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The thymus is a central [ymphoid organ that produces T cells. Thymic epithelial cells
(TECs) play a crucial role in T-cell development as a major component of stromal cells
Age-related thymic involution is associated with quantitative and qualitative changes in
TECs. However, the underlying mechanisms driving these changes are not well understood.
We have previously demonstrated that the TEC clonogenic activity of wild type (WT) mice
rapidly declines after birth and becomes very low at adult stages, but that it persisted
in adult Rag2-/- mice with defective thymopoiesis at the DN3 stage. However, the previous
clonogenic assay system was not feasible for further studies using adult thymus because
of low clonogenic efficiency. Here, we modified the culture system to enhance the
sensitivity for detecting colonies from adult thymus. Using this new system, we confirmed
that adult Rag2-/- TECs retain much higher clonogenic activity than WT mice. We found that
adult mutant strains, which have defects at various stages of T-cell development, also
showed higher clonogenic activity than WT mice, and the activity was correlated with the
stage in which thymopoiesis was disturbed. Furthermore, acute ablation of thymocytes
increased TEC clonogenic activity. These data suggest that cellularity and/or specific
thymocyte components in the thymus may regulate the clonogenic activity of TECs.




