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PET imaging of metabolic changes after neural stem cells and GABA
progenitor cells transplantation in a rat model of temporal lobe
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Abstract
Purpose Stem cell transplantation is promising for temporal lobe epilepsy (TLE) treatment. This study aimed to use PET imaging
for the investigation of dynamic metabolic changes after transplantation of human neural stem cells (NSCs) and human GABA
progenitor cells (GPCs) in a rat model of TLE.
Methods 18F-FDG PET imaging, video-electroencephalography (EEG), whole-cell patch-clamp recordings and immunostaining
were performed after transplantation of NSCs and GPCs.
Results PET imaging demonstrated that glucose metabolism was gradually improved in the NSCs group, but decreased in GPCs
and the control. Video-EEG manifested that seizures were suppressed after NSCs or GPCs transplantation; whole-cell patch-
clamp confirmed increased inhibitory response of GPC-derived cells; immunostaining studies verified that the transplantedNSCs
and GPCs could survive, migrate and differentiate into mature neuronal subtypes.
Conclusion 18F-FDG PET imaging could be a distinguishing approach for evaluation of dynamic glycolytic metabolic changes
after transplantation of NSCs and GPCs in TLE. Whole-cell patch-clamp provides evidence for functional maturation and
integration of transplanted stem cells within host circuits.
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Introduction

Temporal lobe epilepsy (TLE) presents in 30% of epileptic
patients who do not respond to antiepileptic drugs (AEDs)
[1]. Recently, as an alternative to AEDs, cell-based thera-
py, particularly using neural stem cells (NSCs) or GABA
progenitor cells (GPCs), offers an opportunity for eliminat-
ing epileptic seizures [2, 3]. Transplanted NSCs and GPCs
could differentiate into mature neuronal cells, integrate in-
to host neural circuitry, and thereby promote functional
recovery [3, 4]. However, the metabolic changes after stem
cell transplantation and its association with therapeutic re-
sponses are still poorly understood.

Since [18F] fluorodeoxyglucose positron emission to-
mography (18F-FDG PET) is the optimal imaging approach
for quantitative measurement of glycolytic metabolic
changes [5, 6], we hypothesized that 18F-FDG PET should
be feasible for evaluation of dynamic metabolic changes
after NSCs and GPCs transplantation. Therefore, in the
present study we applied 18F-FDG PET, combined with
video-electroencephalogram (EEG), whole-cell patch-
clamp and immunostaining to investigate the dynamic met-
abolic and functional changes after transplantation of stem
cells for TLE in the rat model.

Materials and methods

Animals

Male adult Sprague-Dawley rats (280–320 g) were randomly
assigned into human NSCs-treated, human GPCs-treated, or
vehicle-injected as the TLE model control group. To establish
the TLE model, the rat was immobilized in a stereotaxic ap-
paratus under 2% isoflurane anesthesia. A double-guide can-
nula was embedded into the right dorsal hippocampus, then
electrodes for recording and reference were implanted into the
skull over the right frontal cortex. After one-week recovery,
the chemical convulsant, kainic acid (KA; 0.7 μg/5 μl) was
unilaterally injected into right hippocampus to induce sponta-
neous recurrent seizures (SRS). Details are provided in the
Supplementary Material.

Stem cell preparation and transplantation

Green fluorescent protein (GFP)-expressed NSCs were de-
rived from a human embryonic stem cell line (chHES 90,
National Engineering Research Center of Human Stem
Cells, China), and GFP-expressed GPCs were derived from
a human embryonic stem cell line (H9 cell line, Wicell,
Madison, WI). These cells were prepared as described in the
literatures [7, 8]. Four days post KA administration, a total of
1.0 × 106 NSCs or GPCs suspended in a 5 μL volume were

stereotactically transplanted into the lesion site (1.0 mm away
from the site of KA injection) [4]. An equal volume of vehicle
was injected into the same coordinate for the control.

Video-EEG monitoring

Electrographic seizures (amplitude > 2× baseline, frequency >
5 Hz, and duration ≥ 15 s) were monitored by a video-EEG
monitoring system (Chengyi, China) 4 h per day for 7 consec-
utive days. Seizure behaviors were analyzed based on the
video-recordings. Behavioral severity was scored between
Stage I through Vaccording to the modified Racine scale [9].

PET imaging and image analysis

Rats were kept fasting overnight but had free access to water.
PET imaging was performed in the microPET R4 scanner
(Siemens Medical Solutions) after injection of 0.5 mCi 18F-
FDG via the tail vein. For semiquantitative analysis, regions
of interest (ROIs) were defined in the following regions: the
right hippocampus including anterior (ventral) and posterior
(dorsal) hippocampus (AH and PH), pons was used as a ref-
erence region. The regional cerebral metabolism rate (rCMR)
of each ROI was calculated as the lesion-to-pons (L/P) ratio
[10]. Relative change of rCMR at each time point (t: baseline,
Week 1, 3 and 6) compared to the baseline (acquired at 24 h
after KA injection) was calculated by the following formula:

Relative change of rCMR ¼ L=Pð Þt
L=Pð Þbaseline

Whole-cell patch-clamp recordings

Two months after transplantation, whole-cell patch-clamp re-
cordings were processed to monitor electrophysiological
properties of GFP+ cells. Action potential (AP) firing and
spontaneous excitatory postsynaptic currents (sEPSCs) were
recorded with an EPC-10 amplifier (HEKA Elektronik), then
10 μMDNQX (6,7-Dinitroquinoxaline-2,3-dione) was added
to block sEPSCs [11]. AP firing reflects that the cell can be
stimulated by currents and fire action potential. Individual
recordings were analyzed by MiniAnalysis software
(Synaptosoft). Details are provided in the Supplementary
Material.

Immunostaining

Immunostaining was performed to verify neurogenesis and
glucose metabolic activity. Transplanted human NSC and
GPC-derived cells were identified by human Nuclei (hNu)
staining. NeuN, glial fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP) and glu-
cose transporter-1 (GLUT-1) were applied as mature neuronal,
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astrocyte, glucose transporter markers, respectively, and γ-
aminobutyric acid (GABA) and neuropeptide Y (NPY) as
interneuron markers (details are presented in the
Supplementary Material).

Statistical analysis

The data were presented as mean ± s.e.m.; P < 0.05 was con-
sidered significant. Semiquantitative analysis of PET images
was conducted using the AMIDE software package (version
9.2; Stanford University). For comparison of two and multiple
groups, Student’s t test and ANOVA were respectively per-
formed on Prism 6 software (Graph Pad) to determine possible
statistical differences.

Results

Seizure activity

Compared with the control, both NSCs and GPCs groups ex-
hibited a significant reduction in seizure frequency (P < 0.001
and P < 0.01, respectively) and duration (P < 0.0001 and
P < 0.001, respectively) at week 6 (n = 8 per group; Fig. 1a
and b). Seizure duration was significantly shortened in the
NSCs group at week 3 (P < 0.01); no other significant inter-
group differences were found at weeks 1 or 3. Vehicle-injected
TLE rats showed SRS (Supplementary Fig. 1).

PET imaging findings

PET images showed improved glucose metabolism in the
KA-induced epileptic foci (in the right hippocampus) at
weeks 3 and 6 for the NSCs group, but not for the GPCs
or control (n = 7 per group; Fig. 2a). Relative rCMR chang-
es of right hippocampus including both AH and PH were

significantly increased for the NSCs group (P < 0.05 for
each comparison), but not for the GPCs group (P > 0.05)
at weeks 3 and 6, compared with the control group (Fig.
2b, Supplementary Fig. 2).

Electrophysiological characterization

By using whole-cell patch-clamp recordings, repetitive (Type
A, 50%) and single (Type B, 33%) AP firings were observed
in transplanted GFP+ GPCs (Fig. 3a left and middle, b), but
not in NSCs (Fig. 3a right). Membrane resistance (Rm) was
larger in Type A versus Type B cells (P < 0.05; Fig. 3c). No
significant difference was found in rest membrane potential
(RMP) between Type A and B cells (Fig. 3d). GABA-
mediated sEPSCs were recorded at −70 mV in voltage-
clamp mode from GPCs (n = 5; Fig. 3e), and could be
completely inhibited by DNQX (Fig. 3f), but showed negative
in NSCs (n = 5; Fig. 3g).

Immunostaining analysis

Immunostaining of hNu verified that transplanted NSCs and
GPCs had migrated from the injection site to the surrounding
area within the epileptic hippocampus, co-expressed GLUT1,
GABA, NPY, and more mature neuronal marker NeuN
(Fig. 4a and b). GFAP+ astrocytes generated from NSCs over-
lapped with hNu+ cells; however, GFAP expression could be
barely seen in GPCs.

Discussion

In the present study, we investigated metabolic and func-
tional changes after transplantation of NSCs and GPCs in
a rat model of TLE by using PET imaging combined with
video-EEG, whole-cell patch-clamp recordings and

Fig. 1 NSCs and GPCs
transplantation inhibited seizure
activity in TLE rats. Comparison
of spontaneous recurrent seizures
(SRS) frequency (a) and duration
(b) in the control, NSCs and
GPCs transplantation groups.
Data are shown as mean ± s.e.m.;
n = 8 for each group; n.s. no sig-
nificant difference, **P < 0.01,
***P < 0.001, ****P < 0.0001

2394 Eur J Nucl Med Mol Imaging (2019) 46:2392–2397



Fig. 3 Electrophysiological properties of the transplanted NSCs and
GPCs in the hippocampus. a Repetitive (Type A) and single firings
(Type B) were recorded in most of GFP+ GPC-derived cells, while no
action potential (AP) was recorded in GFP+ NSC-derived cells. b A
summary pie showing the proportion of different AP firing patterns

(n = 12 cells). c–d Bar graphs showing Rm (c) and RMP (d) recorded in
the Type A or Type B cells. e–f Representative sEPSCs recordings from
GFP+ GPCs (e), inhibited sEPSCs with addition of DNQX (f), and neg-
ative current from NSCs (g). n = 5 for each group

Fig. 2 18F-FDG PET imaging demonstrated glucose metabolic changes
after NSCs and GPCs transplantation in a rat model of TLE. a
Representative PET images showed gradually recovered glucose
metabolism in the NSCs group, but not in the GPCs and the control.

The white arrows point to the region of hypometabolism. L: left. b
Relative change of rCMR in each group (n = 7 per group). Data are
shown as mean ± s.e.m.
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immunostaining. Seizure frequency and duration were
found significantly suppressed in the NSCs and GPCs groups
compared with the control group. Relative change of rCMR
was significantly increased in the NSCs but decreased in the
GPCs group. To our knowledge, this is the first PET imaging
study on direct comparison betweenNSCs and GPCs for TLE,
which was verified by video-EEG, whole-cell patch-clamp
recordings and immunostaining.

PET imaging revealed that hippocampal glucose metab-
olism was significantly improved in the NSCs group, sug-
gesting NSCs transplantation prevented interictal
hypometabolism in the KA-induced epileptic foci.
However, local glucose consumption was not recovered
in the GPCs group, which was consistent with the relative-
ly weaker suppression of seizure activity monitored by
video-EEG. The hypometabolism in the control was likely
ascribed to the factors such as cell loss, diaschisis, in-
creased interictal glutamate level, or mitochondrial dys-
function [12] (further discussions are presented in the
Supplementary Material). In addition, we found that the
EEG patterns of these KA-treated rats were characterized
by an initial convulsive status epilepticus, followed by a
latent phase, until the appearance of SRS. Repetitive and
single firings were recorded in the GPC-derived cells, and
GABA-mediated sEPSCs could be inhibited completely by
DNQX, an AMPA/kainate-type glutamate receptor

antagonist [11], which implied that transplanted GPCs
had integrated into host neural circuitry, differentiated into
functional GABAergic interneurons and received excitato-
ry synaptic inputs from host glutamatergic neurons.

Whole-cel l patch-clamp recordings confirmed
transplanted GPCs could specifically differentiate into
GABAergic interneurons, which in turn re-established neu-
rotransmitter glutamate and GABA homeostasis by releas-
ing GABA. The transplanted GABAergic interneurons
could release inhibitory neurotransmitter GABA and in-
crease inhibitory synaptic responses in host hippocampal
neurons, therefore exerting antiepileptic effects [13]. In
addition, the inhibitory process might not be able to lead
to a significantly increased metabolism, while the excitato-
ry process can lead to a significantly increased metabolism
[14]. Therefore, the GPCs group had a significant improve-
ment in seizures but did not have an FDG improvement.
And vise versa, the negative patch-clamp recordings for
NSCs indicated the relatively immature NSCs might need
a prolonged period to reach full electrophysiological mat-
uration, compared with GPCs [15]. Such differences be-
tween GPCs and NSCs in differentiation phases may also
account for the discrepancy of glucose metabolism.
Furthermore, our immunostaining studies indicated that
transplanted NSCs and GPCs could disperse from the orig-
inal injection site, integrate into host hippocampal
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Fig. 4 Immunofluorescent
images of transplanted GFP+ cells
at 2-month post NSCs and GPCs
transplantation. Representative
images (200×) of GFP+ (green)
NSCs (a) and GPCs (b) co-
stained with GLUT1, NeuN,
GFAP, GABA, or NPY (red); nu-
clei were counterstained with 4,6-
diamino-2-phenylindole (DAPI)
(blue), and human-Nuclei-
specific antibody (hNu) (pink).
Arrows denote examples of
merged cells
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networks, and differentiate toward GABAergic interneu-
rons to regulate the excitatory-inhibitory neuronal balance.

Conclusion

18F-FDG PET imaging could be a distinguishing approach for
evaluation of dynamic glycolytic metabolic changes after
transplantation of NSCs and GPCs in TLE. Whole-cell
patch-clamp provides evidence for functional maturation and
integration of transplanted stem cells within host circuits.
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