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The expression of genes encoding powerful developmental regu-
lators is exquisitely controlled, often at multiple levels. Here, we
investigate developmental expression of three conserved genes,
Caenorhabditis elegans mpk-1, lag-1, and lag-3/sel-8, which en-
code homologs of ERK/MAPK and core components of the
Notch-dependent transcription complex, respectively. We use
single-molecule FISH (smFISH) and MATLAB to visualize and quan-
tify nuclear nascent transcripts and cytoplasmic mRNAs as a func-
tion of position along the germline developmental axis. Using
differentially labeled probes, one spanning an exceptionally long
first intron and the other spanning exons, we identify two classes
of active transcription sites (ATS). The iATS class, for “incomplete”
ATS, harbors only partial nascent transcripts; the cATS class, for
“complete” ATS, harbors full-length nascent transcripts. Remark-
ably, the frequencies of iATS and cATS are patterned along the
germline axis. For example, most mpk-1 ATS are iATS in hermaph-
rodite germline stem cells, but most are cATS in differentiating
stem cell daughters. Thus, mpk-1 ATS class frequencies switch in
a graded manner as stem cell daughters begin differentiation. Im-
portantly, the patterns of ATS class frequency are gene-, stage-,
and sex-specific, and cATS frequency strongly correlates with tran-
scriptional output. Although the molecular mechanism underlying
ATS classes is not understood, their primary difference is the ex-
tent of transcriptional progression. To generate only partial na-
scent transcripts in iATS, progression must be slowed, paused, or
aborted midway through the gene. We propose that regulation of
ATS class can be a critical mode of developmental gene regulation.
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The control of gene expression is central to animal develop-
ment and homeostasis. To achieve that control, an increas-

ingly complex choreography of regulatory steps dictates when,
where, and how much mRNA is produced. Transcriptional ini-
tiation has taken center stage as the key step in regulating gene
expression for years (1), but other downstream mechanisms have
now joined initiation on that stage. Most relevant to this work is
transcriptional progression through the gene, which affects
generation of a complete nascent transcript. A classic example of
regulation at this step of transcriptional progression occurs in
Drosophila embryos, where the cell cycle is too short to complete
transcription through unusually long Hox genes before the cell
divides (2, 3). A more broadly used case is the regulated release
from transcriptional pauses that occur ∼20 to 60 bp after initi-
ation, the promoter-proximal pause (4). Transcriptional pro-
gression can be deduced with “-omic” methods, such as PRO-seq
or NET-seq (5, 6), or with imaging methods, such as single-
molecule fluorescence in situ hybridization (smFISH) or live
imaging (7). One advantage of smFISH is that transcription of
endogenous genes can be assessed in their native context with
single-cell and single-molecule resolution. This work began with
an smFISH investigation of active transcription site or sites
(ATS) and transcriptional yields at key regulatory genes during
development. Our analyses led to discovery of two distinct ATS
classes and what we propose is a case of regulated transcriptional
progression.

Our studies have been conducted in the adult Caenorhabditis
elegans gonad, which is well suited to smFISH (8) and where
germ cell development occurs linearly along the distal–proximal
axis. Germline stem cells (GSCs) reside within their niche at the
distal end, and GSC daughters mature progressively toward ga-
metogenesis as they move from the niche and ultimately reach
the other end (Fig. 1A). Previous studies in this tissue revealed a
gradient of Notch-dependent transcriptional bursts at the Notch
target gene, sygl-1 (8–10). Here, we focus on transcription of
three other genes that regulate GSC self-renewal or differenti-
ation (Fig. 1B). The lag-1 and lag-3/sel-8 (henceforth lag-3) genes
encode core components of the Notch transcriptional activation
complex, which promotes GSC self-renewal in response to sig-
naling from the niche (11–13). The mpk-1 gene encodes ERK/
MAP kinase (14, 15), which promotes several aspects of germline
differentiation: sperm/oocyte fate specification (16, 17), pro-
gression through meiotic prophase, and oogenesis (18–20). We
emphasize that our approach queries transcription at endoge-
nous genes in wildtype animals; our results therefore avoid po-
tentially confounding effects of transgenes, inserted tags, and
reporter constructs.
To obtain a high-resolution and quantitative view of tran-

scription during development, we coupled smFISH with a
MATLAB image analysis code to score RNAs with 3D resolu-
tion in the germline tissue, as done previously for sygl-1 (8, 10).
Using differentially labeled probe sets to either the 5′ half to two
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thirds of each gene (spanning the long first intron) or the
remaining 3′ part (the exons, most of which are 3′ to the intron),
we found two distinct ATS classes that differ in transcriptional
progression. One class, iATS for “incomplete” ATS, harbors
partial nascent transcripts; the other class, cATS for “complete”
ATS, harbors full-length nascent transcripts. The iATS do not
reflect a promoter-proximal pause, which generates a very short
transcript that would not be seen with an intron probe (Discus-
sion). Remarkably, the frequencies of these ATS classes are
gene-, position-, and sex-specific, suggesting developmental
regulation. Most strikingly, iATS and cATS frequencies are re-
ciprocally graded for two genes in the stem cell region in a
manner consistent with the graded expression of those genes. We
propose that regulated changes in transcriptional progression,

inferred from changes in the frequency of ATS class, drives the
developmental expression of these genes.

Results
Experimental Design and a Modified MATLAB Code. Our experi-
mental design took advantage of the simple architecture of the
C. elegans adult germline (Fig. 1A), the ability to visualize tran-
scription at high resolution in this tissue using smFISH (8, 10),
and genes with long first introns that encode key regulators of
germline development (Fig. 1B). The mpk-1, lag-1, and lag-3 first
introns are 8.2 kb, 6 kb, and 8.5 kb, respectively. We used Stel-
laris Probe Designer to create two probe sets for each gene,
spanning either the long first intron and thus covering the 5′ half
to two thirds of each gene or all exons and thus covering the
remaining 3′ part of the gene (Fig. 1 C–E). Each set included 47

Fig. 1. C. elegans germline anatomy and key regulatory genes. (A, Left) Adult hermaphrodite has two U-shaped gonadal arms (in colors). The distal gonad
(red square) houses germ cells that are either dividing (yellow) or in early meiotic prophase (green); proximal germ cells make oocytes (pink). Sperm (blue)
were made as larvae. (A, Right) Development in distal gonad. The progenitor zone (PZ) includes germline stem cells (GSCs) within their niche (gray) and stem
cell daughters primed to differentiate; upon leaving the PZ, germ cells enter meiotic prophase (green crescents). (B) Key regulators relevant to this work. (C–E)
Gene architecture: boxes, exons; lines, introns. Exons include coding regions (gene-specific colors) and untranslated regions (UTRs; gray). Direction of tran-
scription is the same for all genes (arrow in C). Vertical lines indicate sites of individual smFISH probes; probe sets target either the large first intron (green) or
all exons (magenta). Red asterisk marks site of 1 bp frame-shifting insertion inmpk-1b first exon, used as control formpk-1 exon probe specificity. Deletions in
mpk-1 and lag-3 long first introns were used as control for intron probe specificity. The lag-1 gene makes four isoforms (lag-1a-d); for simplicity, lag-1a
represents lag-1a-c, which differ in size of exons 2 and 3. The lag-3a first intron contains predicted ncRNA C32A3.7.
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or 48 individual probes (detailed in Dataset S1). The intron and
exon probe sets were labeled with different fluorophores to
generate distinct signals (Fig. 2 A–C and SI Appendix, Figs. S1A,
S2A, and S3A). Probe specificities were confirmed by inhibiting
transcription with ⍺-amanitin to ensure detection of RNA rather
than DNA (SI Appendix, Figs. S1B, S2B, and S3B), intron-
specific deletions to ensure specificity of the intron probe sig-
nal (mpk-1 and lag-3 only; an analogous lag-1 deletion could not
be isolated; SI Appendix, Figs. S1C and S3C), and a frame-shift
mutant (mpk-1) or RNAi (lag-1, lag-3) to ensure specificity of the
exon probe signal (SI Appendix, Figs. S1D, S2 C and D, and S3 D
and E). The legends of SI Appendix, Fig. S1–S3, provide gene-
specific details of these specificity assays.
A previously published MATLAB code (used to analyze

transcription in the C. elegans progenitor zone) defined ATS as
nuclear spots with overlapping exon and intron probe signals (8).
However, a preliminary inspection by eye of the smFISH images
for mpk-1, lag-1, and lag-3 transcripts revealed two types of nu-
clear spots, both with morphology and size of an ATS. We cat-
egorize these two types as “cATS” and “iATS” (Fig. 2D). cATS
are detected with overlapping signals from the exon and intron
probe sets, while iATS are detected uniquely with the intron
probe set. The finding of these two ATS types caused us to
modify the original code. Briefly, the new code detects nuclear
signals independently for the exon and intron probe sets, it de-
termines if the two signals are overlapping to assign them as a
cATS or iATS, and it identifies cytoplasmic mRNA, all within
the 3D gonad (SI Appendix, Fig. S4, and see SI Appendix,
Methods). During this code revision, we asked how many nuclear
spots were seen with each probe set, without taking into con-
sideration any overlap, and found that the intron probe detected
more spots than the exon probe for all three genes (Fig. 2E). To
test whether the abundance bias of intron spots might reflect

fluorophore differences, we tested mpk-1 probe sets with swap-
ped fluorophores, but the intron spot abundance bias did not
change (Fig. 2E). To validate our modified MATLAB code, we
tested it by rescoring previously published images of sygl-1
smFISH and obtained results equivalent to a previous report
(SI Appendix, Fig. S5) (8). The new code thus scores cATS and
iATS with spatial resolution.

Transcriptional Probabilities and Yields in the Progenitor Zone. We
analyzed mpk-1, lag-1, and lag-3 transcription in the adult her-
maphrodite Progenitor Zone (PZ), where GSCs reside distally
and more proximal GSC daughters become primed for differ-
entiation (21–23). Position within the PZ was scored as the
number of germ cell diameters (gcds) or “rows” along the
distal–proximal axis from the distal end, by convention. For this
study, we focused on the distal-most 12 rows of the PZ, a region
with roughly 150 germ cells that divide asynchronously every
∼6 h on average (24) and move proximally at a rate of ∼0.4 to 1
row per hour (22). Importantly, a germ cell’s state—naïve and
stem cell-like or triggered to differentiate—corresponds to its
position along the axis (Fig. 3A).
We first determined the percentage of germ cells harboring

any ATS, cell row by cell row, along the PZ developmental axis.
The ATS scored in this initial analysis include both cATS and
iATS, and thus reveal genes that have not only initiated tran-
scription but also elongated far enough for detection with
smFISH probes. The percentage of cells with any ATS therefore
provides a measure of transcriptional probability, as established
previously (8, 9, 25). The mpk-1, lag-1, and lag-3 genes were all
transcribed actively across the distal PZ, with 60 to 70% of cells
possessing either a cATS or iATS (Fig. 3B and SI Appendix, Fig.
S6 A–C). For comparison, the Notch-activated sygl-1 gene pro-
duces ATS in ∼65% of the distal germ cells within the niche

Fig. 2. Identification of two classes of active transcription sites (ATS). (A–C) Maximum projections of smFISH images. (Left) Intron probe set signals (green),
(Middle) exon probe set signals (magenta), and merge of both signals with DAPI (cyan). (Scale bar, 5 μm.) (D) Two ATS classes: (Left) images and (Right)
cartoons. A cATS (complete ATS) is visualized by overlapping intron and exon probe signals; an iATS (incomplete ATS) is visualized by the intron probe signal
alone. (E) ATS numbers, regardless of class, detected with either the intron probe set (intron) or exon probe set (exon) for each gene. Overlaps of intron-
detected and exon-detected spots were not determined in this analysis. To test if the high number of intron-detected spots reflected fluorophore bias, the
fluorophores conjugated to the original mpk-1 intron and exon probes were swapped (*****P < 0.0000001, Student’s t test).
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Fig. 3. Expression ofmpk-1, lag-1, and lag-3 in the distal Progenitor Zone (PZ). (A) Region scored (dashed red box) extends 12 germ cell diameters (gcds) into
the PZ from the niche (gray). Numbers indicate positions as gcds along the distal–proximal axis, starting from the distal end according to convention; MATLAB
score position in micrometers from the distal end, with each gcd averaging ∼4.4 μm in this region (8). (B–D and F–K) The x-axis shows position in both gcds
(Top) and micrometers (Bottom). Numbers of gonads scored: mpk-1, n = 37; lag-1, n = 36; and lag-3, n = 32. (B) Transcriptional probability measured as
percentage of cells with at least one ATS, including both iATS and cATS. Line plots are derived from data in SI Appendix, Fig. S6 A–C. Total numbers of cells
scored: mpk-1, n = 6,065; lag-1, n = 5,981; and lag-3, n = 4,472. (C) Transcriptional output measured as total number of nascent transcripts at cATS per cell
row. Analysis was limited to cATS as explained in the text and detailed in SI Appendix, Methods. Line plots are derived from data in SI Appendix, Fig. S6 G–I.
(D) Transcriptional output measured as total number of cellular mRNAs per cell row; mRNAs in rachis were excluded. Germ cell boundaries were determined
from MATLAB-generated Voronoi cells as described in SI Appendix, Methods. Line plots are derived from data in SI Appendix, Fig. S6 J–L. Data for number of
mRNAs per cell are in SI Appendix, Fig. S6 M–O. (E) Detection of nascent transcripts at iATS (Top) and cATS (Bottom). iATS are seen uniquely with the intron
probe set, whereas cATS are seen with overlapping exon and intron probe sets. The mpk-1 intron probe set spans 77% of the full-length transcript (excluding
3′UTR); by contrast, the exon probe set spans only 23%. (F–H) iATS and cATS frequencies as a function of position. Each bar shows percentage of total ATS that
are cATS (darker bars) or iATS (lighter bars). Numbers of total ATS (cATS plus iATS) scored: mpk-1, n = 5,699; lag-1, n = 6,610; and lag-3, n = 4,200. SEs are
shown. (I–K) Measures of transcription taken from panels above and combined to highlight patterns of graded increase, decrease, or relative uniformity;
individual lines represent quite different measures, and specific values are therefore not comparable. Transcriptional probability (gray line) is from B, cellular
mRNA abundance per row (dashed line) is from D, and cATS frequency (dark colored line) and iATS frequency (lighter colored line) are from G–I. The original
panels show y-axis value ranges.
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but <5% outside the niche, as previously reported (8). We also
scored how many individual ATS were seen in each nucleus as a
function of position along the axis. As expected for genes that
transcribe in bursts within an actively dividing cell population,
the numbers of individual ATS per cell varied between zero and
four (SI Appendix, Fig. S6 D–F). The higher percentage in the
most distal germ cells for lag-1 ATS and lower percentage in the
same region for lag-3 ATS are reproducible but not understood.
Most importantly, all three genes are actively engaged in tran-
scription across the distal PZ.
We next scored two measures of transcriptional productivity as

a function of position in the PZ: the number of nascent tran-
scripts at cATS (Fig. 3C and SI Appendix, Fig. S6 G–I) and
number of mRNAs in the cytoplasm (Fig. 3D and SI Appendix,
Fig. S6 J–O). Measurement of nascent transcript abundance was
limited to cATS because it could be estimated by comparing
intensity values of exon probe spots at cATS in the nucleus and
exon probe dots at single mRNAs in the cytoplasm. While this
strategy misses nascent transcripts at iATS, the compared values
rely on the same probe, same fluorophore, and same image. Both
the number of mpk-1 and lag-3 nascent transcripts increased
steadily as germ cells moved along the PZ axis, while the number
of lag-1 nascent transcripts increased initially and then leveled
off (Fig. 3C). Following those trends, mpk-1 and lag-3 mRNA
numbers also increased along the axis, while numbers of lag-1
mRNAs were more level (Fig. 3D). The pattern of lag-1 mRNA
abundance conforms for the most part with an independent re-
port published recently (26). Most strikingly, the nearly uniform
transcriptional probabilities for mpk-1 and lag-3 (Fig. 3B) did not
match their gradually increasing transcriptional outputs across
the PZ axis (Fig. 3 C and D).

Frequency of One ATS Class, the cATS, Corresponds to mRNA Yield.
Why might transcriptional probability and output have distinct
patterns for a given gene? We considered the possibility that the
frequency of the two ATS classes, iATS and cATS (Fig. 2), un-
derlie the explanation. iATS are uniquely detected with the first
intron probe, so nascent transcripts at iATS have elongated
through much of the long intron, but not the downstream exons
(Fig. 3 E, Top). By contrast, cATS are detected with both exon
and intron probes, so nascent transcripts at cATS must have
elongated through both the long intron and the downstream
exons (Fig. 3 E, Bottom). Because iATS and cATS reveal tran-
scription sites dominated by different extents of transcriptional
progression, cATS would be expected to yield a more robust
transcriptional output than iATS. Based on that idea, we de-
termined the frequencies of each ATS class, measured as a
percentage of all ATS, and asked if their frequencies change
along the PZ developmental axis. One might have thought that
iATS and cATS frequencies would simply reflect the extent of
sequence covered by each probe set. If that were the case, they
would be the same regardless of position. However, iATS and
cATS frequencies had gene-specific patterns along the PZ axis
(Fig. 3 F–H). For example, mpk-1 cATS frequency increased
steadily from ∼30% distally to ∼75% at row 12, and iATS fre-
quency decreased correspondingly (Fig. 3F). A similar trend was
found for lag-3 (Fig. 3H), but the lag-1 cATS frequency initially
decreased and then leveled off across the PZ (Fig. 3G). These
patterns suggest that transcriptional progression is gene-specific
and changes as germ cells move through the PZ. A logical ex-
tension of that idea is that the pattern of only one class, the
cATS with their full- or nearly full-length transcripts, is respon-
sible for the pattern of mRNA production. That prediction was
borne out by comparing patterns of ATS, cATS, iATS, and
mRNAs in gene-specific graphs (Fig. 3 I and J) and finding
positive correlations between cATS frequency and mRNA
number and negative correlations between iATS frequency and
mRNA number (Table 1). We conclude that cATS frequency,

not iATS frequency, drives mRNA output as germ cells mature
through the PZ (Discussion).

mpk-1, lag-1, and lag-3 Transcription in the Early Pachytene Region.
We next investigated transcription of the same three genes in a
different region of the gonad, where germ cells have begun to
differentiate. Specifically, we focused on 12 rows of germ cells
that begin at the proximal boundary of the Transition Zone (TZ)
and extend into the pachytene region (Fig. 4A). Germ cells here
have entered the pachytene stage of meiotic prophase and begun
oogenesis. For simplicity, we refer to the region as EP for Early
Pachytene. Though germ cells are not dividing mitotically, they
move proximally through the EP at a rate of ∼1 row per hour
(21, 24) and progressively mature as they move along the
distal–proximal axis.
Analyses in the EP paralleled those in the distal PZ (SI Ap-

pendix, Fig. S7, shows representative smFISH images). The mpk-
1, lag-1, and lag-3 genes were actively transcribed across the re-
gion: the percentages of cells with any ATS ranged from ∼50%
to 80% (Fig. 4B and SI Appendix, Fig. S8 A–C), and ATS
numbered zero to four per nucleus as expected (SI Appendix, Fig.
S8 D–F). The number of nascent transcripts at cATS was steady
across the region for each gene (Fig. 4C and SI Appendix, Fig.
S8 G–I), while mRNA numbers were essentially uniform or in-
creased slightly (Fig. 4D and SI Appendix, Fig. S8 J–O). Strikingly
and in contrast to the PZ, most ATS were cATS throughout the
EP region (Fig. 4 E–G). Display of the various measures of
transcription in a single graph highlights their similarity
(Fig. 4 H–J). Again, high cATS frequencies match abundance of
cytoplasmic mRNAs. Thus, the ATS class frequencies and hence
transcriptional progression appear relatively uniform for these
genes as they move through early pachytene.

Deletions in the mpk-1 Long First Intron Have Either Minor or No
Detectable Germline Defects. We considered the idea that the
size or content of the long first intron of each gene might in-
fluence the pattern of cATS frequency in the PZ. Introns can
contain regulatory elements that affect numerous aspects of the
transcription process, including elongation and splicing (2,
27–32). To address this issue, we focused on mpk-1 for two
reasons. First, the mpk-1b isoform is the principal and likely only
mpk-1 transcript in the germline (Fig. 1C) (33, 34). As a result,
mpk-1 smFISH in the germline scores this isoform specifically.
By contrast, tissue specificity is unknown for the isoforms of the
other genes (Fig. 1 D and E). Second, a 5.7 kb deletion in the
mpk-1 intron (Fig. 1C) is homozygous viable. Therefore, the
regulatory effects of potential elements within the mpk-1 long
first intron can be investigated with mutants. By contrast, an
analogous deletion in lag-3 (Fig. 1D) is embryonic lethal and the
analogous lag-1 intron deletion could not be recovered. Briefly,
we generated three 1 kb deletions in different areas of the long
first intron, but these deletions did not affect the ATS class
pattern, frequency, or mpk-1 gene expression (SI Appendix, Figs.
S9 andS10). “Analyses of mpk-1 intron deletion mutants” in the
SI Appendix provides details of these experiments.

mpk-1 Developmental Pattern of cATS Frequency Is Sex-Specific. Fi-
nally, we asked if the low mpk-1 cATS frequency found in her-
maphrodite GSCs reflects a GSC-related developmental control
and the high cATS frequency in hermaphrodite EPs reflects a
differentiation developmental control. If this were the case,
similar frequencies would be expected in male GSCs, which also
reside in the distal PZ, and in the male EP (Fig. 5A, red boxes)
(10). However, the male pattern of cATS frequency differed
dramatically from that in hermaphrodites. The cATS frequency
was ∼50% in male GSCs and dropped from ∼80% at the TZ/EP
boundary to ∼40% by row 12 in the EP (Fig. 5C). The mpk-1
cATS frequency pattern is therefore sexually dimorphic (Fig. 5 D
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and E). The male EP decrease in cATS frequency matches well
with the previously reported decrease in MPK-1 protein abun-
dance in the same region (16). We suggest that the sexually di-
morphic patterns in cATS frequency reflect sex-specific changes
in transcriptional progression related to specification of the
sperm fate in the male PZ and production of maternal RNAs in
the hermaphrodite EP (Discussion).

Discussion
This study analyzes expression of three key regulatory genes
during C. elegans germline development, using smFISH to visu-
alize nascent transcripts at active transcription sites (ATS) and
mRNAs, both with single-cell resolution. Our results lead to
three conclusions. First, we identify distinct ATS classes: iATS
with partial nascent transcripts and cATS with full-length na-
scent transcripts. Second, we find that the frequencies of these
ATS classes change in gene- and sex-specific fashion along the
germline developmental axis, suggesting developmental regula-
tion. Finally, we show that only one ATS class, the cATS, cor-
relates with transcriptional productivity, suggesting an impact of
ATS class on gene expression.

Two ATS Classes with Distinct Extents of Transcriptional Progression
and Transcriptional Output. Classically, ATS are thought to harbor
multiple transcripts that vary in degree of completeness (35–37).
The discovery of iATS and cATS demonstrates that ATS can
exist in different states with distinct extents of transcriptional
progression through a gene. The iATS are detected with the
intron probe set spanning the 5′ half to two thirds of each gene,
but they are not detected with the exon probe spanning the 3′
third to half of each gene; therefore, the iATS class makes only
partial transcripts. The cATS, by contrast, are detected with both
intron and exon probe sets and must make complete or nearly
complete transcripts, likely in addition to partial transcripts
(Fig. 6A). This interpretation is consistent with previous studies
that used smFISH to investigate transcriptional progression (7,
37–39). Moreover, alternative explanations seem unlikely. The
lack of an overlapping exon signal at iATS might be explained if
the spliced long intron were tethered to the site while full-length
transcripts were released rapidly. However, introns are typically
degraded quickly (40) or moved to nuclear speckles for degra-
dation (41–43), and a rapid release of full-length transcripts is
inconsistent with the negative correlation between iATS fre-
quency and transcriptional output (Table 1). We therefore favor
the idea that iATS and cATS differ in their extents of
transcriptional progression (Fig. 6A).
We do not understand the mechanism responsible for for-

mation of these two ATS classes. The simplest explanation is that
transcriptional elongation is slowed or paused at iATS, perhaps
in the long first intron. That slowing or pausing cannot be the

same as promoter-proximal pausing, which occurs ∼20 to 60 bp
downstream of transcriptional initiation and would not generate
a transcript detectable with the first intron probe (4, 5, 44). If
pausing does occur at iATS, it could be coupled to splicing
(45–48). However, splicing pauses detected to date in other
systems are short, on the order of seconds to minutes (49–51),
but could be longer if regulated. Another plausible explanation is
that transcription is aborted at iATS. Abortive transcription
occurs in Drosophila embryos, where mitosis truncates tran-
scription of very long genes in cells with very short cell cycles (2,
3, 28, 52, 53). However, in the iATS reported in our work,
elongation through each gene is predicted to take <15 min,
based on rates of 1 to 4 kb/s (37, 49, 50), far less than the ∼6-h
cell cycle in the progenitor zone (24); thus, iATS are unlikely to
be the result of aborted transcription at mitosis. Differentiating
among these various mechanisms is challenging in the C. elegans
germline, and iATS per se have not yet been reported in cultured
cells. Nonetheless, although speculative, we suggest that iATS
result from transcriptional pausing, perhaps during RNAP II
elongation or splicing of the long first intron.

Graded cATS Frequency Is Coupled to a Graded Transcriptional
Output. One of our most striking findings is that frequencies of
the two ATS classes, iATS and cATS, are patterned in devel-
opment. Whereas the probability of a nucleus harboring any
ATS was essentially the same for all germ cells in the two regions
investigated, the frequencies of the two ATS classes changed
dramatically and reciprocally as germ cells mature. Indeed, the
mpk-1 and lag-3 frequencies were clearly graded in the her-
maphrodite progenitor zone. For both genes, iATS frequency
started high in GSCs within the niche and dropped as their
daughters left the niche and moved through the progenitor zone;
conversely, cATS frequency started low and increased across the
same region. These reciprocally graded iATS and cATS fre-
quencies likely reflect graded and regulated changes in the ability
of an ATS to complete transcription through the gene.
An important corollary of the iATS class, with its partial

transcripts, is that the existence of an active transcription site per
se does not ensure production of mRNAs. The iATS frequency
had a pattern opposite to that of transcriptional yield, measured
both as production of full-length nascent transcripts and mature
mRNAs, whereas the cATS frequency pattern aligned well with
these two measures of transcriptional output. Future smFISH
studies must therefore take into account not only the presence of
an ATS, but the ATS class and its productivity. This caution may
be most important for genes with long introns or perhaps simply
long genes. We suspected that some aspect of the long first in-
tron might be critical for producing the two ATS classes but were
not able to identify it with designer deletions. Regardless, for the
key genes investigated in this work, we suggest that the regulated

Table 1. Pearson’s correlation tests between distinct measures of transcription

Comparison Gene Correlation coefficient (r) P value

% cells with any ATS vs
# mRNA in cells

mpk-1 0.0157 0.7456
lag-1 0.0725 0.1362
lag-3 −0.0594 0.0594

% ATS that are cATS vs
# mRNA in cells

mpk-1 0.4872 7.5725 × 10−28

lag-1 0.1272 0.0081
lag-3 0.4448 4.6640 × 10−20

% ATS that are iATS vs
# mRNA in cells

mpk-1 −0.4520 9.6179 × 10−24

lag-1 −0.1149 0.0169
lag-3 −0.3836 6.5252 × 10−15

# cATS nascent transcripts vs
# mRNA in cells

mpk-1 0.8214 1.9340 × 10−106

lag-1 0.3807 2.3929 × 10−16

lag-3 0.8074 3.9855 × 10−86
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balance between cATS and iATS classes is an important factor in
driving gene expression.

ATS Classes Are Gene-, Stage-, and Sex-Specific during Germline
Development. The three genes investigated in this work—mpk-
1, lag-1, and lag-3—encode key regulators of development (In-
troduction). In the germline tissue, they regulate stem cell
maintenance, sex determination, and several steps of differenti-
ation (Fig. 1B); elsewhere, they regulate embryogenesis and
postembryonic somatic development (54, 55). Here we consider
how the patterns of ATS class frequency relate to germline
function. This is most straightforward in the hermaphrodite
Early Pachytene region where germ cells act as nurse cells for
oocytes (56). All three genes produce maternal mRNAs (57),

consistent with their high cATS frequency and abundant tran-
scriptional yield to load maternal mRNAs into the oocyte.
The patterns of cATS frequency are more nuanced in the

Progenitor Zone. We first consider lag-1 and lag-3, which encode
essential components of the Notch-dependent transcription
factor complex and are required for GSC maintenance (8, 11, 13,
58). Consistent with that role, the lag-1 cATS frequency and
transcriptional output are higher in GSCs than in the more
proximal PZ (this work), and LAG-1 protein is expressed simi-
larly (26). More puzzling is the lag-3 cATS pattern, which is low
in GSCs even though LAG-3 protein must function there to
maintain GSCs. The explanation may rely on LAG-3 functioning
in a nuclear complex with the Notch intracellular domain
(NICD) (13), with abundance of nuclear NICD vanishingly low

Fig. 4. Transcription of mpk-1, lag-1, and lag-3 in Early Pachytene (EP) region. (A) Region scored (dashed red box) extends 12 gcds from the TZ/EP boundary.
Numbers mark gcd positions, starting at TZ/EP boundary; each gcd averages ∼4.4 μm in this region. SI Appendix, Fig. S7, provides smFISH images. (B–J)
Quantification of transcripts. Numbers of gonads scored: mpk-1, n = 36; lag-1, n = 36; and lag-3, n = 37. The x-axis shows position as both gcds (Top) and
micrometers (Bottom) from TZ/EP boundary. (B) Transcriptional probability measured as percent cells with one or more ATS of either class. Total cell numbers
scored: mpk-1, n = 6,249; lag-1, n = 6,064; and lag-3, n = 4,625. Line plots are from data in SI Appendix, Fig. S8 A–C. (C) Transcriptional output measured as
total nascent transcripts at cATS per cell row (see text and SI Appendix, Methods). Line plots are from data in SI Appendix, Fig. S8 G–I. (D) Transcriptional
output measured as total number of mRNAs in cells per row (cells defined as in Fig. 2D); mRNAs in rachis were excluded. Line plots are from data in SI
Appendix, Fig. S8 J–L. Data for mRNA number per cell are shown in SI Appendix, Fig. S8 M–O. (E–G) ATS class frequencies as a function of position. Total
number of ATS (either class) scored: mpk-1, n = 5,749; lag-1, n = 10,118; and lag-3, n = 4,730. (H–J) Measures of transcription taken from panels above and
combined to highlight patterns; individual lines represent different measures, and specific values are therefore not comparable. Transcriptional probability
(gray line) is from B, number of mRNAs in cells (dashed colored line) are from D, and cATS frequency (dark colored line) and iATS frequency (light colored line)
are from E–G. The original panels show y-axis value ranges.
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(59, 60). We suspect that LAG-3 abundance must be kept low to
work with its low-abundance NICD companion for Notch-
dependent transcriptional activation. Indeed, mammalian
Mastermind-like (MAML), a LAG-3 ortholog (61–64), is of-
ten overexpressed in cancers (62, 65). Perhaps the lag-3 cATS
frequency must be kept low to prevent overexpression and
tumorigenesis.
The C. elegans ERK/MAPK ortholog, mpk-1, functions at

several steps of germline differentiation: sperm fate specifica-
tion, meiotic progression, and oocyte maturation (16–20). These
functions all rely on a single germline-specific isoform, mpk-1b
mRNA, which, in hermaphrodites, generates low MPK-1B

protein in the PZ and increasing MPK-1B as germ cells progress
through differentiation (16, 33). As shown in Fig. 6B, the pattern
of mpk-1 cATS frequency and transcriptional output in her-
maphrodites conforms to the pattern of MPK-1B protein ex-
pression and its established functions in meiotic progression and
oocyte maturation. Given its prominent role in germline differ-
entiation,mpk-1 expression might have been kept low in GSCs to
maintain stem cells. However, germline sexual identity is estab-
lished within the PZ (17, 66), and mpk-1 promotes sperm fate
(16). Indeed, mpk-1 cATS frequency was sexually dimorphic:
25% in GSCs of oogenic but ∼50% in GSCs of spermato-
genic germlines (Fig. 6B). The low cATS frequency seen in

Fig. 5. Male mpk-1 ATS pattern. (A) Male gonad architecture with two somatic niche cells (gray), longer Progenitor and Transition Zones than hermaph-
rodites (66), but similar GSC pool size in the two sexes (10). Red boxes mark regions analyzed: the first 12 cell rows of PZ and first 12 cell rows of Early
Pachytene (EP) region. (B and D) PZ data; conventions as in Fig. 3. Number of gonads scored, n = 24. (C and E) EP data; conventions as in Fig. 4. Number of
gonads, n = 22. (B and C) iATS and cATS frequencies in the PZ (B) and EP (C). Total number of ATS scored in PZ, n = 2,195; in EP, n = 1,350. (D and E) Malempk-
1 cATS frequency (solid purple) compared to hermaphrodite cATS frequency (dashed purple) in the PZ (D) and EP (E). Hermaphrodite data are taken from
Fig. 3J for PZ and Fig. 4H for the EP.
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hermaphrodite GSCs is therefore not required for stem cell
maintenance but instead is consistent with preventing sperm fate
specification in oogenic adult hermaphrodites. Although the
abundance and activity of MPK-1/ERK are also regulated
posttranscriptionally and posttranslationally (33, 67), regulation
of ATS class, and hence regulation of transcriptional progres-
sion, emerges as its earliest point of developmental control.

Future Directions. A deeper understanding of ATS classes and
their regulation is a challenge for future studies. One key ques-
tion is whether iATS form at other genes, in other tissues, and in
other species. The literature reveals plausible iATS candidates in
Drosophila and mouse (3, 27), but those studies used different
methods and their iATS equivalence is uncertain. A second key
question is the mechanism regulating ATS class. If found in
cultured cells, this question can be addressed with powerful
biochemical and genomic methods. The C. elegans iATS repor-
ted here occur in a minority of cells within the germline tissue, a
substantial barrier for -omics methods. However, mechanism can
be approached in C. elegans with more refined smFISH analyses
to probe the possibility of a transcriptional pause in iATS and
live imaging to ask about transcriptional or pause dynamics.
Regardless, identification of a graded developmental transition
from iATS to cATS opens the possibility of a previously unrec-
ognized mode of transcriptional regulation.

Materials and Methods
Detailed materials and methods are provided in SI Appendix, Methods.
Briefly, all strains were maintained at 20 °C (68) unless otherwise indicated.
Most experiments were done using wildtype N2 animals, but SI Appendix,
Table S1 provides strain names and genotypes. All mutations were made in
otherwise wildtype animals using CRISPR (69, 70), with guides listed in SI
Appendix, Table S2. Statistical tests were performed in MATLAB: Student’s
t test (ttest2 function) and Pearson’s correlation tests (corr function). Sig-
nificance cutoff of P ≤ 0.01 was used.

Data Availability. MATLAB codes are deposited and publicly avaliable at
https://github.com/robinson-thiewes/Robinson-thiewes-PNAS-codes- (DOI:
10.5281/zenodo.4007918). All study data are included in the article and
supporting information. RawMatlab workspaces are available upon request.
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