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A B S T R A C T

The development of techniques to create and use multiphase microstructured hydrogels (granular hydrogels or
microgels) has enabled the generation of cultures with more biologically relevant architecture and use of
structured hydrogels is especially pertinent to the development of new types of central nervous system (CNS)
culture models and therapies. We review material choice and the customisation of hydrogel structure, as well as
the use of hydrogels in developmental models. Combining the use of structured hydrogel techniques with de-
velopmentally relevant tissue culture approaches will enable the generation of more relevant models and
treatments to repair damaged CNS tissue architecture.

1. Introduction

Neural damage remains one of the most untreatable causes of long-
term disability (DiLuca and Olesen, 2014), and it is hoped that advances
in regenerative medicine such as neuron replacement therapy will lead
to new types of effective treatment (Grade and Götz, 2017). A major
hurdle to the development of regenerative medicine approaches is the
inability to adequately reverse and restore loss of the micropatterned
extracellular microenvironment that contains the developmental con-
text for tissue homeostasis and long term function (Han et al., 2014;
Sachs et al., 2017; Williams and Lavik, 2009). This developmental
context is destroyed at the point of damage, and in the case of traumatic
injury, replaced with scar tissues (Fitch and Silver, 2008) that acts as a
barrier to regeneration and perpetuates local dysfunction (Karve et al.,
2016).

Slowly progressing conditions such as Alzheimer’s disease also lead
to disorganisation of the tissue structure via a number of mechanisms.
These include the accumulation of extracellular amyloid plaques, the
overexpression of laminin and the production of intracellular ag-
gregates of hyperphosphorylated tau protein that modulate cell func-
tion and lead to further modulation of the surrounding tissue archi-
tecture (Palu and Liesi, 2002). Whilst it has been shown that it may be
possible to regenerate large sections of lost CNS tissue in animal
models, such as the Axolotl model (Amamoto et al., 2016), loss of the
developmental context can result in highly disorganised regrowth, in-
dicating loss of function. To overcome permanent loss of developmental

context, it should be possible to prime tissue regeneration through in-
corporation of engineered developmentally relevant microenviron-
ments that bootstrap the tissue regeneration process (Sachs et al.,
2017). To achieve this, control must be gained over the generation and
delivery of patterned microenvironments into tissues targeted for re-
generation.

Hydrogels are commonly chosen and adapted for use as support
matrices for neural cultures (Aurand et al., 2012) (Fig. 1). Many dif-
ferent techniques have been used to add microstructure to hydrogels for
different applications (De France et al., 2018; Ma et al., 2016; Sano
et al., 2018; Zhao et al., 2017b). More commonly used approaches in-
clude the addition of microscale particles with anisotropic shape that
can be aligned with physical force (Marelli et al., 2015), and physical
confinement of the hydrogel to create aligned fibrils (S. H. Kim et al.,
2017a; Mredha et al., 2018). Magnetic fields have also been used to
directly modulate the alignment of magnetic particles within a hydrogel
(Antman-Passig and Shefi, 2016; Kim et al., 2016) or indirectly align
hydrogel fibrils (Ceballos et al., 1999). It is also possible to use fabri-
cation techniques to produce arbitrarily complex microscale patterns
within hydrogels, such as the use of photolithography to achieve
aligned three dimensional (3D) molecular printing (Aguilar et al.,
2018).

In this review we provide a broad overview of the use of hydrogels
in CNS regenerative medicine applications, establishing levels of com-
plexity ranging from material choice to the fabrication of dynamic
perfused systems that use structured hydrogels. We also draw on recent
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insights gained from the generation of neural organoid models
(Lancaster et al., 2017, 2013), highlighting how hydrogel use plays a
key role in the establishment of developmental context within these
systems. Finally, we highlight the challenges and opportunities that use
of structured hydrogels can bring to future studies.

2. A hierarchy of hydrogel structure

Tissues are dynamic systems that build in complexity during de-
velopment until a state of homeostasis is reached in adulthood. Cells, as
the principal agents of tissue function, continuously adjust internal
state in response to environmental factors. The extracellular environ-
ment, as a secondary agent, is also dynamically changing and en-
compasses all external stimuli, including the extracellular matrix
(ECM), soluble factors and cell-to-cell interaction. A third agent, albeit a
non-physical abstraction, is the hierarchically structured arrangement
of cells and ECM within the extracellular environment. This structured
arrangement increases in complexity throughout development and
whilst control can be gained over cell state through use of differentia-
tion protocols, and over the extracellular environment through the se-
lection of materials, controlling the 3D structural arrangement of cells
and replicating natural tissue physiology in-vitro is significantly chal-
lenging. The structured environment can be broken into a hierarchy of
levels based on scale and information content (Fig. 2), and we use this
format to explore the role of the structured environment in relation to
CNS culture and therapy.

Fig. 1. Structured Hydrogels in CNS models and therapy. (A) Hydrogels have been proposed for use in controlled release of soluble factors for drug delivery
applications (Tam et al., 2014), (B) as carriers that support cell transplantation (Skop et al., 2016), (C) as aligned hydrogels that guide axon growth and neurite
orientation (Omidinia-Anarkoli et al., 2017), (D) and as bridging scaffolds composed of microgels and granular gels that facilitate neuronal growth across damaged
tissues (Chedly et al., 2017; Lozano et al., 2016; Nih et al., 2017). (E) Layered hydrogel architectures have been used to spatially compartmentalise neurons to
replicate aspects of in-vivo tissue structure (Kunze et al., 2011; Tang-Schomer et al., 2014) (F) and hydrogels have also been instrumental in the generation of
neuroepithelial cysts and CNS organoids used as in-vitro developmental models (Lancaster et al., 2017; Ranga et al., 2016). ECM: extracellular matrix.

Fig. 2. Hierarchical hydrogel structure. Hydrogel structure can be ordered by
increasing scale and information content. Following material choice, hydrogels
can be hierarchically structured on multiple levels of increasing scale (1st to 3rd
order) and information content (4th to 6th order). The final level (6th order)
represents a spatially and temporally well-controlled environment, capable of
replicating patterning cues established during the neural development.
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2.1. Hydrogel chemical interaction (1st order)

At the lowest level of organisation (1st order), biophysical interac-
tions within a hydrogel occur at the molecular scale, with solutes dis-
solved in the aqueous phase interacting with hydrated polymer chains.
Diffusion into and out of cellular systems is a necessary requirement to
support all aspects of cellular function. The rate of diffusion depends on
the number and type of physical interactions that solutes encounter
when passing through the hydrogel (Amsden, 1998). Denser hydrogels
and charged hydrogels can support slower rates of diffusion by in-
creasing the interaction of the matrix with solutes. This acts to enable
the establishment of gradients of factors and entrap expressed factors
close to cells (Lühmann and Hall, 2009). Hydrogel chemistry can also
be modulated to support the controlled release of factors for use in drug
delivery applications (Jiang et al., 2014; Li and Mooney, 2016). Using
methods of chemical conjugation, physical incorporation and drug
impregnated polymeric microspheres, hydrogels have been used to
control the release of nerve growth factor (NGF) (Dodla and
Bellamkonda, 2008; Kuo and Chang, 2013), brain-derived neurotrophic
factor (BDNF) (Cook et al., 2017; Park et al., 2010), glial cell-derived
neurotrophic factor (GDNF) (Ansorena et al., 2013; Fon et al., 2014;
Moriarty et al., 2017), neurotrophin-3 (NT-3) (Stanwick et al., 2012),
insulin-like growth factor 1 (IGF-1) (Lee et al., 2014), fibroblast growth
factor (FGF) (Chen et al., 2015; Das et al., 2017; Freudenberg et al.,
2009), epidermal growth factor (EGF) (Egawa et al., 2011), as well as
vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) (Gnavi et al., 2017; Lee
et al., 2010).

2.1.1. Choice of hydrogel material
Many different hydrogel materials have been investigated for use in

the development of CNS models and applications (Fig. 3, Table 1). Cells
of the CNS are attachment dependent and culture matrices need to
provide attachment sites for cell receptors, for example, through

inclusion of integrin (Yang et al., 2015) or cadherin (Vega et al., 2016)
binding peptides. Cells also bind to each other or indirectly bind to ECM
that has been expressed or otherwise deposited within the hydrogel.
The amount of ECM and other biological factors that become absorbed
or entrapped within the hydrogel matrix affects the establishment of the
cell niche (Scadden, 2014). This ECM response is directly modulated by
hydrogel chemistry and indirectly modulated by the rate and size of
products that can diffuse through the matrix. Cell morphology, local
exploration and migration are modulated by many hydrogel factors,
including scaffold stiffness, porosity and the availability of binding
sites. Furthermore, the establishment of gradients or discontinuities of
mechanical or biological properties within a hydrogel can be used to
pattern cell behaviour (Turunen et al., 2013). Cost, availability, biolo-
gical relevance and variability also determine material choice, with
biologically extracted composite products having greater variability in
comparrison to synthetic products.

Biological components form a major structural component of the
CNS extracellular environment. Whilst it is not currently possible or
cost effective to synthesise many of these polymers, an alternative ap-
proach is to isolate and purify these polymers from natural sources
(Crapo et al., 2012). Extracts from decellularized brain matrix are rich
in glycosaminoglycans (GAGs) and also contain collagen (I, III, IV, V,
and VI), perlecan, fibronectin and laminin, whereas decellularized
spinal cord has been found to contain fibronectin, collagen IV, laminin,
and GAGs (DeQuach et al., 2011; Xu et al., 2016). These extracts can be
solubilised and neutralised by temperature- or pH-controlled methods
and then gelled through reformation of the intramolecular bonds
(Saldin et al., 2017). In this reconstituted form they have been shown to
support cell growth, differentiation and neurite extension (Bible et al.,
2012; DeQuach et al., 2011; Medberry et al., 2013; Xu et al., 2016).
Alternatively, basement membrane extract expressed by cultured
mouse sarcoma cells (commercially available as Matrigel™ or ECM gel)
is commonly used to promote cell attachment. Composed primarily of

Fig. 3. Different sources of polymer used in hydrogel preparations for CNS applications. Hydrogel choice is motivated by many factors including cost, availability,
variability and biological relevance. Whilst hydrogels composed of proteins and proteoglycans extracted from CNS tissue or from other sources such as mouse
sarcoma basement membrane extract (Matrigel) can be readily bound to by cell membrane integrins, they can also be degraded by cells and may need additional
crosslinking to support longer term used. The heterogeneity of extracted products is also an issue, and this can be overcome by making use of synthetic polymers
together with defined cross-linking strategies. Hydrogels extracted from non-mammalian sources will not bind integrins, and the addition of a biological binding
agent such as Laminin or an integrin binding peptide sequence may be necessary. ECM: extracellular matrix; HA: hyaluronic acid; PEG: poly(ethylene glycol); RGD:
Arg-Gly-Asp; IKVAV: Ile-Lys-Val-Ala-Val; MMP: matrix metalloproteinases.
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laminin, collagen IV, and enactin (Hughes et al., 2010), it is widely used
to support neural cell culture and growth of neural organoid systems
(Kothapalli and Kamm, 2013; Meinhardt et al., 2014; Tavakol et al.,
2014); however high batch-to-batch variability and short degradation
times as well as xeno- and tumorigenic origins are often cited as
drawbacks (Ranga et al., 2016; Uemura et al., 2010; Hughes et al.,
2010).

It is also possible to use purified extracts of the major CNS con-
stituents. Commonly used purified extracts include hyaluronic acid
(HA), laminin, collagen I and collagen IV. For example, HA can be
extracted from animal tissues or produced xeno-free using bacterial
fermentation (Liu et al., 2011). It has become one of the most com-
monly chosen materials for use in neural tissue engineering (Burdick
and Prestwich, 2011; Khaing et al., 2011; Lin et al., 2009). Collagen has
also been widely used to create hydrogels for neural culture (Ge et al.,
2013; Gerardo-Nava et al., 2014; Herland et al., 2016; Swindle-Reilly
et al., 2012), and laminin, which can enhance neural stem cell (NSC)
expansion, migration and neuronal differentiation, as well as promote
neurite outgrowth and neuronal network formation (reviewed in
(Luckenbill-Edds, 1997)), is often incorporated as an adhesive protein
in combination with other structural polymers (Deister et al., 2007; Lee
et al., 2011; Swindle-Reilly et al., 2012; Yao et al., 2010).

Biological polymers used in CNS hydrogels can also be extracted and
purified from sources with greater availability. Fibrin, derived from
blood, has been used as a hydrogel for neural regeneration and delivery
of neurotrophic factors (Lee et al., 2010; Navaei-Nigjeh et al., 2014;
Scott et al., 2011a) and fibrin hydrogels have been shown to support
neural cell growth, differentiation and neurite extension. However,
they have also been found to block PNS axon remyelination and acti-
vate CNS microglia (Akassoglou et al., 2002; Ryu et al., 2009). Com-
monly investigated biopolymers used in neural culture include silk fi-
broin extracted from cocoons of silkworms (Hopkins et al., 2013; Sun
et al., 2017), chitosan, a polycationic biopolymer derived from the
exoskeleton of crustaceans (Crompton et al., 2007; Wei et al., 2016)
with a linear structure similar to HA (Li et al., 2016; Tseng et al., 2015;
Valmikinathan et al., 2012) and alginate, derived from brown algae
(Ansorena et al., 2013; Onoe et al., 2016). Derivatives of cellulose plant
extracts such as methylcellulose have also been used as hydrogels for
neuronal culture (Kandalam et al., 2017; Stabenfeldt and LaPlaca,
2011; Tate et al., 2001).

Synthetic polymers offer a further class of materials for use in neural
tissue engineering. Polypeptide hydrogels can be formed by peptide
self-assembly and can be rationally designed to form supramolecular
nanostructures, including cylinders, tubes and spheres (Matson and
Stupp, 2012). β-sheet-based peptide hydrogels as well as α-helical
peptide systems have been used to enhance NSC attachment, growth
and differentiation (Cheng et al., 2013; Gelain et al., 2006; Mehrban
et al., 2015). Furthermore, bioactive motifs can be designed into the
peptide sequences to improve cell-matrix interactions. Peptide hydro-
gels that incorporate the IKVAV motif have been shown to promote cell
attachment, neuronal differentiation and neurite outgrowth (Cheng
et al., 2013; Gelain et al., 2006; Mehrban et al., 2015). Peptide hy-
drogels can also be tuned to match the mechanical properties of brain
tissue (Cheng et al., 2013), for example, smooth, organised β-sheet
structures have been found to generate stiffer hydrogels (Pashuck et al.,
2010). Rationally designed peptide systems provide flexibility and fa-
cilitate the generation of tailored neural scaffolds. However, long-term
stability remains challenging (Caliari and Burdick, 2016).

Many different non-biological synthetic polymers have also been
investigated for use as CNS hydrogel scaffolds. Pluronic F127 undergoes
the sol-gel transition at concentrations of 15-20% at room temperature
(Strappe et al., 2005) and has been used to fabricate scaffolds that carry
drugs, viral vectors and drug containing microspheres into the CNS
(Sellers et al., 2014; Strappe et al., 2005; Wu et al., 2013). A commonly
used synthetic hydrogel polymer is poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG), and
PEG-based hydrogel constructs have been widely used to promote

neuronal cell attachment, growth and differentiation, as well as serve as
neural guidance conduits in-vitro (Aurand et al., 2014; Horn-Ranney
et al., 2013; Lampe et al., 2010; Mahoney and Anseth, 2006; Namba
et al., 2009; Royce Hynes et al., 2007; Tunesi et al., 2013; Zhou et al.,
2012).

In summary, naturally derived polymers are commonly extracted
and used to fabricate neural hydrogels, however, a common challenge
with this approach is overcoming significant batch-to-batch variability
over a wide range of biochemical and biophysical properties. Synthetic
materials have well defined characteristics, however they often require
additional functionalisation to support cell-matrix interactions.
Recently, several studies have reported on the use of a modular ap-
proach to combine synthetic and purified natural materials to generate
hydrogel scaffolds for cell studies (Ranga et al., 2016; Ranga et al.,
2014; Nii et al., 2013; Mei et al., 2010), enabling the generation of well-
characterised 3D matrix and providing independent control over a wide
range of variables. This enables the tailoring of mechanical properties
and proteolytic degradability, as well as the inclusion of signalling
proteins related to cell-matrix interactions, cell-cell interactions, and
soluble factors. These novel platforms provide flexibility and are sui-
table for use in high throughput investigations, enabling the study of
cellular interactions with various factors simultaneously and in parallel.

2.1.2. Hydrogel crosslinking
The structural component of a hydrogel is composed of a dense

collection of hydrated intermeshed polymer chains that form a swollen
matrix within an aqueous medium. The properties of this matrix are
extensively customisable through the use of chemical and physical
crosslinking techniques (Fig. 4).

In general, there are four types of chemical crosslinking methods
used to form hydrogels. Polymer chains can be conjugated through use
of crosslinking molecules or can be directly bound to each other. The
simplest form of crosslinking takes place between aldehyde and amino
groups to form a Schiff base, where di-aldehyde crosslinkers (such as
glyoxal and particularly glutaraldehyde) are used for hydrogelation
(Wang et al., 2004) (Fig. 4A). Crosslinking molecules also present a
facile method to bind biofunctional molecules into hydrogels. For ex-
ample, a four arm PEG tetraazide crosslinker tethered with a laminin
and a neurogenic factor, interferon-γ, has been used to fabricate a hy-
drogel for NSC encapsulation (Li et al., 2018). To generate polymer-
polymer chains, polymers pre-functionalised with reactive functional
groups can be brought together and conjugated under favourable con-
ditions (Fig. 4B). Michael-type addition between a nucleophile (i.e. an
amine or a thiol) and a vinyl group has also been widely investigated.
For example, the strong bonding between the amino groups of chitosan
and the carboxyl groups of oxidised alginate forms a hydrogel which
can improve the proliferation of olfactory ensheathing cells and NSCs
(Wang et al., 2017). A disadvantage of this approach is that the polymer
chains require significant modification prior to conjugation (Hoare and
Kohane, 2008). Photo-crosslinking with specific wavelengths of light
can be used to pattern hydrogelation of polymers with photo-sensitive
functional groups (Fig. 4C). A drawback of this technique is that it re-
quires the use of a secondary photosensitiser and prolonged irradiation,
both of which can cause local toxicity (Łukaszczyk et al., 2005; Sabnis
et al., 2009). Non-toxic photo-crosslinked chitosan-based hydrogels
have also been synthesised and their low storage modulus, simulating
soft CNS environments, was found to facilitate neuronal differentiation
and neurite outgrowth. (Rickett et al., 2011; Valmikinathan et al.,
2012). Enzymatic crosslinking occurs when enzymes, such as trans-
glutaminase (Broguiere et al., 2016; Yung et al., 2007) and peroxidase
(Wang et al., 2010) catalyse crosslinking reactions between polymer
chains. This approach has been used to form fast gelling, non-toxic,
stable hydrogels (Teixeira et al., 2012) (Fig. 4D). For example, a high
molecular weight HA hydrogel crosslinked with transglutaminase was
shown to support fast neurite outgrowth with functional synaptic
generation and electrical connectivity between neurons (Broguiere
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et al., 2016).
Physical crosslinking can be used to form non-covalently crosslinked

hydrogels, stabilised through physical chain interaction. Polymer am-
phiphiles possessing both hydrophilic and hydrophobic domains form
self-assembling peptide hydrogels through hydrophobic interaction
(Fig. 4E). They have been widely used for neural tissue engineering
applications to support attachment and differentiation of neural cells,
neurite outgrowth and formation of functional synaptic connections
(Gelain et al., 2006; Holmes et al., 2000; Song et al., 2011). Never-
theless, these hydrogels often acquire poor mechanical properties due
to the weak nature of this type of crosslinking. Hydrogels can also be
physically crosslinked through a process of entanglement or through
indirect ionic interactions (Fig. 4F). In one approach, carboxylate
groups of sodium alginate and amino groups distributed along chitosan
chains were linked through ionic interactions in their polyelectrolyte
complexes, and the resulting hydrogels supported the growth of olfac-
tory ensheathing cells and NSC proliferation (Wang et al., 2017).
Nevertheless, the stability of ionically crosslinked hydrogels can be
affected in physiological conditions through loss or exchange of ions
(Matyash et al., 2014). Hydrogen bonding also participates in hydrogel
formation in polymers composed of a multitude of hydroxyl groups
(Fig. 3G). Such hydrogels are usually tough compared to other physi-
cally crosslinked hydrogels (Song et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2017). Poly
(vinyl alcohol)/poly(acrylic acid) hydrogels formed by hydrogen
bonding have been used to coat neural electrodes to mitigate in-
flammatory effects and enhance neurite extension (Lu et al., 2009).
Crystalline formation depends on the polymer chain architectures
(Fig. 4H). Cellulose chains spatially orientate to form hydrogels based
on a composite of two crystalline phases, Iα and Iβ, forming microfibril
structures (Koyama et al., 1997), and addition of graphene oxide has
been used to modify crystallinity, modulating mechanical properties

and porosity of the resulting hydrogel (D. Kim et al., 2017a).
While there are various crosslinking methods for hydrogel synthesis,

the choice of crosslinking strategy is often chosen based on the chem-
istry of the raw material and the desired functionality. In general,
physically crosslinked hydrogels prepared at mild and physiologically
relevant conditions preserve cell viability better (Hennink and van
Nostrum, 2012). Nevertheless, the mechanical properties of physically
cross-linked hydrogels tend to be weak, increasing the likelihood of
matrix degradation in longer term cultures. Hydrogels modified
through chemical crosslinking can provide a more stable substrate,
supporting longer culture periods. The crosslinking reagents and the
environment of the reaction need to be carefully optimised to support
cell incorporation and biocompatibility. Furthermore, the mesh sizes of
these hydrogels are generally at the nanometre-scale and this restrict
cellular responses, including spreading, proliferation, migration and
differentiation (Wang and Heilshorn, 2015).

2.2. Hydrogel bulk structure (2nd order)

The physical properties of the polymer chains and the conditions
encountered during gelation modulate the internal structure of the
hydrogel. This affects gel density, porosity and mechanical properties
such as stiffness. In particular, hydrogel stiffness has been reported to
modify neuronal cell shape, expression, migration, differentiation and
viability (Engler et al., 2006; Saha et al., 2008). Whilst stiffness can be
measured as a bulk property of a hydrogel, it is the microscale cellular
interaction with the underlying hydrogel structure that leads to mod-
ification of cell behaviour. Environmental stiffness is translated onto
the cell cytoskeleton via membrane binding and modulates cell beha-
viour (Handorf et al., 2015) and axonal pathfinding (Koser et al., 2016)
during development.

Fig. 4. Methods of hydrogel synthesis. Examples of chemical crosslinking methods and physical crosslinking methods are listed. (A) Dicysteine peptides and di-
thiothreitol (DTT) crosslinkers were used to crosslink a PEG-based hydrogel for NPC delivery (Zhao et al., 2017a) while glutaraldehyde was used to crosslink a
chitosan-poly(vinyl alcohol) (PVA) hydrogel (Wang et al., 2004). (B) Hydrogels made by polymer-polymer interactions, such as a chitosan/alginate hydrogel (Wang
et al., 2017) and a hydrogel based on chitosan and hyaluronic acid (HA) modified with oxanorbornadiene (OB) and 11-azido-3,6,9-trioxaundecan-1-amine (AA),
respectively (Fan et al., 2015). (C) Photocrosslinked hydrogels based on photoactive azide moieties (Ono et al., 2000; Rickett et al., 2011) and poly(ethylene glycol)
(PEG) (Burdick et al., 2006; Piantino et al., 2006) or chitosan (Valmikinathan et al., 2012) based materials can be used for neural tissue engineering applications. (D)
Transglutaminase has been used to crosslink hyaluronan (Broguiere et al., 2016) and gelatin hydrogels (Yung et al., 2007) while the combination of horseradish
peroxidase and hydrogen peroxide has been used for gelatin-chitosan hydrogel crosslinking (Linh et al., 2017). Physical crosslinking such as (E) hydrophobic
interaction and (F) chain entanglement and ionic interaction have been used to synthesise HA/methylcellulose (MC) hydrogels (Baumann et al., 2010; Gupta et al.,
2006) and chitosan/alginate hydrogels (Wang et al., 2017), respectively. (G) Hydrogen bonding was used for hydrogelation of a poly(vinyl alcohol) (PVA)/deox-
yribonucleic acid (DNA) hydrogel (Kimura et al., 2007) and a hydrogel based on poly(ethylene oxide)-poly(N-isopropylacrylamide) (PEO-PNIPAm) (Zhang et al.,
2017). (H) Crystalline formation participates in formation of dextran hydrogels (Stenekes et al., 2001) and hydrogels based on polymers with a poly(ethyleneimine)
(PEI) backbone (Yuan and Jin, 2005).
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Choice of hydrogel material and matrix mechanical properties di-
rectly modulate the size and number of focal adhesions in a material
dependent manner (Charrier et al., 2018). Stiffer synthetic matrices
support the growth of focal adhesions through interaction with the
stable hydrogel matrix, whilst weaker natural fibrous hydrogels support
the growth of focal adhesions through local matrix remodelling (Cao
et al., 2017). Focal adhesion size directly modulates the formation of
internal cytoskeleton filaments, with larger bundles of filaments leading
to increased cell contractility and internal signalling (Wozniak et al.,
2004). When cells fail to bind to the hydrogel scaffold, cells adopt a
rounded morphology. As cells proliferate locally, cell-to-cell binding
can dominate and lead to the formation of dense cell clusters.

Neurons and astrocytes extend neurite processes in all directions,
seeking integrin and cadherin binding sites (Tomaselli et al., 1988). The
local porosity of the hydrogel in relation to the size of cellular processes
will act to restrict or permit cell migration. Neurites range in size and
typically have submicron diameters, although mature axons can enlarge
to 9 μm in diameter (Liewald et al., 2014). Neuron migration is also
constrained by pore size, and track-etched membranes with pore dia-
meters smaller than 2 μm have been shown to block neuron migration
(Bružauskaitė et al., 2016; George et al., 2018). Migration in hydrogels
is dependent on a complex interplay between the cell's ability to attach
to the hydrogel matrix, grow focal adesions and form contractile cy-
toskeleton filaments, and the hydrogel's physical structure exerted
through the constricting role of matrix pore size and pore deform-
ability. Pore size also has an effect on hydrogel perfusion, with smaller
pores restricting diffusion. For example, by mixing D-mannitol crystals
with photo-crosslinkable methacrylamide chitosan and subsequently
dissolving the crystals to increase pore size throughout the hydrogel
matrix, it was demonstrated that faster diffusion occured in more
porous scaffolds (Li et al., 2012).

Soluble factors such as cytokines, growth factors and trophic factors
participate in the fine-tuning of cell behaviour from an early develop-
mental stage to adult CNS (Johe et al., 1996). Delivery of soluble factors
can be used to replicate the local expression of supporting cells and
more closely model aspects of the in-vivo CNS environment. It is often
benifical to control the release rate and the local concentration of
bioactive factors. The release rate of incorporated soluble factors is
often inversely proportional to a hydrogel's crosslinking density. For
example, higher crosslinking densities can result in dense polymer
networks that have decreased porosity, slowing the release of in-
corporated molecules (Hoare and Kohane, 2008), and it has been shown
that the release of larger macromolecules is hindered by decreased pore
size (Weber et al., 2009). Tailoring the physical properties of hydrogels
by modifying the charge density and hydrophobicity of the polymer
chains also affects the binding and release of biomolecules while
maintaining crosslinking density (Kim and Cha, 2018). Heparin, a
highly anionic charged GAG that is abundant in the CNS, possesses a
high affinity to a wide variety of important biomolecules (Capila and
Linhardt, 2002). Covalent functionalisation of heparin into a PEG hy-
drogel along with non-covalent loading and release of FGF-2 was found
to result in enhanced proliferation, differentiation, and neurite out-
growth of encapsulated NSCs (Freudenberg et al., 2009). Charged hy-
drogels can be fabricated by mixing or chemically conjugating hydrogel
precursors with charged molecules such as polycationic chitosan,
polyanionic alginate, and [2-(methacryloyloxy) ethyl]-trimethy-
lammonium chloride (MAETAC) (Dadsetan et al., 2009; Zuidema et al.,
2011), and positively charged hydrogels have been shown to support
better cell attachment and neurite extension (Crompton et al., 2007;
Dadsetan et al., 2009).

Hydrogel systems can be modified to have enzyme-sensitivity,
supporting cell-modulated enzymatic degradation and bioresponsive
drug release. Matrix metalloproteinases (MMPs), which cleave ECM
components, are essential for ECM degradation and remodelling in-
vivo, and can also be harnessed for use in hydrogel systems (Ulijn et al.,
2007). For example, short peptides specific to MMP degradation have

been incorporated into hydrogel systems for delivery of Interleukin-1
receptor antagonist (IL-1Ra) (Gutowski et al., 2015). As MMPs up-
regulate in inflamed brain tissue, the hydrogel degrades to release IL-
1Ra, modulating inflammation and enhancing neuron survival. Pep-
tides sensitive to plasmin have also been incorporated into a PEG-based
microsphere system to support the release of GDNF (Roam et al., 2015).

Hydrogel chemistry can be customised to approximate the me-
chanical properties of the brain, often resulting in soft, weak hydrogels
which replicate the elastic modulus of neural tissue which is relatively
low compared to other tissues. The storage moduli (G’) of the grey
matter in an adult human brain has been recorded as ~3.1 kPa and the
white matter as ~2.7 kPa, measured by magnetic resonance elasto-
graphy (Green et al., 2008), whilst the storage moduli of developing
brain tissue is significantly lower. The elastic modulus of a human
spinal cord is 40 kPa under the tensile load and 89kPa under the
compressive load (Karimi et al., 2017). Substrate elasticity can also
exert effects on cell behaviours and cell fates. On soft substrates (E =
0.1-1 kPa) hMSCs have been found to exhibit neurogenic profiles, and
on soft gels (E = ∼0.1-0.5 kPa) adult NSCs exhibit a higher degree of
neuronal differentiation whereas stiffer gels (E = ∼1-10 kPa) have
been found to enhance glial cell differentiation (Engler et al., 2006;
Saha et al., 2008). Different methods have been used to modulate hy-
drogel elasticity and control neural cell behaviour, including varying
the concentrations of hydrogel monomers, macromers, ions, salts and
crosslinkers, as well as including glycosaminoglycans, which play a role
in ECM rigidity and water sorption (Broguiere et al., 2016; Her et al.,
2013; Matyash et al., 2014; Palazzolo et al., 2015; Zhou et al., 2016).
For example, adult NSCs were cultured in alginate hydrogels made with
different concentrations of CaCl2 and the highest degree of cell pro-
liferation and neuronal differentiation was found within the weakest
hydrogel with the lowest modulus of 0.183 kPa (Banerjee et al., 2009).
Varying the concentration of the polymer precursor modulates gelation
time and cell-hydrogel interactions, an effect that is enhanced when
polymer chains incorporate bioactive ligands (Wang et al., 2010). For
example, enzymatically crosslinked hydrogel from gelatin-hydro-
xyphenylpropionic acid conjugates was formed with hydrogen peroxide
(H2O2, the oxidant) and horseradish peroxidase (HRP, the enzyme)
catalysts (Wang et al., 2010). Varying the concentration of H2O2 and
HRP was used to independently control the crosslinking density and the
gelation rate respectively, facilitating the fabrication of injectable hy-
drogels with tunable mechanical properties (Wang et al., 2010).

2.3. Multi-phase structure (3rd order)

Beyond internal hydrogel microstructure, the composite organisa-
tion of the scaffold becomes relevant. Within CNS tissue, a greater
proportion of the microscale tissue organisation can be thought of as
granular, with cells binding to cells. This is a colloidal structure, with
dense cell packing as the main phase surrounded by proteoglycan rich
extracellular space (Kamali-Zare and Nicholson, 2013). It is possible to
replicate this architecture directly using densely packed cells, however,
without the benefit of a vascular system, perfusion into and diffusion
from tissue sections thicker than 200um is decreased, leading to the
generation of toxic microenvironments (Asakawa et al., 2010). To
overcome this, hydrogels with higher internal porosity and lower cell
densities can be used. The internal structure of this bulk hydrogel
system needs to be optimised to support adequate cell adhesion and
diffusion, whilst also entrapping expressed factors to support the gen-
eration of a niche cellular environment.

Alternatively, the hydrogel structure can be modified to take the
form of a granular structure, better replicating the structure of brain
tissue. This multiphase structure encompasses hydrogel granules sur-
rounded by an ECM rich secondary phase into which cells are seeded.
Tedesco, et al. reported on the use of chitosan hydrogel granules to
build a brain-on-a-chip model for research into basic neuroscience and
drug screening (Tedesco et al., 2018). The cells grown within this
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system were able to successfully recapitulate 3D interconnected net-
works, with electrophysiological functionality measured using micro-
electrode arrays (MEAs).

Modification of bulk hydrogels into granular systems conveys fur-
ther advantages. Granular hydrogels readily fluidise when compressed,
a property known as shear thinning (Mealy et al., 2018). This increases
the injectability of these systems. Furthermore, cells can be mixed
homogeneously with fluidised hydrogel granules and the granular
structure negates the effect of settling following mixing. The granules
also act as a protective medium that supports cell viability during de-
livery. Granular systems work well as cell carriers. In a proposed stem-
cell delivery therapy for traumatic brain injury, a microsphere chitosan
hydrogel scaffold functionalised with heparin to bind FGF-2 was shown
to support radial glial cell (RGC) delivery when injected into a rat brain
contusion model (Skop et al., 2016). Analysis after 3 days revealed that
the RGCs remained positive for nestin, indicating that the microspheres
supported RGC viability and maintained the cells in a progenitor state.

Granular scaffolds have also been found to facilitate cell infiltration
and promote vascularisation in-vivo. In a recent example, a granulated
chitosan hydrogel scaffold was implanted into a rat spinal cord injury
model and the granular hydrogel was found to elicit a dynamic re-
storative process, promoting axon outgrowth, vasculature ingrowth and
diminishing fibrous glial scarring and the inflammatory response
(Chedly et al., 2017). In a similar way, a microsphere hydrogel scaffold
was injected into a rat cortical stroke cavity model with the goal of
accelerating neural repair (Nih et al., 2017). The scaffold consisted of
HA microgel particles functionalised with multiple groups known to
support cell binding and promote tissue repair. The scaffold was found
to alter poststroke astrogliosis and inflammation, enhancing vascular-
isation and neural progenitor cell migration into the site of damage
(Fig. 5A).

Hydrogel granules and spherical carrier-embedded hydrogels have
also been used in other controlled delivery applications (Kandalam
et al., 2017; Li and Mooney, 2016). In one example, poly(N-iso-
propylacrylamide) (PNIPAm) hydrogel granules were used to facilitate
cell transplantation of neurons into rat hippocampus (Jgamadze et al.,
2015). PNIPAm hydrogel granules have a thermo-switching capability,
such that mature neurons can be dissociated from the granules without
neurite damage. In use, the granules enhanced cell survival and mini-
mised the number of carriers needed for cell transplant. Unlike cells
encapsulated inside bulk hydrogel, many of the mechanical and bio-
chemical properties of granular gels are effectively decoupled. Whilst it
is the bulk material of the hydrogel granules that supports the scaffold
and maintains space for diffusion, it is the extended interconnected
interface structure that occurs between granules that facilitates and
localises the exchange of biological factors and cell-cell interactions
(Allazetta et al., 2015; Scott et al., 2011a, 2011b; Smith et al., 2012).

2.4. Single axis alignment (4th order)

Hydrogels that contain anisotropic particles aligned along a single
axis are promising candidates for use in generating more realistic
models of the CNS, as well as for use in therapies that optimise the
bridging between damaged areas of the CNS. This degree of organisa-
tion can be achieved through alignment of natural fibrous polymers,
such as collagen type I where cell interaction with collagen fibre bun-
dles guide cell growth along the direction of alignment (O’Rourke et al.,
2017).

To achieve axis alignment, it is possible to generate pre-aligned
subdomains, such as collecting aligned electrospun fibres (Hodde et al.,
2016; Lee et al., 2016; McMurtrey, 2014; Schuh et al., 2014). It is also
possible to use subdomains which respond to dynamic alignment, such
as microgels and electrosun fibres containing superparamagnetic iron
oxide nanoparticles and electrospun shape-memory meshes (Omidinia-
Anarkoli et al., 2017; Rose et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2018). Using this
appraoch, tissue engineered scaffolds possessing non-aligned micro-

and nano-domains can be transform into desired aligned structures in
response to remote stimuli or through innate recovery, facilitating in-
vivo transplantation with minimum-invasive methods (Lee et al., 2016;
Wang et al., 2018).

Alignment of neural cells across a hydrogel is also achievable by
including cell-sized aligned components within the amorphous hy-
drogel phase. Biofunctionalised PEG microgels containing magnetic
particles have been moulded into cell-sized rods (5x5x50um) and
crosslinked using UV light (Rose et al., 2017). When these microgels
were mixed with neurons in an amorphous fibrin gel and the microgels
were aligned using a millitesla magnetic field, the neurons bound and
aligned with the microgels (Fig. 5B-C). Similar results have also been
obtained using magneto-responsive cell adhesive short fibres
(Omidinia-Anarkoli et al., 2017).

In a further application of single axis alignment, hydrogel channels
and conduits have been designed to replicate the form of white matter
tracts, possessing long tubular structures assembled by axon bundles.
For example nerve conduits with single or multiple guidance channels
for axon tract repair have been fabricated using moulding and fibre
templating techniques (Struzyna et al., 2015; Dalton et al., 2002; Flynn
et al., 2003; Harris et al., 2016; Tsai et al., 2006; Yu and Shoichet,
2005). While conventional moulding methods utilise combinations of
moulds and cylindrical tools, such as drills, needles and wires to fab-
ricate nerve conduit channels, fibre templating techniques provide a
facile and effective approach to produce highly reproducible scaffolds
(Flynn et al., 2003). For example, polycaprolactone (PCL) fibres have
been embedded in poly(2-hydroxyethyl methacrylate) (pHEMA) gels
and then dissolved by sonicating the pHEMA/PCL composite in
acetone. By tuning the size and quantity of the PCL fibres, the diameter
and number of channels of the hydrogel conduit can be fine-tuned to
have well controlled dimensions (Flynn et al., 2003).

Recently, microfluidic systems have also been used to fabricate
tubular hydrogel constructs for culture of aligned nerve fibres (Choi
et al., 2011; Hu et al., 2010; Kato-Negishi et al., 2017). In one example,
neural tissue was cut into millimetre sized pieces and encapsulated in a
tubular alginate hydrogel scaffold. This was placed into a microfluidic
device with a three-layer system of coaxial laminar flow (core stream,
shell stream, and sheath stream) (Kato-Negishi et al., 2017). The re-
sulting rod-shaped neural units formed synaptic connections and were
used to model complex neural connections in-vitro. Aligned subcellular
nano- or micro- textures can also be used to template the assembly of
multimodal structures. Aligned hydrogels made using microfluidic de-
vices have been developed to support the growth of aligned 3D neural
circuits (Bang et al., 2016; Jang et al., 2015). By varying the pre-
polymer composition (concentration and gelation time), flow rate, and
surface modification (hydrophobicity and charging, etc.), it has been
possible to create well-aligned and fine-tuned hydrogel scaffolds that
support the formation of spatially defined neuronal networks (Lanfer
et al., 2008).

2.5. Multi-axis patterning (5th order)

A number of techniques have been used to create multi-axis pat-
terned tissue, achieving patterning at different resolutions. One way to
achieve this is to mould, shape or deposit a pattern in a layer-by-layer
form that represents a basic tissue structure into which cells are seeded.
In one such model, hydrogel layers were added using a syringe and the
degree of crosslinking in each layer was increased to create a density
gradient migration model representative of tissue structure (Karpiak
et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2016). In another example, physically as-
sembled concentric rings of silk fibre scaffold were impregnated with
collagen gel and seeded with primary cortical neurons to create a
compartmentalised neural architecture (Tang-Schomer et al., 2014).
Neural networks were maintained for months in culture in this system
and developed electrophysiological function, enabling their non-de-
structive use as a mechanical injury model. Decreasing in scale, it is
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possible use a microfluidic approach to create multilayer scaffolds that
replicate the thickness of human cortical layers. Primary neural cultures
were fabricated in layers 100 μm high by 160 μm wide (Kunze et al.,
2011), and used to investigate neurite growth between the layers in
response to hydrogel stiffness and the inclusion of B27 as a neurite
chemoattractant. Whilst microfluidic fabrication was used to patterned
hydrogel structure along a single axis, B27 gradients set up inside the
system patterned neurite extension across the layers.

The development of 3D bioprinting techniques enables the rapid
prototyping of precisely patterned hydrogel structure that can be used
to encapsulate and spatially order cells, with a typical feature resolution
of 100-200 μm. The field of 3D bioprinting is undergoing rapid devel-
opment, and for further information, we refer the reader to other recent
reviews (Jungst et al., 2016; Knowlton et al., 2018). Weak gels are more

permissive to neurite extension and gels with a stiffness of less than
500Pa have typically been used. Advances such as the ability to print
weak hydrogel materials into a bath of granular gel (Bhattacharjee
et al., 2015) open up new possibilities for building CNS models. During
development the CNS is organised spatially via cell position and neurite
outgrowth in a process templated by the close and highly ordered or-
ganisation of cells and fibres. Replicating this organisation in 3D
printed tissues is challenging and any attempt would requires the pat-
terning of additional structures into the hydrogel via the printing of
multiple materials (Rocca et al., 2018) with different mechanical and
biological properties. Whilst the 3D bioprinting of cellular constructs
allows for the generation of arbitrarily complex static tissue environ-
ments, these printed constructs can only ever act as a guiding snapshot
of tissue state. Ultimately, it is the cells of the tissue that need to grow

Fig. 5. Examples of structured hydrogels. (A) Nih
et al. developed injectable microsphere hydrogels,
termed microporous annealed particle (MAP) hydro-
gels for poststroke brain repair. Endogenous neural
progenitor cells (NPCs) migrated from the sub-
ventricular zone to the stroke area (scale bars: 0.5
mm). Compared to the nanoporous gel, the MAP gel
attracted NPC infiltration into the lesion site and may
be able to ameliorate the brain repair processes
(Green B; scale bars: 100 μm). Reproduced with
permission from (Nih et al., 2017), Copyright ©
2017, John Wiley and Sons. (B) Microgels have been
doped with superparamagnetic iron oxide nano-
particles that can be subsequently aligned in a 100mT
magnetic field (scale bars: 50 μm). Reproduced with
the permission from (Rose et al., 2017), Copyright ©
2017, American Chemical Society. (C) Dorsal root
ganglions in hydrogels with 3% vol SPION-doped
microgels (green, fluorescein) exhibited neurite
alignment when exposed to an external magnetic
field (red, β-tubulin staining; scale bars: 200μm).
Reproduced with the permission from (Rose et al.,
2017), Copyright © 2017, American Chemical So-
ciety. (D) A microfluidic design that can be used to
generate diffusion-driven orthogonal linear con-
centration gradients, such as retinoic acid and
smoothened agonist, within a collagen matrix (ar-
rows indicate the direction of flow; scale bars: 5 mm).
Reproduced with the permission from (Uzel et al.,
2016), Copyright © 2015, John Wiley and Sons.
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together to establish the relevant dynamic internal microstructure and
function of the tissue, namely, the tissue's developmental context.
During the establishment of developmental context and tissue home-
ostasis, it is important to recognise the role played by extrinsic factors.

2.6. Extrinsic factors (6th order)

As well as responding to the organisation of the surrounding cellular
and extracellular environment, the cells of the developing CNS tissue
are sensitive to a multitude of signalling gradients that act to trigger cell
differentiation and pattern the ultimate location of neurons and glial
cells. The gradients arise as dynamic and spatially patterned con-
centrations, and external flows can act to damage gradient establish-
ment, such that compartmentalisation of developing CNS tissue is im-
portant to preserve patterning gradients. In-vivo, the surrounding
basement membrane layer and the establishment of the early blood
brain barrier serves to confine fluidic flow and protect the underlying
CNS tissue. In-vitro, microbioreactors, microfluidic devices and lab-on-
chip systems can be used to compartmentalise culture models, reg-
ulating extrinsic input and output to cells in culture. A perfusion system
can be used to maintain a steady state baseline flow of medium and
biological factors into and out of the culture environment, supporting
higher density neural cultures (Cullen et al., 2007). This prevents the
build up of toxic concentrations of factors and negates the shock effect
where temperature, pH, dissolved gasses and signalling factor levels
rapidly flux with the periodic exchange of culture medium.

Beyond the establishment of a baseline level of perfusion, micro-
fluidic devices can be used to recapitulate complex in-vivo gradient
profiles with a high level of spatial and dynamic control. It is possible to
use a microfluidics approach to recreate the spatial patterning of sig-
nalling factors in the neural tube. In one approach, microfluidic orga-
nisation of orthogonal gradients of retinoic acid and smoothened ago-
nist were used to stimulate the spatial differentiation of stem cells
cultured in a collagen matrix (Uzel et al., 2016) (Fig. 5D). The platform
significantly enhanced motor neuron differentiation in regions pat-
terned with high concentrations of both morphogens, replicating in-
vivo patterning. Other techniques can also be used to generate con-
centration gradients, including the use of passive diffusion in static
culture (Kunze et al., 2009), slow release from microsphere systems
(Lee et al., 2014), and graduated crosslinking methods (Horn-Ranney
et al., 2013; Roam et al., 2015). Many factors influence the ability to
establish and maintain successful gradients over time, and the reader is
referred to recent reviews for further information (Berthier and Beebe,
2014; Sant et al., 2010).

3. Hydrogels in developmental models

Whilst tissue complexity increases throughout development, a core
set of underlying mechanisms, tied to a core set of gene expression
(Schaefer et al., 2014), is reused and modulated to achieve the different
stages of patterning that leads to embryonic organisation as well as
tissue function in adulthood. The investigation of in-vitro models of
early development allows for better understanding of these principles,
allowing study and replication. The use of organoid models has high-
lighted this approach, and protocols for producing many different types
of CNS organoids in healthy and disease states have been investigated
(Brawner et al., 2017). The ability to generate organoids has been fa-
cilitated by innovation in the availability of stem cells and early stage
differentiation protocols. However, it is the use of hydrogels, primarily
Matrigel, in these models that helps support the polarisation of surface
cells into organised cell sheets that form the basis of downstream or-
ganoid patterning.

Matrigel is composed of a mixture of biological components, and a
recent study investigated the use of synthetic PEG hydrogel in combi-
nation with a library of purified proteins derived from or related to the
constituents of Matrigel to generate neuroepithelial cysts from mouse

stem cells encapsulated within the hydrogel (Ranga et al., 2016)
(Fig. 6A). The study found that 2 kPa stiffness was optimal for the
formation of uniform cysts and that the use of Laminin-111 as the ad-
hesive protein was the most effective at reducing variability in forma-
tion. However, the use of PEG hydrogel ultimately restricted the growth
of the cyst, indicating the need for the encapsulating hydrogel to permit
growth of the tissue.

Whereas the neuroepithelial cysts described in the previous study
were generated from an encapsulated population of single cells, orga-
noids are typically formed from clusters of 2000 or more cells en-
capsulated within a drop of Matrigel (Lancaster et al., 2013). Following
neural induction, multiple regions similar to the organisation of the
neuroepithelial cyst are formed on the surface of the organoid, with the
surrounding Matrigel coat providing support in a similar way to base-
ment membrane in-vivo (Fig. 6B). This polarisation of cell sheets re-
plicates the formation of cell sheets within the early embryo (Fig. 6C).
Cells within the sheet adopt an apical-lateral-basal polarity with cad-
herin binding to neighbouring cells towards the apical-luminal side of
the cyst and basal integrin binding to the underlying basement mem-
brane. Daughter cells are born in-plane as cells undergo organised mi-
tosis (Nakajima, 2018). In the mature organoid, these neuroepithelial-
like sheets undergo developmental patterning similar to early neural
tube growth in embryogenesis (Fig. 6D). It was found that as the or-
ganoid tissue increased in size, the Matrigel coat weakened, becoming
patchy and leading to disorganised regions in the developing basal layer
of the sheet (Lancaster et al., 2017). In the early embryo, the neural
tube is surrounded by a laminin rich basement membrane (Fig. 6E).
Mesodermal cells outside the neural tube continually express basement
membrane matrix, reinforcing this membrane layer as the neural tube
expands. It was found that addition of Matrigel to the culture medium
of the developing organoid could be used to reinforce and increase the
integrity of the hydrogel coat, such that the neural progenitor cells
remained basally bound to the hydrogel coat (Lancaster et al., 2017). In
the neural tube, the RGC soma is apically located and daughter cells
that are born in-plane remain as progenitors at the apical face of the
tube wall. Whereas many daughter cells born out of plane, towards the
basal face, inherit a different set of cytosol components and differ-
entiate, using cell-to-cell binding to migrate up RGC fibres and forming
neurons in the cortical plate, switching to form astrocytes and oligo-
dendrocytes in the bulk of the cortex at later stages of development. In
this way, the RGCs and RGC fibres together with the basement mem-
brane template the patterning of embryonic growth in the brain. It is
likely that this type of patterning is replicated in organoid growth.

On the basal side of the neural tube wall, the basement membrane
together with the glial cell end-feet act to compartmentalise the CNS
from the surrounding mesoderm tissue, protecting the establishment of
gradients of signalling factors within the neural tube, such as the ex-
pression of Reelin by early born neural progenitors that acts as a stop
signal for later born neurons migrating up RGC fibres (Chai et al., 2009)
(Fig. 6D, E). This organisation of the neural tube is carried forwards
into adult CNS tissue, with the lumen of the tube forming the ven-
tricular space in the brain and the central canal in the spinal cord, and
the basement membrane becoming the richly vascularised pia mater
(also known as the pial layer), forming an extensive part of the blood
brain barrier and the outer covering of the brain and spine.

Protocols to culture organoid tissues result in variable regional or-
ganisation, and a major goal is to develop techniques to better organise
early organoid growth. Organoid culture provides a definitive example
that complex neural tissue organisation can be generated using a hy-
drogel system that replicates aspects of the basement membrane in
early organogenesis. The opportunity exists to extend current organoid
culture techniques using engineered platforms (Roach et al., 2017), and
through the use of structured hydrogels, it should be possible to better
replicate the early embryonic environment needed to pattern and shape
the neural tube. For example, the stiff structure of the notocord plays a
fundamental role in templating growth of the early neural tube inside
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the cellular structure of the mesodermal layer, and it is likely that
models that replicate this arrangement will lead to the formation of
aligned organoid growth. Generating more realistic healthy and dis-
eased models of the early human CNS is both useful and necessary to
elucidate the principles of CNS formation. Furthermore, it is likely that
knowledge gained in investigating these types of model will lead di-
rectly to the development of treatments that enable the regeneration of
lost neural structure.

4. Future perspectives

We are on a journey that will ultimately lead to the discovery of
how to recapitulate the developmentally relevant biological patterns
needed to replicate and repair the complex tissue microenvironment.
Using current techniques it is only becoming possible to generate
simple microscale environments such as aligned collagen hydrogels and

encapsulation of organoids in basement membrane hydrogel. These
simplistic settings can only replicate early aspects of developing tissue
architecture. However, this approach is of significant benefit to basic
research, where simplified systems are needed to more easily elucidate
the complex interactions that occur within biological model systems. It
is expected that the use of micro-patterned scaffolds together with
compartmental organisation and microfluidic flow will become more
widely established, increasing access to advanced tissue models.
Accessibility and the ability more easily support interfacing with ar-
rayed sensors and actuators is a further advantage of these types of
system.

Of increasing interest is the generation of developmental models
that provide protected niche environments to support the growth of
neurons in a developmental context. It is expected that through com-
bining advances in structured hydrogels with organoid systems, better
control will be gained over organoid variability. Furthermore, the use of

Fig. 6. Comparing hydrogel developmental models with embryonic development. (A) Representation of a section through a neuroepithelial cyst, formed from neuralised
mouse stem cells suspended as single cells in synthetic PEG hydrogel containing laminin and cultured for 5-7 days (Ranga et al., 2016). The cyst replicates aspects of
early neural tube formation. (B) In a similar fashion, cortical organoids embedded in Matrigel recapitulate early cortical organogenesis, albeit with increased
variation (Lancaster et al., 2013). (C) Formation of a cell sheet is one of the first patterning events in early embryonic development. Cells within the sheet are
polarised, maintaining apical-lateral-basal orientation through cadherin (yellow) and integrin (red) binding. Cells in the epiblast sheet undergo organised aligned
mitosis. (D) In the mature organoid, Matrigel supplemented into the medium reinforces the outer basement membrane like layer that supports the attachment of
progenitor cells (RGCs), templating the organisation of the early CNS (Lancaster et al., 2017). Reelin expressing neurons (depicted in red) form a band above the
cortical plate and express a gradient of reelin (red to blue) into the cortical space. (E) The organoid model recapitulates development in the neural tube, where RGCs
become stretched between cadherin mediated cell-to-cell attachment to other RGCs at the lumen of the tube and integrin mediated binding to the basement
membrane that surrounds the neural tube. This organisation carries through to the adult brain where the lumen of the neural tube becomes the ventricles of the brain
and the outer layer of the neural tube becomes the basement membrane bound by astrocyte end-feet beneath the richly vascular outer pia mater membrane that
surrounds the adult CNS. BM: basement membrane; CP: cortical plate; SVZ: subventricular zone; VZ: ventricular zone.
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6th order systems that regulate the delivery of extrinsic factors will
enable greater control over extrinsic patterning and bulk transport
within organoid tissue models.

Advances in the generation of more structured culture models can
be readily translated into regenerative treatments that support the re-
establishment of developmental context within tissues. It is expected
that this field will move forwards in a stepwise fashion, lagging behind
organoid and culture model based enhancements, with granular hy-
drogels initially used to support tissue viability and aligned patterned
hydrogels subsequently used to organise tissue growth. Ultimately, it is
expected that the techniques discussed will lead to the ability to ro-
bustly pattern the macroscale organisation of implanted cells and ma-
terials, and the possibility exists that this approach will lead to the in-
vitro development and subsequent implantation of cultured tissue sec-
tions that contain and restore developmental context.

5. Conclusions

CNS tissue damage results in the direct loss of neuronal and glial
cells as well as indirect damage and loss to tissue structure. Delivery of
cells or homogeneous materials into damaged tissues does not restore
the lost tissue context, just as unstructured neural models cannot fully
replicate physiological neural network function. Whilst the bulk phy-
sical properties of hydrogels can be optimised to maximise CNS cell
viability, use of multi-phase structure within these hydrogels is needed
to guide cell growth and support the development and homeostasis of
maroscale CNS physiology.

Restoration of the neural and progenitor cell population in the adult
brain and spine is only part of the solution to treating CNS damage.
Gaining control over the development of CNS architecture is required to
support the generation of effective CNS models and therapies. Advances
in many separate fields are moving forwards to create the techniques
needed to produce highly organised structured hydrogel systems, and
this will open up new possibilities in CNS treatments and fundamental
research.

Ultimately, the ability to gain control over physical patterning
within engineered tissues and create environments which support the
establishment of developmental context will lead to the ability to
generate models and therapies that can recover and maintain tissue
homeostasis needed to support long term biological function.
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