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Natural killer T cells in bronchial biopsies from
human allergen challenge model of allergic
asthma

To the Editor:
Matangkasombut et al1 have readdressed the debate about the

role of invariant natural killer T (iNKT) cells in the lungs of
patients with asthma.2 Although they have addressed the issue
of whether iNKT cells are present in bronchoalveolar lavage fluid,
they have not looked in lung tissue itself or focused on the impor-
tant issue of whether the number and percentage of iNKT cells
change over time during asthma exacerbation and increased
airway hyperresponsiveness (AHR). A key difference from
mouse model studies showing a major role of iNKT cells is that
those studies depend on synchronous disease induced by chal-
lenge. We have measured AHR by spirometry and methacholine
PC20 and taken bronchial biopsies at baseline, 24 hours, and 7
days after allergen challenge in patients with mild/moderate aller-
gic asthma.3 This approach approximates the active allergen
challenge used in mouse models. Our study has the advantage
that it is internally controlled because we can compare allergen-
challenged lung biopsies with control tissue and tissue from the
same donors at baseline. Five patients with a fall in FEV1 of
>10% from baseline 24 hours after allergen challenge and 3
healthy controls were studied (Fig 1, A). We used phycoery-
thrin-conjugated CD1d/a-galactosylceramide (aGalCer) tetra-
mers to stain bronchial biopsy cryosections and count CD31

aGalCer–loaded CD1d tetramer1 cells (Fig 1, B). No sections
contained any cells that were CD3-tetramer1, making it highly
unlikely that this staining method detects nonspecific tetramer
uptake, for example by monocytes.

At baseline, the mean number of iNKT cells/mm2 of lung
biopsy was 33 (range, 13-40) in patients with allergic asthma
compared with none in the healthy control samples (P < .003;
Fig 1, C). Thus, 9.8% (range, 5-20) of CD31 cells were iNKT
cells compared with controls, in whom no iNKT cells were iden-
tified (P < .04). Allergen challenges were performed. The mean
fall in FEV1 from baseline was –17.5% (61.6 SEM) at 24 hours
(P < 3.5 3 10-6), and –6.6% (60.8 SEM) at 7 days (P < 2.5 3 10-5).
AHR was increased at both 24 hours and 7 days after challenge
compared with baseline (Fig 1, D and E). Importantly, we found
that 24 hours after allergen challenge, the mean percent of
iNKT cells increased to 15% (range, 7-29) at the same time as
the fall in FEV1 and increased AHR (9.8% 6 2.7 SEM) at baseline
compared with 15% (6 4.1 SEM) at 1 day. The mean number of
iNKT cells/mm2 of lung biopsy increased from 33 (range, 13-40)
to 59 (range, 8-107; 32.6 6 5.1 SEM) at baseline compared with
59.0 (6 17.8 SEM) at 24 hours.
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These findings support the hypothesis that although they
constitute a minority of the CD41 infiltrate, iNKT cells are pre-
sent and may have a key role in allergic asthma; whether in an
inflammatory or regulatory capacity remains to be determined.
The absence of iNKT cells in healthy control lung biopsies, the
presence of iNKT cells in patients with allergic asthma at base-
line, and the increase in the number and percentage of iNKT cells
with increased AHR at 24 hours are important and in line with
murine studies in which AHR is abrogated in the absence of
iNKT cells.4-6 Our study is limited by small numbers, but our
results along with those of Matangkasombut et al1 strongly
suggest that further, larger studies are needed to examine how
the number and function of iNKT cells contribute to AHR in
allergic asthma.
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FIG 1. iNKT cells in allergen-challenged patients with asthma. A, Volunteer data and airway responses to

allergen challenge. B, Representative laser confocal images of bronchial biopsy cryosections from patients

with allergic asthma 24 hours after allergen challenge. Sections were dual-stained with anti-CD3 (green) and

a-galactosylceramide-loaded CD1d-phycoeryhthrin tetramers (red), colocalization of both showing iNKT

cells (orange/yellow). C, The number of iNKT cells/mm2 of lung biopsy tissue taken from controls and pa-

tients with allergic asthma at baseline, 24 hours and 7 days after allergen challenge. D, Airway responses

to allergen challenge. FEV1 (D) and methacholine PC20 (E) measurements 24 hours and 7 days after allergen

challenge. SPT, Skin prick test.
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