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Streptococcus mutans is the primary etiologic agent of dental caries and occasionally

infective endocarditis, with the ability to form biofilms and disperse cells into distal sites

to exacerbate and spread infection. In this study, we identified a nuclease (DeoC) as a

S. mutans biofilm dispersal modulating factor through microarray analysis. In vitro assays

revealed a dispersal defect of a deoC deletion mutant, and functional studies with purified

protein were indicative of the biofilm dispersal activity of DeoC. Neutrophils are a key

host response factor restraining bacterial spreading through the formation of neutrophil

extracellular traps (NETs), which consist of a nuclear DNA backbone associated with

antimicrobial peptides. Therefore, we hypothesized that the dispersed S. mutans might

utilize DeoC to degrade NETs and escape killing by the immune system. It was found that

S. mutans induced NET formation upon contact with neutrophils, while the presence of

NETs in turn enhanced the deoC expression of S. mutans. Fluorescence microscopy

inspection showed that deoC deletion resulted in a decreased NET degradation ability

of S. mutans and enhanced susceptibility to neutrophil killing. Data obtained from this

study assigned two important roles for DeoC in S. mutans: contributing to the spread

of infection through mediating biofilm dispersal, and facilitating the escape of S. mutans

from neutrophil killing through NET degradation.
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INTRODUCTION

Streptococcus mutans, the primary etiologic agent of human dental caries (Ahn et al.,
2006), and occasionally infective endocarditis (Jung et al., 2009), can form biofilms on
the surface of teeth, referred to as dental plaque biofilm. Unlike other pathogens that
produce virulence factors that can wreak havoc in the host, S. mutans has evolved to
exist as part of the normal elements of the oral dental biofilm (Smith and Spatafora,
2012). Thus, S. mutans can easily gain access into the bloodstream during dental surgery,

Abbreviations: CFU, colony forming unit; CSP, competence stimulating peptide; DEGs, differentially expressed genes; DR5P,

2-deoxyribose-5-phosphate; GO, gene ontology; LB, Luria–Bertani; MOI, multiplicity of infection; NE, neutrophil elastase;

NET, neutrophil extracellular trap; PLS, polystyrene; PMA, phorbol 12-myristate 13-acetate; qRT-PCR, quantitative real-time

PCR; ROS, reactive oxygen species; Spe, spectinomycin.
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FIGURE 3 | Transcriptome analysis of S. mutans biofilm during dispersion (60 vs. 48 h). Four protein interaction networks represented by different colors were

identified among 137 DEGs. The genes in each network were clustered into functional annotation terms. The DEGs in GO term deoxyribonuclease activity and

endodeoxyribonuclease activity reached 30 and 37.5%. GO, gene ontology; BP, biological process; MF, molecular function.

between 60–72 h and 72–84 h (P > 0.05). During 84–96 h, the
amount of dispersed cells decreased significantly (P < 0.05).
Corresponding to the dispersal, the biomass of biofilm decreased
gradually and reached a steady state after 84 h (Figure 1B).

Global Transcriptional Changes during
S. mutans Biofilm Dispersal
We used whole-genome microarrays to identify the global
transcriptional changes during biofilm dispersal and also
to investigate the molecular mechanism regulating biofilm
dispersal. Based on the data shown in Figure 1, 48–60 h
represented a rapid biofilm dispersal stage and at 96 h the
dispersal greatly decreased. Therefore, the transcriptome of

96 vs. 60 h biofilm and 60 vs. 48 h biofilm was compared. A
total of 160 genes were identified as differentially expressed,
with 26 genes up-regulated (Table S2) and 134 genes
down-regulated in the 96 vs. 60 h biofilm group (Table S3).
In the 60 vs. 48 h group, 137 genes (30 up-regulated and 107
down-regulated) were differentially expressed, as shown in
Tables S4, S5.

Since gene interaction networks are important for various
biological processes, we analyzed protein interactions among
the identified DEGs. In the 96 vs. 60 h group, the DEGs were
clustered in 6 interaction networks (Figure 2). Four of the
interaction networks were also predicted in the 60 vs. 48 h biofilm
group (Figure 3). It seemed that the DEGs formed a highly
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FIGURE 4 | The deoCmutant exhibited compromised dispersal ability. (A) Nuclease activity of S. mutans biofilm supernatant. The nuclease activity reached the

maximum at 48–60 h, characterized by the largest diameter of DNA hydrolysis circle. Data are presented as mean ± SD,*P < 0.05 compared with 48–60 h. (B) deoC

was responsible for S. mutans biofilm dispersal. Comet tails caused by the release of cells from microcolonies/nascent biofilms were observed inthe S. mutans

wildtype and deoC complemented strain, but no evidence of dispersal was noted in the deoC mutant.

linked network, which indicated that the genes in the identified
interaction networks might be associated with biofilm dispersal.

GO enrichment analysis was then carried out to identify
pathways that may regulate S. mutans biofilm dispersal based
on the identified interaction networks. In total, 37 GO terms
were assigned in the 96 vs. 60 h group, among which the
DEGs with GO term translational elongation and with GO
term endonuclease activity reached 36.6 and 30%, respectively
(Figure 2). Among the 31 GO terms in the 60 vs. 48 h
group, the DEGs in GO term deoxyribonuclease activity
and endodeoxyribonuclease activity reached 30 and 37.5%,
respectively (Figure 3). The overlap of DEGs in GO terms
deoxyribonuclease activity and endodeoxyribonuclease activity
indicated that nuclease activity might be critical to biofilm
dispersal.

To validate the microarray data, we randomly selected 20
genes for expression analysis by qRT-PCR using 16S rRNA as
the internal control. As shown in Figure S2, most of the selected
genes showed a similar expression trend, which supported a
strong level of confidence in our microarray data.

deoC Mutant Exhibits Compromised
Dispersal Ability
To study whether deoC played a potential role in biofilm
dispersal, we examined the DNase activity of S. mutans biofilm
supernatants at different stages. As shown in Figure 4A, the
supernatant of the 48–60 h period exhibited the highest level of

DNase activity characterized by the larger diameter compared
with the 72–84 h and 84–96 h periods (P < 0.05), which
was in accordance with the dispersal extent of biofilm in
Figure 1. We thus speculated that this protein may initiate the
biofilm dispersal. To verify this speculation, we constructed
a deoC deletion mutant and compared the dispersal ability
of the mutant with the wild-type strain through the biofilm
dispersal experiment. The deoC deletion mutant was verified
by PCR and sequencing (Figure S1). In the dispersal assay,
microturbulence in the plates causes a comet-like tail to form
as organisms disperse from the nascent microcolony. The
dispersal was noted by the comet tail of satellite colonies
formed by S. mutans wild type (Figure 4B). However, only
a few of the microcolonies exhibited a similar comet tail in
the plates containing the deoC mutant. These data strongly
suggested that DeoC was involved in the biofilm dispersal of
S. mutans.

deoC Activity in S. mutans
To confirm DeoC activity, we expressed and purified the
DeoC His-tagged recombinant protein (Figure 5A). In order
to determine the optimal conditions for the catalytic activity,
we quantitatively assayed the effects of pH and temperature
on purified DeoC activities. The results showed that purified
DeoC was capable of catabolizing DR5P and was optimally
active at pH 6.0 (Figure 5B) and 50◦C (Figure 5C), but
could not degrade DNA independently (Figure 5D). The DNA
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FIGURE 5 | Characteristics of DeoC in S. mutans. (A) His-tagged DeoC was expressed and purified from E. coli and was analyzed by SDS-PAGE. Lane M,

protein molecular mass marker. (B,C) Activity of purified DeoC at different pHs and temperatures. (D) Degradation of DNA by the supernatant of S. mutans strains.

(E,F) Exogenous application of DeoC disrupted S. mutans biofilm. Preformed biofilm was incubated at 37◦C for 1 h with the indicated concentrations of DeoC and

stained with crystal violet. *Significant decrease in biofilm biomass after 5µg/ml DeoC treatment (P < 0.05).

degradation activity of culture supernatants of S. mutanswas also
investigated via degradation of salmon sperm DNA. The deoC
mutant supernatant demonstrated no DNA degradation activity,
indicating that DeoC played an indispensable role in nuclease
activity of S. mutans. In contrast, supernatants from the wild-type
strain andDNaseI efficiently degraded DNAmarker (Figure 5D).
Degradation of DNA could be restored in the complemented
strain; thus, excluding polar effects of mutagenesis.

To determine whether DeoC could disperse preformed
biofilm, we treated biofilm with increasing concentrations of
purified DeoC, and commercial DNaseI was used as a positive
control. The biofilm was progressively disrupted as the DeoC
concentration increased, and a significant decrease in biofilm
biomass was observed when the DeoC concentration increased
to 1µg/ml (P < 0.05) compared with the untreated control
(Figures 5E,F).

S. mutans Induces NET Formation and
Degrades NETs through deoC
The oxidative burst is a key feature for neutrophils, which
is involved in signaling processes and microbial killing. Thus,

we analyzed the ROS production of neutrophils upon contact
with S. mutans wild type, deoC mutant, and the complemented
strain. As displayed in Figure 6A, the ROS production reached
amaximum at approximately 2 h (MOI = 200) in all the tested
strains, which was indicative that S. mutans was recognized
by human neutrophils and had the potential to induce NET
formation. ROS production during the observed time periods

was shown by measuring the area under the curve. No significant
difference was observed in the ROS levels between the wildtype,

deoC mutant, and the complemented strain (Figure 6B), which

indicated that the neutrophil activation potential of S. mutans

was independent of DeoC.
NET formation was quantified using the fluorescent dye

SytoxGreen, which detects extracellular DNA. In the case of
neutrophils stimulated with S. mutans strains, the NET level
increased over time with a lag-phase of 3 h, while only 1 h lag
phase was observed for PMA treated neutrophils (Figure 6C).
After 6 h of incubation, the fluorescence increased over time and
reached a plateau at 47.54 and 62.24% of the total DNA when
the neutrophils were stimulated with deoC mutant and PMA,
respectively (Figures 6C,D). Notably, the fluorescence continued
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FIGURE 6 | S. mutans-stimulated NET formation of neutrophils. (A,B) ROS production of human neutrophils by a luminometric assay. ROS production reached

a maximum at approximately 2 h (MOI = 200) in all the tested strains, indicative that S. mutans was recognized by human neutrophils and had the potential to induce

NET formation (A). No significant difference was observed in the ROS levels between the wild type (WT) and deoC mutant represented by the areas under the curve

(B), indicating that the neutrophil activation potential of S. mutans was independent of DeoC. RLU, Relative light units. (C) DNA release of neutrophils co-cultured with

S. mutans strains. (D) DNA release of neutrophils stimulated with PMA. DNA release was quantified by the live cell impermeant fluorescent DNA dye SytoxGreen. Data

are shown as percentages of DNA fluorescence compared with a TritonX-100 lysis control (100%). (E) DNaseI degraded the released DNA of neutrophils induced by

deoC mutant. DNaseI was added after 5 h of co-culture. The arrows indicated the addition of DNaseI at 5 h.

to increase after 6 h in the mutant stimulated neutrophils and
kept steady after 9.5 h (Figure 6C). The sharp increase in DNA
fluorescence from the 7th hour might be attributed to the
death of the mutant cells and the subsequent release of DNA,
since only 10% of the mutant cells survived after 4 h contact
with NETs as revealed later in Figure 8B. However, wild-type-
stimulated and complemented-strain-stimulated neutrophils
exhibited only a slight increase in fluorescent signal. To
confirm that the low fluorescence in the wild-type-stimulated
neutrophils was due to nuclease activity, DNaseI was added

to the PMA-treated neutrophils as a control. As expected, the
fluorescent intensity decreased rapidly upon DNaseI addition
(Figures 6D,E).

To visualize NET formation induced by S. mutans, human
neutrophils were stimulated with PMA, wild type, deoC mutant,
and pFW5-deoCcom. As a positive control, PMA-stimulated
neutrophils exhibited web-like structures and the elastase was
destroyed and scattered, compared with the intact neutrophils
with nuclei and elastase within the cytoplasm in the unstimulated
intact neutrophils (Figure 7A). After DNaseI treatment for
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FIGURE 7 | Visualization of NET formation and degradation. (A) Neutrophils were stimulated for 4 h either with PMA, S. mutans wild type (WT), deoC mutant, or

pFW5-deoC com (MOI 200), or were left unstimulated. (B) Enlarged immunofluorescent micrographs of NE (HRP conjugated, red), DNA (DAPI, blue), and S. mutans

WT, deoC mutant, and pFW5-deoCcom strains; the arrows indicate the S. mutans cells.

4 h, only deformed nuclei and scattered elastase could be
detected, without DNA web-like structures. When co-cultured
with the wild-type S. mutans or the complemented strain, no
intact NETs were observed, characterized by the low intensity
of DNA or the absence of DNA in areas of elastase. In
addition, large areas of NE surrounded by S. mutans in an
intact chain were visible (Figure 7B), suggestive of degradation
of DNA in NETs by S. mutans. In comparison to the wild
type, the deoC-mutant-stimulated neutrophils were associated
with web-like DNA structures and dispersed elastase could
be observed (Figure 7A), indicative of the incapability of the
deoC mutant to degrade the DNA of the NETs, especially in
comparison to the intact chain structure of wild type, the
deoC mutant was found to be scattered in the DNA web
(Figure 7B).

deoC Enhances Survival of S. mutansin the
Presence of NETs
Scanning electron microscope visualization of neutrophils
revealed web-like structures trapping S. mutans wild-type
cells after 2 h of co-culture, and the web-like structure
disappeared after 4 h. In contrast, the deoC mutant got
entrapped within NETs and no degradation of NETs was
noted (Figure 8A). Due to antimicrobial effectors present at
high concentrations in NETs, it was hypothesized that DeoC
enhanced S. mutans survival in the presence of neutrophils.
To test this hypothesis, a plate-based NET killing assay was
performed. As shown in Figure 8B, a lower survival rate of deoC
mutant was observed after incubation with PMA-stimulated
neutrophils compared with the wild type and complemented
strains (P < 0.05). In the presence of cytochalasin D or
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cytochalasinD+DNaseI, survival of all the S. mutans strains
was increased (P < 0.05) in comparison with the PMA-treated
neutrophils, suggestive of the role of phagocytic killing in
neutrophils. However, a greater increase in survival of the
deoC mutant was observed than of the wild type and the
complemented strain, indicative that the DeoC activity of
S. mutans was critical for the escape from NET-mediated
extracellular killing.

To determine whether gene expression of nucleases was
induced in the presence of NETs, qRT-PCR was employed to
analyze the expression of deoC in S. mutans. It was found
that deoC expression was up-regulated five-fold in S. mutans
incubated with PMA-treated neutrophils. A similar induction
was observed in S. mutans incubated with commercially available
salmon sperm DNA (Figure 8C).

DISCUSSION

Growth in a biofilm plays an important role during infection
by sheltering microbes from a range of stresses and clearance
mechanisms, such as impeding the access of the immune system
and antimicrobials (de laFuente-Nunez et al., 2013; Scherr et al.,
2014). Beyond offering resistance to clearance mechanisms,
biofilms also disperse cells to seed new sights of infection or
mediate an acute infection (Lauderdale et al., 2010). The primary
strategy employed by various bacterial species to actively disperse
biofilm is the production of various exo-enzymes to degrade the
extracellular polymericmatrix, including proteases and nucleases
(Lister and Horswill, 2014). In this work, we identified a
deoxyribonuclease encoded by deoC as the potential active factor
regulating S. mutans biofilm dispersal. The role of deoC in

FIGURE 8 | DeoC facilitated survival of S. mutans from NETs.(A) Scanning electron microscopy showed that web-like structures released by neutrophils were

degraded by S. mutans wild type upon 4 h of co-culture, while the deoC mutant was trapped by NETs. (B) Survival rate of S. mutans subjected to killing by

PMA-activated human neutrophils in the absence or presence of cytochalasin D and/or DNaseI. Bacterial survival is expressed as a percentage of the initial inoculum

determined by CFU. (C) qRT-PCR analysis of deoC expression upon contact with neutrophils or extracellular DNA. Expression of the analyzed genes was compared

with that of the control in the absence of NETs or extracellular DNA. *P < 0.05.
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biofilm dispersal was initially verified by the compromised ability
of a S. mutans deoC mutant to disperse cells, although the
ability was not completely lost. Since S. mutans possesses several
other putative ribonucleases and endonucleases (Ajdic et al.,
2002), we speculated that the partial biofilm dispersal ability of
deoC mutant might be in part due to the existence of these
nucleases. Similarly, S. aureus also produces two nucleases (Nuc
and Nuc2), the activity of Nuc2 is very low and only able to
partially disperse existing biofilms (Kiedrowski et al., 2014).
In contrast, a recent study has shown that a ribonuclease of
Bacillus licheniformis exhibits no dispersal efficacy in spite of
the observation of it being within active supernatant (Nijland
et al., 2010). Whether these ribonucleases and endonucleases in
S. mutans had dispersal efficacy was still unknown due to the
difficulty in studying them in wild-type backgrounds, as the low
activity was masked by deoxyribonuclease (Kiedrowski et al.,
2014).

During infection, dispersal of cells from the biofilm plays a
key role in the communicable transmission of many pathogens
to secondary sites and the worsening of the infection. In the oral
cavity, S. mutans detached from dental biofilms in a mother’s
mouth can be transmitted to an infant (Berkowitz and Jones,
1985). Detached S. mutans cells can also be translocated to
adjacent teeth through salivary flow (Svanberg and Loesche,
1978). Dispersed S. mutans from biofilm can easily gain access
into the bloodstream to induce infective endocarditis through
gingival wounds during dental surgery (Jung et al., 2015).

Endogenous control of S. mutans spread is exerted by different
host defense mechanisms, among them neutrophils are known
to be a key host factor in the response to bacterial challenge.
Activated neutrophils release NETs, which contain antimicrobial
proteins bound to a DNA scaffold, for the clearance of the
pathogens. To withstand these attacks, pathogens have evolved
several mechanisms to circumvent neutrophil killing (Urban
et al., 2006). Oral microbes often overcome host defenses
and the reason why neutrophil or intravascular immunity
fails to prevent S. mutans colonization was unclear. As a key
feature of NET formation, the ROS production data presented
herein demonstrated that S. mutans strains were recognized by
human neutrophils and capable of stimulating NET formation
independent of DeoC. The decreased NET integrity in response
to S. mutans wild type and the complemented strain, therefore,
can be attributed to the loss of DeoC, not to a reduced
ability to stimulate NET formation. These findings established
DeoC as a putative virulence factor in S. mutans defense
against innate immunity. Secreted nucleases have been shown
to digest the DNA scaffold of NETs, and aid in the escape
from NETs to promote pathogen survival and spread in various
species of Streptococcus. DNase Sda1 is both necessary and
sufficient to promote groupA Streptococcus neutrophil resistance
(Buchanan et al., 2006). Streptococcus sanguinis produces a
wall-anchored nuclease, which contributes to its survival when
encountering NETs (Morita et al., 2014). Streptococcus suis
DNase SsnA contributes to degradation of NETs and evasion

FIGURE 9 | Proposed model for nuclease-dependent S. mutans dispersal and escape from NETs. When the biofilm is mature, expression of DeoC mediates

degradation of eDNA (extracellular DNA) in the matrix to loosen the biofilm structure and the cells are released to the environment. The dispersed cells escape killing

by the neutrophils through DeoC-mediated NET degradation and subsequently attach to new surfaces and form new biofilms.
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of NET-mediated antimicrobial activity (de Buhr et al., 2014).
Streptococcus pneumonia degrades the NETs locally in the
vicinity of trapped bacteria through a cell-surface-associated
endonuclease encoded by endA (Beiter et al., 2006). These
proteins share several characteristics, including a high degree of
sequence similarity, being bacterial cell bounded endonucleases
and typically possessing a signal peptide. DeoC-mediated NET
degradation has two features that distinguish it from these
proteins. First, DeoC cannot degrade DNA independently, but it
is essential for DNA degradation activity. Considering that there
are other putative ribonucleases and endonucleases, we suspect
that DeoC may act somewhat synergistically with these putative
nuclease released by S. mutans. Second, deoC lacks the signal
sequence as predicted by the Protein Subcellular Localization
Prediction Tool (data not shown), which excludes the possibility
of active secretion of DeoC. It is, therefore, intriguing how DeoC
gets outside of the cells and plays a role in NET degradation.
Considering that the highest DNA degradation activity was
observed during 48–60 h (Figure 3), the maturation stage of
biofilm with substantial autolysis of biofilm cells (Perry et al.,
2009), we assumed DeoC release may be due to the autolysis of
S. mutans during infection.

Phagocytosis of microbes and formation of NETs are the
two main antimicrobial strategies of neutrophils (Seper et al.,
2013). NETs have been shown to mediate their antimicrobial
activity through bacterial entrapment and subsequent direct
bacterial killing by the antimicrobial peptides and histones that
are embedded in the NETs.

S. mutans, like other oral streptococci, causes bacteremia most
frequently in neutropenic patients (Marron et al., 2000) and is
likely to be sensitive to phagocytic killing. The higher survival
rate of S. mutans after phagocytosis inhibition suggested a role
of phagocytosis in S. mutant killing. Upon DNaseI addition, the
increase in the survival rate of the deoC mutant was indicative
of a more important role of NET-mediated killing of S. mutans.
What induced the production of nuclease during infection? It
has been reported that one signal for induction of nucleases in
mature biofilm might be nutrient limitation in biofilms (Seper

et al., 2013). It could be possible that carbon limitation in mature
biofilm induces the nuclease level of S. mutans; thus initiating the
release of cells from biofilm. When entrapped by neutrophils, the
presence of NETs or extracellular DNA might be an alternative
signal for induction of the nucleases, as demonstrated in this
study. Similar results have been obtained in Vibrio cholerae,
of which nuclease encoding gene (xds) was characterized as
the gene induced at late stages of the infection (Schild et al.,
2007).

The data obtained from this study assign two major roles for
DeoC of S. mutans during infection, and we have proposed a
model for nuclease-dependent S. mutans dispersal and escape
from NETs (Figure 9). On one side, DeoC modulated biofilm
dispersal, since a deoC mutant displays a defect in biofilm
dispersal. On the other side, it plays a critical role in facilitating
the escape of S. mutans, since DeoC mediates NET degradation
and reduces NET-mediated killing.
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