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Recent evidences show that there is a link between cancer stem cells
(CSC) and the process of epithelial-mesenchymal transition (EMT).
The purpose of the present study was to in vitro evaluate the combination
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of the biological properties related to CSC and EMT phenotypes with
the invasive and metastatic behavior of the corresponding primary and
metastatic oral squamous cell carcinoma (0OSCC) cell line SCC-9. To
accomplish this parental (SCC-9 ZsGreen) and metastatic (SCC-9 ZsGreen
LN-1) OSCC cell lines, obtained after in vivo tumorigenesis assays, were
initially characterized regarding the ability of migration and invasion by
in vitro scratch and 3D invasion assays, respectively. Further, qRT-PCR
was conducted to verify the differential expression levels of CSC (CD44,
BMI-1, ALDH-1 and p75NTR) and EMT (SNAIL1, TWIST1, AXL, vimentin,
E-cadherin and N-cadherin) markers in both tumor cell lines, using human
palate epithelial cells (HPEC) as control. The study provides evidence
of a CSC subpopulation within the metastatic cell line undergoing EMT
to acquire greater migratory and invasion capacities, depending on the
simultaneous overexpression of CD44, AXL, vimentin and N-cadherin,
associated with loss of E-cadherin. This can be considered as a “molecular
signature” of CSCs undergoing EMT (EMT-CSC) in OSCC, with potential
to be used clinically in the classification of tumors with higher or lower
metastatic potential, as well as to support new therapeutic strategies
against this neoplasm.
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