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Abstract
The hippocampus, a structure required for many types of memory, connects to the medial
prefrontal cortex, an area that helps direct neuronal information streams during intentional
behaviors. Increasing evidence suggests that oscillations regulate communication between these
two regions. Theta rhythms may facilitate hippocampal inputs to the medial prefrontal cortex
during mnemonic tasks and may also integrate series of functionally relevant gamma-mediated
cell assemblies in the medial prefrontal cortex. During slow-wave sleep, temporal coordination of
hippocampal sharp wave-ripples and medial prefrontal cortex spindles may be an important
component of the process by which memories become hippocampus-independent. Studies using
rodent models indicate that oscillatory phase-locking is disturbed in schizophrenia, emphasizing
the need for more studies of oscillatory synchrony in the hippocampal–prefrontal network.

Introduction
The hippocampus is required for several types of memory [1]. It must cooperate with other
structures that are involved in learning and memory, and brain rhythms are thought to be
important for coordinating these interactions. When large groups of neurons synchronize
their electrical activity in a periodic manner, brain rhythms (or oscillations) emerge in local
field potential (LFP) recordings. The hippocampus exhibits three main classes of rhythms
that are associated with particular behavioral states [2]: theta, gamma, and sharp wave-
ripples. Theta rhythms (~5–10 Hz) occur during active behaviors as well as REM sleep [3]
and are believed to be important for learning and memory [4]. Gamma oscillations are faster
waves (~25–140 Hz) that occur during many behaviors but are largest when theta rhythms
are present [5]. Ripples are very fast oscillations (~150–300 Hz) that are superimposed on
slow and irregularly occurring ‘sharp waves’ (~1–10 Hz). Sharp-wave ripple complexes
emerge during slow-wave sleep and periods of inactivity [6]. Each of these three classes of
rhythms is believed to play a unique role in coordinating interactions between the
hippocampus and the systems with which it communicates.

One region that interacts with the hippocampus is the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC). The
mPFC is important for working memory, as well as executive functions including decision-
making, goal-oriented behaviors, and attentional selection of task-relevant information [7].
The mPFC receives direct projections from ventral CA1 and subiculum subfields of the
hippocampus [8,9], and these synapses are plastic [10]. The hippocampus is believed to
activate mPFC during behaviors in which functions of mPFC are required. For example, the
hippocampus may encode a memory of a particular circumstance that is associated with a
particular goal-directed behavior. When this circumstance arises later, the hippocampus may
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retrieve its memory of this circumstance and communicate to the prefrontal cortex so that
behavior can be adjusted to achieve the desired goal.

I review recent studies that support the hypothesis that rhythms facilitate functional
interactions between the hippocampus and mPFC during behaviors requiring both regions.
Owing to the complexities related to defining homologous areas of the prefrontal cortex
across species [9,11], this review focuses on rodent studies. However, coherent oscillations
in the hippocampus and mPFC are believed to mediate memory operations in humans (e.g.
[12,13]) and other species also.

Theta interactions between mPFC and hippocampus
Theta rhythms coordinate the activity of neurons on a relatively slow time scale. Slow
oscillations are capable of coordinating activity across widespread networks of neurons
because neurons in areas that are separated by long conduction delays can still be activated
within the same oscillatory cycle [14]. Monosynaptic delays between the hippocampus and
mPFC have been reported to be ~15 ms [15]. Thus, the ~150 ms period of a theta cycle
would certainly be capable of coordinating direct activations between the two regions and
plausibly could tolerate polysynaptic interactions as well. In line with this idea, several
studies have recorded simultaneously from the hippocampus and mPFC and observed
coherent theta rhythms [16,17,18••,19••], as well as correlations between spike times of
mPFC neurons and hippocampal theta phase ([16,18••,19••,20–22,23••,24,25•]; Figure 1a).

The first study to demonstrate theta phase-locking between rat hippocampus and mPFC
reported that approximately 40% of mPFC neurons were significantly phase-locked to CA1
theta rhythms [20]. mPFC spikes were maximally phase-locked to CA1 theta rhythms that
occurred ~50 ms earlier, suggesting that CA1 theta entrains mPFC firing within the time
scale of a single theta cycle. In this seminal study, recordings were collected during a variety
of behaviors, leaving open the question of whether effects were behaviorally relevant.
Shortly afterward, hippocampal theta phase-locking of mPFC neurons was reported to be
associated with task-specific changes in mPFC firing rates in spatial navigation tasks [21].
Consistent with earlier findings [26], the firing rates of cells in mPFC correlated with
particular aspects of behavior, such as running direction on a linear track. The majority of
cells that exhibited theta phase-locking in only one running direction also had unidirectional
behavioral correlates, and all cells that were theta phase-locked in both running directions
also responded in both directions to particular behaviors. A subsequent study investigated
the influence of hippocampal theta phase-locking of mPFC neurons on working memory,
one of the main functions associated with mPFC [16]. Rats were tested on a continuous
spatial alternation task that included choice epochs requiring working memory and forced
turn epochs with no working memory requirements. mPFC cells were more strongly phase-
locked to hippocampal theta during correct choice epochs than during forced turns and
errors. Correct choices were also associated with enhanced theta coherence between mPFC
and hippocampus. Similar findings were obtained in another study of memory in which rats
performed a delayed non-match to sample task [24]. Nearly half of mPFC cells were phase-
locked to hippocampal theta on correct trials, while less than 20% of cells were phase-
locked on error trials. Taken together, the results of these studies support the conclusion that
mPFC–hippocampal theta phase-locking is relevant for functions that are carried out by the
hippocampus and mPFC, such as goal directed behavior during navigation tasks and spatial
working memory.

If theta phase-locking between hippocampus and mPFC is necessary for certain memory
operations, as suggested by the studies described above, then the development of theta
phase-locking between the regions should parallel the acquisition of learned behavior. A
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recent study addressed this hypothesis by simultaneously recording from ventral or
intermediate CA1 and mPFC in rats that learned reward contingency rules on a Y-maze
[19••]. Theta coherence between mPFC and CA1 increased at the decision point of the maze,
and this increase was significantly greater after animals had successfully learned the rule
associated with reward. Moreover, a higher percentage of mPFC neurons fired together on
the same phase of hippocampal theta after learning. This enhancement of correlated firing
may enable mPFC to more effectively activate its outputs after learning has occurred.
Remarkably, the authors observed similar effects (i.e. increased theta coherence and
synchrony of mPFC neurons) when dopamine was applied in mPFC, raising the possibility
that learning-induced increases in theta synchrony are mediated by dopaminergic inputs to
mPFC that signal expectation of reward [27].

Many of the studies discussed above involved simultaneous recordings from mPFC and
dorsal CA1; however, only ventral CA1 projects directly to mPFC [8,9]. The ventral
hippocampus has functions that differ from the dorsal hippocampus, including regulation of
anxiety-related behaviors [28]. A recent study recorded in mPFC and ventral and dorsal
CA1 in order to investigate whether interregional oscillatory phase-locking influences the
effects of anxiety on behavior [18••]. In anxiety-inducing environments, including an
elevated plus maze, positive correlations were observed between mPFC and ventral, but not
dorsal, hippocampal theta rhythms, and mPFC cells were strongly phase-locked to ventral
hippocampal theta. Remarkably, theta power in mPFC and coherence between mPFC and
ventral hippocampus decreased immediately before animals entered anxiety-inducing zones
of the maze and increased when animals entered the ‘safe’ closed arms of the maze, even
though there were no significant differences in running speed between these two behaviors.
These findings suggest the intriguing hypothesis that theta phase-locking between the
ventral hippocampus and mPFC inhibits anxiety-provoking behaviors.

The above-described findings raise the question of how the hippocampus imposes theta
phase-locking on mPFC. Understanding the cellular mechanisms of theta phase-locking will
provide clues about how theta phase-locking in mPFC affects downstream areas that
mediate behavior. A recent study addressed the cellular mechanism question by recording
from mPFC pyramidal cells and inter-neurons during hippocampal theta rhythms [23••].
Pyramidal cells in mPFC preferentially fired at around the same theta phase as pyramidal
cells in the ventral hippocampus, suggesting that ventral hippocampal pyramidal cells may
directly activate mPFC pyramidal cells during theta states. Interestingly, mPFC basket cells,
which target the somatic and proximal dendritic regions of pyramidal cells, preferentially
discharged at this same portion of the theta cycle. This raises the possibility that feed-
forward inhibition of mPFC pyramidal cells regulates the selection of task-relevant inputs
during theta. Specifically, feed-forward inhibition may ensure that only the most excitable
mPFC cells can fire before the onset of potent, basket cell-mediated inhibition. Paired pulse
facilitation of mPFC responses to ventral hippocampal activation [10,15] would then ensure
that the same population of cells is more strongly excited, and thus again selected, on the
subsequent theta cycle.

Gamma interactions between mPFC and hippocampus
Gamma oscillations co-occur with theta rhythms in the hippocampus. However, few studies
have addressed the question of whether synchronous gamma activity between the
hippocampus and mPFC affects mnemonic processing. Although more work is needed, a
number of recent results have provided clues about how gamma may coordinate interactions
between the regions on a fast time scale.
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In the hippocampus, the amplitude of gamma oscillations is modulated by theta phase [5].
This may imply that gamma-mediated cell assemblies are integrated across space and time
by theta rhythms [29]. A recent study showed that mPFC gamma power is modulated by
hippocampal theta phase (Figure 1b), with localized gamma bursts transiently occurring at
different mPFC locations [22]. Thus, spatially distributed gamma-mediated mPFC cell
assemblies could be linked within the same theta cycle, while sequences of gamma-mediated
cell assemblies could be integrated across successive theta cycles. The correlation between
hippocampal theta phase and mPFC gamma amplitude has been replicated in more recent
studies [18,30].

In the hippocampus, separate slow and fast gamma oscillations have been observed to
preferentially occur on significantly different phases of theta [31••], raising the question of
whether hippocampal theta-modulated gamma in mPFC is slow or fast. One study reported
hippocampal theta modulation of slow (33–55 Hz) gamma oscillations in mPFC [30];
however, the original study reported hippocampal theta modulation of primarily fast (>100
Hz) gamma in mPFC [22]. It remains unclear why frequency differences were observed
between the two studies, but it is possible that hippocampal theta modulates slow and fast
gamma in mPFC at different times, reminiscent of how hippocampal theta modulates slow
and fast gamma oscillations at different times in CA1 [31••]. In line with this idea, separate
slow and fast gamma peaks are apparent in coherence spectra for paired mPFC–ventral
hippocampus recordings from mice exploring a familiar arena ([18••], Figure 2). Moreover, a
comparison of mPFC–hippocampus coherence spectra from wild-type mice reveals a trend
toward increased hippocampal–mPFC coherence in the slow, but not fast, gamma frequency
range during the choice phase of a delayed non-match-to-sample spatial memory task ([25•],
Figure 3). These findings support the hypothesis that slow and fast gamma oscillations are
functionally distinct in the hippocampal–mPFC network, as has been suggested previously
for the entorhinal–hippocampal network [31••] and the ventral striatum [32].

What purpose might separate slow and fast gamma oscillations serve in the mPFC–
hippocampal network? Fast gamma oscillations in the hippocampus are coherent with fast
gamma oscillations in the medial entorhinal cortex [31••], an area that transmits information
to the hippocampus about the current environment [33,34]. It is possible that mPFC fast
gamma oscillations are coherent with fast gamma in both the hippocampus and the
entorhinal cortex. If so, coherent fast gamma oscillations in the entorhinal–hippocampal–
mPFC network could coordinate information flow across the three areas during processing
of information related to the external environment. Considering that mPFC plays an
important role in attentional selection [7], one possibility is that fast gamma oscillations
selectively activate neurons that code information related to attended stimuli. On the
contrary, slow gamma oscillations in CA1 are coherent with slow gamma in CA3 [31••], an
area that is required for memory retrieval [35,36]. Thus, coherent slow gamma oscillations
between mPFC and the hippocampus could serve to coordinate interactions between the
hippocampus and mPFC during operations such as memory retrieval and working memory,
in which neuronal codes can be evoked or maintained internally after the represented
information is no longer present in the external environment.

Oscillatory interactions between mPFC and hippocampus during slow-
wave sleep

One theory of memory consolidation posits that certain memories initially depend on the
hippocampus but then gradually are transferred to the neocortex [37], possibly during slow-
wave sleep. In slow-wave sleep, hippocampal neurons that were co-active during
wakefulness reactivate together during sharp wave-ripples [38]. Similarly, mPFC neurons
that fired together during waking reactivate together during subsequent slow-wave sleep
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[39]. Reactivation of mPFC neurons may be coordinated by synchronously occurring
hippocampal sharp wave-ripples and mPFC spindles because correlations between
hippocampal and mPFC firing during slow-wave sleep occur preferentially around the time
of sharp wave-ripples (Figure 1c, [40•]), and mPFC spindles tend to occur shortly after sharp
wave-ripples are seen in the hippocampus [41].

Taken together, the above findings suggest that ripple-related reactivation of CA1 neurons
and subsequent spindle-related reactivation of mPFC neurons may facilitate transfer of
memories from the hippocampus to the mPFC during slow-wave sleep. The highly
synchronous firing of CA1 neurons during sharp wave-ripples probably activates neurons in
the main output of CA1, the subiculum. If CA1 firing during sharp wave-ripples activates
neurons in the subiculum and mPFC at roughly the same time, then the subiculum and
mPFC could in turn simultaneously activate common targets, such as the deep layers of the
entorhinal cortex [42], potentially leading to associative long-term potentiation. If so, then
mPFC inputs could eventually activate such targets on their own, and this could potentially
explain why some initially hippocampal-dependent memories gradually become dependent
on the mPFC [43,44].

Disrupted hippocampal–mPFC synchrony in rodent models of
schizophrenia

The prefrontal cortex is one of the main brain regions implicated in the neuropathology of
schizophrenia [45]. Moreover, disturbances in functional connectivity between the
hippocampus and prefrontal cortex have been reported in schizophrenic patients [46,47]. In
light of this, two recent studies have used rodent models of schizophrenia to investigate how
oscillatory phase-locking between the hippocampus and mPFC is affected by the disease.

The first study investigated mPFC–hippocampal synchrony in the Df (16)A+/− strain of
transgenic mice, which models a human chromosomal abnormality that is associated with a
~30 fold greater risk of developing schizophrenia [25•]. Compared to wild-type mice, the
mutant mice exhibited significantly reduced hippocampal theta phase-locking of mPFC
neurons and decreased theta coherence between the hippocampus and mPFC. The mutants
also showed significant deficits on a delayed non-match-to-sample spatial working memory
task that correlated with reductions in hippocampal–prefrontal theta coherence. These results
raise the possibility that deficient theta phase-locking between the regions contributes to
working memory deficits associated with schizophrenia.

In the second study, pregnant rat dams were injected with a cytokine inducer to activate the
maternal immune response during the prenatal period [48•] because epidemiological studies
have linked maternal immune activation (MIA) during pregnancy to an increased risk of
schizophrenia in offspring [49]. Coherence between the hippocampus and prefrontal cortex
was significantly reduced in the delta (2–4 Hz), theta (4–12 Hz), beta (12–30 Hz), and low
frequency gamma (30–48 Hz) bands in rats that were prenatally exposed to MIA. In
accordance, mPFC neurons in MIA rats were significantly less phase-locked to hippocampal
theta and gamma oscillations. Additionally, reductions in low frequency gamma mPFC–
hippocampal coherence were correlated with deficits in prepulse inhibition to startle, a
widely used measure of sensorimotor gating that is impaired in schizophrenics. These
findings suggest that deficient oscillatory synchrony between the hippocampus and
prefrontal cortex may contribute to the sensory gating deficits associated with schizophrenia.
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Conclusions
The above-discussed studies have advanced our knowledge of how oscillations affect
functions that are handled jointly by the mPFC and hippocampus. Coherent theta oscillations
coordinate interactions between the hippocampus and mPFC during complex cognitive
operations such as working memory. Hippocampal theta modulation of mPFC gamma
oscillations may also play an important role in coordinating interactions between the
regions. Reactivation of mPFC neurons by hippocampal sharp wave-ripples may help to
gradually transfer some memories from the hippocampus to the mPFC during slow-wave
sleep. Disturbances in oscillatory phase-locking between the hippocampus and mPFC may
contribute to cognitive deficits in schizophrenia. Uncovering oscillatory mechanisms in the
mPFC and hippocampus is thus very important (Table 1). Future results in this area may
pave the way toward development of novel treatments for schizophrenia that aim to alleviate
cognitive deficits by restoring normal patterns of oscillatory phase-locking between the
hippocampus and mPFC.
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Figure 1.
Hippocampal theta and sharp wave-ripples coordinate neuronal activity in mPFC. (a) mPFC
spikes are modulated by CA1 theta phase. An example field potential recording from CA1 is
shown in black; the corresponding theta filtered recording is shown superimposed in red.
Spikes recorded simultaneously from a mPFC neuron are shown below (vertical blue lines).
Modified and reproduced from [25•], with permission from Nature Publishing Group,
Macmillan Publishers Ltd (http://www.nature.com). (b) Schematic illustrating the
modulation of mPFC gamma amplitude by hippocampal theta phase [18••,22,30]. Note that
this effect was not measured in the study from which the theta recordings in (a) were
obtained [25•]; thus, hippocampal theta phase values (dashed vertical blue lines) depicted
here for illustration of the general effect may not be accurate. (c) Simultaneous mPFC (blue)
and CA1 (red) LFP recordings during slow-wave sleep are depicted above corresponding
single unit recordings. Note that when sharp wave-ripples are apparent in the CA1 LFP
recordings, synchronous bursts of mPFC and CA1 single unit activity can also be seen.
Modified and reproduced from [40], with permission from Elsevier (http://
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/08966273).
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Figure 2.
Average coherence spectra for simultaneous LFP recordings from mPFC and ventral
hippocampus (blue), dorsal and ventral hippocampi (gray), and mPFC and dorsal
hippocampus (purple) in wild-type mice running between 7 and 15 cm/s in a familiar arena.
Shaded areas indicate 95% confidence intervals, and the red line at the bottom indicates the
level of coherence expected by chance (p < 0.05). Note that two peaks can be seen in the
gamma range, at ~50 and 100 Hz (indicated by arrows), in the coherence spectrum for
simultaneous mPFC–ventral hippocampal recordings. Modified and reproduced from [18••],
with permission from Elsevier (http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/08966273).
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Figure 3.
Average coherence spectra for simultaneous LFP recordings from mPFC and CA1 in wild-
type (gray) and Df(16)A+/− (green) mice. Shaded areas indicate the standard error of the
mean. Coherence during the choice phase of a working memory task is shown on the left,
while coherence during habituation sessions is shown on the right. CA1-mPFC coherence
was reduced in mutant mice. Note that theta (~5 Hz) and slow sgamma (~45 Hz) coherence
tended to be higher in wild-type mice when working memory processes were engaged.
Modified and reproduced from [25•], with permission from Nature Publishing Group,
Macmillan Publishers Ltd (http://www.nature.com).
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Table 1

Outstanding issues

Does oscillatory synchrony across the mPFC–hippocampal network affects tasks that require animals to select relevant information and
suppress irrelevant information (e.g. [50••,51••])?

Is the mPFC–hippocampal network phase-locked to the amygdala during fear-related behaviors?

Is the mPFC–hippocampal network phase-locked to the ventral striatum during reward-related tasks?

How can disturbances in oscillatory phase-locking between the hippocampus and mPFC be counteracted in schizophrenia?
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