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Abstract
We have shown that experience of transgenic mice harboring familial Alzheimer’s disease (FAD)-
linked AβPPswe/PS1ΔE9 in an enriched environment enhances hippocampal neurogenesis and
synaptic plasticity and attenuates neuropathology. Nevertheless, the neuronal pathways activated
following environmental enrichment underlying this effect are unknown. Using resting-state
functional magnetic resonance imaging, we present preliminary evidence to show that transgenic
mice, which had been housed in an enriched environment, show increased connectivity between
CA1 and cortical areas compared to mice from standard housing. This is the first preliminary
demonstration of live-activated neuronal pathways following environmental enrichment in FAD
mice. Understanding the activated pathways may unravel the molecular mechanism underlying
environmental enrichment-enhanced neuroplasticity in FAD.
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INTRODUCTION
Environmental enrichment has numerous beneficial effects on brain structure and function.
Rodents experiencing environmental enrichment exhibit thicker cortex, increased number of
synapses and dendritic spines, increased neurogenesis, improved performance in learning
and memory tasks, etc. (for review, see [1]). In addition, experience in an enriched
environment was shown to attenuate neuropathology in a variety of animal models of
neurodegenerative disease, including Alzheimer’s disease (AD) (for review see [2]). We
have shown that experience of transgenic mice harboring familial AD (FAD)-linked mutant
presenilin-1 and amyloid-β protein precursor (APPswe/PS1ΔE9) in an enriched environment
reduced extent of neuropathology, including levels of oligomeric amyloid-β (Aβ), amyloid
deposits, and hyperphosphorylated tau in their brains. In addition, these animals exhibited
increased levels of hippocampal neurogenesis and synaptic plasticity [3, 4]. Other studies
suggest beneficial effects of the experience of mice in an enriched environment, such as
reduced amyloidosis [5], enhanced hippocampus-dependent learning and memory [6, 7], and
increased neurogenesis [7–9].

Surprisingly, in spite of plethora of studies describing the beneficial effects of environmental
enrichment on brain structure and function, information concerning the mechanism by
which environmental enrichment exerts its effects is scarce. To gain an insight into the
mechanism by which environmental enrichment downregulates neuropathology and
upregulates neuroplasticity in the adult brain, we aimed at determining neuronal pathways
activated following experience in an enriched environment using resting-state functional
magnetic resonance imaging (rsfMRI). rsfMRI has been increasingly used in human
cognitive neuroscience to characterize spontaneous neural activity. Human studies have
demonstrated that correlations of T2 signal changes between regions during rest produce a
consistent set of networks that correspond to the known networks involved in various
cognitive, motor, and somatosensory functions. Importantly, these studies have also shown
validity under anesthesia and under anesthesia in non-human models including both rats and
mice [10]. The advantages of using rsfMRI rather than task-dependent fMRI in the current
protocol are significant. First, enrichment is known to affect multiple networks including but
not limited to those proposed to underlie memory. Indeed, animals exposed to an enriched
environment are believed to promote increased motor, sensory, and cognitive modalities and
to reinforce a variety of behaviors including learning, social interactions, physical activity,
orientation and exploration (for review, see [2]). Accordingly, the effects of environmental
enrichment have been shown to have a positive impact on both morphological and
physiological properties in selective regions, including: the auditory cortex [11], the
sensorimotor cortex [12–14], visual cortex [15], associative parietal cortex [16], and
allocortical regions, such as the hippocampus [3, 4, 8, 16], and increases vasculogenesis
[17]. Because of this, virtually every task one could conduct would also be proposed to be
affected by enrichment. However, because rsfMRI is not task dependent, there is no such
concern here. As it is, our hypothesis is that enrichment has effects on multiple neural
networks and that variations in the type of enrichment will alter these patterns or changes
relative to standard housing. Second, there is no concern for the effects of anxiety on blood
oxygenation level dependent (BOLD) contrast in mice during MRI because they can be
anesthetized and importantly, this does not appear to alter the common networks identified
by rsfMRI.

To demonstrate that enrichment does in fact alter the strength of correlations between
regions and determine the neural pathways activated following experience of FAD mice in
an enriched environment, male APPswe/PS1ΔE9 mice were either placed in an enriched
environment right after weaning (n = 3) or maintained in standard housing conditions (n =
3), as previously described [3, 4]. Two months later, mice were anesthetized and brain
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activity was analyzed by rsfMRI using Bruker 9.4Tesla 30 cm bore small animal MR system
(Bruker BioSpin MRI, Ettlingen, Germany) with Paravision 4.0 software capable of both
standard structural and echo planer imaging.

Here we show a widespread network of increased connectivity in those mice that had
experienced an enriched environment when compared to standard housing mice (Fig. 1).
Regions that correlated with the extracted time-course from left CA1 and right CA1 for each
individual animal (each row represents a separate animal) are presented on the top and
bottom of Fig. 1. First, the total number of significant regions that correlated with left and
right CA1 were calculated. This provides simply a general analysis of the total volume of
correlated voxels. For the standard housing mice, an average of 362 voxels correlated with
the averaged ideal time-course from left CA1 (for each mouse: 186 voxels, 341 voxels, 560
voxels) whereas on average 377 voxels correlated with the time-course from right CA1 (for
each mouse: 212, 306, 612 voxels). In contrast and as presented in Fig. 1, the three mice that
experienced an enriched environment showed greater activation overall with an average of
808 voxels correlating with left CA1 (742, 911, and 1070 voxels) and 1260 with right CA1
(1008, 1237, 1536 voxels). Detailed results are presented in Tables 1 and 2, showing the
specific brain regions that showed significant correlations with either left CA1 (Table 1) or
right CA1 (Table 2) and specifies which hemisphere (or both) that correlated with either left
or right CA1. It is important to note that for inclusion in the Tables, regions had to be
identified as present in at least two mice to be included. As can be seen by reviewing Tables
1 and 2, the enriched mice all showed significantly more regions, which were correlated
with the time-course from CA1 than the mice from standard housing. These regions go
beyond what would be expected for memory networks themselves. As would be expected
within the resting state design, there is excellent concordance between regions that correlate
with the left CA1 seed voxels and those which correlate with the right CA1 seeds within
mice. Of note, it is not the case that enrichment itself simply increases the low frequency
correlations across all regions. Both groups of mice show strong connectivity between the
seed voxels and areas within primary and secondary auditory cortex and visual cortex. The
divergence between groups based on housing type occurs in additional regions within the
hippocampal formation (i.e., dorsal hippocampal commissure, dentate gyrus), thalamus (i.e.,
post thalamic nuclear group), and other association cortices (i.e., temporal association
cortex, parietal association cortex).

The data above provides preliminary evidence that enrichment leads to an increase not only
in the magnitude of correlations between regions for the enriched mice but also a significant
increase in the regions that are associated with the time-course extracted from the resting
state data. But, beyond simply showing an overall increase in connectivity between regions
within animals that experienced an enriched environment, the data suggest specificity of
these effects. Of particular interest is the similarity between groups within primary and
secondary sensory areas. This is counter to one of our original hypotheses that the
enrichment would increase connectivity between these regions because of increased sensory
stimulation. But then again, these regions are not normally associated (at least in human
data) with hippocampal function unless one examines acquisition of material rather than
recollection of material. The divergence between groups especially in terms of correlations
during the resting state with higher order association areas is likely the most significant
finding suggesting that enrichment does alter networks that have both feedback and
feedforward connections to the hippocampal formation. These findings are suggestive of an
interpretation that enrichment alters the neuronal synchrony across cortical and subcortical
areas in the brain. The hippocampal formation and cortex are the most affected brain regions
in AD. Nevertheless, these regions in particular are capable of exhibiting environment-
induced plasticity throughout adult life. It is also important to note that conclusion is
supported by five out of six of the animals scanned. The exception to this pattern was Mouse
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2 in the enriched housing group. This animal showed much lower correlations across the
hippocampal network. This is important to note not only because this animal deviated from
the general pattern of findings but also because it highlights the need to examine individual
differences between animals and the need to quantify behavior within housing
environments.

The sheer magnitude of this effect raises questions about the specific mechanism that
underlies this observation with alternatives ranging from vascular effects which would
theoretically alter not only neuronal activity but also the T2 signal and therefore increased
correlations over time, metabolic demand from increased motor, sensory, and cognitive
activity, or potentially additional interpretations including alterations in neurotransmitter
function. Additional questions related to individual differences between mice, collection of
behavioral data in terms of how often components within the enriched environment were
used, and correlations between imaging and behavior need to be investigated to fully
understand and quantify the effects of enrichment and neuronal function. The data observed
in the current study also raise the need to examine the specific components of enrichment
and identify how each component affects the resting state networks. For the present
preliminary data and proposed studies, we are in specific reference to low frequency
fluctuations in T2* signal of less than 0.1 Hz. Although an independent components analysis
would be preferred, we limited our analysis here to correlations conducted using seed voxels
in straital regions and conducted this on each of the 6 mice separately. This approach was
taken for two reasons: first, we only acquired 50 volumes of data on one enriched mouse and
one mouse in standard housing reducing the statistical power in these two mice compared
with 100 volumes on the remaining mice and second, because of limited spatial coverage for
the fMRI study (2.5 mm). Beyond limited spatial coverage, the effects of both partial
volume and low signal to noise must be acknowledged. As with all fMRI studies, but even
more so for resting state fMRI studies in small animals, we risk not identifying all potential
findings due to low signal to noise and partial volume effects. Both of these are compounded
by the limited spatial coverage, non-isotropic voxels, and sluggish BOLD response.

It is important to note that the limited sample size restricts the conclusions that can be made,
and further studies using fMRI for the detection of neural connectivity following
environmental enrichment are warranted. Nevertheless, these data do provide preliminary
evidence that specific neuronal pathways are activated in the hippocampus of FAD mice
following environmental enrichment.
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Fig. 1.
Regions that correlated with the extracted time-course from left CA1 and right CA1 for each
individual animal. Spin echo anatomical reference T1 weighted images were acquired in the
coronal plane with the following parameters: field of view (FOV) = 25.6 × 25.6 mm2, matrix
= 128 × 128, slice thickness = 0.5 mm, gap = 0.0 mm, repetition time (TR) = 4000 ms, echo
time (TE) = 28.3 ms, number of averages (NEX) = 1, number of slices = 27. Based upon the
T1 sequence 5 coronal slices covering the hippocampal formation were placed in reference
to the high resolution anatomical images. Blood oxygenation level dependent (BOLD) data
were acquired using a gradient echo echo planar imaging (GE-EPI) sequence with the
following parameters: FOV = 25.6×25.6 mm2, matrix = 128 × 128, slice thickness = 0.5
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mm, gap = 0.0 mm, repetition time (TR) = 1000 ms, echo time (TE) = 10 ms, number of
averages (NEX) = 1 for a spatial resolution of 0.2 × 0.2 × 0.5 mm3. Please note that
following the EPI sequence, a second high resolution dataset was acquired with the same
parameters as above with the exception of slice prescription and number of slices which
matched the EPI prescription. This was collected to allow better co-registration with the
high resolution dataset given the limited spatial coverage of the EPI. Data was first
converted from Paravision format to Analyze using the Bruker2Analyze Toolkit associated
with MRIcro (http://www.pvconv.sourceforge.net). Data were preprocessed using the
SPMMouse toolbox within SPM5 [18] with corrections for high frequency oscillations
expected with cardiac output and respiration, and co-registration with the high resolution
anatomical images. The EPI data were first realigned to the first volume acquired using a
least squares method and rigid body transformation. The data were also smoothed with a
Gaussian kernel of 0.2 mm3. Three seed voxels were placed in both the left and right CA1
region identified on the high resolution images. The timecourse from seed voxel each region
of interest was extracted and averaged with the other two seed voxel timecourses from that
cerebral hemisphere resulting in one average timecourse for left and one average timecourse
for right CA1 for each of the six mice. This averaged time-course was then correlated with
all other voxels in the brain. We applied a threshold of p < 0.001 and a cluster threshold of 6
voxels without additional correction for multiple comparisons to each individual dataset.
Correlation analyses were carried out between the seed reference and the whole brain for
each animal in a voxel-wise manner. To improve normality, a Fisher’s z-transform was
applied. From these, the individual z value was submitted to a random effects one-sample t
test for each animal. A false discovery rate was applied to reduce errors associated with
multiple comparisons. Significance for each animal was set at p(FDR) < 0.05.
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