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as an emerging model for development
and regeneration
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Abstract
The African spiny mouse (Acomys spp.) is an emerging animal model with remarkable biological character-
istics that make it a subject of interest for a broad range of research fields. Typically a desert species adapted
to a low-calorie diet, spiny mice develop diabetes-related symptoms when switched to high-energy diets.
Spiny mice undergo relatively long gestation periods and have small litters of highly developed pups, making
them an adequate model for late organogenesis and perinatal biology. Recently, they have been shown to have
remarkable healing and regeneration capabilities, which make them unique among mammals. In this work,
we describe our experience in housing a colony of African spiny mice and cover all basic aspects of feeding,
maintenance and breeding for research purposes.
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Introduction

The genusAcomys, commonly known as the spinymouse,
is a small rodent distributed throughout Africa, the
Middle East and south-west Asia.1 It was first described
in 1803 by E. Geoffrey2 and derives its common name
from the presence of thick hair spines on its back. The
genus presents a number of interesting biological charac-
teristics that have been the subject of research since the
1950s, when the first laboratory colonies were established.
Early interest focused on Acomys as a model of type 2
diabetes, based on the observation that animals fed high-
fat diets developed obesity and hyperglycaemia.3 A
second area of interest is based on the fact that this
genus has a relatively long gestation period (approxi-
mately 39 days) after which pups are born in an advanced
state of development. Therefore, the spiny mouse is used
as a model for organogenesis and late pregnancy biol-
ogy.4–6 More recently, Acomys has been demonstrated
to undergo menstruation (a rare characteristic in mam-
mals) andmay become an important rodentmodel for the
study of themenstrual cycle.7 The genus has also emerged

as a model of mammalian regeneration due to its remark-
able healing and regenerative properties.8–10 In this paper,
we present an overview of Acomys husbandry based on
several years of experience in housing a colony. Animal
husbandry and procedures were carried out as regulated
by both Portuguese law (DL 113/2013) andEuropean law
(directive 2010/63/EU). Projects at our institute involving
Acomys spp. are approved by the Animal Welfare Body
of the University of Algarve and by the competent
authority (Direcção Geral de Alimentação e
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Veterinária). The Center for Biomedical Research
(CBMR-UALG) bioterium is a licensed animal facility
for small rodents.

Nomenclature, taxonomy and
geographical distribution

Acomys derives its scientific name from the Greek
‘acme’ (pointy, referring to the shape of the snout)
and ‘mus’ (mouse).11 Its common name, ‘spiny
mouse’, describes the thick spine-like hairs along its
dorsum, which are presumably an anti-predator adap-
tation. Currently, the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) recognizes 18 distinct
species of Acomys. However, the taxonomy within the
genus Acomys remains somewhat controversial, with
the number of species that compose it varying consid-
erably as the genus has been studied over the years.12

As its common name suggests, Acomys had traditionally
been classified as a murid based on various morpho-
logical traits.13–16 However, analysis of biochemical
and immunological data called this classification into
question,17–19 and further DNA-based analysis, includ-
ing DNA–DNA hybridization analysis20 and direct
sequencing of the anti-chemotrypsin or cytochrome b
genes12,21,22, found strong evidence of a close phylogen-
etic relationship with gerbils, leading these authors to

propose classifying Acomys within the subfamily
Gerbilinae. However, more recent studies based on
the sequences of multiple nuclear genes support the
inclusion of Acomys in the subfamily Deomyinae.23,24

The spiny mouse is found throughout Africa, the
Middle East and south-west Asia. Within the genus,
some species receive their common names after their
main geographical location and are therefore referred
to as Egyptian spiny mouse (Acomys cahirinus), Cretan
spiny mouse (A. minous), Cyprus spiny mouse
(A. nesiotes), Arabian spiny mouse (A. dimidiatus) or
Turkish Spiny Mouse (A. cilicicus). Other species
names commonly refer to coat colouring (golden spiny
mouse (A. russatus) and grey spiny mouse
(A. cineraceus)), while several others go exclusively by
their scientific names, such as A. kempi, A. percivali,
A. wilsoni, etc. A thorough description of its habitats
and geographical range can be found in The IUCN
Red List of Threatened Species 2017-3.25 Briefly,
within Africa, the genus has a wide geographical range
(Figure 1), with various species being found in Maghreb
and Egypt, Ethiopia, Sudan, Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania
and as far south as South Africa. In the Middle East, a
number of species are found in Turkey, Jordan, Israel
and the Arabian Peninsula. The A. cahirinus/A. dimidia-
tus group has branched out to the Mediterranean islands
of Cyprus (A. nesiotes) and Crete (A. minous), but the
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Figure 1. Geographical distribution of Acomys species (this image was created using information available in
the International Union for the Conservation of Nature Red List of Threatened Species, Version 2017-3;25

www.iucnredlist.org).
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genus has not been found in the wild in southern
Europe. In south-west Asia, Acomys has been reported
in Pakistan and Iran.1,26–29 It typically inhabits dry,
semi-arid, rocky desert areas or short grasslands. In
Kenya, it has been described as inhabiting rocky can-
yons, cliff bases and rock formations known as kopjes.
The species can be commensal with man, inhabiting the
crevices of human dwellings11 or associated with fruit
orchards, palm groves or gardens. Acomys do not dig
burrows or build nests, tending to take refuge in what-
ever shelter the terrain offers.

Basic biology

Acomys is somewhat larger that the average laboratory
Mus musculus.1 In our colony, at 1 year of age, their
weight ranges between 39.05 and 63.41 g (N¼ 52).
Average weight is 49.3� 6.1 g. Males weigh 49.9�
6.7 g (N¼ 24) and females 48.8� 5.4 g (N¼ 28), with
no statistical differences between sexes (p¼ 0.87).
Body length (snout to anus) ranges from 114 to
96mm. Average body length is 106.8� 4mm (N¼ 52).
Males measure 107� 4.2mm (N¼ 24), while females
measure 106.6� 3.7mm (N¼ 28), with no statistical
differences between sexes (p¼ 0.67). Tail length ranges
between 102 and 88mm. Average tail length is
94.4� 3.6mm (N¼ 46). Male tails measure
93.8� 3.3mm (N¼ 22), while female tails measure
94.9� 3.8mm (N¼ 24), with no statistical differences
between the sexes (p¼ 0.3). In general, no sexual
dimorphism is evident.

Animals have pointy snouts, relatively large protrud-
ing black eyes, large ears and a scaly tail with sparse
short fine hairs. The dorsal coat colour is light golden
brown peppered with reddish, black and white hairs
(A. cahirinus), with some species presenting colour-
ations ranging from grey (A. percivali and A. cinera-
ceus) to an almost rusty orange (A. russatus). The
ventral coat is significantly lighter, usually a creamy
white. Spiny mice have a complex social organization
including individual and kin recognition,30,31 commu-
nal breeding32 and paternal care.33

Pups are born in a relatively advanced stage of devel-
opment. This precocity contrasts with the more
common altricial strategies of other rodents (mice and
rats) whose offspring are born at significantly earlier
stages of development. Acomys pups are born covered
with a soft, grey fur coat, unfurled ears, open eyes and
are mobile within 1 or 2 days (Figure 2(a)); indeed, by
one week of age they can be completely active and
start feeding on solid food in addition to lactation
(Figure 2b). At 4 weeks of age, the pups start becoming
juveniles and start changing their coat commencing on
their backs (Figure 2(c)), where dermal papillae already
formed during embryogenesis undergo a second wave
of proliferation (the first occurs during embryogenesis)
to produce the thicker awl hairs that eventually
develop into the genus’s characteristic spines;34 colour
changes gradually to the adult hue (Figure 2(d)). Males
and females become sexually mature between 3
and 4 months, but may need to reach between 4 and
6 months to breed successfully, presumably depending

Figure 2. Postnatal development of A. Cahirinus. (a) 2-day-old pup, (b) 1-week-old pup, (c) 4-week-old juvenile and
(d) 3-month-old adult.
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on social conditions. A recent report has demonstrated
that Acomys females have an 11-day oestral cycle35

after which, remarkably, they undergo menstruation.7

After mating, females do not form an evident external
vaginal plug, a feature which renders the identification
of exact mating time (E0) difficult. Spiny mice have a
long gestation period compared to other rodents
(39� 1 days), after which they give birth to small litters
(one to four pups, usually two). Spiny mice are rela-
tively long-lived compared to other murids; our oldest
animals are now over 4 years of age, with some publi-
cations reporting longevities of up to 6 years in labora-
tory colonies.36–38

Acomys have notoriously weak skin with a tensile
strength significantly lower than that found in other
murids,10 presumably an anti-predatory adaptation.
When handled vigorously, their skin tears easily and
large patches of skin can come cleanly off the animal,
exposing the underlying muscle fascia. Remarkably,
bleeding is minimal, and animals walk off apparently
unconcerned and quickly engage in normal behaviors
like feeding or grooming. They go on to close their
wounds through what looks like epimorphic regener-
ation, an exceptional trait in a mammal.8–10 Equally
interesting is that they do not seem to develop infec-
tions in spite of what can be extensive wounds. Lizards
are known to show autotomy and can shed their tails,
which later regenerate.39 Acomys show ‘false autot-
omy’, a tendency to lose the tail sheath due to mechan-
ical stress. A spiny mouse that loses his tail sheath will
quickly proceed to eat his own tail and is left with a
short stump that does not regenerate. Therefore,
Acomys should be handled with care. Transfer of ani-
mals to a new cage is best achieved by coaxing them
gently into a plastic container tall enough to impede
escape; if handled by hand, the handler should wear
two pairs of gloves: soft leather gloves covered with
disposable latex gloves, as Acomys (particularly
adults) can occasionally bite if alarmed. Younger indi-
viduals can be picked up by the tail for quick transfers
or sexing. Adults should in general not be picked up by
the tail, particularly if the animal has been in isolation,
as this results in significantly more agitated animals.
The animal should be gently grasped with the animal’s
back against the handler’s open palm with the fingers
gently closing in on the animal’s whole body. Holding
their head and front paws immobilized also seems to
calm the animals while being handled.

Husbandry and colony maintenance

Housing

Our animals are kept in a standard animal facility.
Temperature is maintained at 24–26�C. In our

experience, spiny mice thrive well between 20 and
26�C, but may show discomfort (lethargy and stretch-
ing out) at temperatures >28�C and increased huddling
(presumably to retain heat) at temperatures <18�C.
Pups in particular can suffer hypothermia if exposed
to low temperatures for more than 10–15 minutes.
Humidity is kept within 30 and 60% and lighting con-
ditions on a 12-hr light/dark cycle. Light intensity is
kept below 250 lux.

Our animals are housed in transparent plastic
cages of different sizes. Cages of 50� 30� 22 cm
(or 60� 45� 28 cm) are fitted with a metallic grid
(1 cm2) lid. The cage should not offer any non-metal
surface that the animals can bite into, as they will read-
ily chew holes large enough to exit the enclosure. The
number of animals per cage varies between 2–3 or 3–5
adults in the smaller and larger cages, respectively.
Alternatively, they can be kept in groups of up to 20
animals in large wire cages (18� 24� 16 inches).11

Spiny mice are highly social and communal breeders,
and seem to do well in what could be considered
slightly crowded conditions for other rodents. Given
their highly social nature, we do not house them indi-
vidually except in case of disease, injury caused by
attack by cage-mates or due to experimental reasons,
and if so, strive to minimize the time spent by the ani-
mals in isolation. A thin (2-cm deep) layer of substrate
is adequate, as spiny mice are notoriously devoid of
digging and burrowing behaviors. We use non-scented
commercial cat litter, but other substrates like corn
bedding and pine shavings can be used. The desert
adaptations of spiny mice and their water homeostasis
result in relatively odour-free animal rooms (compared
to Mus). As a rule, cages are cleaned out and animals
moved to fresh substrate every 2 weeks. While increas-
ing the substrate layer to a depth of 3 cm allows sub-
strate changes every 3 weeks without any deleterious
effect of any aspect of the animal’s health or repro-
ductive behavior, we prefer a 2-week changing sched-
ule. We provide one, or more, small wooden boxes
and/or polyvinyl chloride pipe sections (8 cm diameter)
as hiding places or burrows. This minimizes conse-
quences of occasional aggressive behavior that can
sometimes be observed in cages and seems to encour-
age breeding, as females usually have their litters
inside the boxes. Dry wooden branches for gnawing
and climbing, as well as a small running wheel, are
provided for environmental enrichment and seem par-
ticularly appreciated by the younger individuals. As
animals are usually housed in groups, an individual
identification system is required. Ear punches cannot
be used due to the fact that Acomys can regenerate
extensive full-thickness wounds in the ear pinna (see
below). Ear clips are equally unsuitable, as spiny
mice ears are relatively delicate and can tear easily.
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Given their regenerative potential, we have not tested
toe clipping as an identification strategy. We currently
use microchips (IDVet, Portugal) that can be inserted
subcutaneously between the shoulder blades, allowing
unambiguous identification of each particular
individual.

Diet and nutrition

Spiny mice are highly omnivorous. In the wild they feed
on green vegetation, assorted seeds, dry or fleshy fruits,
small arthropods, mushrooms and snails.40 They do not
hoard food. It is not known if Acomys consumes meat
in their natural habitat,41,42 but cannibalism of pups
and dead cage-mates is a relatively common occurrence
in our colony. Pups can disappear without a trace, and
a cannibalized adult can be reduced to a pile of bones
and skin relatively quickly. Acomys is adapted to dry
environments43 and derives a significant part of its
water intake from food.44 This makes Acomys more
sensitive to salt and fat-rich diets, which results in a
reduction of fertility and an increase in the probability
of appearance of type 2 diabetes.3,45,46 Food can be
dispensed into a flat ceramic bowl or directly on to
the substrate. While they will eat almost everything
that is put in front of them, they are not without
their preferences. After trying different feeding regimes,
we finally settled for a mixture of seeds (commercial
poultry seed mixes, rich in wheat, barley, corn, sun-
flower seeds, etc). Animals are fed approximately
15% of their weight two times a week. As a rule of
thumb, no more than 10% of the previous meal
should remain uneaten at the next feeding. Once a
week, the animals diet is supplemented with a mixture
of vegetables and fruit. A number of breeding groups
from our colony were fed normal laboratory mouse
pellets ad libitum: after three months, breeding
dropped off precipitously but recommenced quickly
when animals were switched back to their normal
seed-based, vegetable/fruit-supplemented diet. Of
note, the mouse chow used was standard maintenance
type (Ultragene Maintenance Diet, 12% protein con-
tent); it is possible that use of a high-protein level
mouse chow would allow reproduction to continue,
although we have not yet tested this. Protein content
can be reinforced with live mealworms, crickets or
earthworms once a week. Pups less than 1 month
old or animals recovering from sickness or injury
benefit from softer food. Animals receive a vitamin
supplement (Wevit, Portugal) once a month and min-
eral water is provided ad libitum. Unrestricted feeding
can lead to overweight animals and possibly the devel-
opment of diabetes. In particular, carbohydrate-rich
and especially fat-rich diets should be avoided
(see below).

Breeding

For reproduction, we have used breeding groups con-
sisting of one male with one to three females without
observing major differences in reproductive output;
however, published reports suggest that maximum
productivity is obtained with groups consisting of sev-
eral related females paired to an unrelated male and
their offspring, with litter size correlating to female
weight and number of immature females in the
group.33 Litters are small, ranging from one to four
pups, but most often two pups. Overall sex ratio has
been reported as relatively stable at 1:1.47 If needed,
pups can be weaned by 3 weeks of age; alternatively,
we occasionally leave offspring in the parental cage for
up to 2 months without having observed effects on
productivity of the breeding group; indeed, mature
females can become receptive shortly after parturition
and a new litter will be produced between 45 and 60
days after the previous litter. However, this can be quite
variable. Acomys breed year-round, but we have
observed variable productivity decreases during
winter, despite the fact that bioterium environmental
conditions remain unchanged.

Sex can be readily determined at 3–4 weeks of age by
inspecting the genitalia, with the distance between the
anus and the sexual organs distinctly larger in males
than in females (Figure 3). Sexing younger animals is
more difficult. Establishing new breeding groups is best
done when the animals are still relatively young and
sociable (<4 months old), regardless of whether they
have started to mature sexually (>1 month old). In
this case, animals can be put together in a new cage
without any special precautions. Older individuals
become more territorial and may not accept new
cage-mates readily. Females can be particularly aggres-
sive to new males introduced into their territory, par-
ticularly if there is more than one female;48 new males
can be chased, attacked, severely injured or even killed.
We have not tested whether this behavior is dependent
on the time of year/season of male introduction. When
attempting to establish a breeding group with older
animals, we put the male in the cage first and allow
him 2 or 3 days to establish his territory. We then put
a cardboard divider with a window covered with metal-
lic mesh, dividing the cage into two equal areas.
A female is introduced into the second compartment,
giving animals the opportunity to become habituated to
each other’s presence and scent. After 2 days (if the
animals have not already chewed through it) the divider
can be taken out. Usually some chasing and scuffling
occurs (particularly of females chasing males) and can
result in scratches, bitten tails and ears, or light skin
injuries. After a few hours, the animals calm down. The
animals should be monitored to ensure mutual accept-
ance and separated if aggression results in severe injury.
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If joining is successful, the divider may be reinstalled
and a second female introduced.

General and reproductive behavior

Once breeding groups are established, the group tends
to live harmoniously. Acomys are generally nocturnal;
one notable exception is A. russatus, which is nocturnal
but adopts a diurnal lifestyle when it shares its habitat
with A. Cahirinus.49 During the day, animals sleep in
huddled groups, becoming active for short periods, par-
ticularly if they are stimulated by human presence or
fed. They are naturally curious and become readily
accustomed to their handlers. Of note, cage lids
should be well secured, as Acomys are inquisitive,
lively, and something of ‘escape artists’. If they do
escape, recapturing them can be a challenge, as they
are quick runners capable of sizable jumps; recapture
is best achieved by using a box-type mouse trap that
allows access to food and snaps shut when the animal
nibbles at the morsel. Acomys do not burrow, dig or
show foot-hopping behavior. Hierarchical relationships
are established by chasing and tail nipping, and it is not
uncommon for tails to be scratched, bitten and injured.
Lower-status animals can be recognized by a greater
number of scabs and bite-marks on their tails, and
tend to occur in breeding groups under situations of
social stress. If a tail becomes severely injured, or if
the animal has lost its tail sheath due to poor handling,
the usual outcome is that the animal chews off the
entire tail, leaving a short stump. Females tend to be
dominant over males. A superovulation protocol for
spiny mice has recently been reported and could con-
stitute the first step towards the development of trans-
genic technologies.50 When the female becomes
receptive, the male will chase the female until she is
successfully mounted. The coitus itself involves rapid
thrusting and lasts only for 1–2 seconds, after which
both animals lick their genitalia clean. Somewhat
inconveniently for researchers, pregnant females do

not form a visible vaginal plug upon pregnancy
making determination of E0 problematic. Females
become conspicuously heavier around midpregnancy,
which lasts approximately 39 days.

Health

Acomys are generally robust and relatively easy to
maintain in good health when given good living condi-
tions and a healthy diet. Any new animals arriving at
the colony remain quarantined for 2 weeks and are
monitored for signs of disease, external parasites, and
nasal or ocular secretions. Healthy spiny mice are clear
eyed, socially active and inquisitive. Discomfort or pain
usually causes the animals to become lethargic and
assume a hunched position. Other signs of sickness
are semi-closed eyes and puffy eyebags. After the quar-
antine period is over, animals are integrated into the
colony. When cases of sickness do occur, we typically
isolate the animal in a separate room and monitor its
development. Occasionally, animals may fight and
wounds may be found; these are usually small, of
little concern and heal quickly without requiring treat-
ment. It will take a very severe skin wound to threaten
the life of a spiny mouse; full-thickness wounds of up to
30% of the surface of the back heal without any par-
ticular intervention; indeed, after 60 days, little external
sign of the wound remains (Figure 4). Histological ana-
lysis has shown substantial regeneration of such
wounds, including the formation of new hair follicles
in the bed wound. Information about disease and para-
sites of Acomys, either in the wild or in captivity, is
limited. Wild-captured Acomys have been reported to
carry ticks and fleas,51 cestodes, nematodes52 and coc-
cidian protozoa.53 In addition, a number of blood-
borne parasites have been detected, including Babesia,
Bartonella, Haemobartonella, Hepatozoon and
Trypanosoma.54 Diagnostic tests specific for Acomys
are not commercially available but standard tests avail-
able for rodents (PCR assays, foecal floats, pelage and

Figure 3. Sexing of A. cahirinus.
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tape tests) can be used to determine the pathogen status
of the colony.11 In addition, we expose sentinels to
Acomys soiled bedding and test them twice a year.
While we have never detected parasites or infectious
agents, we have relatively rarely had animals become
sick and quickly die; on one occasion 11 animals died
within a 10-day period, suggesting an infectious out-
break from an agent that we were unable to identify.
The ‘outbreak’ resolved spontaneously, did not
propagate throughout the colony and has not reoc-
cured since.

Uses as an experimental model

The first spiny mouse laboratory colonies were estab-
lished in the 1950s. While Acomys has never been a
mainstream model, it has been used to study a range
of subjects, including physiology (in particular, adapta-
tions to desert habitats), ecology, evolution, behavior
and metabolism. Three major themes stand out: dia-
betes, pre-natal development and regeneration.

Diabetes research

Obesity and diabetes were reported in an A. cahirinus
colony kept at the University of Geneva in the
1960s.3,55 Comparative dietary studies of spiny mice
in two different colonies led to the conclusion that the
diabetic phenotype was a metabolic response of a desert
species to nutritional plenty rather than selection of a
genetic variant.45,46 Up to 15% of 1-year-old animals
developed nutritionally induced diabetes, with beta-cell
hyperplasia,3 increased pancreatic insulin, low insulin
responses, hyperinsulinaemia, hyperglycaemia and glu-
cosuria.56 After some time, islets of Langerhans broke
down, the pancreas atrophied and ketosis occurred,
eventually leading to death.57 During the 1960s and

1970s, the diabetic phenotype of Acomys under fat- or
sucrose-enriched diets was characterized. While a fat-
rich diet induced obesity and diabetes, a sucrose-rich
diet induced hepatomegaly, hyperactive lipogenesis
and elevated cholesterol blood levels. Pancreatic hyper-
plasia and insulinaemia also occurred, but ketosis and
pancreatic atrophy were delayed in comparison to a fat-
rich diet. Overall, mortality was significantly higher for
the fat-rich diet.56,58 From the 1980s onward, diabetes
research in Acomys decreased in favour of other more
genetically tractable mouse models. From a practical
point of view, it is not clear that Acomys individuals
within outbred colonies would all become diabetic on
high-energy diets, but we proceed under the assumption
that they do have a potentially diabetic-prone
metabolism.

Pre-natal and perinatal development
research

Spiny mice are an interesting model for a range of
developmental studies focusing on organogenesis, late
pregnancy and perinatal biology. Pups are born in an
advanced state of development with open eyes,
unfurled ears and completely covered in fur. This pre-
cocity results in most of their organ systems being rela-
tively well developed at birth and contrasts markedly
with the state of development found in altricial rodent
pups. Spiny mouse pups are born capable of basic loco-
motion and become completely mobile within 1 week.
They are also capable of a degree of thermoregulation,
although pups under 3 weeks are sensitive to hypother-
mia if isolated from contact with adults. Liver, lungs,
certain brain regions and the kidney all show high levels
of maturity at birth.59–64 The spiny mouse model has
been used to examine the effect of maternal exposure to
glucocorticoids. Exposure to elevated concentrations of

Figure 4. Remarkable healing and regeneration of skin wounds in adult A. cahirinus. (a) An adult animal caught in a
dysfunctional running wheel tore himself free; the wound was trimmed clean but was otherwise not treated. (b) 2 days
post-injury, (c) 12 days post-injury, (c) 21 days post-injury and (e) 50 days post-injury.
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dexamethasone levels during midgestation has deleteri-
ous effects on placental function and is affected by the
sex of the foetus and time elapsed since exposure,65,66

an observation that parallels what is observed in human
pregnancies. Another aspect of human pregnancy that
has been modeled in Acomys is hypoxia during partur-
ition, which can cause cerebral palsy, cognitive disabil-
ities, impaired memory and retarded development.67

A study on pups subjected to hypoxia at birth revealed
central nervous system (CNS) inflammation and a
range of effects in behavioral testing.67 Follow-up stu-
dies suggested that treating pregnant females with
melatonin before asphyxia, or supplementing the
maternal diet with creatine during pregnancy, improves
survival and ameliorates effects on both the structure
and function of the CNS, kidneys and dia-
phragm.4,5,68–72 The model has also been used to
study in utero CNS development.59,73,74

Regeneration research

A recent interesting development in spiny mouse
research has been the discovery of the ability of this
species to regenerate extensively after wounding.
Regeneration occurs broadly but unevenly throughout
the animal kingdom; however, it is relatively rare in
mammals, which tend to respond to injury with fibrotic
scarring rather than epimorphic regeneration.75 In
2012, Seifert and colleagues reported that two species
of spiny mice (A. kempi and A. percivali) have weak
skin that tears easily in response to mechanical
stress.10 It is not uncommon for animals to suffer exten-
sive, full-thickness skin wounds. Remarkably, the
wounds close quickly; histological analysis has shown
that bona fide epimorphic regeneration occurs, with
animals reconstituting the original tissue architecture,
including adipose tissue, dermis, epidermis, sebaceous
glands and hair. Moreover, 4-mm circular full-thick-
ness wounds in the ear pinna close fully within 2
months, regenerating hyaline cartilage, adipocytes,
dermis, epidermis and hair follicles.10 This observation
has been confirmed in a third member of the species (A.
cahirinus) by our own work.9 In addition, we have
observed extensive angiogenesis, nerve fibers and the
presence of muscle fibers in the regenerated region.9

The cellular and molecular mechanisms underlying
this regenerative capacity are still poorly understood.

The nature of the cellular and molecular mechanisms
underlying the regenerative response in Acomys are cur-
rently under investigation. Interestingly, in the ear-
punch model, both Mus and Acomys are capable of
mounting a proliferative response to wounding; how-
ever, this response is abrogated in Mus and only
Acomys goes on to establish a proliferating blastema,
which eventually leads to regeneration.76 In the

regeneration field, two important themes are the role
of the extracellular matrix (ECM) and the immune
system in the regulation of the fibrotic vs. regenerative
response. During Acomys regeneration, the ECM has
significantly lower levels of collagen type 1 deposition
than in Mus,77 with relatively higher levels of collagen
III and V.8 Transcriptional profiling has shown a rela-
tively higher ratio of metalloproteinases to metallopro-
teinase inhibitors in Acomys as compared to Mus,
suggesting higher levels of ECM turnover in Acomys,
which could facilitate cell migration.8 Initial analysis of
the role of inflammatory cells in Acomys regeneration
suggested that, compared to Mus, Acomys skin wounds
have greater numbers of mast cells but lower numbers
of mature macrophages. Interestingly, proinflamatory
cytokines levels were significantly lower in Acomys, sug-
gesting a blunted inflammatory response in spiny
mice.76 However, a more recent study contradicted
this view. While neutrophils and macrophages infil-
trated both Mus and Acomys wounds, the relative
amounts of cells infiltrating the region had distinct tem-
poral profiles in both systems, with CD11bþ cells being
significantly more abundant in Mus at day 3 post-
injury.78 Furthermore, cells showed different distribu-
tions, with pro-inflammatory macrophages (CD86þ)
being excluded from the blastema in Acomys.
Importantly, transient local depletion of macrophages
by clodronate liposome injection into the ear abrogated
blastema formation, which resumed once the depletion
was resolved. In addition, the scarring response was
characterized by higher myeloperoxidase activity
while regeneration showed higher reactive oxygen spe-
cies activity.78 The exact role of the different subsets of
inflammatory cells in the fibrotic vs. regenerative
response remains to be elucidated. An important ques-
tion is whether the remarkable regenerative capabilities
of Acomys are limited to skin and ears or extend to
other organs and systems.

Discussion

Spiny mice show a range of biological characteristics
worthy of study. While their interest as a model for
diabetes type 2 has waned, a number of groups con-
tinue to study diverse aspects of their physiology, ecol-
ogy and behavior. In addition to offering a system in
for the study of late organogenesis and perinatal events,
they have recently been shown to possess remarkable
regenerative abilities, the full extent of which remains to
be determined. They are a robust genus that is relatively
easy to maintain and breed. Their main limitation is the
small litter size and the longer time to sexual maturity
(compared to Mus). While a long gestation period
offers the advantage of being able to study advanced
developmental processes, it also limits their
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reproductive potential and building up sufficient num-
bers of animals for research can be challenging. They
are also rather uncharacterized in terms of reproductive
biology, genetics and genomics; some initial transcrip-
tomic data is published8,77,79 and genome sequencing is
underway, but other techniques and reagents, particu-
larly antibodies, remain to be developed. We hope this
work can ease the entry of new researchers into the field
of Acomys biology.
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Résumé

La souris épineuse d’Afrique (Acomys) est un nouveau modèle animal doté de remarquables caractéristiques
biologiques qui en font un sujet d’intérêt pour un large éventail de domaines de recherche. Les souris
épineuses appartiennent à une espèce adaptée au milieu désertique et à un régime alimentaire faible en
calories et développent des symptômes liés au diabète lorsqu’elles passent à des régimes alimentaires
riches en énergie. Les souris épineuses subissent des périodes de gestation relativement longues et ont
de petites portées de souriceaux très développés, ce qui en fait un modèle adéquat pour la fin de l’organo-
génèse et la biologie périnatale. Il a récemment été démontré qu’elles possédent des capacités de régénéra-
tion et de guérison remarquables qui les rendent uniques parmi les mammifères. Dans ce travail, nous
décrivons notre expérience d’hébergement d’une colonie de souris épineuses africaines et couvrons tous
les aspects fondamentaux de l’alimentation, de la maintenance et de la reproduction à des fins de recherche.

Abstract

Die afrikanische Stachelmaus (Acomys sp) ist ein vielversprechendes Tiermodell mit bemerkenswerten bio-
logischen Eigenschaften, die sie für verschiedenste Forschungsgebiete interessant machen. Diese typische
Wüstenspezies, die an eine kalorienarme Ernährung angepasst ist, entwickelt diabetesbedingte Symptome,
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wenn sie auf eine energiereiche Ernährung umgestellt werden. Stachelmäuse durchlaufen relativ lange
Trächtigkeitszeiten und haben kleine Würfe hoch entwickelter Jungtiere, sodass sie ein adäquates Modell
für die späte Organogenese und Perinatalbiologie darstellen. In jüngster Zeit wurden bei ihnen bemerkens-
werte Heil- und Regenerationsfähigkeiten festgestellt, die sie unter den Säugetieren einzigartig machen. In
dieser Arbeit beschreiben wir unsere Erfahrungen, die wir bei der Unterbringung einer Kolonie afrikanischer
Stachelmäuse gesammelt haben, und behandeln alle grundlegenden Aspekte der Fütterung, Pflege und
Zucht zu Forschungszwecken.

Resumen

El ratón africano Spiny (Acomys sp) es un modelo animal emergente con caracterı́sticas biológicas remarc-
ables que hace que sea sujeto de interés para una amplia gama de campos de investigación. Normalmente se
trata de una especie de desierto adaptada a una dieta baja en calorı́as, los ratones Spiny desarrollan sı́ntomas
relacionados con la diabetes al pasar a tomar una dieta alta en energı́a. El ratón Spiny pasa por periodos de
gestación relativamente largos y tiene pequeñas camadas de crı́as muy desarrolladas, lo que hace que sea un
modelo adecuado para la biologı́a perinatal y organogénesis tardı́a. Recientemente ha demostrado tener una
gran capacidad de regeneración y curación lo que hace que sea una especie única entre los mamı́feros. En
este estudio describimos nuestra experiencia al enjaular una colonia de ratones africanos Spiny y al cubrir
todos los aspectos básicos de alimentación, mantenimiento y crı́a con fines de investigación.
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Short Article

Rewired glycosylation activity promotes scarless
regeneration and functional recovery in spiny mice
after complete spinal cord transection
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Rewired glycosylation activity promotes scarless
regeneration and functional recovery in spiny mice
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and Mónica M. Sousa1,17,18,*
1Nerve Regeneration Group, Instituto de Biologia Molecular e Celular (IBMC), Instituto de Investigação e Inovação em Saúde (i3S), University
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SUMMARY

Regeneration of adult mammalian central nervous system (CNS) axons is abortive, resulting in inability to
recover function after CNS lesion, including spinal cord injury (SCI). Here, we show that the spiny mouse (Ac-
omys) is an exception to other mammals, being capable of spontaneous and fast restoration of function after
severe SCI, re-establishing hind limb coordination. Remarkably, Acomys assembles a scarless pro-regenera-
tive tissue at the injury site, providing a unique structural continuity of the initial spinal cord geometry. The Ac-
omys SCI site shows robust axon regeneration of multiple tracts, synapse formation, and electrophysiological
signal propagation. Transcriptomic analysis of the spinal cord following transcriptome reconstruction revealed
thatAcomys rewiresglycosylationbiosynthetic pathways, culminating in a specificpro-regenerativeproteogly-
cansignature atSCIsite.Ourworkuncovers that aglycosylation switch is critical for axon regenerationafterSCI
and identifies b3gnt7, a crucial enzyme of keratan sulfate biosynthesis, as an enhancer of axon growth.

INTRODUCTION

After trauma, mature mammalian central nervous system (CNS)

axons largely fail to regenerate. This inability of adult mammals

to regrow their axons is a major obstacle in the treatment of

CNS injuries, including spinal cord injury (SCI) that remains an

unmet medical condition. Despite the efforts and considerable

progress over the past decades in the scientific knowledge,

and in the medical, surgical, and rehabilitative care of SCI pa-

tients, there are currently no effective treatments to improve their

440 Developmental Cell 57, 440–450, February 28, 2022 ª 2021 Elsevier Inc.
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neurologic outcome. The unsuccessful regeneration of CNS

axons is largely caused by scarring at the injury site (Cregg

et al., 2014), that creates a physical barrier and inhibitory chem-

ical environment for axon regrowth. After CNS injury, fibroblasts

proliferate into the lesion core and repress axon elongation

through the expression of repulsive axon guidance molecules

and inhibitory extracellular matrix (ECM) components (Dias and

Goritz, 2018; Giger et al., 2010), dictating tissue fibrosis. Astro-

cytes, also recruited to the injury site, undergo phenotypic

changes and become reactive scar-forming cells, further

secreting inhibitory molecules (Okada et al., 2018; Yang

et al., 2020).

Outside the CNS,mammalian tissue regeneration is also a rare

event. The spiny mouse (Acomys cahirinus), a member of the

Muridae family (together withMus musculus and Rattus norvegi-

cus, widely used in biomedical research), emerged as a curious

exception as it sustains scar-free regeneration of the skin (Seifert

et al., 2012) and ear (Gawriluk et al., 2016; Matias Santos et al.,

2016). Recently, following a minor lateral, dorsal crush injury of

the spinal cord, Acomys was shown to have reduced spinal

inflammation and fibrosis, suggesting that this species might

be a useful model to study SCI (Streeter et al., 2020). A growing

body of evidence demonstrates that, in contrast with most other

mammals that heal their wounds by fibrotic scarring,Acomys ex-

hibits decreased fibrosis after wounding (Brant et al., 2015, 2016;

Seifert et al., 2012), and an altered inflammatory response (Cyr

et al., 2019; Gawriluk et al., 2020; Simkin et al., 2017).

Given the unprecedented capacity of the injured Acomys skin

and ear to heal after wounding, we explored the possibility that

the AcomysCNSmight also regenerate. Here, we reveal that Ac-

omys is able to do what no other adult mammal can: spontane-

ously regenerate its spinal cord after complete transection with

fast restoration of function. Our data show that Acomys assem-

bles a pro-regenerative environment at the injury sitewith rewired

glycosyltransferase activity, dictating a specific proteoglycan

signature. Our results disclose the spiny mouse as a valuable

model to explore the molecular mechanisms enabling robust

functional axon regeneration in the adult mammalian CNS.

RESULTS

Acomys spontaneously recovers function following
complete spinal cord transection
To test if the spiny mouse regenerative capacity extends to the

CNS, complete spinal cord transection was performed at T8 in

Acomys cahirinus (Figure 1A) and in the non-regenerative control

Mus musculus. All sham and injured animals were tested during

8 weeks post-injury (WPI) to assess functional recovery (Fig-

ure 1B). Remarkably, Acomys started to regain motor function

at 2 WPI showing an average Basso mouse scale (BMS) score

of 2 (i.e., extensive ankle movement), whereas Mus remained

with the initial BMS score of 0 (i.e., no ankle movement) (Figures

1C and 1D). At the final time point (8 WPI), Acomys presented an

average final BMS score of 4, which implies the re-establishment

of the initial weight support with occasional plantar stepping (Fig-

ure 1D). Of note, at 8 WPI, 8 out of 14 injured Acomys gained full

weight support being able to stand on their hind limbs and pre-

sented consistent plantar stepping and a restored pattern of

fore and hind limb coordination (Figures 1C and 1D; Video S1).

In contrast, injured Mus had a dysfunctional locomotor pattern

in which plantar stepping and weight support were severely

compromised (Figures 1C and 1D; Video S2). Acomys were re-

injured at 8 WPI to further verify that motor recovery is caused

by axon regeneration. The second complete lesion generated

the immediate decrease of the BMS score to 0 (Figure 1D). Of

note, at 8 WPI, otherMus strains do not show BMS scores com-

parable to the ones here described for Acomys. Even in the case

of MRL/MpJ mice, a Mus strain with enhanced axon regenera-

tion, when gait of lesioned animals is evaluated, no statistical dif-

ferences were found when compared with injured C57BL/6 mice

(Thuret et al., 2012).

SCI usually abolishes voluntary control of micturition and SCI-

related bladder dysfunction is a major concern for patients as it

poses a significant risk to their well-being (Hamid et al., 2018).

Exceptionally, injured Acomys regained normal bladder control

at 3 WPI, whereas Mus required manual bladder voidance

throughout the entire recovery period (Figure 1E). Upon SCI,

Mus presented common features of bladder dysfunction

including urine leakage in random and small spots (Figures 1F

and 1G) and a decreased volume of voided urine compared

with sham-operated animals (Figure 1H), suggesting urine reten-

tion in the bladder. While Mus presented a micturition disability

with periods of incontinence, from 1 WPI on, injured Acomys

were indistinguishable from sham Acomys (Figures 1G and

1H), indicating a faster recovery from the bladder areflexia period

typically seen after SCI. These data show that the spiny mouse is

an outstanding exception to other adult mammals evaluated so

far, being capable of spontaneous, robust, and fast restoration

of function after severe CNS injury.

The Acomys SCI site shows robust axon regeneration of
multiple tracts, synapse formation, and signal
propagation
For an in-depth comprehension of Acomys CNS regeneration,

we first examined whether there were any anatomical or struc-

tural differences between the spinal cords of Mus and Acomys.

Although Acomys (weight, 30–40 g) has a 1.3-fold larger cross

section area of the spinal cord than Mus (weight, 20–30 g), no

main differences in its anatomical organization (Figure S1A)

and white/gray matter ratio were found (Figure S1B). We then

analyzed the injured spinal cord from both genera. Unlike Mus,

in which the scar tissue does not respect the original tissue bor-

ders, the injured Acomys spinal cord established a bridging tis-

sue connecting the rostral and caudal boundaries of the lesion

site (Figure 2A), thus providing a unique structural continuity of

the initial spinal cord geometry. Eight WPI,Mus scar was mostly

devoid of bIII-tubulin-positive axons and these were only found

retracted in relation to the injury area (Figure 2B). Notably, Ac-

omys presented a wound densely filled with bIII-tubulin-positive

axons penetrating and spanning the new bridging tissue (Fig-

ure 2B), exhibiting a significantly increased number of regenerat-

ing axons in comparison with Mus, in which axon growth is

strictly limited to the border lesion (Figure 2C). Importantly,

some of the axons crossing the lesion site in Acomys were

already myelinated (Figure 2D), indicating the execution of a

complete regenerative program encompassing myelination.

When assessing regeneration of individual axon tracts, we

found that superior cervical ganglion 10 (SCG10)-positive
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sensory axons penetrated the bridging tissue in injured Acomys

but were accumulated at the caudal border of the injury in Mus

(Figure 2E). Additionally, descending serotonin (5-HT) containing

axons from the motor raphespinal tract regenerated through the

lesion in Acomys spinal cord (Figures 2F and S1C). While no dif-

ferences in 5-HT-immunoreactivity were detected rostrally to the

lesion in Acomys and Mus, the former showed stronger 5-HT

staining caudally to the injury site (Figure S1D). In sagittal spinal

cord sections, 5-HT-positive axons regenerated extensively

through the lesion border, growing for large distances in Ac-

omys, whereas these axons mostly accumulated at the lesion

edge in Mus (Figures 2F–2H). Of note, similarly to humans and

unlike Mus, cysts were observed in the vicinity of the lesion

site of Acomys (Figure 2F, highlighted by an asterisk). The corti-

cospinal tract (CST)—the major descending tract involved in

voluntary motor function—was traced by intracortical AAV1/2-

eGFP injection at 8 WPI (Figure 2I). In cross sections, the CST

runs in the ventral part of the posterior funiculus in both Mus

and Acomys (Figures 2I0 and 2I%, highlighted by white arrow-

heads). In Acomys, in contrast to Mus, bilateral axon sprouting

was found caudally to the injury site at 12 WPI (Figure 2I00 00). In

injured Acomys, CST axons developed a peculiar pattern of

axon arborizations with numerous ventrally directed collaterals

caudally to the lesion site (Figure 2J).

In Acomys, re-establishment of synaptic connectivity was

evidenced by the presence of the pre-synaptic vesicular gluta-

mate transporter 1 (vGlut1)-positive/eGFP-positive buttons

caudally to injury site following AAV injection (Figure 2K), thus

indicating formation of synapses. Although the density of

vGlut1+ synaptic boutons on eGFP+ axons was low, as ex-

pected from the fact that intracortical AAV1/2-eGFP injection

transduces a limited number of neurons, no eGFP+/vGlut1+

axons were found in Mus (not shown). To study conduction of

compound action potentials (CAPs) in descending motor tracts,

the lateral funiculus was stimulated (Figure 2L). No difference

was found in the CAP amplitude for uninjured Mus and Acomys

(Figures 2M and 2N). Injured Acomys spinal cords (5 out of 10

animals) could conduct CAPs through the lesion site (Figures

2M and 2N). In contrast, no signal conduction across the lesion

was detected in Mus, as expected from the absence of func-

tional recovery (Figures 2M and 2N). In summary, upon com-

plete SCI, Acomys exhibits robust axon regeneration in several

A

C

E F

G H

D

B Figure 1. Acomys spontaneously recovers

function following complete spinal cord tran-

section

(A) Image of an Acomys cahirinus.

(B) Timeline of the experimental setup. Both species

were maintained for 8 WPI for weekly functional

analysis.

(C) Sequential images (1 s) of Mus and Acomys at 8

WPI.

(D) Assessment of motor function in sham and

injured Mus and Acomys using BMS, showing the

average score of left and right hind limbs. Data

represent mean ± SEM (****p < 0.0001 injured Mus

versus injured Acomys, two-way ANOVA followed

by Tukey’s multiple comparison test); n = 5 sham

Mus, n = 14 injuredMus, n = 5 shamAcomys, and n =

14 injured Acomys until 8 WPI and n = 4 injured

Acomys until 16 WPI, that underwent a second

lesion (23 lesion).

(E) Percentage of animals recovering bladder control

in both genera (n = 4 sham Mus, n = 11 injured Mus,

n = 4 sham Acomys, and n = 9 injured Acomys).

(F) Representative images of the urine spots of Mus

(upper) and Acomys (lower).

(G) Number of voided urine spots. Data represent

mean ± SEM (ns: not significant, *p < 0.05, ****p <

0.0001, one-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s mul-

tiple comparison test and Kruskal-Wallis followed by

Dunn’s multiple comparisons test). At 1 WPI n = 6

sham Mus, n = 7 injured Mus, n = 5 sham Acomys,

and n = 7 injured Acomys; at 8 WPI n = 6 shamMus,

n = 11 injured Mus, n = 6 sham Acomys, and n = 7

injured Acomys.

(H) Average volume of voided urine spots. Data

represent mean ± SEM (ns, not significant, *p < 0.05,

two-tailed unpaired t test). At 1WPI n = 6 shamMus,

n = 7 injured Mus, n = 5 sham Acomys, and n = 7

injured Acomys; at 8 WPI n = 6 sham Mus, n = 11

injured Mus, n = 5 sham Acomys, and n = 6 injured

Acomys.

Each data point in (D, G, and H) represents values of

single animals. See also Videos S1 and S2.
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Figure 2. Injured Acomys exhibits robust axon regeneration

(A) Representative images of injuredMus andAcomys spinal cords at 8WPI. The injury site is boxed in white. The lesion site ofMus andAcomys is shown at higher

magnification in (A0 and A00), respectively.

(legend continued on next page)
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tracts, synapse formation, and efficient signal propagation

throughout the lesion.

After SCI, rewired glycosylation activity is a feature of
the Acomys spinal cord
The environment created at the injury site is of paramount impor-

tance to dictate the success of axon regeneration (Cregg et al.,

2014). Given that, we explored the molecular differences that

enable Acomys to build a scarless injury site. In both genera, as-

trogliosis was present (Figure S2A). Pan-reactive astrocytes as

assessed by GFAP and Ngal/Lcn2 immunofluorescence levels

were decreased in Acomys (Figures S2B and S2C), supporting

a weakened reactive profile. However, no significant differences

in A1 astrocytes (generally inferred as detrimental for regenera-

tion, Liddelow and Barres, 2017; Liddelow et al., 2017) and A2

astrocytes (commonly considered as neuroprotective and pro-

regenerative, Liddelow and Barres, 2017; Liddelow et al., 2017)

were observed between Mus and Acomys, as evaluated by the

expression levels of different markers of the two subpopulations

in the spinal cord (Figure S2D). Similar to the skin and ear (Gawri-

luk et al., 2016; Matias Santos et al., 2016; Seifert et al., 2012),

Acomys spinal cords exhibited reduced fibrosis with lower total

collagen deposition when compared with Mus in which fibrotic

scarring was detected (blue staining) (Figure S2E). Specifically,

Mus showed overt collagen type I deposition throughout the spi-

nal cord parenchyma whereas in injured Acomys, it was

restricted to the injury site (Figures S2F and S2G). Of note,

when comparing the content of pericytes in the lesion core of

Mus and Acomys, no differences were detected as assessed

by PDGFRb immunostaining (data not shown).

To further understand the molecular features of the unique

scarless environment formed upon SCI in Acomys, next-genera-

tion sequencing of RNA isolated from the injury site was con-

ducted to identify global differences in gene expression between

genus (Table S1), following reconstruction of the Acomys cahir-

inus transcriptome. From the 213 genes expressed in both

genera, grouped in 11 clusters based on their expression pattern

similarities (Figure S3), RNA-seq transcriptome analysis showed

differential gene expression between uninjured and injured Mus

and Acomys (Figure 3A). PANTHER analysis revealed the

involvement of two major functional categories: inflammation-

related pathways and acetylglucosaminyltransferase activity

(Figures 3B and 3C). As previously reported in other tissues (Ga-

wriluk et al., 2020; Simkin et al., 2017), inflammation was differ-

entially regulated after injury in Acomys (Figure 3B). Notably,

aside from the immune system, PANTHER analysis also unveiled

a SCI-specific alteration in acetylglucosaminyltransferase activ-

ity categories (Figure 3C). The Acomys injury site exhibited

considerable changes in the levels of key enzymes of the biosyn-

thetic pathways of major ECM glycosaminoglycans namely ker-

atan (KSPG) and heparan (HSPG) sulfate proteoglycans (Figures

3A and 3C).

b-1,3-N-acetylglucosaminyltransferase 7 (b3gnt7), a crucial

enzyme for KSPG synthesis, was highly increased in injured Ac-

omys (Figures 3A and 3C), as validated by qPCR (Figure 3D) and

immunofluorescence (Figures 3H and 3I). N-deacetylase-N-sul-

fotransferase 3 and 4 (Ndst3 and Ndst4), which participate in

HSPG post-synthesis modifications (Jao et al., 2016; Pallerla

et al., 2008), showed decreased levels in Acomys (Figures 3A,

3C, 3E, 3F, 3J, and 3K). PANTHER analysis additionally identified

b-1,3-N-acetylgalactosaminyltransferase 1 (b3galnt1), also from

cluster 6, that participates in the biosynthesis of glycosphingoli-

pids, as decreased in Acomys upon injury (Figures 3A, 3C, and

3G). PANTHER analysis also included phosphoglucomutase

5 (Pgm5) and b-1,3-N-acetylglucosaminyltransferase (Mfng)

within the carbohydrate biosynthetic process/acetylglucosami-

nyltransferase categories (Figures 3A and 3C). However, Pgm5

has been reported as lacking enzymatic activity (Muenks et al.,

2017), whereas Mfng activity is involved in Notch modification

and regulation (Kakuda and Haltiwanger, 2017). These genes

were therefore not considered for further analysis in the context

of the current study.

(B) Sagittal spinal cord sections encompassing the lesion core immunostained with bIII-tubulin ofMus (upper) and Acomys (lower) at 8 WPI. Black arrowheads in

(B00) indicate Mus axons interrupted caudally to the injury border; red arrowheads in (B%) indicate Acomys axons growing within the injury site.

(C) Number of bIII-tubulin-positive axons regenerating within the injury site related to (B). Data represent mean ± SEM (****p < 0.0001, two-tailed unpaired t test) of

n = 7 injured Mus and n = 7 injured Acomys.

(D) Acomys spinal cord lesion core stained with bIII-tubulin (green) and myelin-basic protein (MBP) (red) at 8 WPI.

(E) Sagittal spinal cord sections encompassing the lesion core immunostained with SCG10 of Mus (upper) and Acomys (lower) at 8 WPI. Black arrowheads

indicate Mus axons arrested at the lesion border and red arrowheads indicate Acomys axons penetrating the lesion.

(F) Sagittal spinal cord sections encompassing the lesion core immunostained with 5-HT ofMus (upper) and Acomys (lower) at 8 WPI. Red arrowheads in (F00) and
(F%) highlight Acomys axons regenerating caudally to injury. A cyst Acomys is highlighted by an asterisk in (F).

(G) Mean number of 5-HT-positive axons protruding for different distances beyond the lesion border related to (F). Data represent mean ± SEM (*p < 0.05, **p <

0.01, two-tailed Mann-Whitney test, ns: not significant) of n = 3 injured Mus and n = 6 injured Acomys.

(H) Mean distance of 5-HT-positive axons protruding beyond the lesion border related to (F). Data represent mean ± SEM (*p < 0.05, two-tailed Mann-Whitney

test) of n = 3 injured Mus and n = 6 injured Acomys.

(I) Transverse spinal cord section of injuredMus and Acomys spinal cord showing eGFP expression at 12 WPI. White arrowheads in (I0 ) and (I00) highlight the CST

running in the ventral part of the posterior funiculus in both Mus and Acomys and in (I0%) regenerating CST fibers.

(J) Sagittal spinal cord sections of an injured Acomys spinal cord showing CST axons labeled by eGFP expression at 12 WPI. White arrowheads highlight CST

axons rostrally (R, upper panel) and caudally (C, lower panel) to the lesion site.

(K) Pre-synaptic vGlut1 marker staining (magenta) of regenerating axons in injured AAV1/2-eGFP-injected Acomys at 12 WPI.

(L) Scheme of the experimental setup to measure CAP conduction in the lateral funiculus.

(M) CAP conduction of the uninjured and injured Mus and Acomys spinal cords at 8 WPI.

(N) Quantification related to (M). Data represent mean ± SEM (*p < 0.05, two-tailed Mann-Whitney test; n.s., non-significant); n = 5 shamMus, n = 3 injuredMus,

n = 4 sham Acomys, and n = 5 injured Acomys.

Each data point in (C, G, H, and N) represents values of single animals. Zoom-ins of regions of interest are provided at the right side of each image. Dashed red

lines in (B, E, and F) define lesion borders. Dashed white line in (I) define spinal cord gray matter border. Scale bars: 1 mm in (A), 10 mm in (D), 20 mm in (K), and

100 mm in (B, E, F, I, and J). R, rostral; C, caudal. See also Figure S1.
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Figure 3. After SCI, rewired glycosyltransferase activity is a feature of the Acomys spinal cord

(A) Heatmap of RNA-seq transcriptome analysis showing differentially gene expression between uninjured and injured Mus and Acomys, by hierarchical cluster

analysis. Gene clusters are indicated by numbers, and genes within the clusters are alternately shown in blue and red.

(legend continued on next page)
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Whenwe further examineddifferentially expressed genes, other

enzymes including carbohydrate sulfotransferases that partici-

pate in the biosynthesis of other ECM glycosaminoglycan such

as chondroitin sulfate proteoglycans (CSPGs) were differentially

regulated in Acomys (Figure S4A). The glycosaminoglycan chains

of CSPGs are mainly sulfated in the 4 (C4) or 6 (C6) positions.

While C4S appears to be inhibitory for axonal growth, C6S can

positively affect regeneration and plasticity (Lin et al., 2011; Miller

and Hsieh-Wilson, 2015; Wang et al., 2008). No significant differ-

ences were found on expression levels of major C4S-sulfotrans-

ferases; however, injured Acomys exhibits a large increase in

C6S-sulfotransferase Chst15 expression (Figure S4A). Although

no main gene expression alterations were detected in the levels

of known inhibitoryCSPGs such as aggrecan, neurocan, versican,

or brevican betweenMus andAcomys (not shown), the increase in

Chst15 expression may provide a more permissive environment

for axon growth. Alterations on the expression of these genes

reinforces a major rewiring of glycosyltransferase biosynthetic

pathways to ensure the regenerative response of Acomys.

Acomys exhibits a specific proteoglycan signature at the
lesion site where b3gnt7 acts as an axon growth
enhancer
Given that b3gnt7 expression is highly increased in the Acomys

spinal cord following injury (Figures 3C, 3D, 3G, and 3H), and its

essential role in KSPG synthesis, we further investigated the

consequences of b3gnt7 differential regulation in KSPG deposi-

tion. After injury, Acomys exhibited a robust over 30-fold

increased KSPG deposition that extended rostrally and caudally

to the lesion site, and that was reverted by keratanase treatment

(Figures 4A and 4B). Changes in proteoglycan deposition were

not limited to KSPG, as decreased deposition of HSPG was

also observed (Figures 4C and 4D), in accordance with the

decreased levels of Ndst3 and Ndst4 (Figures 3E and 3F).

HSPG staining was reverted by heparinase treatment, demon-

strating the specificity of analysis (Figures 4C and 4D).

To interrogate the role of b3gnt7 in the settings of axon growth,

we used similar assays to those previously developed by the Fil-

bin group to identify novel regulators of axon regeneration (Mu-

khopadhyay et al., 1994). For that, Chinese Hamster Ovary

(CHO) cells overexpressing b3gnt7 (i.e., modified in an Ac-

omys-like manner) were used as a substrate to grow Mus DRG

and cortical neurons (Figures 4E and 4I). Mus DRG neurons

had a very robust increased total neurite length (Figures 4F–

4H) when exposed to cells overexpressing b3gnt7. Similarly,

Mus cortical neurons exhibited an increased axon growth capac-

ity in the presence of high b3gnt7 levels, which was already

observed at an early time point (1 day) after plating (Figure 4I).

These data support that b3gnt7 is a target to increase axon

regeneration after SCI. In summary, our data reveal a unique

transcriptional program in Acomys, in which differential immune

response and rewired acetylglucosaminyltransferase activity

culminate in the assembly of a regeneration supportive scarless

injury site, and identifies b3gnt7, a critical enzyme in KSPG

biosynthesis, as an enhancer of axon growth.

DISCUSSION

Theability to restore functionalorgansupondamage, including the

spinal cord, occurs in several non-mammalian vertebrates suchas

fish and reptiles but is extremely restricted or non-existent in adult

mammals (Diaz Quiroz and Echeverri, 2013; Lee-Liu et al., 2013).

As such, to date, despite the efforts to promote functional axon

regeneration in the adult mammalian CNS, SCI treatments remain

largely palliative. Here, we reveal that Acomys, a mammal closely

related toMus, can spontaneously regenerate after SCI, overturn-

ing the established dogma. This discovery sets Acomys as a

uniquemodel to investigatemammalianCNS regeneration and al-

lowed us to start interrogating themechanisms required to sustain

axon regrowth in adult mammals.

One of the first consequences of tissue injury is inflammation

(Oishi and Manabe, 2018). In Acomys, part of the receptor com-

plex for a major pro-inflammatory cytokine, interferon gamma

(IFN-ɣ) (Wu et al., 2014), is increased after injury. However, the

high expression levels of ifngr1 cannot be taken as evidence

for an ongoing pro-inflammatory response. Of note, the active

IFN-ɣ receptor is made of two ifngr1 and two ifngr2 chains (Ran-

dal and Kossiakoff, 2001), and only infgr1 expression is highly

increased in Acomys after SCI. In fact, ifngr2 expression is lower

in Acomys than inMus (Table S1). Furthermore, the upregulation

of the receptors for the major anti-inflammatory cytokines sup-

ports that an anti-inflammatory response might be underway at

the Acomys lesion site, as is seen in other tissues (Gawriluk

et al., 2020; Simkin et al., 2017) warranting further investigation.

High-throughput analysis of the extracellular proteome in rats

has supported the importance of inflammation and ECM

(B and C) Average fragments per kilobase of transcript per million mapped reads (FPKM) values obtained by transcriptomic analysis of categories identified by

PANTHER. (B) Inflammation-related pathways and (C) acetylglucosaminyltransferase activity categories, from clusters 4, 6, and 22, detected from the 11 Trinity

gene clusters analyzed. Only clusters for which more than 75% of the members show a statistically significant difference were analyzed. Data represent mean ±

SEM (*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, ****p < 0.0001, one-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparison test, ns: not significant) of n = 4 shamMus; n = 4

injured Mus, n = 4 sham Acomys, and n = 4 injured Acomys.

(D–G) qPCR results for acetylglucosaminyltransferase-activity-related genes: (D) b3gnt7, (E)Ndst3, (F)Ndst4, and (G) b3galnt1. Data represent mean ± SEM (*p <

0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, ****p < 0.0001, one-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’smultiple comparison test, ns: not significant); n = 4 shamMus; n = 3 injuredMus,

n = 4 sham Acomys, and n = 4 injured Acomys.

(H) Sagittal spinal cord sections containing the injury site of Mus and Acomys stained for b3gnt7 at 8 WPI.

(I) Quantification related to (H). Data represent mean ± SEM (*p < 0.05, one-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparison test, ns: not significant); n = 6

sham Mus, n = 6 injured Mus, n = 6 sham Acomys and n = 6 injured Acomys.

(J) Sagittal spinal cord sections containing the injury site of Mus and Acomys stained for Ndst3 at 8 WPI.

(K) Quantification related to (J). Data represent mean ± SEM (**p < 0.01, one-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparison test, ns: not significant); n = 6

sham Mus, n = 6 injured Mus, n = 6 sham Acomys, and n = 6 injured Acomys.

Each data point in (B–G, I, and K) represents values of single animals. Dashedwhite lines in (H and J) define lesion borders. Scale bars, 100 mm (H and J). R: rostral;

C: caudal. See also Table S1 and Figures S2–S4.
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Figure 4. Acomys exhibits a specific proteoglycan signature at the lesion site where b3gnt7 acts as an axon growth enhancer

(A) Sagittal spinal cord sections encompassing the lesion core of injured Mus (left) and Acomys (right) stained for KSPG (5D4) and digested with keratanase at 8

WPI. Zoom-ins of regions of interest are provided in lower panels in (A0) and (A00). White arrowheads in (A00) highlight KSPG deposition with honeycomb-like shape

throughout the injured Acomys spinal cord.

(B) Quantification of KSPG area of deposition related to (A). Data represent mean ± SEM (*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, two-tailedMann-Whitney test); n = 6 shamMus, n =

6 injured Mus, n = 4 injured Mus with keratanase treatment, n = 6 sham Acomys, n = 6 injured Acomys, and n = 4 injured Acomys with keratanase treatment.

(C) Sagittal spinal cord sections encompassing the lesion core of injuredMus (left) and Acomys (right) stained for HSPG (10E4) and digested with heparinase III at

8 WPI.

(D) Quantification of HSPG fluorescence intensity at the lesion site related to (A). Data represent mean ± SEM (**p < 0.01,***p < 0.001, and ****p < 0.0001, one-way

ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparison test, ns: not significant); n = 6 shamMus, n = 6 injuredMus, n = 4 injuredMuswith heparinase III treatment, n = 6

sham Acomys, n = 6 injured Acomys, and n = 4 injured Acomys with heparinase III treatment.

(legend continued on next page)
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composition in the responsemounted uponSCI (Didangelos et al.,

2016). Studies comparing non-regenerativeand regenerative non-

mammalian species after SCI, including the axolotl (Tica and

Didangelos, 2018) and zebrafish (Tsata et al., 2021) have further

pinpointed inflammation and ECM components as critical factors

in interspecies regenerative differences. Similar to Acomys, in ze-

brafish, the deposition of a growth-supporting ECM deprived of

growth inhibitorymatrixmolecules is crucial for axon regeneration

after SCI (Tsata et al., 2021). Furthermore, in zebrafish, a regener-

ative permissive milieu is enabled by the recruitment of pdgfrb+

myoseptal and perivascular cells, in a PDGFR signaling-depen-

dentmanner (Tsata et al., 2021). InAcomys, weunveiled theglyco-

sylation gene regulatory network as a key spinal cord-specific

pathway that differentiates the Acomys and Mus lesion environ-

ment. In fact, injured Acomys exhibits a specific signature of

ECM glycosaminoglycans at the SCI site. Although previous

studies reported the potential role of KSPG as an inhibitor of

axon regeneration (Imagama et al., 2011; Ishikawa et al., 2015;

Jones and Tuszynski, 2002), here, we show that in fact KSPG

glycosaminoglycan chains are increased in the pro-regenerative

environment of the Acomys lesion site. Moreover, we identify

b3gnt7, a crucial enzyme in KSPG biosynthesis, as a potent

enhancer of axon growth, which may be explored in the future

design of therapies to enhance axon regeneration after SCI.

Taken together, our data establish that the Acomys acetylglu-

cosaminyltransferase gene regulatory network has distinctive

and exclusive features that reprograms the Acomys ECM after

SCI, being able to give rise to an effective pro-regenerative

wounding response. Our results underscore the importance of

investigating regenerative phenomena outside traditional model

organisms and suggest that some mammals may retain a so-

phisticated capacity for CNS regeneration. This fundamental

knowledge on pathways required for axon regrowth in adult

mammals may ultimately be used with the final goal of devising

novel therapeutic applications for human CNS injury.

Limitations of the study
(1) Retrograde tracing: long-distance axon tracing was only per-

formed anterogradely; retrograde tracing to identify the soma of

the axon in regrownaxonal tracts could beperformed in the future.

(2)Analysis ofCSPGdeposition: in this study,weopted to focuson

KSPG and HSPG deposition, as the Acomys injury site exhibited

considerable changes specifically in the levels of key enzymes of

the biosynthetic pathways of these proteoglycans. Future work

will examine levels of deposition of CSPG, sulfated either in 4-O

position of the GalNAc residue (thought to be inhibitory for axon

growth) or 6-O position (permissive for axon growth). (3) In vivo as-

says: we show that after SCI, Acomys has increased levels of

b3gnt7, a crucial enzyme of KSPG biosynthesis, and increased

KSPG deposition in the spinal cord. We additionally demonstrate

that in vitro b3gnt7 is an enhancer of axon growth. Given these

findings, it would be of great interest to perform the in vivo overex-

pression of b3gnt7 in Mus, to determine if b3gnt7 is sufficient to

dictate significant axon regeneration after SCI in a non-regenera-

tive species. Furthermore, downregulation of b3gnt7 in injuredAc-

omys and investigation of subsequent axon regeneration would

further define the role and importance of this specific KSPG syn-

thetic enzyme in Acomys spinal cord regeneration. It would also

be of interest to analyze the effect of keratanase treatment on

axon regeneration of Acomys. This would allow to further validate

the role of KSPG deposition in contributing to a regeneration-pro-

moting environment.
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(E) Scheme of the experimental setup of co-culture of transfected CHO cells and Mus DRG or cortical neurons.

(F) bIII-tubulin staining (yellow) of Mus DRG neurons plated on top of GFP-transfected or B3gnt7-GFP-transfected CHO cells (green).

(G and H) Total neurite length (G) and branching analysis (H) of Mus DRG neurons grown on top of transfected CHO cells related to (F). Data represent mean ±

SEM (*p < 0.05, two-tailed unpaired t test) of 3 independent experiments (52–104 neurons analyzed in each experiment).

(I) Axon length ofMus cortical neurons grown on top of transfected CHO cells. Data represent mean ± SEM (*p < 0.05, two-tailed unpaired t test) of 3 independent

experiments (73–287 neurons analyzed in each experiment).

Dashed white lines in (A and C) define lesion borders. Each data point in (B and D) represents values of single animals. Each data point in (G and I) represents

values of independent experiments. Scale bars, 100 mm (A, C, F, and J). R: rostral; C: caudal.
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STAR+METHODS

KEY RESOURCES TABLE

REAGENT or RESOURCE SOURCE IDENTIFIER

Antibodies

Rabbit polyclonal anti-5HT ImmunoStar Cat# 20080; RRID: AB_572263

Rabbit polyclonal anti-collagen type I Rockland Cat# 600-401-103-0.1; RRID: AB_2074625

Rabbit polyclonal anti-GFAP Agilent Cat# Z0334; RRID: AB_10013382

Rabbit polyclonal anti-MBP Proteintech Cat# 10458-1-AP; RRID: AB_2250289

Rabbit polyclonal anti-Ndst3 Thermo Fisher Scientific Cat# PA5-63262; RRID: AB_2644540

Rabbit polyclonal anti-NGAL Thermo Fisher Scientific Cat# PA5-88079; RRID: AB_2804634

Rabbit polyclonal anti-SCG10 Novus Biologicals Cat# NBP1-49461; RRID: AB_10011569

Rabbit polyclonal anti-Vglut1 Synaptic Systems Cat# 135 303; RRID: AB_887875

Rabbit polyclonal anti-b3gnt7 Thermo Fisher Scientific Cat# PA5-57342; RRID: AB_2638427

Rabbit polyclonal anti-bIII tubulin Synaptic Systems Cat# 302 302;

RRID: AB_10637424

Mouse monoclonal anti-Heparan Sulfate

(clone F58-10E4)

AMSBIO Cat# 370255-1; RRID: AB_10891554

Mouse monoclonal anti-Keratan Sulfate

(clone 5D4)

AMSBIO Cat# 270427-1; RRID: AB_10920069

Mouse monoclonal anti-bIII tubulin Promega Cat# G7121; RRID: AB_430874

Alexa Fluor� 488-AffiniPure Goat

Anti-Mouse IgG (H+L)

Jackson ImmunoResearch Labs Cat# 115-545-003; RRID: AB_2338840

Alexa Fluor� 594-AffiniPure Donkey

Anti-Mouse IgG (H+L)

Jackson ImmunoResearch Labs Cat# 715-585-150; RRID: AB_2340854

Alexa Fluor� 488-AffiniPure Donkey

Anti-Rabbit IgG (H+L)

Jackson ImmunoResearch Labs Cat# 711-545-152;

RRID: AB_2313584

Alexa Fluor� 594 AffiniPure Donkey

Anti-Rabbit IgG (H+L)

Jackson ImmunoResearch Labs Cat# 711-585-152; RRID: AB_2340621

Alexa Fluor� 568 Goat anti-Mouse IgM

(Heavy chain) Cross-Adsorbed

Thermo Fisher Scientific Cat# A-21043; RRID: AB_2535712

Bacterial and Virus Strains

AAV1.CMV.PI.eGFP.WPRE.bGH Penn Vector Core, University of

Pennsylvania

N/A

pAAV-CMV>hB3GNT7[NM_145236.3]

(ns):P2A:TurboGFP(ns):T2A:Puro:WPRE

(VB210409-1218swn)

VectorBuilder N/A

pAAV-CMV>EGFP:WPRE VectorBuilder N/A

Chemicals, Peptides, and Recombinant Proteins

Ammonium chloride (NH4Cl) Merck Cat# 1011450500

B27 Invitrogen Cat #17504

Bovine serum albumin (BSA) Sigma Cat# A3294

Calcium chloride dehydrate (CaCl2 $ 2H2O) Sigma Cat# 10035-04-8

Collagenase-IV-S Sigma Cat# C1889

D-(+)-Glucose (C6H12O6) Sigma Cat# G8270

DMEM Sigma Cat# D6429-500ML

DMEM-F12 Sigma Cat# D8437

Donkey serum Sigma Cat# D9663; RRID:AB_2810235

Fetal bovine serum (FBS) Sigma Cat# F9665

Formalin Bio-optica Cat# 05-K01004

Gelatin from cold water fish Sigma Cat# G7041

(Continued on next page)
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Continued

REAGENT or RESOURCE SOURCE IDENTIFIER

Glycine Merck Cat# 1042011000

Heparinase III AMSBIO Cat# AMS.HEP-ENZ III-S

Ibidi Mounting Medium Ibidi Cat# 50001

Keratanase (Endo-b-Galactosidase) Sigma Cat# 345811

L-glutamine Invitrogen Cat# 25030024

Lipofectamine 2000 Thermo Fisher Scientific Cat# 116678030

Magnesium chloride hexahydrate

(MgCl2 * 6 H₂O)

Sigma Cat# M2393

Neurobasal medium Thermo Fisher Scientific Cat# 21103–049

NGF Millipore Cat# 01-125

Paraformaldehyde (PFA) Sigma Cat# 158127

Penicillin/streptomycin Thermo Fisher Scientific Cat# 15140-122

Potassium chloride (KCl) Sigma Cat# 7447-40-7

PureBlu� DAPI Nuclear Staining Dye Bio-rad Cat#1351303

Sodium bicarbonate (or Sodium hydrogen

carbonate) (NaHCO3)

Sigma Cat# 144-55-8

Sodium borohydride (NaBH4) Sigma Cat# 452882

Sodium chloride (NaCl) Sigma Cat# S9888

Sodium phosphate monobasic

monohydrate (NaH2PO4 $ H2O)

Sigma Cat# 10049-21-5

Sucrose Merck Cat# 1076511000

Triton X-100 Sigma Cat# T9284

Trypsin from porcine pancreas Sigma Cat# T4799

Critical Commercial Assays

NZY Total RNA Isolation kit NZYtech Cat# MB13402

NZY First-Strand cDNA Synthesis Kit, NZYtech Cat# MB125

Trichrome Stain (Masson) Kit Sigma Cat# HT15

Experimental Models: Organisms/Strains

Acomys cahirinus N/A N/A

Mus musculus: Adult C57BL/6 Charles River N/A

Oligonucleotides

b3gnt7; sense primer

5’- CCTCAAGGAGATCCACT -3’

This paper N/A

b3gnt7; anti-sense primer

5’- CGGTCAGACAGAAACTC -3’

This paper N/A

Ndst3; sense primer

5’- TGGTGTGGGTATCATTGG -3’

This paper N/A

Ndst3; anti-sense primer

5’- TCCAGTCAGTTCCAGGTA -3’

This paper N/A

Ndst4; sense primer

5’- GTCACCAGCACTGAAGAG -3’

This paper N/A

Ndst4; anti-sense primer

5’- CCTCCTGGATACTCCTTGT -3’

This paper N/A

b3galnt1; sense primer

5’- GCGTCAACTGGATGTAC -3’

This paper N/A

b3galnt1; anti-sense primer

5’- CTCTAATGGCTTGTCTGG -3’

This paper N/A

Sdha; sense primer

5’- TGTTCAGTTCCACCCCAC -3’

This paper N/A

Sdha; anti-sense primer

5’- TCTCCACGACATCCTTCTGT -3’

This paper N/A

(Continued on next page)
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RESOURCE AVAILABILITY

Lead contact
Further information and requests for resources and reagents should be directed to and will be fulfilled by the lead contact, Monica M

Sousa (msousa@ibmc.up.pt).

Materials availability
This study did not generate new unique reagents.

Data and code availability
All data generated and analyzed during this study are included in this published article (and its supplemental information files) and

available from the corresponding author upon reasonable request. The raw data on Acomys transcriptome reconstruction is depos-

ited in SRA (BioProject: PRJNA766650, accessions SRR16088842 to SRR16088857).

EXPERIMENTAL MODELS AND SUBJECT DETAILS

Animals
All animals were handled and euthanized according to the European Union Directive 2010/63/EU and the national Decreto-lei n�113-
2013. The protocols here described have been approved by the i3S Ethical Committee and by the Portuguese Veterinarian Board.

Mus musculus (C57BL/6) were bred and provided by the animal house facility of the i3S. Acomys cahirinus were bred at the animal

house facility of the University of Algarve, Portugal. All animals were maintained with ad libitum access to water/food, and kept on a

12 hour light/dark cycle. Only adult (12-16 weeks old) females were used for SCI experiments.

Cell lines
Confluent monolayers of Chinese Hamster Ovary cells (CHO) were maintained in 75 cm2 cell culture flasks at 37 �C in DMEMmedium

(Sigma, D6429-500ML), supplemented with 10 % FBS (Sigma, F9665) and 1% penicillin/streptomycin (Thermo Fisher Scientific,

15140-122). CHO cells were split into 4-well chambers slides (IBIDI, 80426) and following 3-4 days in culture, they were transfected

with a plasmid leading to the overexpression of hb3GNT7 linked to TurboGFP (pAAV-CMV>hB3GNT7[NM_145236.3]:P2A:TurboGFP:

T2A:Puro:WPRE; VectorBuilder) or a similar empty vector leading to the overexpression of TurboGFP (pAAV-CMV>EGFP:WPRE;

VectorBuilder) using Lipofectamine 2000 (Thermo Fisher Scientific, cat# 116678030) and grown for 3-4 days.

Primary cultures
DRG neuron cultures were performed as detailed in Leite et al. (2016). Briefly, DRG were collected from 3-4 weeks old Mus and di-

gested with 0.125% collagenase-IV-S (Sigma, C1889) for 90 minutes at 37�C with 5% CO2, dissociated into a single cell suspension

Continued

REAGENT or RESOURCE SOURCE IDENTIFIER

Software and Algorithms

Axiovision imaging software Zeiss RRID:SCR_002677

Beacon designer software Biosoft N/A

Fiji NIH RRID:SCR_002285

GraphPad Prism 6 GraphPad RRID:SCR_002798

Leica LAS X software Leica RRID:SCR_013673

Olympus Cell software Olympus RRID:SCR_014342

Synapse Detector (SynD) (Schmitz et al., 2011) N/A

Others

Axio Imager microscope Zeiss RRID:SCR_018856

CFX384 Touch� Real-Time PCR Detection

System

Bio-rad N/A

Cryostat Leica CM 3050 S Leica RRID:SCR_020214

IN Cell Analyzer 2000 microscope GE Healthcare N/A

Isolated pulse stimulator A-MSystems RRID:SCR_016677

Leica DMI6000 B Leica RRID:SCR_018713

Motorized stereotaxic microinjetor Stoelting N/A

Olympus light microscope Olympus RRID:SCR_017564
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by gentle trituration and centrifuged in a 15% BSA (Sigma, A3294) gradient. DRG neurons were plated at 5000 cells/well on top of

CHO cells previously established in 4-well chambers slides (IBIDI, 80426). Culture medium was DMEM:F12 (Sigma, D8437) supple-

mented with 1x B27 (Invitrogen, 17504), 1% penicillin/streptomycin (Thermo Fisher Scientific, 15140-122), 2 mM L-glutamine

(Thermo Fisher Scientific, 25030024) and 50 ng/mL NGF (Millipore, 01-125). The co-culture was maintained at 37�C with 5% CO2

for 24h.

Similar experiments were performed using embryonic cortical neurons cultures. Cortical tissues were obtained from the brains of

E18 mouse embryos and cultured as described in Dent et al. (1999) and Mar et al. (2016). Briefly, cortical tissue was digested 15 min

at 37�C in 0.06% trypsin (Sigma-Aldrich, T4799) and then centrifuged.Mus cortical neurons (25 000 cells/well) were plated onto CHO

cells previously established in 4-well chambers slides (IBIDI, 80426). Cortical neurons were cultured in Neurobasal medium (Thermo

Fisher Scientific, 21103–049) supplemented with 1x B27 (Invitrogen, 17504), 1% penicillin/streptomycin (Thermo Fisher Scientific,

15140–122) and 2 mM L-glutamine (Thermo Fisher Scientific, 25030024). The co-culture was maintained at 37�C with 5% CO2

for 24h.

METHOD DETAILS

Spinal cord injury and post-surgical animal care
Adult (12-16 weeks old) femaleMus and Acomyswere deeply anesthetised with continuous inhalation of isoflurane (Isovet, B Braun,

469860). Laminectomy was performed at the thoracic vertebrae T7-79 and a complete transection of the spinal cord was done at T8

using a micro feather ophthalmic scalpel (Feather, Safety Razor Co. Ltd). Sham female animals of both genera were used to serve as

controls. Analgesia was performed for 72 hours with buprenorphine twice a day (3 mg/kg). At 8WPI, injured Acomys (n=4) were re-

injured (complete spinal cord transection) at T8 as previously performed. Upon surgery, animals were supplemented with fresh fruit

twice aweek and fedwith Anima-Strath�. Only female animals were used for SCI experiments as females have less urinary infections

and bladder management is easier. Bladder management was done by gentle abdominal compression, twice-daily until voluntary

micturition was observed. Unless stated otherwise, all animals were euthanized at 8WPI; AAV-injected animals were euthanized

at 12 WPI and re-injured Acomys at 16WPI.

Functional evaluation
All functional analyses were performed at 2, 4 and 7 days and weekly for 8WPI (or 16WPI in the case of re-injured Acomys). Hindlimb

locomotor function was assessed using the BassoMouse Scale (BMS) (Basso et al., 2006). Briefly, patterns of hind limbsmovement,

plantar stepping and paw positions were observed in a 5 min session per animal. AllMus (n=14) and Acomys (n=14) were habituated

to the BMS open-field arena in 10 min sessions every day for 1 week. The locomotor score was given by two blinded independent

observers. To evaluate bladder function, the urine spot test was performed. Each animal was placed in a clean metabolic cage lined

with blotting filter paper at the bottom (Whatman, 3030-917) for 30min without access to water or food during the assay as described

(Chen et al., 2017; Zabbarova et al., 2018). The filter papers were visualized under UV light of a Gel-Doc-XR (Bio-Rad), images were

saved as TIFF files and the urine spot areas were analyzed using Fiji software. To make a calibration curve, the areas of different vol-

umes of water were also measured with Fiji. For all the animals where functional analysis is provided, following the final timepoint of

recovery, the completeness of spinal cord transection was confirmed by the observation of all longitudinal sagittal sections

comprising the entire spinal cord. Only animals where complete injury was observed in all the sections have been included in

the study.

Histology and immunofluorescence analysis
In all animals, axon regenerationwasanalyzedat 8WPIor at 12WPI (for AAV-injected animals). The same reagents andantibodieswere

used for bothMus andAcomys spinal cords.Mus andAcomyswere transcardially perfusedwith 10% formalin (Bio-optica, 05-K01004)

and the spinal cords were post-fixed for 1 week at 4�C and later cryoprotected in 30% sucrose and processed using a Cryostat Leica

CM3050S (RRID:SCR_020214) (section thicknessof 50 mmfor freefloating immunohistochemistry and10mmfor slide-mounted frozen

cryosections).Serial sagittal spinal cordsectionscontaining the lesionsite and rostral andcaudal crosssectionswerecollected foreach

animal. Only animals where a complete injury was confirmed by observation of all longitudinal sagittal sections were analyzed. Sagittal

cryosections (50 mm) were incubated with 0.1M glycine (Merck, 1042011000) overnight at 4�C, permeabilized with 1% Triton X-100

(Sigma, T9284) for 20 min, incubated with 0.2M NH4Cl (Merck, 1011450500) for 20 min and then incubated with 0.1%NaBH4 (Sigma,

452882) for 5 min. Sections were blocked with 1 mg of BSA (Sigma, A3294) and 1% Triton X-100 for 1 h at room temperature (RT) and

then incubated for 48 h at 4⁰C with the following primary antibodies: mouse anti-bIII tubulin (Promega, G7121; 1:1000; RRI-

D:AB_430874), rabbit anti-SCG10/Stathmin-2 (NovusBiologicals,NBP1-49461; 1:5000;RRID:AB_10011569; amarkerof regenerating

sensory axons (Morii et al., 2006)), rabbit anti-collagen type I (Rockland, 600-401-103-0.1; 1:750; RRID:AB_2074625), rabbit anti-glial

fibrillary acidic protein (Agilent, Z0334; 1:2000; RRID:AB_10013382) and rabbit anti-myelin basic protein (Proteintech, 10458-1-AP;

1:1500; RRID:AB_2250289). Secondary antibodies included: Alexa Fluor 488 AffiniPure goat anti-mouse (Jackson Immunoresearch

Laboratories, 115-545-003; 1:1000; RRID:AB_2338840) and Alexa Fluor 594 AffiniPure donkey anti-rabbit (Jackson Immunoresearch

Laboratories, 711-585-152; 1:1000; RRID:AB_2340621). Serotonergic axons were visualized in cross/sagittal sections (50 mm) incu-

bated with 0.2MNH4Cl for 30min and blockedwith 10%donkey serum (Sigma, D9663) and 0.3% Triton X-100 for 1 h at RT, and incu-

bated with rabbit anti-5-hydroxytryptamine (5-HT) primary antibody (ImmunoStar, 20080; 1:5000; RRID:AB_572263) for 48 h at 4�C.
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Sections were then incubated for 2 h with Alexa Fluor 594 AffiniPure donkey anti-rabbit (Jackson Immunoresearch Laboratories, 711-

585-152; 1:1000; RRID:AB_2340621). To identify synaptic boutons in close proximity to CST axons (previously labelledwith AAV injec-

tion as detailed below), sagittal sections (50 mm) were blocked with a mixture of 2% fish gelatin (Sigma, G7041), 2%BSA and 2% fetal

bovine serum (FBS) (Sigma, F9665) for 1 h at RT and incubated with rabbit anti-vGlut1 primary antibody (Synaptic System, 135 303;

1:500; RRID:AB_887875) overnight at 4�C. Sections were then incubated for 2 h with Alexa Fluor 594 AffiniPure donkey anti-rabbit

(Jackson Immunoresearch Laboratories, 711-585-152; 1:500; RRID:AB_2340621). For the analysis of ECM proteoglycans, glycosyla-

tion-related enzymes and astrocytes immunofluorescence was performed in sagittal slide-mounted frozen cryosections (10 mm) that

were permeabilized with ice-cold methanol for 15 min, incubated with 0.5% Triton X-100 for 20 min and with 0.2 M NH4Cl for

20min. Sections were blockedwith 2%BSA for 1 h at RT and incubated overnight at 4⁰Cwith the following primary antibodies: mouse

anti-keratan sulfate (clone 5D4) (Amsbio, 270427-CS; 1:50; RRID:AB_10920069), mouse monoclonal anti-heparan sulfate (clone F58-

10E4) (Ambsio, 370255-1; 1:150;RRID:AB_10891554), rabbit polyclonal anti-b3gnt7 (ThermoFisherScientific, PA5-57342, 1:100;RRI-

D:AB_2638427), rabbit polyclonal anti-Ndst3 (Thermo Fisher Scientific, PA5-63262, 1:200; RRID:AB_2644540) and rabbit polyclonal

anti-NGAL (LCN2) (Thermo Fisher Scientific, PA5-88079, 1:200, RRID:AB_2804634). Sections were incubated for 1 h at 4⁰C with the

secondary antibodies: Alexa Fluor 568AffiniPure goat anti-mouse IgM, m chain specific (ThermoFisher Scientific, A-21043; 1:100; RRI-

D:AB_2535712) and Alexa Fluor 594 AffiniPure donkey anti-mouse IgG (Jackson ImmunoResearch Laboratories, 715-585-150; 1:100;

RRID:AB_2340854). For enzymatic digestions, prior to immunofluorescence, sectionswere incubatedwith heparinase III (EC4.2.2.8; 5

mU/ml; Amsbio, AMS.HEP-ENZ III-S) or keratanase (endo-b-galactosidase; R14 U/mL; Sigma, 345811) for 2h at 37�C. To visualise

connective tissue composition, sagittal sections (10 mm) were stained with Masson trichrome staining (Sigma, HT15). All histological

analyseswere randomized and performed blinded to the genus of the animal. All spinal cord sectionswere used under the same expo-

sure for the same antibodies. Image acquisition was performed using the IN Cell Analyzer 2000 microscope (GE Healthcare) at 20x

magnification with acquisition software v4.5. and with an Axio Imager microscope (Zeiss, RRID:SCR_018856) at 20x and 40x magni-

ficationwith anAxiocamMR3.0 camera andAxiovision imaging4.7 software (Zeiss, RRID:SCR_002677), andsubsequently analyzed in

Fiji software (RRID:SCR_002285). Analysis of bIII-tubulin-positive axonal regeneration was performed by assessing the number of

axons penetrating or growing inside the lesion core in 20x magnification images of spinal cords from Mus (n=7) and Acomys (n=7),

in 7-17 sections per animal. Regeneration of 5-HT fibers in spinal cord cross sectionswas assessed bymeasuring themeanpixel value

of fluorescence intensity (the background was subtracted) inside a marked area spanning around the ventral part of the grey matter of

rostral and caudal sections of Mus (n=6) and Acomys (n=6) spinal cords. In spinal cord sagittal sections, the total number and axon

regeneration distance of 5-HT-positive axons growing within the injury site was assessed by using a vertical line placed at the rostral

end of the lesion border perpendicularly to the sagittal axis of each spinal cord ofMus (n=3) andAcomys (n=6), in at least 8 sections per

animal. Glycosylation related-enzymes and ECM proteoglycan fluorescence intensity was measured from uninjured and injured Mus

and Acomys (n=4-6 each genus) spinal cord images at 20x magnification (2-6 sections of each spinal cord/animal). For b3gnt7 and

Ndst3 the mean pixel value of fluorescence intensity in the lesion site was measured. For the quantification of KSPG deposition in un-

injured and injuredMus andAcomys (n=4-6 each genus), the total area containing KSPG-positive staining (similar to a honeycomb-like

structure) was measured in each section (2-4 sections of each spinal cord/animal); for KSPG, normalization in relation to distal caudal

and rostral stumpswasnot performedasstainingwasnegligible inall groupsexcept inAcomys followingSCI.ForHSPG, themeanpixel

value of fluorescence intensity was measured in the region of the lesion site and the ratio relative to the staining in proximal and distal

spinal cord stumps was calculated. GFAP and col I fluorescence intensity were assessed from injured Mus and Acomys (n=7, each

genus for GFAP and n=6 for col I) at 20x magnification by measuring the mean pixel value of fluorescence intensity of the same ROI

in each section (2-4 sections of each spinal cord/animal). Analysis of gray/white matter ratios in cross sections of sham animals was

performed by measuring pixel area of total, gray and white matter area in spinal cord cross sections (3-6 sections) in Mus (n=2) and

Acomys (n=2). Images were acquired using a light microscope Olympus (RRID:SCR_017564) with an Olympus DP 25 camera and

Cell B software (RRID:SCR_014342).

AAV injection for anterograde tracing
For tracing of the descending CST, injuredMus (n=3) and Acomys (n=2) were injected intracortically with an AAV1/2 vector leading to

the expression of eGFP under the CMV promoter (AAV1.CMV.PI.eGFP.WPRE.bGH, 5.738 x1013 GC/ml, Penn University - in the text

referred as AAV1/2-eGFP) at 8 WPI. This timepoint of viral injection was chosen as viral injections at 4WPI could influence functional

analysis. Animals were deeply anesthetized with isoflurane and positioned in a stereotaxic device with motorized stereotaxic micro-

injetor (Stoelting). Following a midline incision, the bregma was exposed and four holes were drilled in the right sensorimotor cortex.

ForMus, the coordinates were as described (Du et al., 2015; Jin et al., 2015); in Acomys the following coordinates were used: ante-

roposterior/mediolateral: 1.35/-1.0 and 1.35/-2.6 (1.4mm DV); 0.63/-0.7 and 0.63/-2.2 (1.2mm DV). The injections were performed

using a 10 ml Hamilton syringe (Series 1700 Hamilton). Once the needle was at the appropriate depth, 0.3 ml of virus were injected

in each coordinate (0.1 ml /min). After the injection, the syringe was left for 2 minutes to avoid leakage. Four weeks later, the animals

were euthanized i.e., at 12 WPI.

Electrophysiology
UninjuredMus (n=5) and Acomys (n=4), and injuredMus (n=3) and Acomys (n=10) were terminally anaesthetized with an i.p. injection

of 50 mg/kg of pentobarbital at 8 WPI. Spinal cord from the upper cervical to lower lumbar levels was quickly removed, cleaned from

the meninges and nerve roots, and kept in artificial cerebrospinal fluid (aCSF) containing: 115 mM NaCl (Sigma, S9888), 3 mM KCl
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(Sigma, 7447-40-7), 2.2 mMCaCl2 (Sigma, 10035-04-8), 1 mMMgCl2 (Sigma, M2393), 1 mMNaH2PO4 (Sigma, 10049-21-5), 25 mM

NaHCO3 (Sigma, 144-55-8) and 11mMglucose (Sigma, G8270) (bubbled with 95%O2 and 5%CO2). The spinal cord was transferred

to the recording chamber perfused with oxygenated aCSF and allowed to recover for at least 45 min. All recordings were done at a

temperature of 22–24�C. Suction electrodes fabricated from thick-walled glass (BioMedical Instruments, Germany) were used for

both stimulation and recording. To study CAP conduction in descending motor tracts, the lateral funiculus of each side of the spinal

cords (right/left) was stimulated at a location 8-10 mm rostral to the lesion site (Stim. A; Figure 2L) using the Isolated Pulse Stimulator

(2100, A-MSystems, RRID:SCR_016677). Two recording electrodeswere positioned 4-5mm rostrally (Rec. B; Figure 2L) and 4-5mm

caudally to the lesion (Rec. C; Figure 2L), to compare CAP amplitudes before and after crossing the lesion site, thus revealing func-

tional fibers crossing the scar. The recording electrode Rec.B allowed to control the viability of the spinal cord preparation and the

proper propagation of CAPs. Each suction electrode had its own reference electrode. Spinal cords were stimulatedwith a 50 ms pulse

of 200 mA at a 3s interval. For recording, we used the differential AC amplifier (1700, A–M Systems), in which the low cut-off filter was

set 0.1 Hz. The signal was online low-pass filtered at 10 kHz and sampled using the A/D converter of the EPC9 amplifier (HEKA, Lam-

brecht, Germany). Of note, only injured Acomys that recovered weight support and presented locomotor recovery (BMS > 5) were

used. Quantification of CAP conduction was performed by measuring the amplitude for each animal with the average of at least 10

traces.

RNA extraction and transcriptomic analysis
At 8WPI, the lesion site (4-5mm) from 4 injuredMus and 4 injuredAcomyswas collected and total RNAwas extracted usingNZY total

RNA isolation kit (MB13402). Thoracic spinal cord sites from shamanimals (n=4Mus and n=4Acomys) were also collected to serve as

controls. RNA concentration and purity was determined by NanoDrop� spectrophotometry, and integrity was confirmed using Ex-

perion RNA StdSens Kit (Bio-Rad). Preparation of barcoded stranded RNAseq libraries and deep uni-directional sequencing (read-

length: 75 bases; yield: �550 million of paired sequence reads; FASTQ files have been deposited under BioProject: PRJNA766650,

accessions SRR16088842 to SRR16088857) were performed at the Genomics Core Facility (GeneCore) at EMBL, Heidelberg, Ger-

many. Since these two species have been diverging for 20 million years (Steppan et al., 2004), and non-coding regions evolve faster

than coding regions, the expression of coding sequence (CDS) isoforms (rather than transcript isoforms) was compared. Although the

Acomys cahirinus genome has been sequenced (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/assembly/GCA_004027535.1/), there is no genome

annotation available, and thus, Acomys transcriptome was assembled using all available data at the NCBI SRA database (https://

www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sra) and data collected in this work. The average read quality of all datasets was evaluated using Fastqc.

Docker images and all other software applications here used are available at the pegi3s Bioinformatics Docker Images Project

(https://pegi3s.github.io/dockerfiles/). The SRA datasets that were considered suitable for the transcriptome reconstruction are:

SRR636836, SRR636837, SRR636838, SRR2146799, SRR2146800, SRR2146801, SRR2146802, SRR2146803, SRR2146804,

SRR2146805, SRR2146806, SRR2146807, SRR2146808, SRR2146809, SRR2146810, SRR2146811, SRR2146812, SRR2146813,

SRR2146814, SRR2146815, SRR2146816, SRR2146817, SRR2146818, SRR2146819, SRR2146820, SRR2146821, SRR2146822,

SRR2146823, SRR2146824, SRR2146825, SRR2146826, SRR2146827, SRR2146828, SRR2146829, SRR2146830, SRR2146831,

SRR2146832, SRR2146833, SRR2146834, SRR2146835, SRR2146836, SRR2146837, SRR2146838, SRR2146839, SRR2146840,

SRR2146841, SRR2146842, SRR2146843, SRR3623231, SRR3623232, SRR3623233, SRR3623234, SRR3623235, SRR3623236,

SRR3623237, SRR3623238, SRR3623239, SRR3623240, SRR4279903, SRR4279904, SRR6994950, SRR6994951, SRR6994952,

SRR6994953, SRR6994954, SRR6994955, SRR6994956, SRR6994957, SRR6994958, SRR6994959, SRR6994960, SRR6994961,

and SRR6994962. Cutadapt (Martin, 2011) was used to trimmed the first 20 positions of each read (usually of lower quality). FASTQ

files were transformed into FASTA files (using Docker image), and all Forward (F) and Reverse (R) read files concatenated separately.

At this point, both F and R FASTA files contain 1,326,395,625 reads. Reads showing ambiguous positions, as well as their respective

mates, were removed (51,012,743 and 2,929,801 reads from the F and R files, respectively). After this filtering step, there were

1,273,100,625 reads on both F and R FASTA files. The average read quality for each of the 8Acomys FASTQ files was assessed using

Fastqc and the first 15 positions of each read trimmed using cutadapt. The resulting FASTQ files were transformed into FASTA files

(using Docker image) and the files concatenated. Reads showing ambiguous positions were removed. After this, there were

241,370,110 read sequences in the FASTA file. Coral (Salmela and Schroder, 2011) was used to correct reads at positions showing

variability in read alignments. This file was then used to correct, using Coral, the F and R FASTA files mentioned above, as well as the

8 Acomys FASTQ files here obtained. All corrected files were used to perform a transcriptome assembly using Trinity (Haas et al.,

2013) (468,445,830 reads were kept out of 1,273,100,625, i.e, 36.80%). The reconstructed Acomys cahirinus transcriptome is rep-

resented by 1,053,074 sequences, but it is unlikely that every sequence represents a full-length transcript. The EMBOSS getorf soft-

ware application was used to extract the longest ORF from the reconstructed sequences. ForMus, the average read quality for each

of the 8 FASTQ files here obtained was evaluated using the Fastqc software application. As for Acomys, the first 15 positions of each

read were trimmed using cutadapt, and the resulting FASTQ files were transformed into FASTA files and concatenated. Reads

showing ambiguous positions were then removed, resulting in a 296,236,846 read sequences file. Coral was then used to correct

reads at positions showing variability in read alignments. The resulting file was then used to correct, using Coral, the file containing

all annotatedMusCDS in the reference genome (GCF_000001635.27) that was downloaded from theNCBI RefSeq database (https://

www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/assembly), as well as the 8 Mus FASTQ files here obtained were corrected. SEDA (Lopez-Fernandez et al.,

2020) was used to retain only Acomys CDS isoforms having an orthologue Mus sequence (identified using the ‘‘BLAST two-way or-

tholog’’ operation), that show less than 20% size difference relative to the Mus orthologous CDS, with a start codon and no in-frame
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stop codons. 15,827 CDS isoforms were compared between Mus and Acomys. FPKM values were estimated using the RSEM

method, as implemented in Trinity, the reconstructed Acomys transcriptome and the paired Mus transcriptome, and the corrected

and filtered read files here obtained for sham/injuredMus/Acomys. Differentially expressed CDS isoformswere identified using voom

(Law et al., 2014) and the four available biological replicates for each condition. CDS isoforms that have P-values at most 1e-3 and are

at least 2^2 fold were extracted and heatmaps produced. The differentially expressed CDS isoforms were partitioned into clusters

with similar expression patterns by cutting the hierarchically clustered gene tree at 10% the height of the tree. Only Trinity clusters

for which more than 75% of the members show a statistically significant difference between conditions were selected. PANTHER

was used to identify overrepresented gene categories.

To validate transcriptomics of SCI sites, 200 ng of total RNA sample were used to synthesize first-strand cDNA (NZY First-Strand

cDNA Synthesis Kit, MB125). SYBR-green quantitative PCR (CFX384 Touch� Real-Time PCR Detection System, Bio-rad) was per-

formed using species-specific primers (the sequence of species-specific PCR primers is detailed in the key resources table). Primers

were designed to bind orthologous regions of each gene in both species (similar GC content and PCR product size) using the Beacon

designer software (Biosoft). The fold change in gene expression was calculated using the DDCt relative expression method (Livak

method) and primers for Sdha were used as the endogenous control and calculated separately for each sample and respective spe-

cies/condition.

Neurite outgrowth assay
Neurite outgrowth was assessed following immunofluorescence against bIII-tubulin. DRG and cortical neuron cultures of Mus were

plated on top of transfected CHO and fixed at DIV1 with 2% paraformaldehyde (PFA) (Sigma, 158127) for 10 min at RT, followed by

cell membrane permeabilization (0.1% Triton X-100) and blocking with 5% FBS in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) for 1 hour at RT.

Incubation with rabbit anti-bIII-tubulin (Synaptic Systems 302 302; 1:1000, RRID:AB_10637424) was done overnight at 4�C. The sec-
ondary antibody donkey anti-rabbit Alexa Fluor 594 (Jackson ImmunoResearch, 711-585-152; 1:1000, RRID:AB_2340621) was used

for 1 hour at RT. Four-well cell chambers were incubated with DAPI for 15min (Bio-rad, #1351303). Images were acquired in a Leica

DMI6000 B (Leica, RRID:SCR_018713) equipped with an Hamamatsu FLASH4.0 digital camera and Leica Application Suite

Advanced Fluorescence (LAS AF) software (RRID:SCR_013673). Total neurite length was assessed in Matlab (RRID:SCR_001622)

with Synapse Detector (SynD) software (Schmitz et al., 2011) and Fiji software. Only DRG or cortical neurons grown on top of trans-

fected CHO cells were considered for analysis. A total of 3 independent experiments were analyzed for each cell type.

QUANTIFICATION AND STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

Data is shown as mean and standard error of the mean (SEM). The statistical analysis for all experiments was performed with

GraphPad Prism 6 (RRID:SCR_002798). Unless elsewhere stated, the following statistical tests were used as indicated in figure leg-

ends: two-tailed unpaired or paired t-test, one-way or two-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparison test for samples

with Gaussian distribution. Two-tailed Mann-Whitney t-test and Kruskal-Wallis test followed by Dunn’s multiple comparison test

were used for samples without Gaussian distribution. Sample sizes are indicated in figure legends and significance was defined

as p value*<0.05, p**<0.01, p***<0.001, p****<0.0001, ns: not significant.
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Supplemental Information 

 

Figure S1. Robust axon regeneration occurs in Acomys after complete spinal cord transection, 

related to Figure 2. 

 

(A) Transversal spinal cord sections of rostral and caudal thoracic regions of uninjured Mus (upper) and 

Acomys (lower) spinal cords. 

(B) Quantification of gray/white matter ratios related to (A).  

(C) Transversal spinal cord sections of rostral and caudal regions immunostained with 5-HT of injured 

Acomys. Zoom-ins of regions of interest are provided at the right side of each image. 

(D) 5-HT fluorescence intensity related to (C). Data represent mean ± SEM (*p<0.05, two-tailed unpaired 

Student’s t test between rostral and caudal regions amongst species) of n=6 injured Mus and n=6 injured 

Acomys).  

Data points in (D) represent values of single animals. Scale bar: 100 µm (A and C). R: rostral; C: caudal. 



Figure S2. Upon injury, Acomys presents reduced astrogliosis and fibrosis, related to Figure 3. 

 

(A) Sagittal spinal cord sections containing the injury site of injured Mus (upper) and Acomys (lower) 

labelled with glial fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP). A cyst in Acomys is highlighted by an asterisk. 



(B) GFAP fluorescence intensity related to (A). Data represent mean ± SEM (**p<0.01, two-tailed 

unpaired Student’s t test); n=7 injured Mus and n=7 injured Acomys. 

(C) Images of sagittal spinal cord sections of injured Mus and Acomys stained for GFAP and Ngal/Lcn2.  

(D) Heatmap of RNA-seq transcriptome analysis showing average FPKM expression as Z-score values 

between uninjured and injured Mus and Acomys of specific markers for reactive astrocytes.  

(E) Masson trichrome staining and (F) collagen type I (col I) labelling of sagittal spinal cord sections 

containing the injury site of injured Mus (upper) and Acomys (lower), at 8WPI. Red arrowheads in (H) 

indicate collagen fibril deposition. 

(G) Col I fluorescence intensity related to (F). Data represent mean ± SEM (*p<0.05, two-tailed unpaired 

Student’s t test); n=7 injured Mus and n=6 injured Acomys.  

Each data point in (B and G) represents values of single animals. Scale bar: 100 µm (A, E and F); 50 

µm (C). R: rostral; C: caudal. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure S3. Classification of the trinity clusters based on their gene expression pattern 

similarities, related to Figure 3. 

 



 

Cluster analysis by gene expression profile, for which more than 75% of the members show a statistically 

significant difference between injured Mus vs injured Acomys, and sham Acomys vs injured Acomys. 

Samples are ordered according to the global expression pattern similarity, as determined by Trinity. The 

number of genes is in brackets. A: Acomys; M: Mus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure S4. Transcriptomic analysis reveals a specific pro-regenerative environment at Acomys 

injury site, related to Figure 3. 

 

Average fragments per Kilobase of transcript per million mapped reads (FPKM) values of different 

carbohydrate sulfotransferases identified in the transcriptomic analysis of Mus and Acomys injury site. 

Data represent mean ± SEM (*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001, one-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s 

multiple comparison test, ns: not significant); n=4 sham Mus; n=4 injured Mus, n=4 sham Acomys and 

n=4 injured Acomys. 
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