
Western University Western University 

Scholarship@Western Scholarship@Western 

Anatomy and Cell Biology Publications Anatomy and Cell Biology Department 

4-1-2023 

Developmental changes in electrophysiological properties of Developmental changes in electrophysiological properties of 

auditory cortical neurons in the Cntnap2 knockout rat auditory cortical neurons in the Cntnap2 knockout rat 

Rajkamalpreet S Mann 

Brian L Allman 

Susanne Schmid 

Follow this and additional works at: https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/anatomypub 

 Part of the Anatomy Commons, and the Cell and Developmental Biology Commons 

https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/
https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/anatomypub
https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/anatomy
https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/anatomypub?utm_source=ir.lib.uwo.ca%2Fanatomypub%2F345&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/903?utm_source=ir.lib.uwo.ca%2Fanatomypub%2F345&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/8?utm_source=ir.lib.uwo.ca%2Fanatomypub%2F345&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


RESEARCH ARTICLE

Neuroscience of Disease

Developmental changes in electrophysiological properties of auditory cortical
neurons in the Cntnap2 knockout rat

Rajkamalpreet S. Mann, Brian L. Allman, and Susanne Schmid
Department of Anatomy and Cell Biology, Schulich School of Medicine & Dentistry, University of Western Ontario, London,
Ontario, Canada

Abstract

Disruptions in the CNTNAP2 gene are known to cause language impairments and symptoms associated with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD). Importantly, knocking out this gene in rodents results in ASD-like symptoms that include auditory processing deficits. This study
used in vitro patch-clamp electrophysiology to examine developmental alterations in auditory cortex pyramidal neurons of Cntnap2�/�

rats, hypothesizing that CNTNAP2 is essential for maintaining intrinsic neuronal properties and synaptic wiring in the developing audi-
tory cortex. Whole cell patch-clamp recordings were conducted in wildtype and Cntnap2�/� littermates at three postnatal age ranges
(P8–12, P18–21, and P70–90). Consistent changes across age were seen in all measures of intrinsic membrane properties and spontane-
ous synaptic input. Intrinsic cell properties such as action potential half-widths, rheobase, and action-potential firing frequencies were dif-
ferent between wildtype and Cntnap2�/� rats predominantly during the juvenile stage (P18–21), whereas adult Cntnap2�/� rats showed
higher frequencies of spontaneous and mini postsynaptic currents (sPSCs; mPSCs), with lower sPSC amplitudes. These results indicate
that intrinsic cell properties are altered in Cntnap2�/� rats during the juvenile age, leading to a hyperexcitable phenotype during this
stage of synaptic remodeling and refinement. Although intrinsic properties eventually normalize by reaching adulthood, changes in syn-
aptic input, potentially caused by the differences in intrinsic membrane properties, seem to manifest in the adult age and are presumably
responsible for the hyperreactive behavioral phenotype. In conjunction with a previous study, the present results also indicate a large
influence of breeding scheme, i.e., pre- or postnatal environment, on the impact of Cntnap2 on cellular physiology.

NEW & NOTEWORTHY This study shows that neurons in the auditory cortex of Cntnap2 knockout rats are hyperexcitable only
during the juvenile age, whereas resulting changes in synaptic input persist in the adult. In conjunction with a previous study,
the present results indicate that it is not the genes alone, but also the influence of pre- and postnatal environment, that shape
neuronal function, highlighting the importance of early intervention in neurodevelopmental disorders.

auditory cortex; auditory processing; autism; patch-clamp; development

INTRODUCTION

Disruptions during the critical periods of sensory system
development can result in persistent alterations in behavior,
often manifesting in developmental disorders. The contactin-
associated protein-like-2 (CNTNAP2) gene is an important
gene expressed predominantly during development and in
sensory pathways (1, 2), and CNTNAP2 mutations have been
implicated in the onset of developmental disorders such as
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and developmental language
disorder (1, 3–6). CNTNAP2 encodes a transmembrane pro-
tein (CASPR2) that belongs to the neurexin family and is

commonly known to localize and concentrate voltage-gated
Kþ channels at juxtaparanodes of myelinated axons, as well
as to stabilize synapses (7, 8). Although recent studies on
rodents have begun to characterize the cellular mechanisms
associated with disruptions in CNTNAP2 (9, 10), we still lack
a complete understanding of how a functional loss of
CNTNAP2 alters cell properties and neuronal signaling during
the development of sensory cortices.

Importantly, CNTNAP2 is not exclusive to humans and is
expressed throughout the cortico-striato-thalamic circuit in
other animals, such as songbirds and rodents (11–13), sug-
gesting the gene is highly conserved and is important for
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sensory processing at different brain levels. Indeed, a homo-
zygous Cntnap2 gene knockout in mice and rats is known to
disrupt basic behavioral functions relying on auditory proc-
essing, such as the acoustic startle response and sensorimo-
tor gating (13–16). These basic auditory processing functions
involve established brainstem circuits as well as higher level
cortical areas, but the neuronal changes in these circuits at
the cellular level remain poorly understood, especially dur-
ing the critical period of development of the auditory sys-
tem. Thus, the objective of this study is to use a knockout rat
model to investigate the impact of a loss of Cntnap2 on the
function of pyramidal neurons in the primary auditory cor-
tex throughout development.

Recent studies have examined cortical pyramidal neurons
from Cntnap2 knockout mice in cell cultures and found that
the functional and morphological properties of these neurons
were altered. Specifically, the loss of Cntnap2 resulted in
decreased spine density, altered glutamatergic synapses,
altered AMPAr/NMDAr mediated excitatory and inhibitory
postsynaptic potentials (EPSCs and IPSCs) and decreased den-
dritic arborization (17, 18); cell properties that are important
for the proper relaying of neural information. Synaptic differ-
ences have been reported in pyramidal neurons of visual corti-
ces of Cntnap2�/� mice at older but not younger ages, as well
as in medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC) (19, 20). Differences in
intrinsic properties of inhibitory interneurons in the somato-
sensory cortex and mPFC have also been reported in
Cntnap2�/� mice (21, 22). However, given that Cntnap2 is
extensively involved in auditory processing (9, 14–16) and
expressed in the auditory system (2, 23), it would be important
to study cortical areas involved in auditory information proc-
essing. In a recent study from our laboratory, we reported
marked differences in the intrinsic excitability, but no synap-
tic differences, in the pyramidal neurons of auditory cortices
of adult Cntnap2�/� rats (9). Given that a past study in
Cntnap2�/� mice visual cortices found that electrophysiologi-
cal differences were not consistent across age (19), it is impor-
tant to assess the impact of Cntnap2 deletion in the auditory
cortex throughout development.

To address this, we investigated the effect of a functional
loss of Cntnap2 on the intrinsic cellular properties and synap-
tic input of pyramidal cells over development in the rat audi-
tory cortex in acute brain slices. Overall, we hypothesize that
Cntnap2 knockout differentially affects the intrinsic proper-
ties and excitability of auditory cortical neurons in different
age stages (e.g., juveniles vs. adults). To examine the intrinsic
properties, we measured resting membrane potential, mem-
brane resistance and capacitance, and intrinsic excitability as
assessed by action potential properties and threshold.
Neuronal excitability was further assessed by recording action
potential firing frequencies in response to increasing current
stimuli. Synaptic input was assessed by recording spontane-
ous, miniature, and evoked excitatory postsynaptic potentials
from pyramidal neurons in layers 2/3 of the auditory cortex.

METHODS

Animals

Male and female Sprague-Dawley wildtype and homozy-
gous knockout (Cntnap2�/�) brain slices were obtained from

litters resulting from heterozygous (Cntnap2þ /�) crossings
for littermate controls. Animals were used at three age
ranges of postnatal days 8–12 (P8–12, infant; wildtype: n = 3
rats, 11–14 cells; Cntnap2�/�: n = 4 rats, 20–22 cells), P18–21
(juvenile; wildtype: n = 7 rats, 22–40 cells; Cntnap2�/�: n = 9
rats, 38–47 cells), and P70–90 (adult, wildtype: n = 5 rats, 15–
17 cells; Cntnap2�/�: n = 6 rats, 22–24 cells). Animals were
obtained and bred as described in a comprehensive behav-
ioral study conducted by Scott et al. (14). Briefly, original
heterozygous Cntnap2þ /� breeders were obtained from
Horizon Discovery (Boyertown, PA; originally created at
SAGE Laboratories, Inc. in conjunction with Autism
Speaks; the line is now maintained by Envigo), and experi-
mental animals were obtained through the breeding col-
ony maintained in our laboratory. Date of birth was
designated as postnatal day zero (P0). Rats were genotyped
either by toe clipping around P5–7 (for animals to be used
in P8–12 and P18–21 experiments), or ear punches at P21
(for P70–90 experiments). Rats were weaned on P21, and
sexes were separated by P35. Rats were housed in a tem-
perature-controlled room on a 12-h light/dark cycle, with
ad libitum food and water, and were never housed alone
unless necessary. All procedures were approved by the
University of Western Ontario Animal Care Committee
and were in accordance with the guidelines established by
the Canadian Council on Animal Care.

In Vitro Electrophysiological Recordings

Slice preparation.
Sprague-Dawley wildtype (n = 16) and homozygous Cntnap2�/�

(n = 19) rats were anesthetized with isofluorane and their brains
quickly removed and transferred into ice-cold slicing solution
containing (in mM): 2.5 KCl, 1.25 NaH2PO4-H2O, 24 NaHCO3, 10
MgSO4, 11 glucose, 234 sucrose, 2 CaCl2, 3 Myoinositol, 2 Na-
Pyruvate, and 0.4 ascorbate; equilibrated with 95% O2/5% CO2.
Coronal slices (3.7 and 4.5 mm caudal to bregma) of 300 lm
thickness were cut with a vibrating microtome (Compresstome
VF-200, Precisionary) in a chamber filled with ice-cold prep-
aration solution, and subsequently transferred into a hold-
ing chamber filled with artificial cerebrospinal fluid (ACSF)
containing (in mM): 3 KCl, 1.25 NaH2PO4-H2O, 3 MgSO4, 26
NaHCO3, 124NaCl, and 10 glucose; equilibratedwith 95%O2/5%
CO2. CaCl2 (2 mM) was added to the ACSF a fewminutes before
slices were transferred. The ACSF containing the slices was
heated to�35�C for 30min, and the slices were left to rest for an
additional 1 h at room temperature to recover. Slices were kept
at room temperature during the experiment.

Whole cell recordings.
Electrophysiological experiments were performed as reported
previously (24–26). In brief, whole cell patch-clamp electro-
physiology of visually identified pyramidal neurons in layers
2/3 of the general auditory cortex (in variable locations of au-
ditory cortex subfields) was conducted using an upright
microscope (Zeiss Axioskop, Germany), equipped with an
EMCCD camera (Evolve 512, Photometric, Tuscon, AZ).
Recording electrodes were pulled on a P-97 Puller (Sutter
Instrument, Novato, CA) from fabricated borosilicate glass
capillaries (1B150F-4, OD: 1.50 mm, ID: 0.84 mm, World
Precision Instruments, Sarasota, FL) and had 3–7 MΩ resistance
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when filled with an intracellular solution containing the follow-
ing (in mM): 140 K-gluconate, 10 KCl, 1 MgCl2, 10 HEPES, 0.02
EGTA, 3 Mg-ATP, and 0.5 Na-GTP, pH adjusted to 7.3, 290–300
mosmol/kgH2O/L). Signals were sampled at 5 kHz, amplified
with Axopatch 200B, digitized with Digidata1550, and analyzed
using pClamp10.4 (all Axon Instruments, Molecular Devices,
Sunnydale, CA). Only pyramidal cells with access resistance <
25 MΩ were included in analyses and parameters were moni-
tored throughout recordings. The pipette capacitance was com-
pensated, but the access resistance and cell capacitance
were not compensated during recordings. Junction poten-
tial was not compensated but was calculated to be þ 15 mV
using the Nernst–Planck equation using LJPcalc software
(https://swharden.com/LJPcalc; 27).

Voltage-clamp membrane test using a 10-mV step was
used to assess cell capacitance and membrane resistance
(Fig. 1), as well as other whole cell properties like access re-
sistance. The membrane potential was held at�70mV for all
voltage-clamp recordings. Resting membrane potentials in
wildtype and Cntnap2�/� were measured in current-clamp
while holding the current at I = 0. Current-clamp recordings
to measure action-potentials were made while adjusting the
current to keep the cells at �70 mV, which was close to their
resting potentials, and involved 1-s long step current injec-
tions in 40 pA increments from �120 pA to þ480 pA. These
recordings were used to assess the firing threshold, rheobase,
action potential half-width, interspike intervals, and firing
rates (Figs. 2 and 3). Spontaneous postsynaptic currents
(sPSCs) were assessed in voltage clamp by 5 min recordings
of cell currents while holding the cells at �70 mV and mini
post-synaptic currents (mPSCs) were similarly recorded but
with the addition of 1 lM tetrodotoxin (TTX) in the bath. For
the evoked PSCs, layers 5/6 of the auditory cortex were stimu-
lated using a bipolar tungsten electrode (Science Products),
and paired pulses were generated by a pulse generator
(Master-8, AMPI, Israel) in wildtype and Cntnap2�/� cells.
This stimulation in layers 5/6 likely activates a variety of syn-
apses, including inputs from neurons in layers 5 and 6, axons
from other areas, and antidromic stimulation of layer 2/3 neu-
rons. To determine paired-pulse ratios, interstimulus inter-
vals of 20, 50, 100, 136, 191, and 358ms were used (Fig. 5C).

Offline Analysis

Intrinsic membrane properties (resting membrane poten-
tial, membrane capacitance, membrane resistance), voltage
clamp step recordings, and evoked PSCs (ePSCs) were ana-
lyzed in pClamp10 (Molecular Devices). Action potential
features and waveforms were analyzed using Intrinsic
Physiology Feature Extractor (IPFX) [©2020 Allen Institute
for Brain Science. Intrinsic Physiology Feature Extractor
(IPFX). Available from: github.com/AllenInstitute/ipfx]
as described elsewhere (28). We made a few modifications
in the action potential detection settings. Briefly, action
potentials were located when dV/dT threshold crossings
of 20 mV/s. Next, the detected action potentials were
approved based on the event height (minimum 20 mV)
and width (maximum 10 ms for immature P8 neurons,
and maximum 3 ms for P18 and P70 neurons). Action
potential half-width was measured as the width (ms) of
an action potential at half its amplitude (firing threshold-

peak). Interspike interval (ISI) was the time from the baseline
of the first action potential to the baseline of the second
action potential. Action potential threshold was the baseline
voltage of the first action potential and was defined to be 5%
of the maximum dV/dt of the action potential, and the rheo-
base was the accompanying current that elicited the first
action potential. For the firing rates, the number of spikes
during the 1 s of step current stimulation were counted. The
amplitudes of ePSCs were taken from the PSC generated by
the first pulse across all the ISIs presented. The fitted time
constants (tau/s) were taken from the ePSC generated from
the first pulse at 50 ms ISI. The time constants were deter-
mined by fitting the best number of terms to the decaying
part of the ePSC using the following equations:

f tð Þ ¼ C þ
Xn

i¼1

Aie
�t=si

� �
;

Weighted s ¼ A1� s1
A1 þ A2 þ . . .An

þ A2� s2
A1 þ A2 þ . . .An

þ An� sn
A1 þ A2 þ . . .An

:

The paired-pulse ratio for ePSCs was calculated as the am-
plitude of the second ePSC divided by the amplitude of the
first ePSC. The frequencies and amplitudes of sPSCs and
mPSCs were analyzed in MiniAnalysis (Synaptosoft, Fort
Lee, NJ). A minimum amplitude of 5 pA was set as criteria
for sPSCs and mPSCs. Data analyses were performed with
pClamp10.4 (Molecular Devices), MiniAnalysis software
(Synaptosoft, Fort Lee, NJ), and/or Microsoft Excel 2010
(Microsoft Corp.).

Data Presentation and Statistics

Graphs were generated with GraphPad (Prism 8.3.0 for
Windows, GraphPad Software, San Diego, CA). Sample record-
ing traces and images were created in pClamp and Biorender.
com. Statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS
Statistics for Windows, Version 20.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY).
The researcher was blinded to animal genotypes during the
experiments and data analysis. The Shapiro–Wilk test of nor-
mal distributionwas conducted to decide the tests of statistical
analyses. The Kruskal–Wallis or Mann–Whitney tests were
used to compare non-normally distributed measures. For nor-
mally distributed data, statistical tests included independent
samples two-tailed t tests, one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA), and two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), and
two-way or three-way repeated-measures analysis of variance
(RM-ANOVA), as well as post hoc one-way RM ANOVAs and
Bonferroni-corrected t tests. Equality of variance was
assessed using Levene’s test for independent samples t
tests, and Mauchly’s test of sphericity for RM ANOVAs
where Greenhouse Geisser was used to correct degrees of
freedom. Outlier analysis was done in GraphPad, and out-
liers were excluded based on this analysis for the following
measures: ePSC amplitudes and weighted ss at P18 and P70.
Statistically significant differences were set as P values
being less than a = 0.05. Exact P values are reported, except
in cases where P < 0.001. See statistics Supplemental Table
S1; https://doi.org./10.6084/m9.figshare.21409758 for com-
plete statistical reporting.
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RESULTS

Age-Related Changes in Intrinsic Properties of Cortical
Auditory Neurons

To investigate if the intrinsic properties of neurons are
altered due to the loss of Cntnap2 during development, pas-
sive properties such as the resting membrane potential and
membrane resistance were measured at postnatal days (P)
8–12, P18–21, and P70–90. Resting membrane potential was
not different between the genotypes at all ages (see
Supplemental Table S1) but there was a developmental
decrease of resting membrane potential (effect of age: [v2(2) =
43.66, P < 0.001], with resting potential being significantly
more negative at P18 (P < 0.001) and P70 (P < 0.001; Fig. 1A),
compared with that of P8. In parallel, membrane capacitance
increased during development [effect of age: F(2,145) = 15.269,
P < 0.001], as it was significantly higher at P18 (PBonf < 0.001)
and P70 (PBonf < 0.001) compared with P8 (Fig. 1B), but there
was no effect of genotype [F(1,145) = 0.272, P = 0.603].
Membrane resistance also decreased during development
[effect of age: v2(2) = 42.814, P < 0.001], being significantly
lower in P18 (P < 0.001) and P70 (P < 0.001; Fig. 1C),
compared with P8. Membrane resistance was higher in
Cntnap2�/� neurons at P18 (U = 473.5, P = 0.016) but lower at
P70 (U = 97, P = 0.005) as compared with wildtypes. In sum-
mary, we observed typical developmental changes of pas-
sive properties of neurons, such as a decrease in membrane
potential, an increase in cell membrane capacitance, and a
decrease in cell membrane resistance, which reflect the
maturation of neurons and neuronal networks. The only
differences between genotypes were slightly higher cell
membrane resistance at P18 and lower membrane resist-
ance at P70 in neurons of Cntnap2�/� animals.

Cntnap2�/2 Neurons Are More Excitable at P18

Next, we assessed active membrane properties and excit-
ability through action potential features and firing profiles in
the current-clampmode (Fig. 2A). Firing thresholds increased
during development in all animals regardless of genotype
[effect of age: v2(2) = 50.951, P < 0.001; no effect of genotype
at all ages: see Supplemental Table S1], and it was significantly
higher at P70 than at P8 (P < 0.001; Fig. 2B). Likewise, the
rheobase current increased during development [effect of age:
v2(2) = 93.554, P < 0.001], and post hoc pairwise comparisons
showed a significant increase at P18 (P< 0.001), as well as P70
(P < 0.001; Fig. 2C) compared with P8. In addition, rheobase

currents were significantly lower in Cntnap2�/� cells than in
wildtypes at P18 (U = 262, P = 0.001).

In parallel, there was a significant effect of age on action
potential half-width [v2(2) = 63.911 P < 0.001; Fig. 3A): the
half-widths of action potentials significantly decreased
between P8 and P18 (P < 0.001; Fig. 3B). Again, there was a
genotype effect only at P18, where the action potential half-
width in Cntnap2�/� neurons were significantly lower than

Figure 1. Passive membrane properties. Resting membrane potential (A), cell capacitance (B), and membrane resistance of auditory cortical neurons in
wildtype (blue) and Cntnap2–/– rats (red) (C) at postnatal age (P)8–12, P18–21, and P70–90. Graphs show means ± SE. �Significant differences between
genotypes P< 0.05. #Significant differences between age groups P< 0.05.

Figure 2. Action potential features. A: sample current clamp recording
indicating the action potential features assessed. B: firing thresholds of
action potentials in wildtype (blue) and Cntnap2�/� neurons (red) at ages
postnatal (P)8–12, P18–21, and P70–90, recorded by step current stimula-
tions. C: rheobase currents. Graphs show means ± SE. �Significant differ-
ences between genotypes P < 0.05. #Significant differences between
age groups P< 0.05.
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in wildtype cells (U = 172.5, P < 0.001). Interspike intervals
between the first and second action potentials were not dif-
ferent between the genotypes (see Supplemental Table S1)
but were different between age groups [effect of age: v2(2) =
6.760, P = 0.034; Fig. 3C], where ISIs at P70 were slightly
larger than at P8 (P = 0.033). Neuronal excitability was fur-
ther assessed through the spiking profiles in response to
increasing current injections. P8 neurons were too immature
to maintain spiking activity, as evidenced by their inability
to repeatedly fire in response to increasing current injec-
tions, although knockout neurons seemed to slightly better
respond to the larger depolarizations (Fig. 3, D and G). At

P18, knockout neurons exhibited higher firing frequencies
for all depolarizations that elicited action potentials (0.12
pA–0.44 pA: PBonf < 0.001; Fig. 3, E and H), whereas at P70
there were no significant differences between the wildtype
and Cntnap2�/�

firing profiles [F(1,39) = 1.419, P = 0.241; Fig.
3, F and I).

Synaptic Activity Is Altered in Auditory Cortex Neurons
with a Functional Loss of Cntnap2

To investigate if synaptic activity is altered as a result of
the loss of Cntnap2, we assessed spontaneous, miniature,
and evoked excitatory postsynaptic potentials (PSCs, Fig. 4A

Figure 3. Action potential half-width and firing profiles. A:
sample current clamp recording of action potentials from
a Cntnap2�/� and wildtype neuron in response to the
same step current stimulation. B: action potential half-
widths decrease during development, but Cntnap2�/�

(red) neurons exhibit smaller half-widths than wildtypes
(blue) at postnatal age (P)18. C: interspike intervals (ISI) of
action potentials show no significant changes during de-
velopment or between genotypes. D–I: firing frequencies
at different age stages as indicated and a sample firing re-
cording in response to increasing current stimuli. Graphs
show means ± SE. �Significant differences between geno-
types, P < 0.05. #Significant differences between age
groups, P< 0.05.
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and 5D). Spontaneous PSC (sPSCs) were different between
the genotypes and the ages as assessed by the sPSC ampli-
tudes [2-way ANOVA, main effect of age: F(2,55) = 21.801, P <
0.001; main effect of genotype: F(1,55) = 14.137, P < 0.001;
Fig. 4B] and frequencies (Independent samples Kruskal–
Wallis Test, no effect of age: v2(2) = 5.612, P = 0.060; effect of
genotype at P70, Mann–Whitney test: U = 22, P = 0.045; Fig.
4C). Our analysis revealed that sPSC amplitudes changed dif-
ferentially in Cntnap2�/� cells across the three age stages,
compared with wildtype cells [2-way ANOVA, significant
interaction of age � genotype: F(2,55) = 11.577, P < 0.001].
Notably at P70, sPSC in Cntnap2�/� cells had smaller ampli-
tudes (PBonf < 0.001, Fig. 4B), but higher frequencies (PBonf =
0.002; Fig. 4C). Likewise, mPSCs in Cntnap2�/� cells also
occurred at higher frequencies (P = 0.02; Fig. 4E), whereas
amplitudes were not significantly different (P = 0.054; Fig.
4D). The higher frequencies of both spontaneous and

miniature PSCs in the Cntnap2�/� cells at P70 may indicate a
higher number of synapses providing input to the recorded
neuron, and/or a higher pre-synaptic glutamate release proba-
bility at the existing synapses. Furthermore, the smaller sPSC
amplitudes indicate either weaker synaptic input, due to ei-
ther decreased neurotransmitter release from presynaptic
sides or decreased postsynaptic sensitivity. Since mPSC
amplitudes are unchanged, the latter can be ruled out.
Therefore, we can conclude from measuring mPSCs and
sPSCs that Cntnap2�/� neurons receive more frequent, but
weaker, synaptic input.

Evoked PSCs (ePSCs), which were elicited by stimulating
axons in cortical layers 5/6, were recorded in animals at P18
and P70 to further shed light on the release probabilities of
the synapses (Fig. 5D). The amplitudes of the ePSCs were not
different in Cntnap2�/� cells compared with wildtype cells
at P18 (Mann–Whitney test, U = 44, P = 0.722) or P70 (Mann–

Figure 4. Spontaneous and miniature excitatory
postsynaptic potentials show genotypic- and age-
related changes in amplitudes and frequency. A:
sample recording of spontaneous postsynaptic
currents (sPSCs) with the amplitudes (B) and
sPSC frequencies plotted across age groups (C).
Miniature PSC (mPSC) amplitudes (D) and mPSC
frequencies (E) were recorded while administering
tetrodotoxin (TTX) at ages postnatal (P)70–90. F–
H: cumulative frequency graphs of amplitudes of
sPSCs at P8 (F), P18 (G), and P70 (H), and of
mPSCs at P70 (I). Graphs show means ± SE.
�Significant differences between genotypes,
P < 0.05. #Significant differences between age
groups, P < 0.05.
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Whitney test, U = 127, P = 0.649; Fig. 5A). Moreover, the
paired-pulse ratio (PPR) was assessed to gain further insight
into potential changes of synaptic release probability. Both
genotypes showed strong paired-pulse facilitation at short
ISIs with a main effect of ISI (3-way repeated measures
ANOVA, 3.277, 150.751) = 66.307, P < 0.001; Fig. 5C), no main
effect of age [3-way repeated measures ANOVA, F(1,46) =
1.602, P = 0.212], and no main effect of genotype [3-way
repeated measures ANOVA, F(1,46) = 0.235, P = 0.630]. This
indicates that there is no difference in synaptic release prob-
ability between genotypes, which leaves a higher number of
synapses providing synaptic input to Cntnap2�/� cells as a
possible explanation for the increased frequency of sPSC.
The time constants of the decaying phase of ePSCs (fitted to
100% � 37% of maximum PSC amplitude, weighted s) were
not different between genotypes [Independent-samples 2-
tailed t test, P18: t(16) = 0.092, P = 0.928; and Mann–Whitney
test, P70: U = 148, P = 0.780; Fig. 5B]. However, s was smaller
in Cntnap2�/� cells at P70 (Mann–Whitney test, U = 197, P =
0.047; Fig. 5E), but it was not different between the geno-
types at P18 [t(16) = 0.682, P = 0.505].

DISCUSSION
In this study, we examined intrinsic membrane properties

as well as postsynaptic currents in cortical neurons of the
primary auditory cortex of Cntnap2�/� rats and their wild-
type littermates through crucial stages of postnatal develop-
ment, to see to what extent reported alterations in auditory
processing in the adult might potentially be caused by

changes in the developmental trajectory. We focused on an
early stage (P8–12) where the meatus of the ears are still
closed and hearing is limited (29), a juvenile stage (P18–21)
where hearing input leads to massive synaptic rewiring and
synaptic pruning (30, 31), and an adult stage (P70–90).

Developmental Changes

As expected, we observed a number of developmental
changes between age stages that mainly reflect the matura-
tion of immature cortical neurons. This includes a decrease
in resting membrane potential and membrane resistance, an
increase in cell capacitance, as well as an increase in firing
threshold and rheobase, while the action-potential half-
width decreased. All of these changes occurred mostly
between P8 and P18, and were accompanied by the establish-
ment of mature firing patterns, i.e., the ability of sustained
firing upon a lasting depolarization. In contrast, amplitudes
of spontaneous postsynaptic currents (sPSCs) were signifi-
cantly increased between P18 and P70, indicating changes in
synaptic wiring or postsynaptic receptor density after hear-
ing onset in this later stage of development. Moreover, the
increase in frequencies of sPSCs could be explained by either
a higher release probability and higher spontaneous activity
in presynaptic neurons, or a higher connectivity between
neurons resulting in more input synapses. An increase in
release probability would be expected to reduce paired-pulse
facilitation (32, 33). The paired-pulse ratio of evoked EPSC
was not different between P70 compared with P18, indicat-
ing no change in release probability, which does not explain
the increased frequencies of sPSCs at P70. Therefore, it is

Figure 5. Evoked excitatory postsynaptic potentials (ePSCs)
show changes in duration, but not in paired pulse ratio
(PPR). Amplitudes of ePSCs after the first stimulus at post-
natal age (P)18 (left) and P70 (right) (A), and the weighted s
of the same ePSCs (decay phase) at P18 (left) and P70 (right)
(B). C: paired-pulse ratios (PSC2 amplitude/PSC1 amplitude)
at P18 (left) and P70 (right). D: sample recordings of ePSCs
to paired pulse stimuli with 50 ms interstimulus intervals. E:
decay s (time from 100% amplitude to 37% amplitude of the
same PSCs in B and C) at P18 (left) and P70 (right). Graphs
show means ± SE. �Significant differences between geno-
types, P< 0.05.
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possible that there is a higher connectivity between cortical
neurons in P70 than in P18, reflecting the establishment of
mature cortical neuronal networks after the onset of hearing.
It is important to note that evoked and miniature PSCs may
involve different pools of presynaptic vesicles and even dif-
ferent populations of postsynaptic receptors (34, 35), there-
fore they may have separate mechanisms that are not
entirely comparable. It is also worth mentioning that since
stimulating in layers 5/6 likely activates a variety of synapse
types that have different release dynamics, we should be
cautious with the interpretation of the evoked PSC data.

Differences in Cntnap2�/� Neurons

Genotypic differences in intrinsic membrane properties
between wildtype and Cntnap2�/� animals were mainly
observed at P18, where a reduced rheobase, reduced half-
width of action potentials and a significantly higher firing
rate in response to sustained depolarization was observed in
Cntnap2�/� cells. Generally, all of these observations indi-
cate that auditory cortical neurons of Cntnap2�/� animals
are more excitable during this phase of high synaptic plastic-
ity at P18. Interestingly, these changes do not extend into the
adult; cell excitability seemed to largely normalize by the age
of P70. In contrast, lasting changes in postsynaptic currents,
i.e., higher frequencies in mPSCs and sPSCs, as well as lower
amplitudes of sPSCs and shorter ePSC in Cntnap2�/� cells
manifest in the adult stage. Interestingly, the genotypic dif-
ferences in the amplitudes of sPSCs and mPSCs were not
consistent at P70. The spontaneous and miniature PSCs
differ because mPSCs were measured in the presence of
tetrodotoxin, which results in only spontaneously released
presynaptic vesicles, whereas sPSC were measured without
the presence of tetrodotoxin and therefore wemeasure a mix
of spontaneously released and action potential-driven vesi-
cle releases. Given that sPSC amplitudes were smaller in
Cntnap2�/� cells but there were no differences in mPSC
amplitudes, this may indicate that the pools of vesicles
involved in action potentials package less neurotransmitter
or have less postsynaptic receptor density, whereas these are
not changed in vesicles and postsynaptic receptors involved
in spontaneous vesicle release. Moreover, given that the fre-
quencies of mPSCs and sPSCs are similarly increased in
Cntnap2�/� cells, this could mean that this hyperactivity is
occurring in pools of vesicles involved in spontaneous
release rather than those involved in action-potentials.
Following the aforementioned interpretation of the develop-
mental changes, this indicates a hyper-connectivity within
the auditory cortex of Cntnap2�/� animals.

Changes in synaptic activity due to Cntnap2 deletion have
been reported before, for example inhibitory synaptic activ-
ity was reduced in pyramidal neurons in visual cortices of 6-
to 8-wk old Cntnap2�/� mice, but there were few differences
at 3–4 wk of age (19). Similarly, we found that synaptic
changes as a result of Cntnap2 deletion were more robust in
the older animals compared with younger. This could be
attributed to the fact that synaptic networks are established
over age, and so any effects of Cntnap2 on synaptic remodel-
ing would show up only later in development. Although we
demonstrated increased sPSC and mPSC frequencies and
decreased sPSCs amplitudes in the Cntnap2�/� cells, another

study has shown both reduced mPSC amplitudes and fre-
quencies in the mPFC of Cntnap2�/� mice (20). This may
mean that Cntnap2 deletion may not affect all cortical areas
equally, as similar studies also found no genotypic differen-
ces in the visual cortex at weeks 3–4 (19). These differences
could also be due to specific effects of Cntnap2 deletion on
upstream structures in the auditory pathway, which could
then be selectively affecting the neuronal activity in the au-
ditory cortex.

Intrinsic differences such as increased action potential
half-widths and more depolarized resting membrane poten-
tials have been described in fast-spiking Cntnap2�/� inter-
neurons in the somatosensory cortex of mice (22). Another
study found a reduction of GABAergic neurons in Cntnap2
null zebrafish (36). Although we did not study inhibitory
interneurons in this study, it would be worth investigating to
what extent the increased pyramidal neuron excitability at
P18 is potentially a result of changes in interneurons.

Social behavioral deficits have been rescued in Cntnap2�/�

mice by both inhibiting excitability of pyramidal neurons and
increasing the excitability of inhibitory interneurons in the
medial prefrontal cortices (mPFC) (21). This is in line with our
results as we found an increased excitability of pyramidal
neurons of Cntnap2�/� rats, and given that this rat model dis-
plays hyper-reactivity to auditory stimuli, perhaps a decrease
in the excitation or increase of inhibition in the auditory cor-
tex would rescue this behavior to wildtype levels.

We found that intrinsic membrane properties that were
present at P18 normalize upon adulthood, unlike synaptic
connectivity. It is possible that the intrinsic differences at
P18, which is around the critical age when networks are
being established, could be causing long lasting hyper-con-
nectivity in the neural networks. Hyper-connectivity in cer-
tain regions of autistic brains has been described before in
imaging studies (37–42). Similarly, several rodent models of
autism have demonstrated synaptic hyper-connectivity (43–
46). The fact that there are more, but weaker synapses could
be due to synaptic scaling, an attempt of the network to
maintain balance between excitation and inhibition (47–51).
However, other studies have also shown hypo-connectivity
in certain areas such as in mPFC in the Cntnap2 mouse
model (20), and in certain brain regions in humans (37, 41),
again indicating that not all brain areas are affected equally
and in the same way. In conclusion, it is unknown to what
extent the hyper-connectivity in the adult is caused by the
hyperexcitability of neurons at the P18 stage, but it is possi-
ble that these changes are linked.

Many of the results of the adult stage from this study are
different to our previous report, where layers 2/3 of auditory
cortices in adult homozygously bred Cntnap2�/� rats were
studied (9). In contrast to the present study, adult (P70–90)
Cntnap2�/� rats from this previous report exhibited persis-
tent alterations in intrinsic membrane properties, such as
decreased membrane capacitance, more negative firing
threshold, smaller rheobase current, and larger and earlier
inward transient currents in response to stimulation, indi-
cating the neurons were more excitable. Action potential
properties were also different in Cntnap2�/� cells, as larger
action-potential half-widths and altered firing frequencies
were found; all of which were not different in adulthood in
the present study. Furthermore, although we saw alterations
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in sPSCs and mPSCs in the current study, there were no syn-
aptic differences found in the previous study, although
paired-pulsed ratios of ePSCs were unchanged in both stud-
ies. Finally, whereas there were persistent intrinsic neuron
properties differences but no network-level synaptic differ-
ences (sPSCs) in the adult homozygously bred rats, we saw
the opposite in the heterozygously derived rats in that the
intrinsic differences normalize by adult stage yet the synap-
tic differences persist.

These marked differences between adult cortical neuron
properties in the two studies are somewhat surprising, espe-
cially because the previous study was conducted under the
same experimental conditions and the same experimenter as
the current study, with the only difference that the rats in
the previous study were derived from homozygous pairings
(WT � WT or KO � KO), whereas the animals for the present
study were littermates derived from heterozygous pairings.
Considering the potential for the breeding strategy, i.e., the
fetal and postnatal environment, to significantly influence
the cellular properties of cortical neurons, it is worth noting
that the maturation of sound processing in the auditory
brainstem, as measured as auditory brainstem response
(ABR), was also found to be differently affected: homozy-
gously bred Cntnap2�/� rats showed a delayed development
in auditory brainstem responses compared with wildtype
controls (15), whereas Cntnap2�/� rats derived from hetero-
zygous pairings did not (10). It must be noted that while the
heterozygously bred animals were littermates, the homozy-
gously bred animals were not from the same family, and
therefore genetic drift could contribute to the differences
between the genotypes. Furthermore, in another study, we
have also observed dramatic differences in ultrasonic vocal-
izations between heterozygously- versus homozygously
derived Cntnap2�/� offspring from litters that had similar
genetic background (52). To further understand how mater-
nal phenotype affects the offspring, an ongoing study
is examining how cross-fostering homozygously derived
Cntnap2�/� offspring to heterozygous dams and litters alters
the phenotype. Collectively, these findings bring into ques-
tion towhat extent the disruption of the Cntnap2 gene is suffi-
cient to cause brain alterations, or whether the environment,
such as the maternal in utero environment, maternal behav-
ior/offspring care, or interaction with WT versus knockout lit-
termates, can ultimately alter the trajectory of how the gene
deletion affects development.

Conclusion

We describe age- and genotype-related changes in neuron
membrane properties and synaptic input in cortical auditory
neurons of wildtype and Cntnap2�/� rats derived from heter-
ozygous breeding. The understanding of these changes
throughout the developmental timeline, and how they are
potentially caused, are crucial to understand the neuronal
basis of altered perception and auditory-evoked behavior
observed in ASD. We observed transient changes intrinsic
neuronal properties, which were replaced by persisting net-
work changes in the adult. It remains to be determined to
what extent these are linked. Furthermore, we show a large
influence of breeding scheme on the cellular phenotype,
which indicates that environmental aspects may play an

important role in the manifestations of Cntnap2�/�-related
electrophysiological changes in the developing auditory
system. A deeper understanding of the temporal aspects
and the influence of genetic versus environmental influen-
ces will help us develop time-sensitive interventions that
could help alleviate some of the symptoms present in
Cntnap2�/�-related developmental syndromes and more
generally in ASD.
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