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The majority of neuroscience research has focused on nerve cells

called neurons. But there are just as many star-shaped cells called

astrocytes in the brain. In this article, we discuss how astrocytes

have many really important roles for keeping neurons healthy.

We also describe how scientists are using stem cell technology

to study human astrocytes and how astrocytes go wrong in

neurodegenerative diseases like Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s

disease, and motor neuron disease.

WHAT ARE ASTROCYTES?

You might know that the brain contains a huge number of nerve cells
(also called neurons), but have you heard of another type of brain cell
that is just as common—astrocytes?

ASTROCYTE

(a-strow-site): A
star-shaped cell that
keeps neurons healthy
in the brain.
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Figure 1

Figure 1

Astrocytes support
neurons in several
di�erent ways. They
make sure neurons are
well fed by giving them
nutrients and
controlling blood flow,
they clean up after
neurons by recycling
neurotransmitters, and
they protect neurons
from harm by releasing
certain cytokines to
activate an immune
response, destroying
infection or guarding
the neurons
from injury.

Named because they look a bit like stars, astrocytes are very important
for normal brain function. When astrocytes do not work properly,
they can also play a big role in what goes wrong in diseases
of the brain, called neurodegenerative diseases, like Alzheimer’s

NEURODEGENERATIVE

DISEASES

A group of illnesses
where neurons
deteriorate and die,
a�ecting brain
function.

disease, Parkinson’s disease, and motor neuron disease [1]. Finding
out how astrocytes work and what happens when they go wrong
in disease is really important for discovering new therapies to treat
neurodegenerative diseases.

WHAT DO ASTROCYTES DO?

Astrocytes have several really important roles in the brain, helping to
make sure that neurons stay alive and communicate with each other in
the correct way (Figure 1). Astrocytes act as a sort of vending machine
for neurons—they release molecules that neurons use to make energy
so that they can keepworking properly. In addition, astrocytes regulate
the way neurons get their nutrients by interacting with blood vessels
to control blood flow to certain areas of the brain.

Astrocytes also play an important role at the junctions between
neurons that the neurons use to communicate with each other, called
the synapse. A neuron on one side of the synapse will send a message

SYNAPSE

(si-naps): The junction
where neurons
communicate with
one another.

across the synapse to another neuron, in the form of a chemical
signal called a neurotransmitter. After the neurotransmitter is released

NEUROTRANSMITTER

(nyu-row-tranz-mi-tuh):
A chemical signal that
transmits messages
between neurons.
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at the synapse and the message is received by the other neuron,
astrocytes remove the neurotransmitter and recycle it so that it can
be used again.

When infection or injury occurs in the brain, astrocytes respond by
releasing a special set of chemicals called cytokines. By doing this,

CYTOKINE

(sai-toe-kyn): A type of
immune molecule that
can be released by
astrocytes in response
to infection or injury.

astrocytes direct the immune response to the damaged part of the
brain, limiting the extent of the damage and protecting neurons by
releasing other molecules that help them survive.

Many of the roles that astrocytes play to keep neurons healthy are
now known to go wrong in neurodegenerative diseases. Scientists
have found that, in some diseases, astrocytes do not provide
nutritional support as well as they do in non-diseased brains. Diseased
astrocytes also do not recycle neurotransmitters as well, and they may
release certain cytokines that are actually harmful to neurons, rather
than protective.

Because astrocytes are located in the brain, it is very di�cult to
study them. We cannot just take a piece of brain from a person,
because that would cause the person permanent damage. In the past,
scientists have studied astrocytes by taking them from animals like
worms, fish, or mice. However, human astrocytes are thought to be
much more complex than astrocytes from animals. Therefore, we
know that studying human astrocytes is important, but howmight this
be possible?

USING STEM CELLS TOMAKE ASTROCYTES

Recently, advances in stem cell technology have made it possible to

STEM CELL

A cell that has the
ability to make more of
itself and specialize into
a di�erent type of cell.

make human astrocytes in a laboratory dish, so that we can easily study
them. But what are stem cells?

Every person begins life as just one cell, containing material from both
parents. That one cell grows and then splits in half to make two cells,
those two cells grow and then split in half to become four cells. This
process keeps going and going, to eventually make a person made

Figure 2

Figure 2

Shinya Yamanaka won
the Nobel Prize in 2012
for his work on iPSCs.
He found a way to turn
specialized cells back
into stem cells so that
they can then be
turned into any type of
cell. This made it a lot
easier to study human
neurons and
astrocytes, because
these cells could be
grown from iPSCs.

kids.frontiersin.org October 2020 | Volume 08 | Article 543855 | 3

https://kids.frontiersin.org/
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2020.543855
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2020.543855
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2020.543855


Clarke et al. Understanding Human Astrocytes

Figure 3

Figure 3

iPSCs can be made into
astrocytes in a
laboratory dish, in a
process that takes
more than 60 days.
First, astrocytes must
be told to become
neural progenitor cells.
Then, additional
chemicals are added
that stimulate the
neural progenitor cells
to become astrocytes. up of more than 30 trillion (30,000,000,000,000) cells! Over time, most

of these cells become specialized depending on the job they need to
do in the body (neurons, astrocytes, heart cells, liver cells, etc.). This
process of becoming specialized is called di�erentiation. A few cells

DIFFERENTIATION

(di-fuh-ren-shee-ei-shn):
The process by which
cells become
specialized.

remain able to keep dividing to make new cells that can di�erentiate
into specialized cells. These cells are called stem cells, as they can
make more of themselves—they can self-renew and they have the
ability to di�erentiate into other cell types [2, 3].

In 2006, a Japanese scientist named Shinya Yamanaka discovered a
way of turning cells that had become specialized back into stem cells.
These type of stem cells are called induced pluripotent stem cells
(iPSCs) (Figure 2). They are named this way because they have been

INDUCED

PLURIPOTENT STEM

CELLS (iPSCS)

Stem cells that have
been transformed from
specialized cells back
into stem cells.

transformed (induced) to become stem cells and they are able to turn
into any specialized cell in the body (pluripotent). For a long time
before Yamanaka’s work, people did not believe this achievement was
possible—turning specialized cells back into stem cells is sort of like
turning back time! For this incredible discovery, Prof. Yamanaka won
the Nobel prize in 2012.

In away, iPSCs are like students—they have the potential to be anything
they want to be when they grow up, they just need the right guidance
at the right time during their education. Scientists have identified the
right “guidance” that is needed to turn iPSCs into astrocytes—we can
add chemicals to the liquid that we keep the cells in at the right
time in the di�erentiation process to convince the iPSCs to become
astrocytes. First, iPSCs are told to turn into the type of cells that will
make up the nervous system (Figure 3). Then, once they have become
cells that could become neurons, called neural progenitor, they are
made to turn into astrocytes instead, by growing them for a longer
time and adding a di�erent set of chemicals [4].

Importantly, iPSCs can be made from people with di�erent diseases,
simply by taking just a small skin sample from them. Then, using Prof.
Yamanaka’s discovery, these skin cells can be put into a dish and
made into iPSCs. The iPSCs can then be di�erentiated into astrocytes
the way we have explained. Today, astrocytes from iPSCs are being
used by laboratories all around the world to study Alzheimer’s disease,
Parkinson’s disease, and motor neuron disease [5].
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CONCLUSION

An astrocyte is a type of brain cell that is really important for
keeping neurons healthy by providing nutrients and controlling blood
flow, recycling neurotransmitters, and responding to infection or
injury. Problems with astrocytes are now known to contribute to
neurodegenerative diseases including Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s
disease, andmotor neuron disease. Scientists have discovered ways of
growing astrocytes using iPSCs made from skin samples taken from
patients with these diseases in a laboratory dish, allowing them to
better understand how astrocytes become faulty. By discovering what
happens inside astrocytes during disease, scientists can then use this
knowledge to design drugs that try to prevent or stop a disease in
its tracks.
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