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UK research could lead to 
development of techniques that will 
stave off diseases of old age. 

People could eventually be able to turn the 
clock back on the cell-ageing process by 30 
years, according to researchers who have 
developed a technique for reprogramming skin 
cells to behave as if they are much younger. 
Research from a life sciences research 
organisation in Cambridge could lead to the 
development of techniques that will stave off 
the diseases of old age by restoring the 
function of older cells and reducing their 
biological age. 
In experiments simulating a skin wound, older 
cells were exposed to a concoction of 
chemicals that “reprogrammed” them to 
behave more like youthful cells and removed 
age-related changes. 
This has been previously achieved, but the new 
work was completed in a much shorter time 
frame—13 days compared with 50—and made 
the cells even younger. 
The new method is based on the Nobel prize-
winning technique scientists use, which is 
inspired by how old cells from parents are 
turned into the youthful tissues of a newborn to 
make stem cells. These are a kind of biological 
“blank slate”, without the markers of ageing. 

This research, carried out by the Babraham 
Institute, represents a step forward because this 
technique does not completely erase the 
original cell. Instead, the reprogramming 
process is halted part way, enabling 
researchers to find a balance between making 
cells biologically younger while preserving their 
specialised cell function. 
The experiment showed promising signs that 
the rejuvenated cells would be better at healing 
wounds. The reprogrammed cells produced 
more collagen proteins, which help heal 
wounds, compared with cells that did not 
undergo the reprogramming process. 
The researchers also observed that their 
method had an encouraging effect on other 
genes linked to age-related diseases and 
symptoms. These included the APBA2 gene, 
which is associated with Alzheimer’s disease, 
and the MAF gene, which has a role in the 
development of cataracts. 
However, the researchers said the mechanism 
behind the reprogramming was not yet fully 
understood, since it could cause cancer, and 
must be further explored before the findings 
could be applied to regenerative medicine. 
How to reverse the ageing process is a scientific 
question that has attracted enormous attention 
and huge investment in recent years. Several of 
the researchers who worked on the Babraham 
Institute experiment have since left to join Altos 
Labs, a £2.2bn Silicon Valley billionaire-backed 
startup, which has signed numerous Nobel 
laureates to work on rejuvenating human cells 
in an attempt to prevent the diseases of old age 
that result in death. 
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Word list 

stave off: to avert or delay something bad or 
dangerous 

concoction: a mixture of various ingredients or 
elements 

tissues: any of the distinct types of material of 
which animals or plants are made, consisting of 
specialised cells and their products 

halt: to bring or come to an abrupt stop 

heal: to cause (a wound, injury, or person) to 
become sound or healthy again 

back: to give financial, material, or moral support  

startup: a newly established business

Use of English: There are + number in a group 
Which is correct? 
We are five people.  There are five of us. 

Saying “We are five” could be understood as we are 5 years old and not that there are 5 people in the 
group, which is actually what you want to communicate. 

There are (+number of people in a group) 
When you want to say the number of people that are present or included in a group, you should use 
“There are…”. 

 — How many people are coming to dinner? 
 — There are four of us. 

 There are 6 of us in my family. 
 There are only 3 of you in the class. 

When you want to talk about a past event, you should use “There were…” 

 There were 30 people at the party last night. 
 There were 4 of us at the meeting. 

Correct these sentences: 
We are seven people. —>     
You were three people. —>  

Let’s chat about that! 

1. Do you like the idea of reverse 
ageing? Why/not? 

2. Would you like to live up to 150 
years? Give reasons for your 
answer. 

3. Do you believe reverse ageing is 
the next natural step for humans to 
take, or are we playing with fire? 

4. Are you in favour of plastic surgery 
simply to try to make yourself more 
beautiful? 

5. Do you think we are under too 
much pressure to look good 
nowadays?
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