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ABSTRACT. Cerebroprotein hydrolysate is an extract from porcine 
brain tissue that acts on the central nervous system in various ways 
to protect neurons and improve memory, attention, and vigilance. 
This study examined the effect and mechanism of cerebroprotein 
hydrolysate on learning and memory in mice with scopolamine-
induced impairment. Mice were given an intraperitoneal injection 
of scopolamine hydrobromide to establish a murine model of 
learning and memory impairment. After 35 successive days of 
cerebroprotein hydrolysate treatment, their behaviors were observed 
in the Morris water maze and step-down test. Superoxide dismutase 
(SOD), Na+-K+-ATPase, and acetylcholinesterase (AChE) activity, 
and malondialdehyde (MDA), γ-aminobutyric acid (GABA), 
and glutamic acid (Glu) levels in the brain tissue of the mice 
were determined, and pathological changes in the hippocampus 
were examined. The results of the water-maze test showed that 
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cerebroprotein hydrolysate shortened the escape latency and 
increased the number of platform crossings. In the step-down test, 
cerebroprotein hydrolysate treatment prolonged the step-down 
latency and reduced the number of errors; cerebroprotein hydrolysate 
increased the activity of SOD, Na+-K+-ATPase, and AChE, reduced 
the levels of MDA, decreased the Glu/GABA ratio in brain tissue, 
and reduced pathological changes in the hippocampus. The results 
indicate that cerebroprotein hydrolysate can improve learning 
and memory in mice with scopolamine-induced impairment. This 
effect may be associated with its ability to reduce injury caused 
by free radicals, improve acetylcholine function, and modulate 
the Glu/GABA learning and memory regulation system, reducing 
excitotoxicity caused by Glu.
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INTRODUCTION

Cerebroprotein hydrolysate is a small molecule consisting of peptides and amino 
acids that is separated and extracted from animal brain tissue. Typically, 15% of the 
molecule consists of peptides and 85% of amino acids; its structure is completely consistent 
with imported cerebrolysin (Zuber, 1991; Zhang et al., 2005). Cerebroprotein hydrolysate 
also contains various other biologically active components, such as neurotransmitters, 
neuropeptide genes, neural nutrition factors, and nucleotides. It can easily penetrate biological 
membranes and pass through the blood brain barrier to promote cellular metabolism in 
a variety of ways. For example, it increases brain activity and is involved in oxidative 
processes in the body. It can also act on the central nervous system to regulate and improve 
the development and metabolism of neurons, induce the differentiation of neurons, promote 
the formation of synapses, and protect nerve cells from damage caused by ischemia, hypoxia, 
and neurotoxins (Sharp, 2002; Keilhoff et al., 2014). In addition, cerebroprotein hydrolysate 
can affect the respiratory chain by increasing the utilization of oxygen and glucose in the 
brain, subsequently, increasing the antioxidant capacity of brain tissues and the ability of 
the body to handle stress, improving energy metabolism in the brain, alleviating damage to 
brain tissues, and promoting recovery of brain function. In all, it has brain-strengthening, 
intelligence-improving, and brain-damage-repairing effects (Bannerman et al., 2008; Novak 
et al., 2009; García et al., 2011). Cerebroprotein hydrolysate products are important in 
widely used nutritional and healthcare medicines and have been shown to have obvious 
effects on the nutrition and health of the brain and treatment of brain diseases in recent 
years. Bioactive peptides are considered to be the main component of these products. Recent 
studies have shown that animals treated with cerebroprotein hydrolysate peptides achieve 
better learning performance within a few days, but the mechanism of this effect is complex 
(Zou et al., 2015). Cerebroprotein hydrolysate was prepared in our laboratory, which has 
obtained a national invention patent (Du et al., 2015). This study established a mouse model 
of learning and memory impairment and investigated the effect and mechanism of action of 
cerebroprotein hydrolysate on learning and memory in mice.
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MATETIAL AND METHODS

Materials, reagents, and instruments

Animals

Fifty-six healthy, male ICR mice, weighing 20 ± 2 g from the Laboratory Animal 
Center of Jilin University were used in the study [laboratory animal license No. SCXK-(Kat) 
20140003].

Preparation of cerebroprotein hydrolysate

Cerebroprotein hydrolysate was prepared in our laboratory, using optimal conditions 
for composite enzymatic hydrolysis (Du et al., 2015). The enzymes were made from flavor 
protease and pepsin with a mass ratio of 6:1-2:1 in a pig brain tissue solution, with a pH of 
1-5, at 37°C, and a hydrolysis time of 2-10 h. Cerebroprotein hydrolysate was composited 
with peptides and polypeptides of molecular weight less than 1 kDa, with large molecular 
impurities removed with a nanofiltration membrane filter for impurities, such as pyrogen, after 
centrifugation.

Reagents

The materials included: piracetam (Naofukang) (Shenyang First Pharmaceutical 
Co. Ltd., Northeast Pharmaceutical Group, batch No. 20120804); injections of scopolamine 
hydrobromide (Changchun Branch, Shenyang Co. Ltd., Sinopharm Group, batch No. 
20120801); acetylcholinesterase (AChE) kits; γ-aminobutyric acid ester (GABA) kits, Na+-
K+-ATPase kits; glutamic acid (Glu) kits (Shanghai Shangle Institute of Biological Products); 
malondialdehyde (MDA) kits; and superoxide dismutase (SOD) kits (Nanjing Jiancheng 
Institute of Biological Products, batch No. 20140109, 20140316).

Instruments

The instruments included an SPX-250B-Z constant temperature biochemical incubator 
(Shanghai Boyuan Industry Co. Ltd.), a 5430R hypothermia high speed centrifuge (Eppendorf 
Company, United States), an Infinite M200 microplate (TECAN), a Morris water-maze test 
device, a BA-200 mouse shuttle-avoidance instrument, and a DT-200 mouse step-down test 
instrument (Chengdu Thai Union Technology Co., Ltd.).

Animal grouping and drug administration

After being trained for 3 days, 56 mice without significant differences in their escape 
latency were screened and divided into 4 groups: 1) the normal control group (CON), treated 
with normal saline 20 mL/kg; 2) the model group (M), treated with normal saline 20 mL/kg; 3) 
the positive control group (PC), treated with piracetam (540 mg/kg), and 4) the cerebroprotein 
hydrolysate group (CH), treated with cerebroprotein hydrolysate 105 mg/kg. There were 14 
mice in each group. All agents were intragastrically administered once daily for 35 days.
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Learning and memory training and testing in the Morris water maze

Before the water-maze test, all mice, except those in the normal control group (which 
were given normal saline), were given scopolamine hydrobromide (5 mg/kg) by intraperitoneal 
injection to establish a mouse learning and memory impairment model [10]. The Morris water-
maze test was composed of two phases, which were conducted in a round pool and recorded 
using an automated video analysis system. After water was poured into the round pool 
(diameter: 80 cm, height: 30 cm), titanium dioxide was added so the water was not transparent. 
The water maze was divided into 4 quadrants and the temperature was kept at 25°C. A white 
circular platform (diameter: 10 cm, height: 28 cm) was placed approximately 1-2 cm below 
the water surface in the third quadrant. Just before the test, the bodies of the mice were dyed 
yellow with picric acid. The water-maze test was performed on 7 consecutive days. From the 
1st to 6th days, a position navigation test was conducted, in which the mice were gently put 
into the water at entry points in the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th quadrants, with the head of the mouse 
facing the wall. The escape latency (time to step onto the platform) of the mice was recorded 
up to 120 s, and the average of the escape latencies on each trial was calculated as an index to 
evaluate the learning and memory ability of the mice. On the 7th day, a spatial-probe test was 
conducted, in which the platform was removed and the mice were put into the water only in a 
fixed quadrant; the time for the mice to cross the original platform location within 120 s and 
number of crossings were recorded to evaluate the learning and memory ability of the mice.

Passive avoidance behavior-step-down test

The step-down test was conducted following the Morris water-maze test (Tota et al., 
2010). On the 1st day, each mouse was put into the chamber of a step-down instrument to 
acclimate to the environment for 3 min. A stimulus of 32 V AC was then given to the mouse 
through a copper grid on which the mouse was standing. Most of the mice jumped onto an 
insulated platform to escape the electric shock after they received it; the mice could jump back 
onto the copper grid and then back onto the insulated platform repeatedly. The mice were trained 
in this way for 5 min, and the number times that the mice stepped down from the platform (called 
the number of errors) was recorded as an index to evaluate the learning ability of mice. Twenty-
four hours later, the same test was conducted again, with the mouse placed on the insulated 
platform first. The AC was then turned on, and the time it took for the mouse to step down from 
the platform for the first time was recorded as the step-down latency; the number of times it 
stepped-down within 5 min was recorded as the number of errors. The latency and number of 
errors were both used as indices to evaluate the memory ability of the mice.

Determination of the biochemical indices

After the Morris water-maze test and the step-down test, the mice in all the groups 
were sacrificed using rapid decapitation, and their brain tissue was removed. The brain tissue 
was accurately weighed and prepared into whole-brain homogenates with normal saline at a 
ratio of 1:9 in an ice bath. The homogenates were centrifuged at 4000 round/min at 4°C for 
10 min to make the supernatants that were used as the detection samples. According to their 
respective kit instructions, the MDA content and SOD activity in the brain tissue of the mice 
were determined; AChE, Na+-K+-ATPase, and GABA activity, and the Glu content of the brain 
tissue were detected using the ELISA method described in the kit instructions.
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Hematoxylin eosin (H&E) staining of brain tissue and pharmacological observation

The hippocampal tissue of the mice was fixed with 10% neutral formalin, embedded 
within paraffin, prepared into slices, dyed with H&E, and the morphological changes of the 
brain tissue were observed under a light microscope.

Statistical analysis

The data were analyzed with the SPSS 16.0 statistical software. The data are reported 
as means ± SE, and t-tests were used to compare the data between groups.

RESULTS

Effects of cerebroprotein hydrolysate on learning and memory ability in spatial 
orientation

Place navigation test

There was no significant difference in escape latency between the different groups 
of mice during the first 3 days. From the 4th to the 6th day, the escape latency of mice in the 
model group increased significantly, compared with the latency in the normal control group 
(P < 0.05). Compared with the model group, the escape latency of mice in the positive control 
group and the cerebroprotein hydrolysate group was significantly shorter (P < 0.05).

Spatial probe test

The number of mice to cross the platform in the positive control and cerebroprotein 
hydrolysate-treated groups was significantly higher than that in the model group (P < 0.05). 
The results are shown in Table 1.

*P < 0.05, compared with CON group; #P < 0.05, compared with M group. CON = normal control group; M = 
model group; CH = cerebroprotein hydrolysate group; PC = positive control group.

Table 1. Results of Morris water-maze test in mice (means ± SEM, N = 14).

Group 
 

Escape latency No. of crossings of the platform 
1st day 5th day 6th day 7th day 

CON 36.84 ± 16.02 39.76 ± 18.38 35.31 ± 14.59 2.86 ± 1.51 
M 70.52 ± 36.06* 71.13 ± 34.15* 76.24 ± 31.78* 2.03 ± 1.22* 
CH 26.21 ± 20.38# 28.79 ± 15.57# 20.92 ± 15.31# 5.43 ± 2.59*# 
PC 50.47 ± 33.70# 45.91 ± 44.66# 22.92 ± 24.24# 5.14 ± 1.66*# 

 

Effects of cerebroprotein hydrolysate on the memory of mice

As shown in Table 2, the step-down latency of the model group was significantly shorter 
than the latency of the normal control group. Compared with the model group, the latency 
was significantly longer and number of errors was significantly lower in the cerebroprotein 
hydrolysate group on the 2nd day (P < 0.05); the number of errors and latency of the positive 
group were not significantly different.
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Effects of cerebroprotein hydrolysate on the biochemical indices in the brain tissue 
of mice

As shown in Tables 3 and 4, SOD and Na+-K+-ATPase activity, and GABA and Glu 
content were significantly reduced (P < 0.05), and MDA content and AChE activity were 
significantly increased in the brain tissue of the mice in the model group when compared with 
mice in the normal control group (P < 0.05). Compared with mice in the model group, GABA 
content was significantly higher (P < 0.05); AChE activity and Glu and MDA content were 
reduced significantly (P < 0.05) in the brain tissue of mice treated with the cerebroprotein 
hydrolysate; SOD and Na+-K+-ATPase activity in the brain tissue were increased significantly 
(P < 0.05).

Table 2. Results of the passive avoidance test-step-down test (means ± SEM, N = 14).

Group Number of errors (1st day) Latency (2nd day) Number of errors (2nd day) 
CON 5.07 ± 2.46 23.86 ± 17.16 7.07 ± 3.17 
M 7.43 ± 2.77 17.43 ± 10.87* 8.36 ± 2.84 
CH 5.29 ± 3.20 57.71 ± 110.01# 5.14 ± 3.82# 
PC 4.79 ± 2.33# 16.21 ± 9.56 8.36 ± 2.79 

 *P < 0.05, compared with the normal control group; #P < 0.05, compared with the model group. CON = normal 
control group; M = model group; PC = positive control group; CH = cerebroprotein hydrolysate group.

Table 3. Effects of cerebroprotein hydrolysate on SOD and Na+-K+-ATP activity and MDA content in the brain 
tissue of mice (means ± SEM, N = 14).

*P < 0.05, compared with the normal control group; #P < 0.05, compared with the model group. CON = normal 
control group; M = model group; PC = positive control group; CH = cerebroprotein hydrolysate group.

Group MDA (mol/mg) SOD (U/mg) Na+-K+-ATPase (mol/mg) 
CON 7.84 ± 1.00 119.72 ± 16.37 2.72 ± 0.09 
M 11.50 ± 1.57* 60.14 ± 38.47* 1.17 ± 0.17* 
CH 7.91 ± 1.380# 102.92 ± 14.46# 2.05 ± 0.15# 
PC 10.62 ± 1.6 84.12 ± 54.93# 2.25 ± 0.15# 

 

*P < 0.05, compared with the normal control group; #P < 0.05, compared with the model group. CON = normal 
control group; M = model group; PC = positive control group; CH = cerebroprotein hydrolysate group.

Table 4. Effects of cerebroprotein hydrolysate on GABA and Glu content and AChE activity in the brain tissue 
of mice (means ± SEM, N = 14).

Group AChE (U/mg) GABA (ng/mL) Glu (ng/mL) 
CON 1.37 ± 0.10 1.51 ± 0.09 1.00 ± 0.16 
M 1.51 ± 0.10* 1.27 ± 0.16* 1.42 ± 0.12* 
CH 1.13 ± 0.08*# 1.64 ± 0.15# 1.10 ± 0.12# 
PC 1.03 ± 0.18* 1.25 ± 0.04* 1.28 ± 0.16# 

 

Effects of cerebroprotein hydrolysate on damage to hippocampal neurons in mice

HE staining showed that the hippocampal structure was intact under low microscopic 
magnification. The two sides were symmetric, the partition of the different areas differed 
significantly, and the pyramidal cells were arranged in more and denser levels (Figure 1A). 
Under high microscopic magnification, the nuclei of nerve cells were clearly visible (Figure 



7Cerebroprotein hydrolysate on learning and memory ability

Genetics and Molecular Research 15 (3): gmr.15038804

1B) in mice in the normal control group, compared with the model group. In the model 
group, the hippocampal cells were smaller, boundaries of cell bodies were clearer because 
of deeper staining, number of nerve cells was reduced significantly, arrangement of the nerve 
cells was scattered, number of free cells was higher, structure of the cells was unclear or had 
disappeared, and vacuolar degeneration in some cells and the proliferation of glial cells could 
be seen (Figure 1C and D). Compared with the mice in the model group, the pathological 
changes of the nerve cells in the positive group and the cerebroprotein hydrolysate group were 
significantly less (Figure 1E, F, G and H).

Figure 1. A.-H. H&E staining of hippocampal structures. CON = normal control group; M = model group; PC = 
positive control group; CH = cerebroprotein hydrolysate group.

DISCUSSION

Geriatric diseases, such as stroke and dementia, are often characterized by a decline 
in learning and memory ability, and the recovery of learning and memory ability directly 
influences the rehabilitation of geriatric diseases. Cerebroprotein hydrolysate has been 
shown to be reliably safe and have a curative effect on neurological deficits resulting from 
cerebrovascular diseases in clinical samples. This study focused on the effect and mechanism 
of cerebroprotein hydrolysate on learning and memory ability in mice, to lay the theoretical 
and experimental foundation for applications to improve learning and memory in the elderly.

Behavioral experimentation is one of the main methods for evaluating learning 
and memory. The cholinergic system plays a special role in cognitive functions, including 
learning and memory, and scopolamine hydrobromide (SCOP) is a central anti-cholinergic 
agent that causes dysfunction of the cholinergic system. The amount of acetylcholine (ACh) 
in the brain is deficient in patients with Alzheimer’s disease (AD), and it is believed that 
a deficit of central cholinergic nerves may be an important cause of AD (Tota et al., 2012; 
Ferreira-Vieira et al., 2016). In this study, 5.0 mg/kg SCOP was injected intraperitoneally 
into mice to create a mouse model of learning and memory impairment. The behavioral 
experiments included the classic Morris water-maze and step-down tests. The water-maze test 
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was intended primarily to measure spatial learning and memory ability, and the step-down test 
was intended to measure passive avoidance. It was thought that the measures obtained by the 
two tests would objectively reflect the effects of cerebroprotein hydrolysate on the learning 
and memory ability of mice and learning and memory impairment induced by SCOP. In 
addition, pathological changes in the hippocampus were observed following HE staining as a 
visual index for the effects of SCOP. The Morris water-maze and step-down tests showed that 
learning and memory ability was impaired, and that the karyopyknosis of hippocampal nerve 
cells and number of cells were reduced in the model mice, indicating that the mouse model 
was successfully established. After treatment with cerebroprotein hydrolysate, the results 
of the two behavioral tests consistently indicated that the learning and memory ability of 
mice was improved. Furthermore, the pathology report suggested there was a recovery of the 
pyramidal cells in the hippocampus after cerebroprotein hydrolysate treatment, indicating that 
cerebroprotein hydrolysate improved the learning and memory ability of mice after SCOP-
induced impairment.

Peroxidation injury caused by oxygen free radicals is one of the most important factors 
in geriatric diseases such as AD. During the process of aging, the nerve cells are oxidized to 
produce a large number of free radicals that damage cell membranes, causing cell apoptosis, 
which can reduce the ability to learn (Antonio-García and Massó-Gonzalez, 2008). SOD is 
an important enzyme that scavenges free radicals and its activity is an important indicator 
for evaluating the antioxidant capacity of the body. MDA is one of the major metabolites 
induced by free radicals, and it can cause denaturation of biomembranes and mutation of 
DNA. Moreover, MDA may decrease the activity of SOD (Li et al., 2013, 2015). This study 
found that cerebroprotein hydrolysate significantly decreased MDA levels and simultaneously 
increased the activity of SOD in the brain tissue of mice, indicating that cerebroprotein 
hydrolysate may significantly improve the scavenging of oxygen free radicals in brain tissue 
after SCOP-induced impairment of learning and memory. It is well known that free radicals 
and the metabolites induced by them can cause damage to the membrane of cells and decrease 
the activity of widely distributed Na+-K+-ATPases. This can catalyze the hydrolysis of ATP and 
promote the release of free energy stored in ATP to drive the active transport of Na+, K+, and 
other substances (Xie, 1989). The results showed that cerebroprotein hydrolysate can increase 
Na+-K+-ATPase activity to promote the release of neurotransmitters associated with learning 
and memory, regulate the excitability of neurons, enhance brain function, and improve the 
quality and quantity of brain activity, consistent with numerous prior reports (Teng et al., 
2014). This may be another important mechanism through which cerebroprotein hydrolysate 
can improve learning and memory in mice.

Biological studies have found that the central cholinergic system is closely linked to 
learning and memory. The normal functioning of central cholinergic nerves is essential for 
learning and memory, and the impairment or decline of this function can affect the efficiency 
of learning and memory (Li et al., 2013). AChE is a specific hydrolase of ACh and one of the 
key substances in biological activity normally controlled by ACh. The activity of AChE is 
higher in cholinergic neurons; hence, their activity should reflect the activity of AChE. After 
the administration of cerebroprotein hydrolysate, the activity of AChE was reduced in mice 
in this study, suggesting that cerebroprotein hydrolysate may have reduced the impairment of 
learning and memory by improving function of ACh neurons in the mice (de Freitas, 2010). 
Complex neurophysiological and neurobiochemical mechanisms are involved in learning and 
memory processes, and the mechanisms are closely related, not only to the central cholinergic 
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nervous system, but also to central amino acid neurotransmitters. Asparaginate (Asp) and 
Glu are excitatory amino acids and Gly and GABA are inhibitory amino acids, which play 
important roles in maintaining the balance of excitation and inhibition in the central nervous 
system (Luo et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2014). Changes in the level of central amino acids in AD, 
especially the imbalance between Glu and GABA, are key factors leading to neuron injury 
(Cui et al., 2015). In our study, cerebroprotein hydrolysate reduced the level of Glu and the 
ratio of Glu/GABA in the brain tissue of mice to regulate the Glu/GABA learning and memory 
regulation system and reduce the excitotoxicity of Glu, which may be one of the mechanisms 
through which cerebroprotein hydrolysate reduced the learning and memory impairment of 
the mice.

In summary, cerebroprotein hydrolysate can reduce learning and memory impairment 
induced by SCOP in mice and, thereby, improve learning and memory ability. This may be 
related to its ability to reduce the damage induced by oxygen free radicals, improving ACh 
function, and modulating the Glu/GABA learning and memory regulation system to attenuate 
the excitotoxicity caused by Glu.
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