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Dynamic corticothalamic modulation of the
somatosensory thalamocortical circuit
during wakefulness

Elaida D. Dimwamwa 1, Aurélie Pala 1,2, Vivek Chundru 1,
Nathaniel C. Wright 1 & Garrett B. Stanley 1

The feedback projections from cortical layer 6 (L6CT) to the sensory thalamus
have long been implicated in playing a primary role in gating sensory signaling
but remain poorly understood. To causally elucidate the full range of effects of
these projections, we targeted silicon probe recordings to the whisker thala-
mocortical circuit of awakemice selectively expressing Channelrhodopsin-2 in
L6CTneurons. Through optogeneticmanipulation of L6CTneurons,multi-site
electrophysiological recordings, and modeling of L6CT circuitry, we establish
L6CT neurons as dynamic modulators of ongoing spiking in the ventral pos-
teromedial nucleus of the thalamus (VPm), either suppressing or enhancing
VPm spiking depending on L6CT neurons’ firing rate and synchrony. Dif-
ferential effects across the cortical excitatory and inhibitory sub-populations
point to an overall influence of L6CT feedback on cortical excitability that
could have profound implications for regulating sensory signaling across a
range of ethologically relevant conditions.

Amid the traditionally studied feedforward neuronal pathways
underlying sensory perception are numerous feedback processes that
are much less well understood. Layer 6 corticothalamic (L6CT) feed-
back neurons of all primary sensory cortices except the olfactory
cortex are one such feedback process. These highly convergent, glu-
tamatergic cortical neurons contribute ~30-50% of the synapses in
sensoryfirst-order (FO) thalamic nuclei1–4. Thus, L6CTneurons provide
a potent modulatory input on thalamic excitability that likely plays a
critical yet enigmatic role in thalamocortical sensory signaling.

In addition to providing direct,monosynaptic excitation to the FO
thalamus, L6CT neurons also provide disynaptic inhibition via axon
collaterals targeted to the inhibitory thalamic reticular nucleus (TRN),
which, in turn, projects to the FO thalamus. Studies in thalamocortical
brain slices have shown that the L6CT-mediated confluence of
monosynaptic excitation and disynaptic inhibition in the FO thalamus
enables a rich set of potential effects on thalamic excitability5,6. While
several recent in-vivo studies have attributed L6CT neurons to either
enhancing or suppressing the gain of FO thalamic sensory
responses7–14, the full dynamic range of L6CT modulation on FO

thalamus is poorly understood during wakefulness9,15. Moreover, cor-
tical neurons integrate themodulated thalamic inputs as well as direct
modulatory effects from intracortical L6CT projections. The effect of
the full range of L6CT modulation on cortical neuron activity during
wakefulness remains unknown (but see Olsen et al.11).

Starting as early as the pioneering neuroanatomical work of
Ramón y Cajal16, a plethora of studies have outlined the intricate ana-
tomical details of the L6CT circuit17–20. However, it is only from recent
work that we are beginning to understand the precise contexts in
which these neurons become engaged and exert their influence,
expanding the range of observed L6CT activity patterns. In addition to
being responsive to sensory stimuli21–25, L6CT neuron activity is also
modulated by extra-sensory features, such as head rotation26, motor
preparation25, whisking27, and locomotion21. Additionally, L6CT neu-
rons serve as a circuit mechanism for brain state-dependent modula-
tion of the FO thalamus28. Collectively, these findings point to a
continuous and context-dependent feedback modulation of the FO
thalamus that acts through the regulation of L6CT population activity
across a range of behaviors. Yet a unified understanding of the direct
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effects of this broadly acting regulationmechanismon thalamocortical
structures remains elusive.

To causally uncover the full range of influence that L6CT neurons
have on ongoing and stimulus-evoked spiking activity throughout the
sensory thalamocortical circuit during wakefulness, we targeted sili-
con probe recordings to the whisker region of the primary

somatosensory cortex (S1), the ventral posteromedial nucleus (VPm),
and the thalamic reticular nucleus (TRN) of awake, NTSR1-cre mice
selectively expressing Channelrhodopsin-2 (ChR2) in L6CT neurons.
We found that increasing optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons
shifted fromsuppressing to enhancingVPmongoing activity, whichwe
refer to as bidirectional modulation of VPm. The findings here suggest
that L6CT-mediated bidirectionalmodulation of VPmactivity is likely a
combination of indirect contributions from L6CT activation of TRN
and direct contributions to VPm through changes in L6CT population
firing rate as well as spiking synchrony. Differential effects of L6CT
activation on ongoing regular-spiking (RS) and fast-spiking (FS) cor-
tical neurons’ activity result in an increase in overall cortical excit-
ability. Further, we found that L6CT neuron activation enhances the
magnitude of the VPm sensory response and leaves the sensory
response magnitude of the RS S1 population unchanged. Yet, the
sensory response magnitude of the FS S1 population is maximally
enhanced at the lower but not higher optogenetic drive of L6CT
neurons. These effects are reminiscent of the dynamic changes
observed in the ongoing activity of VPm neurons that would then be
inherited by S1, resulting in the differential L6CT engagement of cor-
tical excitatory and inhibitory subpopulations. These results highlight
L6CT neurons as rate and synchrony-dependent, dynamic modulators
of thalamic and cortical excitability.

Results
To investigate the direct modulatory effect of L6CT neurons on tha-
lamocortical spiking activity during wakefulness, we injected a
recombinant adeno-associated virus (rAAV) encoding Cre-dependent
ChR2 fusedwith eYFP into thewhisker regionof S1 ofNTSR1-Cremice29

(Fig. 1a). ChR2-expressing L6CT neurons were optically driven with
ramp-and-hold LED inputs (250ms ramp, 500ms hold durations)
across a range of intensities using a 470nm LED coupled to a 400 um
diameter optical fiber positioned at the S1 surface. Concurrently, we
targeted silicon probe recordings to S1 and measured the spiking
activity of populations of individual L6CT neurons. L6CT neuronswere
distinguished from other S1 neurons based on a statistical measure of
their short latency and low jitter spike activation to a 5ms, square LED
pulse, quantified using the stimulus-associated spike latency (SALT)
test30 (Fig. 1b). The analyses of neuronal activity both here and in
subsequent analyses are during periods of whisker quiescence as
determined from videography (see Methods).

For the example L6CT neuron presented in Fig. 1c, increasing LED
intensity increases the neuron’s spiking. A relatively rapid rise in firing
rate during the LED ramp followed by steady-state spiking during the
hold period of the LED input is apparent in both the individual neuron
populationperi-stimulus timehistograms (PSTHs; Fig. 1d) aswell as the
population grand PSTH (Fig. 1e). Here and in subsequent analyses, we
quantified the effects of the LED activation during this period of
steady-state activity of the L6CT population, as highlighted by the
quantification window in Fig. 1e. Across the population of recorded
L6CT neurons, the measured change in ongoing firing rate increases
monotonically with LED intensity (Fig. 1f). Note that the change is
relative to a fairly low baseline level of firing of approximately 2.6
spikes/second of the L6CT neurons (compared to a baseline level of
firing of 4.9 spikes/second for the rest of the S1 RS neuron population).
Also note that the elicited changes in spiking activity were not due to
the LED illumination alone, as verified in control experiments con-
ducted in a wild-type mouse (Figure S1).

Increasing optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons results in
bidirectional modulation of ongoing firing rates in the VPm
We next evaluated the direct effect of L6CT neuron activation on the
FO thalamus by targeting silicon probe recordings to the ventral
posteromedial (VPm) nucleus of the thalamus and measuring the
spiking activity of populations of individual VPm neurons during
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Fig. 1 | Optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons in awake mice. a A coronal
section of DAPI labelled S1 neurons (blue) and selective ChR2-eYFP expression in
L6CT neuron processes (green) of NTSR1-Cre mice (expression verified in all mice;
n = 11 mice). b The direct effect of the LED on L6CT neuron activity is measured
from in vivo, silicon probe recordings of neuronal spiking in S1 of awake, head-
fixed, NTSR1-Cremice (n = 36 recordings). L6CTneurons are activatedby anoptical
fiber positioned at the cortical surface and are identified by their low latency and
low jitter spiking response to 5ms LED pulses (right inset raster; see Methods).
c Raster plots of an example L6CT neuron activated by 0, 8, and 30mW/mm² LED
inputs. This neuron’s spiking increases to 8 and 30mW/mm² LED inputs. d PSTHs
of the same L6CT neuron in (c). e Grand PSTHs of the L6CT population to 0, 8, and
30mW/mm² LED inputs (mean +/− sem across neurons). The population’s firing
rate is enhanced by increasing LED intensity. f The mean +/− sem change in the
ongoing firing rate of the L6CT population contributing to the PSTHs in e is
monotonically enhanced by increasing LED intensities (n = 61 neurons; 4mW/mm²:
p = 9.8e−3; 8mW/mm² p = 6.9e−6; 16mW/mm²: p = 1.8e−10; 24mW/mm² p = 9.7e
−12; 30mW/mm² p = 9.7e−12; p value indicates pairwise comparison to No LED
condition using the two-sided Wilcoxon signed rank test with a Bonferroni cor-
rection; * indicates p < 1.0e−2; *** indicates p < 2.0e-4; rho & p-value: Spearman’s
rank correlation).
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optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons with increasing LED intensity
(Fig. 2a). The identification of VPm neurons recorded at the relevant
stereotaxic coordinate was validated by histological verification and
measures of their sensory response and spike waveform width31–35

(Fig. 2b & S2; see Methods).
For the example VPm neuron presented in Fig. 2c, d, 8mW/mm2

optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons results in spiking activity that
is persistently below the baseline VPm rate of approximately 6.3
spikes/second. However, at 30mW/mm2, the same VPm neuron’s
spiking activity transiently decreases during the ramping portion of
the LED input, before increasing and staying above baseline levels for
the remainder of the LED input.

Across the population, we found that optogenetic activation of
L6CTneuronsbidirectionallymodulates theongoingfiring rate of VPm
neurons. That is, overall, VPm neurons are suppressed relative
to baseline at 8mW/mm2 but are enhanced relative to baseline at

30mW/mm2 (Fig. 2e). We first characterized the overall effect of the
L6CT activation on the VPm by quantifying the population spiking
activity during the samequantificationwindowused on L6CTneurons,
which is during the hold period of the LED input. Across the five pre-
sented LED intensities, the change in the ongoing firing rate of VPm
neurons is bidirectionally modulated in a graded manner, with rela-
tively low LED intensities suppressing the VPm population firing rate,
and a reversal of this suppressive effect occurring at 16mW/mm2,
beyondwhichhigher LED intensities enhance the firing rate of the VPm
population (Fig. 2f).

The data presented here only includes trials with no whisker
movement, a factor that is well known to be associated with changes
in global brain state and modulation of VPm spiking36. Analysis of
trials with whisker movement shows that the effect of the LED acti-
vation of L6CT neurons on the spontaneous activity of VPm neurons
is nearly identical to that for trials without whisker movement
(Figure S3).

When counting individual neurons, the ongoing firing rate of 60%
of recorded neurons (45 of 75) is suppressed at 8mW//mm2, whereas
60% (45 of 75) of the same set of recorded neurons are enhanced at
30mW/mm2 (Fig. 2g). This heterogeneity of effects can be observed in
simultaneously recorded VPm neurons with preferential responsive-
ness to the same whisker. Further, bidirectional modulation can be
observed in simultaneously recorded neurons with preferential
responsiveness todifferingwhiskers (Figure S4). Thus, likelydue to the
broad spatial nature of our LED input, the population heterogeneity is
not trivially explained by the functional topography of L6CT axonal
projections.

Despite L6CT neurons being in a steady-state during the hold
period of the LED inputs, spiking in the VPm neuron population is not.
This is apparent in Fig. 2e where the firing rate in the 8mW/mm2

condition increases slightly during the hold period of the LED input.
However, even when restricting the analysis to the last 50ms of the
LED input, the VPm population is still significantly suppressed by the
8mW/mm2 LED input.
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Fig. 2 | Increasing optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons results in bidirec-
tionalmodulationofongoingfiring rates in theVPm. aThe direct effect of L6CT
neuron activation on VPm is measured from in vivo, silicon probe recordings of
neuronal spiking in the VPm of awake NTSR1-Cremice selectively expressing ChR2
in L6CT neurons (n = 26 recordings). b A coronal section of DAPI labelled neurons
(blue), ChR2-eYFP expression in L6CT axons terminating in the VPm (green), and a
VPm recording tract labelled with DiI (magenta; Allen Brain Atlas: −2.06mm from
Bregma; expression verified in all mice; n = 13 mice). c Raster plots of an example
VPm neuron modulated by optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons at 0, 8, and
30mW/mm². This neuron’s spiking decreases to 8mW/mm² but increases to
30mW/mm² optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons. d PSTHs of the same VPm
neuron in (c), indicating that this neuron’s firing rate is bidirectionally modulated
by increasing optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons: its firing rate is suppressed
relative to the baseline to 8mW/mm², but is enhanced relative to the baseline to
30mW/mm² activation of L6CT neurons. e Grand PSTHs of the VPm population
modulated by optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons at 0, 8, and 30mW/mm²
(mean +/− semacross neurons). The population’s ongoing activity is bidirectionally
modulated by increasing optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons. f The mean +/−
sem change in ongoing firing rate of the VPmpopulation contributing to the PSTHs
in e is bidirectionally modulated in a graded manner across LED intensities, with a
reversal in the trend occurring beyond 8mW/mm² (n = 75 neurons; 4mW/mm²:
p = 8.7e−5; 8mW/mm²: p = 1.5e−4; 30mW/mm²: p = 1.3e−3; 16mW/mm²: p = 4.3e−2;
24mW/mm²: p = 2.6e−1; 30mW/mm²: p = 1.3e−3; p value indicates pairwise com-
parisons to No LED condition using the two-sided Wilcoxon signed rank test with a
Bonferroni correction; ** indicates p < 2e−3; *** indicates p < 2e−4). g Counting the
modulatory effect on individual VPm neurons indicates that a majority of neurons
are suppressed at 8mW/mm², whereas a majority of neurons are enhanced at
30mW/mm² (Change for each neuron was determined by the two-sided Wilcoxon
signed rank test on pre- and post-LED input firing rates across trials).
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Optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons enhances ongoing fir-
ing rates in the TRN
Given that the thalamic reticular nucleus (TRN) is theprimary sourceof
L6CT-mediated inhibition in the VPm5,6,37,38, it is important to consider
the potential role of TRN in our observations. The rate of L6CT-
mediated enhancement of TRN spiking relative to the rate of L6CT
activation could play a role in the bidirectionalmodulation of VPm. To
test this, we turned to silicon probe recordings of the spiking activity
of populations of individual TRN neurons during optogenetic

activation of L6CT neurons (Fig. 3a). The identification of TRNneurons
recorded at the relevant stereotaxic coordinate was validated by his-
tological verification as well as their spike waveform width and mea-
sures of their sensory response andmodulation fromLED activation of
L6CT neurons9,39–43 (Fig. 3b & S2).

The spiking of the example TRN neuron presented in Fig. 3c, d is
strongly increased by the LED at both 8mW/mm2 and 30mW/mm2.
This strong effect of the LED modulation across all LED intensities
largely holds for all recorded TRN neurons (Figure S5). Again, quanti-
fying the population effect during steady-state L6CT activation, or the
quantification window, we observe an enhancement of TRN spiking
across all LED intensities. Further, among the LED-on conditions,
increasing LED intensity causes relatively small increases in TRN firing
rates (Fig. 3e, f). Relative to the monotonic increase in L6CT firing rate
with LED intensity that likely induces a similarly increasing excitatory
conductance in VPm, the inhibitory conductance driven through TRN
likely exhibits a more modest dependence on L6CT activation. This
coupled with the strong activation of TRN at the lowest LED intensity
likely contributes to the bidirectional influence of L6CT on VPm (see
Discussion).

Optogenetic inputs of increasing LED intensity monotonically
enhance the synchrony of the L6CT population
Neurons in circuits with inherently delayed, disynaptic inhibition and
highly convergent excitatory synaptic inputs are extremely sensitive to
the coordinated timing of those inputs, or the synchrony, making this
element of population activity perhaps as important as overall firing
rate35,44–48. Given the disynaptic inhibition in the L6CT circuit and to
further resolve the L6CT-mediated bidirectional changes in VPm
ongoing spiking activity, we assessed the synchrony of the L6CT
population during our optogenetic manipulations (Fig. 4a).

Synchronous L6CT spikes are defined as those that occur within
7.5ms of a spike from another simultaneously recorded L6CT neuron.
To quantify synchrony, since firing rate and synchrony covary, we
measured the synchrony strength or the rate of synchronous spikes
normalized by the overall firing rate of the pair of neurons34,49 (Fig. 4b;
see Methods). The synchrony strength of the L6CT population is also
monotonically enhanced by increasing LED intensity. This effect is
exhibited in the grand PSTH of the L6CT population synchrony, with a
rapid, transient increase in synchrony strength during the optogenetic
ramp that is sustained during the hold period (Fig. 4c). The synchrony
strength is summarized over the quantification window in Fig. 4d,
exhibiting a monotonic relationship with LED intensity. Intriguingly,
while we observe a bidirectional trend of the effect of the LED activa-
tionof L6CTneuronson theongoing synchronyof theVPmpopulation
that parallels the trend of the VPm firing rate presented in Fig. 2, the
changes are small and nonsignificant (Figure S6). We explore the
magnitudes of the changes in L6CT population synchrony strength in
subsequent analysis.

Causal manipulation of L6CT population synchrony results in
bidirectional modulation of ongoing firing rates in the VPm
To determine the contribution of L6CT population synchrony to the
bidirectional modulation of ongoing VPm activity, in a subset of our
recordings (Fig. 5a), we designed and presented LED inputs that varied
the synchrony of the L6CTpopulationwhilemaintaining afixedoverall
firing rate.

Figure 5b shows the spiking of two simultaneously recorded L6CT
neurons in response to two continuous LED inputs: (1) the previously
used ramp-and-hold, referred to as the 0Hz LED input, or (2) a 250ms
ramp followed by uniformly distributed white noisemodulation of the
LED intensity with a maximum frequency content of 500Hz, thus
referred to as the 500Hz LED input. For this example, frozen realiza-
tions of white noise were presented, such that the 500Hz LED inputs
are the same across trials. The 0 and 500Hz LED inputs have
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equivalent mean LED intensities and therefore similarly activate L6CT
neurons, on average, across trials. However, in response to the 500Hz
LED input, the spike timing across L6CT neurons is often near coin-
cident due to high-frequency events in the LED input. As a result, the
rate of synchronous spikes between the pair of neurons is higher
compared to that of the 0Hz LED input.

To further probe the effects of L6CT population synchrony, we
presented additional LED inputs consisting of lowpass filtered, non-
frozen realizations of white noise with 10 and 100Hz cutoff fre-
quencies, referred to as the 10 and 100Hz LED inputs, respectively; all
four LED inputs have an equal mean of 16mW/mm2. Across the L6CT
population, we find that the firing rate is not significantly changed by
the 10, 100, and 500Hz LED inputs compared to the 0Hz LED input
(Fig. 5c, d). However, there is a corresponding, significant increase in
the synchrony strength for the noisy LED inputs as compared to the
0Hz LED input (Fig. 5e, f). Notably, these synchrony strengths are
within the range observed from the ramped LED steps in Fig. 4d.

Having now decoupled the L6CT population synchrony from the
firing rate, we then measured the effect of the increase in L6CT
population synchrony on VPm activity. In response to the 0Hz LED
input with a mean intensity of 16mW/mm2, the ongoing firing rate in
the VPm population is suppressed relative to baseline, although this
change is not statistically significant, as is also the case in Fig. 2f.
However, even though the overall firing rate of the L6CT neuron
population is the same, increased L6CT synchrony enhances the
ongoing firing rate in the VPm population above baseline (Fig. 5g, h).

Taken together, the synchrony of the L6CT population plays an
important role in contributing to the net modulatory effect of L6CT
neuron activation on VPm ongoing activity (Figure S7). These shifts in
L6CT synchrony can arise fromoverall changes in L6CT neurons’ firing
rates as well as from changes in the temporal precision of equivalent
numbers of L6CT neurons’ spikes.

Modeling the role of excitatory and inhibitory conductances in
the L6CT synchrony-dependent bidirectional modulation of
VPm ongoing activity
To understand the synaptic conductances underlying the L6CT
synchrony-dependent bidirectional modulation of VPm, we con-
structed a simple circuit model that illustrates the key interactions
between L6CT, VPm, and TRN neurons. In contrast to a full network
populationmodelmatching the numbers of neurons and connections,

we followed the spirit of previous reduced complexity models devel-
oped for the thalamocortical circuit50,51. The circuit consists of two
primary nodes capturing the average VPm and TRN population
dynamics, each modeled with linear integrate-and-fire (LIF) dynamics.
Each node receives common Poisson spike train inputs from 35 L6CT
neurons with independently controlled firing rates and synchrony.
Each node also receives independent, noisy, excitatory inputs to gen-
erate spontaneous spiking. Finally, the TRN node provides inhibitory
input to the VPm node (Fig. 6a; see Methods).

Figure 6b shows single trial realizations of the model, where we
assess the conductances and membrane potential in the VPm as we
increase the synchrony of the L6CT spike trains while maintaining a
constant firing rate. Here, the excitatory conductance arises from
L6CT spiking and the inhibitory conductance arises from TRN spiking.

VPm spiking activity replicates our experimental results: a sup-
pression of spontaneous spiking at low synchrony and an enhance-
ment of spiking at high synchrony. Quantifying the average change in
VPm firing rate across trials, we observe an L6CT synchrony-
dependent bidirectional modulation of VPm activity across a con-
tinuum of L6CT synchrony strengths (Fig. 6c). Unsurprisingly, the
model produces much less variability across trials than the experi-
mental data. Notably, these synchrony strengths are within the range
observed in Fig. 4d and reiterate that even seemingly small changes in
measures of synchrony can have notable effects on thefiring activity of
downstream neurons35.

To further understand the evolution of the membrane potential
under varying levels of L6CT synchrony, we examined the underlying
model conductances, an aspect that is hidden in our extracellular
recordings. We found that under the low synchrony condition, the
magnitude of the inhibitory conductance dominates over that of the
excitatory conductance for the entire trial duration. Individual L6CT
spikes cannot sufficiently activate the excitatory conductance to ulti-
mately depolarize the membrane potential for spiking. Moreover, not
only do individual L6CT spikes sufficiently activate the inhibitory
conductance, but the inhibitory conductance never decays back to
baseline due to the frequent occurrence of an L6CT spike. As a result,
the VPm membrane potential is hyperpolarized and spontaneous
spiking is suppressed (Fig. 6d). In contrast, in the high synchrony
condition, the synchronous L6CT spikes result in an excitatory con-
ductance that is sufficient to enable summation to spike before the
onset of the disynaptic, inhibitory conductance.
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Several well-documented factors undoubtedly play a role in our
experimental findings such as the short-term dynamics of the involved
synapses5 as well as the fact that L6CT inputs result in modulatory
NMDA plateau potentials in the distal dendrites of FO thalamic
neurons52. We propose that the interplay of both the relative strength
and timing of the excitatory and inhibitory conductances, as observed
in our model, is a relatively simplemechanism that plays an additional
key role in our experimentalfindings. In this scenario, the synchronyof
the L6CT neuron population strongly influences the net modulatory
effect of L6CT neuron input on its VPm neuron target, thus serving as
an important factor in L6CT function.

Optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons enhances VPm sensory
responses
Having established that different levels of activation of L6CT neurons
cause bidirectional changes in the ongoing firing rate in VPm neurons,
we next sought to understand the effect of L6CT neuron activation on
sensory responses evoked in the VPm. We recorded the spiking
response of populations of individual VPm neurons to concurrent
single whisker deflection and optogenetic L6CT input of increasing
LED intensity (Fig. 7a).

Figure 7b, c show the response of an example VPm neuron to a
sawtooth whisker stimulus occurring 750ms after the onset of the LED
activation of L6CT neurons. As previously noted, the effect of the
optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons on ongoing activity in VPm
neurons varies with LED intensity, with suppression at 8mW/mm2 and
enhancement at 30mW/mm2 (Fig. 7b, left panel). Taking the direction
of change in ongoing firing rate as a cue for the general excitability of
VPm neurons, a simple prediction would be that the sensory response
in VPm neurons would be amplified when VPm background activity is
increased and attenuated when VPm background activity is sup-
pressed. However, as qualitatively highlighted by the sensory response
of the example VPm neuron in Fig. 7b (right panel) and the VPm
population in Fig. 7c, despite the bidirectional modulation of the
ongoing activity, the sensory response is not bidirectionally modu-
lated by the LED inputs.

We accounted for both the pre- and post-sensory stimulus mod-
ulatory effects of L6CT activation and quantified the sensory response
by measuring the trial-averaged stimulus-evoked rate subtracted from
the pre-stimulus rate, in equivalent 30ms duration windows. Across
the entire VPm population, increasing optogenetic activation of L6CT
neurons tends to enhance the magnitude of the sensory response
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Bonferroni correction; * indicates p < 1.25e−2; *** indicates p < 2.5e−4).

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-024-47863-8

Nature Communications |         (2024) 15:3529 6



(Fig. 7d, e). These effects are measured in trials without whisker
movement, as presented in Fig. 7. The effect in trials with whisker
movement is associated with a reduction of the overall magnitude of
the VPm sensory response aswell as a reduction in themeasured effect
of L6CT activation on the VPm sensory response (Figure S8). We also
observe a corresponding increase in the sensory response synchrony
strength of the VPm population response across all LED intensities
(Figure S9).

Interestingly, the VPm population sensory response is not further
affected when we present the sensory stimulus during the 500Hz
noise LED input, as compared to the 0Hz LED step of equalmean. This
suggests that a selective increase in the synchrony of the L6CT inputs
does not further impact the sensory responses (Figure S10), in contrast
to what is observed for ongoing VPm activity (Fig. 5).

To assess the effect of L6CTmodulation on the transfer of sensory
inputs through VPm in a slice preparation, Crandall et al. co-activated
L6CT neurons and medial lemniscus (ML) axons. They found a clear
relationship between the effect of L6CT activation on the response of
VPmneurons toML stimulation and the biphasicmodulatory effect on
spontaneous VPm spiking5. From such a study, it is reasonable to
expect that VPm sensory responseswould be suppressed in conditions
whereVPmongoing activity is suppressed, at 4 and8mW/mm2. Yet, we
rather observe that neurons with increasingly suppressed ongoing
activity tend towards amore enhanced sensory response compared to
the no LED condition (Figure S11). While one might expect an increase
in T-type calcium channel-mediated burst spikes in conditions where
the VPm ongoing activity is suppressed15,33, we do not observe any
significant changes in stimulus-evoked VPm bursting upon L6CT acti-
vation (Figure S12). Thus, the observed bidirectional changes in VPm
ongoing activity do not trivially predict the VPm sensory response
magnitudes, as sensory responses are consistently amplified by L6CT
activation.

Optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons dynamicallymodulates
activity in S1
Given the effect of optogenetic activation on ongoing and stimulus-
evoked activity in VPm neurons, it is important to determine how the
cortico-thalamo-cortical modulatory effects coupled with modulatory
effects directly from L6CT intracortical projections to ultimately
impact S1. We recorded the spiking response of populations of indi-
vidual S1 neurons across all cortical layers while presenting the same
optogenetic and tactile inputs presented in Fig. 7 (Fig. 8a). All neurons
were identified as either putative excitatory regular-spiking (RS) or
inhibitory fast-spiking (FS) neurons based on the trough-to-peak time
of their spike waveform widths (Fig. 8b; See Methods).

Figure 8c, d showanexample S1 RS (non-L6CT) neuron’s response
to optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons at varying LED intensities
with an embedded sensory stimulus. Pre-stimulus, the LED clearly
suppressed the ongoing spiking activity of this neuron. Intriguingly,
moreof the spikingwas suppressed at8mW/mm2 than at 30mW/mm2.
As shown in the right panels of Fig. 8c, d, the sensory response of this
neuron was also modestly suppressed by optogenetic activation of
L6CT neurons.

Both when looking at RS and FS sub-populations across all layers
(Fig. 9a, b), as well as when parsing neuronal responses by layers
(Figure S13 & S14), optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons leads to a
suppression of ongoing activity in both S1 sub-populations, with FS
neurons suppressed to a larger extent. This suppression likely arises in
large part from L6CT direct intracortical projections to S1 inhibitory
neurons, as previously characterized in the visual cortex53.

While there is a clear suppressionof both sub-populations at 8mW/
mm2, there is no further suppression at higher LED intensities. Rather, in
both sub-populations, there is a small reversal of the suppressive effects
beyond 16mW/mm2, reminiscent of the observed changes in ongoing
VPmactivity thatwould thenbepropagated to S1 (Fig. 9c). To assess this
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reversal, we made pairwise comparisons between the 8mW/mm2 con-
dition and all other LED-on conditions. While the reversal is small in the
RS sub-population, the change in ongoing firing rate in the FS popula-
tion is significantly higher at 24 and 30mW/mm2 compared to the
change at 8mW/mm2 (Fig. 9d). Such significance is also observed in FS
populations in layers 4 and 5, such that the change in ongoing activity in
response to the 30mW/mm2 condition is statistically unchanged from
baseline compared to the clear suppression observed in response to the
4 and 8mW/mm2 LED inputs (Figure S13b). Despite the well-
documented effects of behavioral state changes reflected in whisker
movement on overall cortical spiking54, whisker movement was asso-
ciated with only a modest decrease in the measured effect of L6CT
activation on ongoing RS activity and was not associated with any
change in the effect of L6CT activation on ongoing FS activity
(Figure S15).

We then characterized the effect of optogenetic activation of
L6CT neurons on sensory responses of the S1 sub-populations.
While there is an overall small decrease in the RS (non-L6CT)
population sensory response between the no LED condition and
LED-on conditions (less than 1 sp/s; Fig. 9e), the sensory response
for most S1 RS (non-L6CT) neurons is statistically unchanged, such
that all pairwise comparisons of the RS population’s sensory
response between no LED conditions to LED-on conditions of

increasing intensities are nonsignificant (Fig. 9f). Whisker move-
ment is associated with an overall decrease in RS sensory responses
across all LED intensities. Further, pairwise comparisons of the RS
population’s sensory response between no LED and LED-on con-
ditions are also nonsignificant in trials with whisker movement
(Figure S16). When parsing RS sensory responses by layer, the only
clear trend that emerges is in layer 6, where responses are sup-
pressed (Figure S17b).

Interestingly, the sensory response of FS neurons at 4mW/mm2 is
significantly higher than baseline conditions, whereas the response at
30mW/mm2 is non-significantly suppressed. Given the observed
maximal suppressionof ongoing FS activity at 8mW/mm2 aswell as the
apparent reversal in the effectof LED intensity onsensory response,we
again compared the sensory response of all LED-on conditions to that
at 8mW/mm2. Under this analysis, the sensory response at 30mW/
mm2 is significantly lower than the response at 8mW/mm2 (Fig. 9f).
Features of these findings are present when parsing the neuronal
response by layer, with significance in layers 4 and 5 (Figure S18).
Despite an overall decrease in sensory response across all LED inten-
sities in trials with whisker movement, the trend of an enhanced
response at 4mW/mm2 and suppressed response at higher intensities
is also present but nonsignificant in trials with whisker movement
(Figure S16).
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Fig. 7 | Optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons enhances VPm sensory
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activation of L6CT neurons in awake, NTSR1-Cremice.b Raster plots of an example
VPm neuron’s sensory response with concurrent optogenetic activation of L6CT
neurons at 0, 8, and 30mW/mm². This neuron’s ongoing spiking activity is bidir-
ectionally modulated and its stimulus-evoked response to sawtooth, somatosen-
sory input is enhanced by increasing optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons. The
right panel is an expanded view of the same neuron’s sensory response. c PSTHs of
the same neuron’s spiking in (b). Note the change in the vertical scale in the right
and left views due to differing bin sizes. d Grand PSTHs of the VPm neuron
population’s sensory response with concurrent optogenetic activation of L6CT

neurons at 0, 8, and 30mW/mm² (mean +/− sem across neurons; n = 65 neurons).
The population’s ongoing activity is bidirectionally modulated, but the stimulus-
evoked response is enhanced by increasing optogenetic activation of L6CT neu-
rons. The right panel is an expanded view of the same population’s sensory
response. Note the change in the vertical scale in the right and left views. e Opto-
genetic activation of L6CT neurons increases the mean, baseline-subtracted,
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(+/− sem; n = 65 neurons; 4mW/mm²: p = 8.0e−3; 8mW/mm²: p = 9.7e−4; 16mW/
mm²: p = 3.7e−4; 24mW/mm²: p = 1.3e−5; 30mW/mm²: p = 9.5e−5; p-value indi-
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signed rank test with a Bonferroni correction; * indicates p < 1.0e−2; ** indicates
p < 2.0e−3; *** indicates p < 2.0e−4).
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The net observed effect of corticothalamic feedback on S1 is a
sum of both L6CT-mediated changes through the cortico-thalamo-
cortical route of modulation as well as through direct intracortical
projections. This complexity underlies our results. While the overall
effect of optogenetic activationof L6CTneuronsonongoing activity in
both S1 subpopulations is suppressive, the effect on the sensory
responses of the FS sub-population is dynamic, such that there is a
sweet spot of enhancement. These dynamics would then contribute to
the observed response in the RS population.

Discussion
In this study, we conducted a functional dissection of the somato-
sensory cortico-thalamo-cortical circuit by way of multi-region elec-
trophysiology, strategic design of optogenetic manipulations, and
sensory stimulation, as well as a simple circuit model. In doing so, we
determined the direct effect of L6CT neurons on thalamocortical
sensory processing across a range of activation patterns during
wakefulness. We expanded on previous in-vivo findings that provide
evidence for L6CTneurons as staticmodulators that either suppress or
enhance FO thalamus7–14,55 and establish L6CT feedback as a dynamic
modulator that can both suppress and enhance the ongoing spiking of
a VPm neuron. Further, we pinpoint that the bidirectional modulation
of VPm is mediated both by differential sensitivity of L6CT and TRN
neurons to increasing LED inputs as well as specific aspects of the
activity patterns of the L6CT population: the firing rate and synchrony,
properties that, generally, vary in the cortex across behaviors54. In
addition, we provide evidence for the effect of this dynamic modula-
tion on S1 neurons and find non-monotonic changes in S1 RS and FS

ongoing activity as well as FS stimulus-evoked activity. Collectively,
L6CT neurons play a role in the continuous and context-dependent
modulation of thalamocortical sensory signaling through motor cor-
ollary signals, arousal, and other behavioral states21,25–28, and we pro-
vide comprehensive evidence for the effect of the L6CT feedback
mechanism across such facets.

Much of what we know about this complex circuit has been
learned from studies conducted in ex-vivo brain slice preparations
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comparing to the no LED condition: 4mW/mm²: 9.2e−2/2.8e−7; 8mW/mm²: 5.6e
−3/6.2e−3; 16mW/mm²: 5.8e−3/3.3e−2; 24mW/mm²: 1e−1/7.3e−1; 30mW/mm²:
8.9e−3/1.9e−1. RS/FS population p-values when comparing to 8mW/mm² condi-
tion: 4mW/mm²: 3.9e−1/1.7e−4; 16mW/mm²: 8.6e−1/4.6e−2; 24mW/mm²: 1.4e−2/
1.9e−2; 30mW/mm²: 4.1e−1/1.3e−7.).While there is no significant change in sensory
response in the RS sub-population, the FS sub-population sensory response is
significantly enhanced at 4mW/mm² compared to no LED conditions. Further,
compared to the response at 8mW/mm², the response at 4mW/mm² is sig-
nificantly enhanced and the response at 30mW/mm² is significantly suppressed.
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examining L6CT feedback at the cellular level1–6,19,52. The consensus
from these studies is that synaptic input from L6CT projections serves
to modulate the excitability of FO thalamic neurons. But conflicting
results have pointed to both excitatory and suppressive effects on
excitability. Importantly, in an ex-vivo slice preparation, Crandall et al.
found that L6CT neurons can switch their influence on each VPm
neuron from excitatory to suppressive depending on the frequency of
stimulation5. The general nature of those results is supported here, but
the slice experiments pointed tomodulation that ismediated by short-
term synaptic plasticity. The L6CT synchrony effects demonstrated
here likelywork synergisticallywith the synaptic plasticitymechanisms
at the thalamo-reticular targets to provide a wide and continuous
range of activity-dependent, top-down modulation of VPm.

The strong activation of TRN at low intensities likely also plays a
role in the bidirectionalmodulation of VPm. This couples with the rate
of increased L6CT spiking compared to the rate of increased TRN
spiking with increasing LED intensity. More specifically, the strong
activation of TRN at even relatively low levels of optogenetic activation
of L6CT (4mW/mm2) could explain an overall suppression of VPm
spiking. But the effect of increasing LED intensity on L6CT versus TRN
spiking suggests the excitatory conductance toVPm is likely increasing
at a relatively faster rate than the inhibitory conductance with
increased LED intensity, the net sum of which would contribute to the
observed bidirectional modulation of VPm.

As suggested by the circuit model in this study, the L6CT syn-
chrony-dependent, bidirectional modulation of VPm emerges, first,
becauseof the strong inhibitory conductance fromTRN inputs relative
to the strength of the direct excitation fromL6CTneurons. The second
important feature is the circuit architecture that enables a mono-
synaptic excitatory conductance and an inherently delayed, disynaptic
inhibitory conductance in the VPm. These elements are key to the
window of opportunity classically described in the feedforward path
for FO thalamic inputs onto layer 4 cortical RS neurons44,45,50. The
premise of this mechanism is that while the strength of individual
thalamocortical synaptic inputs is modest, numerous inputs converge
on cortical synaptic targets, making the cortical neurons highly sen-
sitive to the synchrony of the ascending inputs44. Indeed, L6CT inputs
to VPm and TRN are numerous and highly convergent1–3,18, contribut-
ing to a synchrony-dependent effect of this classically modulatory
circuit. This would provide another example to support the possibility
of a synchrony-driven window of opportunity as a canonical circuit
computation in the brain.

It is, however, important to note that there are several funda-
mentally different biological considerations between L6CT and thala-
mocortical inputs that would impact the window of opportunity in the
feedback versus feed-forward circuits. First, L6CT neurons have a wide
range of axon conduction latencies relative to that of thalamocortical
projections. This would impact the synchronization of the post-
synaptic conductances towards summation in the sub-cortical targets.
It is worth noting that latencies for corticothalamic signal propagation
in the range of 1–7ms have been measured amongst the full range of
axon conduction latencies56. This would lead to a variability that is
relatively small compared to the 15ms (+/−7.5ms) window of oppor-
tunity that we consider here. Nonetheless, the full impact of the het-
erogeneity of L6CT conduction velocities in our study is currently
unknown and should be pursued in future studies. In addition, it is well
known that thalamocortical inputs produce fast conductance changes
on the proximal dendrites of their postsynaptic targets via ionotropic
receptors. However, L6CT neurons activate both ionotropic and
metabotropic receptors, the latter of which produces prolonged
NMDA plateau potentials in the distal dendrites of FO thalamic
neurons57. While the time constants of the L6CT synapses in ourmodel
were adjusted to reflect the longer timescale of NMDA plateau
potentials (Table 1), the nature of our single-compartment model
precludes capturing such biological complexity. It is nonetheless

important to note that such factors undoubtedly contribute to our
experimental results and would impact the window of opportunity.
Also, both the L6CT synapses onto VPm and TRN as well as the TRN
synapses onto VPm undergo short-term synaptic plasticity5. None of
these factors were implemented in the circuit model in this study
because our goal was to construct the simplest possible model to
explain the observed phenomena. Undoubtedly though, the dynamics
of these synapses are changing in the experimental conditions utilized
here and likely complement the demonstrated synchrony-dependent
effects. Finally, VPm and TRN neurons have connectivity between each
other, in addition to recurrent connectivity within TRN. While the
initial transient response to the optogenetic activation engages the full
range of connectivity in this circuit, the later steady-state response
appears to be dominated by L6CT-VPm and L6CT-TRN-VPm projec-
tions. In the model, the TRN-VPm influence likely reflects the com-
bined effects of the omitted circuit elements that together set the
overall inhibitory tone and dictate the window of opportunity.

The very natureof the reciprocal connectivity of the thalamus and
cortex makes assigning causal influences challenging. While optoge-
netic interventional approaches in the primary visual cortex have
shown that the suppression of the ongoing activity of both the RS and
FS S1 subpopulations arises predominantly from direct intracortical
L6CTprojections to inhibitory translaminar cells53, the cortical sensory
response reflects the net culmination of two sub-circuits: the intra-
cortical circuit and the cortico-thalamo-cortical circuit. The net effect
of the L6CT activation on ongoing, baseline activity of both RS and FS
neurons across cortical S1 is suppressive. The larger suppression of the
cortical FS neurons relative to RS points to a change in E/I balance and
a corresponding increase in cortical excitability with L6CT activation.
Although the baseline-subtracted sensory-evoked response of the
cortical RS neurons showed no apparent change with L6CT activation,
the suppressionofongoing activity could result in amorepotent effect
of this population activity on downstream targets through a decrease
in levels of synaptic depression and/or changes in the signal-to-noise
ratio of the sensory stimulus.

Of the most dramatic effects shown here is the effect of the
L6CT activation on S1 FS neurons, which exhibits a sweet spot of an
enhanced cortical sensory-evoked response, which would then
additionally inhibit cortical RS neurons. The result of all these sub-
circuits being modulated by L6CT neurons is an RS sensory response
magnitude that is surprisingly invariant to the manipulation. How-
ever, the effects of the differential modulation of the RS and FS sub-
populations could have a profound impact on spatiotemporal sen-
sory representations. Additional experimental investigation would
be required to fully disentangle the contributions of each cortico-
thalamo-cortical and intracortical sub-circuits, such that contribu-
tions from each individual component could be selectively and
reversibly toggled. Moreover, while overall firing rates in RS neurons
were unchanged, it is possible that L6CT activation could dynami-
cally modulate other, more context-dependent aspects of RS neu-
rons, such as their encoding of deviant55 or adapting10 stimuli, as has
been explored in recent studies.

The experimental design likely has some effects on the observa-
tionsmade in this study. First, the sensory stimulus consisted of a brief,
punctate, whisker deflection. The impulse-like nature of the stimulus is
advantageous for establishing the input-output properties within a
circuit.Moreover, the punctate stimulus is akin to stick-slip events that
occur when amouse palpates a surface, and thus is a relevant stimulus
for probing sensory processing in the whisker pathway58,59. However, it
is entirely possible that the effect of L6CT neuron activation on amore
sustained and persistent sensory stimulus would be quite different. In
contrast to the punctate sensory inputs utilized here that drive syn-
chronous VPm spiking which would then strongly drive S1, sequences
of whisker deflections such as those occurring during texture or cur-
vature discrimination58,60 or continuous noisy whisker inputs could
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result in more measurable modulation of the sensory response of
cortical RS neurons than observed here.

Second, the optogenetic activation of the L6CT neurons was
achieved through LED illumination of the cortical surface in a broad
and diffuse manner. While L6CT neuron projections are topo-
graphically organized, TRN projections are not, which results in
modulatory effects in the FO thalamus that depend on topographic
alignment7,14. However, the spiking activity of L6CT neurons has been
shown to be modulated by extra-sensory features21,25,26. In those cases,
the activation of L6CT neurons would likely be global, or at least
extend to multiple barrel columns within S1, which is the type of
conditions that the optogenetic manipulation here would represent.
Moreover, the increase in L6CT neuron spiking would likely be long-
lasting, more akin to sustained, long-duration manipulation of activa-
tion here, as opposed to optogenetic pulsing or analysis of epochs
after the optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons utilized in other
studies9,15. Such experiment designs likely modulate the circuit in an
entirely different manner and explain differences in our study and
others, such as a lack of changes in FO thalamic bursting
observed here.

Finally, our experiments were conducted in head-fixed, stationary
mice, such that the natural activity range of L6CT neurons would
preclude that arising from many extra-sensory behavioral states. Our
study lays the foundation of the direct effect of L6CT feedback on
thalamocortical activity across a range of L6CT activity. Future studies
must continue to characterize L6CT neurons (both their firing rates
and synchrony) across a variety of behaviors and then manipulate
L6CT neurons to causally assess the contribution of L6CT neuron
spiking to these behaviors. Although architectures involving loops
provide challenges to assigning causality, parsing observations based
on behavioral/brain states and/or causal manipulation through inter-
active, closed-loop adaptive experimental strategies61,62 may provide a
path to disentangle complex circuits such as these involved in sen-
sorimotor behaviors.

In our world which is full of dynamically changing sensory inputs,
it is crucial for survival to be able to flexibly adjust our responsiveness
to these inputs. Under contexts different from that studied here, Guo
et al. found that the dynamic regulation facilitated by L6CT neurons in
the FO thalamus mediates a trade-off between the detectability and
discriminability of auditory stimuli9. Indeed, the dynamic effect of
L6CT neurons and their location relatively early in the sensory pro-
cessing hierarchy positions L6CT neurons to play critical roles in
sensory processing, bidirectionally modulating activity in a way that
would serve a variety of behavioral needs. Further, in addition to
sensory circuits, the L6CT neuron circuitmotif is also present inmotor
systems63, potentially pointing to a canonical circuit motif that sub-
serves dynamic neural signaling in complex environments.

Methods
Experimental model and subject details
All experiments were conducted in 11 male and 7 female NTSR1-cre
(B6.FVB(Cg)-Tg(Ntsr1-cre)GN220Gsat/Mmcd, MMRRC) adult mice as
well as 1 female wildtype, C57BL/6J mouse, all aged between 6 weeks
and 6 months at the start of experimentation. The mice were housed
under a reversed light-dark cycle and temperatureswere set to 65-75 °F
with 40-60% humidity. All procedures were approved by the Institu-
tional Animal Care and Use Committee at the Georgia Institute of
Technology and were in agreement with guidelines established by the
National Institutes of Health.

Headpost implantation
The mice were kept under isoflurane anesthesia (5% vaporized in O2
for induction, 1–1.5% for maintenance), their temperature maintained
at ~37 C, and ophthalmic ointment (Puralube, Fisher Scientific) was

applied to the eyes to prevent drying. A stereotaxic frame maintained
the animal’s head level in all three planes while a custom stainless steel
headpost and recording chamberwas affixed to the exposed skull with
dental cement (C & B Metabond Parkell, Inc). The mice were then
provided at least three days to recover33,35,62,64,65.

rAAV injection
An image of superficial vasculature was overlaid with a map of the
whisker columns of the primary somatosensory cortex (S1), generated
functionally via intrinsic signal optical imaging performed through a
thinned skull under 1-1.5% isoflurane anesthesia34,65,66. On a subsequent
day, also under 1–1.5% isoflurane anesthesia, 800 nL of the cre-
dependent AAV5-EF1a-DIO-hChR2(H134R)-eYFP.WPRE.hGH12,15 (UPenn
Vector Core) was injected at a depth of 800 um in the C1 whisker
column. The exposed skull was covered with a silicone elastomer
(Kwik-Cast, WPI, Sarasota, FL) and the mice were returned to their
home cage and provided at least three days to recover. Electro-
physiological recordingswere conducted no sooner than 3weeks after
the injection to allow for stable opsin expression.

Habituation to head-fixation
Mice were habituated to head-fixation for a minimum of 5 days. Head-
fixation sessions started with a duration of 15min and went up to
90min. Sessions gradually increased in duration from day-to-day as
did the exposure to experimental conditions (e.g.,whisker stimulation,
exposure to optogenetic stimuli, and paw restraint). Throughout each
session, mice were periodically rewarded with sweetened condensed
milk33,35,62,64,65.

Electrophysiological recordings
All electrophysiological recording sessions were conducted in dark-
ness using silicon probes in awake, head-fixed mice periodically
rewarded with sweetened condensed milk65. Often, sessions consisted
of simultaneous recording from two brain regions. Additionally, ses-
sions were conducted no sooner than two hours after craniotomy
procedures under 1-1.5% isoflurane anesthesia where the dura was left
intact. No more than four craniotomies were made per animal.

The location of craniotomies to target S1 was based on the map
generated via intrinsic signal optical imaging (see above). Recordings
of the activity of S1 neurons were conducted using 32 or 64 channel
siliconprobes (A1x32-5mm-25-177-A32, A1x32-Poly3-5mm-25s-177-A32,
A1x64-Poly2-6mm-23s-160, or A1x64-Edge-6mm-20-177-A64, Neuro-
nexus, AnnArbor,MI) inserted to depths between 1250 and 1400umat
an angle of 35 degrees from vertical65.

Craniotomies to target neurons in the ventral posteromedial
(VPm) nucleus of the thalamus were made 2mm posterior and 2mm
lateral from bregma. Often, a brief electrophysiological recording was
first conducted under isoflurane anesthesia to verify the craniotomy
location, or to extend the craniotomy as necessary. Recordings of VPm
neurons were conducted using 32-channel silicon probes (A1x32-
Poly3-5mm-25s-177-A32, Neuronexus, Ann Arbor, MI) inserted in the
vertical plane to depths between 3200 and 3600 um33–35,62.

Craniotomies to target neurons of the thalamic reticular nucleus
(TRN) were made 2.4mm posterior, with a medial edge between 1.5
and 2.5mm from bregma42. Often, a brief electrophysiological
recording was first conducted under isoflurane anesthesia to locate
TRN neurons. Recordings of TRN neurons were conducted using 32-
channel silicon probes (Buzsaki32 or A1x32-Poly3-5mm-25s-177-A32,
Neuronexus, Ann Arbor, MI) inserted in the vertical plane to depths
between 2900 and 3200 um42,67.

Continuous signals were acquired using either the Cerebus
acquisition system (Blackrock Neurotech, Salt Lake City, Utah) or TDT
RZ2 Bioamp Processor (Tucker Davis Technologies, Alachua, FL). Sig-
nals were amplified, filtered between 0.3Hz and 7.5 kHz, and digitized
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at either 30,000Hz or 24,414.0625Hz. For each animal, we conducted
one recording session per day and up to three recording sessions per
craniotomy.

Optogenetic stimulation
Optogenetic inputswere delivered using a 470 nm light emitting diode
(LED, ThorLabs M470F3) coupled to a 400 um diameter optical fiber
(ThorLabs M28L01) manually positioned on the skull surface near the
recording probe. Command voltages for optogenetic inputs were
controlled by custom scripts in MATLAB and Simulink Real-Time
(MathWorks, Natick, MA), sampled at 1 kHz.

All optogenetic input began with a ramp of the LED intensity that
was 250ms in duration, serving tominimize transient neuronal effects
from rapid increases in LED intensity as well as to minimize animal
whisking36. In ramp-and-hold LED trials, the LED intensitywas thenheld
fixed at values ranging from 4 to 30mW/mm2 for 500–650ms.
Manipulations to vary L6CT synchrony included LED inputs that were
500–650ms in duration labelled as either 500Hz, 100Hz, or 10Hz
trials. The input for 500Hz trials consisted of uniformly distributed
white noise. Inputs for the 100Hz and 10Hz trials consisted of uni-
formly distributed white noise that was low-pass filtered (3rd order
Butterworth filter) at their respective frequencies. For all trials, the
inter-trial interval was a minimum of 3.5 times the duration of the LED
input with added uniformly distributed random jitter per-trial ranging
from 0 - 0.1/0.5ms.

Whisker stimulation
For sensory stimulation, an individual whisker contralateral to the
electrophysiological recording site was threaded into a narrow, 1.5 cm
long tube connected to a precise, computer-controlled
galvanometer33–35,65 (Cambridge Technologies, Worthington, MN;
sampled at 1 kHz). The whiskers were deflected at a velocity of
300deg/s in the caudo-rostral direction with a sawtooth waveform
consistingof rise and fall times of 8ms,where velocity is definedby the
average velocity over the rising phase. In trials with concurrent LED
input and sensory stimulation, the sensory stimulus was presented
750ms after the onset of the LED input.

Videography and Whisker motion analysis
The movement of the whiskers ipsilateral to the electrophysiological
recording site was captured under infrared illumination using CCD
cameras (DMK 21BU04.HUSB 2.0monochrome industrial camera, The
Imaging Source, LLC, Charlotte, NC; or EoSens CLMC1362, Mikrotron,
Germany). Frames were individually triggered at 30Hz or 200Hz.
Using FaceMap68, whisking energy was extracted from manually
defined regions of interest (ROIs) around the face. Using custom
scripts, we computed the across-frame variation of the sum squared
motion energy across ROIs. This time series was then smoothed and
time points above a fixed threshold were classified as whisker motion
epochs35,65. To measure the specific effects of our manipulations
unconfounded by effects associated with whisking, all trials included
for analysis of ongoing activity had no whisker motion occurring
during the trial. For the analysis of sensory responses, only trials in
which there was no whisker motion for 75ms before and after the
stimulus were included.

Histology
For histological validation of the recording location, during one of the
electrophysiological recording sessions per craniotomy, theprobewas
coated with DiI (0.2mg/mL in ethanol, Invitrogen, Waltham, MA) to
enable fluorescence imaging of the probe track34,65,69. In brief, after the
final recording, mice were transcardially perfusedwith 1x PBS (137mM
NaCl, 2.7mM KCl, and 10mM PB, VWR) and then 4% PFA. The brains
were extracted, post-fixed overnight in the PFA solution, and then
sliced to 100-um thick sections on a vibratome (VT1000S, Leica

Biosystems Deer Park, IL). The slices were then incubated with DAPI
(2mMinPBS, AppliChem,Council Bluffs, Iowa) for 15min,mountedon
slides with a DABCO solution (1,4-Diazabicyclo[2.2.2]octane, Sigma),
and imaged using a confocal microscope (Laser Scanning Microscope
900, Zeiss, Germany). Corresponding brain atlas sections were chosen
manually (Franklin & Paxinos, 3rd edition).

Spike sorting and identification of single neuron clusters
Individual recording sweeps were high-pass filtered (3rd order But-
terworth filter; 500Hz cut-off frequency), median-filtered across
channels, and concatenated before being passed through Kilosort2 for
automated spike sorting based on template-matching70. The data were
then manually curated in Phy271. With the exception of the control
experiments conducted in a wildtype mouse, all neuron clusters con-
sidered for analysis passed two criteria: a signal-to-noise ratio of the
mean spike waveform greater than three and less than 2% of all spikes
violating a 2ms imposed refractory period. Note that the use of more
strict inclusion criteria does not change the nature of any claims
presented here.

Identification and classification of S1 neurons
All S1 neurons retained for analysis are required tobe sensory stimulus-
responsive, defined by passing a minimum of two out of three tests
assessing if the stimulus caused a significant change in the spiking
activity. The tests were conducted on spikes occurring in 50ms a pre-
and post-stimulus window. The first test was the two-sided Wilcoxon
signed rank test on the pre- versus post-stimulus spike counts across
trials. The second test determined whether zero overlapped with the
95% bootstrap confidence interval from the stimulus-evoked spike
counts subtracted by the pre-stimulus spike counts. The final test used
a post-stimulus peri-stimulus timehistogram (PSTH)with 10msbins to
determine whether a minimum of three bins were above or two bins
were below the 95% bootstrap confidence interval of pre-stimulus
activity65.

S1 neurons were then classified as regular-spiking (RS) or fast-
spiking (FS) based on the width of the mean spike waveform, defined
as the trough-to-peak time39 (TPT). Neurons with a TPT greater than
0.5mswere classified as anRSneuron andneuronswith aTPT less than
0.4ms were classified as an FS neuron. Neurons with TPT widths
between 0.4ms and 0.5ms were not analyzed39,65,72.

Each neuron was then assigned to a layer relative to the center of
layer 4,whichwas identified functionally from the sensory responseon
each channel of the recording probe. In brief, we extracted the trial-
averaged sensory response for each channel across the following
measures: threshold-crossings of the high-pass filtered recording
trace, the local field potential (LFP), and the sources computed using
current-source density analysis72,73. We extracted the channels with the
earliest onset and largest response across these data types and the
center of layer 4 was determined based on collective evidence. All
channels, and therefore the neurons recorded on those channels, were
then assigned to a layer based on their distance from the determined
center of layer 4. Each layer was assigned the appropriate number of
channels to cover the following thickness: 2/3: 300 um; 4: 200 um; 5:
300 um; 6: 300 um65,72,74.

Classification of L6CT neurons
To identify L6CT neurons, we used the stimulus-associated spike
latency test (SALT) to statistically determine whether 5ms, square LED
pulses cause a significant increase in each neuron’s spiking with low
temporal jitter across trials30. In brief, SALT was used to compare the
distribution of first spike latencies to the LED pulse compared to dis-
tributions created from spontaneous activity. Any deep, RS neuron
with a p-value less than 0.01 was classified as a L6CT neuron. Note that
L6CT neurons were not required to be sensory stimulus-responsive to
be retained for analysis.
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Classification of VPm and TRN neurons
Neurons classified as VPm or TRN neurons are sensory stimulus-
responsive neurons recorded at the relevant stereotaxic coordinate for
each location. To determine whether a neuron is stimulus-responsive,
we individuallydeflectedmultiplewhiskerswith a 10Hzadapting trainof
sawtooth, punctate stimuli for one second. We extracted each neuron’s
response latency andmagnitude to the first and last stimulus in the train
in a 30ms quantification window. VPm and TRN neurons were required
to be significantly responsive to both the first and last stimulus in the
train for any deflected whisker. Significance was defined using the two-
sided Wilcoxon signed rank test to determine if the sensory stimulus
caused a significant increase in the spike counts across trials compared
to pre-stimulus (spontaneous) spike counts in an equivalent window.
The neurons were further required to have an average first spike latency
of less than 15ms for the first stimulus and less than 20ms for the last
stimulus in the train to ensure the recorded neurons were not of the
posteromedial nucleus. Finally, each stimulus-responsive neuron was
assigned aprimarywhisker basedon thewhisker that evoked theearliest
and largest response to the first stimulus in the train32–35.

Previous work has shown that TRN axonal spikes can be recorded
in extracellular recordings in the VPm and the mean waveform TPT
width of these spikes is narrower than VPm spikes9,39,42,43. Thus, a final
inclusion criterion for VPm neurons was that they must have a wave-
form width TPT of greater than 0.3ms.

Measures of neuronal activity
Change in ongoing firing rate due to the LED stimuli: It was necessary
to quantify the properties of the neuronal circuit when L6CT neuron
activity had reached a steady state from optogenetic manipulation.
Thus, we omitted the early, more transientmodulatory dynamics from
our quantifications and defined the effect as the average firing rate
across trials in the window from 250ms (the end of the LED ramp) to
750ms after the onset of the LED input. These firing rates were sub-
tracted on a trial-by-trial basis from the pre-LED firing rate (sponta-
neous activity) in an equivalent 500ms window.

Change in ongoing synchrony: To account for changes in firing
rate between conditions, the synchrony strength was determined for
pairs of neurons by computing the total numbers of spikes in a +/−
7.5ms window in the resulting cross-correlogram and normalizing by
the total number of spikes from each neuron34,49:

Strength =
P

ccg½�7:5 : 7:5ms�
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
N2

neur1 +N
2
neur2

2

q ð1Þ

Sensory response: Sensory responses were quantified by looking
at the average spike rate across trials in a 30ms window post-sensory
stimulus, subtracted on a trial-by-trial basis from the pre-sensory sti-
mulus spike rate in an equivalent 30mswindow. The sensory response
for each neuron was determined based on the stimulation of its pri-
mary whisker.

Burst spikes: VPm burst spikes are defined as two or more spikes
occurring with an inter-spike interval of less than 4ms, preceded by
100ms or more of no spikes, as characteristic of T-type calcium
channel burst spikes33,35,75–77.

Statistical analyses
The two-sided Wilcoxon signed rank test with a Bonferroni correction
was used between pairs of LED conditions to test for statistically sig-
nificant changes in various measures of the response of a respective
population of neurons. The Spearman’s rank correlation test was used
to determine whether increasing LED intensity had amonotonic effect
on changes in the ongoing firing rates of the respective population of
neurons.When testing for changes in the ongoing activity of individual
neurons, the spontaneous versus LED-evoked spike rates were

compared using the two-sided Wilcoxon signed rank test. All tests
were implemented using MATLAB built-in commands.

LIF model
We constructed a simple circuit model that was representative of the
key dynamics of the interactions between the L6CT neurons, the VPm,
and the TRN. Rather than a largescale network model designed to
represent the diversity of properties at the population level, themodel
we constructed was a reduced circuit model in the spirit of models
previously used to describe thalamocortical dynamics50, in which the
average activity of neuronal populations is captured.

Model structure: The model consists of two main nodes, one
representing the average VPm neuron response and the other
representing the average TRN neuron response, both modeled as
leak integrate-and-fire (LIF) neurons. Each node receives noisy exci-
tatory inputs for spontaneous spiking. These inputs are modeled as
homogeneous Poisson spike trains, each with its own firing rate. Both
nodes also integrate the same 35 excitatory inputs that represent
L6CT neuron spiking, modeled as homogenous Poisson spike trains.
Finally, the TRN node forms an inhibitory synapse onto the
VPm node.

Controlling L6CT synchrony: To control the synchrony of the
L6CT inputs, the spike times for each of the L6CT spike trains are
generated by drawing spikes from two homogeneous Poisson
spike trains: one shared and one individual spike train, each with
equivalent firing rates. For each synchrony condition, we selected the
shared probability, a value between 0 and 1, that determines the like-
lihood that the spikes for each L6CT input would come from the
shared spike train versus the individual spike train. The higher
the sharedprobability, themore likely that the 35 L6CT inputswill have
coincident spike times, increasing their synchrony, while maintaining
equivalent firing rates.

Evolution of model dynamics: Each LIF node’s membrane poten-
tial, V , evolves according to the membrane equation:

Cm
dV
dt

= � gL V � EL

� ��
X

j

Isynj ð2Þ

where Cm is the membrane capacitance, gL and EL are the leak con-
ductance and reversal potential, respectively. Isynj represents the
synaptic currents received by each node from the jth source. Each
source is modeled as one synapse according to the equation:

Isynj =wj V � Ej

� �
gj ð3Þ

where wj , Ej, and Pj are the weight, reversal potential, and con-
ductance of the jth synapse. The synaptic conductance is incremented
by gjmax after each presynaptic spike and decays according to the
equation:

gj = gj � gj
dt
τgj

ð4Þ

where τgj is the respective synapses’ decay constant. To account for
synaptic transmission delays, a 1ms delay is implemented between the
time in which a pre-synaptic source fires a spike and the time in which
this spike can begin to evolve the current in the post-synaptic neuron.

Finally, we implemented a 2ms refractory period, during which
the evolving currents for the node in a refractory period could not
affect the neuron’s membrane potential.

All model parameters were initially based on previously published
parameters78 and experimental observations5. The final parameters
(Table 1) were then further tuned to better match the experimental
neuronal response to the lowest LED input intensity, then allowing the
response to all other LED inputs to emerge.
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Reporting summary
Further information on research design is available in the Nature
Portfolio Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability
The processed data generated in this study have been deposited in the
Zenodo database and can be accessed here: https://doi.org/10.5281/
zenodo.8156087. Source data are provided with this manuscript. The
rawdata canbemade availableupon request. Sourcedata areprovided
with this paper.

Code availability
The code generated for all analyses in this study has been deposited in
the Zenodo database and can be accessed here: https://doi.org/10.
5281/zenodo.8156087.

References
1. Sherman, S. M. & Koch, C. The control of retinogeniculate trans-

mission in the mammalian lateral geniculate nucleus. Exp. Brain
Res. 63, 1–20 (1986).

2. Van Horn, S. C., Erisir, A. & Sherman, S. M. Relative distribution of
synapses in the A-laminae of the lateral geniculate nucleus of the
cat. J. Comp. Neurol. 416, 509–520 (2000).

3. Liu, X.-B., Honda, C. N. & Jones, E. G. Distribution of four types of
synapse on physiologically identified relay neurons in the ventral
posterior thalamic nucleus of the cat. J. Comp. Neurol. 352, 69–91
(1995).

4. Sherman, S. M. &Guillery, R.W. The role of the thalamus in the flow
of information to the cortex. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. Lond. B 357,
1695–1708 (2002).

5. Crandall, S. R., Cruikshank, S. J. & Connors, B. W. A Corticothalamic
switch: controlling the thalamus with dynamic synapses. Neuron
86, 768–782 (2015).

6. McCormick, D. A. & von Krosigk, M. Corticothalamic activation
modulates thalamic firing through glutamate ‘metabotropic’
receptors. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. 89, 2774–2778 (1992).

7. Born, G. et al. Corticothalamic feedback sculpts visual spatial
integration in mouse thalamus. Nat. Neurosci. 24, 1711–1720
(2021).

8. Denman, D. J. & Contreras, D. Complex effects on in vivo visual
responses by specific projections from mouse cortical layer 6 to
dorsal lateral geniculate nucleus. J. Neurosci.35, 9265–9280 (2015).

9. Guo, W., Clause, A. R., Barth-Maron, A. & Polley, D. B. A Corti-
cothalamic circuit for dynamic switching between feature detec-
tion and discrimination. Neuron 95, 180–194.e5 (2017).

10. Mease, R. A., Krieger, P. & Groh, A. Cortical control of adaptation
and sensory relay mode in the thalamus. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA.
111, 6798–6803 (2014).

11. Olsen, S. R., Bortone, D. S., Adesnik, H. & Scanziani, M. Gain control
by layer six in cortical circuits of vision. Nature 483, 47–52 (2012).

12. Pauzin, F. P. & Krieger, P. A Corticothalamic circuit for refining
tactile encoding. Cell Rep. 23, 1314–1325 (2018).

13. Spacek, M. A. et al. Robust effects of corticothalamic feedback and
behavioral state on movie responses in mouse dLGN. ELife 11,
e70469 (2022).

14. Temereanca, S. & Simons, D. J. Functional Topography of Corti-
cothalamic feedback enhances thalamic spatial response tuning in
the Somatosensory Whisker/Barrel System. Neuron 41, 639–651
(2004).

15. Kirchgessner, M. A., Franklin, A. D. & Callaway, E. M. Context-
dependent and dynamic functional influence of corticothalamic
pathways tofirst- and higher-order visual thalamus. Proc. Natl Acad.
Sci. USA. 117, 13066–13077 (2020).

16. Ramón, Y. & Cajal, S. The Structure and Connexions of Neurons.
Nobel Lecture. (1906).

17. Cudeiro, J. & Sillito, A. M. Looking back: corticothalamic feedback
and early visual processing. Trends Neurosci. 29, 298–306 (2006).

18. Guillery, R. W. & Sherman, S. M. Thalamic RELAY FUNCTIONS AND
THEIR ROLE IN CORTICOCORTICAL COMMUNICATION: GENERAL-
IZATIONS FROM THE VISUAL SYSTEm. Neuron 33, 163–175 (2002).

19. Usrey, W. M. & Sherman, S. M. Corticofugal circuits: Communica-
tion lines from the cortex to the rest of the brain. J. Comp. Neurol.
527, 640–650 (2019).

20. Varela, C. Thalamic neuromodulation and its implications for
executive networks. Front. Neural Circuits 8, 69 (2014).

21. Augustinaite, S. & Kuhn, B. ComplementaryCa2+ activity of sensory
activated and suppressed layer 6 Corticothalamic neurons reflects
behavioral state. Curr. Biol. 30, 3945–3960.e5 (2020).

22. Briggs, F. &Usrey,W.M. Parallel processing in thecorticogeniculate
pathway of the Macaque monkey. Neuron 62, 135–146 (2009).

23. Swadlow, H. A. Efferent neurons and suspected interneurons in S-1
Vibrissa Cortex of the awake rabbit: receptive fields and axonal
properties. J. Neurophysiol. 62, 288–308 (1989).

24. Zhou, Y. et al. Preceding inhibition silences layer 6 neurons in
auditory cortex. Neuron 65, 706–717 (2010).

25. Clayton, K. K. et al. Auditory Corticothalamic neurons are recruited
by motor preparatory inputs. Curr. Biol. 31, 310–321.e5 (2021).

26. Vélez-Fort, M. et al. A circuit for integration of head- and visual-
motion signals in layer 6ofmouseprimary visual cortex.Neuron98,
179–191.e6 (2018).

27. Dash, S., Autio, D. M. & Crandall, S. R. State-dependent modulation
of activity in distinct layer 6 corticothalamicneurons inbarrel cortex
of awake mice. J. Neurosci. 42, 6551–6565 (2022).

28. Reinhold, K., Resulaj, A. & Scanziani, M. Brain state-dependent
modulation of thalamic visual processing by cortico-thalamic
feedback. J. Neurosci. 43, 1540–1554 (2023).

29. Gong, S. et al. Targeting Cre recombinase to specific neuron
populations with bacterial artificial chromosome constructs. J.
Neurosci. 27, 9817–9823 (2007).

30. Kvitsiani, D. et al. Distinct behavioural and network correlates of two
interneuron types in prefrontal cortex.Nature498, 363–366 (2013).

31. Ahissar, E., Sosnik, R. & Haidarliu, S. Transformation from temporal
to rate coding in a somatosensory thalamocortical pathway.Nature
406, 302–306 (2000).

32. Ahissar, E., Sosnik, R., Bagdasarian, K. & Haidarliu, S. Temporal
frequency of whiskermovement. II. Laminar organization of cortical
representations. J. Neurophysiol. 86, 354–367 (2001).

Table 1 | Parameters used in the LIF model

Variable Value used in model of VPm
neuron

Value used in model of TRN
neuron

Cm
a 0.00029 μF 0.00014 μF

gL 0.029 μS 0.007 μS

EL −70mV −80mV

wj wTRN = 0.075
wCT = 1
wSpont.Inp. = 0.0129

wVPm = 0
wCT = 1
wSpont.Inp. = 0.0057

Ej ETRN = −80mV
ECT = 0mV
ESpont.Inp. = 0mV

EVPm = 0mV
ECT = 0mV
ESpont.Inp. = 0mV

τP,j τP,TRN = 0.01s
τg,CT = 0.1s
τg,Spont.Inp. = 0.01s

τP,TRN = 0.01s
τg,CT = 0.1s
τg,Spont.Inp. = 0.01s

gjmax gTRN,max = 1μS
gCT,max = 0.003μS
gSpont.Inp.,max = 1μS

gVPm,max = 1μS
gCT,max = 0.003μS
gSpont.Inp.,max = 1μS

Vthreshold −54mV −54mV

Vreset −80mV −80mV
aAll italicized variables are defined in Eqs. 2–4

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-024-47863-8

Nature Communications |         (2024) 15:3529 14

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8156087
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8156087
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8156087
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8156087


33. Borden, P. Y. et al. Thalamic bursting and the role of timing and
synchrony in thalamocortical signaling in the awakemouse.Neuron
110, 2836–2853.e8 (2022).

34. Liew, Y. J. et al. Inferring thalamocortical monosynaptic con-
nectivity in vivo. J. Neurophysiol. 125, 2408–2431 (2021).

35. Wright, N. C. et al. Rapid cortical adaptation and the role of
thalamic synchrony during wakefulness. J. Neurosci. 41,
5421–5439 (2021).

36. Urbain, N. et al. Whisking-related changes in neuronal firing and
membrane potential dynamics in the somatosensory thalamus of
awake mice. Cell Rep. 13, 647–656 (2015).

37. Golshani, P., Liu, X.-B. & Jones, E. G. Differences in quantal ampli-
tude reflect GluR4- subunit number at corticothalamic synapses on
two populations of thalamic neurons. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA. 98,
4172–4177 (2001).

38. Lam, Y.-W. & Sherman, S. M. Functional organization of the soma-
tosensory cortical layer 6 feedback to the thalamus. Cereb. Cortex
20, 13–24 (2010).

39. Barthó, P. et al. Ongoing network state controls the length of sleep
spindles via inhibitory activity. Neuron 82, 1367–1379 (2014).

40. Ganmor, E., Katz, Y. & Lampl, I. Intensity-dependent adaptation of
cortical and thalamic neurons is controlled by brainstem circuits of
the sensory pathway. Neuron 66, 273–286 (2010).

41. Hartings, J. A., Temereanca, S. & Simons, D. J. State-dependent
processing of sensory stimuli by thalamic reticular neurons. J.
Neurosci. 23, 5264–5271 (2003).

42. Lewis, L. D. et al. Thalamic reticular nucleus induces fast and local
modulation of arousal state. eLife 4, e08760 (2015).

43. Makinson, C. D. et al. Regulation of thalamic and cortical network
synchrony by Scn8a. Neuron 93, 1165–1179.e6 (2017).

44. Bruno, R. M. Synchrony in sensation. Curr. Opin. Neurobiol. 21,
701–708 (2011).

45. Isaacson, J. S. & Scanziani, M. How inhibition shapes cortical
activity. Neuron 72, 231–243 (2011).

46. Kremkow, J., Perrinet, L. U., Masson, G. S. & Aertsen, A. Functional
consequences of correlatedexcitatory and inhibitory conductances
in cortical networks. J. Comput Neurosci. 28, 579–594 (2010).

47. Wang, Q., Webber, R. M. & Stanley, G. B. Thalamic synchrony and
the adaptive gating of information flow to cortex. Nat. Neurosci. 13,
1534–1541 (2010).

48. Wehr, M. & Zador, A. M. Balanced inhibition underlies tuning and
sharpens spike timing inauditorycortex.Nature426, 442–446 (2003).

49. Temereanca, S., Brown, E. N. & Simons, D. J. Rapid changes in
thalamic firing synchrony during repetitive whisker stimulation. J.
Neurosci. 28, 11153–11164 (2008).

50. Pinto, D. J. Cortical damping: analysis of thalamocortical response
transformations in Rodent Barrel Cortex. Cereb. Cortex 13, 33–44
(2003).

51. Pinto, D. J., Brumberg, J. C., Simons, D. J., Ermentrout, G. B. &
Traub, R. A quantitative population model of whisker barrels: Re-
examining the Wilson-Cowan equations. J. Comput. Neurosci. 3,
247–264 (1996).

52. Sherman, S. M. & Guillery, R. W. On the actions that one nerve cell
can have on another: Distinguishing ‘drivers’ from ‘modulators’.
Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. 95, 7121–7126 (1998).

53. Bortone, D. S., Olsen, S. R. & Scanziani, M. Translaminar inhibitory
cells recruited by layer 6 corticothalamic neurons suppress visual
cortex. Neuron 82, 474–485 (2014).

54. Poulet, J. F. A., & Crochet, S. The cortical states of wakefulness.
Front. Syst. Neurosci. 12, 64 (2019).

55. Voigts, J., Deister, C. A. & Moore, C. I. Layer 6 ensembles can
selectively regulate the behavioral impact and layer-specific
representation of sensory deviants. eLife 9, e48957 (2020).

56. Briggs, F. & Usrey, W. M. Emerging views of corticothalamic func-
tion. Curr. Opin. Neurobiol. 18, 403–407 (2008).

57. Augustinaite, S., Kuhn, B., Helm, P. J. & Heggelund, P. NMDA Spike/
plateau potentials in dendrites of thalamocortical neurons. J. Neu-
rosci. 34, 10892–10905 (2014).

58. Jadhav, S. P., Wolfe, J. & Feldman, D. E. Sparse temporal coding of
elementary tactile features during active whisker sensation. Nat.
Neurosci. 12, 792–800 (2009).

59. Wolfe, J. et al. Texture coding in the rat whisker system: slip-stick
versus differential resonance. PLoS Biol. 6, e215 (2008).

60. Rodgers, C. C. et al. Sensorimotor strategies and neuronal repre-
sentations for shape discrimination. Neuron 109, 2308–2325.e10
(2021).

61. Bolus, M. F., Willats, A. A., Whitmire, C. J., Rozell, C. J. & Stanley, G.
B. Design strategies for dynamic closed-loop optogenetic neuro-
control in vivo. J. Neural Eng. 15, 026011 (2018).

62. Bolus, M. F., Willats, A. A., Rozell, C. J. & Stanley, G. B. State-space
optimal feedback control of optogenetically driven neural activity.
J. Neural Eng. 18, 036006 (2021).

63. Galvan, A., Hu, X., Smith, Y. & Wichmann, T. Effects of Optogenetic
activation of corticothalamic terminals in the motor thalamus of
awake monkeys. J. Neurosci. 36, 3519–3530 (2016).

64. Guo, Z. V. et al. Procedures for behavioral experiments in head-
fixed mice. PLoS ONE 9, e88678 (2014).

65. Pala, A. & Stanley, G. B. Ipsilateral stimulus encoding in primary and
secondary somatosensory cortex of awake mice. J. Neurosci. 42,
2701–2715 (2022).

66. Masino, S. A., Kwon, M. C., Dory, Y. & Frostig, R. D. Characterization
of functional organization within rat barrel cortex using intrinsic
signal optical imaging through a thinned skull. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci.
USA. 90, 9998–10002 (1993).

67. Shosaku, A., Kayama, Y. & Ichiji, S. Somatotopic organization in the
rat thalamic reticular nucleus. Brain Res. 311, 57–63 (1984).

68. Syeda, A. et al. Facemap: A Framework for Modeling Neural Activity
Based on Orofacial Tracking. http://biorxiv.org/lookup/doi/10.1101/
2022.11.03.515121. (2022)

69. DiCarlo, J. J., Lane, J. W., Hsiao, S. S. & Johnson, K. O. Marking
microelectrode penetrations with fluoresce& dyes. J. Neurosci.
Methods 64, 75–81 (1996).

70. Pachitariu, M., Sridhar, S. & Stringer, C. Solving the Spike Sorting
Problem with Kilosort. http://biorxiv.org/lookup/doi/10.1101/2023.
01.07.523036. (2023)

71. Rossant, C. & Harris, K. D. Hardware-accelerated interactive data
visualization for neuroscience in Python. Front. Neuroinform. 7,
36 (2013).

72. Sederberg, A. J., Pala, A., Zheng, H. J. V., He, B. J. & Stanley, G. B.
State-aware detection of sensory stimuli in the cortex of the awake
mouse. PLoS Comput Biol. 15, e1006716 (2019).

73. Sofroniew, N. J., Vlasov, Y. A., Hires, S. A., Freeman, J. & Svoboda, K.
Neural coding in barrel cortex during whisker-guided locomotion.
eLife 4, e12559 (2015).

74. Hooks, B. M. et al. Laminar analysis of excitatory local circuits in
vibrissal motor and sensory cortical areas. PLoS Biol. 9, e1000572
(2011).

75. Lu, S. M., Guido, W. & Sherman, S. M. Effects of membrane voltage
on receptivefieldproperties of lateral geniculate neurons in thecat:
contributions of the low-threshold Ca2+ conductance. J. Neuro-
physiol. 68, 2185–2198 (1992).

76. Swadlow, H. A. & Gusev, A. G. The impact of ‘bursting’ thalamic
impulses at a neocortical synapse. Nat. Neurosci. 4, 402–408
(2001).

77. Whitmire, C. J. & Stanley, G. B. Rapid sensory adaptation redux: a
circuit perspective. Neuron 92, 298–315 (2016).

78. Destexhe, A., Contreras, D. & Steriade, M. Mechanisms underlying
the synchronizing action of corticothalamic feedback through
inhibition of thalamic relay cells. J. Neurophysiol. 79, 999–1016
(1998).

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-024-47863-8

Nature Communications |         (2024) 15:3529 15

http://biorxiv.org/lookup/doi/10.1101/2022.11.03.515121
http://biorxiv.org/lookup/doi/10.1101/2022.11.03.515121
http://biorxiv.org/lookup/doi/10.1101/2023.01.07.523036
http://biorxiv.org/lookup/doi/10.1101/2023.01.07.523036


Acknowledgements
We thank Simone Russo and Kayla Peelman for their helpful comments
on the manuscript. We thank Barry Connors’ laboratory at Brown Uni-
versity for providing us with the NTSR1-cre mouse line.

Author contributions
E.D. and G.B.S. conceptualized the project. E.D., A.P., and G.B.S
designed the study. E.D. carried out all experiments. E.D. and V.C. per-
formed the analysis. E.D., A.P., and G.B.S. wrote the manuscript with
comments from V.C. and N.C.W. A.P., N.C.W., andG.B.S. supervised the
project. E.D. and G.B.S acquired funding.

Funding
This work was supported by NIH National Institute of Neurological Dis-
orders and Stroke BRAIN Grant (NINDS) R01NS104928, NINDS BRAIN
RF1NS128896, NINDS R21 NS112783. EDD is supported by a National
Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship and the Howard
Hughes Medical Institute through the James H. Gilliam Fellowships for
Advanced Study program.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information The online version contains
supplementary material available at
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-024-47863-8.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to
Garrett B. Stanley.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks Bernd Kuhn
and the other, anonymous, reviewer(s) for their contribution to the peer
review of this work. A peer review file is available.

Reprints and permissions information is available at
http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jur-
isdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as
long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if
changes were made. The images or other third party material in this
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright
holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2024

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-024-47863-8

Nature Communications |         (2024) 15:3529 16

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-024-47863-8
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Dynamic corticothalamic modulation of the somatosensory thalamocortical circuit during wakefulness
	Results
	Increasing optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons results in bidirectional modulation of ongoing firing rates in the�VPm
	Optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons enhances ongoing firing rates in the�TRN
	Optogenetic inputs of increasing LED intensity monotonically enhance the synchrony of the L6CT population
	Causal manipulation of L6CT population synchrony results in bidirectional modulation of ongoing firing rates in the�VPm
	Modeling the role of excitatory and inhibitory conductances in the L6CT synchrony-dependent bidirectional modulation of VPm ongoing activity
	Optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons enhances VPm sensory responses
	Optogenetic activation of L6CT neurons dynamically modulates activity�in S1

	Discussion
	Methods
	Experimental model and subject details
	Headpost implantation
	rAAV injection
	Habituation to head-fixation
	Electrophysiological recordings
	Optogenetic stimulation
	Whisker stimulation
	Videography and Whisker motion analysis
	Histology
	Spike sorting and identification of single neuron clusters
	Identification and classification of S1 neurons
	Classification of L6CT neurons
	Classification of VPm and TRN neurons
	Measures of neuronal activity
	Statistical analyses
	LIF�model
	Reporting summary

	Data availability
	Code availability
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Competing interests
	Additional information




