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Abstract

:

Despite advances in the treatment of many pediatric solid tumors, children with aggressive and high-risk disease continue to have a dismal prognosis. For those presenting with metastatic or recurrent disease, multiple rounds of intensified chemotherapy and radiation are the typical course of action, but more often than not, this fails to control the progression of the disease. Thus, new therapeutics are desperately needed to improve the outcomes for these children. Recent advances in our understanding of both the immune system’s biology and its interaction with tumors have led to the development of novel immunotherapeutics as alternative treatment options for these aggressive malignancies. Immunotherapeutic approaches have shown promising results for pediatric solid tumors in early clinical trials, but challenges remain concerning safety and anti-tumor efficacy. In this review, we aim to discuss and summarize the main classes of immunotherapeutics used to treat pediatric solid tumors.
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1. Introduction


Immunotherapy is being popularized as an approach to target pediatric cancer. This treatment modality has proven effective in pediatric hematological malignancies such as acute lymphocytic leukemia (ALL), but there remains much to be learned before we can harness the potential of immunotherapy in the treatment of solid tumors. Here, we examine two broad immunotherapy approaches that may be utilized for the treatment of pediatric solid tumors: direct utilization of the immune system properties and immune system modulation. Within each of these categories, we discuss the benefits and challenges of each therapy for solid tumors and specifically highlight the effects on pediatric populations. The overarching objective of this review is to discuss immunotherapies that are currently in use as well as those with potential future use in the treatment of pediatric solid tumors.




2. Direct Utilization of the Immune System


2.1. Oncolytic Virus-Based Therapy


Oncolytic virus-based therapy is an emerging approach designed to target a variety of cancers. The concept for utilizing oncolytic virotherapy in cancer treatment originated from observations that patients with Hodgkin’s lymphoma temporarily improved following a hepatitis infection [1]. Oncolytic viruses are constructed by altering the genetic profile of a viral vector to render the virus apathogenic while maintaining its ability to infect, replicate, and spread amongst host cells. Oncolytic viruses are also often engineered with specific receptors for cancer cells, rendering them target-specific and potentially more efficacious [2]. The cancer cells will then behave as hosts and will be subjected to the oncolytic effects of the virus.



The benefit of oncolytic viral therapy is twofold: (1) it harnesses a virus’s innate ability to lyse cancer cells and (2) it has the potential to trigger a cytotoxic immune response. In cancer cells, the upregulation of DNA replication assists in the production of viral progeny. The buildup of progeny results in lysis of the cells and infection of neighboring cancer cells [3]. This approach is effective for solid tumors, as viral delivery may be accomplished through direct intratumoral injections, resulting in direct killing of the malignant cells without producing severe systemic side effects or unwanted hepatic degradation of the virus, which may occur with systemic injection [4]. As a result of viral-mediated tumor cell lysis, pathogen-associated molecular patterns (PAMPs), damage-associated molecular patterns (DAMPs), and tumor-associated antigens (TAA) are released. These molecular signals initiate an immune response directed at the tumor even if this tumor has previously and successfully evaded the immune system [5]. These molecular signaling molecules allow for an intact immune system to utilize natural killer (NK) cells, dendritic cells (DCs), and other antigen-presenting cells (APCs) to directly target the cancer cells [6].



A variety of replicating viruses have been studied as cancer therapeutics, including adenoviruses, herpesviruses, paramyxoviruses, picornaviruses, poxviruses, reoviruses, rhabdoviruses, and togaviruses [7]. In pediatrics, variants of oncolytic Herpes simplex virus (oHSV) have been shown effective in a variety of solid tumors, such as glioblastoma, neuroblastoma, and sarcoma [8]. oHSVs have been genetically engineered to allow for selective uptake or replication of the virus by tumor cells but not healthy tissue [9,10]. Additionally, particular oHSVs have been engineered to produce chemokines or increased amounts of TAA, which stimulates and bolsters the immune system response directed toward the tumor [6,11].



There is great potential to use the immune response to target tumors through oHSV. NK cells are the first line of defense and will destroy the cancer cells or use cytokines to recruit other immune cells. Following this innate immune response, an adaptive response may ensue [12,13]. Such a reaction could potentially lead to immune memory, negating the need for retreatment and theoretically, tumor relapse. This built-in defense mechanism could then take over for the destruction of most of the tumor. Barriers to this response, especially in solid tumors, include complete viral clearance, dense fibrosis surrounding the tumor, and the tumor microenvironment (TME) [5]. Combination therapy provides a means to overcome these barriers. In melanoma, combining T-VEC, a modified herpes simplex virus, with a MEK inhibitor (trametinib) produced an increased infiltration of CD8+ T cells into the tumor and a decreased tumor size in vivo [14]. A pre-clinical investigation of the TME in sarcoma showed that modulation of tumor-associated macrophages (TAMs) could potentiate an immune response. This study focused on Ewing sarcoma and oHSV. The investigators demonstrated that by targeting the TME with trabectedin, a currently approved chemotherapeutic, the M2 macrophage population was decreased, allowing for uninhibited viral infection by the rRp450 virus. They also showed that combining rRp450 with trabectedin in an in vivo xenograft model of Ewing sarcoma significantly decreased tumor volume and increased animal survival [15]. Such studies provide an avenue for future investigations in viral therapy.



Currently, there are no commercially available viral therapies that are routinely used for extracranial solid tumors in pediatric patients. T-VEC is a viral therapy available for the treatment of melanoma in adults, but studies have not specifically tested its use in a pediatric-only population [16]. There are only four clinical trials listed on www.clinicaltrials.gov that are actively recruiting for viral therapy in pediatric cancers: oHSV in cerebellar tumors (NCT03911388), oHSV in supratentorial brain tumors (NCT02457845), adenovirus in gliomas (NCT03178032), and an oncolytic poliovirus in gliomas (NCT03043391). Considering there are 28 actively recruiting clinical trials listed for adults, there is obvious room for expansion of this therapeutic approach for pediatric solid tumors.




2.2. Antigen-Targeting Therapy


Tumor antigen-targeting therapy, initially based on antibody–drug conjugates (ADC), utilizes specific monoclonal antibodies (mAbs) as an approach to target cancer cells and cause antibody-dependent cell-mediated toxicity (ADCC). Initially, these mAbs were used to assist in more direct drug delivery of chemotherapeutics [17]. In pediatrics, this model has been employed to target a tumor-specific antigen, GD2, which is a di-ganglioside expressed on neuroblastoma and osteosarcoma. In these tumors, a specific antibody targeting GD2 has been developed and is used in clinical treatment [18,19]. Additionally, a newer target for neuroblastoma treatment is anaplastic lymphoma kinase (ALK). An mAb targeting the ALK surface receptor, mAb30/49, led to decreased tumor cell proliferation and viability in vitro [20].



In order to increase the efficacy of these antibodies, researchers are examining techniques to evoke the activity of immune cells, such as NK cells, to involve them in tumor cell lysis. Investigators have demonstrated this concept using an anti-GD2 antibody, hu14.18K322A, combined with IL-15. This combination resulted in decreased tumor cell viability in vitro and growth in vivo, as well as in an increase in mature NK cells in the TME [21].



To take advantage of the immune system, antibodies have been developed in combination with proteins designed to elicit an immune-stimulating response. FDA-approved drugs, such as dinutuximab (Ch14.18, murine/human chimeric antibody to GD2) and naxitamab (hu3F8, a humanized mAB to GD2), are administered in combination with granulocyte-macrophage colony stimulating factor (GM-CSF) to boost the immune response [22]. A phase I clinical trial studied naxitamab with GM-CSF and its effects on resistant neuroblastoma (NCT012757626). A total of 31 children had evaluable disease. Of those, 14 (45%) had a complete or partial tumor response, 5 (16%) had stable disease, and 11 (35%) had progressive disease [23]. To study the role of the immune system in more depth, researchers have utilized dinutuximab in a patient-derived xenograft (PDX) model. Investigators have shown that following surgical resection of neuroblastoma in a PDX model, increased animal survival and decreased tumor invasiveness were achieved with the administration of dinutuximab and activated NK cells [24]. For the mAb to achieve such an immune reaction independently, a different technology must be applied.



Bispecific antibodies, unlike normal antibodies, elicit a cytotoxic T cell response against a specific tumor target. The Bispecific T Engager (BiTE) technology activates a T cell response by binding to CD3 on T cells [25]. The molecule combines the CD3 binding site with a second site that is tumor-specific. BiTE directly targets the cancer and limits damage to non-malignant tissue (Figure 1). The direct activation of cytotoxic T cells limits the need for other anti-cancer interventions. Currently, clinical trials with BiTE antibodies are limited to just two TAA: CD19 and EpCAM [26]. Of the two, only anti-CD19 (blinatumomab) has been investigated in children and it has been limited to hematologic malignancies. Blinatumomab was administered to children with relapsed/refractory ALL. In this phase I/II study, 39% of the children that received the determined dosage and treatment plan achieved a minimal residual disease response [27]. Elitzur and colleagues reported 11 pediatric patients with ALL who were treated with blinatumomab as a bridge to further therapy after suffering from severe chemotherapy toxicities. All 11 children went on to resume standard chemotherapy with an overall survival of 80% [28]. Further preclinical studies and clinical trials with other TAA for BiTE antibodies will be required before this promising technology may be translated for clinical use in the treatment of pediatric solid tumors.




2.3. Immune Checkpoint Inhibitors


Cytotoxic T-lymphocyte-associated antigen-4 (CTLA-4), the first immune-checkpoint receptor to be targeted clinically, is expressed on the surface of activated T cells and transmits an inhibitory signal to T cells. Normal T cell activation requires the engagement of the T cell receptor (TCR)/CD3 complex and the CD28 co-stimulatory signal, which then leads to increased expression of the co-inhibitory signal, CTLA-4. CTLA-4 binds to B7 molecules (CD80 and CD86) with greater affinity, thus out-competes CD28 for their shared ligands, preventing T cell activation. CTLA-4 signaling is utilized by some tumor cells to evade T cell anti-tumor activity. Thus, CTLA-4 blockade potentiates effective immune responses against tumor cells [29]. CTLA-4 is also found in regulatory T cells (Tregs) and contributes to their inhibitory function. CTLA-4 blockade in Tregs results in their decreased immunosuppression [30].



Preclinical data suggest that pediatric solid tumors have high expression of CTLA-4. In a panel of 34 adult and pediatric tumor cell lines, including osteosarcoma, rhabdomyosarcoma, and neuroblastoma, CTLA-4 expression was found at different densities on 88% of the cell lines examined, with higher intensity of staining in osteosarcoma [31]. In addition, 20 pediatric patients, 11 with osteosarcoma and 9 with Ewing sarcoma, had significantly increased expression of CTLA-4 on both CD4+ and CD8+ T cells obtained from peripheral blood samples compared to healthy controls [32]. These findings indicate that targeting CTLA-4 may be useful in these pediatric tumor types.



Ipilimumab is a mAb directed toward CTLA-4 signaling. Ipilimumab is FDA-approved for the treatment of adults and children with unresectable or metastatic melanoma. Recently, a phase I clinical trial (NCT01445379) included a total of 33 patients aged 2–21 years with recurrent or refractory solid tumors treated with CTLA-4 blockade. In this study, ipilimumab was well tolerated and resulted in increased activation of cytotoxic T lymphocyte without increased infiltration of Tregs; however, no objective tumor regression was observed [33].



Programmed cell death receptor 1 (PD-1) and its ligands (PD-L1 and PD-L2) are also part of the immune checkpoint pathway. PD-1 plays a role in downregulating T cell activation, which leads to tumor tolerance, while PD-Ls inhibit cytokine production and anti-tumor lymphocytes in the TME [34]. PD-1 is also highly expressed on Tregs and, when engaged by its ligand, is thought to enhance the activity and proliferation of these cells [35].



Several preclinical studies examined the expression of PD-1 and PD-L1 in pediatric cancer subtypes, with conflicting results. Only 9% of 451 pediatric tumors expressed PD-L1 in at least 1% of tumor cells, with the highest expressors being Burkitt lymphoma (80%), glioblastoma multiforme (36%), and neuroblastoma (14%) [36]. Conversely, in another study of children with advanced melanoma, relapsed or refractory solid tumors, or lymphoma, 33% of 689 screened tumors were positive for PD-L1 expression [37]. Of note, PD-L1 staining was associated with inferior survival among neuroblastoma patients [36], and higher expression of PD-1 correlated with disease progression in patients with osteosarcoma [38].



Pembrolizumab, an anti-PD-1 antibody, is FDA-approved for the treatment of both adults and children with refractory Hodgkin’s lymphoma. Nivolumab, another anti-PD-1 antibody, has shown responses in adult solid tumors [39,40]. In pediatric solid tumors, these therapies remain under investigation. In five children aged 3–7 years with brain tumors treated with pembrolizumab, all progressed, and the median survival was 3.2 months [41]. In a retrospective review of 10 children with recurrent or refractory brain tumors treated with nivolumab, 9 patients had radiographic disease progression. Three patients had partial response at the primary tumor site, of whom two had progression of metastatic disease [42]. In other small studies of nivolumab treatment in pediatric brain tumor patients, results were mixed. [43,44]. Currently, a phase I/II trial (NCT03585465) is assessing nivolumab in combination with chemotherapy in pediatric patients with refractory/relapsing solid tumors or lymphoma. Two other trials are evaluating nivolumab alone: NCT02992964 is a pilot study of nivolumab in pediatric patients with refractory/recurrent hypermutated malignancies, and NCT02901145 is evaluating nivolumab in progressive/relapsed pediatric solid tumors, including osteosarcoma, Ewing sarcoma, neuroblastoma, and rhabdomyosarcoma.



Dual checkpoint blockade is hypothesized to prevent immune escape and may be promising in the treatment of pediatric solid tumors. Combinations of CTLA-4 and PD-1 antibodies are currently being investigated [45]. In an implantable murine model of metastatic osteosarcoma, treatment with anti-PD-L1 antibody resulted in downregulation of PD-L1 expression and upregulation of CD80/CD86 expression on tumor cells, as well as upregulation of CTLA-4 on tumor infiltrating CD8+ T cells [46]. Furthermore, combination therapy of PD-1/CTLA-4 signaling blockade resulted in complete protection from metastasis in 50% of treated mice as well as in T cell memory protection against future tumor inoculation [46]. Currently, NCT02304458 is an ongoing phase I/II trial evaluating PD-1/CTLA-4 signaling blockade combination therapy in pediatric patients with relapsed/refractory solid tumors.





3. Modulation of the Immune System


3.1. Tumor Microenvironment: Cancer-Associated Fibroblasts, Tumor-Associated Macrophages, and Myeloid-Derived Suppressor Cells


Many non-tumor cells including macrophages and fibroblasts are present in the TME and affect the malignant potential of tumor cells. Cancer-associated fibroblasts (CAFs) and TAMs are two of the primary infiltrating stromal cells.



CAFs are activated fibroblasts that play an important role in promoting tumor growth, invasion, and angiogenesis [47]. In a study of 60 primary neuroblastoma tumors, increased CAFs were associated with significantly higher microvascular proliferation and Schwannian stroma-poor histopathology, both poor prognostic factors [48]. In addition, blocking CAF-derived prostaglandin E2 (PGE2) production with a small molecule inhibitor was shown to reduce neuroblastoma cell growth, impair angiogenesis, and reduce tumor growth in vivo [49]. Further, in a genetically modified murine lung carcinoma model, depletion of CAFs resulted in significant inhibition of tumor growth and enhanced anti-tumor immunity [50]. While CAFs could be a potential therapeutic target in pediatric solid tumors, there are currently no methods suitable for clinical translation, and further studies are needed to guide the development of such stroma-directed therapy.



TAMs, which most closely resemble M2 macrophages, are major contributors to the TME. Whether TAMs promote or impede tumor growth is tissue-dependent. High infiltration of TAMs was first described in neuroblastoma and shown to be associated with worse prognosis [51,52]. On the contrary, TAMs play a beneficial role in medulloblastoma and induced tumor growth suppression in vitro as well as in various mouse models [53]. Furthermore, the presence of TAMs, detected by genome-wide mRNA profiling and immunohistochemistry, was shown to be associated with suppression of metastasis and improved overall survival in patients with high-grade osteosarcoma [54], thus providing a rationale for the use of macrophage-activating agents such as liposomal muramyl tripeptide phosphatidylethanolamine (L-MTP-PE). L-MTP-PE is a synthetic analog of a bacterial wall component that induces the activation of monocytes and macrophages in the TME, thereby promoting their anti-tumor activity [55]. Conflicting results exist regarding the utility of L-MTP-PE [56]. A report from the Children’s Oncology Group (COG) analyzed whether the addition of L-MTP-PE would improve outcomes in patients with osteosarcoma and found a statistically significant improvement of the overall survival from 70 to 78% [57]. However, 91 patients with metastatic osteosarcoma were separately analyzed, with no significant survival difference seen with the administration of L-MTP-PE [58].



Cancer cells also recruit myeloid-derived suppressor cells (MDSCs) to the TME as a mechanism to successfully evade the immune system. MDSCs are a population of tumor-infiltrating cells with immune-suppressive and tumor-promoting activity. MDSCs suppress both adaptive and innate arms of immunity through direct inhibition of the cytotoxic functions of T cells and NK cells [59]. Inhibition of MDSCs in three different immunocompetent mouse models of neuroblastoma resulted in the inhibition of tumor growth [60]. Thus, immunotherapies aimed at eliminating this suppressor cell subset could be advantageous in targeting the TME by counteracting the tumor escape mechanism and resuscitating the immune system. There are currently no known such therapies for pediatric solid tumors.




3.2. Cytokines and Growth Factors


Cytokines and growth factors that influence immune cells’ proliferation, phenotype, or function remain under investigation with respect to treatment of pediatric solid tumors.



An example of anti-tumor cytokine therapy involves interleukin 2 (IL-2). IL-2 is a gamma-c cytokine produced by T helper 1 cells that functions to activate T cell proliferation and facilitate the maintenance of NK cells [61]. Currently, IL-2 is FDA-approved for treating adults with renal cell carcinoma (RCC) and malignant melanoma [62]. In children with large refractory sarcoma or neuroblastoma, several phase I and II trials utilizing IL-2 as monotherapy have shown no measurable anti-tumor effects, and relapses occurred despite immune activation [63,64,65]. Of note, one of five children with RCC had a complete response which was consistent with the 10–20% response rate observed in adults [64]. However, IL-2 administered with alternating cycles of GM-CSF plus the mAb ch14.18 (dinutuximab) resulted in higher rates of event-free (66% versus 46%) and overall (86% versus 75%) survival after 2 years compared to standard therapy alone in children with high-risk neuroblastoma [18].



Alpha-interferon (IFN-α) is another cytokine known to activate cytotoxic T lymphocytes and NK cells [66]. IFN-α is FDA-approved for use in adults to treat malignant melanoma, chronic myelogenous leukemia (CML), hairy cell leukemia, and acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS)-related Kaposi sarcoma. A limited number of studies have evaluated the use of IFN therapy to treat pediatric solid tumors. High-dose IFN-α administered for 4 weeks followed by a lower maintenance dose for 48 weeks was feasible in children with resected stage III melanoma and was associated with less toxicity than in adults treated with the same regimen [67]. However, 2 out of 15 patients were taken off that study for recurrent disease during maintenance therapy [67]. A phase II study (NCT00041145) of pegylated IFN-α in 32 children with diffuse intrinsic pontine glioma (DIPG) reported prolonged median time to progression without significant improvement of the two-year survival rate [68], concluding that monotherapy with pegylated IFN-α may not be adequate, and further evaluation for use in combination studies is needed. Recently, a phase II trial (NCT00678951) explored the effect of IFN-α in children with unresectable plexiform neurofibromas and found both clinical and radiographic improvements; weekly injections of IFN-α resulted in at least doubling of the time to progression [69]. Currently, a combination of pegylated IFN-α, chemotherapy, and surgery is being tested in a phase III COG trial to treat patients, including children over the age of 5, with high-grade osteosarcoma (NCT00134030).



The cytokine receptor activator of nuclear factor-κB ligand (RANKL) is a member of the tumor necrosis factor (TNF) family that, in addition to being expressed on the surface of osteoblasts, is released by activated T lymphocytes [70]. RANKL regulates bone metabolism and plays a role in the pathophysiology of bone metastasis. RANKL induces osteoclast activation, which then mediates bone resorption and release of growth factors, resulting in a cycle of bone destruction and tumor proliferation [71]. Denosumab, a RANKL antibody, inhibits this osteoclast-mediated bone destruction. It has been used in phase II clinical trials in adults with multiple myeloma and metastatic breast and prostate cancer where it suppressed bone resorption [72]. In a study of 40 patients including 14 children, RANKL was expressed in 75% of high-grade osteosarcomas, and its expression correlated with a more aggressive clinical course, poor response to neoadjuvant chemotherapy, and poor event-free survival [73]. Denosumab may thus have a utility in the treatment of osteosarcoma and is currently being evaluated in a phase II clinical trial (NCT02470091) in children with recurrent or refractory osteosarcoma.



TNF, a peptide produced by macrophages and lymphocytes, has cytostatic and cytolytic effects on tumor cells in vitro [74] as well as stimulates necrosis and tumor regression in vivo [75]. Therapies incorporating recombinant TNF have been limited by the development of systemic toxicities, including hypotension, hemorrhagic gastritis, hyperbilirubinemia, and elevated creatinine [76]. Recombinant TNF has been studied in combination with dactinomycin in a phase I trial in 21 patients with refractory malignancies, including sarcoma and Wilms tumor. Evidence of anti-tumor activity was observed in only three patients, including one with Wilms tumor. Based on the anti-tumor activity observed in that patient with Wilms tumor, a phase II trial evaluated the combination of TNF and dactinomycin in patients with relapsed or refractory Wilms tumor. The combination was well tolerated and resulted in complete response in 16% and stable disease in 26% of patients [77].



Tumor necrosis factor-related apoptosis-inducing ligand (TRAIL) is another member of the TNF superfamily. TRAIL activates death receptors expressed on tumor cells, such as TRAIL-R1 and TRAIL-R2, inducing apoptosis [78]. Osteosarcoma, Ewing sarcoma, and rhabdomyosarcoma cell lines that express TRAIL death receptor were found to be sensitive to TRAIL-mediated apoptosis [79,80]. Lexatumumab, an agonistic human mAB against TRAIL-R2, binds and activates TRAIL-R2. Lexatumumab was evaluated in a phase I trial (NCT00428272) in pediatric patients with recurrent or progressive solid tumors, including osteosarcoma, Ewing sarcoma, rhabdomyosarcoma, soft tissue sarcoma, hepatoblastoma, and nephroblastoma [81]. While no patients experienced either a complete or a partial response, several showed evidence of anti-tumor activity. A patient with osteosarcoma demonstrated resolution of the clinical symptoms and positron emission tomography activity, ongoing for more than 1 year off therapy, while a patient with hepatoblastoma showed a dramatic biomarker response [81].



GM-CSF is a myeloid growth factor that stimulates hematopoietic stem cells to make granulocytes and monocytes. In acute myeloid leukemia (AML), GM-CSF led to sensitization of leukemic cells and enhanced the cytotoxicity effects of chemotherapy [82]. Inhaled GM-CSF was evaluated in three adolescents with pulmonary metastases from osteosarcoma and Ewing sarcoma (NCT00673179). There were virtually no toxicities, and a patient with Ewing sarcoma demonstrated a complete response [83].



Other cytokines studied include IFN-γ, which is produced by NK cells and T cells in response to viral and intracellular bacterial infections as well as during anti-tumor responses. IFN-γ is currently FDA-approved for the treatment of children with osteopetrosis and chronic granulomatous disease. In addition, INF-γ has shown activity against Ewing sarcoma in combination with a TRAIL agonist in preclinical models [84] and has potential for clinical translation.




3.3. Chimeric Antigen Receptor T Cell Therapy


Chimeric antigen receptor (CAR) T cell therapy has been rapidly expanding in pediatric cancer therapeutics. In this approach, autologous T cells are collected from the patient, expanded, and subsequently engineered to express CARs, which are designed to redirect T cells to a selected tumor antigen. This non-physiologic T cell activation bypasses the need for tumor antigen presentation to major histocompatibility complex (MHC) Class I molecules, which are often downregulated in cancer, and allows antigen-expressing malignant cells to be recognized and destroyed by the CAR-redirected T cells. Different generations of CAR T cells exist. The first generations carry a single-chain fragment variable region (scFv) or activation domain against a TAA [85], while the second and third generations involve the addition of one or two co-stimulatory molecules, such as CD28, CD137 (4-1 BB), and/or CD134 (OX-40), and show improved T cell proliferation and survival and anti-tumor effects [86,87,88].



The majority of studies involving CAR T cells in the pediatric population were aimed at hematological malignancies, with fewer designed for malignant solid tumors [89]. Neuroblastoma was the first pediatric solid tumor on which CAR T cells have been tested in clinical trials [90,91]. In a phase I trial using first-generation CAR T cells targeting GD2 in refractory neuroblastoma, there was a 45% response rate in patients with active disease. Three of 11 (27%) patients achieved complete remission, with 2 achieving sustained remission for more than 5 years [90]. Currently, third-generation anti-GD2 CAR T cells which integrate the CD28 and OX-40 costimulatory domains are undergoing a phase I study (NCT01822652) for patients with refractory neuroblastoma [92]. The development of CAR T cells targeting ALK has also been suggested. Although no clinical trials have yet been initiated, human anti-ALK CAR T cells were shown to eradicate ALK-positive neuroblastoma tumors in a xenogeneic immunodeficient murine model [93]. However, the efficacy of these CAR T cells was dependent on both target tumor antigen and CAR receptor density [93].



HER2/Neu, which is highly expressed in medulloblastoma, osteosarcoma, and nephroblastoma, has also been incorporated into CAR T cells [94,95]. HER2-specific CAR T cells efficiently recognize and eliminate tumor cells even with modest levels of HER2 expression [96,97] and have been tested in a preclinical model of osteosarcoma [98]. In a phase I clinical trial utilizing anti-HER2 CAR T cells in 19 patients with advanced pediatric sarcoma (NCT00902044), 4 had stable disease for 3 to 14 months, and the median overall survival was 10.3 months [99].



Other CAR T cells being evaluated in clinical trials include those targeting interleukin 13 receptor alpha (IL-13Rα), which is shown to be overexpressed in gliomas and other pediatric brain tumors [100,101]. IL13Rα2-specific CAR T cells targeted and killed high-grade glioma cells and glioma stem-like initiating cells in vitro [102], as well as caused the regression of established human glioblastoma orthotopic xenografts [103]. Currently, no trials utilizing IL13Rα2-specific CAR T cells are actively enrolling pediatric patients.



While dramatic clinical responses were seen in clinical trials, significant potential toxicities were associated with the use of CAR T cell therapy. Cytokine release syndrome (CRS) has been the most commonly described severe toxicity and is characterized by fever, tachycardia, hypotension, and hypoxia. Reports of CRS ranged from mild flu-like symptoms to life-threatening multi-organ system failure [104]. This constellation of inflammatory symptoms results from the release of cytokines from the CAR T cells and other immune cells. A variety of neurotoxicities have also been reported with CAR T cell therapy, ranging from somnolence, tremors, and seizures to cerebral edema and death [104]. Models utilizing serum cytokine levels after CAR T cell infusion are being developed to predict those at risk for severe CRS or neurotoxicity and may guide future interventions with immunosuppression or cytokine-directed therapy [105]. Approaches to ameliorate CRS or neurotoxicity while maintaining treatment efficacy include directly targeting specific cytokines, such as IL6 blockade by tocilizumab [106], as well as the use of an inducible caspase suicide safety switch that may be activated, leading to programmed cell death to prevent unanticipated toxicities [107]. The latter has been tested in a clinical trial for pediatric patients and led to the elimination of 90% of CAR T cells within 30 minutes of the infusion [108]. Another type of toxicity associated with CAR T cell therapy is agammaglobulinemia, which may be corrected with gammaglobulin replacement.




3.4. Natural Killer Cell-Based Immunotherapy


NK cells have been investigated as potential immunotherapeutics due to their anti-tumor effects, through either direct cytotoxicity or antibody-dependent cellular toxicity. A major component of NK cell target recognition depends on the surveillance of human leukocyte antigen (HLA) class I molecules by killer immunoglobulin-like receptors (KIRs) [109]. KIRs are expressed on the surface of NK cells and transmit immune inhibitory signals to maintain tolerance to NK cells. Cancer cells without an inhibitory HLA ligand may trigger NK cell activation.



The potential for the therapeutic application of NK cells was primarily tested in hematologic malignancies, such as AML and ALL [110]. In these studies, reduced risk of relapse and improved survival were observed after allogeneic hematopoietic stem cell transplantation (HSCT) when HLA ligands against the inhibitory KIRs present in the donor were absent in the recipient. HSCT has also been proposed as a potential curative alternative in children with refractory solid tumors, such as Ewing sarcoma [111], neuroblastoma [112], melanoma [113], and hepatoblastoma [114]. Perez-Martinez et al. suggested that the clinically beneficial graft-versus-tumor (GVT) effect seen after HSCT may be mediated by donor–recipient inhibitory KIR–HLA mismatched NK cells [115]. That study examined three children with refractory solid tumors and observed a clinical response in the two patients with a KIR–HLA mismatched donor during the time when NK cells were the major lymphocyte population. In addition, the degree of tumor response appeared to correlate with the number of KIR-activating receptors [115].



A few ongoing early clinical trials are investigating the role of autologous and allogeneic NK cells in pediatric solid tumors. NCT01875601 is employing ex vivo activated and expanded autologous NK cells with recombinant human IL-15 in children with brain tumors, sarcoma, Wilms tumor, and rhabdomyosarcoma after lympho-depleting chemotherapy. Two trials (NCT01576692 and NCT01857934) are exploring the safety and feasibility of allogenic NK cell infusions from haploidentical donors in children with high-risk neuroblastoma in combination with the humanized anti-GD2 antibody (hu14.18K322A) and standard chemotherapy. NCT01287104 is assessing the feasibility and toxicity of infusing escalating doses of donor-derived activated NK cell donor lymphocyte infusions (NK-DLI) following HLA-matched T cell-depleted (TCD) peripheral blood stem cell transplant (PBSCT) in patients with metastatic or recurrent pediatric solid tumors. NCT00640796 was recently completed. This phase I study was designed to determine the safety of infusing expanded NK cells, obtained from a patient’s family member with partial HLA mismatch, into pediatric patients with Ewing sarcoma family of tumors (ESFT) and rhabdomyosarcoma. The results of this trial are not yet available.



The efficacy of NK cell-based immunotherapy may be reduced by numerous factors such as limited in vivo proliferation and the immunosuppressive milieu of the TME. Furthermore, tumor cells develop various strategies to evade NK cell attack or to impair the activity and function of NK cell therapy. For example, tumor cells often upregulate the expression of KIR ligands, such as HLA-G [116]. HLA-G may inhibit the proliferation and cytotoxicity of NK cells [117]. Ectopic HLA-G expression on Ewing sarcoma suppressed the activity of GD2-specific CAR-expressing NK cells [118]. In addition, blocking of HLA-G on tumor cells in patients with chronic lymphocytic leukemia (CLL) increased their susceptibility to NK cell-mediated cytotoxicity [119]. Strategies to augment the anti-tumor efficacy of NK cells, prolong their survival and persistence in vivo, and restore their functions from exhaustion in the TME will maximize the effects of this novel therapy. Furthermore, NK cells have not been associated with significant off-target effects, graft-versus-host disease, or CRS [120], making this therapy an attractive modality to explore.




3.5. Cancer Vaccines


Vaccines are some of the oldest means for modulating the immune response. The idea behind this therapy is that an exposure to a pathogen will allow for the generation of an adaptive immune response toward future re-exposure to that pathogen. For cancer, this same idea has also been explored in hopes of generating an anti-tumor response and cell-mediated immunity [5]. In comparison to other immunotherapies, this manipulation of the immune system shows promise specifically for pediatric solid tumors but has had limited study.



Anti-cancer vaccines typically exploit DCs. These antigen-presenting cells serve an important role as a bridge between the adaptive and the innate immune response, allowing for both an active and a passive attack on the tumor [121,122]. Different mechanisms used to stimulate T cell responses from DCs include mRNA strands, cell surface receptors, and lysed intracellular proteins. Researchers proved this point by pulsing DCs with sarcoma cell lysate and priming with cytokines. These DCs were administered to mice for immunization. They found these cells adept at producing a primary T cell response as well as significantly decreased pulmonary metastasis of the sarcoma tumor cells [123]. In pediatrics, a rhabdomyosarcoma cell line known as M3-9-M was grown in vivo and tested similarly with a vaccine. The authors were able to demonstrate a decrease in tumor growth in vivo, and upon depletion of CD4+ and CD8+ T cells, a lack of tumor cell response, indicating the necessity of a T cell response for anti-tumor effects [124].



In clinical trials, vaccines have been an area of focus for the treatment of gliomas, neuroblastoma, sarcoma, and Wilms tumor. In one clinical trial, dendritic vaccines were administered to pediatric patients with solid tumors, with one patient achieving a significant decrease in tumor size, and two patients showing undetectable disease. The tumor lysates were tested for immune response. Compared to pre-vaccine samples, the post-vaccine tumor lysates had a significantly higher level of IFN-γ, thus indicating the effectiveness of this vaccine at producing an immune response [125]. This study also demonstrated that dendritic cell-based vaccines could be administered in the outpatient setting and were not associated with significant toxicities in children [125]. Many of the future directions of the use of dendritic cell-based vaccines are toward improving efficacy through further immunomodulation [121]. Other clinical trials are studying the combination of vaccines with chemotherapeutics. A phase I/II trial for relapsed or refractory neuroblastoma and sarcoma used decitabine and DC/MAGE-A1, MAGE-A3, and NY-ESO-1 peptide vaccines (NCT01241162). Using CD137 as a T cell marker, 6 out of the 10 patients given the vaccine had a T cell response. Of those six patients, one had a complete tumor response, while one remains disease-free two years after the trial [126,127]. Such trials are the groundbreaking work that is needed to further implement these therapies and determine what is most effective in the pediatric population.





4. Conclusions


Immunotherapeutics with either direct utilization or modulation of the immune system provide novel treatment approaches for the treatment of children with solid tumors (Table 1). Although these therapies have shown promising clinical results, they are currently utilized in a limited number of pediatric cancer diagnoses. A more generalized pediatric use will require further studies to firmly establish the safety and treatment efficacy of these approaches and identify ways to integrate them with current conventional treatment regimens for a greater impact in pediatric solid tumors.
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Figure 1. A schematic representation of the Bispecific T-cell Engager (BiTE) technology. The BiTE antibody connects the CD3 binding site on T cells with a tumor-associated antigen (TAA) specific to tumor cells. This triggers T cell activation and cytokine release, ultimately resulting in an anti-tumor response. The anti-CD3 single-chain variable fragment (scFv, shown in purple) is shared by all BiTE antibodies. The target antigen-specific scFv (in light green) is different for each BiTE antibody and can recognize targets such as CD19 or EpCAM. 
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Table 1. Immunotherapy clinical trials for pediatric solid tumors discussed in this review.
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	Immunotherapy Approach
	Disease
	Target
	Agent/Compound
	NCT #
	Phase of Study





	Viral therapy
	Cerebellar Brain Tumor
	N/A
	G207 (HSV)
	03911388
	Phase I (recruiting)



	Viral therapy
	Supratentorial Brain Tumor
	N/A
	G207 (HSV) +/− radiation
	02457845
	Phase I (recruiting)



	Viral therapy
	DIPG
	N/A
	DNX-2401 (adenovirus)
	03178032
	Phase I (recruiting)



	Viral therapy
	Glioma
	N/A
	Recombinant Polio/Rhinovirus
	03043391
	Phase I (recruiting)



	Antigen-targeting and growth factor therapy
	Neuroblastoma
	GD2
	hu3F8 (mAB against GD2) and GM-CSF
	01757626
	Phase I/II (recruiting)



	Immune checkpoint inhibitor
	Solid tumors
	CTLA-4
	Ipilimumab
	01445379
	Phase I (completed)



	Immune checkpoint inhibitor
	Solid tumors or lymphoma
	PD-1
	Nivolumab with chemotherapy
	03585465
	Phase I/II (recruiting)



	Immune checkpoint inhibitor
	Hypermutated malignancies
	PD-1
	Nivolumab
	02992964
	Phase I/II (recruiting)



	Immune checkpoint inhibitor
	Solid tumors
	PD-1
	Nivolumab
	02901145
	Phase I/II (not yet recruiting)



	Immune checkpoint inhibitor
	Solid tumors or sarcoma
	PD-1/CTLA-4
	Nivolumab +/− ipilimumab
	02304458
	Phase I/II (recruiting)



	Cytokine therapy
	DIPG
	N/A
	Pegylated IFN-α2b
	00041145
	Phase II (completed)



	Cytokine therapy
	Plexiform neurofibroma
	N/A
	Pegylated IFN-α2b
	00678951
	Phase II (completed)



	Cytokine therapy
	Osteosarcoma
	N/A
	Pegylated IFN-α2b
	00134030
	Phase III (active, not recruiting)



	Cytokine targeted therapy
	Osteosarcoma
	RANKL
	Denosumab (mAB against RANKL)
	02470091
	Phase II (active, not recruiting)



	Cytokine targeted therapy
	Solid tumors
	TRAIL-R2
	Lexatumumab (mAB against TRAIL-R2)
	00428272
	Phase I (terminated)



	Growth factor therapy
	Osteosarcoma, Ewing sarcoma
	N/A
	Inhaled GM-CSF (Sargramostim)
	00673179
	Phase I (terminated)



	CAR T cells
	Neuroblastoma
	GD2
	Anti-GD2 CAR T cells
	01822652
	Phase I (active, not recruiting)



	CAR T cells
	Sarcoma
	HER2
	Anti-HER2 CAR T cells
	00902044
	Phase I (recruiting)



	NK cells with cytokine therapy
	Brain tumors, sarcoma, Wilms tumor, RMS
	N/A
	NK cells +/− rhIL-15 after lympho-depletion
	01875601
	Phase I (completed)



	NK cells with antigen targeted therapy
	Neuroblastoma
	GD2
	hu14.18K322A (anti-GD2), NK cells
	01576692
	Phase I (completed)



	NK cells with antigen targeted therapy
	Neuroblastoma
	GD2
	hu14.18K322A (anti-GD2), NK cells
	01857934
	Phase II (active, not recruiting)



	NK cells
	Solid tumors
	N/A
	NK cells
	01287104
	Phase I (completed)



	NK cells
	Ewing sarcoma, RMS
	N/A
	NK cells