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Abstract

The ability of cells to divide asymmetrically to produce two different cell types provides the cellular
diversity found in every multicellular organism. Asymmetric localization of cell-cell junctions and/or intrinsic
cell fate determinants and position within specific environment (“niche”) are examples of mechanisms used
to specify cell polarity and direct asymmetric divisions. During development, asymmetric divisions provide
the basis for establishment of the body axis and cell fate determination in a range of processes. Subsequently,
asymmetric cell divisions play a critical role in maintaining adult stem cell populations, while at the same time
generating an adequate number of differentiating daughter cells to maintain tissue homeostasis and repair.
Loss of cell polarity, and consequently the potential for asymmetric divisions, is often linked to excessive stem
cell self-renewal and tumorigenesis. Here we will discuss multiple factors and mechanisms that imbue cells with
polarity to facilitate an asymmetric outcome to stem cell divisions, assuring self-renewal and maintenance of
the stem cell pool.
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Mechanisms regulating stem cell polarity and the specification of asymmetric divisions

Asymmetric division is a property of stem cells that leads to the generation of two cells that can adopt different
fates. One has the potential to renew stem cell identity and continue to divide in an asymmetric manner, whereas the
other cell will differentiate along a specific lineage. In some cases, factors within the dividing mother cell lead to
the differential segregation of cell fate determinants to give two distinct daughters upon division. In others, however,
establishment of different fates is reinforced through signaling from neighboring cells. Ultimately, asymmetric divisions
are regulated directly by genes that control the process of asymmetric cell division itself or determine the distinct cell
fates of the two daughter cells.

1. Drosophila neuroblast divisions

Studies of the underlying mechanisms regulating asymmetric division of Drosophila neuroblasts (NBs) have
contributed to the establishment of paradigms and identification of molecular components that control asymmetric
division in more complex stem cell systems (Reviewed in Chia et al., 2008; Doe, 2008; Gonczy, 2008; Yu et al., 2006).
NBs are neural stem/progenitor cells that are specified during embryogenesis and divide to generate the larval neurons.
During larval and pupal stages, NB divisions resume to generate adult neurons. In the embryo, NBs divide perpendicular
to the plane of the neuroepithelium to generate another (apical) NB and a smaller, basally located ganglion mother
cell (GMC) that will differentiate into neurons or glia. The apical-basal polarity of the mother NB is inherited from
its placement within the neuroepithelium and is coupled to differential distribution of cellular components. Lineage
tracing analyses demonstrated that a single NB could give rise to a family of marked GMC/neuronal progeny, including
the marked NB, confirming that NBs are asymmetrically dividing stem cells that generate multiple cell types (Doe,
2008; Schmid et al., 1999).

Several aspects of intrinsic polarity contribute to asymmetric division of NBs: 1. Cell fate determinants are
segregated to the basal cortex of the dividing NB, resulting in a disruption of the symmetry of the mother cell prior to
division. 2. The mitotic spindle is aligned along the apical-basal axis to ensure accurate segregation of these cell fate
determinants to the appropriate daughter cell. 3. Asymmetric positioning of the anaphase spindle results in daughter
cells that will not only assume different fates but also differ in size. Such intrinsic cell polarity appears to be the
major mechanism specifying asymmetric division of NBs; however, some studies suggest that extrinsic signals from
the overlying epithelium also facilitate proper spatio-temporal localization of cell fate determinants (Lee et al., 2006).
NBs that are still in contact with epithelial cells as they divide always produce GMCs opposite the site of epithelial-NB
contact. In contrast, isolated NBs produce GMCs in random positions along the NB cortex. These data indicate that
embryonic NBs respond to signals from the adjacent epithelium to specify correct spindle orientation and localization
of cortical cell fate determinants.

Segregation of cell fate determinants to the daughter GMC is regulated by the reciprocal localization of four
protein complexes: two complexes are localized to the apical cortex and two to the basal cortex (see Figure 1). The basal
complexes, which will segregate to the GMC, asymmetrically localize three major cell fate determinants: Prospero,
Brat, and Numb, which inhibit self-renewal and promote differentiation (Bowman et al., 2008). A key modulator of
GMC differentiation is the homeodomain transcription factor Prospero (Doe et al., 1991; Hirata et al., 1995; Knoblich
et al., 1995; Spana and Doe, 1995; Vaessin et al., 1991). prospero mutants fail to express many GMC-specific markers
and exhibit axonal defects (Doe et al., 1991; Vaessin et al., 1991). The adaptor protein Miranda (Mira) binds the dsRNA
binding protein Staufen, which in turn is bound to prospero mRNA. Mira also associates with Prospero protein and
facilitates the asymmetric localization of the translational repressor Brain tumor (Brat; Bello et al., 2006; Betschinger
et al., 2006; Lee et al., 2006). In brat mutants, Prospero fails to be partitioned to GMC resulting in NBs that fail to
differentiate (Bowman et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2006). After segregation to the GMC, Mira is degraded, allowing the
release of Pros, Staufen and Brat.

The second basal complex contains the Notch antagonist Numb and its binding partner, Partner of Numb (Pon).
The adaptation of distinct cell fates by the daughter cell that contains Numb is thought to result largely from the ability
of Numb to bind to the cytoplasmic domain of Notch (N) and antagonize N signaling in the GMC (Berdnik et al.,
2002; Wang et al., 2006). However, the numb loss-of-function phenotype in embryonic NBs is not as severe as loss of
brat or pros. Recent studies have demonstrated that Numb and N activities are associated with facilitating asymmetric
stem/progenitor cell divisions in a number of other tissues (discussed below).

The evolutionary conserved PAR (‘partition defective’) proteins act as core components of the cell polarization
machinery in animals ranging from C. elegans to humans (reviewed in Macara, 2004). The PAR complex, which
contains Bazooka/Par-3, Par-6 and atypical Protein kinase C (aPKC), is the first to localize along the NB cell cortex
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Figure 1. Asymmetric cell division in Drosophila larval neuroblasts (NBs; on the left) and mammalian epithelia (on the right). Schematic depiction
of a polarized mother cell during anaphase. Apical protein complexes (green). Yellow box highlights evolutionarily conserved apical complexes that are
important for polarity establishment and spindle positioning in these two systems. Cell fate determinants (red). Note that the Drosophila NB are apical, while
progenitor cells within mammalian epithelia are located basally.

(see Figure 1). The PAR complex is primarily involved in recruiting the adaptor protein Inscuteable (Insc) to establish
the polarity of the NB and facilitate proper spindle alignment by capturing one spindle pole at the apical cortex and
aligning the spindle along the apical-basal axis (reviewed in Kraut et al., 1996; Parmentier et al., 2000; Roegiers and
Jan, 2004; Schober et al., 1999; Yu et al., 2000). The PAR complex also plays a major role in cell fate specification by
excluding the basal complexes from the apical cortex in part by phosphorylating and inactivating the tumor suppressor
Lethal giant larva (Lgl), which is responsible for targeting Pon and Mira to the basal cortex (Betschinger et al.,
2005; Betschinger et al., 2003). Phosphorylation of Lgl by aPKC leads to release of Lgl from the complex, which
is replaced by Bazooka/Par-3, and ultimately a change in substrate specificity (discussed below; Wirtz-Peitz et al.,
2008).

The second apical complex contains the GoLoco-motif protein Partner of Inscuteable (Pins), locomotion defects
(Loco), and Gαi, a subunit of heterotrimeric G proteins (Parmentier et al., 2000; Schaefer et al., 2000; Yu et al., 2000;
see Figure 1). Insc bridges the two apical complexes by binding to both Bazooka/Par-3 and Pins. Pins associates with
mushroom body defective (mud), which is essential for proper spindle alignment, (Bowman et al., 2006; Izumi et al.,
2006; Siller et al., 2006 and Discs Large (Dlg; Albertson and Doe, 2003; Peng et al., 2000) Dlg associates with the
astral microtubule plus end protein Khc-73 to induce cortical polarity (Siegrist and Doe, 2005). The Pins complex
mediates spindle formation and alignment to ensure that the cleavage plane is orthogonal to the apical-basal axis.
Ultimately, the mitotic spindle is displaced toward the basal cortex, resulting in a longer spindle in the apical NB
daughter.

In addition to the complexes that regulate asymmetric division of neuroblasts discussed above, recent data have
demonstrated that components of the cell cycle machinery can also affect asymmetric protein localization and the
specification of daughter cell fates. Analysis of embryos carrying dominant negative or hypomorphic alleles of cdc2,
the kinase responsible for regulating the transition from G2 to mitosis, revealed a failure to properly localize both apical
and basal complexes, resulting in symmetric NB divisions (Tio et al., 2001). Similarly, mutations in two other kinases
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that were originally identified as centrosomal proteins, aurora A and polo, also result in symmetric NB divisions. In
aurora A and polo mutant NBs, localization of Numb and Pon to the basal cortex is disrupted, and excessive NB
self-renewal is observed at the expense of differentiating neurons. Overproliferation can be reversed, although not
completely, by overexpression of wild type Numb (Lee et al., 2006; Wang et al., 2007; Wang et al., 2006). Likewise,
reduction of N in aurora A and polo mutant NBs also suppresses overproliferation of neuroblasts.

Polo kinase phosphorylates Pon, which is important for proper localization of Numb (Wang et al., 2007).
Furthermore, recent data have elucidated the mechanism by which Aurora A acts to segregate the fate determinant
Numb to the GMC during mitosis. Aurora A phosphorylates Par-6, leading to activation of aPKC, phosphorylation
of Lgl, and exchange of Bazooka/Par-3 for Lgl. The new complex has an altered substrate specificity, which enables
aPKC to bind and phosphorylate Numb, followed by release of Numb to the basal cortex (Wirtz-Peitz et al., 2008).
Therefore, mechanisms coupling cell cycle progression to asymmetric localization of Numb appear to exist to ensure
N activation only in the neuroblast NB daughter to specify self-renewal.

Interestingly, a number of studies have demonstrated that mutations in factors that control asymmetric division
of NBs lead to tumorigenesis. Basal cell fate determinants, such as Pros, Brat, Numb, Mira and Pon can act as
tumor suppressors (Bello et al., 2006; Betschinger et al., 2006; Choksi et al., 2006; Lee et al., 2006; Wang et al.,
2006). Homozygous mutations of any of these genes failed to correctly specify differentiated cells and produced
supernumerary self-renewing NB daughters. Brain tissue from mira, pros, numb, lgl, brat or pins mutants that was
transplanted into the abdomen of wild type flies exhibited metastatic behavior, undergoing massive proliferation and
overgrowth, eventually killing the host (reviewed in (Beaucher et al., 2007; Caussinus and Gonzalez, 2005; Caussinus
and Hirth, 2007). Similar studies showed that mutations of the apical complex components dlg and lgl caused malignant
neoplastic tumors of the nervous system (Lee et al., 2006). Therefore, a failure to correctly specify cell fates, rather
than a disruption in polarity, appears to be the primary cause of overproliferation and tumor formation. Taken together,
these findings suggest a causal link between defects in NB asymmetric division and malignant overproliferation and
underscore the critical need for precise regulation of asymmetric divisions of tissue stem cells.

2. Drosophila germline stem cells

Asymmetric division of germline stem cells (GSCs) in Drosophila melanogaster is highly regulated by proximity
to external cues. In male GSCs, a fixed spindle is oriented perpendicular to a cluster of support cells, called the hub, that
secrete the self-renewal factor Unpaired (Upd; reviewed in Yamashita et al., 2005). Upd is a cytokine-like molecule
that binds the transmembrane receptor Domeless (Dome), resulting in activation of the highly conserved JAK-STAT
signal transduction pathway, which is necessary for maintenance of germline and somatic stem cells in the testis (Kiger
et al., 2001; Tulina and Matunis, 2001). Wild-type male GSCs divide with invariant asymmetry to generate a daughter
cell that remains adjacent to the hub and retains stem cell identity and a daughter cell that is displaced away from
the hub and initiates differentiation as a gonialblast. Therefore, self-renewal and differentiation of GSC daughters is
tightly controlled by placement within a well-defined niche (reviewed in Jones and Wagers, 2008). Upd expression
and secretion from the hub must be tightly regulated, as ectopic expression of Upd in early germ cells (Kiger et al.,
2001; Tulina and Matunis, 2001) or activated forms of JAK in somatic cells (Leatherman and Dinardo, 2008) leads to
hyperproliferation of stem cells and germ cell tumor formation.

As in NBs, spindle orientation in male GSCs is important for ensuring an asymmetric GSC division. However,
few of the molecules that are involved in the control of spindle orientation in NBs have been demonstrated to play
conserved roles in this system. Components of adherens junctions, such as the Drosophila orthologues of epithelial
cadherin (DE-cad) and b-catenin (Armadillo, Arm) are enriched at the interface between GSCs and hub cells (Yamashita
et al., 2003). Male GSCs and SSCs that are mutant for shotgun, the gene that encodes DE-cad, fail to self-renew and
are not maintained, indicating that DE-cad is required for holding stem cells within the niche and close to self-renewal
signals emanating from the hub (Voog et al., 2008). This clustering of adherens junctions has been proposed to create
asymmetry within the stem cell and provide a scaffold to which the astral microtubule array is anchored (discussed
below; Yamashita et al., 2003; Yamashita et al., 2007).

The Drosophila homolog of the adenamtous polyposis coli (APC) gene, dAPC2, also localizes to the interface
between hub cells and GSCs, and mutations in dAPC2 result in mis-positioned centrosomes and mis-aligned spindles
(Yamashita et al., 2003). Interaction between the GSC cortex and the spindle pole appears to be mediated by dAPC2 and
the astral microtubules, as the percentage of mGSCs with mis-positioned centrosomes is significantly higher in testes
from APC2 mutants. Similarly, in mGSCs that are mutant for centrosomin (cnn), the centrosomes cannot polymerize
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microtubules, the link between one centrosome and the cortex cannot be established, and anastral misaligned spindles
are assembled, leading to symmetric mGSC divisions (Yamashita et al., 2003). Interestingly, the number of GSCs with
mis-positioned centrosomes always exceeds the number of cells with mis-oriented spindles, implying that a checkpoint
is in place to ensure division only when the spindle is oriented properly (Yamashita et al., 2003). The frequency of
mis-positioned centrosomes increases with age, and yet the checkpoint remains intact (Cheng et al., 2008). These
data clearly demonstrate that correct spindle orientation is essential for maintaining the appropriate balance of stem
and progenitor cells. It will be interesting to determine whether a similar checkpoint is present in other tissue stem
cells that exhibit oriented divisions, potentially providing an important strategy to block cancer initiation in tissues
maintained by stem cells.

Recent studies elegantly demonstrated that the mother centrosome is retained within the GSC daughter, while the
newer daughter centrosome segregates to the gonialblast. Electron micrographs revealed that the centrosome proximal
to the hub (mother centrosome) maintains a significant number of microtubules throughout the cell cycle. In addition,
the majority of centrosomes examined were located close to adherens junctions between GSCs and hub cells, revealing
a potential role for DE-cad in providing a scaffold within GSCs that could link the cell cortex to the centrosome via
adherens junctions and robust astral microtubule arrays (Yamashita et al., 2007). Furthermore, GSCs mutant for cnn
displayed randomized segregation of mother and daughter centrosomes, in cases when one of the centrosomes was
actually found adjacent to the hub. Therefore, asymmetric inheritance of centrosomes is likely regulated by the same
machinery that polarizes the GSC to facilitate proper spindle orientation. Whether loss of DE-cadherin in GSCs results
in randomized spindle positioning or segregation of mother and daughter centrosomes, similar to loss of cnn, has not
yet been determined.

Interestingly, centrosomes within dividing Drosophila larval NBs are also asymmetric. The “dominant” apical
centrosome, which is retained within the NB, acts as a microtubule organizing center (MTOC) before its basal
counterpart, which is inherited by the GMC daughter (Rebollo et al., 2007; Rusan and Peifer, 2007). Although both
Polo kinase and Pins have been implicated in regulating this asymmetric centrosomal maturation, it is not clear what
additional factors may mediate this novel centrosome cycle. Furthermore, it has not been determined whether the
mother centrosome is always retained within the NB.

GSCs in the Drosophila ovary also divide asymmetrically to produce another GSC and a daughter cystoblast
that initiates differentiation by undergoing four rapid divisions to generate interconnected 16-cell germline cysts. Only
one of the cells within a cyst will become the oocyte, while the other 15 cells are nurse cells that support oocyte
development.

As in male GSCs, the mitotic spindle in female GSCs is also oriented with respect to a group of somatic support
cells, called cap cells, to which they are attached through adherens junctions (Song et al., 2002; Xie and Spradling,
2000). Adherens junctions are localized along the interface between GSCs and cap cells, and DE-cadherin is also
required for maintenance of GSCs in the ovary (Song et al., 2002). However, a similar mechanism utilizing dAPC2, Cnn,
and DE-cadherin to orient the mitotic spindle in female GSCs has not been identified. Instead, a special cytoplasmic
organelle, known as the spectrosome (fusome in later germline cysts), is localized along the GSC cortex adjacent to
cap cells and has been shown to play a role in orienting mitotic spindles in GSCs, cystoblasts, and developing cysts
(Deng and Lin, 1997). Although spectrosomes are also found in male GSCs, they exhibit random placement along
the GSC cortex (Yamashita et al., 2003) and are unlikely to play a role in mitotic spindle orientation. Limited space
within the GSC niche in the ovary may play a significant role in the placement of daughter cells outside the influence
of localized self-renewal factors, and recent studies have revealed that genetic programs are in place to regulate GSC
competition for niche occupancy, including the levels of DE-cadherin (Jin et al., 2008). However, symmetric divisions
of GSCs to replace lost stem cells can be observed within the ovary (Xie and Spradling, 2000), suggesting that the
mechanisms regulating spindle orientation within female GSCs may be less “hard-wired” than those in place within
male GSCs.

Lastly, the microRNA pathway has been implicated in regulating female GSC behavior and the onset of
differentiation (Forstemann et al., 2005; Hatfield et al., 2005; Neumuller et al., 2008; Park et al., 2007). Components of
the miRNA machinery, such as dicer-1, loquacious, or AGO-1, promote GSC self-renewal, as loss of these factors results
in significant reduction in GSC proliferation and differentiating germline cysts. Conversely, Mei-P26, an inhibitor of
miRNA biogenesis, is upregulated in cystocytes and germline cysts and plays a role in promoting differentiation.
Interestingly, Mei-P26 and Brat share strong domain conservation and are considered members of the Trim-NHL
protein family. Therefore, Trim-NHL proteins could act to specify asymmetric divisions by promoting differentiation
of SC daughters in a variety of tissues maintained by stem cells (Neumuller et al., 2008).
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3. Mammalian epidermal progenitor cells

Work on mouse embryos and in cultured skin cells demonstrated that progenitor cells at the base of the epidermis
can replicate symmetrically to provide more stem cells, as well as asymmetrically, to generate a stratified epithelium. An
asymmetric division produces another proliferative ‘basal’ cell that remains in contact with the basolateral membrane
and one detached ‘suprabasal’ cell that is displaced apically toward the skin’s surface (Lechler and Fuchs, 2005;
Smart, 1970). Asymmetric divisions have also been observed within the basal layer of the esophageal epithelium
(Seery and Watt, 2000). Many of the factors described above that specify polarity and regulate the asymmetric division
of Drosophila NBs have orthologues in mammalian epithelial progenitors (see Figure 1). However, unlike during
asymmetric divisions of NBs where the apical proteins remain in the NB stem cell, apical complexes form opposite
the basement membrane and are segregated into the suprabasal cell that is poised for differentiation.

Basal progenitor cells are physically attached to the underlying basement membrane and contain adhesion
molecules such as integrins and cadherins that are essential for spindle alignment (Lechler and Fuchs, 2005). Perpen-
dicular divisions provide a natural mechanism for the unequal partitioning of the signaling molecules derived from the
basement membrane into the two daughter cells. Mitotic cells with perpendicular spindles, representing asymmetric
divisions, have an apical crescent of cortical LGN, the mammalian Pins orthologue. LGN binds Inscuteable (mInsc)
and Par3 at the apical cortex of the basal cells. Similar to its Drosophila counterpart, LGN binds the Mud orthologue
NuMa, which tethers spindles at the poles (Du et al., 2001). Furthermore, the aPKC orthologue, PKC−ζ , also localizes
to an apical crescent in basal cells (Lechler and Fuchs, 2005; see Figure 1).

Similar to what is observed in Drosophila NBs, studies suggest that asymmetric activation of the N pathway
may be one mechanism utilized to ensure an asymmetric outcome to epithelial stem cell divisions. Suprabasal cells
utilize the Notch intracellular domain (NICD) to promote differentiation (Blanpain et al., 2006). Furthermore, in
cultured mammalian epithelial cells, Numb localizes primarily to the basolateral cortex as a result of PKC mediated
phosphorylation, which results in its exclusion from the apical pole (Smith et al., 2007).

Although many of the molecular factors that specify asymmetric divisions appear to be conserved throughout
evolution, at present the primary function of the apical proteins in mammalian epithelia appears to be to establish
apico-basal polarity and determine spindle positioning, rather than to specify stem cell fate (reviewed in Lechler and
Fuchs, 2005; Macara, 2004; Shin et al., 2007; Suzuki and Ohno, 2006). It is likely that attachment of basal cells to a
basement membrane not only leads to a concentration of integrins but also growth factor receptors at the base of the
cell that could influence stem cell maintenance and regulate stem cell behavior. Interestingly, the basal transcription
factor p63 promotes epidermal proliferation (Mills et al., 1999; Yang et al., 1999) and also appears to be required for
stratification (Senoo et al., 2007), as basal cells only divide symmetrically in the absence of p63 (Lechler and Fuchs,
2005). Therefore, much still remains to be uncovered regarding the regulation of epidermal stem cell behavior in the
development and maintenance of adult skin. Future studies will likely lead to the identification of specific cell fate
determinants and reveal the relative contributions of the environment and specific factors on cell fate and asymmetric
divisions in the mammalian epidermis.

4. Asymmetry in other systems

Asymmetric stem cell divisions have been observed in a number of other tissues, although the factors that act
to specify cell fate, mechanism(s) that orient mitotic spindles and the influence of extrinsic factors remain unknown.
Interestingly, however, activation of the Notch signaling pathway and/or asymmetric segregation of Numb appears to
be a common theme across a number of stem cell systems.

4.1. Drosophila intestinal stem cells

As described above for Drosophila NBs and mammalian epithelial progenitors, the Notch signalling pathway is
also involved in mediating asymmetric division of intestinal stem cells (ISCs) in the midgut of adult flies (Ohlstein and
Spradling, 2007). ISCs maintain the intestinal epithelium and generate both polyploid enterocytes as well as hormone-
producing enteroendocrine cells (Micchelli and Perrimon, 2006; Ohlstein and Spradling, 2006). ISCs reside along
the basement membrane within clusters, or “nests,” of 2–3 basally located diploid cells that are interspersed between
polyploid enterocytes. Although all cells in the stem cell-containing nests are Notch+, only the ISC directly contacts the
basement membrane and stains positive for the Notch ligand Delta, whereas Notch signaling is activated exclusively
in the daughter enteroblast. In other words, the ISCs signal through Delta to activate Notch target genes in enteroblasts
(Ohlstein and Spradling, 2007). Uncovering how Notch signaling is blocked within the ISC to facilitate this asymmetric

6

stembook.org



Mechanisms regulating stem cell polarity and the specification of asymmetric divisions

division will likely reveal new paradigms for how stem cell self-renewal and maintenance is regulated. Interestingly,
analysis of mitotic spindle orientation in dividing ISCs indicates that these stem cells divide non-randomly, such that
the daughter ISC that remains adjacent to the basement membrane remains an ISC, while the daughter cell that is
displaced away differentiates to form an enteroblast. However, the mechanism that regulates orientation of the mitotic
spindle has not been characterized.

4.2. Hematopoietic stem cells

Although Notch signaling is not absolutely required for normal hematopoiesis (Mancini et al., 2005), N has
also been implicated in regulating the fate of hematopoietic stem cells (HSCs) by blocking differentiation (Duncan
et al., 2005). Duncan et al. found that transgenic mice carrying a Notch-responsive GFP reporter could be used to
enrich for hematopoietic progenitors: GFP+ cells contained approximately 40–60% HSCs, and expression of GFP was
significantly downregulated in differentiating precursors (Duncan et al., 2005; Wu et al., 2007). Using this transgenic
Notch reporter strain, real time imaging was used to visualize cultured hematopoietic precursor cell divisions. When
precursor cells were grown under conditions known to maintain immature hematopoietic cells, symmetric renewing
divisions (giving rise to two GFP+ daughter cells) were primarily observed, whereas when the precursors were placed
in differentiation–promoting conditions, the cells underwent primarily asymmetric (one GFP+/one GFP−) divisions
or symmetric commitment divisions (two GFP− cells).

Using these tools, the authors went on to show that different oncogenic, chromosomal translocations either
affected proliferation and survival or influenced the pattern of divisions, providing evidence for how oncogenes, such
as BCR-ABL, can lead to the transformation of hematopoietic progenitors. Although these data indicate that both
intracellular factors and extrinsic cues are involved in regulating the outcome of hematopoietic precursor cell divisions,
much remains to be done to elucidate the mechanisms by which such factors act to specify an asymmetric division.
Given the fact that HSCs typically reside within a specialized niche within the bone marrow composed of osteoblasts
(Calvi et al., 2003; Fleming et al., 2008; Zhang et al., 2003), vascular endothelial cells (Kiel et al., 2005; Sacchetti
et al., 2007) and stromal reticular cells (Sugiyama et al., 2006), it will be particularly interesting to determine whether
HSCs also divide with mitotic spindles oriented with respect to niche support cells.

4.3. Muscle stem cells

Satellite cells sustain production of myoblasts during postnatal growth and promote muscle repair after injury,
effectively acting as muscle stem cells. Satellite cells reside beneath a basement membrane, adjacent to mature
myofibers. They are normally quiescent but can be induced to enter the cell cycle upon injury. Asymmetric segregation
of older (immortal) and younger DNA strands into different daughter cells was documented in a subset of dividing
muscle-lineage cells during muscle growth and regeneration (Cairns, 1975; Conboy et al., 2007; Shinin et al., 2006).
Furthermore, differential localization of proteins, such as Numb (Conboy and Rando, 2002; Shinin et al., 2006), and
induced expression of differentiation genes, such as Myf5 (Kuang et al., 2007), within daughter cells in vitro and in vivo
have also been reported, providing evidence that muscle progenitor cells can undergo asymmetric divisions. However,
the canonical satellite cell pool is quite heterogeneous (Cerletti et al., 2008; Shinin et al., 2006). Characterizing the
division of highly purified muscle progenitor cells (Cerletti et al., 2008), will facilitate identifying factors involved
in the specification of daughter cell fates as well as the mechanism(s) that orient muscle satellite cell division in
response to various environmental cues. It must be noted, however, that despite the ability of hematopoietic and
muscle progenitor cells to divide asymmetrically, the relative importance of this mode of division in blood homeostasis
and muscle regeneration has yet to be established.

4.4. Mammalian neural progenitors

Asymmetric divisions occur in the ventricular zone of the mammalian cerebral cortex and neuroepithelium of the
vertebrate retina (reviewed in Gonczy, 2008). Symmetric divisions are primarily observed during early developmental
stages presumably to increase the pool of neural progenitors, while asymmetric divisions occurred later on to generate
differentiating neurons. Although spindle orientation is indicative of whether cell division will be asymmetric or
symmetric in many systems, it is not yet clear to what extent spindle positioning and cell fate determination can be
correlated in the developing vertebrate nervous system (Konno et al., 2008; Morin et al., 2007; Sanada and Tsai,
2005; Zigman et al., 2005). For example, reduction of mInsc led to disruption of spindle orientation and an increase
in progenitor cells and neuronal defects in the retina (Zigman et al., 2005), whereas disruption of LGN activity lead to
randomization of spindle orientation without disrupting daughter cell fate in the spinal cord neuroepithelium (Morin
et al., 2007; see Figure 1). Similar to other systems, factors such as mInsc and LGN play conserved roles in regulating
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spindle positioning in the vertebrate nervous system, while components of the N pathway have been found to influence
cell fate decisions in this system (Chenn and McConnell, 1995; Petersen et al., 2004; Zhong et al., 1996; Zhong et al.,
1997). However, Numb and Numblike may influence cell fate by mechanisms other than inhibition of N (Rasin et al.,
2007; Zhou et al., 2007).

5. Conclusions

Investigating asymmetric cell divisions across species and in multiple stem cell systems has provided much
insight into the various mechanisms utilized to generate cellular diversity and maintain adult stem cells. Work in
invertebrate model systems provided paradigms for how both extrinsic signals and intrinsic factors both act to specify
asymmetric divisions. Although there is now evidence that similar mechanisms are used in vertebrates, characterization
of stem cells in vivo, isolation of pure populations of stem cells, and improvements in real time imaging will all facilitate
studies aimed at determining the mechanisms that regulate asymmetric divisions in more complex mammalian stem
cell systems.

Furthermore, studies into the mechanisms regulating asymmetric stem cell divisions have emphasized the
importance of balancing the number of stem and progenitor cells. Although the correct balance is important during
the establishment and maintenance of tissues, tight control of asymmetric divisions will be particularly critical during
tissue repair, where an increase in the number of symmetric divisions may be required temporarily to increase the
number of stem cells. Chronic injury or inflammation to a tissue might compromise the ability of stem cells to respond
appropriately to repair damaged tissues and could eventually lead to the failure of stem cells to switch back to a mode
of asymmetric divisions. An unregulated state of tissue repair could easily lead to the selection of stem cells that are
resistant to normal growth control signals, a hallmark of cancer cells. Therefore, mechanisms that regulate asymmetric
stem cell divisions will likely serve as potent strategies to block cancer initiation in multiple cell types and may provide
new targets for anti-cancer therapeutics. Ultimately, identification of the factors involved in regulating adult stem cell
behavior will be essential for maintenance and expansion of stem cells in culture, while maintaining the full scope
of differentiation potential, as well as the directed differentiation of stem cells into specialized cell types for use in
regenerative medicine.
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