OXFORD COGNITIVE NEUROSCIENCE AND EDUCATION FORUM

Notes from the thirteenth meeting  6 July, 2006, ULP

Attendance  

John Geake (Education, Oxford Brookes), Christopher Ball (Oxford), Martin Westwell (Pharmacology Oxford), Lynn Erler, Kathryn Friedlander, Stephanie Bannon, Terry Sharp (Education Oxford), Peter Cansell (Oxford), David Whitebread (Education Cambridge)

Apologies

John Stein (Physiology Oxford), Paul Cooper (Education Leicester), Rosie Sage (Education Leicester), Kate Nation (Psychology, Oxford), Usha Goswami (Education Cambridge)

Neural correlates of reading French as a second language

Report from the previous meeting 31 January 2006 – LE’s presentation on neural correlates of reading French as a second language had led to several approaches to Oxford cognitive neuroscientists to collaborate on a neuroimaging (fMRI or MEG) project to test the hypothesis that agrammatical French reading would induce similar neural activity as reading by first language dyslexics.  It was noted that to successfully secure the necessary funding (CB), a sound scientific version of the proposal needed to be written; LE to author a first draft for input by JG.  PC pointed out that a mediating variable for a second-stage project would be experience with learning French at primary school, as well as levels of basic English literacy.

ESRC TLRP Neuroscience and Education Conferences - Nottingham (April 06) and Bristol (June 06)

The fifth seminar at Nottingham concentrated on disentangling conceptual confusions by demarcating evidence at levels of behaviour, mind and brain.  The final ESRC-TLRP Seminar was held at the University of Bristol’s Graduate School of Education 22 June 2006.  While the presentations were mainly of review and summary, participants included representatives from the ESRC, Teachers’ TV, and the DfES Innovations Department, indicating the likely ongoing influence of the seminar series in informing the education profession.  The management group and Paul Howard-Jones are presently concerned with uploading the seminar content and associated publications on to a TLRP e-database, with longer-term plans for publication, possibly in a special edition of a journal of educational psychology.

House of Lords Debate on the Future of Education (April 2006)

Baroness Susan Greenfield led a debate in the House of Lords on the future of education, including inter alia the influence of research in cognitive neuroscience.  Whereas the main thrust of the various speeches was on the likely increased role of ICT in schools, SG did specifically mention the TLRP seminar series.  JG and P H-J were among invitees to a post-debate reception, arranged by MW, to discuss the issues further with the Lords.  One positive outcome from this debate is the establishment of an all-party working group on the impact of science research on education, chaired by SG, with MW as scientific advisor.  The first task of the group is to prepare a report on the current “lie of the land”.

BERA Educational Neuroscience Symposium (Sept 06), establishment of a BERA SIG

The BERA SIG in educational neuroscience has still not been approved, the petition still lacking sufficient BERA member signatories.  Apparently the good attendances at previous educational symposia have not been composed largely of BERA members.  A third symposium is scheduled for BERA 2006 at Warwick, with JG and P H-J among the presenters again.  It was suggested that unlike AERA, BERA was too conceptually restricted to welcome such a SIG, and that it might be more productive to seek establishment of a specialist interest group with one of the divisions of the BPS, such as Education, or Development.

Society for Research in Higher Education neuroscience and education exploration seminar (May 06)

CB and JG attended a SRHE seminar in London in May.  In apparent ignorance of the previous decade’s developments, the organisers described this as “a first”.  The resulting report and article were deemed to be of quite limited value.

AERA Brain, Neuroscience and Education SIG, April 2006

This conference coincided with the American Cognitive Neuroscience conference in San Francisco, and many neuroscientists at the former gave talks at the AERA SIG meetings.  JG presented a keynote at a Special Presidential Session of Division C Teaching & Learning on Teaching to Enhance Working Memory.  The next AERA conference will be held in Chicago in April 2007.  Calls for papers for the BNE SIG specifically include neuroimaging studies of educational neuroscience.

Science of Learning Centers symposium, Society for Neuroscience, Atlanta, Georgia, October 2006

There will be a satellite whole-day symposium on educational neuroscience From synapse to Classroom organised by the four Science of Learning Centers at SfN, Atlanta, October 2006.  JG has been invited to be the Discussant.  The SLCs have a combined 4-year budget of $US 90 million.

It was noted that the first UK SLC has been opened at the University of Nottingham under Professor Charles Crook, with a grant from the University of £1 million.  Professor Claire O’Malley, also from Nottingham, is the new President of the International Society of SLCs.

Neuropharmaceuticals: Some possible implications of ‘smart drugs’ for education
Presentation by Martin Westwell, Institute for the Future of the Mind, University of Oxford, which highlighted the neuro-biochemical processes which are targeted by ‘smart drugs’, viz., glutamate secretion and uptake in the synaptic clefts of excitatory neurons, and GABA secretion and uptake in the synaptic clefts of inhibitory neurons.  The following discussion demonstrated the care necessary in applying scientific terminology to educational settings, with it being emphasised that inhibition at a cognitive or behavioural level required excitatory neuronal activation, not inhibitory neuronal activation, the latter’s role being to maintain equilibrium within neuronal complexes.  Thus the apparent paradox of prescribing amphetamines to calm down children with uninhibited behaviour, such as ADHD, can be understood.  It was speculated that inhibitory neuronal activity might play a role in synaptic pruning.  It was also noted that targeted drug interference with the re-instantiation of long-term memories as used in therapy following trauma could model the common student experience of forgetting content immediately post examination.  MW concluded that there was a significant risk of therapeutic drugs becoming lifestyle drugs, with the concomitant danger of deleterious side effects, and that by far the best educational enhancer is the skilled and experienced teacher.  MW to send PPt file to SH for circulation to Forum members.

Next meeting

Winter 2006 – JG to give a talk on the neural correlates of giftedness and high intelligence.

John Geake

7 July 2006

PAGE  
2

