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Exposure to stressful experiences, either early or later in life, can have a 
strong impact on learning and memory in adult and ageing individuals. 
Early life experiences in particular have been implicated in determining 
the vulnerability and resilience for cognitive decline, especially when 
the brain is already vulnerable, such as seen in Alzheimer’s disease (AD). 
The first aim of this thesis was to study the effects of experiences early 
in life (albeit positive or negative) on ageing- or AD-related cognitive 
decline, and to better understand the underlying mechanisms. I 
particularly focused on the role of the hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal 
(HPA)-axis, and on the expression and functionality of glutamate 
receptors in this process. Secondly, I investigated why stressful and 
threatening  events are usually remembered so well, an effect that is 
a.o. attributed to the enhanced release of stress hormones. I investigate 
how glucocorticoid stress hormones determine memory formation, and 
how and where these memory traces, or "memory engrams", are stored 
within the brain. 
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General Introduction

Positive and negative early life experiences 
differentially modulate long term survival and 
amyloid protein levels in a mouse model of 
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