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Abstract. The Trk family of neurotrophin receptors
plays essential roles in cell fate specification, survival,
growth, and differentiation. Their expression patterns
are complex and dynamically regulated under many
physiological and pathological conditions. However,

the molecular mechanisms that control their tissue-
specific expression are largely unknown. In this
report, we review current knowledge about the tran-
scriptional regulation of Trk receptors.
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Introduction

The nerve growth factor (NGF) family of neuro-
trophins and their receptor tyrosine kinases (Trks)
play important roles in cell fate specification, neuronal
survival, growth, and differentiation [1 – 3]. There are
four NGF-related neurotrophins and three corre-
sponding Trk receptors: NGF binds TrkA; brain-
derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) and neurotro-
phin 4 (NT4) bind TrkB; and NT3 binds TrkC. NT3
can also signal through TrkA and TrkB. All four
neurotrophins also bind with a lower affinity to a
noncatalytic receptor known as p75(NTR), a member
of the tumor necrosis factor receptor (TNFR) super-
family [4]. Neurotrophins are largely derived from
target tissues innervated by Trk-expressing neurons,
while Trk receptors are transmembrane proteins and
function in a cell-autonomous fashion. Trk receptors
have dynamic expression patterns in developing

embryos and in adults. The proper expression of Trk
receptors plays a paramount role in the development
and function of the vertebrate nervous system. More-
over, altered expression of Trk receptors has been
associated with many human diseases. Therefore, the
study of Trk receptor expression is important to our
understanding of transcriptional regulation in devel-
opment and disease.

Trk receptor expression and function

In the peripheral nervous system (PNS), TrkA is
expressed in the small-diameter nociceptive sensory
neurons in dorsal root ganglia (DRG) and trigeminal
ganglia (TG), and also in sympathetic neurons [5, 6].
In the central nervous system (CNS), TrkA is found in
basal forebrain cholinergic neurons (BFCNs) [6 – 8].
These neurons provide the major cholinergic input to
the cerebral cortex and hippocampus and are severely
affected in many neurodegenerative diseases includ-
ing Alzheimer�s disease (AD) and Down syndrome* Corresponding author.
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[9]. TrkB is broadly expressed in the nervous system,
including the medium-sized mechanoreceptive neu-
rons in DRG and TG, and in some nonneural tissues
[10, 11]. TrkC is also broadly expressed in the nervous
system, including the large-diameter proprioceptive
neurons in DRG and TG, and also in some nonneural
tissues [12]. Within the DRG and TG, Trk receptors
are expressed in a largely nonoverlapping pattern.
Different subclasses of sensory neurons require differ-
ent neurotrophins and Trk receptors for survival. For
example, mice carrying null mutations in NGF or
TrkA show a specific loss of virtually all nociceptors,
while mice carrying null mutations in NT3 or TrkC
lack proprioceptive neurons [13 –21]. The sensory
neuron loss is more severe in NT3-null mice than in
TrkC-null mice, suggesting that NT3 can signal
through TrkA and TrkB in addition to TrkC [22]. Trk
receptors also play important roles in the develop-
ment and function of the CNS. For example, BFCNs
respond to NGF/TrkA signaling in vitro [7]. In TrkA
null mice, BFCNs do not mature fully and begin to die
by the time of target innervation [23]. TrkB is known
to be upregulated in hippocampus and cortex in an
activity-dependent manner [24]. In TrkB conditional
knockout mice in which TrkB is ablated in the brain
using a CamKII-Cre transgenic line, specific popula-
tions of CNS neurons are lost and synapse formation
and synaptic plasticity are abnormal [25, 26]. Further
analysis indicates that TrkB is required at both the
presynaptic and postsynaptic sites for the formation of
Schaffer collateral synapses [27]. When TrkB is
deleted in cerebellar precursors using a Wnt1-Cre
transgenic line, the establishment of GABAergic
synapses in the cerebellum is greatly inhibited [28].
TrkC is broadly expressed in the CNS, including strong
expression in several thalamic nuclei. In NT3 condi-
tional knockout mice in which TrkC activation from
cortex-derived NT3 is specifically abolished using a
BF1-Cre transgenic line, thalamocortical axon pro-
jections and collateral branching are affected, leading
to �cortical blindness� [29]. TrkB and TrkC also
cooperate to promote the survival of hippocampal
and cerebellar granule neurons [30]. In TrkB�/
�TrkC�/� double-knockout mice, there is massive
cell death of postnatal hippocampal and cerebellar
granule neurons. Moreover, cerebellar Purkinje cells
were found to be poorly differentiated in TrkB�/
�TrkC�/� mice [30]. Therefore, neurotrophins and
Trk receptors regulate the survival and differentiation
of both peripheral and central neurons.
By crossing the NGF and TrkA mutant alleles into the
Bax-null background, in which apoptosis in the PNS is
completely abolished, it was elegantly demonstrated
that NGF/TrkA signaling is not only required for the
survival of nociceptive neurons, but also for the full

phenotypic maturation of these neurons, including the
expression of neuropeptides and ion channels, axonal
growth, and target innervation in vivo [31]. Similar
results were obtained by crossing the NT3 mutant
allele into the Bax-null background [32]. Moreover, in
mice that express TrkC from the endogenous TrkA
locus, some presumptive TrkA(+) neurons adopted a
proprioceptive phenotype, demonstrating that neuro-
trophin signaling has an instructive role in sensory
subclass specification and differentiation [33].
The expression of Trk receptors is altered under many
physiological and pathological conditions. For exam-
ple, TrkA expression is a prognostic marker for
neuroblastoma, the most frequent solid tumor in
children [34, 35]. Neuroblastomas that express TrkA
at high levels tend to regress, while tumors that do not
express TrkA tend to become aggressive and malig-
nant. This suggests that TrkA may actively promote
growth arrest and differentiation of neuroblastoma
tumor cells. TrkA expression also induces the apop-
tosis of neuroblastoma cells, at least in part through
p53 [36]. These results suggest that TrkA may be a
novel target for treatment of this disease. Indeed,
ectopic expression of TrkA was shown to be able to
reduce the tumorigenecity of aggressive neuroblasto-
ma cell lines in a mouse xenograft model [37].
Interestingly, the expression of TrkB is often associ-
ated with malignant neuroblastomas while TrkC is
associated with favorable neuroblastomas [34,
38 – 41]. This suggests that the downstream signaling
pathways in neuroblastoma cells may be different for
these three Trk receptors. The mutation or down-
regulation of TrkA is also at the root of a rare human
genetic disease, congenital insensitivity to pain with
anhydrosis (CIPA), also known as the hereditary
autonomous neuropathy IV [42, 43]. These patients
do not feel pain, lose thermal regulation, often self-
mutilate, and some are mentally retarded. The down-
regulation of TrkA in BFCNs has been found in AD
patients and in aged rodents, which leads to the
dysfunction of the cholinergic system that is essential
for attention, learning, and memory [44].
TrkB and its ligand BDNFare regulated in an activity-
dependent manner [24, 45]. For example, depolariza-
tion of cultured mouse cortical neurons increased the
expression of TrkB [24]. Moreover, stress, seizure,
exercise, antidepressants, and antipsychotic agents
were shown to affect TrkB expression in vivo. TrkB
expression is also found to be essential for the proper
development of the heart [46]. Interestingly, NT3/
TrkC signaling also plays an important role in heart
development [20, 47 – 49]. Therefore, understanding
the transcriptional regulation of Trk receptors is not
only important to the study of developmental biology,
it also has important therapeutic implications. We
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divide the following review into three sections, cover-
ing the transcriptional regulation of TrkA, TrkB, and
TrkC. Table 1 summarizes the known transcription
factors that have been implicated in regulating the
expression of Trk receptors.

TrkA transcriptional regulation

Among all three Trk receptors, the transcriptional
regulation of TrkA has been most intensively studied.
The human TrkA gene spans at least 23 kilobases (kb)
and contains 17 exons [50]. Exon sizes range from 18
to 394 base pairs (bp) and intron sizes range from 170
bp to 3.3 kb. Many putative transcription-factor-
binding sites have been found within the 5’-flanking
region of the human TrkA gene. The 5’ region of the
mouse TrkA gene was characterized by reporter
assays in PC12 and N2a neuroblastoma cells which
normally express TrkA [51]. The mouse TrkA pro-
moter sequence is GC -rich and is contained within a
CpG island that extends over the entire first coding
exon. The TrkA promoter lacks a genuine TATA box
and the transcription start site is located 70 bp
upstream of the ATG translation initiation codon. A
150-bp DNA fragment, immediately upstream of the
transcription start site, was shown to be able to drive
transcription in N2a and PC12 cells. Furthermore, a
13-bp cis element within this fragment was shown to
be important for both promoter activity and cell-type-
specific expression. Multiple proteins bind this region
in TrkA-expressing cells and the transcription factor
Sp1 was implicated as one potential regulator of this
promoter activity. Similarly, a 138-bp region located
just upstream of the transcription initiation site of the

human TrkA gene was also shown to be important for
transcription of TrkA in neuroblastoma cell lines [52].
Aberrant or increased TrkA expression has also been
reported in human nonneural tumors including pros-
tate, breast, lung, and pancreatic cancers [53]. A
negative cis-acting AP1-like sequence, TGAGCGA,
was found in the 5’-untranslated region of the human
TrkA gene [53]. This AP1-like site was bound mainly
by c-Jun homodimers and the binding was directly
blocked by methylation. Steady-state TrkA expres-
sion correlated positively with the accumulation of
methylated CpG around the AP1-like sequence. The
activation of TrkA expression in various pancreatic
cell lines was considered to be caused by the direct
interference with c-Jun binding to this negative AP1-
like sequence. Therefore, unlike global methylation at
CpG islands that typically leads to gene silencing,
specific methylation at this negative AP1-like site
plays a crucial epigenetic role in activating TrkA
expression during pancreatic cancer progression.
The AML1-ETO fusion protein, generated by the t(8;
21) chromosomal translocation in acute myeloid
leukemia (AML), upregulates the level of TrkA
mRNA and protein in human CD34+ hematopoietic
stem/progenitor cells [54]. This renders the CD34+
hematopoietic cells responsive to NGF. This could
provide important proliferative or survival signals to
AML1-ETO-expressing leukemic or preleukemic
cells, and the NGF/TrkA signaling pathway may be a
suitable target for therapeutic approaches to AML.
Aging is accompanied by a marked change in the
expression level of TrkA and p75(NTR) in the brain
[55]. TrkA predominates in younger animals while
p75(NTR) predominates in older animals. This TrkA
to p75(NTR) switch is under the control of the insulin-

Table 1. Transcriptional regulation of Trk receptors.

T/S Factors TrkA TrkB TrkC References

Klf7 � X X 6,58

Brn3a � � � 66 –70

Runx1 ? 75 –80

Runx3 � � 75, 76, 81, 111

Wt1 � 46

HF1-b � 113

CREB � 24,85

NeuroD � � 87

Ngn1 � 71, 72, 82

Ngn2 � � 71, 72, 82

C-Jun � 53

T3R � � � 86

T3R+ ligand � 86

� activation; � repression; X no effect; ? unclear
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like growth factor-1 receptor (IGF1-R), the common
regulator of lifespan and aging in many organisms. The
signaling pathway that regulates the expression of
TrkA and p75(NTR) downstream of IGF1-R requires
IRS2, Akt, PTEN, and the short isoform of p53. The
hyperactivation of IGF1-R leads to an accelerated
form of aging and an early switch from TrkA to
p75(NTR).
It has been reported that in the parietal cortex of
postmortem brains of AD patients, the TrkA mRNA
level is more than twofold lower than in controls, while
the expression of TrkB and TrkC does not change [56].
The reduced expression of TrkA may contribute to
impaired NGF signaling and reduced retrograde
transport of NGF in cholinergic neurons. This study
suggests a specific role for TrkA during neurodegen-
eration in AD.

The mouse TrkA minimal enhancer and sensory
neuron expression

Despite the accumulating evidence that TrkA is
regulated by many physiological and pathological
conditions, relatively little is known about the under-
lying mechanisms at the molecular level. Because
TrkA is specifically expressed in neural-crest-derived
sensory and sympathetic neurons, therefore, the
molecular mechanisms that regulate TrkA expression
can be studied in vivo. Using a transgenic approach, a
mouse TrkA minimal enhancer was identified that is
necessary and sufficient to drive the expression of a b-
galactosidase reporter gene in embryonic mouse
DRG and TG neurons in vivo [57]. The expression
of b-galactosidase appears to be restricted in TrkA(+)
neurons within the DRG. This 457-bp enhancer is
highly conserved in mouse, chick, and human. Within
this minimal enhancer, many consensus DNA-binding
sites were found, nine of which were shown to be
important for the enhancer function in transgenic
mice. When these cis elements were individually
mutated by site-directed mutagenesis, the enhancer
activity in vivo was either lost or greatly reduced. This
implies that multiple transcription factors are in-
volved in regulating TrkA expression in vivo.
A molecular screen of a mouse DRG cDNA expres-
sion library using the above-mentioned nine cis
elements as probes led to the identification of tran-
scription factors that bind to these cis elements [6].
One of these transcription factors is Klf7, a novel zinc
finger protein of the kruppel-like factor family.
Experiments using gel mobility shift assays and
chromatin immunoprecipitation (ChIP) assays
showed that Klf7 indeed binds its cognate site within
the TrkA enhancer in vitro and in vivo [6, 58]. Klf7 is

coexpressed with TrkA in sensory and sympathetic
neurons and its expression precedes that of TrkA [6].
Functional studies in PC12 cells show that Klf7
binding to its cognate site is sufficient to activate the
TrkA minimal enhancer [58]. Analysis of Klf7 knock-
out mice demonstrated that Klf7 is required for TrkA
expression in vivo [58, 59]. The ablation of Klf7 leads
to the loss of a subset of TrkA(+) neurons through
apoptosis [58]. On the other hand, the expression of
TrkB and TrkC is normal in Klf7-null DRG. Similarly,
the innervation of dorsal spinal cord by TrkA(+)
DRG neurons is largely reduced, while the Ia afferent
from the TrkC(+) DRG neurons is normal. As a
result, Klf7 null mice have a specific defect in
nociception, the sensation of pain and noxious stimuli,
while they have normal mechanoreception, the sen-
sation of innocuous mechanical stimuli, and proprio-
ception, the sensation of body position and limb
placement. By crossing the Klf7-null allele into the
Bax�/� background to circumvent neurotrophin
dependence for survival, it was demonstrated that
the downregulation of TrkA expression is a direct
effect of Klf7 gene ablation, rather than a secondary
effect of cell death [58]. Thus Klf7 represents the first
transcription factor identified that specifically binds
the TrkA enhancer and regulates TrkA expression in
sensory neurons in vivo.
Brn3a is a homeobox transcription factor that is
strongly expressed in sensory neurons [60 – 65]. In
Brn3a-null mice, the expression of TrkA is greatly
reduced while the expression of TrkB and TrkC is
abolished [66– 69]. Crossing the Brn3a-null allele into
a Bax�/� background demonstrated that the down-
regulation of TrkA is a direct effect of Brn3a gene
ablation rather than a secondary effect of apoptosis
[70]. Through DNA footprinting and gel mobility shift
assays, two Brn3a-binding sites were identified within
the mouse TrkA minimal enhancer. Mutation of both
sites leads to a great reduction of the enhancer activity
in transgenic embryos [70]. This suggests that TrkA
might be a direct transcriptional target of Brn3a in
vivo.
Although Klf7 and Brn3a are coexpressed in the
majority of sensory neurons, epistasis analysis indi-
cates that the expressions of Klf7 and Brn3a are
independently regulated [our unpublished results].
Although Brn3a is unable to activate the TrkA
minimal enhancer in PC12 cells, the addition of both
Brn3a and Klf7 synergistically activate the TrkA
minimal enhancer. The analysis of TrkA expression
in Brn3a and Klf7 mutant embryos revealed that at
E11.5, TrkA expression is normal in Brn3a�/�Klf7�/
� trigeminal ganglia. This is supported by the fact that
the precursor cells that are destined to become
TrkA(+) neurons are present in Brn3a�/�Klf7�/�

Cell. Mol. Life Sci. Vol. 64, 2007 Review Article 525



trigeminal ganglia as marked by normal Ngn1 ex-
pression [71, 72]. Therefore, both Brn3a and Klf7 are
dispensable for the initiation of TrkA expression in
sensory neurons. One day later, at E12.5, while TrkA
expression is unaffected in Brn3a�/� trigeminal
ganglia and only slightly reduced in Klf7�/� trigemi-
nal ganglia, TrkA expression is severely reduced in the
double-knockout mice [our unpublished results]. By
E15.5, TrkA expression is completely abolished in the
double-knockout trigeminal ganglia [our unpublished
results]. This suggests that Klf7 and Brn3a are
independent and yet partially redundant in regulating
TrkA expression in vivo.
The Runt domain transcription factors interact with a
common transcriptional cofactor CBFb to control a
variety of developmental processes [73, 74]. Both
Runx1 and Runx3 are expressed in sensory neurons of
DRG and trigeminal ganglia [75 – 77]. During embry-
onic development, Runx1 is coexpressed with TrkA in
nociceptive neurons while Runx3 is coexpressed with
TrkC in proprioceptive neurons [75 – 77]. After birth,
a subset of TrkA(+) neurons cease to express TrkA
but instead express Ret, the receptor for glia-derived
neurotrophic factor (GDNF) [78]. These neurons
continue to express Runx1 [79]. By using a conditional
knockout approach to ablate Runx1 in premigratory
neural crest cells including the progenitors of DRG
neurons, it was shown that the developmental tran-
sition from TrkA to Ret is impaired and the number of
TrkA(+) neurons in DRG increases significantly in
the mutants [79]. Interestingly, a large cohort of
nociceptive ion channels and sensory receptors are
also affected in Runx1 mutant DRG, suggesting that
Runx1 coordinates the phenotypes of a large set of
nociceptors. As a consequence, Runx1-deficient mice
demonstrate specific deficits in thermal and neuro-
pathic pain, but not in mechanical pain [79]. This study
suggests that Runx1 controls the segregation of
TrkA(+) and Ret(+) nociceptive neurons by sup-
pressing TrkA and activating Ret. However, it is
unclear whether Runx1 directly inhibits TrkA tran-
scription in DRG neurons.
In a separate study using chick embryos and in ovo
electroporation, it was shown that the Runt activity is
required for TrkA expression and the survival of
nociceptive sensory neurons [80]. It was further shown
that Runx1 is sufficient to induce ectopic TrkA
expression in chick embryos after electroporation. A
putative Runx-binding site was found in the mouse
TrkA minimal enhancer and Runx1 can activate this
enhancer in transfected PC12 cells. This suggests that
Runx1 can activate TrkA expression in vivo and in
vitro, although a direct binding of Runx1 to the TrkA
minimal enhancer has not yet been demonstrated.
However, it was shown in mice that overexpression of

Runx1 from the tau locus through homologous
recombination does not affect the level of TrkA
expression in DRG neurons, although it significantly
suppresses CGRP expression [81]. It is possible that
the expression level of exogenous Runx1 is much
higher in the electroporated chick embryos than in
mice, which may explain the different results using
these different systems. It is also possible that some
necessary cofactors are present in the chick embryos
but are missing in mouse DRG neurons.
Ngn1 and Ngn2 are neural-specific basic helix-loop-
helix (bHLH) transcription factors that control neuro-
genesis in the developing sensory ganglia in the PNS
[71, 82]. Gene knockout studies demonstrate that
TrkA(+) neurons in the developing DRG require
Ngn1, while Ngn2 is transiently required only for
TrkB(+) and TrkC(+) neurons [72]. The initial
requirement for Ngn2 is subsequently compensated
in an Ngn1-dependent manner. The development of
DRG is completely abolished in Ngn1�/�Ngn2�/�
double knockouts while the development of the
sympathetic ganglion is unaffected [72]. However, it
is unclear whether Ngn1 and Ngn2 directly regulate
the expression of the Trk receptors in the sensory
neurons.
As mentioned earlier, nine cis elements within the
mouse TrkA minimal enhancer are important for
TrkA expression in sensory neurons in vivo [57]. This
implies that other TrkA enhancer-binding proteins
participate in regulating TrkA expression. It also
remains a challenge to identify and characterize
transcription factors that regulate TrkA expression
in BFCNs. A complete understanding of TrkA regu-
lation in BFCNs may lead to the identification of
novel therapeutic targets for neurological diseases
including AD and Down syndrome.

TrkB transcriptional regulation

The human TrkB gene spans 590 kb and contains 24
exons [83]. Due to different promoters, alternative
splicing, and different polyadenylation sites, the
human TrkB gene can create at least 100 different
transcripts that encode 10 proteins. However, North-
ern blot and RT-PCR analysis reveal that only three
major protein isoforms are generated: the full-length
receptor, a truncated receptor lacking the kinase
domain, and a truncated receptor lacking the kinase
domain but containing an Shc-binding site. Both
truncated isoforms are potential negative regulators
of TrkB signaling [83].
The mouse TrkB gene is transcribed from two differ-
ent promoters named P1 and P2 [84]. By RNase
protection assays, P1 has been located at 1.8 kb
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upstream of the TrkB translation start codon. P2 has
been located at 0.5 kb upstream of the TrkB trans-
lation start codon. In addition, transcription of the
mouse TrkB locus results in two different TrkB
isoforms (full-length and truncated receptors) due to
alternative splicing of the mRNA. There is no
correlation between promoter usage and alternative
splicing, as transcripts originating from both promot-
ers encode both full-length and truncated receptors
[84].
Like its ligand BDNF, TrkB expression is upregulated
in an activity-dependent manner [24, 45]. Depolari-
zation of mouse cortical neurons in culture increases
the expression of the full-length TrkB transcript
without affecting the expression of the truncated
isoform [24]. Depolarization also regulates the tran-
scription of TrkB via the entry of Ca2+ through
voltage-gated Ca2+ channels and subsequent activa-
tion of Ca2+-responsive elements in the two TrkB
promoters. Reporter assays in which luciferase ex-
pression is driven by the TrkB promoter demonstrate
that Ca2+ inhibits the upstream promoter P1 but
activates the downstream promoter P2. Two adjacent
but nonidentical Ca2+-responsive elements located
within P2 are required for the Ca2+-dependent stim-
ulation of TrkB expression in cortical neurons in vitro.
Therefore, the coordinated regulation of BDNF and
TrkB by Ca2+ may play a role in activity-dependent
survival and synaptic plasticity by enhancing BDNF/
TrkB signaling [24].
In a separate report, it was shown that forskolin
rapidly stimulates the expression of both the full-
length and truncated TrkB isoforms in primary culture
of mouse cortical neurons [85]. This activation de-
pends upon protein kinase A (PKA) and cyclic-AMP-
responsive-element-binding protein (CREB). It was
shown that activated CREB binds the second cAMP-
responsive element located within the P2 promoter of
the TrkB gene [85]. This study demonstrates that TrkB
is a target for CREB regulation and may explain the
increase of TrkB expression produced during different
adaptive responses of the nervous system in which
CREB is involved.
Expression of TrkB is regulated by thyroid hormone
(T3) during development of the rat brain [86]. The
TrkB transcript level is increased in the cerebral
cortex of neonatal experimental hypothyroid rats. An
increase in the transcription rate of the TrkB gene
accounts for this effect. It was shown that unliganded
thyroid hormone receptor (T3R) stimulates the TrkB
promoter activity, while the addition of T3 reverses
the activity below basal levels. T3-dependent repres-
sion of the TrkB promoter requires the binding of the
T3R to a specific region located downstream of the
transcription start site. This region contains an array of

thyroid hormone response half-sites that binds T3R as
heterodimers with retinoid X receptor (RXR). The
deletion of these half-sites causes the loss of the T3-
dependent repression. Therefore, thyroid hormone
inhibits the expression of TrkB through the active
repression of the thyroid hormone response elements
located downstream of the transcription start site.
Moreover, unliganded thyroid hormone receptor can
also induce TrkB expression in the mouse neuro-
blastoma N2a cell line while concomitantly reducing
the expression of TrkA and TrkC.
Inner ear sensory neurons are dependent on NeuroD,
a bHLH transcription factor, for survival [87]. Mice
lacking NeuroD are deaf due to the apoptosis of inner
ear sensory neurons during development. The affect-
ed inner ear sensory neurons fail to express TrkB and
TrkC, two receptors important for the survival of inner
ear sensory neurons in vivo [87]. This study suggests
that the ability of NeuroD to support neuronal
survival may be directly mediated through the regu-
lation of responsiveness to the neurotrophins. It
remains to be determined whether NeuroD directly
regulates the expression of TrkB and TrkC in inner ear
sensory neurons.
In Brn3a knockout trigeminal ganglia, TrkB expres-
sion was initially upregulated but then gradually
disappeared [68]. By P0, no TrkB(+) neurons can be
found in the mutant trigeminal ganglia. It is unclear
whether Brn3a directly regulates TrkB expression in
vivo.
During early embryonic development, coexpression
of TrkC, TrkB, and Ret was observed in mouse DRG
[81]. These hybrid TrkC(+)/TrkB(+) and TrkC(+)/
Ret(+) neurons represent distinct early and transient
populations of DRG neurons. By overexpressing
Runx3 from the tau locus through homologous
recombination, it was elegantly demonstrated that
Runx3 promotes the transition from TrkC(+)/
TrkB(+) hybrid neurons to a solitary TrkC(+) phe-
notype by suppressing TrkB expression and promot-
ing TrkC expression [81]. Runx3 also represses TrkB
expression and activates TrkC expression in TrkB(+)/
Ret(+) neurons. It is unclear whether Runx3 directly
inhibits TrkB expression in vivo.
Both BDNFand TrkB are expressed in the developing
heart [46, 88, 89]. BDNF�/� and TrkB�/�mice have
multiple heart defects [46, 88]. It was recently shown
that the Wilms� tumor gene-1, Wt1, is coexpressed
with TrkB in coronary vessels of mouse hearts [46].
The ablation of the Wt1 gene leads to the near
complete absence of TrkB expression in the epicar-
dium and subepicardial blood vessels. Activation of
Wt1 in an inducible cell line significantly stimulated
TrkB expression and the TrkB promoter was strongly
upregulated by Wt1 in a transient transfection experi-
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ment. A consensus Wt1-binding site was located
within the TrkB enhancer and this binding site was
necessary to direct the expression of a reporter
transgene to the epicardium and the developing
vasculature of embryonic mouse hearts. This study
demonstrates that transcriptional activation of TrkB
by Wt1 plays a crucial role for normal vascularization
of the developing heart [46].
In addition, the expression of TrkB is altered under
many physiological and pathological conditions in-
cluding, but not limited to, exposure to retinoic acid,
ethanol, antidepressants, antipsychotic agents, and
stress. TrkB expression is also altered in traumatic
brain injury, motoneuron axonomy, Parkinson�s dis-
ease, AD, seizures, schizophrenia, and aging [90 – 109].
The underlying mechanisms for the altered TrkB
expression in these conditions are unclear.

TrkC transcriptional regulation

TrkC is broadly expressed in the nervous system [12].
It is also expressed in many nonneural tissues. The
human TrkC gene consists of 20 exons [110]. Analysis
of the 5’ flanking region revealed the absence of a
TATA box, a very high GC content, and the presence
of putative binding sites for AP1, AP2, GC, ATF,
Brn2, AML1, and Nkx2.5 transcription factors.
In Brn3a knockout trigeminal ganglia, TrkC expres-
sion was completely abolished from as early as E11.5
[68]. It is possible that TrkC is a direct transcriptional
target of Brn3a. However, this needs to be experi-
mentally demonstrated.
Runx3 was found to be coexpressed with TrkC in TG
and DRG neurons [75, 76]. One study reported that
there are fewer TrkC(+) neurons in Runx3�/�DRG
[76]. However, in another study using a separate line
of Runx3�/�mice, it was reported that the number of
TrkC(+) neurons did not change in Runx3�/� DRG
although proprioceptive afferent axons failed to
project to their targets [75]. As mentioned earlier,
overexpression of Runx3 from the tau locus can
activate TrkC expression in TrkC(+)/TrkB(+) and
TrkB(+)/Ret(+) DRG neurons, while inhibiting TrkB
expression [81]. However, ectopic expression of
Runx3 is unable to induce TrkC expression in the
TrkA(+) sensory neurons. Therefore, Runx3 can
promote TrkC expression in a context-dependent
manner. This is consistent with another report dem-
onstrating that ectopic expression of Runx3 in chick
DRG by a focal in ovo electroporation does not
induce the expression of TrkC or ER81, two proprio-
ceptive markers, although it represses TrkB expres-
sion [111]. It remains to be determined whether
Runx3 directly regulates TrkC expression. Important-

ly, the status of Runx3 expression is a major determi-
nant of the dorsal-ventral position of termination of
sensory axons within the spinal cord.
NT3 and TrkC are expressed in the developing heart
[89, 112]. It was shown that NT-3 was expressed in the
ventricular region from E11 to birth in rats. Full-
length TrkC was detected in the walls of aorta and
pulmonary trunk from E13 to birth and in the cardiac
ganglion neurons from E14 to adult age. Both
truncated TrkC and TrkB receptors, TrkC.TK� and
TrkB.T1, were detected in the outflow tract at E12 and
in the walls of developing aorta and pulmonary trunk
from E13 to birth. This study suggests a specific role
for NT3/TrkC signaling in the innervation of the
conducting system and the development of the smooth
muscle cells [89]. Indeed, NT3- and TrkC-null mice
have multiple cardiac defects, including atrial and
ventricular septal defects, and valvular defects includ-
ing pulmonic stenosis [20, 48]. These defects resemble
some of the most common congenital heart malfor-
mations in humans. It was shown that these cardiac
defects were caused by abnormal development of both
cardiac neural crest cells and cardiac myocytes [47,
49]. Moreover, HF-1b is a transcription factor re-
quired for the specification of the cardiac conducting
system [113]. The absence of HF-1b in the neural crest
led to atrial and atrioventricular dysfunction resulting
from deficiencies in TrkC expression [113]. It remains
to be determined whether HF-1b directly regulates
TrkC expression.

Summary

The expression of Trk receptors is complex and
dynamically regulated. Although there is a large
body of descriptive studies regarding the expression
of Trk receptors under various physiological and
pathological conditions, the molecular mechanisms
that control the tissue-specific expression of Trk
receptors are just beginning to be discovered. So far,
multiple transcription factors are implicated in regu-
lating the expression of Trk receptors (Table 1).
However, most of the data on these transcription
factors are from gene knockout studies and the direct
involvement of these transcription factors in regulat-
ing Trk receptor expression at the molecular level
remains to be demonstrated. A detailed study of the
transcriptional regulation of Trk receptor expression
will greatly improve our understanding of cell fate
specification and differentiation. It will also have
important therapeutic implications for the treatment
of neurodegenerative diseases, cancers, and congen-
ital heart diseases.
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