platform with defined 
responses and biology for further investigating checkpoint 
and neoantigen specific OSCC studies.

Immunogenomics based approaches were first 
defined in mouse sarcoma and melanoma models and 
have since been extended to brain tumors [29]. Broadly 
speaking, there are manifold applications of neoantigen 
discovery in cancer—as targets, as biomarkers, and 
as probes to study the basic immunobiology of T cell 
responses to endogenous tumor antigens [23]. We 
anticipate that these approaches will all be highly germane 
to head and neck cancer. Our work here represents the 
first study to define both checkpoint and neoantigen 
specific responses in an OSCC model. Specifically, 
the immunogenic mICAM neoantigen was detected 
in both spontaneous immune responses and also was 
a therapeutically relevant vaccine target in protective 
settings. Ongoing work in our OSCC models is directed at 
elucidating the most effective methodologies to vaccinate 
in therapeutic settings and at investigating combination 
approaches in the MOC2 tumor that is persistently 
unresponsive to immunotherapies.

The MOC models were generated in order to 
establish syngeneic carcinogen induced platforms to 
investigate host responses to OSCC tumor challenge. Our 
work highlights key biological observations that need to 
be clarified at a more granular level. First, our early work 
established the aggressive biology of the MOC2 tumor and 
identified it as a T cell “non-inflamed” model [30]. Here, 
we confirmed these findings and extended data to show 
that MOC22 contains significant numbers of intratumoral 
CD8+ T cells. Similar to findings in anti-PD1 treated 
melanoma samples, anti-PD1 treated MOC22 displayed 
an increase in intratumoral CD8+ T cells [31]. There are 
multiple mechanisms which may contribute to the lack of 
response to anti-PD1 in MOC2 and these include in part, a 
lack of high affinity neoantigens and a limited CD8+ T cell 
infiltrate. Ongoing work will be directed at understanding 
the basis for the poor immunogenicity seen in the MOC2 
system.

Second, deep transcriptomic analysis showed 
significant alterations in global effector/memory, 
chemotactic and checkpoint programs. Previous analyses 
of transcriptomic data from antigen specific T cells in 
a checkpoint responsive murine sarcoma model have 
defined alterations in metabolic, signaling and T cell 
effector pathways after treatment with anti-PD1, anti-
CTLA-4 or combination therapy [13]. More recently, 
transcriptomic comparison of CD4+ T cells at baseline and 
antigen specific CD4+ T cells after neoantigen vaccination 
in melanoma patients revealed significant induction of 
effector and memory T cell gene expression programs 
including Tbx21 [26]. Herein, we also observed Tbx21 
induction in the lymph node CD3+ T cell compartment 
in addition to other effector and memory programs. 
Importantly, our analysis defines a temporal progression 

Figure 5: Preventative mICAM1 synthetic long peptide (SLP) vaccination. (A) Validation of mICAM1 SLP vaccine to 
generate mICAM1-specific T cell responses. Mice were immunized with mICAM1 SLP or control polyIC:LC alone and spleens were 
harvested 7 days post-vaccination. Splenocytes (100,000 cells/well) were plated with 1μM short peptide and evaluated for IFNγ production 
by ELISPOT (T/I is control with TPA and ionomycin stimulation). (B) Prophylactic vaccination study design with immunization on days 
-7 and -5 followed by tumor challenge on day 0. (C) Kaplan-Meier survival curve for mICAM1 preventative vaccination. Mice were 
immunized with PolyIC alone or in combination with mICAM1 SLP and challenged with MOC2 (solid line with mICAM1 vaccine) or 
MOC22 (dashed line polyIC:LC control or dotted line with mICAM1). This is representative of two independent experiments with the same 
MOC22 result (n=4 mice for each group).



Oncotarget4116www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

of these changes with maximal induction values for many 
programs at the day 17 time point within the lymph node. 
Future work will address the evolution of these changes 
in gene expression modules both temporally and also 
spatially with respect to distinct anatomic regions of the 
tumor and secondary lymph node sites.

The promise of personalized neoantigen vaccine 
approaches is at an early stage with exciting early trial 
data in melanoma patients [28, 32]. Our definition of 
the mutant ICAM1 neoantigen for MOC22 will allow 
OSCC specific studies. Our current neoantigen biomarker 
work is aimed at defining mICAM1 specific responses 
in other immunotherapeutic approaches and in defining 
optimal therapeutic vaccination schema including rational 
combination strategies in established tumor settings.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Mice

C57BL/6 mice were purchased from Taconic. All in 
vivo experiments used 8-12 week old female mice housed in 
a pathogen-free animal facility and all experiments performed 
were approved by the AAALAC accredited Animal Studies 
committee of Washington University in St. Louis.

Tumor transplantation

MOC cell lines were generated, characterized 
and propagated as previously described [24]. MOC cell 
lines were cultured in IMDM/Hams-F12 with 5% FCS. 
For transplantation, cells were washed extensively and 
resuspended in endotoxin-free PBS (Fisher) and injected 
subcutaneously into the flanks of mice. Tumor growth was 
monitored biweekly and tumor volume was calculated 
based on the formula (L X W2)/2.

Checkpoint blockade experiments

MOC2 and MOC22 cell lines were transplanted into 
the subcutaneous flank of mice as above. Mice were treated 
with intraperitoneal injection of anti-PD1 (Clone RMP1-
14, Leinco, 250 micrograms) or control antibody (anti-2a3, 
Leinco, 250 micrograms) on days 3, 6, 9 after transplant. 
Tumor growth was monitored as above and comparison of 
the two cohorts was made using two-way ANOVA.

TIL analysis

MOC22 tumor bearing mice were treated with 
control or anti-PD1 antibody as above. Day 12 tumors 
were harvested and processed into single cell suspensions. 
Cells were stained with Zombie NIR (live/dead cells, 
BioLegend), CD45 (PerCP-Cy5.5, BioLegend), CD3 
(FITC, BioLegend), CD4 (APC, BioLegend), and CD8 (PE, 
BioLegend) and analyzed on a Fortessa Flow Cytometer. 
Comparison groups were compared using Student’s t-test.

Population RNA-Seq analysis

MOC22 tumor bearing mice were treated with 
control or anti-PD1 antibody as above. Draining lymph 
nodes (days 11, 14 and 17) or tumor (day 17) were 
harvested. Single cell suspensions of lymph node 
cells gated on CD3+ or CD3- populations were then 
FACS sorted, immediately spun down and stored in 
TCL buffer (Qiagen) snap frozen at -80 C. Tumor cell 
suspensions were similarly sorted into live CD45+ or 
CD45- cell populations. Samples were processed using 
SmartSeq 2 protocol (Clontech, Mountain View, CA) 
with modifications [33]. cDNA generated with Smartseq 
2 protocol was converted to Illumina seq libraries using 
Nextera (Illumina, San Diego, CA). Samples were 
sequenced on Illumina Nextseq. RNA-Seq reads were 
aligned to the mouse reference genome with Bowtie 2 
[34]. Expression levels were quantified in TPM using 
RSEM [35]. Differential expression was computed using 
t test after log transformation of expression data. The 
multiple hypothesis testing correction was computed with 
Benjamini-Hochberg method [36].

Neoepitope prediction

Nonsynonymous coding variants for MOC2 and 
MOC22 [25] were analyzed for potential binding to MHC 
class I H-2Kb or H-2Db molecules using the Stabilized Matrix 
Method (SSM) algorithm, the Artificial Neural Network 
(ANN) algorithm, and the NetMHCpan algorithm provided 
by the Immune Epitope Database and Analysis Resource 
(http://www.immuneepitope.org) [37–39]. These analyses 
were used to predict epitope processing and binding affinity 
and the results are expressed as an affinity value combined 
with 1/IC50 where IC50 is the half-maximum inhibitory 
concentration as has been previously reported [13].

ELISPOT

Day 12 tumors were resected and cultured in IL-2 
(100U/mL) to expand the tumor infiltrating lymphocytes 
(TIL). After 48 hours, TIL were harvested and selected 
for live cells (Miltenyi) and incubated at 1.5 x 105 cells 
with 2.5x105 naïve splenocytes and 1uM peptide (Peptide 
2.0) in an ELISPOT plate pre-coated with anti-interferon-γ 
antibody (Immunospot). ELISPOT was performed per 
manufacturer’s direction and plates were read in the 
Immune Monitoring Lab (IML) of the Center for Human 
Immunology and Immunotherapy Programs (CHIIPS) at 
Washington University.

Tetramer staining

Tetramer reagents were produced in the IML of CHIIPS 
at Washington University. Briefly, recombinant H-2Kb and 
β2-microglobulin were produced in BL21-CodonPlus (DE3)-
RIPL Escherichia coli (Agilent) and purified from inclusion 
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bodies by size-exclusion FPLC as previously described [40]. 
UV-mediated exchange of candidate epitopes generated 
peptide-specific monomers which were multimerized by 
streptavidin-conjugated PE or APC as previously described 
[35]. TIL were stained with peptide-MHC I tetramers for 15 
minutes at 37°C and then with CD8α-FITC, CD45-PerCP-
Cy5.5, and Zombie NIR Fixable Viability Kit and analyzed 
on a BD Fortessa Flow Cytometer.

Synthetic long peptide (SLP) vaccination

Immunizations were performed by injecting  
mICAM1 synthetic long peptide (DQILETQRTLTVYN 
FSALVLTLSQLEVS, 50 micrograms, Peptide 2.0) with 
PolyIC:LC (Invivogen, 100 micrograms) or PolyIC:LC 
alone into the subcutaneous flank on days -7 and -5 and 
tumor challenge was performed on day 0. Tumor growth 
was monitored as above.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS AND FUNDING

Orit Rozenblatt-Rosen and Aviv Regev provided 
guidance and support for population RNA-seq. Matthew 
M. Gubin provided guidance for TIL culture. PZ was 
supported by NIH/NIDCD T32 DC00022 and the 
American Head and Neck Society (AHNS) Alando 
J. Ballantyne Resident Research Pilot Grant. RU was 
supported by the NIH/NIDCR (DE024403). We thank the 
Alvin J. Siteman Cancer Center at Washington University 
School of Medicine and Barnes-Jewish Hospital in 
St. Louis, MO., for the use of the Immunomonitoring 
Laboratory, which provided the tetramer service. The 
Siteman Cancer Center is supported in part by an NCI 
Cancer Center Support Grant #P30 CA091842.

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST

The author declares no conflicts of interest.

REFERENCES

1. Chinn SB, Myers JN. Oral cavity carcinoma: current 
management, controversies, and future directions. J 
Clin Oncol. 2015; 33:3269–76. https://doi.org/10.1200/
jco.2015.61.2929.

2. Pignon JP, Bourhis J, Domenge C, Designe L. 
Chemotherapy added to locoregional treatment for head 
and neck squamous-cell carcinoma: three meta-analyses of 
updated individual data. MACH-NC collaborative group. 
Meta-analysis of chemotherapy on head and neck cancer. 
Lancet. 2000; 355:949–55.

3. Licitra L, Grandi C, Guzzo M, Mariani L, Vullo SL, Valvo 
F, Quattrone P, Valagussa P, Bonadonna G, Molinari R. 
Primary chemotherapy in resectable oral cavity squamous 

cell cancer: a randomized controlled trial. J Clin Oncol. 
2003; 21:327–33.

4. Cancer Genome Atlas Network. Comprehensive 
genomic characterization of head and neck squamous 
cell carcinomas. Nature. 2015; 517:576–82. https://doi.
org/10.1038/nature14129.

5. Brahmer J, Reckamp KL, Baas P, Crinò L, Eberhardt 
WE, Poddubskaya E, Antonia S, Pluzanski A, Vokes EE, 
Holgado E. Nivolumab versus docetaxel in advanced 
squamous-cell non–small-cell lung cancer. N Engl J Med. 
2015; 373:123–35.

6. Ribas A, Puzanov I, Dummer R, Schadendorf D, Hamid O, 
Robert C, Hodi FS, Schachter J, Pavlick AC, Lewis KD. 
Pembrolizumab versus investigator-choice chemotherapy 
for ipilimumab-refractory melanoma (KEYNOTE-002): a 
randomised, controlled, phase 2 trial. Lancet Oncol. 2015; 
16:908–18.

7. Chow LQ, Haddad R, Gupta S, Mahipal A, Mehra R, Tahara 
M, Berger R, Eder JP, Burtness B, Lee SH. Antitumor 
activity of pembrolizumab in biomarker-unselected patients 
with recurrent and/or metastatic head and neck squamous 
cell carcinoma: results from the phase ib KEYNOTE-012 
expansion cohort. J Clin Oncol. 2016; 34:3838–45.

8. Ferris RL, Blumenschein G Jr, Fayette J, Guigay J, Colevas 
AD, Licitra L, Harrington K, Kasper S, Vokes EE, Even C. 
Nivolumab for recurrent squamous-cell carcinoma of the 
head and neck. N Engl J Med. 2016; 2016:1856–67.

9. Merck. (2017). Merck provides update on phase 3 study 
of keytruda (pembrolizumab) monotherapy in patients with 
previously treated recurrent of metastatic head and neck 
squamous cell carcinoma (HNSCC). Business Wire.

10. Lu YC, Yao X, Crystal JS, Li YF, El-Gamil M, Gross 
C, Davis L, Dudley ME, Yang JC, Samuels Y. Efficient 
identification of mutated cancer antigens recognized by T 
cells associated with durable tumor regressions. Clin Cancer 
Res. 2014; 20:3401–10.

11. Robbins PF, Lu YC, El-Gamil M, Li YF, Gross C, Gartner 
J, Lin JC, Teer JK, Cliften P, Tycksen E, Samuels Y, 
Rosenberg SA. Mining exomic sequencing data to identify 
mutated antigens recognized by adoptively transferred 
tumor-reactive T cells. Nat Med. 2013; 19:747–52. https://
doi.org/10.1038/nm.3161.

12. van Rooij N, van Buuren MM, Philips D, Velds A, Toebes 
M, Heemskerk B, van Dijk LJ, Behjati S, Hilkmann H, El 
Atmioui D, Nieuwland M, Stratton MR, Kerkhoven RM, 
et al. Tumor exome analysis reveals neoantigen-specific 
t-cell reactivity in an ipilimumab-responsive melanoma. 
J Clin Oncol. 2013; 31:e439–42. https://doi.org/10.1200/
jco.2012.47.7521.

13. Gubin MM, Zhang X, Schuster H, Caron E, Ward JP, 
Noguchi T, Ivanova Y, Hundal J, Arthur CD, Krebber 
WJ, Mulder GE, Toebes M, Vesely MD, et al. Checkpoint 
blockade cancer immunotherapy targets tumour-specific 



Oncotarget4118www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

mutant antigens. Nature. 2014; 515:577–81. https://doi.
org/10.1038/nature13988.

14. Matsushita H, Vesely MD, Koboldt DC, Rickert CG, 
Uppaluri R, Magrini VJ, Arthur CD, White JM, Chen YS, 
Shea LK, Hundal J, Wendl MC, Demeter R, et al. Cancer 
exome analysis reveals a T-cell-dependent mechanism of 
cancer immunoediting. Nature. 2012; 482:400–4. https://
doi.org/10.1038/nature10755.

15. Castle JC, Kreiter S, Diekmann J, Lower M, van de 
Roemer N, de Graaf J, Selmi A, Diken M, Boegel S, Paret 
C, Koslowski M, Kuhn AN, Britten CM, et al. Exploiting 
the mutanome for tumor vaccination. Cancer Res. 
2012; 72:1081–91. https://doi.org/10.1158/0008-5472.
CAN-11-3722.

16. Johanns TM, Ward JP, Miller CA, Wilson C, Kobayashi DK, 
Bender D, Fu Y, Alexandrov A, Mardis ER, Artyomov MN. 
Endogenous neoantigen-specific CD8 T cells identified in 
two glioblastoma models using a cancer immunogenomics 
approach. Cancer Immunol Res. 2016; 4:1007–15.

17. Tran E, Turcotte S, Gros A, Robbins PF, Lu YC, Dudley 
ME, Wunderlich JR, Somerville RP, Hogan K, Hinrichs CS. 
Cancer immunotherapy based on mutation-specific CD4+ 
T cells in a patient with epithelial cancer. Science. 2014; 
344:641–5.

18. Cohen CJ, Gartner JJ, Horovitz-Fried M, Shamalov K, 
Trebska-McGowan K, Bliskovsky VV, Parkhurst MR, 
Ankri C, Prickett TD, Crystal JS, Li YF, El-Gamil M, 
Rosenberg SA, et al. Isolation of neoantigen-specific T 
cells from tumor and peripheral lymphocytes. J Clin Invest. 
2015; 125:3981–91. https://doi.org/10.1172/jci82416.

19. Gros A, Parkhurst MR, Tran E, Pasetto A, Robbins PF, 
Ilyas S, Prickett TD, Gartner JJ, Crystal JS, Roberts 
IM. Prospective identification of neoantigen-specific 
lymphocytes in the peripheral blood of melanoma patients. 
Nat Med. 2016; 22:433–8.

20. Johanns TM, Dunn GP. Applied cancer immunogenomics: 
leveraging neoantigen discovery in glioblastoma. Cancer J. 
2017; 23:125–30.

21. Schumacher TN, Schreiber RD. Neoantigens in cancer 
immunotherapy. Science. 2015; 348:69–74. https://doi.
org/10.1126/science.aaa4971.

22. Gubin MM, Artyomov MN, Mardis ER, Schreiber RD. 
Tumor neoantigens: building a framework for personalized 
cancer immunotherapy. J Clin Invest. 2015; 125:3413–21. 
https://doi.org/10.1172/JCI80008.

23. Zolkind P, Dunn GP, Lin T, Griffith M, Griffith OL, 
Uppaluri R. Neoantigens in immunotherapy and 
personalized vaccines: implications for head and neck 
squamous cell carcinoma. Oral Oncol. 2017; 71:169–76.

24. Judd NP, Winkler AE, Murillo-Sauca O, Brotman JJ, Law 
JH, Lewis JS, Dunn GP, Bui JD, Sunwoo JB, Uppaluri 
R. ERK1/2 regulation of CD44 modulates oral cancer 
aggressiveness. Cancer Res. 2012; 72:365–74.

25. Onken MD, Winkler AE, Kanchi KL, Chalivendra V, Law 
JH, Rickert CG, Kallogjeri D, Judd NP, Dunn GP, Piccirillo 
JF, Lewis JS Jr, Mardis ER, Uppaluri R. A surprising 
cross-species conservation in the genomic landscape of 
mouse and human oral cancer identifies a transcriptional 
signature predicting metastatic disease. Clin Cancer Res. 
2014; 20:2873–84. https://doi.org/10.1158/1078-0432.
ccr-14-0205.

26. Avraham R, Haseley N, Brown D, Penaranda C, Jijon 
HB, Trombetta JJ, Satija R, Shalek AK, Xavier RJ, Regev 
A, Hung DT. Pathogen cell-to-cell variability drives 
heterogeneity in host immune responses. Cell. 2015; 
162:1309–21. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2015.08.027.

27. Langmead B, Salzberg SL. Fast gapped-read alignment 
with bowtie 2. Nat Methods. 2012; 9:357–9. https://doi.
org/10.1038/nmeth.1923.

28. Li B, Dewey CN. RSEM: accurate transcript quantification 
from RNA-Seq data with or without a reference 
genome. BMC Bioinformatics. 2011; 12:323. https://doi.
org/10.1186/1471-2105-12-323.

29. Benjamini Y, Hochberg Y. Controlling the false discovery 
rate - a practical and powerful approach to multiple testing. 
J R Stat Soc Series B Stat Methodol. 1995; 57:289–300.

30. Hoof I, Peters B, Sidney J, Pedersen LE, Sette A, Lund O, 
Buus S, Nielsen M. NetMHCpan, a method for MHC class i 
binding prediction beyond humans. Immunogenetics. 2009; 
61:1–13.

31. Peters B, Sette A. Generating quantitative models describing 
the sequence specificity of biological processes with the 
stabilized matrix method. BMC Bioinformatics. 2005; 6:1.

32. Lundegaard C, Lamberth K, Harndahl M, Buus S, Lund 
O, Nielsen M. NetMHC-3.0: accurate web accessible 
predictions of human, mouse and monkey MHC class I 
affinities for peptides of length 8–11. Nucleic Acids Res. 
2008; 36:W509–12.

33. Toebes M, Coccoris M, Bins A, Rodenko B, Gomez R, 
Nieuwkoop NJ, van de Kasteele W, Rimmelzwaan GF, 
Haanen J, Ovaa H. Design and use of conditional MHC 
class I ligands. Nat Med. 2006; 12:246–52.

34. Bakker AH, Hoppes R, Linnemann C, Toebes M, Rodenko 
B, Berkers CR, Hadrup SR, van Esch WJ, Heemskerk MH, 
Ovaa H. Conditional MHC class i ligands and peptide 
exchange technology for the human mhc gene products 
HLA-A1,-A3,-A11, and-B7. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 
2008; 105:3825–30.

35. Ott PA, Hu Z, Keskin DB, Shukla SA, Sun J, Bozym 
DJ, Zhang W, Luoma A, Giobbie-Hurder A, Peter L. An 
immunogenic personal neoantigen vaccine for patients with 
melanoma. Nature. 2017; 547:217.

36. Sahin U, Derhovanessian E, Miller M, Kloke BP, Simon P, 
Löwer M, Bukur V, Tadmor AD, Luxemburger U, Schrörs B. 
Personalized RNA mutanome vaccines mobilize poly-specific 
therapeutic immunity against cancer. Nature. 2017; 547:222–6.



Oncotarget4119www.impactjournals.com/oncotarget

37. Carreno BM, Magrini V, Becker-Hapak M, Kaabinejadian 
S, Hundal J, Petti AA, Ly A, Lie WR, Hildebrand WH, 
Mardis ER, Linette GP. Cancer immunotherapy. A 
dendritic cell vaccine increases the breadth and diversity 
of melanoma neoantigen-specific t cells. Science. 2015; 
348:803–8. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aaa3828.

38. Teng M, Galon J, Fridman WH, Smyth MJ. From mice to 
humans: developments in cancer immunoediting. J Clin 
Invest. 2015; 125:3338–46.

39. Judd NP, Allen CT, Winkler AE, Uppaluri R. 
Comparative analysis of tumor-infiltrating lymphocytes 

in a syngeneic mouse model of oral cancer. Otolaryngol 
Head Neck Surg. 2012; 147:493–500. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0194599812442037.

40. Ribas A, Shin DS, Zaretsky J, Frederiksen J, Cornish A, 
Avramis E, Seja E, Kivork C, Siebert J, Kaplan-Lefko P, 
Wang X, Chmielowski B, Glaspy JA, et al. PD-1 blockade 
expands intratumoral memory t cells. Cancer Immunol 
Res. 2016; 4:194–203. https://doi.org/10.1158/2326-6066.
cir-15-0210.


	Washington University School of Medicine
	Digital Commons@Becker
	2018

	Cancer immunogenomic approach to neoantigen discovery in a checkpoint blockade responsive murine model of oral cavity squamous cell carcinoma
	Paul Zolkind
	Dariusz Przybylski
	Nemanja Marjanovic
	Lan Nguyen
	Tianxiang Lin
	See next page for additional authors
	Recommended Citation
	Authors


	Microsoft Word - 100710.docx

