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Description

TECHNICAL FIELD

[0001] The present invention relates to a cell evaluation method.

BACKGROUND

[0002] Human-derived stem cells such as ES cells and iPS cells have an ability to differentiate into many kinds of cells
(pluripotency). The stem cells have gotten attention, because they enable large-scale pharmacometrics and medical
applications using human cells which have been difficult, such as analysis of diseases, drug discovery screening, toxicity
testing, and regenerative medicine. A differentiation efficiency in differentiation induction from these stem cells into
desired cells is considered to be largely dependent on the state of the stem cells as starting materials. That is, the
efficiency of differentiation induction is lowered, unless the stem cells maintain pluripotency and keep an undifferentiated
state. Thus, quality control of the stem cells is extremely important for industrial application of the stem cells, and the
stem cells need to be monitored and noninvasively evaluated for their states.
[0003] In addition, since these stem cells form a confluent cell population (colony) by adhesion (contact) of approxi-
mately thousands to tens of thousands of stem cells, quality control is also usually conducted in increments of colonies.
[0004] For example, Patent Document 1 discloses a cell analytical method in a cell analyzer for analyzing a cell colony
using an optical length image of a cell colony composed of a large number of cells, which is characterized by comprising
an obtention step of obtaining the optical length image of the cell colony by an obtention means in the cell analyzer, an
extraction step of extracting a circular shape corresponding to the cell nucleus of the cell in the obtained optical length
image by an extraction means in the cell analyzer, a comparison step of comparing an inner optical length with an outer
optical length of the extracted circular shape by the comparison means of the cell analyzer, and an analysis step of
analyzing the cell colony by an analysis means in the cell analyzer based on the compared results.
[0005] In addition, Non-Patent Document 1 describes that mean optical lengths in cytoplasm regions in CHO cells,
HeLa cells and osteoclast-like (OC) cells which were differentiated cells were smaller than those in their nuclear areas,
on the contrary, a mean optical length in cytoplasm region in each hiPS cell in the colony was larger than that in its
nuclear area, and that a ratio (cytoplasm/nucleus) of optical lengths can be a simple indicator for discriminating between
the hiPS cells and other types of differentiated cells.
[0006] Patent Document 1: Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open No. 2012-231709
[0007] Non-Patent Document 1: Biomedical Optics Express, Vol. 3, issue 9, pp. 2175-2183 (2012).

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0008] Both the methods described in Patent Document 1 and Non-Patent Document 1 are methods for evaluating
whether a cell is a stem cell based on a ratio between inner and outer optical lengths in a cell nucleus region.
[0009] Thus, the present inventors studied indicators for evaluating whether a cell is a stem cell, other than the ratio
between inner and outer optical lengths of a cell nucleus region, and then newly found that a differentiation degree of
the cell could be evaluated based on a cell thickness.
[0010] The present invention is based on this knowledge and intended to provide a novel cell evaluation method
capable of evaluating a differentiation degree of the cell.
[0011] The present invention to achieve the object is a cell evaluation method characterized in that an evaluation step
of evaluating a differentiation degree of the cell based on a cell thickness is included.
[0012] The cell evaluation method of the present invention is based on knowledge that the cell thickness of the stem
cell is larger than that of the differentiated cell.
[0013] In the cell evaluation method of the present invention, the "cell" means "single cell or cell population."
[0014] In addition, the "thickness" means "physical length or optical length," and may also be "mean value" of (values
of) a plurality of thicknesses. In addition, the "optical length" is synonymous with "phase difference" or "optical thickness"
and is calculated by multiplying "refractive index difference" by "physical length (physical thickness)" (optical length =
refractive index difference x physical length). The "refractive index difference" means a difference between a cell (intra-
cellular) refractive index and an extracellular refractive index.
[0015] In addition, the "differentiation degree" means a "degree (extent) of differentiation from a stem cell having a
differentiation ability to a cell having no differentiation ability (differentiated cell)."
[0016] When the cell thickness of the present invention is designated as a mean optical length represented by Formula
(1), evaluation accuracy is improved. 
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(wherein, N is an optical length on the inside of a cell nucleus region, and C is an optical length on the outside of the
cell nucleus region.)
[0017] Particularly, the cell evaluation method of the present invention in which the evaluation step is a step of evaluating
the differentiation degree of the cell based on the mean optical length represented by Formula (1) and the CN ratio
represented by Formula (2) is extremely excellent in evaluation accuracy. 

(wherein, N is the optical length on the inside of the cell nucleus region, and C is the optical length on the outside of the
cell nucleus region.)
[0018] Herein, the step of evaluating the differentiation degree of the cell based on the mean optical length and the
CN ratio represented by Formula (2) may specifically include an evaluation by an optical length parameter represented
by Formula (3). 

(wherein, c1 and c2 are any constants. In addition, α > 0, β ≥ 0, mean optical length = (C + N)/2 and CN ratio = C/N are
set, N is the optical length on the inside of the cell nucleus region, and C is the optical length on the outside of the cell
nucleus region.)
[0019] In addition, the cell thickness of the present invention may be a physical length of the cell.
[0020] In addition, in the cell evaluation method of the present invention, when the cell is a single cell, a differentiation
degree of the single cell can be evaluated, and when the cell is a cell population, a differentiation degree of the cell
population can be evaluated.
[0021] The cell evaluation method of the present invention may further include an obtention step of obtaining cell
observation data by observation of the cell using a microscope, and a determination step of determining the cell thickness
based on the cell observation data. By the cell evaluation method of the present invention which further includes such
steps, the differentiation degree of the observed cell can be evaluated.
[0022] Particularly, when the microscope is a phase microscope, the cell observation data can be simply converted
into an optical length of the cell, and when the microscope is a reflecting quantitative phase microscope, a low-coherence
interference microscope, a phase tomography microscope, an optical coherence tomography microscope, a confocal
microscope or a differential interference microscope, the cell observation data can be simply converted into a physical
length of the cell.
[0023] If the cell observation data is an image obtained by combining two or more cell observation images, accuracy
of the cell thickness determined in the determination step is improved.
[0024] According to the present invention, a novel cell evaluation method which allows a differentiation degree of a
cell to be evaluated can be provided.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0025]

Fig. 1 is a schematic drawing of a pluripotent stem cell colony.
Fig. 2 is a schematic view showing a hardware constitution of the cell evaluation apparatus D.
Fig. 3 is a schematic view showing a functional constitution of the cell evaluation apparatus D.
Fig. 4 is an image obtained by combining the quantitative phase images without correction.
Fig. 5 is a schematic drawing of the image obtained by combining the quantitative phase images without correction.
Fig. 6 is a second schematic drawing of the image obtained by combining the quantitative phase images without
correction.
Fig. 7 is an image obtained by combining and correcting the quantitative phase images.
Fig. 8 is a quantitative phase image of the H9 cell colony.
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Fig. 9 is an enlarged view of Fig. 4.
Fig. 10 is an enlarged image of the H9 cell colony with stained cell nucleus.
Fig. 11 is an enlarged schematic drawing of the H9 cell colony ((A) in the figure), an enlarged schematic drawing
showing a sampling range on the inside of the H9 cell nucleus region ((B) in the figure) and an enlarged schematic
drawing showing a sampling range on the outside of the H9 cell nucleus region ((C) in the figure).
Fig. 12 is a scatter diagram of cells in the good colony ((A) in the figure) and a scatter diagram of cells in the bad
colony ((B) in the figure).
Fig. 13 is a histogram of the CN ratio ((A) in the figure) and a histogram of the mean optical length ((B) in the figure).
Fig. 14 is a contour diagram of the QPM score.
Fig. 15 is a histogram of the QPM score.
Fig. 16 is ROC curves of the CN ratio, the mean optical length and the QPM score.
Fig. 17 is a scatter diagram of the CN ratios of respective colonies ((A) in the figure), a scatter diagram of the mean
optical lengths of respective colonies ((B) in the figure) and a scatter diagram of the QPM scores of respective
colonies ((C) in the figure).
Figs. 18 are figures showing shapes of the bottoms and surfaces of the cells extracted from the three-dimensional
data in the reflecting quantitative phase microscope.
Figs. 19 are figures obtained by quantifying and plotting the three-dimensional data of the cells in the reflecting
quantitative phase microscope. In the figures, (A) is a plot figure of the iPS cell, (B) is a plot figure of the iPS cell
cultured by adding retinoic acid (differentiated cell).
Figs. 20 are figures showing that it can be evaluated whether cells are iPS cells based on either the mean optical
length or the physical length. In relation to the same iPS cell colonies and differentiated cell colonies, (A) in the
figures shows the difference in the physical lengths, (B) in the figures shows the difference in the mean optical lengths.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0026] Preferred embodiments of the present invention will be described in detail. The cell evaluation method of the
present invention includes "an evaluation step of evaluating a differentiation degree of a cell based on a cell thickness."
[0027] Herein, "cell" means "single cell or cell population," and only in the case of this meaning, cell is not particularly
restricted and may not be stained. The cell may be not only human cells but also cells of a mouse, monkey, rabbit, dog,
cat, etc. In addition, the cell may be any cell (stem cell) having an ability to differentiate into plural lines of cells (pluripotency)
and an ability to maintain the pluripotency even through cell division (self-renewal ability), and may also be any differ-
entiated cell. The stem cell may include, for example, pluripotent stem cells such as ESs cells and iPS cells. In addition,
a pluripotent stem cell can be a cell expressing a nanog gene, because the nanog gene is expressed at the time close
to the final stage of the change into a pluripotent stem cell and the nanog gene-expressing cell tightly maintains properties
as a pluripotent stem cell.
[0028] The cell population includes the colony and its small mass. The cell forming cell populations may be only a
stem cell, may be a stem cell and a differentiated cell, or may be only a differentiated cell. A schematic drawing of a
colony of pluripotent stem cells is shown in Fig. 1.
[0029] Although the cell need not be a cultured cell, it is usually a cultured cell.
[0030] In addition, the "thickness" means "physical length or optical length," and may also be "mean value" of (values
of) a plurality of thicknesses. In addition, the "optical length" is synonymous with "phase difference" or "optical thickness"
and is calculated by multiplying "refractive index difference" by "physical length (physical thickness)" (optical length =
refractive index difference x physical length), and the optical length and the physical length correlate with each other.
The "refractive index difference" means difference between a cell (intracellular) refractive index and an extracellular
refractive index. For example, if a refractive index of a cell is 1.370 and a refractive index of an extracellular culture is
1.335, a refractive index difference is 0.035.
[0031] A thickness of a single cell may be represented by either one cell thickness in the single cells or a mean value
of the (values of) plural cell thicknesses in the single cells. In addition, a cell thickness of a cell population may be
represented by either a cell thickness of one cell constituting the cell population or a mean value of the (values of) cell
thicknesses of plural cells constituting the cell population. As a matter of course, the thickness of one cell or the thicknesses
of plural cells constituting the cell population may be represented by either one cell thickness or a mean value of the
(values of) plural cell thicknesses.
[0032] The optical length is preferably a mean optical length represented by Formula (1). A mean optical length of a
cell population may be a mean value of a mean optical length of plural cells constituting the cell population. When the
cell thickness is designated as a mean optical length, evaluation accuracy is improved. 
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(wherein, N is an optical length on the inside of a cell nucleus region, and C is an optical length on the outside of the
cell nucleus region.)
[0033] In addition, the cell thickness may be a physical length of the cell. For the cell thickness, either the optical length
or the physical length can be optionally selected.
[0034] In the evaluation step, the evaluation only needs to be carried out based on the cell thickness, and it does not
mean that the evaluation needs to be carried out by the cell thickness itself. For example, in the evaluation step, the
differentiation degree of the cell may be evaluated based on an increasing function (monotonically increasing function)
value or a decreasing function (monotonically decreasing function) value of the cell thickness, or the cell thickness and
other indicators, particularly a CN ratio represented by Formula (2). A CN ratio of a cell population may be a mean value
of CN ratios of plural cells constituting the cell population. 

(wherein, N is the optical length on the inside of the cell nucleus region, and C is the optical length on the outside of the
cell nucleus region.)
[0035] Particularly, the cell evaluation method in which the evaluation step is a step of evaluating the differentiation
degree of the cell by the mean optical length and the CN ratio is extremely excellent in evaluation accuracy.
[0036] Herein, the step of evaluating the differentiation degree of the cell by the mean optical length and the CN ratio
may specifically include an evaluation based on an optical length parameter represented by Formula (3). The optical
length parameter of the cell population may be a mean value of optical length parameters of plural cells constituting the
cell population. 

(wherein, c1 and c2 are any constants. In addition, α > 0, β ≥ 0, mean optical length = (C + N)/2 and CN ratio = C/N are
set, N is the optical length on the inside of the cell nucleus region, and C is the optical length on the outside of the cell
nucleus region.)
[0037] In Formula (3), c1, c2, α and β can be set so that the evaluation accuracy is improved. Although c1 is not
restricted, it may be set in a range of -400 to 400, preferably -200 to 200, and may be 0. Preferably, c2 is set based on
a CN ratio with decreased percentage of differentiated cells. c2 is set in a range of, for example, 0.6 - 0.9, preferably
0.7 - 0.85, and more preferably 0.8. Although α only needs to be larger than 0, α is usually an integer, preferably 1 or
2, more preferably 1. In addition, although β only needs to also be 0 or larger, β is usually an integer, preferably 0 or 1.
[0038] It is particularly preferable that c1 is 0, α is 1, and β is 0, and in this case, the optical length parameter is a
mean optical length.
[0039] Also, it is particularly preferable that c1 is 0, and α and β are 1, and in this case, the optical length parameter
is a QPM score represented by Formula (4). 

[0040] The "differentiation degree" is "degree (extent) of differentiation from a stem cell having a differentiation ability
to a cell having no differentiation ability (differentiated cell)."
[0041] It has been conventionally known that genes SSEA1, OCT-4, nanog are sequentially expressed with a change
of a somatic cell into an iPS cell (Tobias Brambrink et al., "Sequential Expression of Pluripotency Markers during Direct
Reprogramming of Mouse Somatic Cells," Cell Stem Cell, Vol. 2, pp. 151-159, February 2008), and there is a gradual
change in the cellular state between a differentiated cell and a stem cell. From this fact and the present inventor’s new
knowledge that the stem cell is thicker than the differentiated cell, it is considered that a differentiation degree of a cell
can be evaluated based on a cell thickness.
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[0042] Based on the cell thickness, the evaluation step of evaluating the differentiation degree of a cell may include
a step of evaluating whether a cell is a stem cell based on the cell thickness.
[0043] In order to evaluate whether a cell is a stem cell based on the cell thickness, conventionally a value of an
indicator based on the cell thickness is initially compared with a prescribed value of the indicator (set threshold). Spe-
cifically, the set threshold is a value between the value of the indicator based on the cell thickness of a stem cell and
the value of the indicator of the differentiated cell, and is a prescribed value. In addition, as a matter of course, the value
of the indicator may be a mean value. Next, whether the cell is a stem cell is evaluated based on the comparative results.
[0044] For example, when the evaluation is carried out by the cell thickness, the cell thickness is compared with the
prescribed threshold of the cell thickness (set cell thickness). Specifically, the sizes are compared between the cell
thickness and the set cell thickness to distinguish between larger cell thicknesses and smaller cell thicknesses than the
set cell thickness. In addition, the set cell thickness is set by previously investigating the cell thicknesses of the stem
cell and the differentiated cell, and usually set so that the evaluation accuracy is excellent. When the cell thickness is
larger than the set cell thickness, it is judged that the cell is a stem cell, and when the cell thickness is smaller than the
set cell thickness, it is judged that the cell is not a stem cell.
[0045] The same applies to a case where it is evaluated whether a cell is a stem cell based on the cell thicknesses
and other indicators, particularly a CN ratio. For example, when the evaluation is carried out by an optical length parameter
such as a QPM score, the optical length parameter is compared with the prescribed threshold of the parameter (set
parameter) to evaluate whether the cell is a stem cell. When the optical length parameter is larger than the set parameter,
it is judged that the cell is a stem cell, and when the optical length parameter is smaller than the set parameter, it is
judged that the cell is not a stem cell.
[0046] Not only one but also two or more set thresholds can be set. The cells are sorted into any of the (number of
the set thresholds+1) groups. When the number of the set threshold is one, the cells are sorted into any of two groups
i.e., stem cells and differentiated cells as mentioned above, and when the number of the set threshold is two, the cells
are sorted into any of three groups (for example, highly-differentiated cells, moderately-differentiated cells and lowly-
differentiated cells).
[0047] In addition, a differentiation degree (%) may be calculated based on values of indicators based on cell thick-
nesses, in such a way that the value of an indicator based on the cell thickness of the stem cell corresponds to 0% of
differentiation degree, and that of the differentiated cell corresponds to 100% of differentiation degree.
[0048] When a cell is a single cell, whether the single cell is a single stem cell can be evaluated, and when a cell is a
cell population, whether the cell population is a stem cell population can be evaluated.
[0049] The results of evaluation may be finally displayed on a screen. When the object of evaluation is to distinguish
cells, preferably the results are displayed on the screen for understanding that the observed cells are stem cells or
differentiated cells.
[0050] The cell evaluation method of the present invention only needs to include "evaluation step of evaluating a
differentiation degree of a cell based on a cell thickness." Although steps before the determination of the cell thickness
are not restricted, one example of the steps before the determination of the cell thickness will be explained.
[0051] The steps before determination of the cell thickness may include for example, an obtention step of obtaining
cell observation data by observation of a cell using a microscope, and a determination step of determining the cell
thickness based on the cell observation data. By the cell evaluation method which further includes such steps, it can be
evaluated whether the observed cell is a stem cell.
[0052] First, the obtention step will be explained. A microscope may include primarily a phase microscope, for example,
a quantitative phase microscope such as a transmission quantitative phase microscope and a reflecting quantitative
phase microscope, and a phase contrast microscope.
[0053] Also, the microscope may include a microscope capable of three-dimensional imaging such as a reflecting
quantitative phase microscope, a low-coherence interference microscope, a phase tomography microscope, an optical
coherence tomography microscope, a confocal microscope and a differential interference microscope. In addition, the
differential interference microscope is preferably a microscope which comprises a mechanism for imaging two or more
cell observation images while continuously changing the focus.
[0054] Furthermore, the microscope may be a scanning probe microscope or the like.
[0055] Particularly, when the microscope is a phase microscope, the cell observation data can be readily converted
into optical length of a cell. Above all, the transmission quantitative phase microscope is preferable. In addition, when
the microscope is the microscope capable of three-dimensional imaging, the cell observation data can be readily con-
verted into a physical length of the cell. Above all, the reflecting quantitative phase microscope and the confocal micro-
scope are preferable.
[0056] Although the state of a cell in observation of a cell using the microscope is not particularly restricted, it is
preferable that the state of a cell is in a state of a single layer suitable for observation using the microscope. In addition,
although a cell can be cultured in a glass culture dish, a cover glass, etc., and observed as it is by using a microscope,
it is preferable that the surface of the glass has antireflection coating. Thereby, the influence by reflection of light from
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the glass can be reduced when a cell is observed using the microscope.
[0057] The cell observation data is data obtained by observing the cell using the microscope (microscope data of the
cell), and the data only needs to be the cell thickness itself or data which can be converted into the cell thickness. The
data also includes images (image data).
[0058] The cell observation data may include primarily a phase microscope image of the cell, for example, a quantitative
phase microscope image (quantitative phase image) of the cell, a phase contrast microscope image (phase contrast
image) of the cell, etc.
[0059] In addition, other cell observation data may include three-dimensional data and tomographic images of cells
obtained by a microscope capable of three-dimensional imaging, for example, a reflecting quantitative phase microscope,
a low-coherence interference microscope, a phase tomography microscope, an optical coherence tomography micro-
scope, a confocal microscope, a differential interference microscope, etc.
[0060] Furthermore, data by a scanning probe microscope, for example, a physical length between bottom and surface
of a cell is also the cell observation data.
[0061] Above all, quantitative phase images of cells are preferable as the cell observation data.
[0062] Next, the determination step will be explained.
[0063] A cell thickness is determined based on cell observation data. When the cell observation data is a cell thickness
itself, it can be determined as the cell thickness. For example, a physical length between the bottom and surface of a
cell which is scanning probe microscope data can be determined as the cell thickness as is.
[0064] When the cell observation data is not the cell thickness, the cell observation data is converted into the cell
thickness. In addition, prior to conversion into the cell thickness, data processing of the cell observation data, for example,
enlargement and reduction of the cell observation image, brightness adjustment, correction such as subtraction and
addition of images may be carried out as required. In addition, the cell observation image may be an image obtained by
combining (joining) two or more cell observation images (connected images). As a matter of course, each cell observation
image may be corrected as required before or after combination. For example, an image obtained by appropriately
correcting and combining phase values in quantitative phase images of two or more cells can be regarded as the cell
observation image.
[0065] For example, when the cell observation data is a phase microscope image of a cell, particularly, a quantitative
phase image of a cell and a phase contrast image of a cell, the image is converted into an optical length of the cell.
[0066] In addition, for example, when the cell observation data is three-dimensional data and tomographic images of
a cell obtained by a microscope capable of three-dimensional imaging, particularly, a reflecting quantitative phase
microscope, a low-coherence interference microscope, a phase tomography microscope, an optical coherence tomog-
raphy microscope, a confocal microscope and a differential interference microscope, these are converted into a physical
length of the cell.
[0067] Furthermore, according to necessity, one cell thickness can be selected from plural cell thicknesses, and a
mean value of thicknesses in one cell can be derived by averaging plural cell thicknesses. For example, plural cell
thicknesses in one cell are averaged, which can be regarded as a thickness of one cell representing the cell.
[0068] The number of the cell thickness to be determined only needs to be one or more, and is not restricted, however,
usually one cell thickness is determined per cell to be evaluated.

(Cell evaluation apparatus)

[0069] A cell evaluation apparatus to be used in the cell evaluation method of the present invention will be explained.
Fig. 2 is a schematic view showing a hardware constitution of the cell evaluation apparatus related to one embodiment,
and Fig. 3 is a schematic view showing a functional constitution of the cell evaluation apparatus related to one embodiment.
[0070] As shown in Fig. 2, the cell evaluation apparatus D is constituted as a conventional computer which physically
comprises a CPU D11, a main memory such as ROM D12 and RAM D13, an input device D14 such as a keyboard and
mouse, an output device D15 such as a display, a communication module D16 such as a network card for transmission
and reception of data in communication with other devices, an auxiliary memory D17 such as a hard disk, etc. Each
function of the cell evaluation apparatus mentioned below can be achieved by loading a given computer software on
hardware such as CPU D11, ROM D12 and RAM D13, activating the input device D14, the output device D15 and the
communication module D16 under control of the CPU D11, and reading and writing the data in the main memory D12
and D 13 as well as the auxiliary memory D 17.
[0071] As shown in Fig. 3, the cell evaluation apparatus D comprises a determination means D1, an evaluation means
D2 and a display means D3 as functional components. The cell evaluation apparatus receives cell observation data
through reception by the communication module D16, input by the input device D 14, etc.
[0072] The determination means D1 determines the cell thickness based on the cell observation data. The evaluation
means D2 determines the differentiation degree of the cell based on the cell thickness. The display means D3 indicates
the results of evaluation.
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(Cell evaluation program)

[0073] A cell evaluation program allows the computer to function as the determination means D1, the evaluation means
D2 and the display means D3. The computer acts as the cell evaluation device by loading the cell evaluation program
on the computer. The cell evaluation program is provided in such a way that it is stored in, for example, a storage medium.
In addition, the storage medium is exemplified by a storage medium such as a flexible disc, CD and DVD, a storage
medium such as a ROM, a semiconductor memory or the like.
[0074] As mentioned above, although embodiments of the present invention have been explained, as a matter of
course, the present invention is not restricted to the above-mentioned embodiments.

[Examples]

(Example 1)

[Obtention of pluripotent stem cell samples]

[0075] As cell strains of human pluripotent stem cells, H9 (human ES cell), khES-3 (human ES cell) and IMR-90-1
(human iPS cell) were prepared and cultured. In order to artificially produce both undifferentiated normal pluripotent
stem cells and differentiated abnormal cells, culturing was intentionally conducted in an inappropriate culturing condition.
Specifically, culturing was continued beyond an appropriate number of days for subculturing (3 days/subculturing) to
produce a sample in a state that the cell colony had overgrown (an overgrowth state). This cell population in an overgrowth
state is considered to contain both the undifferentiated normal pluripotent stem cells and the differentiated abnormal
cells. Furthermore, a cell sample in a single-layer culturing state suitable for microscope observation was obtained by
subculturing this sample in the overgrowth state in a separate culture dish.

[Obtention of a quantitative phase image]

[0076] This cell sample was observed 2 - 3 days after the subculturing. For observation, a transmission quantitative
phase microscope (see Patent Document 1 and Non-Patent Document 1) was used. The transmission quantitative phase
microscope is a microscope which can image an optical length (physical length x refractive index difference) of a living
cell without using a fluorescent dye or the like but utilizes interference of light. Since an entire culture dish is not within
one visual field of the microscope, plural images are taken while sliding the visual field and combined (connected) after
the imaging to obtain a transmission quantitative phase microscopic image (quantitative phase image) of an entire culture
dish. In addition, in order to precisely cut out a region of the cell nucleus from the quantitative phase image, the cell
nucleus was stained by a vital stain (Hoechst33342) before imaging of the quantitative phase image, and simultaneously
imaged.
[0077] When the optical length (optical thickness) of the human pluripotent stem cell is calculated as an absolute
value, the images need to be appropriately combined. For example, plural quantitative phase images of the human ES
cell colony measured by the quantitative phase microscope were taken while changing the visual field, and images
combined without correction are shown in Fig. 4. In Fig. 4, 12 vertical x 13 horizontal visual field images are arranged.
In the quantitative phase image, the image showing the optical length of the cell is likely to generate slopes and offsets
in brightness value, and thus when a distribution of a true phase value is designated as øT (x, y), the measured phase
value is represented by øo (x, y) = øT (x, y) + Offs + Sx*x + Sy*y. Sx is a slope in an x-coordinate direction, Sy is a slope
in a y-coordinate direction, and Offs is an offset value of the image.
[0078] When this image is corrected, first, each visual field is corrected. A schematic drawing of an image in which
the quantitative phase images are combined without correction is shown in Fig. 5. Fig. 5 shows an area of the cell colony
marked with diagonal lines and a non-marked background area, and the visual field includes 9 fields of 3 x 3. For the
visual field A including the background area, a true phase value can be derived by correction of the background image.
That is, when the background image is represented by Bg = Offs_B + Sx_B*x + Sy_B*y, 3 or more pixels as the background
are picked up, and when mean squared errors ε (Formula (5)) for their (x1, y1), (x2, y2), (x3, y3) ... (xN, yN) are represented
by
[Formula 1] 
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the background image can be estimated by calculating Offs_B, Sx_B and Sy_B with minimized ε. In this way, the visual
field including the background area can be corrected by estimating the background image and subtracting it from the
quantitative phase image.
[0079] Next, visual fields including no background area is corrected. For example, the visual field B in Fig. 5 corresponds
to this visual field including no background area. If the true phase distributions of the visual field A have already been
settled, phase distributions to be fulfilled in this visual field B can be determined for the left, right, top and bottom of four
sides. Thus, in relation to the visual field like a visual field B, if the pixels of the sides of which the true phase distributions
have already been settled are designated as (x1, y1), (x2, y2), (x3, y3) ... (xN, yN), and the phase values of the pixels
corresponding to the already settled sides are designated as ø1, ø2, ø3 ... øN, a background image can be estimated
by calculating Offs_B, Sx_B and Sy_B with minimized mean squared errors ε represented by Formula (6), i.e.,
[Formula 2]

In this way, the background image is estimated and subtracted from the quantitative phase image, and thereby the visual
field including no background area can also be corrected.
[0080] Fig. 6 is a second schematic drawing of the image obtained by combining the quantitative phase images without
correction. In a case of the image of Fig. 6, the visual field D cannot be quickly corrected even after the correction of the
visual fields including the background images, because all sides are not in contact with the visual fields with the settled
true phase values. In such a case, from the visual fields having more sides in contact with the images in which true
phase values have already settled by correction of the background images, specifically, the visual field B in Fig. 6,
correction is started by the above-mentioned method. Therefore, the visual fields additionally corrected as well as the
visual fields having more sides in contact with the images in which true phase values have already been settled, spe-
cifically, the visual field C in Fig. 6 are corrected, and eventually the visual field D is corrected to allow correction of the
entire visual fields.
[0081] In this way, an image after correction of the image (Fig. 4) obtained by combining the quantitative phase images
without correction is shown in Fig. 7. It is found that the absolute value of the phase was correctly imaged. Since the
absolute value of the phase is proportional to the optical length, such correction enables the absolute quantitation of the
optical length.

[Distinguishing colonies]

[0082] After obtention of the quantitative phase image, 4% of the sample was fixed and immuno-stained. For staining,
an anti-nanog-Alexa488 antibody (nanog) was used. The nanog is a homeodomain protein which can be an undifferen-
tiated marker. A threshold was set for brightness in the nanog staining to distinguish the pluripotent stem cells from the
differentiated cells. A colony having 60% or more of the pluripotent stem cells was designated as a good colony, and a
colony having 40% or less of the pluripotent stem cells was designated as a bad colony, and a colony which is between
these was designated as a good/bad colony-mixed colony. Distinguishing between these good/bad colonies was regarded
as a right result, and image processing procedures for evaluating the pluripotent stem cells were compared and examined
only from information of the quantitative phase image.
[0083] For example, the H9 cell will be described in detail. For the H9 cell, 103 colonies in 11 dishes were analyzed.
From the results of the nanog staining, it was found that, among the 103 colonies, there were 52 good colonies, 49 bad
colonies, and 3 good/bad-mixed colonies. The analyzed cells included a total of 32893 cells in the good colonies, a total
of 5094 cells in the bad colonies, and a total of 130 cells in the good/bad-mixed colonies.
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[Quantitation of the optical length]

[0084] For each one of the cells to form these colonies, the quantitative phase image was analyzed. Fig. 8 is a
quantitative phase image of the H9 cell colony, and Fig. 9 is its magnified view. The brightness of the quantitative phase
image represents the optical length of the cell. This colony is one example of a good colony in which 99.8% or more of
the cells were judged as pluripotent stem cells by immunostaining. The quantitative phase image was taken by a 20-
power objective lens, and each one of the cells can be visualized by magnification. In addition, an enlarged image of
the H9 cell colony in which the cell nucleus was stained for identifying a position of the cell nucleus is shown in Fig. 10.
[0085] Fig. 9 shows that the optical length on the inside of the cell nucleus region tends to be shorter than the optical
length on the outside of the cell nucleus. In order to quantitatively measure this tendency, the optical lengths on the
inside and outside of the cell nucleus regions were sampled on each one of all cells from which the cell nucleus regions
could be extracted, and statistically processed. For explaining the sampling range, an enlarged schematic drawing of
the quantitative phase image is shown in Fig. 11(A). The sampling range on the inside of the cell nucleus region is
designated as entire region in the cell nucleus except for the nucleolus as shown in the hatched area of Fig. 11(B), and
each optical length of the cells was averaged. The sampling range on the outside of the cell nucleus region is designated
as a doughnut-shaped region around the cell nucleus region as shown in the hatched area of Fig. 11(C), and each
physical length of the cells was averaged.
[0086] As a result, for 32893 cells in the good colonies, 5094 cells in the bad colonies, and 130 cells in the good/bad-
mixed colonies, quantitative values of the optical lengths on the inside and outside of the cell nucleus regions could be
obtained, as mentioned above. In addition, the position of the cell nucleus was identified based on the Hoechst33342
cell nucleus staining image. The cell nucleus is stained for improving the accuracy of the experiment, and the position
of the cell nucleus can be roughly identified only by the quantitative phase image without the cell nucleus staining.

[Calculation of mean optical length]

[0087] A mean optical length and a CN ratio were calculated from the quantitative values of the measured cell optical
lengths. The mean optical length is a value calculated by "mean optical length = (C + N)/2" (unit: nanometer), and the
CN ratio is a value calculated by "CN ratio = C/N." Herein, N is the optical length on the inside of the cell nucleus region,
and C is the optical length on the outside of the cell nucleus region.

[Mean optical length as a criterion]

[0088] The scatter diagram (scattergram) of the cells in the good colonies is shown in Fig. 12(A), and the scatter
diagram of the cells in the bad colonies is shown in Fig. 12(B). Herein, the horizontal axis is the mean optical length,
and the vertical axis is the CN ratio. These scatter diagrams show a tendency that "the good colonies have CN ratio >
1, and the bad colonies have CN ratio < 1," and a tendency that the mean optical length of the cells in the bad colonies
is smaller than that in the good colonies. In other words, this means that the cells in the bad colonies are generally
thinner than those in the good colonies.
[0089] Furthermore, the histogram of the CN ratio is shown in Fig. 13(A), and the histogram of the mean optical length
is shown in Fig. 13(B). In these histograms, the solid line is of the pluripotent stem cell, and the dashed line is of the
differentiated cell. Fig. 13(A) and Fig. 13(B) show that not only the CN ratio but also the mean optical length can be
indicators for evaluating whether the cell is a pluripotent stem cell.

[QPM score as a criterion]

[0090]

QPM score = mean optical length·(CN ratio - c2) is described above, however, when CN ratio = 0.8 with the percentage
of the differentiated cells being approximately zero is designated as an offset (i.e., c2 = 0.8),
QPM score = mean optical length·(CN ratio - 0.8)

is derived (contour diagram of this QPM score is shown in Fig. 14).
[0091] The histogram of this QPM score is shown in Fig. 15. The solid line is of the pluripotent stem cell, and the
dashed line is of the differentiated cell in Fig. 15. From a contrast between Fig. 13(A), Fig. 13(B) and Fig. 15, it is revealed
that the QPM score can also be a criterion for evaluating whether the cell is a pluripotent stem cell, and that the QPM
score is a better indicator for evaluating whether the cell is a pluripotent stem cell than the CN ratio and the mean optical
length.
[0092] Furthermore, ROC curves were drawn for the CN ratio, the mean optical length and the QPM score so as to
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obtain Fig. 16. The top left ROC curve is of the QPM score, the subjacent ROC curve is of the mean optical length, and
the bottom right ROC curve is of the CN ratio. In relation to the ROC curve, the nearer upper left the curve is, the better
the indicator is, and Fig. 16 shows that the QPM score is a better indicator than the CN ratio and the mean optical length.
Sensitivity (true positive rate) = 0.90 and specificity (false positive rate) = 0.86 can be achieved by using the QPM score
(Fig. 16).

[Evaluation accuracy of colonies]

[0093] A CN ratio, a mean optical length and a QPM score were calculated for each one of all cells in each colony,
then mean values of CN ratio, mean optical length and QPM score were calculated for each colony to obtain a CN ratio,
a mean optical length and a QPM score of each colony. Fig. 17(A) is a scatter diagram of the CN ratio of each colony,
Fig. 17(B) is a scatter diagram of the mean optical length of each colony, and Fig. 17(C) is a scatter diagram of the QPM
score of each colony. In Fig. 17(A), Fig. 17(B) and Fig. 17(C), the vertical axes are the CN ratio, the mean optical length
and the QPM score respectively, the horizontal axes are fluorescent brightnesses for the anti-nanog immunostaining
(mean values), and the mark s represents the undifferentiated colony (pluripotent stem cell colony), and the mark x
represents the differentiated colony (differentiated cell colony). Additionally, the transverse lines in Fig. 17(A), Fig. 17(B)
and Fig. 17(C) are respectively a CN ratio, a mean optical length and a QPM score (threshold) which were set.
[0094] Results of evaluation of each colony by comparing the CN ratio, the mean optical length and the QPM score
with the threshold in each colony are shown in Table 1. In Table 1, the correct evaluation rate means a rate of differentiated
cell colonies judged to be "differentiated cell colony" in the case of that the differentiated cell colony is designated as
"positive," and the false positive rate means a rate of pluripotent stem cell colonies incorrectly judged to be "differentiated
cell colony" in the case that the differentiated cell colony is designated as "positive."

[0095] Table 1 shows that the method for evaluating whether each colony is a pluripotent stem cell colony by comparing
the mean optical length of each colony with its threshold has good evaluation accuracy, and particularly a method for
evaluating whether each colony is a pluripotent stem cell colony by comparing the QPM score of each colony with its
threshold has excellent evaluation accuracy.

(Example 2)

[0096] On a 35 mm-diameter glass bottom dish with antireflection coating, a human living fibroblast-derived 253G1
iPS cell strain was seeded at 10-20 colonies/dish, and cultured on a feeder using a medium containing a final concentration
of 4 ng/mL of human basic fibroblast growth factor (Primate ES Medium, ReproCELL Incorporated, Trade name:
RCHEMD001). The size of one colony was approximately 200 mm. For the feeder cell, a mouse lung fibroblast cell was
used. The cell was cultured until the 3rd day after the seeding. The medium was exchanged once a day.
[0097] The sample for differentiation of the iPS cell was transferred to a medium containing a final concentration of 4
ng/mL of human basic fibroblast growth factor and 12.5 mM of retinoic acid (Primate ES Medium) on the 2nd day after
the seeding, and further cultured for 4 days. Generally, retinoic acid is used as a reagent for inducing differentiation. In
addition, as a control for the differentiated cell, a human breast cancer-derived epithelial cell MCF7 cell was used. The
MCF7 cell was seeded at 20% of cell density, and cultured with a DMEM medium containing 10% of FBS up to a near
confluent state for 3 days. On each culture line except for the MCF7 cell, the medium was exchanged once a day.
[0098] For the cells in a 60 mm x 80 mm visual field, three-dimensional data was obtained at intervals of 0.125 mm in
horizontal direction and 0.32 mm in vertical direction using a reflecting quantitative phase microscope, and a tomographic
image was produced from the obtained data. From the produced tomographic image, bottom and surface shapes were

[Table 1]

Threshold Correct evaluation rate (Differentiated cell 
colonies judged to be "differentiated cell 
colony")

False positive rate (Pluripotent stem cell 
colonies incorrectly judged to be 
"differentiated cell colony")

CN ratio 0.985 47/49 1/52

Mean 
optical 
length

180 47/49 2/52

QPM 
score

38 48/49 0/52
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extracted and quantified as shown in Fig. 18 and Fig. 19. This processing was carried out in the entire visual field to
obtain the bottom and surface shapes of the entire visual field. From the obtained bottom and surface shapes, a cell
thickness (physical length) was measured to calculate a mean value. The mean values of the calculated physical cell
lengths in respective samples are shown in Table 2.

[0099] As shown in Table 2, the mean value of the physical length of the iPS cell was larger than those of the iPS cell
cultured with retinoic acid and the MCF7 cell which are differentiated cells.
[0100] This result reveals that it can be evaluated whether a cell is a stem cell based on its physical length.

(Example 3)

[0101] Furthermore, in order to verify that the size of the physical length and the size of the mean optical length
correlate with each other and evaluation for the stem cell is possible by using either of these indicators, both the physical
length and mean optical length were measured for the same cell in the same colony.
[0102] On a 35 mm-diameter glass bottom dish with matrigel coating, a human living fibroblast-derived 253G1 iPS
cell strain was seeded at 10-20 colonies/dish, and cultured in a feederless condition using a medium (mTeSR1, STEM-
CELL Technologies). The size of one colony was approximately 200 mm. The cell was cultured until the 4th day after
the seeding. The medium was exchanged once a day.
[0103] The sample for differentiation of the iPS cell was transferred to a medium containing a final concentration of
12.5 mM of retinoic acid (mTeSR1) on the 2nd day after the seeding, and further cultured until the 4th day after the
seeding. Generally, retinoic acid is used as a reagent for inducing differentiation. The medium was exchanged once a day.
[0104] For the cells in a 60 mm x 80 mm visual field, three-dimensional data was obtained at intervals of 0.125 mm in
horizontal direction and 0.32 mm in vertical direction using a reflecting quantitative phase microscope, and a tomographic
image was produced from the obtained data. From the produced tomographic image, bottom and surface shapes were
extracted and quantified. This processing was carried out in the entire visual field to obtain the bottom and surface
shapes of the entire visual field. From the obtained bottom and surface shapes, a physical length (cell thickness) was
measured.
[0105] Similarly, an optical length of the cell was also measured by the reflecting quantitative phase microscope. The
reflecting quantitative phase microscope can also measure the optical thickness (optical length) of the cell by imaging
the phase of reflected light from a cell-adhesive substrate (Optics Express, Vol. 16, Issue 16, pp. 12227-12238, 2008).
In this example, the optical length and physical length of the cell were measured in the same cell.
[0106] In calculation of a physical length and a mean optical length of each cell, an ROI of each cell was set so as to
include both the cytoplasm and cell nucleus, and their mean values in the ROI were designated as the physical length
and the mean optical length of each cell.
[0107] For the iPS cell colony, a total of 25 cells were sampled from 4 colonies, and for the cell colony with retinoic
acid (differentiated cell colony), a total of 27 cells were sampled from 4 colonies. Graphs of the results are shown in Fig.
20. Fig. 20(A) shows the difference of the physical length between the iPS cell colony and the differentiated cell colony,
and Fig. 20(B) shows the difference of the mean optical length between them. It was revealed that the size of the physical
length and the size of the mean optical length correlated with each other and evaluation for the stem cell was possible
based on either of these indicators. ** in Fig. 20(A) and Fig. 20(B) represents that the p value by Student’s t-test is less
than 0.001, suggesting that these two populations can be discriminated from each other by a high significance.

[Explanation of Symbols]

[0108]

D Cell evaluation apparatus

D1 Determination means

[Table 2]

Mean value of the physical cell length (mm)

iPS cell 12.3

iPS cell with retinoic acid (differentiated cell) 6.25

MCF7 cell (differentiated cell) 5.80
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D2 Evaluation means

D3 Indication means

Claims

1. A cell evaluation method, comprising:

evaluating a cell differentiation degree based on a cell thickness.

2. The cell evaluation method according to claim 1, wherein the cell thickness is a mean optical length represented by
Formula (1): 

(wherein, N is an optical length on the inside of a cell nucleus region, and C is an optical length on the outside of
the cell nucleus region).

3. The cell evaluation method according to claim 1 or 2, wherein the cell differentiation degree is evaluated based on
a mean optical length represented by Formula (1) and a CN ratio represented by Formula (2): 

(wherein, N is an optical length on the inside of a cell nucleus region, and C is an optical length on the outside of
the cell nucleus region).

4. The cell evaluation method according to any one of claims 1 to 3, wherein the cell differentiation degree is evaluat-
edbased on an optical length parameter represented by Formula (3): 

(wherein, c1 and c2 are any constants, α > 0, β ≥ 0, mean optical length = (C + N)/2, CN ratio = C/N, and N is an
optical length on the inside of a cell nucleus region, and C is an optical length on the outside of the cell nucleus region).

5. The cell evaluation method according to claim 1, wherein the cell thickness is a physical length of the cell.

6. The cell evaluation method according to any one of claims 1 to 5, wherein the cell is a single cell.

7. The cell evaluation method according to any one of claims 1 to 5, wherein the cell is a cell population.

8. The cell evaluation method according to any one of claims 1 to 7, further comprising:

observing the cell with a microscope to obtain cell observation data, and
determining the cell thickness based on the cell observation data.

9. The cell evaluation method according to claim 8, wherein the microscope is a phase microscope.
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10. The cell evaluation method according to claim 8, wherein the microscope is a reflecting quantitative phase micro-
scope, a low-coherence interference microscope, a phase tomography microscope, an optical coherence tomog-
raphy microscope, a confocal microscope or a differential interference microscope.

11. The cell evaluation method according to any one of claims 8 to 10, wherein the cell observation data is an image
obtained by combining two or more cell observation images.
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