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Abstract
Background—Reactive oxygen species induce neuronal damage, and their role in reducing
synaptic plasticity and function is beginning to be understood. Vitamin E is a potent reactive oxygen
species scavenger, which has the potential to reduce oxidative damage encountered after traumatic
brain injury (TBI). Brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) can facilitate synaptic function and
support learning by modulating the CaMKII system, synapsin I, and cAMP-response element-
binding protein (CREB). The elevation of superoxide dismutase (SOD) and Sir2 (silent information
regulator 2) play an important role in resistance to oxidative stress.

Objective—We examined the possibility that vitamin E supplemented in the diet may help
counteract the effects of TBI on the molecular substrates underlying synaptic plasticity and cognitive
function in the hippocampus.

Methods—Rats were fed a regular diet with or without 500 IU/kg of vitamin E for 4 weeks (n =
6-8 per group) before a mild fluid percussion injury (FPI) was performed.

Results—FPI increased protein oxidation as evidenced by elevated levels of protein carbonyls and
reduced levels of SOD and Sir2. In addition, FPI resulted in poor performance in the Morris water
maze, which was accompanied by reduced levels of BDNF and its downstream effectors on synaptic
plasticity, synapsin I, CREB, and CaMKII. Supplementation of vitamin E in the diet counteracted
all the observed effects of FPI.

Conclusions—These results suggest that vitamin E dietary supplementation can protect the brain
against the effects of mild TBI on synaptic plasticity and cognition, using molecular systems
associated with the maintenance of long-term plasticity, such as BDNF and Sir2.
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Introduction
Traumatic brain injury (TBI) is a major cause of disability, which emphasizes the necessity to
develop means to decrease the short- and long-term effects of TBI. Dietary factors are emerging
as potentially powerful and efficient agents to modulate the capacity of the brain to cope with
synaptic dysfunction and cognitive impairment in response to challenging situations.1-4
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Vitamin E has a powerful antioxidant action in many organs. It crosses the blood–brain barrier
and accumulates with time at therapeutic levels in the CNS, which in turn may prevent spatial
learning deficits, as seen in an animal model of aging,5 improve cognitive function, as seen in
an animal model of Alzheimer's with repetitive concussive brain injury,6 and provide
neuroprotection from many other types of insults.7-16

Our previous research showed that vitamin E reduced cognitive deficits resulting from
consumption of a diet high in saturated fat.2 Oxidative stress may compromise cognitive
function and neuroplasticity by disrupting brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) function.
2 Given that TBI reduces levels of BDNF and behavioral plasticity,3,4 we hypothesize that
vitamin E supplementation may protect the BDNF system from the deleterious effects of
oxidative stress after TBI, thereby promoting resistance to cognitive impairment. The BDNF
system enhances the function and viability of select neuronal populations, and its action appears
to be crucial for maintaining molecular processes underlying cognitive function.17,18 BDNF
promotes neuronal excitability19,20 and facilitates synaptic function.21-25 It is synthesized
predominantly by neurons located in the hippocampus, a brain region intimately associated
with learning and memory function.26-29 Synapsin I is a nerve terminal phosphoprotein
involved in neurotransmitter release, axonal elongation, and maintenance of synaptic contacts,
30,31 whose synthesis31 as well as phosphorylation32 are affected by BDNF. CREB, a
transcription factor involved in learning and memory, is an important modulator of gene
expression induced by BDNF.33 CaMKII is a signaling system required for learning and
memory and is involved in the effects of exercise on learning and memory performance.17

The modulation of oxidative stress after TBI also seems to be related to the action of Sir2 (silent
information regulator 2).34 Sir2 is a NAD+-dependent deacetylase involved in the metabolism
of cellular energy and the control of gene expression. Sir2 may play important roles in stress
resistance by mediating the elevation of antioxidant systems such as manganese superoxide
dismutase (SOD).35 The current study aims to evaluate the action of vitamin E dietary
supplementation after mild TBI. We examine the possibility that vitamin E may counteract
behavioral dysfunction after TBI by involving elements associated with the control of cellular
energy and synaptic plasticity.

Materials and Methods
Experimental Design and Tissue Preparation

Male Sprague-Dawley rats (Charles River Laboratories, Inc, Wilmington, MA) weighing
between 200 and 240 g were housed in cages (2 rats per cage) and maintained in
environmentally controlled rooms (22°-24°C) with a 12-hour light/dark cycle. The regular diet
consisted of the standard chow (#5001, PMI Nutrition, USA) containing 42 IU/kg of vitamin
E. The content of vitamin E in the experimental diet was 500 IU/kg. After acclimatization for
1 week on standard rat chow, one set of rats was randomly assigned to a regular diet (RD) with
or without vitamin E (500 IU/kg) for 4 weeks. This concentration of vitamin E has been shown
to provide beneficial effects on brain function in aged animals.14 The diets, fed ad libitum,
were provided in powder form (TestDiet Inc, Richmond, IN) in a large bowl and contained a
standard vitamin and mineral mix with all essential nutrients. After 4 weeks of the diet, some
of the rats were exposed to a mild fluid percussion injury (FPI). After 1 week of the same diet
postinjury, the rats (n = 6-8 within each group) were killed by decapitation, and their brains
were rapidly dissected, frozen on dry ice, and stored at −70°C until use for biochemical
analyses. All experiments were performed in accordance with the United States National
Institutes of Health Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals and were approved by
the University of California at Los Angeles Chancellor's Animal Research Committee.
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Fluid Percussion Injury
The injury was performed as previously described.3,4 In brief, with the aid of a microscope
(Wild, Heerburg, Switzerland), a 3.0-mm diameter craniotomy was made 3.0 mm posterior to
the bregma and 6.0 mm lateral (left) to the midline with a high-speed drill (Dremel, Racine,
WI). A plastic injury cap was placed over the craniotomy with silicone adhesive and dental
cement. When the dental cement hardened, the cap was filled with 0.9% saline solution.
Anesthesia was discontinued, and the injury cap was attached to the fluid percussion device.
At the first sign of hind-limb withdrawal to a paw pinch, a mild fluid percussion pulse (1.5
atm) was administered. Sham animals underwent an identical preparation but with the
exception of the lesion. Immediately after responding to a paw pinch, anesthesia was restored,
and the skull was sutured. Neomycin was applied on the suture, and the rats were placed in a
heated recovery chamber for approximately an hour before being returned to their cages.

Measurement of Oxidized Proteins
The amounts of oxidized proteins containing carbonyl groups were measured by using an
OxyBlot kit (Intergen, Purchase, NY). Briefly, the protein sample (10 μg) was reacted with 1×
dinitrophenylhydrazine (DNPH) for 15 minutes, followed by neutralization with a solution
containing glycerol and β-mercaptoethanol. These samples were electrophoresed on an 8%
polyacrylamide gel and electrotransferred to a nitrocellulose membrane. After blocking, the
membranes were incubated overnight with a rabbit anti-DNPH antibody (1:150) at 4°C,
followed by incubation in goat antirabbit IgG (1:300) for 1 hour at room temperature. After
rinsing with buffer, the immunocomplexes were visualized by chemiluminescence using the
ECL (enhanced luminal–based chemiluminescent) kit (Amersham Pharmacia Biotech Inc,
Piscataway, NJ) according to the manufacturer's instructions.

Cognitive Testing
The cognitive testing was performed in a Morris water maze (MWM), as described previously.
1,2,36 Briefly, the rats were trained in the water maze with 10 consecutive trials per day for 3
days, starting at day 5 after TBI. The rats were placed into the tank facing the wall from one
of the equally spaced start locations that were randomly changed at every trial. Each trial lasted
until the rat found the platform or for a maximum of 2 minutes. If the rat failed to find the
platform in the allocated time, it was gently placed on the platform. At the end of each trial,
the animals remained on the platform for 1 minute to make associations. The escape latencies
to find the platform were recorded.

Enzyme-Linked Immunosorbent Assay (ELISA)
The ipsilateral hippocampal tissues were homogenized in a lysis buffer containing 137 mM
NaCl, 20 mM Tris–HCl (pH 8.0), 1% NP40, 10% glycerol, 1 mM phenylmethyl-
sulfonylfluoride, 10 g/mL aprotinin, 0.1 mM benzethonium chloride, and 0.5 mM sodium
vanadate. The homogenates were then centrifuged, the supernatants were collected, and the
total protein concentration was determined according to the Micro BCA procedure (Pierce,
Rockford, IL), using bovine serum albumin as standard. BDNF protein was quantified using
an ELISA kit (BDNF Emax ImmunoAssay System kit, Promega Inc, Madison, WI) according
to the manufacturer's protocol.

Western Blot
The total proteins from ipsilateral hippocampal tissues were extracted as described above.
Briefly, protein samples were separated by electrophoresis on an 8% polyacrylamide gel and
electrotransferred to a nitrocellulose membrane. Nonspecific binding sites were blocked in
Tris-Buffered Saline (TBS) overnight at 4°C, with 2% bovine serum albumin (BSA) and 0.1%
Tween-20. Membranes were rinsed for 10 minutes in buffer (0.1% Tween-20 in TBS) and then
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incubated with anti-actin, anti-synapsin I, anti-CaMKII, anti-SOD (1:2000, Santa Cruz
Biotechnology, Santa Cruz, CA), followed by antigoat IgG horseradish-peroxidase conjugate
(Santa Cruz Biotechnology), and anti-CREB, anti-Sir2 (1:1000; Cell Signaling Technology,
Beverly, MA), followed by antirabbit IgG horseradish-peroxidase conjugate (Santa Cruz
Biotechnology). After rinsing with buffer, the immunocomplexes were visualized by
chemiluminescence using the ECL kit (Amersham Pharmacia Biotech Inc, Piscataway, NJ)
according to the manufacturer's instructions. The film signals were digitally scanned and then
quantified using NIH Image software. Actin was used as an internal standard for Western blot.
The RD-fed rats with sham surgery were regarded as experimental controls for comparisons
with other experimental groups.

Statistical Analysis
For MWM results, the latencies to reach the hidden platform were analyzed by a repeated
measurement analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by a Scheffe post hoc test, as described
previously.36 For Western blot, the values were expressed as a ratio of actin value and then
converted to percentage of sham group (presented as bar diagrams) and represented the mean
± standard error of the mean. The data were analyzed by ANOVA followed by Fisher's
protected least significance post hoc test. Statistical differences were considered significant at
P < .05.

Results
Effects of Vitamin E on Cognitive Function in TBI Animals

Our previous study revealed an impairment of cognitive function in TBI animals.3,4 We
supplemented vitamin E in the diet (500 IU/kg) to determine whether vitamin E can provide
protection from cognitive impairment following TBI. The learning performance assessed in
the MWM showed the following latency values: 15.1 ± 1.7 s at day 1, 10.9 ± 1.2 s at day 2,
and 8.1 ± 1.4 s at day 3 in the RD sham group; 24.2 ± 1.0 s at day 1, 16.9 ± 1.4 s at day 2, and
13.4 ± 1.3 s at day 3 in RD TBI rats; 18.4 ± 1.0 s at day 1, 13.1 ± 1.5 s at day 2, and 10.5 ± 1.3
s at day 3 in TBI rats supplemented with vitamin E. The results demonstrated that TBI rats
performed worse, with longer escape latency to locate the platform in the MWM than the sham
rats (P < .05; Figure 1). Furthermore, TBI rats supplemented with vitamin E showed significant
improvement in cognition with shorter latency to find the platform compared with untreated
TBI animals (Figure 1). In addition, there was no significant difference in swimming speed in
all groups, consistent with our previous observations.3

Effects of Vitamin E on Oxidative Stress in TBI Animals
Oxidative damage was assessed by using Western blot analysis of DNPH-derivatized carbonyl
groups on oxidized proteins, as shown in Figure 2A. The oxidized protein levels were
significantly increased in TBI animals (139% of RD sham; P < .01; Figure 2B) relative to sham
rats. However, TBI animals fed a diet containing vitamin E had a significantly lower level of
oxidized proteins compared with untreated TBI and sham animals (44% vs 139% of RD sham;
P < .01; Figure 2B).

Effects of Vitamin E on BDNF and CaMKII in TBI Animals
Accumulating evidence implicates BDNF in cognition and synaptic plasticity,19,21 and
according to our previous study, BDNF levels are reduced in TBI animals.3,4 In the current
study, dietary supplementation of vitamin E compensated for reduced BDNF levels in the
hippocampus of TBI rats (Figure 3A).
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We measured CaMKII levels based on its involvement in the effects of BDNF on hippocampal
learning and memory.17 We found that TBI resulted in reduced CaMKII (78% of RD sham;
P < .05; Figure 3B) in rats fed a RD. Vitamin E supplemented in the diet elevated the levels
of CaMKII (96% of RD sham; Figure 3B) in TBI rats.

Effects of Vitamin E on BDNF's Downstream Effectors Synapsin I and CREB in TBI Animals
BDNF facilitates synaptic transmission and regulates gene expression through activation of
synapsin I and CREB.31-33,37 We have previously shown that TBI may compromise cognitive
abilities by affecting the action of BDNF on synaptic plasticity.3,4 To investigate whether
vitamin E supplemented in the diet can protect against disrupted synaptic plasticity after TBI,
we measured the protein expression of synapsin I in the hippocampus by Western blot analysis.
The results showed that supplementation of vitamin E significantly increased levels of synapsin
I in TBI rats as compared with that in untreated TBI animals (Figure 4A). Western blot analysis
showed that vitamin E supplementation significantly increased levels of CREB in TBI rats as
compared with the levels in untreated TBI animals (Figure 4B).

Effects of Vitamin E on SOD and Sir2 in TBI Animals
We measured SOD levels based on its demonstrated ability to lower oxidative stress. We found
that TBI reduced SOD (71% of RD sham; P < .05; Figure 5A), whereas vitamin E increased
the levels of SOD (92% of RD sham; Figure 5A) in TBI rats, compared with untreated TBI
rats. We also measured Sir2 levels because Sir2 has been shown to modulate SOD, thereby
playing an important role in stress resistance and synaptic plasticity. We found that TBI resulted
in reduced Sir2 (67% of RD sham; P < .05; Figure 5B) in rats fed a RD. Vitamin E elevated
the levels of Sir2 (95% of RD sham; Figure 5B) in TBI rats as compared with the levels in
untreated TBI rats. In addition, there was a significant correlation between Sir2 and SOD (r
= .76; P < .01).

Discussion
TBI greatly elevates levels of oxidative stress, which seems to compromise BDNF production
and function and reduce cognitive performance.3,4 Our current results show that dietary vitamin
E supplementation significantly normalized levels of oxidative stress and counteracted
cognitive decay in animals receiving TBI. In addition, the action of vitamin E was significant
to stabilize levels of systems important for maintaining synaptic plasticity and cognition such
as BDNF. In addition, the antioxidant capacity of vitamin E was corroborated by the
normalization of SOD and Sir2, which are known for their antioxidant roles. These results
suggest that oxidative stress buffering may promote resistance to the lowering of brain
plasticity by TBI.

Vitamin E Reduces Oxidative Stress
We found that vitamin E supplemented in the diet 4 weeks before injury significantly reduced
the oxidative damage seen in TBI animals. In the meantime, vitamin E increased molecules
that may confer antioxidant capacity, such as SOD and Sir2, suggesting that this might mediate
some of the effects evoked by vitamin E. Our results show that levels of SOD and Sir2 were
reduced in conjunction with an increase in levels of protein oxidation after TBI. Sir2 has been
shown to contribute to elevating antioxidant systems such as SOD, thereby playing an
important role in stress resistance and synaptic plasticity.35 SOD is an important mitochondrial
enzyme that acts as a scavenger of excessive reactive oxygen species in cells. In this study, we
found that there is a significant correlation between Sir2 and SOD. Thus, the increase in Sir2
levels on vitamin E supplementation may be associated with elevated expression of SOD,
which confers stress resistance after TBI. It is known that vitamin E has important
neuroprotective actions against many types of insults.8-12 However, the roles played by SOD
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and Sir2 in the neuroprotection of vitamin E in TBI needs to be explored further. As discussed
below, normalization of energy metabolism and oxidative stress can be important factors for
maintaining synaptic function and cognition following injury.

Vitamin E–Reduced Oxidative Damage May Help Preserve Energy Homeostasis After TBI
An “energy crisis” after TBI may compromise synaptic plasticity and cognitive function. Sir2
can regulate transcription factors, including FOXO (Forkhead transcription factor) and
PGC1α, that control energy homeostasis.35,38 However, Sir2 is reduced and associated with
a decrease in a major cellular energy sensor AMPK (AMP-activated protein kinase) and its
activated state (p-AMPK) in TBI animals.39 Furthermore, Sir2 downregulation is proportional
to the increased oxidative stress and decreased SOD. In this study, we found that dietary
supplementation of vitamin E can provide protection against reduction of Sir2 and SOD levels
after TBI. Our previous study shows that omega-3 supplementation, which can provide
antioxidant action, can reverse the decreased energy metabolic markers AMPK and uMtCK
that are reduced by TBI.39 These findings implicate oxidative stress in the dysfunction of
energy metabolism and subsequent synaptic and cognitive deficits after lesion. Vitamin E
supplementation may preserve energy homeostasis after TBI by providing antioxidant action
through upregulation of Sir2, SOD, and energy metabolic markers.

Vitamin E–Reduced Oxidative Damage May Mediate Improvement in Cognition and Plasticity
in TBI

TBI results in excessive levels of oxidative stress and subsequent cognitive impairment, which
may be related to a reduction in BDNF-mediated synaptic plasticity.3,4 The effects of vitamin
E promoting a normalization of the cellular reactions that maintain cellular metabolism and
oxidative stress may have contributed to the normalization of cognitive function in our study.
It has been shown in animal models of aging that vitamin E supplementation can reduce
cognitive deficits and symptoms of Alzheimer's disease.5,13-16

The mechanisms by which oxidative stress may affect cognitive function are not fully
established, but recent evidence indicates that they may involve the action of BDNF. There is
evidence indicating that excessive oxidative stress can cause a reduction in BDNF and
subsequent decline in cognition and neuroplasticity.2 We have recently shown that the role of
BDNF in maintaining synaptic plasticity is closely related to cellular energy metabolism, such
that a disruption in energy homeostasis can affect synaptic plasticity and cognitive function.
40,41 Given that oxidative stress is the by-product of aberrant energy metabolism, it may disrupt
fundamental events that maintain BDNF-mediated synaptic plasticity and cognition. Recently,
we have reported that other diets that have antioxidant capacity, such as those containing
omega-3 fatty acids, can help improve neurological recovery after TBI involving BDNF.3
Accordingly, it is possible that BDNF modulation may be a common step in the action of
antioxidants on synaptic plasticity, conferring resistance to cognitive dysfunction after TBI.

BDNF has been implicated in the regulation of synaptic plasticity19,21 and cognitive function.
38 BDNF is synthesized predominantly by neurons located in the hippocampus, a brain region
intimately associated with cognition.26,28,29,42,43 BDNF can facilitate synaptic function25,44,
45 and regulate expression and/or activation of synapsin I31,32 and CREB.33,37 Our results
demonstrated that supplementation of vitamin E in TBI rats increased the protein levels of
BDNF, synapsin I, and CREB, which are involved in learning and memory events. The CaMKII
is another signaling system critical for learning and memory.17 Our findings indicate that
vitamin E modulates hippocampal CaMKII activation after TBI. CaMKII is activated by
signaling at the TrkB receptors and can play an important role in BDNF-mediated cognitive
enhancement.17 It is likely that the effects of vitamin E on BDNF-mediated synaptic plasticity
play an important role in vitamin E counteracting the effects of TBI.
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The Time Course of Vitamin E Treatment
Given the capacity of vitamin E to accumulate in lipid tissue components, there are concerns
about what would be the minimal time of application before or after insults for a successful
outcome. In our study, we maintained rats on a 500 IU/kg diet of vitamin E for 4 weeks before
a mild TBI was inflicted. This treatment displayed significant beneficial effects on the cognition
and plasticity after TBI. There is evidence indicating that dietary vitamin E treatment can
significantly supplement existing vitamin E in the brain to promote neuroprotection. For
example, it has been shown that vitamin E treatment for 4 weeks before repetitive concussive
brain injury significantly increases brain vitamin E levels, decreases brain lipid peroxidation,
and attenuates learning deficits in aging Tg2576 mice.6 The time course of this study was
similar to ours. Another study shows that treatment with vitamin E at a dose of 500 IU/kg for
8 months retarded the onset of age-related cognitive behavior deficits.14 An even longer
treatment with vitamin E for 12 months prevents spatial learning deficits in apo-E-deficient
mice.5 Interestingly, a recent report shows that vitamin E treatment as early as 30 minutes
before status epilepticus can reduce oxidative stress and partially inhibit chaperone-mediated
autophagy in the brain at 24 hours after status epilepticus.46 Thus, the time period of weeks of
treatment used in the current study seems within the range to expect a functional effect.

Conclusions
Our findings demonstrate that vitamin E supplementation can provide protection against
cognitive deficits after TBI by involving BDNF-mediated synaptic plasticity, that is, synapsin
I, CREB, and CaMKII. The action of vitamin E also influenced levels of SOD and Sir2, which
play an important role in resistance to oxidative stress, suggesting that this free-radical
scavenger can provide protection against oxidative damage after TBI. These results suggest
that supplementation with vitamin E could help counteract some of the deleterious effects of
TBI on neuroplasticity and cognition.

The powerful antioxidant capacity of vitamin E can be significant in providing protection
against the cognitive deficits observed after TBI and may be other neurological disorders as
well. The possibility that dietary habits may affect brain resistance to insults may shed light
on the large variability observed in the results of clinical trials because individual participants
can have great disparity in dietary habits.
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Figure 1.
Vitamin E supplementation provides protection against cognitive disability in rats receiving
FPI. Learning performance was scored as average of escape latencies to locate the platform in
the Morris water maze. Supplementation with vitamin E resulted in significant improvement
in cognition with shorter latency to find the platform in FPI rats compared with regular diet–
treated FPI animals. *P < .05. VtE indicates vitamin E; FPI, fluid percussion injury.
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Figure 2.
Measurements of oxidized protein levels in the hippocampus. (A) Representative example of
OxyBlot bands from hippocampal tissue in each animal group. (B) FPI resulted in higher
oxidized protein levels compared with sham animals, whereas supplementation of vitamin E
in the diet dramatically reduced the FPI-induced elevation of protein carbonyl levels. The
oxidized protein levels were determined using the OxyBlot kit. The values were converted to
percentage of RD sham (mean standard error of the mean). **P < .01. VtE indicates vitamin
E; FPI, fluid percussion injury; RD, regular diet.
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Figure 3.
Vitamin E supplementation normalized levels of BDNF and CaMKII in the hippocampus of
FPI rats. (A) FPI resulted in reduction of BDNF, whereas vitamin E supplementation reversed
these effects. (B) FPI also resulted in reduction of CaMKII in RD rats, which was counteracted
by vitamin E supplementation. BDNF protein levels were determined by ELISA. The values
were converted to percentage of RD sham (mean standard error of the mean). *P < .05. VtE
indicates vitamin E; FPI, fluid percussion injury; BDNF, brain-derived neurotrophic factor;
ELISA, enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay; RD, regular diet.
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Figure 4.
Effects of vitamin E supplementation on the levels of synapsin I and CREB in FPI rats. (A)
Supplementation of vitamin E normalized levels of synapsin I in FPI rats compared with FPI
rats fed a RD. (B) Supplementation of vitamin E also normalized levels of CREB in FPI rats.
The levels of synapsin I were measured by Western blot analysis using actin as standard control.
The values were converted to percentage of RD sham (mean standard error of the mean). *P
< .05. VtE indicates vitamin E; FPI, fluid percussion injury; RD, regular diet.
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Figure 5.
Effects of vitamin E supplementation on the levels of SOD and Sir2 in FPI rats. (A)
Supplementation of vitamin E normalized levels of SOD in FPI rats compared with FPI rats
fed a RD. (B) Supplementation of vitamin E also normalized levels of Sir2 in FPI rats. The
levels of SOD and Sir2 were measured by Western blot analysis using actin as standard control.
The values were converted to percentage of RD sham (mean standard error of the mean). *P
< .05. VtE indicates vitamin E; FPI, fluid percussion injury; SOD, superoxide dismutase; Sir2,
silent information regulator 2; RD, regular diet.
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