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Like many adaptive behaviors, acoustic communication often requires rapid
modification of motor output in response to sensory cues. However, little is known
about the sensorimotor transformations that underlie such complex natural behaviors.
In this study, we examine vocal exchanges in Alston’s singing mouse (Scotinomys
teguina). We find that males modify singing behavior during social interactions on a
subsecond time course that resembles both traditional sensorimotor tasks and
conversational speech.We identify an orofacial motor cortical region and, via a series of
perturbation experiments, demonstrate a hierarchical control of vocal production, with
the motor cortex influencing the pacing of singing behavior on a moment-by-moment
basis, enabling precise vocal interactions. These results suggest a systems-level
framework for understanding the sensorimotor transformations that underlie
natural social interactions.

A
daptive behavior often requires adjusting
action in response to a rapidly changing
environment. Elucidating the mechanisms
of these sensorimotor transformations has
become a central focus of systems neuro-

science, as researchers use simple and elegant
behavioral tasks to explore the behavioral re-
sponses of traditional model species to sensory
cues (1–3). Ultimately, however, we would like
to understand such transformations in natural
contexts; among such contexts, perhaps none
is more challenging or interesting than social
behavior. During social interactions, an animal
must dynamically modulate complex actions in
response to the changing behavior of a con-
specific. For example, during conversation, we
listen to the words of another person, interpret
them, and respond appropriately (4). Indeed,
acoustic exchanges are promising foci for the
study of sensorimotor transformations that un-
derpin social behavior. These exchanges are
common across taxa, including insects (5, 6),
amphibians (7, 8), birds (9–11), and mammals
(12–16); they serve a variety of essential social
functions, including male-male competition
and mate selection; and they require dynamic
interaction as signalers avoid temporal overlap
with one another (17).
Despite the ubiquity of acoustic interactions

in the natural world, there are few existing
models within neuroscience. Among mammals,

for example, laboratory mice produce elaborate
frequency-modulated vocalizations (18) but fail
to exhibit robust turn-taking behavior (19). In
contrast, marmoset pairs call antiphonally (14, 20),
but the time scale of these interactions is relatively
slow (3 to 5s) (4, 20, 21). In Alston’s singingmouse
(Scotinomys teguina), we find a robust and rapid
countersinging (~500 ms) that resembles the
subsecond latencies of both conditioned senso-
rimotor transformations in laboratory settings
(22) and the timing of vocal turn-taking evident
in human conversation (4). We employ a range
of techniques for manipulating neural dynamics
to pinpoint a motor cortical locus that works
hierarchically within the song production path-
way to enable precise vocal interactions between
conspecific pairs.
S. teguina is a small (~12 to 15 g), highly vocal

neotropical rodent native to the cloud forests
of Central America (23–26) and is related to the
genus Peromyscus and other New World ro-
dents. Their family (Cricetidae) includes voles
and hamsters and is in the same superfamily
(Muroidae) as house mice and the Norwegian
rat (27). Bothmale and female S. teguina produce
vocal sequences consisting of a series of discrete
frequency-modulated elements strung together,
with characteristics that change predictably as
the vocalization progresses (24) (Fig. 1, A to D,
and movie S1). Following the convention of pre-
vious studies (23, 25), we refer to each vocal
episode as a “song” and individual components
as “notes.”We visualize this trend by plotting the
duration of each note as a function of its onset
time within the song: The song trajectory plot
(Fig. 1D) provides a succinct representation of
this motor sequence. We found that trajectory
plots were highly stereotyped across renditions
from individuals recorded in acoustic isolation
(Fig. 1E). This degree of motor precision is re-

miniscent of vocalizations produced by a range
of evolutionarily distant species (28, 29) but
stands in stark contrast to the variable acoustic
structure of ultrasonic vocal sequences produced
by laboratory mice (18, 30, 31).
We next examined whether the acoustic char-

acteristics of S. teguina vocalizations are modu-
lated by social context, as observed in other taxa
(32). To investigate this, we staged a social en-
counter by relocating a male subject (a “recruit”)
into a testing room occupied for at least 1 week
by anothermale (a “resident”). The twomicewere
held in adjacent chambers with acoustic but not
visual access to each other. In this configuration,
recruit males altered their singing in two ways.
First, recruits vocalized four times as often in the
social context [social (day 2): 20.4 ± 4.8 songs/
hour; mean ± SEM unless stated otherwise] as
in isolation [alone (day 1): 4.7 ± 0.8 songs/hour,
alone (day 3): 4.4 ± 0.7 songs/hour] (Fig. 1, E
and F). Second, the variability of song trajec-
tory plots increased significantly when recruits
could hear the resident mouse (Fig. 1E). Con-
sistent with this observation, we found that
song duration variability was higher in the so-
cial context [social (day 2): 2.7 ± 0.3 s] than in
isolation [alone (day 1): 1.5 ± 0.1 s, alone (day 3):
1.4 ± 0.2 s] (Fig. 1G).
To examine the fine structure of vocal inter-

actions between male S. teguina, we simulta-
neously recorded the songs of both the resident
and recruit mice in the social condition. We
found extensive temporal coordination of sing-
ing behavior within vocal pairs (Fig. 2 and movie
S2). Whereas exchanges could be initiated by
either male, they typically ended with a recruit’s
song (Fig. 2, A to E). Surprisingly, this asym-
metry was observed across all recruit-resident
pairs (n = 8) and was preserved for the entire
~24-hour social session (89 ± 10 interaction
bouts per pair) (Fig. 2, B and E). For the re-
mainder of this study, we restricted our anal-
ysis to the songs of the recruit mice to focus on
this sensory-evoked vocal response. By aligning
the interaction bouts to the songs of the resident
mouse, we found that the recruit mouse precisely
times his vocal onset to coincide with the end
of the resident’s songs (Fig. 2B, left). This obser-
vation was robust across all pairs (average re-
sponse latency = 0.81 ± 0.18 s) (Fig. 2C; n = 8).
To estimate the amount of countersinging that
one would expect by chance given the amount
of singing observed in the social condition,
we shuffled the song times and quantified the
likelihood of such “spurious countersinging” to
be nearly an order of magnitude less (Response
probabilityData = 0.69 ± 0.09, Response prob-
abilityShuffled = 0.07 ± 0.02, P < 0.01, Wilcoxon
signed rank test). The recruit’s response prob-
ability distributions were significantly sharper
when interaction bouts were aligned to the end
of the resident’s songs rather than the start
(jitterend-aligned = 2.94 ± 0.64 s, jitterstart-aligned =
5.19 ± 0.43 s, P < 0.05, Wilcoxon signed rank
test; fig. S1), suggesting that the recruit mouse
uses the end of the resident’s song as a sensory
trigger. Additionally, the recruit mouse often
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stopped vocalizing immediately after the resident
mouse started singing (Fig. 2B, right, and 2D).
Thus, recruit males were capable of actively
timing their vocalization onsets and offsets to
avoid acoustic overlap with the resident (Fig.
2E), giving rise to turn-taking dynamics similar
to those observed during human conversation
(4). Furthermore, the recruit’s response pre-
cision correlated with the degree of social en-
gagement, as quantified by countersinging
probability (Fig. 2F) and the increase in song
duration variability across social contexts (Fig.
2G), suggesting that active participation in an
orderly vocal exchange contributed to these
changes (Fig. 1). This result is consistent with
recent findings demonstrating that context can
influence the timing of vocal turn-taking in
other species (33, 34).
We next sought to explore the neural mech-

anisms contributing to countersinging. As a
first step, we characterized the biomechanics of
song production by examining the motor ele-
ments that make up a song. Singing resulted in a
rapid cycle of inhalation and exhalation (fig. S2),
a stark contrast from laboratory mice whose
vocalizations are strongly coupled to ongoing
sniffing activity (35). In singing mice, phonation
is coupled to exhalation and jaw movements;
electromyography (EMG) confirmed that indi-
vidual vocalizations were produced during the
exhalation phase and were preceded by robust
flexion of the jaw muscle (digastricus) (Fig. 3A).
The correlation between song production and
jaw movement—similar to that previously ob-
served in rats (36)—allowed us to use EMG ac-

tivity to probe the relationship between specific
brain centers and song-related musculature. In
previous studies, stimulation of motor cortical
centers in primates resulted in vocal fold ad-
duction (37), suggesting a possible involvement
of the motor cortex in vocalization. We used
intracortical microstimulation (ICMS) over a
large portion of the anterior cortex to identify
areas leading to flexion of song-related muscu-
lature. Theminimum current that reliably elicited
a fixed EMG activity threshold (Fig. 3, B and C,
and fig. S3) was used to define a functional
hotspot that maps to the anterolateral aspect of
the motor cortex (Fig. 3C, right), which corre-
sponds to the orofacial motor cortex in Mus
musculus (38). We therefore refer to this region
as the orofacial motor cortex (OMC).
What is the functional role, if any, of the OMC

on song production? Although OMC stimulation
can elicit electrical activity in song-relevant mus-
culature, this does not necessarily imply that the
OMC can influence song production. To address
this directly, we carried out a series of pertur-
bations during singing in the alone condition,
beginning with bilateral electrical stimulation of
the OMC. Strong stimulation resulted in song
truncation, whereas milder stimulation (200 to
500 mA) often produced brief pauses (range: 638
to 1448 ms), with songs resuming once stimula-
tion ended (Fig. 3D). The precise stereotypy of
alone S. teguina songs (Fig. 1E) provides an ideal
opportunity to distinguish between two possible
experimental outcomes. First, the song could
resume at the expected point in the sequence,
accounting for the time delay (outcome 1; Fig. 3E),

consistent with the hypothesis that the vocal
patterning is primarily driven by a pathway in-
dependent of the OMC. In nonhuman primates,
for example, there is a vocal motor stream that
begins in the cingulate cortex and acts via the
periaqueductal gray (39). An alternative outcome
of our experiment is that the song could resume
at the same point in themotor sequence where it
had paused (outcome 2; Fig. 3E), suggesting that
the pathway leading from the OMC to vocal mus-
culature is capable of sculpting the structure of
song. For every trial, we used the 10 notes pre-
ceding the perturbation to estimate the note dura-
tions that would be expected in an uninterrupted
song. We then compared the actual note dura-
tion with these predicted values and found that
song typically resumes at the same point in the
sequencewhere it had paused (Fig. 3F, outcome 2).
Across the population, note durations after song
resumption were significantly more similar to
outcome 2 than outcome 1 in 58 out of 61 trials
across four animals (Fig. 3G). These results re-
fute the hypothesis that an OMC-independent
pathway shapes song patterning in S. teguina.
Although our stimulation results function-

ally connect the OMC to the behavioral output,
they do not elucidate the nature of this inter-
action. Previous reports suggest that most mam-
malian vocal communication does not involve
the motor cortex and that subcortical structures
are sufficient for this behavior (39, 40). To isolate
the contributions of local neuronal dynamics in
the OMC from those of downstream structures,
we used mild focal cooling of the OMC during
song production. Manipulating neural circuits
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Fig. 1. Social context modulates vocalizations in S. teguina. (A) An
adult S. teguina in its natural habitat. (B) Spectrograms of three example
notes from one individual. Frequency range: 0 to 125 kHz. (C) Spectrogram
of a full S. teguina advertisement song. The colored arrows denote the
onset time of the three corresponding notes from (B). (D) Trajectory plot
in which individual note durations are displayed as a function of their
onset times in the song, with colored circles indicating notes from (B).
(E) Trajectories from one male S. teguina in different social contexts (n =
15 songs per condition).The vocal stereotypy exhibited during isolated singing
(top and bottom) is significantly altered during social interaction (middle).

Individual dots represent the duration of each displayed song, and the
histogram quantifies the durations for all songs produced in a given
context (day 1 alone: n = 57 songs; day 2 social: n = 388 songs;
day 3 alone: n = 50 songs). The red line is the same trajectory plotted in
(D). (F and G) The number of songs per hour (F) and the song duration
variability (G), defined as the standard deviation of the song duration
distributions, significantly increase during the social context (n =
8 animals). Red lines represent the example mouse from (E). Asterisks
indicate a significant difference between conditions (*P < 0.01,Wilcoxon
signed rank test; n.s., not significant).
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with temperature has emerged as a useful ex-
perimental tool for maintaining behaviorally
relevant activity while selectively slowing these
dynamics (41–45). We predict three possible
outcomes of this manipulation. If song timing is
exclusively governed by subcortical structures, as
expected in standard rodent models (35), then
the control and cooled song trajectories should
completely overlap (Fig. 3H, model 1). Alternately,
if OMC dynamics exclusively dictate the temporal
structure of song, then cooling should lead to the
dilation of vocal behavior on all time scales (i.e.,
note duration and song length) (Fig. 3H,model 2),
as evident in both birdsong (41) and human
speech (42). Ifmotor control of the song is shared
between the OMC and subcortical regions, then
coolingmay alter some temporal properties while
preserving others (Fig. 3H, model 3). One pos-
sibility is that cooling may change the slope of
the song trajectory, a parameter we observe to
be socially modulated (Fig. 1). To test these mod-
els, we used a custom-built Peltier device ca-
pable of rapidly and reversibly cooling the OMC
(fig. S4). Cooling strongly affected song timing
by monotonically increasing the overall song
duration (Fig. 3I). In contrast, cooling did not
affect running speed (fig. S5), a behavior un-
likely to require substantial cortical involvement
(46, 47). OMC cooling resulted in a shallower
song trajectory that took longer to unfold (Fig. 3,
I to K; n = 10 animals). We found that cool-
ing decreases the slope of the song trajectory
(Slopecontrol = 0.013 ± 0.001; Slopecooling = 0.009 ±
0.001, P < 0.002, Wilcoxon signed rank test) as
well as the time for the song trajectory to sur-
pass an arbitrary threshold (Thresholdcontrol =
4.23 ± 0.16 s; Thresholdcooling = 4.88 ± 0.2 s,
P < 0.002, Wilcoxon signed rank test). These
changes demonstrate that the OMC contributes
significantly to song patterning, thereby ruling
out model 1 (Fig. 3H). In addition, a closer ex-
amination of song acoustic structure revealed
that the distribution of individual note dura-
tions did not change with cooling (Lengthcontrol =
68.1 ± 1.5 ms; Lengthcooling = 67.8 ± 1.5 ms, P =
0.92, Wilcoxon signed rank test), which is in-
consistent with the model that the OMC solely
determines all aspects of song timing (Fig. 3H,
model 2). Instead, we find that the OMC shapes
song progression without influencing the struc-
ture of individual notes. Neither the starting
nor the ending note durations change as the
result of cooling, but it takes longer for this
progression to occur, which is accomplished
by increasing the total number of notes produced
(Note numbercontrol = 44.9; Note numbercooling =
48.9, P < 0.01, Wilcoxon signed rank test).
Therefore, these data suggest a hierarchy of
motor timing control (Fig. 3H, model 3), with
the OMC being capable of exerting moment-
by-moment control over the pacing of a sub-
cortically generated song sequence.
In our initial experiments, we observed that

social interaction profoundly changed song pro-
gression (Fig. 1E) and that this song variability
was driven by the degree of social engagement
during vocal interactions (Fig. 2, F and G). Our
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Fig. 2. Temporal coordination of vocal interactions between conspecific males. (A) One hour of
continuous audio recordings from two interacting males.Two typical interactions are shown in detail: one
initiated by resident mouse (black) and another by a recruit (red). (B) All vocal interactions (n = 101
interactions for this example pair) over a 24-hour period aligned to either the end (left) or the beginning
(right) of the resident’s songs. The corresponding start and stop probability distributions for the recruit’s
song are plotted below. (C) Summary of mean start latencies across all pairs (n = 8). For each, the circle
represents the mean latency of the recruit mouse’s song with respect to the offset of the resident’s
song, with horizontal line indicating song initiation jitter (full-width at half maximum of the probability
distribution). (D) Mean stop latencies across all pairs with respect to onset of the resident’s song.
(E) Probability of song occurrence at any given time point aligned to the end of the resident mouse’s
song for the pair featured in (A) (top) as well as for all pairs (bottom), showing active avoidance of song
overlap between conspecifics. In the bottom plot, dashed lines represent the SEM. (F and G) Song
initiation jitter is negatively correlated with countersinging probability (F) (Pearson’s correlation, r =
−0.78, P < 0.05) as well as the degree of song duration variability change from the alone condition (G)
(Pearson’s correlation, r = −0.79, P < 0.05). Each dot represents the behavior of a single recruit mouse.
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stimulation and cooling studies suggest that the
OMC is well positioned to contribute to such
social coordination by altering song structure.
Therefore, we proceeded to test this prediction
by reversibly inhibiting the OMC with muscimol

(a GABAA agonist). Preliminary injections of a
high muscimol dose (100 mM, 100 nl) in the
motor cortex led to grossmovement abnormalities
as well as the complete abolishment of singing
behavior for an extendedperiod of time (>4hours).

Such nonspecific motor deficits were not evident
when we lowered this concentration to 10 mM
(100 nl), a common dosage (46, 48, 49). Each
animal was tested for both experimental con-
ditions: muscimol (OMC inactivation) and saline
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Fig. 3. Hierarchical control
of song timing.
(A) Electromyograph from
the digastricus muscle
and simultaneous raw audio
(log amplitude) of one
advertisement song,
showing increased muscle
activity immediately before
vocalization of individual
notes.The inset shows three
notes (marked by an
asterisk) and accompanying
EMG activity in greater
detail. (B) ICMS of two
different loci elicits short-
latency EMG activity.
The simulation artifact
(four parallel lines) is trun-
cated for clarity. (C) The
minimum amount of current
needed to elicit a significant
(statistical significance, as
defined in the methods)
EMG response (threshold
current) from each ICMS
site is color coded for one
example mouse (left) and
across the population (right,
n = 5 mice), revealing a
“hotspot” on the anterolat-
eral portion of the motor
cortex, henceforth referred
to as the orofacial motor
cortex (OMC, right). The
ICMS locations for examples
in (B) are indicated by cyan
and green squares. A,
anterior; P, posterior;
M, medial; L, lateral.
(D) Example spectrograms
from one individual in
which song was truncated
(top) or paused (bottom)
in different trials by a
200-mA electrical stimula-
tion of the OMC. Yellow lines
indicate the onset and offset
of electrical stimulation. (E) Two possible outcomes for song resumption
after a brief electrical stimulation–induced pause. (F) Full trajectory of an
example song before and after electrical stimulation–induced pause, with
dots indicating the duration of each note. The inset is an expanded view of
the peristimulation period. Dashed black lines are the estimated note
duration slopes. Expected trajectories under outcomes 1 and 2 are depicted
as red and green lines, respectively.The gray line indicates the actual change
in note duration after song resumption. (G) Summary data for all paused
songs in each animal. The majority of trajectories are consistent with
outcome 2 (n = 12 of 14, 14 of 15, 18 of 18, and 14 of 14 trials). (H) Proposed
effects of OMC cooling on song trajectory if OMC activity does not affect
song timing (left), if OMC exclusively controls song timing (middle), or if

OMC and subcortical structures share this control (right). (I) Spectrograms
and trajectories of example songs during baseline and cooling sessions.
Cooling of the OMC lengthens song durations by decreasing the rate of
change of note duration (slope) during song. (J and K) Summary for all
songs during the control (n = 27 songs) and cooling periods (−3°C: n =
10 songs, −6°C: n = 32 songs) for mouse C4 (J), as well as the mean ± SEM
values of the entire population (K) (n = 10 animals). Arrows in (J) denote
the mean values of each distribution. Cooling resulted in a decrease in the
slope of the song trajectory (left) and an increase in the time needed to
reach a threshold note length of 75 ms (middle) without changing the
duration of individual notes (right). Asterisks indicate a significant
difference between conditions (*P < 0.01,Wilcoxon signed rank test).
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(control; n = 6 mice) (Fig. 4, A and B). In both
conditions, we found that five of six individuals
produced spontaneous songs and that the rate
of spontaneous singing was not significantly
influenced by this manipulation [Fig. 4C (bar
graphs); control, 4.1 ± 1.51 songs/hour; mus-
cimol, 2.1 ± 1.2 songs/hour, P = 0.31, Wilcoxon
signed rank test].
We next used playback to evaluate whether

the OMC mediated social influences on singing
behavior. In control (saline-injected) animals,
song playback led to an increase in the amount
of singing as well as song duration variability,
as expected in a social countersinging context
(Fig. 4, C and G; P < 0.05, Kruskal-Wallis test).
In contrast, muscimol-injected animals did not
sing more songs in response to playback (Fig. 4,
C and G; P = 0.81, Kruskal-Wallis test), suggest-
ing that the OMC affects context-dependent
modulation of song rate, a phenomenon we
have observed during natural social encounters
(Fig. 1F). Similarly, the probability of eliciting
a countersinging response was significantly
greater in the control condition than in the OMC-
inactivated condition for each mouse (Fig. 4, C
to E; P < 0.05, binomial test) as well as across
the population (Fig. 4F; n = 5, saline: 0.59 ± 0.13;
muscimol: 0.09 ± 0.05; P < 0.05, one-sided Wil-
coxon signed rank test). Using a permutation
test, we found that this difference in response
probability could not be explained by our ob-
served changes in song rate across conditions
(fig. S6). Moreover, in cases where residual sing-
ing behavior remained after muscimol injection
to the OMC (Fig. 4C), we observed an increase in
mean response latency of 2.2 ± 0.9 s relative to
that of saline-injected controls (Fig. 4, D and E;
P < 0.05, Wilcoxon rank sum test). These data
demonstrate that the OMC is critical for rapid
vocal responses to playback; such responses
must be driven by sensorimotor coupling rather
than by more general changes in motivation.
In this study, we examined vocal interactions

between pairs of S. teguina to test a range of
hypotheses concerning the neural mechanisms
underlying complex sensorimotor interactions.
Using four complementary lines of evidence
(intracortical microstimulation, stimulation-
induced vocal arrest, focal cooling, and phar-
macological inactivation), we define a region
of the motor cortex (the OMC) that influences
vocalization and mediates rapid vocal interac-
tions. Whereas previous studies have used im-
mediate early genes or electrophysiological
approaches to suggest cortical involvement in
nonhuman primate communication (50–54), our
study represents the first direct demonstration of
cortical dependence of precise vocal interactions
in amammal. Specifically, we have shown that the
motor cortex is required for adaptive counter-
singing but not for song production itself. Addi-
tionally, our cooling results demonstrate that the
motor cortex is capable of dynamically adjust-
ing the pacing and duration of song sequences,
consistent with the changes in these same pa-
rameters during social interactions. This finding
provides evidence for recent proposals that the
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Fig. 4. The OMC is required for countersinging. (A) Countersinging response to audio playback
of a conspecific male song. (B) Design of experimental paradigm. (C) Song raster plot of all trials
with either saline (top) or muscimol (bottom); each row denotes a different session. Ticks
represent playback from a loudspeaker, and colored dots represent S. teguina songs. Bar plots
indicate the total number of spontaneous songs per hour during the pretesting (nonsocial)
period for each animal. (D and E) Compared with saline (control) injections, dosing with
muscimol eliminates a precise countersinging response [top and middle: mouse M29; bottom:
entire population (n = 5 mice, mean ± SEM)]. Mouse M28 was excluded because he did not
countersing in either condition. (F) Countersinging response probability significantly decreases
with muscimol treatment compared with saline dosing (*P < 0.05 for each animal, n = 5 mice,
binomial test). Dashed lines represent cases where the muscimol session preceded the saline
session. (G) In saline-injected animals, the total number of songs per hour significantly increases
during the playback period compared with the pretesting alone period (*P < 0.05, n = 6 mice,
Kruskal-Wallis test) and the playback period after muscimol inactivation (*P < 0.05, n = 6 mice,
Kruskal-Wallis test). This increase of song rate during the playback condition was absent upon
OMC inactivation with muscimol (P = 0.8068, n = 6 mice, Kruskal-Wallis test). Gray circles
represent individual animals; black circles denote mean and SEM. (H) Song durations during the
playback period are significantly higher for saline-dosed mice compared with muscimol-injected
animals (saline: 8.55 ± 0.25 s; muscimol: 5.1 ± 0.41 s, *P < 0.00001, Wilcoxon rank sum test).
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motor cortex informs subcortical structures to
appropriately respond to unexpected sensory
stimuli (47, 55) and is consistent with the idea
that cortical control may be required for voli-
tional vocal production in primates (56). In
S. teguina, this executive role of the motor cortex
may be bolstered by integrating information
from other regions, potentially related to factors
such as past history and social status. Future
studies in which neural activity is monitored
during countersinging will help to further refine
our understanding of OMC’s contribution to this
behavior.
The hierarchical control mechanism that ap-

pears to underlie countersinging in S. teguina
features functionally distinct regions responsible
for vocal production and coordination. By segre-
gating the vocal motor pathway from cortical con-
trol, the structure of the individual notes remains
tightly constrained, thus conveying context-
invariant information, perhaps related to individ-
ual identity (57). A similar organizing principle
appears in other taxa as well (6, 58, 59). For in-
stance, cricket stridulation is controlled by a
command neuron upstream from central pattern
generators (60). In songbirds, specific pallial re-
gions are necessary for precise vocal timing of
innate calls that are likely to originate subcorti-
cally (61). These examples of hierarchical control
across the animal kingdom suggest a common
algorithm that may mediate a wide variety of
social interactions.
There has been a recent emphasis on under-

standing brain function through the lens of com-
plex, ethologically relevant behaviors (62, 63).
Here we present S. teguina as a new rodent
model for investigating neural mechanisms
underlying vocal communication with a socially
modulated, tractable, and cortically dependent
behavior. Moreover, countersinging itself can
be temporally segregated into distinct sensory
and motor epochs (Fig. 2 and movie S2). Such
segregation offers an enormous experimental
advantage by recapitulating the organization
of task structure typically engineered into stan-
dard laboratory sensorimotor paradigms (1–3)
and will allow for the incorporation, testing,
and extension of existing hypotheses for anal-
ogous brain regions.
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