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Chlorpyrifos inhibits neural 
induction via Mfn1-mediated 
mitochondrial dysfunction in 
human induced pluripotent  
stem cells
Shigeru Yamada1,2, Yusuke Kubo1, Daiju Yamazaki1, Yuko Sekino1 & Yasunari Kanda1

Organophosphates, such as chlorpyrifos (CPF), are widely used as insecticides in agriculture. CPF 
is known to induce cytotoxicity, including neurodevelopmental toxicity. However, the molecular 
mechanisms of CPF toxicity at early fetal stage have not been fully elucidated. In this study, we 
examined the mechanisms of CPF-induced cytotoxicity using human induced pluripotent stem cells 
(iPSCs). We found that exposure to CPF at micromolar levels decreased intracellular ATP levels. As 
CPF suppressed energy production that is a critical function of the mitochondria, we focused on the 
effects of CPF on mitochondrial dynamics. CPF induced mitochondrial fragmentation via reduction 
of mitochondrial fusion protein mitofusin 1 (Mfn1) in iPSCs. In addition, CPF reduced the expression 
of several neural differentiation marker genes in iPSCs. Moreover, knockdown of Mfn1 gene in iPSCs 
downregulated the expression of PAX6, a key transcription factor that regulates neurogenesis, 
suggesting that Mfn1 mediates neural induction in iPSCs. Taken together, these results suggest 
that CPF induces neurotoxicity via Mfn1-mediated mitochondrial fragmentation in iPSCs. Thus, 
mitochondrial dysfunction in iPSCs could be used as a possible marker for cytotoxic effects by 
chemicals.

Growing evidence suggests the involvement of environmental chemicals in neurodevelopmental toxicity, lead-
ing to neurobehavioral outcomes such as learning disabilities, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, cognitive 
impairment, and autism1,2. As the fetal brain is inherently more susceptible to chemical-induced toxicity com-
pared to the adult brain, exposure to neurotoxic chemicals during early prenatal period can cause delayed neural 
disorders at lower doses than in adults3,4.

Organophosphates, such as chlorpyrifos (CPF), are well known to affect brain structure and neurodevel-
opmental outcome, resulting in delayed neural disorders5,6. In regard to this, previous studies using magnetic 
resonance imaging have shown that prenatal exposure to CPF caused abnormalities in the structure, size, and 
thickness of cerebral cortex, where was responsible for several higher-order brain functions such as attention, 
cognition, and emotion7. Several reports indicate that CPF causes neurotoxicity in the developing brain of ani-
mals. In the developing brain of neonatal rats, CPF exposure impairs neurite outgrowth by inhibiting choline 
acetyltransferase activity8. Maternal exposure to CPF suppresses neurogenesis in the hippocampal dentate gyrus 
of rat offspring9. In addition to in vivo effects, there has been reported the cytotoxic effects of micromolar CPF 
levels in vitro. For example, CPF inhibited mitochondrial oxidative phosphorylation10 and induced apoptosis 
in human neuroblastoma SH-SY5Y cells11 or human neural precursor cells12. As micromolar CPF levels were 
detected in the blood of human newborns living in an agricultural community13, the observations made using 
micromolar levels of CPF in vitro could potentially reflect the biological reactions in a living body. However, the 
effect of CPF on neurodevelopment has not been precisely elucidated.
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Morphological changes of mitochondria are known to contribute to homeostasis14,15. Under normal cir-
cumstances, mitochondria fuses together and forms excessive tubular networks (mitochondrial fusion). These 
fusion is regulated by fusion factors mitofusin 1 and 2 (Mfn1, Mfn2) and optic atrophy 1 (Opa1)16,17. In contrast, 
under stress conditions, mitochondrial networks convert into large numbers of small fragments with spherical 
and punctate morphology (mitochondrial fission), and are regulated by fission factors, such as fission protein 1 
(Fis1) and dynamin-related protein 1 (Drp1)18,19. This morphological dynamics contributes to the maintenance 
of mitochondrial functions, including energy generation14. Moreover, several studies have shown the relationship 
between mitochondrial fragmentation and cellular and neurodevelopmental defects. For example, Mfn1 or Mfn2 
knockout mice die in midgestation embryo, accompanying with developmental delay. In addition, embryonic 
fibroblasts from these knockout mice display distinct types of fragmented mitochondria, a phenotype due to a 
severe reduction in mitochondrial fusion20. Thus, Mfn1 is considered to be functionally different from Mfn2. 
In support to this, Mfn1, not Mfn2, is reported to contribute to Opa1-mediated fusion of mitochondrial inner 
membrane16.

In the present study, we investigated the effect of CPF on neural differentiation using human induced pluripo-
tent stem cells (iPSCs) as a model of human organ development. We focused on the effects of micromolar levels 
of CPF on mitochondrial dynamics, examining the molecular mechanisms of the process. Our results show that 
micromolar CPF levels inhibited ATP production through Mfn1 reduction, followed by mitochondrial fragmen-
tation. Moreover, Mfn1-mediated mitochondrial dysfunction suppressed early neural induction by decreasing 
levels of PAX6, a key transcription factor that regulates neurogenesis. These data suggest that CPF-induced neu-
rodevelopmental toxicity is based on impairment of mitochondrial functions in human iPSCs.

Results
Effect of CPF on neural differentiation of iPSCs. To investigate whether CPF affects early neurodevel-
opment, we examined neural differentiation capability of iPSCs, which was induced by dual SMAD inhibition 
protocol21 (Fig. 1A). First, we determined the critical CPF concentration, affecting neural differentiation. At day 
4 after neural induction with different concentrations of CPF, the expression of PAX6, an early neuroectodermal 
marker that regulates neurogenesis22, was analyzed using real-time PCR. We found that exposure to 30 μ M CPF 
significantly decreased PAX6 gene expression (Fig. 1B). Next, we performed time course experiments for expres-
sion of several neural differentiation markers at days 2, 4, 6, and 8 after exposure to 30 μ M CPF. At day 9, almost 
all cells exposed by CPF (30 μ M) were detached from the culture dish. Real-time PCR analysis revealed upreg-
ulated expression of PAX6 by day 4, and FOXG1, a neuroectodermal marker that also regulates neurogenesis23, 
thereafter (Fig. 1C and D). Representative neural maturation marker NCAM124 continuously increased, confirm-
ing that further neural differentiation occurred (Fig. 1E). In addition, CPF exposure reduced the expression of 
these neural induction markers by day 6 (Fig. 1C–E). These data suggest that CPF has an inhibitory effect on early 
neural differentiation of iPSCs.

Mitochondrial function of iPSCs exposed to CPF. As neural differentiation process requires ATP 
as a source of energy25, we examined intracellular ATP content in iPSCs. Treatment with 30 μ M CPF signifi-
cantly reduced the ATP content of the cells (Fig. 2A). We have previously shown that 0.1 μ M carbonyl cyanide 
m-chlorophenyl hydrazone (CCCP), which functions as a mitochondrial uncoupler26, decreased ATP levels in 
iPSCs. Because CPF inhibited ATP production, we focused on several mitochondrial functions. Mitochondrial 
membrane potential (MMP) was decreased by exposure to 30 μ M CPF for 24 h (Fig. 2B and C). As a positive 
control, exposure to 0.1 μ M CCCP reduced MMP (Figure S1). In addition, CPF exposure increased the number 
of cells with fragmented mitochondria displaying punctate morphology (Fig. 2D) and decreased the number 
of cells exhibiting mitochondrial fusion (Fig. 2E). We have already confirmed that 0.1 μ M CCCP also increased 
the occurrence of fragmented mitochondria. These results suggest that CPF induces mitochondrial dysfunction, 
including MMP depolarization and mitochondrial fragmentation, in iPSCs.

Expression of mitochondrial fission and fusion factors in iPSCs exposed to CPF. To examine the 
molecular mechanisms by which CPF induces mitochondrial fragmentation in iPSCs, we assessed the expression 
levels of mitochondrial fission (Fis1 and Drp1) and fusion genes (Mfn1, Mfn2, and OPA1). Real-time PCR analy-
sis showed that the gene expression of the factors was not altered after CPF exposure (Fig. 3A). Interestingly, west-
ern blot analysis revealed that CPF significantly decreased Mfn1 protein levels. In contrast, protein expression 
levels of other factors, including Mfn2, were not changed (Fig. 3B and C). These data suggest that CPF-induced 
mitochondrial fragmentation is caused by reduction of Mfn1 protein levels.

Effects of CPF in iPSC-derived neural progenitor cells. To investigate whether the effects of CPF selec-
tively occur in the early stage of neural differentiation in iPSCs, we used iPSC-derived neural progenitor cells 
(NPCs), which were induced by dual SMAD inhibition protocol21 (Figure S1A). Treatment with 30 μ M CPF had 
little effect on ATP content (Figure S1B). Similarly, exposure to 30 μ M CPF had little effect on mitochondrial 
morphology (Figure S1C and D), which was confirmed by the fact that CPF did not alter the protein levels of 
mitochondrial fission and fusion factors containing Mfn1 (Figure S1E). These data suggest that iPSCs, not NPCs, 
are sensitive to CPF exposure.

Effect of Mfn1 knockdown on neural induction of iPSCs. To further investigate the involvement of 
Mfn1 in the effects of CPF on neural induction, we performed knockdown (KD) of Mfn1, using lentivirus-delivered 
shRNAs. Real-time PCR analysis showed that KD was selective for Mfn1, not Mfn2, and that the efficiency 
was approximately 70% (Fig. 4A). The KD effects were also confirmed by protein levels (Fig. 4B and C).  
The Mfn1 KD cells were used to perform neural induction. Real-time PCR analysis revealed that Mfn1 KD 
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decreased the expression of PAX6 (day 4), FOXG1 (day 6) and NCAM1 (day 6) (Fig. 4D). These data suggest that 
Mfn1 is involved in CPF-mediated negative effects on neural induction of iPSCs.

Negative regulation of neural induction by CPF exposure. A previous report indicates that ERK 
signaling inhibits neural induction via PAX6 silencing in human embryonic stem cells27. ERK has been reported 
to be activated after depletion of Mfn128. We focused on ERK signaling in the effect of CPF on neural induction. 

Figure 1. Time course studies of neural induction in iPSCs exposed to CPF. (A) Schematic time course of 
induction from iPSCs to NPCs by dual SMAD inhibition. Neural induction was initiated after exposure to CPF 
for 24 h. The cells were continuously exposed to CPF throughout neural differentiation. (B) At day 4 after neural 
induction with CPF (0–30 μ M), expression of the neural differentiation marker PAX6 was examined using real-
time PCR analysis. (C–E) At days 2, 4, 6, and 8 after neural induction with CPF (30 μ M), expression of neural 
differentiation markers, PAX6, FOXG1, and NCAM1 was examined using real-time PCR analysis. Data are 
represented as means ±  SD (n =  3). *P <  0.05.
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We found that CPF exposure significantly increased basal ERK phosphorylation levels, which were abolished 
by treatment with the ERK inhibitor U0126 (Fig. 5A and B). To further study whether PAX6 downregulation 
in CPF-exposed cells occurred through ERK signaling, we examined the effect of U0126 on PAX6 expression. 
Incubation with U0126 recovered the expression levels of PAX6 (Fig. 5C). These data suggest that CPF activates 
ERK and prevents neural induction via PAX6 downregulation.

Effect of Mfn1 knockdown on neural induction. To confirm the involvement of Mfn1 in the inhibition 
of neural induction by CPF, we used Mfn1 KD cells. Mfn1 KD significantly increased basal ERK phosphoryl-
ation levels that were abolished by treatment with the ERK inhibitor U0126 (Fig. 6A and B). To further study 

Figure 2. Mitochondrial function of iPSCs exposed to CPF. (A) Cells were exposed to CPF (30 μ M) for 
24 h. Intracellular ATP content was determined in the lysed cells (n =  3). (B) Cells were exposed to CPF 
for 24 h and stained with JC-10 for 20 min. MMP of JC-10 labeled cells was analyzed by flow cytometry. 
The histogram represents the ratio of JC-aggregate (F-590) to JC-monomer (F-535) fluorescence (n =  3). 
(C) Cells were exposed to CPF for 72 h and stained with MitoTracker Red CMXRos and Hoechst33342. 
Mitochondrial morphology was observed by confocal laser microscopy. Bar =  5 μ m. (D) The number of cells 
with mitochondrial fusion (< 10% punctiform) was determined in each image (n =  5). Data are represented as 
means ±  SD. *P <  0.05.
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whether PAX6 downregulation in Mfn1 KD cells occurred through ERK signaling, we examined the effect of 
U0126 on PAX6 expression. Mfn1 KD decreased PAX6 by 64% by in the vehicle-treated cells. In contrast, Mfn1 
KD decreased PAX6 by 30% in the U0126-treated cells. Thus, incubation with U0126 partially recovered the 
PAX6 expression in the Mfn1 KD cells (Fig. 6C). Taken together, these data suggest that Mfn1 reduction by CPF 
exposure activates ERK and prevents neural induction via PAX6 downregulation.

Discussion
In the present study, we demonstrated that exposure to micromolar CPF targeted mitochondrial quality control 
in human iPSCs. We showed that CPF induced Mfn1 reduction, thereby promoting mitochondrial fragmenta-
tion. These negative effects of CPF on mitochondrial quality control could suppress ATP production and neural 

Figure 3. Expression of mitochondrial fission and fusion factors of iPSCs exposed to CPF. (A) After 
exposure to CPF (30 μ M) for 24 h, expression of mitochondrial genes was analyzed by real-time PCR. (B) After 
exposure to CPF for 24 h, expression of mitochondrial proteins was analyzed by western blotting using anti-
Drp1, anti-Fis1, anti-Mfn1, anti-Mfn2, anti-Opa1, or anti-β -actin antibodies. (C) Relative densities of bands 
were quantified with ImageJ software. Relative changes in expression were determined by normalization to  
β -actin. Data are represented as means ±  SD (n =  3). *P <  0.05.

 
 - 51 -



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

6Scientific RepoRts | 7:40925 | DOI: 10.1038/srep40925

differentiation. Based on the data observed in our study, Fig. 7 shows a proposed mechanism of CPF cytotoxicity 
via mitochondrial dysfunction.

Our studies showed that treatment with micromolar CPF levels caused mitochondrial dysfunction of human 
iPSCs (Fig. 2). We observed that iPSCs were sensitive to CPF exposure, unlike iPSC-derived NPCs (Figure S1). 
Previous reports support this difference in CPF sensitivity. The inhibitory effect of CPF on DNA synthesis in 
undifferentiated C6 glioma cells is found to be much higher than in differentiated cells29. In vivo studies indicate 
that immature organisms are more susceptible to CPF-induced toxicity compared to adults due to lower levels of 
CPF metabolizing enzymes30. Thus, the difference in CPF sensitivity between iPSCs and NPCs may be dependent 
on the maturation of CPF detoxification pathways. We are currently conducting experiments to determine the 
mechanism causing the differences in sensitivity to CPF.

We showed that CPF induced mitochondrial fragmentation via Mfn1 reduction (Figs 2 and 3). Consistent 
with this, our previous knockdown studies indicated that Mfn1 reduction was sufficient to promote mitochon-
drial dysfunction31. CPF-induced Mfn1 reduction might mediate mitochondrial fragmentation, decrease ATP 
levels, and inhibit iPSC growth. Although Mfn2 is also involved in mitochondrial fission and energy supply  
processes32,33, our results indicated that CPF specifically targeted Mfn1, not Mfn2. Regarding this apparent CPF 
specificity, E3 ubiquitin ligase membrane-associated RING-CH 5 (MARCH5) has been reported to selectively 
bind to Mfn1 dependent on its acetylation, and degrade among all mitochondrial proteins, including Mfn234. 
In addition, we have reported that organotin compounds induced Mfn1 degradation through MARCH5, 

Figure 4. Effect of Mfn1 knockdown on neural induction of iPSCs. Cells were infected with lentiviruses 
containing a vector encoding a shRNA directed against Mfn1 or a scrambled sequence shRNA (control) for 24 h. 
The infected cells were subjected to selection with puromycin (1 μ g/ml) for 24 h and cultured for an additional 
72 h prior to functional analyses. (A) The expression of Mfn1 and Mfn2 genes was analyzed by real-time PCR. 
(B) The expression of Mfn1 and Mfn2 proteins was analyzed by western blotting using anti-Mfn1, anti-Mfn2, or 
anti-β -actin antibodies. (C) Relative densities of bands were quantified with ImageJ software. Relative changes 
in expression were determined by normalization to β -actin. (D) Expression of neural differentiation markers 
PAX6 (day 4), FOXG1 (day 6), and NCAM1 (day 6) was examined with real-time PCR. Data are represented as 
means ±  SD (n =  3). *P <  0.05.
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thereby promoting mitochondrial fragmentation in iPSCs31. Thus, CPF may specifically target Mfn1 protein via 
MARCH5 in iPSCs without affecting mRNA levels. Furthermore, the difference in CPF sensitivity between iPSCs 
and NPCs may be dependent on Mfn1 and MARCH5 expression levels or MARCH5 activity. Further studies 
should determine whether CPF reduces Mfn1 via MARCH5-mediated degradation in iPSCs.

We demonstrated that ERK phosphorylation mediated the negative effects of CPF on early neural differentia-
tion (Figs 1, 4 and 5). A previous report indicates that Mfn1 directly binds Ras and Raf, resulting in the inhibition 
of Ras-Raf-ERK signaling by the biochemical analysis35,36. Mfn1 reduction by CPF or shRNA may reverse this 
ERK signaling inhibition. Mobilization of Ca2+ from intracellular stores, including mitochondria was reported to 
result in phosphorylation of MAPKs, as the process was suppressed by chelation of intracellular Ca2+ in human T 
lymphoblastoid cells37. As mitochondria are known to uptake into the matrix of any Ca2+ that has accumulated in 
the cytosol, dependent on MMP38, mitochondrial dysfunction by CPF exposure may cause an overload of Ca2+, 
resulting in ERK activation. Moreover, ERK signaling was reported to inhibit neural induction by PAX6 silenc-
ing via upregulation of stemness factors NANOG/OCT4 and downregulation of homeobox transcription factor 
OTX227. NANOG and OCT4 act as repressors of PAX6 induction, whereas OTX2 is a positive inducer of PAX627. 
Therefore, ERK signaling evoked by CPF could affect the expression of these transcriptional network, including 
NANOG, OCT4 and OTX2, by regulating PAX6. In future studies, we should further investigate the mechanisms 
of CPF-induced negative regulation of neural induction via ERK.

Figure 5. Negative regulation of neural induction by CPF exposure. (A) Cells were exposed to CPF (30 μ M) 
or CPF +  U0126 (5 μ M) for 24 h. ERK phosphorylation was analyzed by western blotting using anti-phospho-
ERK antibodies. (B) Relative densities of bands were quantified with ImageJ software. Relative changes in 
expression were determined by normalization to total ERK protein level. (C) At day 4 after neural induction 
with CPF or CPF +  U0126, the expression of PAX6 gene was analyzed by real-time PCR. Data are represented 
as means ±  SD (n =  3). *P <  0.05.
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We further demonstrated that Mfn1 reduction mediated cytotoxic effects of CPF on iPSCs via PAX6 down-
regulation (Figs 5 and 6). FOXG1 was downregulated, along with PAX6, during neural differentiation of iPSCs 
exposed to CPF. PAX6 and FOXG1 act as transcriptional regulators during forebrain development in verte-
brates39,40. Targeted disruption of PAX6 and FOXG1 in rodents led to the loss of anterior neural tissues, suggesting 
the central role of these genes in forebrain development41,42. CPF causes various defects in the development of 
hippocampus and cortex of rodents43. Thus, CPF-induced defects of forebrain architecture may be caused by 
transcriptional silencing of anterior neural markers during early neurogenesis. As NCAM1 was downregulated 
during neural differentiation of iPSCs exposed to CPF, further studies using NPCs are required to reveal how CPF 
affects neural maturation processes.

In summary, our results demonstrate a novel mechanism underlying cytotoxicity, including neurodevelop-
mental toxicity of CPF in iPSCs. Recently, significant progress has been made in the induction of differentiation of 
pluripotent stem cells into a variety of cell types44. Further studies are needed to evaluate the developmental effects 
of CPF on various types of iPSC-derived cells. Moreover, we show that CPF toxicity is caused by Mfn1-mediated 
mitochondrial dysfunction, which is involved in the cytotoxicity of organotin compounds31. Thus, mitochondrial 
functions influenced by Mfn1 might be a good starting point for investigating toxic mechanisms induced by 
exposure to other chemicals.

Figure 6. Negative regulation of neural induction by Mfn1 knockdown. The cells were infected with 
lentiviruses containing a vector encoding a shRNA directed against Mfn1 or a scrambled sequence shRNA 
(control) for 24 h. The infected cells were subjected to selection with 1 μ g/ml puromycin for 24 h and 
cultured for an additional 72 h prior to functional analyses. (A) After incubation with U0126 for 24 h, ERK 
phosphorylation was analyzed by western blotting using anti-phospho-ERK antibodies. (B) Relative densities of 
bands were quantified with ImageJ software. Relative changes in expression were determined by normalization 
to total ERK protein level. (C) At day 4 after neural induction with U0126, the expression of PAX6 gene was 
analyzed by real-time PCR. Data are represented as means ±  SD (n =  3). *P <  0.05.
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Methods
Chemicals. Chlorpyrifos (CPF), Y-27632, SB431542, and LDN193189 were obtained from Wako (Tokyo, 
Japan). Penicillin-streptomycin mixture (PS) was obtained from Thermo Fisher Scientific (Waltham, MA, USA). 
U0126 was obtained from Enzo Life Sciences (Farmingdale, NY, USA). Poly-L-ornithine, 2-mercaptoethanol 
(2-ME), and carbonylcyanide m-chlorophenylhydrazone (CCCP) were obtained from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, 
MO, USA). All other reagents were of analytical grade and obtained from commercial sources.

Cell culture. Human iPSC line 253G1 (Riken BRC Cell Bank, Tsukuba, Ibaraki, Japan) was established 
through retroviral transduction of OCT4, SOX2, and KLF4 into adult human dermal fibroblasts45. The cells 
were cultured under feeder-free conditions using human embryonic stem cell (ESC)-qualified Matrigel (BD 
Biosciences, San Jose, CA, USA) and TeSR-E8 medium (Stemcell Technologies, Vancouver, BC, Canada) at 
37 °C in an atmosphere containing 5% CO2. For passage, iPSC colonies were dissociated into single cells using 
Accumax (Innovative Cell Technologies, San Diego, CA, USA) and cultured in TeSR-E8 medium supplemented 
with Y-27632 (ROCK inhibitor, 10 μ M). The NPCs derived from iPSCs were cultured on poly-L-ornithine and 
Laminin (Thermo Fisher Scientific) coated dishes at 37 °C in an atmosphere containing 5% CO2. The culture 

Figure 7. Proposed mechanism of CPF cytotoxicity in human iPSCs. CPF exposure causes Mfn1 reduction, 
which induces mitochondrial dysfunction, including mitochondrial fragmentation and decreased ATP levels. 
Mitochondrial dysfunction in turn evokes ERK phosphorylation, leading to the suppression of PAX6, which is 
an early marker of neurogenesis.
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medium was Neural maintenance medium [NMM; a 1∶ 1 mixture of DMEM/F12 (Thermo Fisher Scientific) and 
Neurobasal (Thermo Fisher Scientific) containing N2 (Thermo Fisher Scientific), B27 (Thermo Fisher Scientific), 
GlutaMAX (Thermo Fisher Scientific), non-essential amino acids (NEAA; Thermo Fisher Scientific), 2-ME, PS]. 
For passage, NPCs were dissociated into single cells using Accumax and cultured in NMM supplemented with 
EGF (20 ng/ml), FGF2 (20 ng/ml) and Y-27632.

Neural differentiation procedure. For the induction of neuronal lineages, dual SMAD inhibition protocol 
was used as previously described21 with modifications. Briefly, iPSC colonies were dissociated into single cells 
with Accumax. The cells were seeded at a density of 7 ×  104 cells/cm2 in TeSR-E8 medium on Matrigel-coated 
plates in order to reach nearly confluent within two days after seeding. The initial differentiation medium 
was knockout serum replacement (KSR) medium [Knockout DMEM (Thermo Fisher Scientific) containing 
KSR (Thermo Fisher Scientific), L-glutamine, NEAA, 2-ME, PS] with SB431542 (TGFβ  inhibitor, 10 μ M) and 
LDN193189 (BMP inhibitor, 1 μ g/ml). After 4 days, N2 medium [Neurobasal containing N2, B27, GlutaMAX, 
PS] was added to the KSR medium with LDN193189 every two days.

Measurement of intracellular ATP levels. Intracellular ATP content was measured using an ATP 
Determination Kit (Thermo Fisher Scientific), according to the manufacturer’s protocol. Briefly, the cells were 
washed and lysed with 0.1% Triton X-100/PBS. The resulting cell lysates were added to a reaction mixture con-
taining 0.5 mM D-luciferin, 1 mM DTT, and 1.25 μ g/mL luciferase and incubated for 30 min at room temperature. 
Luminescence was measured using a Fluoroskan Ascent FL microplate reader (Thermo Fisher Scientific). The 
luminescence intensities were normalized to the total protein content.

Measurement of MMP. A Cell Meter JC-10 Mitochondrial Membrane Potential Assay Kit (AAT Bioquest, 
Sunnyvale, CA, USA) was used to detect MMP. Briefly, the cells were suspended in staining buffer containing 
JC-10 and incubated for 20 min at room temperature. After the cells were treated with CPF, a FACS Aria II cell 
sorter (BD Biosciences) was used to measure the fluorescence intensity ratio, JC-aggregate (F-590)/JC-monomer 
(F-535).

Assessment of mitochondrial fusion. After treatment with CPF (30 μ M, 72 h), the cells were fixed with 
4% paraformaldehyde and stained with 50 nM MitoTracker Red CMXRos (Cell Signaling Technology, Danvers, 
MA, USA) and 5 μ g/mL Hoechst 33342 (Sigma-Aldrich). Changes in mitochondrial morphology were observed 
using a confocal laser microscope (Nikon A1). Images (n =  5) of random fields were taken, and the number of 
cells displaying mitochondrial fusion (< 10% punctiform) was determined in each image, as previously reported46.

Real-time polymerase chain reaction (PCR). Total RNA was isolated from iPSCs using TRIzol reagent 
(Thermo Fisher Scientific), and quantitative real-time reverse transcription (RT)-PCR was performed using a 
QuantiTect SYBR Green RT-PCR Kit (Qiagen, Valencia, CA, USA) on an ABI PRISM 7900HT sequence detec-
tion system (Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA, USA) as previously reported47. Relative changes in transcript 
levels were normalized to the mRNA levels of glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH). The fol-
lowing primer sequences were used for real-time PCR analysis: Fis1, forward, 5′-TACGTCCGCGGGTTGCT-3′ 
and reverse, 5′-CCAGTTCCTTGGCCTGGTT-3′; Drp1, forward, 5′-TGGGCGCCGACATCA-3′ and reverse, 
5′-GCTCTGCGTTCCCACTACGA-3′; Mfn1, forward, 5′-GGCATCTGTGGCCGAGTT-3′ and reverse, 
5′-ATTATGCTAAGTCTCCGCTCCAA-3′; Mfn2, forward, 5′-GCTCGGAGGCACATGAAAGT-3′ and reverse,  
5′-ATCACGGTGCTCTTCCCATT-3′; Opa1, forward, 5′-GTGCTGCCCGCCTAGAAA-3′ and reverse, 
5′-TGACAGGCACCCGTACTCAGT-3′; PAX6, forward, 5′-ATGTGTGAGTAAAATTCTGGGCA-3′ and reverse,  
5′-GCTTACAACTTCTGGAGTCGCTA-3′; FOXG1, forward, 5′ -GCCACAATCTGTCCCTCAACA-3′ and 
reverse, 5′-GACGGGTCCAGCATCCAGTA-3′; NCAM1, forward, 5′-GGCATTTACAAGTGTGTGGTTAC-3′ and  
reverse, 5′-TTGGCGCATTCTTGAACATGA-3′; GAPDH, forward, 5′-GTCTCCTCTGACTTCAACAGCG-3′ and  
reverse, 5′-ACCACCCTGTTGCTGTAGCCAA-3′.

Western blot analysis. Western blot analysis was performed as previously reported48. Briefly, the cells were 
lysed with Cell Lysis Buffer (Cell Signaling Technology). The proteins were then separated by sodium dode-
cyl sulfate-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (SDS-PAGE) and electrophoretically transferred to Immobilon-P 
membranes (Millipore, Billerica, MA, USA). The membranes were probed with anti-Drp1 monoclonal antibodies 
(1:1000; Cell Signaling Technology), anti-Fis1 polyclonal antibodies (1:200; Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Santa 
Cruz, CA, USA), anti-Mfn1 polyclonal antibodies (1:1000; Cell Signaling Technology), anti-Mfn2 monoclonal 
antibodies (1:1000; Cell Signaling Technology), anti-Opa1 monoclonal antibodies (1:1000; BD Biosciences), 
anti-ERK1/2 polyclonal antibodies (1:1000; Cell Signaling Technology), anti-phospho ERK1/2 (Thr202/
Tyr204) monoclonal antibodies (1:2000; BD Biosciences), and anti-β -actin monoclonal antibodies (1:5000; 
Sigma-Aldrich). The membranes were then incubated with secondary antibodies against rabbit or mouse IgG 
conjugated to horseradish peroxidase (Cell Signaling Technology). The bands were visualized using an ECL 
Western Blotting Analysis System (GE Healthcare, Buckinghamshire, UK). Images were acquired using an LAS-
3000 Imager (FUJIFILM, Tokyo, Japan).

Gene knockdown by shRNA. Knockdown experiments were performed using Mfn1 shRNA lentiviruses 
from Sigma-Aldrich (MISSION shRNA), as previously reported49. A scrambled hairpin sequence was used as a 
negative control. Briefly, the cells were infected with the viruses at a multiplicity of infection of 1 in the presence 
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of 8 μ g/mL hexadimethrine bromide (Sigma-Aldrich) for 24 h. After medium exchange, the cells were subjected 
to selection with 1 μ g/mL puromycin for 24 h and cultured for an additional 72 h prior to functional analyses.

Statistical analysis. All data are presented as means ±  standard deviation (SD). Analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) followed by post-hoc Bonferroni test was used to analyze data in Figs 1, 3C, 4, 5, and 6. Student’s t test 
was used to analyze data in Figs 2, 3A, S1, and S2. P-values <  0.05 were considered statistically significant.
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In this paper, we propose a new simple device for visualizing bioactive molecules with a fine spatial resolution by using a 

membrane in which a specific enzyme is immobilized. The layer produces fluorescence after association with a specific substance. 
The layer, on which a biological tissue is to be mounted, is deposited on a quartz substrate that is used as a light guide to 
introduce UV light to the layer. Substance release is observed by a CCD camera from the opposite side of the substrate. In order 
to shorten the experiment time, we had automated the optical device. The paper also describes the reduction of background 
fluorescence by means of image processing technique. Images were acquired by employing two UV-LEDs with slightly different 
angle. Image processing was performed to separate background and target fluorescence by means of independent component 
analysis. Finally the release of GABA(γ-aminobutyric acid) and glutamate from specific layers in rat cerebellum was successfully 
observed. It is expected that, using this method, both real-time transmitter release and its response to medicine can be observed. 

 
Keywords : bioactive molecules, enzyme-linked photo assay, independent component analysis 

 

1. Introduction 

Light guide is composed of a dielectric material that can enclose 
the light propagation. In addition to being applied to communication, 
it is useful for sensing as well. In chemical sensing the surface of 
the light guide has to be coated with some specific chemical that 
may change its optical property depending on chemical reactions. 
Such a function can be applied to chemical imaging, if the light 
guide has a flat surface. This study proposes an application of 
two-dimensional light guide, of which surface is chemically 
modified, to biochemical imaging. 

Neurotransmitter molecules released from neurons are not only 
regulators of neuronal transduction but also indicators of neuronal 
conditions. Glutamate and γ-aminobutyric acid (GABA) are 
known as typical transmitters in brain cortex that play important 
roles as stimulator and suppresser, respectively. Lack of balance in 
the release of glutamate and GABA may lead to autism, epilepsy 
or Parkinson’s disease(1)(2). 

In order to observe the spatio-temporal release in cerebellar 
cortex, we have newly proposed the enzyme-linked photo assay 
system, which is realized even using normal CCD camera, and 
observed GABA release in developing cerebellar slice using either 
new or authorized methods(3). 

In this paper, we propose a new simple device for this purpose 
by using a reactive layer in which a specific enzyme is 
immobilized, and produces fluorescence after association with a 
specific substance released from mounted slice. This layer is 
bound a quartz substrate that is used as a light guide for UV light 

excitation. Fluorescence derived from a substance is observed by a 
CCD camera from the opposite side of the substrate. 

The paper describes the reduction of background fluorescence 
by means of image processing technique. Finally it will be shown 
that the release of transmitters from specific layers in rat cerebellum 
was successfully observed. 

2. Specimen Preparation and Photo Excitation 
System 

Imaging of neurotransmitter release was monitored the reaction 
of oxidoreductases generating reduced nicotinamide adenine 
dinucleotide (NAD+) or diphosphonucleotide (NADP+). For 
glutamate and GABA, we used glutamate dehydrogenase and 
GABA disassembly enzyme (GABase), respectively. 

Enzymes were covalently immobilized on the quartz glass 
substrate using a silane coupling agent and a crosslink agent. The 
substrate was as thick as 1 mm. Stoichiometrically generated 
NADH or NADPH emits 480 nm fluorescence after excitation at 
340-365 nm. 

Existence of glutamate and GABA lead to fluorescence when 
co-existing with specific enzyme and co-enzyme. A glass substrate 
on which specific enzyme is coated is in contact with the biological 
specimen. A chamber space is created around the specimen. The 
space is filled with buffer liquid and co-enzyme. On the glass 
substrate therefore, the specimen is in contact with both enzyme 
and co-enzyme. 

Consequently glutamate or GABA, that is released from the 
tissue spontaneously by stimulation, makes an oxidation-reduction 
reaction on the substrate. Although both glutamate and GABA do 
not produce fluorescence by themselves, NAD(P)H that is created 
as the result of the above chemical reaction makes fluorescence. 
As the ratio of glutamate or GABA and NAD(P)H is 1:1, the 

 a) Correspondence to: Naohiro Hozumi. E-mail: hozumi@icceed. 
tut.ac.jp 

  Toyohashi University of Technology 
1-1, Hibarigaoka, Tenpaku, Toyohashi 441-8580, Japan 

Paper 

 
 - 65 -



Visualization of Bioactive Molecules (Hikaru Mabuchi et al.) 
 

100 IEEJ Trans. FM, Vol.136, No.2, 2016

fluorescence can be correlated to the amount of released glutamate 
or GABA. 

In the experiment, rat cerebellum was sliced sagittally at 400 μm 
thick and incubated in oxygen-aerated HEPES-Na+ buffer for 40 
min. The slice was placed on the quartz glass substrate with both 
NADP+ and α-ketoglutarate. Figure 1 shows the schematic diagram 
of the observation system including the device. The enzyme was 
immobilized covalently on the glass as shown in Fig. 2. Figure 3 
shows chemical reactions taking place on the substrate. NADP+ 
(nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide phosphate) changes into 
NADPH (reduced nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide phosphate) 
just as glutamate and GABA degeneration. Synthesized NADPH 
was illuminated by 360 nm surface UV-LED, and emitted the 
480 nm fluorescent light observed by cooled CCD (ORCA ER, 
Hamamatsu Photonics). The quartz substrate can be recognized as 
a light guide to illuminate the surface of the substrate. 

3. Image Processing 

The fluorescent light detected by the CCD camera is divided 
into target light and background light. As significant intensity of 
background light is detected, it is assumed that fluorescence is 
excited by the light that is refracted on the interface between the 
substrate and tissue system including the layer. The light, being 
generated by LEDs and propagates though the substrate, can be 
decomposed into plane waves with different angles of propagation. 
Each plane wave transfers across the enzyme layer and comes into 
the tissue. We assume that both target and background light were 
predominantly excited by normal light. As the background light 
significantly damage the quality of the image, it should be reduced 
as much as possible. Making use of the evanescent light may be a 
solution, however, it may make the system complicated, and the 
target light may be not as significant as this case. Therefore we tried
to reduce the background by means of a simple image processing. 

Assuming that the light is a plane wave and scatter can be 
neglected, wave propagation and detected fluorescence can be 
illustrated as Fig. 4. In the figure, fluorescence, attributed to the 
layer where the enzyme is fixed, is represented as I0. This is 

 

 
 

 
Fig. 1.  Schematic diagram of the observation system including 
the device and its outlook 

 

Fig. 2.  Immobilized enzyme 
 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 4.  Fluorescence detected by CCD camera 

 

 
Fig. 3.  Chemical reaction on the substrate 
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defined as to be the target. The fluorescence attributed to the tissue 
is represented as I'0 . This is defined as to be the background. Both 
I0 and I'0 depends on the incident angle θ. The thickness of the 
quartz plate, which is used as a light guide, is as thick as 1 mm. As 
it is much thicker than the diameter of normal optical fiber it is 
relatively easy to introduce two kinds of lights of which angles of 
center axes are significantly different. In addition, in practice, they 
depend differently on the incident angle. As the result, the 
proportion (I0 / I'0) is not the same along θ. This is true even if the 
incident angle has distributed. 

As the result, the captured fluorescence with different angle of 
optical axis is composed of target and background fluorescence 
with different mixture ratios. This can be represented as: 

1 11 12 1

2 21 22 2

F a a f
F a a f

  ................................................. (1) 

where F1(x,y) and F2(x,y) are captured fluorescence image, f1(x,y) 
and f2(x,y) are spatial distributions of fluorescence as the target 
and background, a11, a12, a21, a22 are constants. Although the image 
acquisition is sequential, ICA is performed by assuming that two 
images, F1(x,y) and F2(x,y) are acquired with a negligible time lag. 
Reproduced images f '1(x,y) and f '2(x,y) are calculated from F1 and 
F2. As the result of periodical acquisitions of F1 and F2, time 
dependent images of f '1 and f '2 are calculated. Eq. (1) can also be 
described using a matrix expression as: 

F A f  ........................................................................ (2) 

The target and background fluorescence distribution can be 
calculated by applying A-1 to F. In practice, only contrast of the 
image would be enough to recognize the distribution. In such a 
case A-1 can be represented as:  

1
1

  ........................................................................ (3) 

After capturing two images F1 and F2 by changing the angle of 

optical axis, the target and background images can be separated by 
finding appropriate numbers for α and β. α and β can be tuned 
manually by monitoring the quality of reproduced image, however, 
the theory of independent component analysis (ICA) may be 
powerful for solving such a problem(4). 

Stochastic distribution of pixel intensity in images f '1 and f '2 are
represented as p( y1i) and p( y2j), where y1i and y2j represent the 
intensity.  

1 11 1 1

2 21 2 2

( ) { ( ), , ( ), ( )}
( ) { ( ), , ( ), ( )}

i n

j n

p y p y p y p y
p y p y p y p y

1, ( ), ( )}1i n11( ) (111

2, ( ), ( )}2j n22( ) (( ) (222
  ........................ (4) 

p(y1i, y2j) represents the probability that the intensity of a pixel in 
image f '1 is y1i and that of the corresponding point in image f '2 is 
y2j. In other words p(y1) and p(y2) are probabilities that cases y1

and y2 take place, respectively, and p(y1, y2) is the probability that 
cases y1 and y2 takes place simultaneously. Variables y1 and y2 are 
considered to be independent when 

1 2 1 2( , ) ( ) ( )p y y p y p y   .................................................. (5) 

is established. Kullback-Leibler (K-L) parameter is often employed
to indicate the independency of variables:  

1 2
1 2

, 1 2

( , )
( , )log

( ) ( )
i j

i j
i j i j

p y y
KL p y y

p y p y
  .............................. (6) 

The K-L parameter is zero when two sets of variables y1 and y2

are completely independent together. In practice, α and β in Eq. (3), 
which determine the probabilities p(y1), p(y2) and p(y1, y2), can be 
tuned so that the K-L parameter indicates the minimum. 

The process of ICA is illustrated in Fig. 5. The equation described
in the form of matrix indicates that two images, F1 and F2, derive 
from linear combination of unknown original images f1 and f2. If 
an appropriate inverse matrix can be found then the original 
images can be reproduced. However as the matrix to describe the 
linear combination is unknown as well, ICA algorithm is applied 
to find the most appropriate matrix (as the inverse matrix). In the 

 

 

Fig. 5.  Illustration for image processing based on independent component analysis 
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ICA process K-L parameter is calculated in order to evaluate the 
probabilistic independency of images f '1 and f '2. It can be considered 
that in the reproduction algorithm the core process is the calculation 
of the K-L parameter. In this preliminary study K-L parameter is 
successively calculated by manually changing the inverse matrix, 
and images are assumed to be reproduced when the K-L parameter 
indicates the minimum. 

4. Results and Discussion 

4.1 Image Processing using the ICA    Figure 6 (a) shows 
visible light image of the cerebellum with postnatal 21 days. In 
developing cerebellum, granule cells, small input neurons, 
proliferate and migrate down from the external granular layer 
(EGL) to the internal granular layer (IGL). As the development 
proceeds, EGL turns into molecular layer (ML) whereas IGL 
remains. Purkinje cells, big output neurons, develop their dendrites 
and associate neuronal connections between granule cells and 
other interneurons. Neuronal circuit layer forms the ML. As the 
cerebellum shown in Fig. 6 (a) is mature, ML, PL, IGL are clearly 
visible. Note that ML is on the outer side of the cerebellum, and a 
wrinkle surrounded by the ML is seen in Fig. 6 (a). 

As for fluorescence observation, three different images were 
acquired. Two were with different inclination of the excitation 

light source, and one was with no excitation light. Each of the two 
images with excitation light was subtracted with the image with no 
excitation light, in order to reduce the background light from the 
outside. These two images after the subtraction were defined as 
images A and B. 

Figure 6 (b) shows these images for a rat cerebellum. Both 
images are very unclear, because of the background fluorescence. 
Figure 6 (c) shows the result of image processing. It is clearly 
shown in the image entitled as “target” that the fluorescence 
intensity is high in two layers, whereas that entitled as “background” 
is not clear. By morphological inspection these layers are recognized 
as ML and IGL. These layers are known that GABAergic 
neurons distribute in mature cerebellum. Studies using HPLC and 
electrophysiological method have shown that GABA is released 
from the postnatal cerebellar cortex even before synaptogenesis, 
and that GABA receptors act on the developing cerebellar Purkinje 
cells(4)(5). However, dynamic GABA release could not be observed 
unless the enzyme-linked photo assay is used. In addition, because 
cytoplasmic autofluorescence becomes noisy background light, it 
is useful that the image processing system extracted the image of 
GABA release from the autofluorescence-contained image. Using 
this method, both real-time transmitter release and its response to 
medicine can be observed. 

4.2 Transition after Chemical Stimulation    In relatively 
developed cerebellum, cells distributed in the ML and IGL are 
only the neurons of glutamate release, so that both layers showed 
fluorescent activities. Figure 7 indicates release distribution of 
glutamate in comparison with normal optical image illuminated 
with visible light. The fluorescent image, indicating glutamate 
release, is after the ICA processing. Figure 7 (c) indicates the 
regions of interest for analysis. Regions highlighted as ML and 
IGL have relatively strong intensity in fluorescence. They have a 
contrast to the region highlighted as PL. Release from white matter 
(WM), which is mostly composed of fatty materials, is much less 
significant. 

 

 
(a) Visible light image 

  
 Small angle (image A). Large angle (image B). 

(b) Fluorecence images before image processing 

  
 Background Target 

(c) Fluorecence images after image processing 

Fig. 6.  Cross sectional mages of cerebellar cortex: (a) Visible 
light image, (b) original fluorescent images with different angle 
of optical axes, and (c) fluorescent images after the image 
processing. Scales are indicated in arbitrary unit. Specimen: rat 
cerebellum (postnatal 21 days), target: GABA 

 

 

     
 (a) Visible light image (b) Fluorescent image 

 
(c) Regions of interest for analysis 

Fig. 7.  Cerebellum with postnatal 7 days observed with visible 
light and fluorescent light indicating glutamate release. 0.9 mm 
× 0.9 mm. Gray scale is arbitrary. ML: molecular layer, PL: 
Purkinje layer, IGL: internal granular layer, WM: white matter. 
Specimen: rat cerebellum (postnatal 7 days) 
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Our system can visualize both spontaneous and responsive 
transmitter release with about 0.2 s time resolution. Figure 8 shows 
the transition of glutamate release in response to 100 μmol/ℓ 
(S)-alpha-Amino-3-hydroxy- 5 methylisoxazole-4-propionic acid
(AMPA) application in cerebellar slices. All values are normalized 
by the intensity of ML 30 s after stimulation that is indicated as 
1000. Fluorescence, as indication glutamate release, was intense in 
both the IGL and ML, whereas the PL was indicated with lower 
intensity. As shown in Fig. 8, a clear increase in fluorescence was 
observed after stimulation. Transition in fluorescence was similar 
for ML and IGL, suggesting that these layers are activated. 
However PL, which was not expected to release glutamate, 
showed fluorescence as well although it was less intense than ML 
and IGL. As this specimen was taken from relatively young rat 
(postnatal 7 days), the cerebellar development was not totally 
completed, and the layers were not separated enough. It is hence 
considered that diffusion from ML and IGL to PL would take 
place, leading to an increase in fluorescence in this layer. The 
increase in fluorescence in WM suggests that glutamate might 
have been diffused into WM as well, although the absolute value 
was much lower than ML and IGL. 

Figure 9 compares the fluorescence in each layer before and 
after stimulation. Four different specimens were used for the 
observation, in order to confirm reproducibility. It is clear that the 
AMPA stimulation brought a significant glutamate release from 

ML and IGL, although the increase is also seen with PL. 

5. Conclusions 

A new method for visualization of spatially distributed bioactive
molecules using enzyme-linked photo assay has been proposed. 
It is based on fluorescent reaction assisted by an enzyme 
immobilized on the substrate, however, background fluorescence
disturbs the observation. In order to reduce the background 
fluorescence, two images were acquired by changing the optical 
axis of UV illumination. Image processing based on independent 
component analysis made the target image clear. Observation of 
rat cerebellum was successfully performed and GABA and 
glutamate release from two specific layers was clearly indicated. 
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Cell differentiation was evaluated by ultrasonic microscopy. However, there were some regions that showed a lower acoustic impedance than the
culture liquid. It was considered that, in such regions, the cells were not perfectly in contact with the film substrate. Hence, a waveform analysis
was performed, and compensated acoustic impedances in such regions were in a reasonable range of values. By the same analysis, the
displacements of partially floated cells were also successfully calculated. The elapsed day transitions of the compensated acoustic impedances
and displacements were successfully evaluated. In the process of differentiation, actin fibers comprising the cytoskeleton are supposed to loosen
in order to induce cellular fusion. In addition, the progress in cell differentiation accompanied by a change into a three-dimensional structure can
partially be assessed by the displacement between a cell and a cultured film. Hence, we believe that cell differentiation can be evaluated using an
ultrasonic microscope. © 2017 The Japan Society of Applied Physics

1. Introduction

An optical microscope is often used for the measurement of
biological tissues and an antibody staining technique is often
employed to observe the biological structure. However, such
a measurement process may take a long time because the
staining process takes several hours or days. In addition, the
biological function of matter may be lost completely after
staining.

On the other hand, an ultrasonic microscope makes it
possible to indicate an acoustic characteristic (e.g., elastic
parameter or sound speed) of cells as a two-dimensional
profile.1–13) An acoustic characteristic is an important
parameter for the quantitative characterization of living
tissues. As chemical staining is not necessary, the measure-
ment can be performed without losing the biological
functions of cells.14–17) This reduces cost and time for
staining as well. In addition, ultrasound can be directly
digitized as a waveform three-dimensional structure that may
be estimated by various waveform analyses. In this study,
we will propose the nondestructive measurement of living
cells using an ultrasonic microscope that we developed.
C2C12 myoblast cells will be targeted.

As a requirement for cell measurement, regenerative
medicine using stem cells is being developed markedly.18,19)

When cells are being transplanted, nondifferentiated cells
or tissues should be never included, which may produce
teratomas in vivo.20,21) For such reasons, monitoring cell
differentiation is highly advantageous. This series of studies
is conducted to determine whether a quantitative ultrasonic
microscope can be used to monitor cell differentiation. The
transition of the acoustic impedance of the cells during
differentiation was monitored. In addition, displacement from
the culture film substrate after cell differentiation was
evaluated in order to assess cell growth.

2. Experimental methods

2.1 C2C12 myoblasts
The C2C12 myoblasts used in this study are clones of mouse
myoblasts. These cells remain undifferentiated at the initial
expression of heart and skeletal muscles. The C2C12

myoblasts (DS Pharma Biomedical) were cultured in
Minimum Essential Medium Eagle with Hanks’ salt
(HMEM; Sigma-Aldrich M4780 Hank’s MEM) supple-
mented with l-glutamine, 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS),
some vitamins, amino acids, and 0.1 g=L kanamycin (pro-
liferation medium, PM), and the medium was replaced every
other day. To induce the differentiation of myoblasts into
myotubes, C2C12 cells at an 80–90% confluency were
transferred to HMEM without FBS (differentiated medium,
DM). All cells were cultured and observed in OptiCell™
(Thermo Scientific Nunc), which is composed of two
polystyrene films of 50 cm2 in culture area and 75 µm in
film thickness. C2C12 myoblasts were injected and cultured
in the space between the two films.22)

2.2 Measurement system
The details of the measurement system that we developed can
be found in Refs. 23–25. As shown in Fig. 1, the scanning
ultrasonic microscope is composed of an ultrasonic trans-
ducer, a mechanical scanning unit, a pulsar=receiver, an A=D
converter (Agilent U1065A Acqiris DC222 8GS=s), and a
stage controller.

The pulsed ultrasound was focused at the interface
between a cell and the film substrate. The reflection was
received and interpreted into a characteristic acoustic
impedance. The two-dimensional acoustic impedance profile
was obtained by mechanical scanning.

A/D board
(Agilent U1065A)

Control

Signal

Trigger
GPIB

Opticell

Internal bus

Mechanical scanning

Pulsar - Receiver

Stage Driver

Water
Transducer

300 MHz

PC

Fig. 1. (Color online) Schematic diagram of the measurement system.
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An acoustic wave was transmitted and received by the
same transducer. The ultrasonic transducer was composed of
a ZnO thin film attached to a sapphire lens (aperture half-
angle: 60°), and its frequency after being driven by an electric
pulse ranged briefly from 100 to 500MHz. The central
frequency was 300MHz. The transducer had a focal length of
about 0.288mm. The measurement was performed with eight
times of averaging (sampling frequency was 4GSamplings=s)
in order to reduce random noise before being introduced
into the computer. Distilled water was used as the coupling
medium between the film substrate and the transducer.
Two-dimensional profiles of the acoustic impedance can be
obtained by mechanically scanning the transducer.

Figure 2 illustrates the basic concept of determining the
acoustic impedance. The reference waveform is the reflection
from the interface between the film substrate and the culture
liquid, which appears in the field of view, the acoustic
impedance of which is known to be 1.52MN·s=m3. The
target waveform is the reflection from the interface between a
cell and the culture liquid.

The acoustic impedance of the target substance, Ztarget, is
determined by comparing these two reflections as

Ztarget ¼
1 � Starget

Sref
� Zsub � Zref

Zsub þ Zref

1 þ Starget

Sref
� Zsub � Zref

Zsub þ Zref

Zsub; ð1Þ

where Sref and Starget are the reference and target signals, and
Zsub and Zref are the acoustic impedances of the film substrate
(2.46MN·s=m3) and cultured liquid (1.52MN·s=m3), respec-
tively. By considering the oblique incident component of the
ultrasonic wave, the longitudinal wave acoustic impedance is
obtained by using the result of sound field analysis in order to
obtain a more accurate value.
2.3 Investigation of low-acoustic-impedance area of
the measurement result
Figure 3 shows the acoustic impedance profiles of undiffer-
entiated and differentiated C2C12 myoblasts and their
corresponding histograms. In the profiles, the regions
measured at around 1.52MN·s=m3 correspond to the culture
liquid. Cells are normally higher in acoustic impedance than
the culture liquid.7,25–30) However, some regions after differ-
entiation induction are measured at a significantly low
acoustic impedance. Hence, some comparisons of waveforms
from different points of the measurement result were
performed as shown in Fig. 4(a). Firstly, the waveform of
the culture liquid, which is defined as the reference wave-
form, was extracted from point 1. Then, target waveforms
from a cell (point 2) and a significantly low acoustic
impedance area (point 3) were extracted. Consequently,
subtractions between both target waveforms with the
reference waveform were performed as shown in Figs. 4(b)
and 4(c). From Fig. 4(c), it is clear that the residual waveform
obtained from the subtraction of the target waveform from
the cell and the reference waveform was relatively larger
than that in Fig. 4(b). Here, we can conclude that some
interference must have happened in the target waveforms of
an area with a significantly low acoustic impedance. Hence,
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Fig. 2. (Color online) Illustration for calibration of the acoustic
impedance.
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in order to eliminate interference, the waveform was sub-
jected to the waveform analysis described in the next chapter.

3. Compensation of acoustic impedance

3.1 Interference due to nonperfect contact of cells to
the film
C2C12 myoblasts have such a characteristic that F-actin
coagulates through differentiation and grows into a tissue
with a contractile ability through the expression of various
proteins.26–31) Cell contraction will create a gap between the
cell and the film substrate during differentiation. Figure 3
illustrates that, at such a stage, the cells are not perfectly
in contact with the film substrate. For this reason, the
interference of reflected waves may occur, leading to an error
in acoustic impedance estimation. At such a point, it can be
assumed that the reflection wave S is composed of two
different reflection components (S1 and S2).

Figure 5 illustrates the compensation of the acoustic
impedance. S1 is very similar in both shape and intensity to
the reference wave Sref, which is the reflection from the
interface between the film substrate and the culture liquid. S2,
which can be considered the reflection from the interface
between the culture liquid and the cell, is relatively small
in intensity, as there is only a small difference in acoustic

impedance at the boundary between materials. In addition,
these two wave components are opposite in polarity, because
the acoustic impedance is high in the culture film, low in the
culture liquid, and relatively high again in the cell.

The acquired waves can be separated into these two
components by an appropriate waveform analysis. The
acoustic impedance of the cell would be evaluated using
the separated reflection intensities.

It is assumed that the acquired waveform can be described
as a linear combination of the components as

SðtÞ ¼ S1 þ S2; ð2Þ
S1ðtÞ ¼ P1 expbA1ðt � t1Þ � �1ðt � t1Þ2c

� cos½2�f0ðt � t1Þ�; ð3Þ
S2ðtÞ ¼ P2 expbA1ðt � t1Þ � �ðt � t1Þ2c

� cos½2�f0ðt � t2Þ�; ð4Þ
where P1 and P2 are the intensities, A1 and A2 are the
attenuation constants, f0 is the central frequency of the pulse
( f0 = 300MHz), β1 and β2 (cm2=kg) are the coefficients of
compressibility for the media, and t1 and t2 are the delay
times. These parameters (P1, P2, A1, A2, β1, β2, t1, and t2) can
be determined by the gradient descent method. β1 and β2 are
set as constants with a value of 0.1 cm2=kg to improve the
analysis speed. In performing the gradient descent method, a
partial derivative is applied to a function, and it searches
the local minimum (or maximum) of the function. The
reproduced waveform S(t) is modified as

Sðkþ1ÞðtÞ ¼ SðkÞðtÞ � � � grad½ fðSðkÞðtÞ Þ�

¼ SðkÞðtÞ � �
@fðSðkÞðtÞ Þ
@PðkÞ

1

@fðSðkÞðtÞ Þ
@PðkÞ

2

@fðSðkÞðtÞ Þ
@AðkÞ

1

@fðSðkÞðtÞ Þ
@AðkÞ

2

@fðSðkÞðtÞ Þ
@tðkÞ1

@fðSðkÞðtÞ Þ
@tðkÞ2

" #t

; ð5Þ

where k is the repetitive number and α is the learning rate.
The parameters are determined so that the difference between
the waveform reproduced by Eq. (2) and the practically
acquired waveform is minimized.
3.2 Compensation of acoustic impedance
The compensation of acoustic impedance was performed by
solving

S1 ¼ Zref � Zsub

Zref þ Zsub
S0; ð6Þ

S2 ¼ Ztarget � Zref

Ztarget þ Zref
TS0; ð7Þ

where S0 is the transmitted signal, and Zsub and Zref are the
acoustic impedances of the film substrate (2.46MN·s=m3)
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Fig. 4. (Color online) Some comparisons of waveforms from different
points. (a) Acoustic impedance profile measured at the 10th day after
differentiation induction. (b) Comparison of target waveforms from point 1
and high-acoustic-impedance area (point 2). (c) Comparison of target
waveforms from point 1 and significantly low acoustic impedance area
(point 3).
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and cultured liquid (1.52MN·s=m3), respectively. T is the
echo transmittance represented as

T ¼ 4ZsubZref

ðZsub þ ZrefÞ2
: ð8Þ

By simultaneously solving Eqs. (6)–(8) and considering
that S1 and S2 are in opposite phases, the cell acoustic
impedance Ztarget at the gap is shown as

Ztarget ¼
1 þ S2

S1
� Z

2
sub � Z2

ref

4ZsubZref

1 � S2

S1
� Z

2
sub � Z2

ref

4ZsubZref

Zref : ð9Þ

3.3 Displacement of cells from the culture film
As illustrated in Fig. 5, it is considered that, in the low-
acoustic-impedance region in Fig. 3, cells are not perfectly in
contact with the film substrate. Therefore, the time lag Δt of
the two reflection components was calculated by using t1 and
t2. The displacement distance d (µm) is shown as

d ¼ 1

2
� c ��t; ð10Þ

where c is the sound speed (c = 1500m=s) through the
culture liquid and Δt is the time lag of the two reflection
components (Δt = t2 − t1).

4. Results and discussion

Figure 6 shows the profiles measured before and after
compensation in the low-acoustic-impedance region, and
the distance of displacement calculated by using the above-

mentioned method. After compensation, the region where the
acoustic impedance was originally low showed an acoustic
impedance of around 1.65–1.75MN·s=m3. This would be a
reasonable acoustic impedance of cells.7,25–30) A significantly
high acoustic impedance area appeared around the nucleus.
This high-acoustic-impedance area was assumed to be due to
F-actin, which protects and supports the nucleus. In addition,
the distance of displacement was around 0.8–2.0 µm.
Although the spatial resolution in the lateral direction
determined by the diffraction limit is expected to be as high
as 5 µm at 300MHz, note that the gap distance of 0.8–2 µm
between the cell and the film substrate was successfully
assessed, as the spatial resolution in the depth direction is
generally much higher than that in the lateral direction at a
sufficient sampling speed.

Changes in acoustic impedance accompanied by differ-
entiation were evaluated by the compensated profiling
method. Intracellular changes with differentiation in a single
cell have been reported; however, the change in differ-
entiating cell population is unknown. Our evaluation first
provides the tools to clarify this. Figure 7 shows the
transition of the acoustic impedance of cells for 10 days
after shifting to DM. This graph represents the ratio of the
relatively high acoustic impedance area to the total cellular
area in the measurement area. The threshold was changed
from 1.55 to 1.70MN·s=m3 at an interval of 0.01. When the
acoustic impedance was set at 1.68MN·s=m3, the transition
rate of the area was measured and is as shown in Fig. 7;
hence, this value was determined by the threshold value. As
shown in this graph, the ratio of the high-acoustic-impedance
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Fig. 6. (Color online) Profiles measured before and after compensation of acoustic impedance and the displacement distance.
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area tended to decrease. The asterisk in the graph shows a
tendency to decrease as determined by Student’s t-test
(P = 0.07).

This change would be consistent with the change in the
intracellular condition of F-actin, which is one of the
important factors in cell development. In undifferentiated
cells, F-actin exists abundantly in the periphery of the
nucleus. During differentiation, myoblast cells simultane-
ously fuse together to form a myotube. F-actin would defuse
within the cytoplasm temporarily. The areal ratio would be
reduced after the loosening of F-actin. After cell fusion,
F-actin would reassemble in the vicinity of the nucleus and
the parenchyma in order to support the cell membranes.
Therefore, the ratio of high acoustic impedance would
increase as the cells differentiate after the 10th day.

Moreover, Fig. 8 shows the transition of displacement
between the cells and the basal film for 10 days after shifting
to DM. It tended to increase with a constant rate during
differentiation, suggesting the formation of a three-dimen-
sional structure.

However, these measurements were disturbed by the
existence of non-negligible noise. For this reason, it is
necessary to suppress vibration and reduce noise in order
to increase the calculation accuracy of the displacement
distance.

5. Conclusions

The differentiation of C2C12 cells was assessed by means of
an acoustic microscope. An ultrasonic beam was transmitted
across a plastic film substrate on which cells were cultured,
and the reflection was interpreted as the acoustic impedance
and displacement of cells from the culture film. This
quantitative measurement was considered perfectly non-
invasive to cells, as well as it made it possible to continuously
monitor the change in acoustic response through the differ-
entiation process.

The acoustic impedance was often determined to be
extremely low when the reflection intensities from the cell
and reference material were simply compared. A waveform
analysis made it possible to assess the displacement between
a cell and the film substrate, which is also a factor for
monitoring the degree of differentiation. In such a case, the
acquired waveform was composed of two different reflec-
tions. During cell differentiation, the change in the section
of impedance was measured, suggesting the loosening of
F-actin in the cells. The waveform analysis made it possible
to assess the displacement between a cell and the film
substrate. The displacement was successfully assessed to be
0.8–2 µm, as the spatial resolution in the depth direction is
generally much higher than that in the lateral direction at a
sufficient sampling speed. This method would be a good tool
for monitoring the degree of differentiation.

The results suggest that monitoring the transition of the
acoustic impedance is useful for evaluating the differentiation
of muscle fibers. Furthermore, the displacement was found to
be reflected by the three-dimensional conformation of the
organ.
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An ultrasonic microscope is a useful tool for observing living tissue without chemical fixation or histochemical processing. Two-dimensional (2D)
acoustic impedance microscopy developed in our previous study for living cell observation was employed to visualize intracellular changes. We
proposed a brain tumor model by cocultivating rat glial cells and C6 gliomas to quantitatively analyze the effects of two types of anticancer drugs,
cytochalasin B (CyB) and temozolomide (TMZ), when they were applied. We reported that CyB treatment (25µg/ml, T = 90min) significantly
reduced the acoustic impedance of gliomas and has little effect on glial cells. Meanwhile, TMZ treatment (2mg/ml, T = 90min) impacted both cells
equally, in which both cells’ acoustic impedances were decreased. As CyB targets the actin filament polymerization of the cells, we have concluded
that the decrease in acoustic impedance was in fact due to actin filament depolymerization and the data can be quantitatively assessed for future
studies in novel drug development. © 2017 The Japan Society of Applied Physics

1. Introduction

Gliomas are the most common and serious type of brain
cancer and arise from glial cells, which are the supportive
cells for neurons, and their incidence is increasing over
time.1) It is an umbrella term for various glial tumors:
astrocytoma, oligodendroglioma, ependymoma, and glioblas-
toma.2) They are characterized by highly proliferative growth
and malignancy, which make up approximately 30% of all
brain and central nervous system tumors and 80% of all
malignant brain tumors.3) Therefore, combined therapy is
vital, for instance, treating patients with a combination of
surgery, chemotherapy, radiotherapy, and immunotherapy, as
this may prolong patients’ survival while reducing morbidity.
Despite intensive research, the prognosis for glioma patients
remains poor.1,4,5) Although many novel anticancer drugs are
constantly sought, most of them have proven to be toxic to
even normal cells or organs. Thus, it is essential to determine
the effect of each drug on cell viability.

Two common anticancer drugs, cytochalasin B (CyB) and
temozolomide (TMZ), were used in this study to quantita-
tively investigate their effects on the constructed brain tumor
model. CyB is a type of cell-permeable alkaloid mycotoxin,
which can be extracted from the fungus Helminthosporium
dematioideum.6) It targets actin filaments, a major component
of the cytoskeleton that controls cell mobility and morphol-
ogy, by inhibiting network formation in actin polymerization.
This causes the cytoskeleton to depolymerize, and hence
reduce the cell membrane integrity.7,8) Meanwhile, TMZ is
an imidazotetrazine derivative that is also a novel oral
alkylation agent commonly used in brain cancer treatment for
glioblastoma multiforme and astrocytoma.9) It damages the
DNA of cancer cells by alkylating guanine bases of cancer
cell DNA because cancer cells proliferate faster than normal
cells, which make them more sensitive to DNA damage. It
is a modestly effective anticancer drug that also displays
significant toxicity.10,11) Moreover, zinc (Zn) was used in
this study to help us distinguish between normal cells and
cancer cells. It is critical for cell growth, development, and
differentiation.12) Moreover, it is required for DNA synthesis,

RNA transcription, cell division, and tissue repair and
growth.13) Many reports have suggested that Zn is involved
in cancer development, and it has been widely recognized
that the leucine zipper is upregulated in most cancers.14)

Increased concentration of Zn in most tumors indicates that
Zn accumulation occurs in cancer cells.15–17) Hence, we
employed Zn as a cancer-cell-accumulating metal in this
study to identify cancer cells.

Nonclinical studies that investigate the effects of anticancer
drugs using cultured cells play an important role in new
drug development. Optical microscopy is often used to
determine the effects of drugs in these types of experiment
by evaluating morphological changes of the cells. For that
reason, it can only distinguish between living cells and dead
or damaged cells. Therefore, we propose an ultrasonic
microscope for cell observation that targets cell morphology
based on their elasticity, as it is reported that the elasticity
is different between healthy cells and cancer cells.18) It is
a powerful tool for the live observation of intracellular
conditions.19) We have observed nuclear and cytoskeletal
distributions of rat cerebellar tissue, glia cells, glioma cells,
and C2C12 cells, and their dynamical changes in cultured
living cells. It has been employed in the observation of living
tissue, which works quickly and nondestructively without
chemical staining.20–30) In this study, two-dimensional (2D)
acoustic impedance microscopy that was developed in our
previous study was employed to aid us in the quantitative
observation of the brain tumor model, before and after the
anticancer drug injection. The acoustic impedance images
obtained through this observation visualize the intracellular
conditions of the brain tumor model under treatment with
anticancer drugs. Therefore, the observation can be made
quickly without damaging cells as it does not require
staining. These features enable the development of a novel
evaluation system for drug screening.

2. Experimental methods

2.1 Cell culture
Glial cells were extracted from a model animal VGAT-Venus
rat cerebellum P0–P2 (P = postnatal), whereas C6 glioma
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cells31) were obtained commercially (DS Pharma Biomed-
ical). The extracted glial cells were genetically labeled with
the endogenous fluorescent protein Venus32) to visualize their
position in a culture vessel. Cell cultivation was carried out in
a commercial culture vessel, OptiCell™ (Thermo Scientific
Nunc). It was composed of two polystyrene films in which
each film has a thickness of 75 µm and the gap between the
two films was 2mm. All cells were proliferated in Minimum
Essential Medium Eagle with Hanks’ salt (HMEM) supple-
mented with 4 g=L D-glucose, 10% calf serum, and 0.1 g=L
kanamycin, and the medium was replaced every other day.
2.2 Brain tumor model
A glia–glioma brain tumor model was constructed by
cocultivating both glial cells and gliomas in the same culture
vessel to quantitatively analyze the effects of anticancer drugs
when they were applied to the brain tumor model.33)

2.3 Anticancer drugs
Two types of anticancer drugs commonly used in cancer
treatment, CyB (25 µg=ml) and TMZ (2mg=ml), were used in
this research to investigate their effects on the constructed
glia–glioma brain tumor model. Additionally, zinc sulphate
(ZnSO4, 400 µM) was applied as a cancer-cell-accumulating
metal that helps us to distinguish between normal cells and
cancer cells.
2.4 Acoustic impedance microscopy
Figure 1 illustrates the schematic diagram of the observation
system employed in this research, which was established in
our previous study. The transducer consists of a flat ZnO
as piezoelectric material attached with a sapphire lens of
(assumed uniform) half curvature of 60°. Its aperture
diameter and focal length (from the bottom of the lens) were
0.43 and 0.29mm, respectively.20–24) The central frequency
of the transducer was designed as 320MHz. Acoustic pulse
wave spreading (200–400MHz) was focused on the interface
between the cell and the substrate, and sent through the
substrate. The acoustic wave transmitted and received by the
same transducer was focused on the interface between the
substrate and the specimen. OptiCell™ containing cultured
cells was placed above the transducer, which mechanically

scanned the specimen by attaching it to a stage driver while
maintaining the focal point on the rear surface of the film.
The reflection from the surface was subsequently interpreted
into a 2D profile of reflection intensity. All the measurements
were performed at room temperature. Figure 2 shows the
basic concept of calibration, in which the signal reflected
from the target is compared with that reflected from the
reference material. If the incident angle was approximated to
be perpendicular to the substrate, the target signal compared
with the reference signal can be interpreted into acoustic
impedance as

Ttgt ¼
1 þ Stgt

S0

1 � Stgt

S0

� Zsub ¼
1 � Stgt

Sref
� Zsub � Zref

Zsub þ Zref

1 þ Stgt

Sref
� Zsub � Zref

Zsub þ Zref

� Zsub; ð1Þ

where S0 is the transmitted signal, Stgt and Sref are reflections
from the target and reference, and Ztgt, Zref, and Zsub are the
acoustic impedances of the target, reference, and substrate,
respectively. As for the substrate, polystyrene film (Zsub =
2.46N sm−3) was chosen, and for the reference material,
culture medium (Zref = 1.52N sm−3) was employed. This
equation was practically corrected by considering the focused
sound field.20)

In this research, we measured a coculture system with glial
cells and C6 glioma cells. ZnSO4 and the anticancer drugs
CyB and TMZ were injected into the OptiCell™ after the
setup for experiment. The treatment time for glial cells and
gliomas was 120min each and 90min for cocultured cells.
2.5 Statistical analysis
Each experiment was repeated 3 times for each drug. More
than 10 pieces of both glial cells and glioma cells in each
OptiCell™ treated with each drug were subjected to
observation and analysis using the acoustic impedance
profile. Data are reported as means ± standard deviation.
All experimental procedures were approved by the commit-
tees for the use of animals in Toyohashi University of
Technology and the Prime Minister’s Office in Japan.

3. Results and discussion

Acoustic observation using high-frequency ultrasound is
almost noninvasive because it does not change the cellular
impedance even in continuous irradiation for 90min. The
mean values for the acoustic impedance of both cells were
approximately 1.61N sm−3. Treatment with 25 µg=ml CyB
decreased the intracellular acoustic impedance of both glial
cells and glioma cells for 120min (Fig. 3). This suggests that
long-lasting CyB treatment would cause damage to both
types of cells. In contrast, 90min of CyB treatment to glia–
glioma coculture showed that the impedance of glioma
cells was more decreased than that of glial cells (Fig. 4).
Moreover, the impedance change of both cells was

Fig. 1. Schematic diagram of measurement system. Typical acoustic
waveform reflected from target (a).

Fig. 2. Basic concept for calibration of acoustic impedance assuming
perpendicular incidence.
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normalized and shown in Fig. 5. The impedance of glioma
cells was decreased by about 1.5%, while normal glial cells
showed little change. We also used confocal microscopy to
confirm the position of glial cells inside the culture vessel
as they were labeled by endogenous fluorescence. Green
fluorescence proteins were observed when the specimen is
excited by laser light. In addition, the glioma cells with
decreased impedance did not disappear or die. Almost all the
cells were present even after 90min of CyB treatment.
However, the cytoskeletal structures of the glioma cells were
damaged. On the other hand, 2mg=ml TMZ treatment for
90min slightly decreased the acoustic impedance of both
cells (Fig. 6). The impedance of glioma was decreased by
about 1.0%, whereas that of normal glia was decreased by
about 0.5%. TMZ is reported as the most sufficient antitumor
drug and administrated clinically, while it is not harmless to

normal cells. Summarized data of the impedance changes
following anticancer treatments are shown in Fig. 7.

Acoustic impedance microscopy (AIM) developed from
our previous studies was employed in this study by
interpreting the reflection intensity into 2D acoustic impe-
dance. This system is suitable for the observation of
biological soft tissue (rat cerebellar tissue) and cells (rat-
derived glial cells, glioma cells, C2C12 cells) as the internal
structure of cells, mainly the cytoskeleton, can be clearly
observed and indicated considerably by high acoustic
impedance. This enables us to elucidate the drug mechanism
within the cells, which provides us with new insights for drug
screening.19–30) Thus, the effects of Zn and the anticancer
drugs CyB and TMZ on the aforementioned brain tumor
model were quantitatively analyzed to help us develop a new
observation system for drug screening.

Long-lasting CyB treatment (T = 120min) causes cytotox-
icity to even normal cells. Glioma cells proliferate faster than
glial cells, and hence are more affected by CyB treatment that
promotes actin filament depolymerization by binding to F-
actin. Recent studies showed that the cytoskeleton partic-

Fig. 3. (Color) Acoustic impedance changes with CyB treatment
(25mg=ml). (a) and (b), glial cells, and (c) and (d), glioma cells. (a) and (c)
show untreated cells, and (b) and (d) show cells treated with CyB for
120min.

Fig. 4. (Color) Acoustic impedance changes with CyB treatment in glia–
glioma coculture. The red square shows a typical glial cell, and the green
square shows glioma cells. (a) Untreated coculture, and (b) coculture treated
with CyB for 90min. (c) Venus fluorescent image, and (d) phase contrast
light microscopy image.
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Fig. 5. Normalized impedance changes with CyB treatment in glia–
glioma coculture.

Fig. 6. (Color) Acoustic impedance changes with Zn treatment and TMZ
treatment (2mg=ml) in glia–glioma coculture. The red square shows a typical
glial cell, and the yellow square shows glioma cells. (a) and (c), untreated
coculture, and (b) and (d), coculture treated with TMZ for 90min.
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ipates in various vital cellular activities, such as gene
expression, cell movement, division and proliferation, and
the transition to cancer. Therefore, rapidly dividing glioma
cells undergo rapid F-actin polymerization. Once CyB binds
to F-actin, it inhibits the superposition of G-actin, and hence
depolymerization occurs, which decreases the integrity of
the cytoskeleton.7,34–40) However, when we treated glial cells
with CyB long enough, the cytotoxicity of CyB towards glial
cells was observed as the impedance of the glial cells
decreased. This is because when normal cells treated with
CyB proliferate, they are also affected by its inhibitory effect.
The damaged cells can be observed in the 2D acoustic
impedance image with lower impedance. When we shortened
the treatment time to 90min in the glia–glioma coculture,
CyB showed little to no effect toward normal glial cells as
the impedance did not change much after treatment. This
suggests that AIM can be used as a monitoring system that
can observe intracellular changes in living cells in real time.

In the glia–glioma coculture, both CyB and TMZ showed
inhibitory effects on glioma cells because they decreased
intracellular impedance. However, TMZ also affected normal
glial cells, as it interferes with DNA replication by alkylation.
It mainly targets cells with a high proliferation rate, such as
cancer cells and normal cells that proliferate frequently, such
as bone marrow and gastrointestinal tract cells.9–11,41–43) In
this case, glial cells were extracted from a model animal on
P0–P2, which have a high proliferation rate, and hence were
sensitive to TMZ treatment. We chose TMZ because we
wanted to observe changes around nuclei, which house
chromosomes, by AIM. Nevertheless, the acoustic impe-
dance image only showed shrunken cells, suggesting that
both cells were damaged. No significant changes around the
nucleus were observed, as we anticipated.

On the other hand, Zn treatment showed a prominent
result. Zn is an essential trace element, which is critical for
nucleic acid replication and cell proliferation and is involved
in cancer development.12–14,44) Many research studies have
shown that the concentration of Zn in tumors increased,
indicating Zn accumulation in cancer cells.15–17) We
confirmed the accumulation of Zn in both cells as the
impedance increased, especially around the cell nucleus. This
suggests that the accumulation of Zn enhanced the reflection

signal, which increased the acoustic impedance. Moreover,
this suggests that AIM can be used for intracellular dynamics
observation by carefully choosing the right indicator, such as
Zn in this case instead of TMZ.

4. Conclusions

This study shows that acoustic impedance microscopy helps
us to reveal the intracellular changes in living cells upon drug
application without invasion. This is unprecedented in any
other observation tools that are commonly used in potential
anticancer drug development and cancer treatment, which
require biopsy, cell staining, immunochemistry, and many
other procedures. We are very optimistic that this study will
provide us a simpler approach in potential anticancer drug
screening before clinical trial. Potential anticancer drug
candidates are usually tested on a huge number of animals
before they are used in clinical trials. However, our result
suggests that acoustic impedance microscopy would be
more useful to decrease the necessity of conducting animal
experiments. Furthermore, the visualization of the intra-
cellular changes may aid us in elucidating both the mechanism
of anticancer drugs and the physiological behavior of cancer
cells. Consequently, acoustic impedance microscopy would
help us to improve the current anticancer drug development.
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A B S T R A C T

Prenatal valproic acid (VPA) exposure is a well-known animal model of autism spectrum disorder (ASD)
that produces alterations in embryonic and adult neurogenesis as well as adolescent/adulthood
neurobehavioral phenotypes. However, the effects of prenatal VPA exposure on neural network
excitability, especially during the synaptogenic period around eye opening, are not fully understood. In
this study, we orally administered VPA (300 mg/kg) to pregnant Wistar rats on gestation day 15 and
subsequently performed field potential recording in the CA1 area of hippocampal slices obtained from
control (saline-exposed) and VPA-exposed rat pups between postnatal day (PND) 13 and PND18. In
control slices, we observed an abrupt enhancement of stimulation-dependent responses including
population spike (PS) amplitudes and field excitatory postsynaptic potential (fEPSP) slopes at PND16,
which coincided with the average day of eye opening. In contrast, VPA-exposed pups exhibited delayed
eye opening (PND17) and gradual rather than abrupt increases in PS amplitudes and fEPSP slopes over the
duration of the synaptogenic period. We next investigated the involvement of ambient GABA
(g-aminobutyric acid) in PS generation using bicuculline methiodide (BMI), a GABA type A (GABAA)
receptor antagonist. In control slices, BMI enhanced PS amplitudes during PND14–15 (before eye
opening) and had little effect thereafter during PND16–17; a subsequent regression model analysis of BMI
ratios (the ratio of PS amplitudes in the presence and absence of BMI) indicated a possible developmental
change between these periods. In contrast, almost identical regression models were obtained for BMI
ratios during PND14–15 and PND16–17 in the VPA-exposed group, indicating the absence of a
developmental change. Our results suggest that prenatal VPA exposure accelerates the development of
hippocampal excitability before eye opening. Moreover, our experimental model can be used as a novel
approach for the evaluation of developmental neurotoxicity.

© 2018 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The impact of exogenous chemical substances on childhood
neural development, also known as developmental neurotoxicity,
is an important social issue (Andersen et al., 2000; Grandjean and
Landrigan, 2006). Valproic acid (VPA) is an antiepileptic drug and

mood stabilizer that has been reported to increase the risk of
autism spectrum disorders (ASD) in children when women take
VPA during early pregnancy (Chomiak et al., 2013). Similarly,
rodent models of ASD have been established using prenatal
exposure to VPA; in VPA exposure-based models, offspring exhibit
autism-like behaviors including impaired social interactions and
repetitive behaviors (Markram et al., 2008; Rodier et al., 1997;
Roullet et al., 2013; Schneider and Przewlocki, 2005). In addition to
neurobehavioral phenotypes, ASD model animals exhibit alter-
ations in embryonic and adult neurogenesis (Juliandi et al., 2015).
It has been reported that prenatal exposure to VPA suppresses
early neurogenesis in fetal rat brain due to a prolongation of neural
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progenitor cell proliferation (Go et al., 2012), and that early
postnatal one-week (7–14 postnatal days) exposure to VPA also
perturbs neuroblast production and postnatal neurogenesis (Foti
et al., 2013). However, it is not well known whether prenatal
exposure to VPA also affects neural network formation especially
during the synaptogenic period.

Neural activity is a critical regulator of neural network
development. It was recently demonstrated that spine density is
remarkably increased in the hippocampal CA1 area of mice
between postnatal day (PND) 11 and PND21, i.e. during the
synaptogenic period (Johnson-Venkatesh et al., 2015). Interesting-
ly, when intrinsic neural activity was suppressed by overexpres-
sion of Kir2.1, an inwardly rectifying K+ channel, increases in spine
density during the synaptogenic period were abolished. Thus,
neural network activity in the hippocampal CA1 area is necessary
for healthy neural development during the synaptogenic period
including around eye opening.

Chloride conductance due to ambient concentrations of GABA
(g-aminobutyric acid) also plays a role in regulating neural
network excitability during postnatal neural development (Cellot
and Cherubini, 2013; Kilb et al., 2013). Ambient GABA originates
from the spillover of neurotransmitter escaping the synaptic cleft
and from astrocytes via a non-vesicular Ca2+-independent process
and mediates tonic inhibition via extrasynaptic GABA type A
(GABAA) receptors. However, there is little evidence demonstrating
effects of prenatal exposure to toxicants including VPA on ambient
GABA-mediated inhibition of neural network excitability.

In the present study, we used a model of prenatal VPA exposure
and evaluated effects on neural network activity in the hippocam-
pal CA1 area during the synaptogenic period using hippocampal
slices from PND13–18 rat pups. We not only observed the ability of
prenatal VPA exposure to abolish development-associated
enhancements in stimulation-dependent neural responses, but
also confirmed the ability of prenatal exposure to influence
ambient GABA-mediated inhibition even prior to eye opening.

2. Material and methods

2.1. Animals

Adult Wistar/ST rats were purchased from Japan SLC Inc.
(Japan). Rats were housed in plastic cages on paper chip bedding
(ALPHA-dri, Shepherd Specialty Papers, USA) and maintained on a
12 h light/dark cycle (light period: 07:00–19:00) in a room with
controlled temperature (23 � 1 �C) and relative humidity
(50 � 15%). Animals were given free access to food (CE2, CLEA

Japan Inc., Japan) and filtered water (TCW-PPS filter, Advantech Co.,
LTD., Japan) dispensed in glass water supply bottles.

The proestrus stage was verified with an impedance checker
(MK-10B, Muromachi Kikai Co., Ltd., Japan). When the observed
impedance was >3 kV female rats were provided with a male rat
for mating. The presence of a vaginal plug or sperm in the vaginal
smear the following morning confirmed coition, and it was
regarded as gestation day (GD) “zero” (Fig. 1). Pregnant rats were
randomly divided into two groups: a control group and a VPA
exposure group.

VPA was purchased from Wako Pure Chemical Industries, Ltd.
(Japan), dissolved in physiological saline (Otsuka Pharmaceutical
Co., Ltd, Japan), and orally administered to dams (300 mg/kg) on
GD15 under 5% isoflurane gas anesthesia (Pfizer Japan Inc., Japan).

All dams gave birth on GD21, and the date of birth was defined
as PND0. If there were more than 10 pups in a litter, the litter size
was adjusted to 10 pups on PND1. Litters of less than 10 pups were
not adjusted. All pups were housed with their dams during the
lactation period. Rat pup body weights were measured on PND1,
PND7, PND14, and PND21. The day of eye opening was determined
by checking the eyes of pups at 14:00 on each day from PND15–18.

For the electrophysiological study, the control group included
pups from 16 control dams and the VPA-exposed group included
pups from 17 VPA-exposed dams. All studies were approved by the
Ethics Committee on Animal Care and Experimentation and
performed in accordance with the guidelines of the University
of Occupational and Environmental Health, Japan.

2.2. Slice preparation and recordings

Hippocampal slices (600 mm thickness) were prepared from
male pups on each postnatal day between PND13–18 as previously
described (Fueta et al., 2004; Fueta et al., 2002). Slices were
perfused with artificial cerebrospinal fluid (ACSF) containing
124 mM NaCl, 2 mM KCl, 2 mM MgSO4, 2 mM CaCl2, 1.25 mM
KH2PO4, 26 mM NaHCO3, and 10 mM glucose; saturated with an O2

95%/CO2 5% gas mixture; and stored in a thermostatic bath
(27.6

�
C). The perfusion rate of ACSF was 1 ml/min for all

experiments.
Population spikes (PSs) and field excitatory synaptic potentials

(fEPSPs) were simultaneously recorded from the CA1 area of
hippocampal slices using glass microelectrodes (Fig. 2A). For slices
obtained during the period from PND13–15, PSs were recorded
from the area between the pyramidal cell layer and the alveus. The
recording positions for PSs and fEPSPs were similar between the
control and VPA-exposed groups. Bipolar stimulation electrodes

Fig. 1. Scheme of the experimental design.
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made of stainless wires (50 mm in diameter) were placed on Shaffer
collateral/commissural fibers at a distance of about 250 mm from the
fEPSP recording electrodes. Stimulation-response relationships
were observed with stimulation intensities from 10 to 600 mA.
The stimulation interval was 2 min in order to avoid the measure-
ment of overlapping stimulation effects. Between PND14–17,
experiments evaluated the effects of bicuculline methiodide (BMI,
Tocris Bioscience, U.K.), a GABAA receptor antagonist, on the
generation of PSs. Average PS amplitudes in response to 600 mA
stimulation were recorded in triplicate (with 2 min intervals) in the
absence and presence of BMI; after PS measurements in the absence
of BMI, slices were perfused with ACSF containing BMI (1 mM) for
10 min and subsequently tested. Pups were obtained from at least
two different dams, and a total of 3–4 slices per rat pup were tested.
Accordingly, we examined 14–22 slices obtained from pups of 4–5
different litters for the control group, and 10–17 slices obtained from
pups of 5–6 different litters for the VPA-exposed groups.

2.3. Distribution analysis

Histogram distribution and nonlinear regression analyses of
BMI ratios (PS amplitude in the presence of BMI divided by that in
the absence of BMI) were conducted using GraphPad Prism
software (GraphPad Software, Inc., USA).

2.4. Statistical analysis

Litter sizes and sex ratios as well as pup body weights and the
day of eye opening are expressed as the mean � standard deviation
(SD). Electrophysiological results are expressed as the
mean � standard error of mean (SEM), where n refers to the
number of hippocampal slices tested. Statistical differences
between the control and VPA-exposed groups were determined
using two-sided Student’s t-tests or Mann-Whitney U tests at a
significance level of P < 0.05.

3. Results

For the purpose of our study, the time of eye opening in our rat
models was needed to confirm. In consequence, the average day of
eye opening was significantly delayed in the VPA-exposed group
compared to the control group (P < 0.01, Table 1). We also
examined general toxicity induced by one-time prenatal VPA
exposure at GD15, and found that there were no significant
differences between the control and VPA-exposed groups in terms
of litter size, litter sex ratio, or changes in pup body weight.
Moreover, the number of pups that died before experimentation or
weaning was not significantly different between groups (control
group, 2 of 206 pups; VPA-exposed group, 4 of 195 pups).

Fig. 2. Stimulation/response (S/R) relationships for population spike (PS) amplitudes and field excitatory postsynaptic potential (fEPSP) slopes recorded from the
hippocampal CA1 area of rats that were prenatally exposed to valproic acid (VPA). (A) Illustration depicting the procedure of fEPSP and PS recordings from CA1. Responses
were evoked with a stimulating electrode placed in the stratum radiatum. Thick lines on the left traces indicate how measurements of fEPSP slopes and PS amplitudes were
taken. (B, C) In control rats (left graphs), the S/R relationships for both fEPSP slopes and PS amplitudes were enhanced between PND15–16. Data were collected from 14 to 22
slices obtained from pups of 4–5 different litters. In VPA-exposed rats (right graphs), these relationships were gradually enhanced between PND13–18. Data were gathered
from 10 to 17 slices obtained from pups of 5–6 different litters. The x-axis is stimulation intensity and the y-axis is size of the fEPSP slope or PS amplitude. Data represent the
mean � standard error of the mean. The numbers in parentheses shown with data plot legends are the ones of slices tested for the control and VPA-exposed groups,
respectively.
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Next, to investigate neural network excitability during the
synaptogenic period, we studied stimulation-response (S/R)
relationships for fEPSP slopes and PS amplitudes using hippocam-
pal slice preparations, in which the cytoarchitecture and synaptic
circuits of the hippocampus are largely retained. S/R relationships
exhibited two different stages; similar degrees of stimulation-
dependent responses were observed in control pups between
PND13–15. However, responses (fEPSP slopes and PS amplitudes)
were suddenly augmented on PND16, which seemed to correspond
with eye opening. Responses were maintained at an enhanced
level for fEPSP slopes and slightly enhanced for PS amplitudes
between PND17–18 (Fig. 2B, C).

In contrast, a gradual enhancement of S/R relationships was
observed between PND13–18 in the VPA-exposed group, and did
appear to correspond with eye opening. Therefore, we reanalyzed
fEPSP slopes and PS amplitudes in response to a stimulation
intensity of 600 mA, which evoked the maximal responses. PS
amplitudes obtained from the control group showed an abrupt
increase between PND15–16, whereas those from the VPA-exposed
group again demonstrated a gradual increase over the period
examined, with significant differences at PND14 and PND15
compared to the control group. A similar but smaller developmen-
tal change was observed in the fEPSP slope, with a significant
difference between the control and VPA-exposed groups on PND15
(Fig. 3).

Next we investigated the effect of BMI on PS generation in order
to elucidate the role of ambient GABA in postnatal PS generation.
Fig. 4 shows the effect of BMI on PS amplitudes in the control group
before eye opening (PND14–15) and after eye opening (PND16–17).
PS amplitudes were enhanced in the presence of BMI during

PND14–15 (Fig. 4A, left), but this enhancement was attenuated
during PND16–17 (Fig. 4B, left). The mean BMI ratios (ratio of the
PS amplitude in the presence of BMI to that in the absence of BMI)
were 1.80 � 0.17 (n = 13) for PND14–15 and 1.14 � 0.04 (n = 10) for
PND16–17. Histograms of BMI ratios (Fig. 4A and B, right) and
nonlinear regression analyses revealed a clear developmental
change in the probability distribution of BMI ratios for PS
amplitudes (Fig. 6, left).

In contrast, for the VPA-exposed group, PS amplitudes
generated in the presence of BMI showed small or little increases
during both the PND14–15 and PND16–17 periods (Fig. 5A and B,
left). The mean BMI ratios were 1.34 � 0.14 (n = 17) for PND14–15
and 1.14 � 0.05 (n = 17) for PND16–17. Moreover, histograms of BMI
ratios and nonlinear regression analyses (Fig. 5A and B, right) were
almost identical between the PND14–15 and PND16–17 periods,
suggesting attenuation of the developmental change observed in
the control group (Fig. 6, right). We also investigated the responses
to BMI for fEPSP slopes, but minimal (non-significant) BMI
responses and alterations in developmental change were observed.

4. Discussion

In this study, we investigated the effect of prenatal VPA
exposure on the development of neural network activity in the
hippocampal CA1 area during the synaptogenic period, including
during the period of eye opening. A single dose of VPA (300 mg/kg)
was orally administered to dams on GD15 and was not noted to
affect dam maternal behavior or fetal/neonatal mortality. In animal
models of ASD, VPA is often administered repeatedly or earlier than
GD11.5 prior to closure of the neural tube (Rodier et al., 1997).
Therefore, the most effective period for observing the effects of
prenatal VPA exposure as it relates to ASD may be earlier than
GD15.

Brain slice preparation is a well-known laboratory technique for
electrophysiology and pharmacology research. Since local neuro-
nal circuits remain intact in brain slices, this neurophysiological
preparation is useful for studying neurotoxicity (Fountain et al.,
1992) as well as the specific effects of neurotoxic agents on
synaptic transmission and plasticity (Varela et al., 2012; Wiegand
and Altmann, 1994). The electrophysiological strategy used in the
present work has been previously implemented to study the
effects of prenatal/perinatal ethanol exposure (Puglia and Valen-
zuela, 2010), lead (Carpenter et al., 2002; Sui et al., 2000),
polychlorinated biphenyl exposure (Altmann et al., 1998; Carpen-
ter et al., 2002; Kim and Pessah, 2011), and toluene exposure (Chen
et al., 2011). Thus, we deemed the present model to be useful for

Table 1
Litter sizes and sex ratios as well as pup weight gain and the day of eye opening for
the control and VPA-exposed groups.

Control VPA-exposed

Litter size of dams 12.0 � 2.0 (21) 13.0 � 3.0 (20)
Sex ratio of pups (percent of males) 48.5 � 0.1 (21) 49.5 � 0.1 (20)
Male pup weight (g)

PND1 6.0 � 0.6 (55) 5.7 � 0.4 (53)
PND7 14.9 � 1.6 (54) 14.1 � 1.3 (47)
PND14 30.1 � 1.9 (47) 28.6 � 2.2 (45)
PND21 50.2 � 4.3 (20) 46.9 � 3.7 (23)

Day of eye opening 16.5 � 0.6 (67) 17.3 � 0.7** (77)

Data represent the mean � standard deviation. Numbers in parentheses are total
numbers of dams/pups examined.

** P < 0.01, compared to the control. Abbreviations: PND, postnatal day; VPA,
valproic acid.

Fig. 3. Developmental changes in field excitatory postsynaptic potentials (fEPSPs) slopes and population spike (PS) amplitudes in the control and valproic acid (VPA)-exposed
groups. One-time prenatal exposure to VPA (300 mg/kg) led to postnatal increases in fEPSP slope and PS amplitude at PND15 and during PND14–15, respectively. There were
no between-group differences in excitability between PND16–18. The stimulation intensity was 600 mA. * indicates P < 0.05 using a Student’s t-test. ++ indicates P < 0.01
using a Mann-Whitney U test.
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evaluating excitatory/inhibitory function and developmental
neurotoxicity after VPA exposure.

Our first main finding was that stimulation-dependent
responses for fEPSPs and PSs in the hippocampal CA1 area showed
two different periods of development in normal pups; one from
PND13–15 before eye opening on PND16, and another after eye
opening from PND16–18. S/R relationships for neural excitability in
the CA1 area exhibited drastic enhancements after eye opening.
Alternatively, we did not observe clear discrimination between
stimulation-dependent responses before and after eye opening in
the VPA-exposed group; enhancements in stimulation-dependent
CA1 excitability were observed on PND14 and/or PND15 in the
VPA-exposed group compared to the control group, and gradual
changes were observed in the subsequent postnatal days. In other
words, prenatal VPA exposure appeared to accelerate develop-
mental changes in neural excitability that otherwise appeared in
association with eye opening in healthy pups.

Ambient GABA is a critical factor that regulates neural network
excitability. Therefore, we also investigated the involvement of
ambient GABA in PS generation using BMI, a GABAA receptor
antagonist. On PND14 and PND15 before eye opening, PS
amplitudes evoked in the presence of BMI were greater than
those in the control condition, suggesting a possible role for PS
inhibition by ambient GABA. On PND16 and PND17 on or after eye
opening, BMI had little effect on PS amplitudes. These results
indicated that ambient GABA was involved in suppressing neural
excitability in the CA1 area during neural development prior to eye

opening. The centering of this developmental change around the
event of eye opening is consistent with a previous report that
demonstrated notable increases in spine density on PND15
(Johnson-Venkatesh et al., 2015).

In contrast, BMI had little effect on PS generation before or
after eye opening in the VPA-exposed group. Indeed, nonlinear
regression models of distribution histograms obtained during
PND14–15 and PND16–17 were virtually identical. These
results suggest that prenatal exposure to VPA may eliminate
ambient GABA suppression of neural excitability prior to eye
opening, and are consistent with the observation of enhanced
stimulation-dependent responses at PND14 and PND15 in the VPA-
exposed group. Accordingly, prenatal exposure to VPA may
accelerate neural development in CA1 area during the synapto-
genic period.

Ambient GABA-mediated tonic inhibition in hippocampal
neurons is synergistically modulated by two GABA transporters
(GATs): GAT-1 located on presynaptic membranes and GAT-3 on
astrocytes (Egawa and Fukuda, 2013; Kersante et al., 2013). GAT-1
is predominantly responsible for GABA reuptake under resting
conditions; alternatively, GAT-3 plays an important role in
controlling hippocampal cell excitability during neural activation
(Kersante et al., 2013). Therefore, our findings raise the question of
whether developmental changes in evoked PS responses to BMI
were related to alterations in the expression and/or function of
GATs in the CA1 area during development. Further investigations
are in progress to address this issue.

Fig. 4. Development-associated changes in population spike (PS) amplitude responses to BMI in the control group. (A) At PND14–15, application of the GABAA receptor
antagonist BMI to hippocampal slices during recording remarkably increased PS amplitudes; the mean BMI ratio was 1.80 (n = 13, 95% confidence interval = 1.44–2.16). (B)
Increased PS amplitudes in response to BMI application were not observed at PND16–17; the mean ratio was 1.14 (n = 13, 95% confidence interval = 1.04–1.24).

Y. Fueta et al. / NeuroToxicology 65 (2018) 1–8 5

 
 - 88 -



Among several hypothetical mechanisms underlying ASD, the
disruption of excitation/inhibition (E/I) balance in neuronal
circuits has been proposed as a unifying explanation for the
complexity and diversity of ASD presentations arising from genetic
(Gkogkas et al., 2013; Gogolla et al., 2009; Rubenstein, 2010;
Rubenstein and Merzenich, 2003) and environmental factors

(Rubenstein and Merzenich, 2003). Although the precise mecha-
nisms of altered E/I balance after prenatal exposure to VPA have not
been fully elucidated, this effect has been replicated in several
rodent studies. Rinaldi et al. showed that prenatal injection of VPA
(500 mg/kg, intraperitoneally) increased N-methyl-D-aspartate
(NMDA) receptor subunit protein expression in the whole brains

Fig. 5. Development-associated changes in population spike (PS) amplitude responses to BMI in the valproic acid (VPA)-exposed group. Hippocampal slices from the VPA-
exposed group were virtually insensitive to BMI during both the PND14–15 (A) and PND16–17 (B) periods; the mean BMI ratios were 1.34 (n = 17, 95% confidence
interval = 1.04–1.64) and 1.14 (n = 17, 95% confidence interval = 1.04–1.25), respectively.

Fig. 6. Developmental alterations in nonlinear regression models of BMI ratios for population spike (PS) responses. Data from right figure panels of 4 and 5 were re-plotted
and summarized for the control (left panel) and VPA-exposed groups (right panel).
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of pups and enhanced NMDA receptor-mediated synaptic currents
in neocortical slices obtained from pups during PND12–16 (Rinaldi
et al., 2007). These authors further reported that prenatal VPA
exposure induced local circuits hyperconnectivity and enhance-
ments in both excitatory and inhibitory systems in the sensory
cortex (Rinaldi et al., 2008). Banerjee et al. reported that a single
intraperitoneal injection of VPA (600 mg/kg) at GD11.5 impaired
postnatal GABAergic synaptic transmission using slice prepara-
tions of the auditory cortex from PND23–45 offspring (Banerjee
et al., 2013).

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first report to describe a
possible role for GABA-mediated inhibition in the development of
evoked PSs during the synaptogenic period around eye opening.
Moreover, our data suggest that prenatal exposure to VPA and
potentially other developmental neurotoxicants at specific points
of the gestation period can accelerate this developmental change.
Changes in PS amplitudes evoked from hippocampal slices during
prenatal development, especially in the presence of BMI, may be
useful as an index for the normal development of neural circuits; to
this end, our assay may have utility for testing other candidate
drugs/chemicals affecting neural network formation during
synaptogenic period. Studies with other known toxicants including
organometallic compounds and pesticides are in progress to
determine whether similar developmental alterations can be
observed using the current experimental approach.

5. Conclusions

In summary, we report that one-time prenatal exposure to VPA
at GD15 produced enhancements in stimulation-dependent
responses for fEPSP slopes and PS amplitudes in the CA1 area of
offspring, and moreover altered offspring PS amplitude responses
to BMI. Taken together, prenatal VPA exposure may transiently
alter E/I balance, resulting in the acceleration of neural develop-
ment before eye opening. This effect corresponds with the
hypothetical mechanisms underlying ASD; that is, the disruption
of E/I balance in developing brain circuits. Although further
investigations are required, our results provide an approach for
studying effects of chemicals on neural network formation, which
is one of important endpoints for the evaluation of developmental
neurotoxicity.
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