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Preface

The human brain has long been regarded as one of nature’s most complex and fasci-
nating structures—a dynamic, living network capable of remarkable feats of adap-
tation. In recent years, few areas in neuroscience have captured the imagination of
researchers and the broader public as vividly as neuroplasticity: the brain’s ability to
reorganize its structure, function, and connections in response to experience, learn-
ing, injury, or environmental changes.

Although the notion that the brain is malleable is not new—early observations
of functional recovery after brain injury date back centuries—it is only in the last
few decades that the tools of modern neuroscience have allowed us to observe, mea-
sure, and even harness plasticity in rigorous and transformative ways. Advances in
neuroimaging, molecular biology, noninvasive brain stimulation, and computational
modeling have opened new avenues for exploring how the brain changes throughout
life. This burgeoning field now spans everything from basic cellular studies in ani-
mal models to clinically relevant interventions to promote recovery from stroke or
enhance cognitive function in aging populations.

We conceived this book with the idea that neuroplasticity has become too impor-
tant, too expansive, and intertwined with multiple disciplines for anyone to track
easily. Our goal was to create a clear, accessible primer for students, postdoctoral
trainees, and academic professionals who might be approaching this topic for the
first time, or who find themselves overwhelmed by the rapid pace of discovery and
the sheer breadth of approaches being used.

Instead of pursuing an encyclopedic review, we chose to create a focused, multi-
authored volume that guides the reader through the conceptual foundations, research
methods, and clinical implications of neuroplasticity. Each chapter is authored by
experts actively engaged in the field, providing a synthesis of current knowledge and
a glimpse into where future investigations might lead.


https://www.guilford.com/books/The-Human-Brain-and-Neuroplasticity/Grafman-Nichelli/9781462562435

X Preface

What You'll Find in This Book

The book begins with a foundational chapter introducing the core concept of brain
plasticity—its story, what it is, how it works, and why it matters. We then progress
into a series of chapters devoted to the methods used to study plasticity in animal
models and human participants, ranging from invasive electrophysiology to func-
tional magnetic resonance imaging and noninvasive neurophysiological techniques.
This section aims to familiarize readers with the tools that have enabled the modern
study of neuroplasticity.

Understanding plasticity requires appreciating its various forms and levels, as
well as how these differ across brain regions, developmental stages, and species. To
that end, the next set of chapters discusses the diverse expressions of plasticity—
from the basic mechanisms underlying learning and memory to specialized changes
in the developing visual system, and how these processes evolve with age.

A particularly vital section addresses adaptive plasticity: the capacity of the ner-
vous system to reorganize itself after damage, as seen in stroke recovery, sensory
deprivation, or early-life brain lesions. Here, we explore the factors that constrain or
promote recovery, including the remarkable abilities of children’s brains to compen-
sate for injury.

The book then explores the clinical implications of modulating brain plasticity.
Several chapters examine therapeutic interventions aimed at altering brain excitabil-
ity and network connectivity—from invasive techniques like deep brain stimulation
to noninvasive approaches such as transcranial magnetic and electrical stimulation.
These chapters not only survey current clinical applications, but also discuss the chal-
lenges of translating neuroplasticity research into effective, individualized treatments
for neurological and psychiatric disorders.

One of the most rapidly advancing frontiers of applied neuroplasticity is the
integration of brain—computer interfaces (BCls), which leverage the brain’s learning
capacity to restore communication and movement in individuals with severe disabili-
ties. The book highlights both classic applications and the more recent, innovative
uses of BCIs to enhance sensory feedback.

Finally, no exploration of human brain plasticity would be complete without
considering the profound ways our digital environment is reshaping cognition,
attention, and brain organization. The book’s penultimate chapter reflects on how
the pervasive presence of internet-connected devices and artificial intelligence influ-
ences the structure and function of our brains in ways we are only beginning to
understand.

The volume concludes with a set of final thoughts that summarize key themes
and point toward future challenges: Which forms of plasticity are truly adaptive?
How can we leverage them to support health and well-being across the lifespan? And
what ethical considerations arise as we increasingly learn to intervene in the brain’s
natural capacity for change?
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Why This Book, and Why Now?

If you are new to this field or seeking a concise yet comprehensive guide to the land-
scape of neuroplasticity research, we hope this book serves as a valuable starting
point. It brings together diverse perspectives—from molecular neurobiology to cogni-
tive neuroscience and clinical rehabilitation—and presents them in a format designed
to be approachable, informative, and forward-looking.

We believe that understanding the principles and possibilities of brain plasticity
is not merely of academic interest, but essential for anyone concerned with how the
brain adapts, learns, recovers, and sometimes falters in the face of challenges. As neu-
roscience continues to advance in mapping and manipulating plasticity, the insights
gained will have more direct implications for education, medicine, and society as a
whole.

We invite you to explore this book as a window into one of the most vibrant and
consequential areas of neuroscience today.
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