
MOLECULAR AND DEVELOPMENTAL NEUROSCIENCE

The increased density of p38 mitogen-activated protein
kinase-immunoreactive microglia in the sensorimotor cortex
of aged TgCRND8 mice is associated predominantly with
smaller dense-core amyloid plaques

J. Chlan-Fourney,1 T. Zhao,2,3 W. Walz3 and D. D. Mousseau2,3

1Department of Anatomy and Cell Biology, University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, SK, Canada
2Cell Signalling Laboratory, B45 HSB, University of Saskatchewan, 107 Wiggins Road, Saskatoon, SK S7N 5E5, Canada
3Department of Psychiatry, University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, SK, Canada

Keywords: Alzheimer’s disease, dementia, Macrophage-1(CD11b/CD18), microglia, p38 mitogen-activated protein kinase,
stereology

Abstract

The role for phosphorylated p38 mitogen-activated protein kinase [p-p38(MAPK)] in b-amyloid plaque deposition [a hallmark of
Alzheimer’s disease (AD) pathology] remains ambiguous. We combined immunohistochemistry and stereological sampling to
quantify the distribution of plaques and p-p38(MAPK)-immunoreactive (IR) cells in the sensorimotor cortex of 3-, 6- and 10-month-old
TgCRND8 mice. The aggressive nature of the AD-related human amyloid-b protein precursor expressed in these mice was confirmed
by the appearance of both dense-core (thioflavin-S-positive) and diffuse plaques, even in the youngest mice. p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells of
the sensorimotor cortex were predominantly co-immunoreactive for the Macrophage-1 (CD11b/CD18) microglial marker. These p-
p38(MAPK)-IR microglia were associated with both dense-core and diffuse plaques, but the expected age-dependent increase in the
density of plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia was restricted to dense-core plaques. Furthermore, the density of dense-
core plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia was inversely correlated with the size of the core within the given plaque, which
supports a role for these microglia in restricting core growth. p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia were also observed throughout wildtype and
TgCRND8 mouse cortical parenchyma, but the density of these non-plaque-associated microglia remained constant, regardless of
age or genotype. We conclude that the constitutive presence of p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia in aging mouse brain is indicative of a
longitudinal role for this kinase in normal brain physiology. We suggest that this fact, as well as the fact that a pool of p-p38(MAPK)-IR
microglia appears to restrict b-amyloid plaque core development, needs to be duly considered when ascribing functions for
p38(MAPK) signalling in the AD brain.

Introduction

Neuropathological hallmarks of Alzheimer’s disease (AD) include
senile plaques and neurofibrillary tangles in the hippocampus (Probst
et al., 1982) and cortex (Pearson et al., 1985). Senile plaques can be
classified grossly as ‘diffuse’ plaques, which have very little of the
b-sheet ⁄ fibrillar conformation of the b-amyloid (Ab) peptide, and
‘dense-core’ plaques, which are identified by b-sheet-sensitive dyes
including thioflavin-S. The remnants of nuclear elements, such as
nucleotides and ⁄ or ATP ⁄ADP (Neary et al., 1996; D’Andrea et al.,
2001; Honda et al., 2001), contribute to microglial chemotaxis, and
undoubtedly account for the preferential association of activated
microglia with dense-core plaques (Stalder et al., 1999). Microglia
potentially play a positive role, by way of Ab clearance and the
restriction of plaque size (Simard et al., 2006; El Khoury et al., 2007;

Grathwohl et al., 2009), and a negative role, as purveyors of
inflammation (Hanisch & Kettenmann, 2007), during the progression
of AD.
The enzyme p38 mitogen-activated protein kinase [p38(MAPK)],

particularly its phosphorylated form [p-p38(MAPK)], has been
detected in vulnerable regions of the AD brain, including the
hippocampus and cortex (Hensley et al., 1999; Koistinaho et al.,
2002). However, although p38(MAPK) has been associated with
apoptosis in vitro (Wada & Penninger, 2004), its role in neuronal
apoptosis in vivo remains ambiguous. Indeed, p38(MAPK) is consti-
tutively activated in the cortex, hippocampus and cerebellum (Lee
et al., 2000), and p38(MAPK) signalling has been shown to enhance
survival (Park et al., 2002), cell growth (Juretic et al., 2001) and
differentiation (Morooka & Nishida, 1998; Yosimichi et al., 2001).
p38(MAPK) activation has been observed in early stages of AD, when
markers of apoptosis are uncharacteristically absent (Zhu et al., 2003).
Furthermore, stress-associated activation of p38(MAPK) actually
renders AD fibroblasts resistant to a subsequent apoptotic challenge
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(Naderi et al., 2006), induces antioxidant proteins (Premkumar et al.,
1995) and inhibits pro-oxidative enzymes (Cao et al., 2009).
The ambiguity is further fuelled by reports of dense-core plaque-

associated p-p38(MAPK)-positive microglia and astrocytes (Frautschy
et al., 1998; Bellucci et al., 2007; Giovannini et al., 2008) in animal
models of AD-related amyloidosis. The neocortex and hippocampus
of the TgCRND8 mouse model of amyloidosis contain plaque-
associated cells that are immunoreactive for activated stress-associated
protein kinase ⁄ c-jun N-terminal kinase (Bellucci et al., 2007) and
p-p38(MAPK) (Giovannini et al., 2008), and that are believed to play
detrimental roles in plaque development. The current series
of experiments combined immunohistochemistry and quantitative
(stereological) sampling to examine the association between
p-p38(MAPK) and plaques in the TgCRND8 mouse sensorimotor
cortex, a region that is particularly vulnerable during the progression
of clinical AD (Frisoni et al., 2009). Our analyses confirm an
association between p-p38(MAPK)-immunoreactive (IR) microglia
and dense-core plaques, but also reveal an age-dependent, inverse
relation between the density of these microglia and plaque core size.
Given the region-dependent differences in p-p38(MAPK)-IR cell
phenotype and function in the AD mouse sensorimotor cortex (current
study) and hippocampus (Bellucci et al., 2007; Giovannini et al.,
2008), a thorough understanding of p38(MAPK) signalling in AD-
related amyloidosis is certainly warranted.

Materials and methods

The APPSwe ⁄ Ind TgCRND8 mice

All procedures were performed in accordance with the Canadian
Council on Animal Care guidelines and were approved by the
University of Saskatchewan Animal Care Committee. TgCRND8
mice are a model of aggressive AD-related amyloidosis as they
express a transgene incorporating both the Indiana mutation (V717F)
and the Swedish mutations (K670N ⁄ M671L) in the human amyloid-b
protein precursor (APP) gene (Chishti et al., 2001). These mice were
obtained from the Centre for Research in Neurodegenerative Diseases
(University of Toronto, Toronto, ON, Canada).

Antibodies

Rabbit anti-p-p38(MAPK) (#9211) and mouse anti-total p38(MAPK)
(#9217) were purchased from Cell Signaling Technology (Danvers,
MA, USA); mouse anti-neuronal-specific antibody (NeuN) (clone
A60; MAB377) was obtained from Millipore (Billerica, MA, USA);
mouse anti-glial fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP) (G3893) was
obtained from Sigma-Aldrich Ltd (St Louis, MO, USA); mouse
anti-APP (clone 6E10; SIG 39320) was purchased from Covance
(Princeton, NJ, USA); and mouse anti-Macrophage-1 (CD11b ⁄ CD18)
(Mac-1) ⁄ anti-CD11b (MCA74G) and mouse anti-ectodermal dyspla-
sia-1 (CD68) (ED-1) ⁄ anti-CD68 (MCA341R) were obtained from
Serotec (Raleigh, NC, USA).

Tissue preparation and histology

The 3-, 6- and 10-month-old TgCRND8 and wildtype (WT) male and
female mice (n = 4–5 animals per group) were killed with sodium
pentobarbital (50 mg ⁄ kg i.p.) and prepared for immunohistochemical
studies by transcardiac perfusion with cold 0.1 m phosphate-buffered
saline (PBS; pH 7.4). Brains were removed, rinsed in PBS and post-
fixed for 24 h in 4% paraformaldehyde. They were transferred to 30%
glycerol ⁄ 0.1 m phosphate buffer for 48 h and then flash-frozen and

stored at )70 �C until sectioned coronally (30 lm). Every sixth
section was used for the determination of Ab plaque distribution, size
and type. Plaques were classified as dense core (immunoreactive for
the anti-APP 6E10 antibody as well as positive for thioflavin-S-
positive staining) or diffuse (immunoreactive for the anti-APP 6E10
antibody, but negative for thioflavin-S staining). The remaining
sections were processed for thionin ⁄ Nissl staining, immunohisto-
chemistry or immunofluorescence.

Immunohistochemistry

Free-floating sections were incubated in 10 mm sodium citrate buffer
at 70 �C for 30 min and for an additional 30 min at room temperature
(RT, 20�C) for antigen retrieval. Sections were then immersed for
30 min in 0.2% H2O2 to inhibit endogenous peroxidase activity and
blocked for 2 h (RT) with 5% normal serum in PBS ⁄ 0.3% Triton
X-100. Sections were incubated for 72 h at 4 �C and then for 2 h at
RT in PBS ⁄ 0.3% Triton X-100 (+1% normal serum) with anti-p-
p38(MAPK) at 1 : 100. Sections were then blocked with 2.5% normal
serum in PBS ⁄ 0.3% Triton X-100 and incubated (1 h, RT) with goat
anti-rabbit (BA1000; Vector Laboratories, Inc., Burlington, ON,
Canada) secondary antibody (1 : 250). The sections were processed
by the avidin–biotin–peroxidase ⁄ 3,3¢-diaminobenzidine (DAB)
method (Vector Laboratories, Inc.). Each step was followed by three
washes (20 min, RT) in PBS. Sections mounted on gelatin-coated
slides were stained with either 1% thioflavin-S (Sigma-Aldrich Ltd)
for 5 min for the detection of b-sheet-rich Ab-containing plaques, or
thionin (Nissl). Sections were coverslipped with ProLong� Gold
Fluorescent Mounting Media (P36930; Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA,
USA).

Indirect immunofluorescence

Sections were treated for antigen retrieval and then blocked in normal
serum and placed in primary and secondary antibody solutions as
described above. Free-floating sections were processed for double
immunofluorescence with anti-p-p38(MAPK) paired with the follow-
ing individual antibodies: 6E10 (reacts to amino acid residues 1–16 of
the Ab peptide; 1 : 1000); Mac-1 (also called CD11b or OX-42;
recognizes the rat equivalent of the human complement receptor
type 3 that is present on the cell membrane of macrophages, as well as
most resident and active microglia, and preferentially stains cellular
processes and the cytoplasmic cell membrane; 1 : 100); ED-1 (also
called CD68 or macrosialin; recognizes the rat equivalent of the
human CD68 that is expressed primarily on the lysosomal membrane
of myeloid cells such as macrophages, and therefore produces
primarily cytoplasmic staining; 1 : 100); NeuN (1 : 100); and GFAP
(recognizes astrocytes; 1 : 5000). Secondary antibodies (1 : 500)
included Alexa Fluor� (Invitrogen) 488 goat anti-mouse, 488 goat
anti-rabbit, 555 goat anti-mouse, 555 goat anti-rabbit and 594 goat
anti-rabbit. All experiments included control sections incubated in the
absence of primary antibody (see example in Fig. 1B).

Stereological quantitative analysis

The number of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells in the sensorimotor cortex of
WT and TgCRND8 mice was quantified with stereo investigator

software (MicroBrightField, Inc., Williston, VT, USA) under a 40·
objective using the Optical Fractionator stereological technique. Every
12th section was selected from the total number of sections containing
the sensorimotor cortex that were between Bregma 0.74 and )1.70
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A

B

Fig. 1. The distribution of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells in the sensorimotor cortex of TgCRND8 mice of increasing age. (A) Representative photomicrographs (scale bar,
400 lm) of progressive APP expression and Ab deposition in coronal sections of the sensorimotor cortex of TgCRND8 mice (at 3, 6 and 10 months of age). Fibrillar
Ab is revealed by thioflavin-S staining, whereas APP ⁄Ab expression is revealed by 6E10 immunofluorescence. A section from a 10-month-old WT mouse is
included for comparison. TgCRND8 (mag.), Magnification of a dense-core and a diffuse Ab plaque show a clear difference in thioflavin-S staining and 6E10
patterning (scale bar, 10 lm). (B) DAB immunohistochemistry was used to examine the distribution of p-p38(MAPK) immunoreactivity in the sensorimotor cortex
of WT and TgCRND8 mice. DAB immunohistochemistry revealed patches that were clearly evident in the sections from 6- and 10-month-old TgCRND8 cortex and
revealed an increased number of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells in the immediate vicinity of what are undoubtedly Ab deposits ⁄ plaques. no 1�, no primary, i.e. ‘control’
DAB immunohistochemistry in the absence of primary antibody (but incubated with secondary antibody). Scale bar, 100 lm.
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(Franklin & Paxinos, 1997), and processed for p-p38(MAPK) DAB
immunohistochemistry. A preliminary population estimate was per-
formed to determine the optimal counting-frame size, counting-frame
spacing and total number of sections to sample for the density of
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells present in the brain parenchyma, i.e. those
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells that appeared to be evenly distributed
throughout the cortex and were not associated with (i.e. not in contact
with) Ab plaques. This preliminary estimate revealed that a section
periodicity of 12 (e.g. 1 in 12 sections) would result in a sampling of
six sections per animal and would be sufficient to bring the coefficient
of error in sampling variance to < 0.05 (Scheaffer et al., 1996),
provided that the X and Y dimensions of the counting-frame were
100 lm2 in a 150 lm2 counting grid. The section thickness (measured
in the Z axis) averaged 14 lm and therefore p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells
were counted through a depth of 12 lm, leaving a 2 lm guard zone.
Boundaries of the mouse sensorimotor cortex (Franklin &

Paxinos, 1997) on thionin-stained sections were traced using stereo

investigator software across all six layers of the cortex. Upon initial
inspection of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells in the TgCRND8 mice at all three
ages, it became apparent that a clustering of three or more
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells was a reliable marker of Ab plaques in this
animal model, which we confirmed by subsequently co-localizing
p-p38(MAPK) immunoreactivity with both thioflavin-S and 6E10.
These p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells were counted as ‘plaque-associated
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells’ only if they were in direct contact with a
plaque. Mean cell counts (MCCs) (mean number of cells ⁄ unit volume)
of the density of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells that were not associated with
Ab plaques were also estimated across the cortex in six sections to
bring the coefficient of error in sampling variance to < 0.05 (Scheaffer
et al., 1996). These p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells were counted if they were
distributed throughout the parenchyma and if they were not in a cluster
of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells, and will be referred to hereinafter as
‘parenchymal’ p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells. Therefore, we were able to
simultaneously sample for plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells
and resident (parenchymal) p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells (using two differ-
ent markers in the stereo investigator software). Although we
would have preferred to report the total number of cells estimated by
the Optical Fractionator (instead of only the MCCs, or cell densities),
the condition of the fixed TgCRND8 tissue, due to its fragile nature, did
not allow for tracing of the entire sensorimotor cortex in all sections.

Post-hoc semi-quantitative analysis

The 6E10 antibody was used to estimate plaque diameters. As the
thionin stain provided a reliable marker of what we subsequently
confirmed were thioflavin-S-positive cores, we were able to approx-
imate the size of the core in a given plaque. The total plaque and core
areas were estimated by making two measurements of plaque ⁄ core
diameters, with one measure being made through the midpoint of the
plaque across its widest aspect, and the second measure being
perpendicular to the first and also through the midpoint. Sets of
sections were analysed blindly and independently by J.C.-F. and T.Z.
This approach allowed us to measure the absolute core size as well as
the proportional core size, i.e. defined as the ratio of the area occupied
by the core vs. the total area occupied by the plaque.

Determination of the phenotype of p-p38(MAPK)-
immunoreactive cells using confocal microscopy

The distribution of p-p38(MAPK) immunoreactivity around 6E10-IR
aggregates was confirmed using a confocal microscope equipped with

a BX71 Olympus microscope and FluoView SV500 imaging software
using a 40· air objective. In order to determine the type of cells that
were p-p38(MAPK)-IR, sections were also processed for double
immunofluorescence for NeuN (neurons), GFAP (astrocytes), Mac-1
(monocytes ⁄ microglia) or ED-1 (monocytes ⁄ microglia) in 10-month-
old TgCRND8 mice using a 60· oil immersion lens. Double
immunofluorescence for p-p38(MAPK) and total p38(MAPK) was
obtained using a 100· oil immersion lens. The two transmission
channels (from the Ar and He lasers) were captured at the same time
and filtered by eight Kalman low-speed scans. Thin optical sections
were used for all images, with each step in the z-axis being 1.0 lm
through a range of 5.0 lm, with the most representative image being
saved. For images of 6E10 and p-p38(MAPK) double immunofluo-
rescence, a similar series of images were obtained under a 100· oil
immersion lens and a series of three photographs (step, 1.0 lm) were
captured.

Statistics

Significance was set at P < 0.05. Two-way anova was used to
compare how the MCC of plaque-associated and ⁄ or parenchymal
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells varied as a function of age and genotype (i.e.
Fig. 3A). One-way anova was used to analyse all other data. In all
cases, post-hoc analyses relied on Bonferroni’s multiple comparison
test (graphpad prism v3.01). We used the Pearson product-moment
correlation coefficient to measure the strength of the linear relation-
ship between the number of plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR
cells and the plaque core size (graphpad prism v3.01) (Fig. 6).
Stereological statistical sampling (Schmitz & Hof, 2005) is described
in the section ‘Stereological quantitative analysis’ (above) and was
performed using the stereo investigator software (MicroBright-
Field, Inc.). Data are represented as mean ± SEM and P-values are
provided as summary statistics.

Results

Fibrillar and non-fibrillar b-amyloid increases with age in the
sensorimotor cortex of TgCRND8 mice

The amount of 6E10 immunoreactivity as well as the number of
thioflavin-S-positive plaques increased in an age-dependent manner in
the sensorimotor cortex of TgCRND8 mice (Fig. 1A). Both dense-
core and diffuse plaques were detected in TgCRND8 mouse cortex. In
dense-core plaques, thioflavin-S staining was surrounded by a halo of
immunoreactivity for 6E10, whereas diffuse plaques were 6E10-IR,
but negative for thioflavin-S (Fig. 1A). These data confirm the
aggressive nature of the expressed APPSwe ⁄ Ind allele (Chishti et al.,
2001) and confirm the validity of the age range of the mice that we
chose to include in this study.
An equidistant distribution pattern of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells was

observed in the parenchyma of WT as well as TgCRND8 mouse
cortex at all ages studied (Fig. 1B). A population of p-p38(MAPK)-IR
cells in these same sections was also localized to putative Ab plaques
in the older TgCRND8 mice. DAB immunohistochemistry in the
absence of the primary, i.e. anti-p-p38(MAPK), antibody was devoid
of any specific signal (Fig. 1B).

Distribution of p-p38(MAPK) immunoreactivity in sensorimotor
cortex of wildtype and TgCRND8 animals

The p-p38(MAPK)-IR sections stained for both thionin and thioflavin-
S revealed that the thionin staining of the centres of the plaque was
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paralleled by staining for thioflavin-S (Fig. 2A). p-p38(MAPK)-IR
cells were also observed in clusters that were Ab ⁄ 6E10-positive, but
that were not associated with thioflavin-S or thionin staining. Thus,
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cell clusters were associated with both dense-core
and diffuse plaques. Several vasculature-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR
cells were also observed (asterisk in Fig. 2A). As expected,
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells were also immunoreactive for p38(MAPK)
(Fig. 2B). The p-p38(MAPK) and p38(MAPK) signals co-localized
particularly in cell processes but, as shown previously (Wood et al.,
2009), most of the activated form, i.e. p-p38(MAPK), was nuclear.
Confocal microscopy confirmed the integration of p-p38(MAPK)-IR
cells to 6E10-IR aggregates (Fig. 2C). In these dense-core plaques, the
bodies of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells localized to the outer 6E10-IR
penumbra of the amyloid plaque rather than within the thioflavin-S-
positive aspect of the amyloid core. However, the processes of these
same cells extended through the 6E10-IR penumbra and usually ended
just within the border of the thioflavin-S-stained amyloid core. In
some cases, the 6E10 signal was co-detected with the p-p38(MAPK)

signal, suggesting that Ab was being taken into the cell (phagocy-
tosed; Fig. 2C, bottom panels). The latter is supported by images
collected from a series of focal planes (separated by 1 lm steps),
representing digital serial sections (Z-stack), and clearly showing a
6E10-positive signal within the p-p38(MAPK) signal (Fig. 2D). These
combined data provide the first evidence for the association of
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells with Ab deposits in the TgCRND8 mouse
sensorimotor cortex. We next chose to determine whether there was a
particular type of plaque, i.e. diffuse vs. dense-core, to which these
cells were localizing.

Quantification and distribution of p-p38(MAPK)-immunoreactive
cells in sensorimotor cortex of TgCRND8 mice

The p-p38(MAPK)-IR MCCs obtained by stereological sampling were
subjected to a two-way anova based on two genotypes (WT and
TgCRND8) and three ages (3, 6 and 10 months). Three analyses were

A C

B D

Fig. 2. p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells preferentially localize to dense-core plaques. (A) Left-hand panels; scale bar, 125 lm. A representative section of the sensorimotor
cortex from a 10-month-old TgCRND8 mouse was stained with thioflavin-S (ThioS; top panel) and Nissl (blue; middle panel), and probed for p-p38(MAPK)
immunoreactivity using DAB immunohistochemistry (middle panel). Note that the ‘cores’ of some plaques take up Nissl stain, appearing blue in colour. The merged
panel (A, bottom) shows the co-localization of p-p38(MAPK), Nissl and thioflavin-S to some, but not all, Ab plaques. (A) Right-hand panels; scale bar, 50 lm.
Boxed areas from the left-hand panels were magnified. Arrows indicate a thioflavin-S-positive dense-core plaque, whereas the arrowhead indicates a putative diffuse
plaque. Note that p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells localize to both types of plaque. Asterisk indicates a blood vessel. (B) Double-immunolabeling with anti-p38(MAPK) and
anti-p-p38(MAPK) confirms that both antibodies label the same cells. Although there is overlap in the p38(MAPK) ⁄ p-p38(MAPK) signals, particularly in the
processes (arrows), the p-p38(MAPK) signal is predominantly nuclear, as expected of p-p38(MAPK). (C) Laser-scanning confocal microscopy was used to confirm
the localization of p-p38(MAPK) immunoreactivity to two separate APP ⁄Ab deposits (i.e. detected using the 6E10 anti-APP antibody, which does not differentiate
between the precursor APP and the Ab cleavage product). The radial distribution of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells is clear in both images as is the observation that the
immediate areas around the p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells are devoid of 6E10 immunoreactivity. These images also reveal that p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells do not simply
surround the plaques, but that their processes can extend in a spoke-like fashion (indicated by asterisks) well into the area of the plaque. The merged signal (C,
bottom panels, arrows) suggests that the 6E10 signal is intracellular (phagocytosed). (D) Three confocal images collected along the z-axis (z-stack; at 1 lm intervals)
of a p-p38(MAPK)-IR cell (green) in which a 6E10 signal (red) is clearly evident. The p-p38(MAPK)-IR cell in these images is adjacent to a crescent-shaped 6E10-
positive deposit. Scale bar – B, 5 lm; C, 10 lm; D, 3 lm.
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performed: (i) using the total MCC; and subsequently dividing the
total MCC into (ii) plaque-associated MCC and (iii) parenchymal
MCC. In the case of total MCC, both genotype (F1,12 = 89.8,
P < 0.0001) and age (F2,12 = 16.97, P = 0.0003) exerted an effect.
The interaction was also significant (F2,12 = 19.46, P = 0.0002),
indicating that the changes in MCC were dependent on both genotype
and age (Fig. 3A). Analysis based on the plaque-associated MCC also
revealed a significant effect of genotype (F1,12 = 184.2, P < 0.0001)
and age (F2,12 = 36.35, P < 0.0001), and a significant interaction

(F2,12 = 36.35, P < 0.0001). In contrast, analysis based on parenchy-
mal MCC revealed a non-significant effect of genotype
(F1,12 = 0.0990, P = 0.7584) and a modest effect of age
(F2,12 = 5.517, P = 0.02). The interaction effect was non-significant
(F2,12 = 0.5538, P = 0.5888). The effect seen with total MCC
therefore reflected the changes in genotype- and age-dependent
plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR MCC (Fig. 3A).
Non-stereological semi-quantitative estimates confirmed the age-

dependent increase in the density (number of plaques per volume) of

A B

C D

E F

Fig. 3. Quantification of parenchymal- and plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells. (A) p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells in WT and TgCRND8 (Tg) mouse cortex were
quantified using stereological sampling and categorized as parenchymal (not in the vicinity of a plaque; black bars) and plaque-associated (in physical contact with a
plaque; grey bars). The age-dependent increase in the density (number of cells per volume of cortex) of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells was exclusively in the plaque-associated
pool of cells. (B) The number of dense-core (dense) and diffuse plaques (per volume of cortex) increases with age. (C) The average area of dense-core plaques increases
with age,whereas that of diffuse plaques does not. (D)Themeannumber of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells per individual dense-core plaque (but not diffuse plaques) increases by
6 months of age, but is no longer significantly different from 3-month-old mouse cortex by 10 months of age. (E) However, larger dense-core plaques have a lower
relative number of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells. (F) There is an inverse relation between the size of a dense core within a given plaque (grey bars) and the number of p-
p38(MAPK)-IR cells associated with the plaque (black bars). 3, 6 and 10 indicate 3-, 6- and 10-month-old, respectively. n = 3–4 animals; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01;
***P < 0.001 vs. respective controls or between indicated groups. ###P < 0.001 vs. core area in 3-month-old controls. n.s., not significant.
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cortical plaques (see Fig. 1). The increase was predominantly
associated with dense-core plaques (F2,6 = 44.68, P = 0.0002),
although the density of diffuse plaques also increased, albeit more
modestly (F2,6 = 20.85, P = 0.0020; Fig. 3B). The size (area) of
individual dense-core plaques increased with age (F2,234 = 12.17,
P < 0.0001), whereas the size of diffuse plaques did not increase
significantly beyond the size that was already present in 3-month-old
TgCRND8 mice (F2,91 = 1.561, P = 0.2155; Fig. 3C). The number of
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells per diffuse plaque remained unchanged with
age (F2,91 = 0.6351, P = 0.5322; Fig. 3D), whereas the number of
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells localizing to individual dense-core plaques
increased in the 6-month-old TgCRND8 mice (F2,234 = 9.513,
P < 0.0001; although the latter effect was no longer significant in
the 10-month-old mice – Fig. 3D). This was somewhat perplexing as
one would have assumed, at the very least, a maintenance of
p-p38(MAPK)-IR residency in the area of dense-core plaques. Further

examination revealed an age-dependent decrease in the mean number
of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells as a function of dense-core plaque size
(F2,234 = 10.92, P < 0.0001; Fig. 3E). Once again, there was no effect
associated with diffuse plaques (F2,91 = 0.7643, P = 0.4686)
(Fig. 3E). The relevance of the age-dependent decrease in
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells as a function of dense-core plaque area
(observed in Fig. 3E, above) was underscored by the subsequent
observation that, although the average size of individual thioflavin-S-
positive cores increased with age (F2,234 = 19.52, P < 0.0001),
the mean number of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells associated with these
same thioflavin-S-positive cores was decreased (F2,234 = 70.16,
P < 0.0001; Fig. 3F). These data suggest that the growth of a
dense-core plaque will plateau with age, but that the size of the
thioflavin-S-positive Ab conformation at its core will continue to
develop and that this core development is inversely correlated with the
number of plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells.

A D

B E

C F

Fig. 4. There is an inverse correlation between dense-core plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells and core size. The number of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells around a
given plaque in the cortex of (A and D) 3-month-old, (B and E) 6-month-old and (C and F) 10-month-old TgCRND8 mice were expressed either (A–C) as a function
of the absolute size (in lm2) of the core within the given plaque or (D–F) as a function of the ratio of the core size to that of the plaque within which it resides (i.e.
plaques with larger cores score higher on the Y-axis). Correlation coefficients (Pearson’s r-values), statistical summary and the coefficient of linear regression (R2) are
included with each dataset. Cell counts are derived from four to five animals per group.
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The correlation of p-p38(MAPK)-immunoreactive cell density
differs with absolute vs. proportional core size

We next evaluated the linear relation between p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells
and core size using Pearson’s correlation. We expressed the mean
number of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells as a function of either absolute

core size (i.e. in lm2) or a function of relative core size (i.e.
percentage of total plaque area that is occupied by the core). We
found that there was a positive correlation between the mean number
of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells and absolute core size, and that this
correlation was enhanced as a function of age (Fig. 4, left-hand
panels; statistics included in the respective panels). However, if the
area of a given core was expressed as a function of its area-
occupancy within a given plaque, then the opposite relation held, i.e.
there was a negative correlation between the mean number of
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells and proportional core size, and this was lost
as a function of age (Fig. 4, right-hand panels; statistics included in
the respective panels).

The dense core of a plaque expands along the aspect that is
devoid of p-p38(MAPK)-immunoreactive cells

Examples of the radial ⁄ circumferential distribution of p-p38
(MAPK)-IR cells around dense-core (i.e. thioflavin-S-positive)
plaques are presented in Fig. 5A, A¢ and B, B¢. Thionin staining
clearly detects Nissl substance in thioflavin-S-positive plaques. In
Fig. 5C, C¢ and D, D¢, we provide evidence of a ‘restricted’ core, i.e.
one within a plaque with radially distributed p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells,
as well as cores that are expanding amorphously. In these latter
plaques, the cores tend to expand outward along the aspect of the
plaque where p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells are no longer present. In
Fig. 5E and E¢, uncontrolled growth and amorphic dense-core
plaques devoid of any associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells are clearly
evident in the superficial layers of the cortex. In these areas, putative
plaques are initially identified by Nissl staining and subsequently
confirmed by staining with thioflavin-S.
These data strongly suggest that p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells play a

greater role in restricting thioflavin-S-positive core maturation than in
accumulating Ab into aggregate ⁄ plaques, and that this interference in
core maturation diminishes with age. Our final objective was to
determine the phenotype of the sampled p-p38(MAPK)-IR cell
population.

Identification of p-p38(MAPK)-immunoreactive cells by double
immunofluorescence

Others (Giovannini et al., 2008) have immunodetected
p-p38(MAPK) in activated astrocytes (GFAP-positive) and microglia
[major histocompatibility complex (MHC) II-positive] as well as in
neurons (NeuN-positive) of the hippocampus of TgCRND8 mice. In
contrast, in the sensorimotor cortex of TgCRND8 mice,
p-p38(MAPK) was occasionally detected in neuronal cell bodies
(NeuN) and rarely in GFAP-positive astrocytes (Fig. 6A and C).
Although there was evidence of some plaque-associated
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells expressing the ED-1 (CD68) monocytic
marker (Fig. 6B and D), the vast majority of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells
associated with either the parenchyma (of both WT and TgCRND8
mice) or 6E10-positive plaques were also labelled with the
microglial marker Mac-1 (Fig. 6B, D and E). The Mac-1 antibody,
as expected, labelled the plasma membrane; in these same cells the
p-p38(MAPK) signal was evident in the cytoplasm and its processes.
We observed that the intensity of Mac-1 immunoreactivity was most
evident around plaques in the cortex of the 10-month-old TgCRND8
mice (Fig. 6D and E).
These data confirm that p38(MAPK) is constitutively phosphor-

ylated in a population of cortical microglia regardless of genotype,
and that a population of p-p38(MAPK)-IR, Mac-1-positive micro-

A

C

A′ B B′

C′

D D′

E E′

Fig. 5. The loss of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells around a plaque coincides with
expansion of thioflavin-S staining. Sections were probed for p-p38(MAPK)
using DAB immunohistochemistry and stained for thionin ⁄ Nissl (purple) and
counterstained for thioflavin-S (green). The DAB–Nissl sections (i.e. A–E)
clearly show the distribution of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells around putative
plaques. The thionin stain detects Nissl substance in individual cells as well as
in the core of these plaques. The corresponding thioflavin-S (green) stained
series (i.e. A¢–E¢) clearly identifies these same thionin-stained cores. (A, A¢, B
and B¢) The radial ⁄ circumferential distribution of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells
around plaques is evident as are the spoke-like extensions invading the plaque
(as observed using confocal microscopy, see Fig. 2). (C, C¢, D and D¢) The loss
of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells in the vicinity of a plaque allows for the
Nissl ⁄ thioflavin-S core to expand uncontrollably (arrows). Asterisk indicates
a ‘restricted’ core within a plaque with circumferential distribution of
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells. (E and E¢) Superficial layers of the cortex contain
patches that are identified by thionin ⁄ Nissl staining and subsequently
confirmed to be dense-core plaques by thioflavin-S staining. There are no
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells associated with these amorphic plaques. Scale bar –
A–D and A¢–D¢, 20 lm; E and E¢, 25 lm.

1440 J. Chlan-Fourney et al.

ª 2011 The Authors. European Journal of Neuroscience ª 2011 Federation of European Neuroscience Societies and Blackwell Publishing Ltd
European Journal of Neuroscience, 33, 1433–1444



glia localize to the vicinity of plaques in the TgCRND8 mouse
model of AD-related amyloidosis. The purpose of these
p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia appears to involve interference in core
development.

Discussion

The dense-core amyloid plaque is inflammatory and, consequently,
recruits microglia and astrocytes during AD (D’Andrea & Nagele,
2009). p38(MAPK) signalling is often enhanced near these plaques
(Koistinaho et al., 2002; Puig et al., 2004) and, although cell-
dependent p38(MAPK) signalling could be detrimental in AD
(Hensley et al., 1999; Pei et al., 2001; Savage et al., 2002; Bellucci

et al., 2007), the recruitment of microglia [many of which are
p-p38(MAPK)-IR (Giovannini et al., 2008)] to the vicinity of plaques
could be exerting beneficial effects via mitigation of the Ab burden
and plaque development (Simard et al., 2006; El Khoury et al., 2007;
Grathwohl et al., 2009).
Changes in the function of the sensorimotor cortex predispose to

cognitive impairment during normal ageing (Yakushev et al., 2009)
and particularly during AD progression (Frisoni et al., 2009).
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells in the sensorimotor cortex of the TgCRND8
mouse are predominantly Mac-1-IR microglia (current study),
although we did occasionally detect p-p38(MAPK)-IR neurons and,
only very rarely, astrocytes. This cell-type-specific distribution of
p-p38(MAPK) immunoreactivity generally concurs with previous
reports using animal models of AD (Koistinaho et al., 2002; Bellucci

A B

C D E

Fig. 6. Plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells are primarily Mac-1-positive microglia. (A) Sections were probed for p-p38(MAPK) immunoreactivity (green in
all cases) and for NeuN (neurons) or GFAP (astrocytes). p-p38(MAPK) was detected in the occasional NeuN-positive cells (A and C; asterisks) and very rarely in
GFAP-positive cells (C; asterisks). (B) Parenchymal p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells express an almost negligible ectodermal dysplasia-1 (CD68) (ED-1) signal
(B; arrowheads), whereas p-p38(MAPK) immunoreactivity is detected, albeit infrequently, in plaque-associated ED-1-positive cells (monocytes ⁄ microglia) (B and
D; asterisks). Many plaque-associated ED-1-IR cells are not immunoreactive for p-p38(MAPK) (D; arrowheads). In contrast, plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR
cells clearly also express the Mac-1 (monocytes ⁄ microglia) marker [B (asterisks) and D]. (E) p-p38(MAPK) immunoreactivity is detected in parenchymal cells with
a weak Mac-1 signal (arrowheads). The Mac-1 signal is weakest in 3-month-old WT [3(WT)] cortical field and strongest in the 10-month-old transgenic mouse
cortical field. Plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells (arrows) have the strongest Mac-1 signal. 3(WT) ⁄ 10(WT), 3- and 10-month-old WT; 3(Tg) ⁄ 10(Tg), 3- and
10-month-old TgCRND8.
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et al., 2007; Giovannini et al., 2008), and reflects observations made
in other in vivo models, e.g. of spinal cord injury (Jin et al., 2003;
Yune et al., 2007) and hypoxia (Bu et al., 2007).

The presence of p38(MAPK)-immunoreactive microglia across
the cortical mantle in both wildtype and TgCRND8 animals
suggests a non-pathological role for these cells

Plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia (Koistinaho et al.,
2002; Puig et al., 2004) are thought to indicate localized detrimental
inflammatory mechanisms during the course of AD (Culbert et al.,
2006). Previous reports have also indicated an increase, and activation,
in a parenchymal pool of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells in TgCRND8 mice
(Koistinaho et al., 2002; Giovannini et al., 2008). Although we were
able to confirm a parenchymal pool of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells, our
analyses also revealed that these cells were uniformly distributed and
were positive for constitutively p-p38(MAPK) in both WT and
TgCRND8 cortices, and that they did not change as a function of
either genotype or age. What was particularly evident with these
parenchymal p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia was that even those micro-
glia in the immediate vicinity of, but not in contact with, senile
plaques had ramified processes typical of a ‘resting’ morphology
(Nimmerjahn et al., 2005; Hua & Walz, 2006; Bolmont et al., 2008),
and appeared to be largely unaffected by the microglial response at the
neighbouring dense-core plaque. This was the case even in older
TgCRND8 animals, when plaque deposition across the cortical mantle
was significant and there were substantially more p-p38(MAPK)-IR
cells around senile plaques. This constitutive p-p38(MAPK)-IR ⁄ rest-
ing microglial population strongly suggests a role for p38(MAPK)
signalling in the ongoing, homeostatic maintenance of the brain
parenchyma (rather than activation in response to plaque formation).
Physiologically beneficial, constitutively activated p38(MAPK)-IR
cells exist in several brain regions, including the cortex, hippocampus
and cerebellum (Lee et al., 2000).

The density of plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-
immunoreactive microglia is inversely related to the size of
thioflavin-S-positive amyloid cores

Both dense-core and diffuse plaques were clearly evident in
TgCRND8 mouse cortex, yet statistical sampling indicated that
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells were most often detected in the vicinity of
dense-core plaques (e.g. Fig. 3D). Furthermore, dense-core plaques
with a uniform radial or circumferential distribution of p-p38(MAPK)-
IR cells tended to have smaller core sizes. Our data cannot
confirm that the increased presence of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells
around senile plaques is causally related to proportionately smaller,
thioflavin-S-positive cores. However, it was evident that larger, more
amorphous thioflavin-S-positive plaques were associated with fewer
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells, particularly in the older transgenic mice and
in the superficial layers of the cortex (see Fig. 5E and E¢), and that the
expansion of these plaques inevitably occurred along aspects of the
plaque’s periphery that were devoid of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells.
Interestingly, the leading edge of the thioflavin-S stain in smaller-
cored plaques often overlapped with the terminals of processes
radiating inward from the surrounding microglia. Although we were
able to detect a co-localized signal for Ab (i.e. 6E10) and
p-p38(MAPK) (see Fig. 2C and D) that suggests phagocytosis of
Ab, it is unclear whether these microglia simply clear non-fibrillar Ab
or whether these cells actually denature and remove fibrillar Ab from

the plaque core. Regardless, our findings corroborate those of others
who have shown that induction of plaque-associated microglial cells
restricts the development of dense-core plaques (Boissonneault et al.,
2009), whereas inhibition of microglial p38(MAPK) prevents the
phagocytosis of fibrillar Ab (Reed-Geaghan et al., 2009).
Parenthetically, we observed Mac-1 immunoreactivity in the

membranes of both parenchymal and plaque-associated
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells and, although not quantified, observed that
the intensity of Mac-1 immunoreactivity increased only in plaque-
associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells. We believe this observation to be
significant as the Mac-1 antibody recognizes the complement C3
receptor, which, if deficient, is known to predispose to accelerated
amyloid plaque deposition in transgenic mice (Maier et al., 2008),
and, if activated, facilitates the phagocytosis and clearance of Ab
(Choucair-Jaafar et al., 2011).

Functions and origins of parenchymal vs. plaque-associated
p-p38(MAPK)-immunoreactive microglia

Given that the density of plaque-associated, but not parenchymal,
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells increases with Ab burden, this begs the
question as to whether these two seemingly ‘different’ populations of
p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia have differential origins and functions in
the response to Ab. We cannot tell if the p-p38(MAPK) microglia
surrounding the senile plaques originated solely from the brain
parenchyma, if they were blood born ⁄ bone-marrow derived (Simard
et al., 2006; El Khoury et al., 2007; Malm et al., 2010), if they were
mitotically derived locally from either population (Bornemann et al.,
2001), or if they were derived from some other unknown source.
Frautschy’s group has reported a measurable loss of microglial
density as a function of distance from the plaque core in the Tg2576
mouse model of AD-related amyloidosis (Frautschy et al., 1998),
suggesting recruitment from the immediate parenchymal cell popu-
lation. Given that the distribution and resting morphology of
parenchymal p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells was not disrupted even in the
10-month-old TgCRND8 mouse cortex, these combined observations
suggest that some of the p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia surrounding
senile plaques might be recruited from sources other than the brain
parenchyma. Not surprisingly, and as reported elsewhere (Simard
et al., 2006; D’Andrea & Nagele, 2009), we detected several
p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells within blood vessels, suggesting that at least
some of the plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia may have
originated from the peripheral vasculature. Given the report of
5-bromo-2¢-deoxyuridine (BrdU)-positive microglia surrounding
dense-core plaques (Bornemann et al., 2001), it is also possible that
local mitosis of p-p38(MAPK)-positive microglia may be another
source of these plaque-associated microglia.
Our observed differences in the morphologies of parenchymal and

plaque-associated p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells in the TgCRND8 mouse
cortex (which were of ‘resting’ and activated morphology, respec-
tively) suggest that these two populations have different functions.
Others have shown that so-called ‘resting’ microglia are continuously
extending and retracting their processes so as to ‘sample’ the
extracellular environment (Davalos et al., 2005). In the context of
AD, it is thought that only a limited number of ‘resting’ or
parenchymal microglia are involved in the initial response to Ab,
and that bone marrow-derived cells (probably of macrophage lineage)
(El Khoury et al., 2007; Malm et al., 2010) will be recruited from the
periphery and transformed into microglia (Simard & Rivest, 2004).
This would occur only after resident microglia have detected Ab and
released the necessary chemotaxic factors into the circulation. These
newly transformed microglia have different inherent properties, e.g. a
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more acidic lysosomal compartment and different phagocytotic
properties, which render them more efficient than the intrinsic
microglia at eliminating Ab (Majumdar et al., 2007). The role of
bone marrow-derived microglia in restricting dense-core plaque
development is supported by the finding that the in vivo ablation of
microglial ⁄ macrophage cells in several animal models of AD reduces
the number of plaque-associated microglia and promotes the growth of
dense-core plaques (Simard et al., 2006; Bolmont et al., 2008). Thus,
as we have shown that the morphology, distribution and density of the
parenchymal p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells remain constant regardless of the
age, genotype or degree of Ab deposition, we would suggest that
parenchymal p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells may play a role in the normal,
ongoing homeostatic maintenance of the parenchymal environment,
and that with increasing Ab burden, p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia cells
must be recruited from the periphery in order to effectively restrict the
growth of dense-core plaques.

Concluding remarks

Our combined data are the first to use stereological methods to
examine the distribution of p-p38(MAPK)-IR cells in a mouse model
of AD-related pathology. Our analyses reveal that the size of the
thioflavin-S-positive (fibrillar) Ab conformation that forms the ‘dense
core’ will continue to develop with age, and that this core development
is inversely correlated with the number of p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia
in the immediate vicinity of the plaque. This strongly suggests that,
with age, the decreasing availability of p-p38(MAPK)-IR microglia
may be related to the increasing fibrillar Ab load.

The literature is now very clear that activated microglia localize to
senile plaques. In the acute phase, microglia phagocytose and degrade
Ab. However, with a chronic insult, the continued activation of
microglia inevitably causes release of chemokines and damaging
cytokines. These phase-dependent roles of microglia and p38(MAPK)
need to be duly considered when discussing the role of cell signalling,
and particularly inflammation- or stress-associated signalling events,
in the context of both experimental and clinical AD.
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