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Ammo for the
Mind and Body
(kv) All work and no play make Jack a dull boy , right?
But now-a-days, we find a rise in societal and peer-pressure, be it
for students, business professionals jet-setting around the world or
management gurus; all obsessed with working harder to be excel-
lent achievers. No time to stop and stare, or just smell roses out
there! These are individuals who don’t hesitate to enhance their
mental and physical abilities through various stimulants. Welcome
all, to the age of Neuroenhancement.

From cocaine, nicotine, and other mood brighteners to medically-
approved smart drugs like Provigil R© or Adderall R©, the era of the
mind heist is in! Our current issue addresses the yin and yang of
neuroenhancement. Do you see shades of white, black or gray? Or,
do you feel that hardworking Jack ain’t dull after all?→ p. 2, 4, 10, 11

FOCUS

Neuroenhancement: A Scientific Perspec-
tive

Prof. Dr. Isabella Heuser

(am) To give us a scientific perspec-
tive on this issue’s theme neuroen-
hancement, we speak to Professor Is-
abella Heuser, Director of the Depart-
ment of Psychiatry and Psychother-
apy at Charité CBF who is also a
faculty at the Medical Neuroscience
program. Not only do we discuss
the pros and cons of neuroenhance-

ment with her, but also the ethical
issues which have led to opposition
from some sections against research in
this direction. And if you thought re-
search on neuroenhancing drugs was
all science fiction, hang on. . . there’s
a chance that it might soon happen
right here at the Charité in the near
future! Read on to find out! → p. 2

FOCUS

Neuroenhancement: An Alternative Perspective

Rev. Stephan Kienberger

(am) As the debate on neuroenhancement rages on, we decided to get a
view from outside the scientific world on the ethical aspects of this research.
In keeping with the international spirit of the program and our newsletter,
we interviewed Rev. Stephan Kienberger, currently serving as the pastor of
the American Church in Berlin. How does religion and society deal with an
increasingly competitive and demanding world? → p. 4
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Editorial

Katyayni Vinnakota

Hi, everyone! First up, we from the editorial team would
like to wish you all a very Happy New Year – may
you have a lot of new reasons to smile in this new season.
Adieu, 2010! For starters, this is our first issue in 2011,
and the fourth in the run. And as always, the team has put
in every bit of effort to churn out the best in information
and entertainment. Just for you!

To do, or not to do – that is the big question! Would
you spike your brain, enhance your mental prowess and
efficiency just to be over the edge? Then read on. Our
newsletter focuses on the rising practice of Neuroenhance-
ment. We feature various details on neuroenhancers, inter-
views to get a black and white picture about this practice,
a movie review and lot more trivia. A potential game of
brain gain or drain. What do you think?

Certain things come with a price. Take for example
the foreign accent syndrome. The foreign what? Nicole’s
report will throw more light on this peculiar syndrome.
Not to forget the infamous practice of phrenology. Find
out more as you read. Not far away from home, yet so
familiar are the flavours of India – Bombay, an experience
to relish. And do I hear Istanbul calling? Of course, that
is the message in the bottle that arrived from the shores
of Turkey. We went scouting for Marta Čeko, and got her

to speak about her experiences as a former MedNeuro stu-
dent. On a more serious note, we present the Matlab R©
course watch, news in brief, announcements and dead-
lines, and reports on significant conferences in the past
few months.

Welcome Aditya, Inês and Dan to the editorial team.
Our workforce is now really gaining momentum, way to
go folks! On the flip side, we are trying to improve the
newsletter even more. As a step forward, we encourage
you to participate in a contest, where the best sugges-
tion(s) on how to make the newsletter more enjoyable will
be suitably rewarded. You know where to reach us, so stir
the fire in your belly, guys and let us know your views. Are
you part of the problem, or do you come with a solution?

This issue’s winner of the contest is Michael
Kintscher (AG Schmitz) with his picture “Patched gran-
ule cell in the cerebellum, filled with Alexa 594. The tiny
swellings along the T-shaped axon are presynaptic release
sites (boutons).”

The year’s end is neither an end nor a begin-
ning but a going on, with all the wisdom that ex-
perience can instill in us – until next time then. Keep
going on!

FOCUS

Topic of Debate: Neuroenhancement
Prof. Dr. Isabella Heuser

Prof. Dr. Isabella Heuser, Direc-

tor of the Department of Psychia-

try, Campus Benjamin Franklin

(am) We had the chance to speak
to Prof. Isabella Heuser, Director
of the Department of Psychiatry and
Psychotherapy of Campus Benjamin
Franklin on our theme for this issue,
neuroenhancement.

AM: Before going into the pros
and cons of neuroenhancement,

could you tell us where we stand
as of now with respect to neu-
roenhancement research? How
far have we come and how far do
we have to go?

IH: Well, I think we are just at the
beginning of neuroenhancement re-
search because we are now having an
open discussion in society whether
we want to medicate healthy people
with drugs that would enhance their
cognitive ability, emotional state or
motivational state. So far we do not
have “real” neuroenhancement drugs
that have been designed for healthy
people.

So drugs like SSRIs, Am-
phetamines, Methylphenidate
are all meant for patients but
being used in healthy people for
neuroenhancement?

That is exactly the case. SS-
RIs are widely used anti depres-
sants, methylphenidate is also meant

for therapeutic use in ADHD. Am-
phetamines as such are not approved
yet in Germany, but some are ap-
proved in the US eg. Adderall R©
which is approved for ADHD but it is
wildly abused, and in fact Paris Hilton
admitted to using it as an appetite
suppressant! There was a Nature on-
line poll in 2008 where they asked
scientists who’ve submitted papers if
they have ever taken drugs to en-
hance their cognitive ability and 1/3rd

said that they used these drugs with-
out any therapeutic indication but for
reasons like deadlines, work pressure,
and to enhance motivation. This was
shocking news to the scientific com-
munity that not only college students
but also prominent researchers admit-
ted to taking neuroenhancing drugs.
This poll actually brought the issue to
the forefront and from then on there
has been a heated a polarized and
heated debate about the legitimacy
and the ethics of neuroenhancement.
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Where do you stand on this very
polarized debate over neuroen-
hancers? Should we continue re-
search for now or would you say
it is time to make them commer-
cially available?

I think the drugs we have of now have
been designed for a certain illness. If
healthy people take this, you don’t re-
ally know what long term effects it
has on the brain. People opposed
to neuroenhancement for philosophi-
cal and ethical reasons often raise the
point that because these drugs release
dopamine in the reward system, they
are addictive. This is not entirely
true and is in my opinion, an unsci-
entific and unfair argument. I don’t
think these drugs would be more ad-
dictive than alcohol or nicotine, and
nicotine is probably much more ad-
dictive than all these neuroenhancers!
Alcohol clearly leads to dopamine re-
lease in the reward system but not ev-
eryone who drinks alcohol is an ad-
dict! The brain is our most valuable
organ, and we are living in a soci-
ety where we need bright, intelligent
brains. There is obviously a demand
for drugs that would enhance brain
power and we cannot continue to re-
main in denial. We should be allowed
to develop specific drugs for healthy
people to make sure there are no long
term effects, but no one dares to do so
because perhaps, it is not in keeping
with the Zeitgeist (spirit of our times).
Of course this could change, and per-
haps you could draw an analogy with
cosmetic surgery and I think there will
be a shift in the way we think about
neuroenhancers soon.

What are your views on making
neuroenhancers available to our
elderly population, say people
more than 70 years of age who
have not been diagnosed with de-
mentia but would like to improve
their mental abilities?

I think there are many elderly people
who are still very intelligent but they
might not be as quick as they used to
be, their attention span might not be
the same as before. I think it is le-
gitimate for these elderly people who
are not demented, but just slower and

less energetic to have drugs available
that would enhance their mental abil-
ities. Take Helmut Schmidt for exam-
ple, who is 92 years old and still very
wise and sharp but wishes he could
think a little bit faster, and have a
better attention span.

So as a solution, would you pro-
pose that drugs like Donepezil
used to treat dementia be made
available in general to our elderly
population?
I don’t think that is a good strat-
egy because if you give these drugs to
healthy people for a long time, there
might be a downregulation of the
Acetylcholine receptors and it might
even make things worse.

Many people opposed to neuoen-
hancers call it “unnatural” and
unfair. How would you respond
to this criticism?
Firstly, what is being natural? That
is a huge philosophical discussion.
Let me just say that we already live
in a highly unnatural environment.
We use tools, instruments, computers,
Google and Wikipedia among other
things! Coming to unfairness, I think
you refer to the fact that poor people
cannot afford the same drugs as richer
people. Yes, I suppose you could say
that but this is then a quest for par-
adise isn’t it? We have people who
cannot afford a Mercedes or BMW but
have to drive a small car. Yes, we live
in a society with rich and poor people
and I don’t have a solution for that
but this cannot be a valid argument
against further research on neuroen-
hancing drugs.

Another ethical issue is the ques-
tion of parental or peer pressure
when it comes to using neuroen-
hancing drugs in children. Your
comments?
You’ve raised the issue that in my
opinion is the most serious one related
to neuroenhancement and it is the
question of coercion. Firstly, children
have to be protected much more than
a well informed adult who can decide
for himself. There should definitely be
regulations if we are going to allow use
of neuroenhancing drugs for children.

Coming to adult coercion, the whole
discussion about neuroenhancement is
a Stellvertreterdiskussion (proxy dis-
cussion). We are actually discussing
if we want to live in a Leistungsge-
sellschaft (achievement-oriented soci-
ety). Most people are uncomfortable
with the fact that more and more is
being demanded out of them. We
might have a situation where employ-
ees might have pressure from their su-
periors to perform more and more,
which is a serious issue.

I remember a presentation of
yours where you described our
office culture as “efficiency ob-
ssessed, blackberry equipped”
and hence perfectly suitable for
neuroenhancers. Wouldn’t this
just make an existing problem
worse?

No, it would not. There is going to be
development and increased pressure
but the human brain is very adaptive.
We need to educate people to take
these drugs when they are jet lagged
or have a deadline but not to overdo it.
Every coach tells you to have time off
where you do not touch your Black-
berry or iphone, do not check your
emails and do something recreational.

Do you see neuroenhancement
research opportunities coming
up in your department in the
near future for students of our
program who might be inter-
ested?

Yes, I hope so. We are currently
applying for a DFG funded research
group with Prof. Klaus Lieb from
Mainz to address not only the socio-
logical and ethical questions, but also
the pharmacological research ques-
tions. How far can we go? What kinds
of drugs may be suitable as neuroen-
hancers? We will know the DFG’s
decision on our proposal in about 6
months and I will be glad to post a
notification in the CNS newsletter or
the website for all interested students.

Thank you so much for your time
Professor Heuser! I am sure stu-
dents from our program would
be extremely interested!

www.medical-neurosciences.de

Next PhD Application Deadline:
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FOCUS

Topic of Debate: Neuroenhancement
Rev. Stephan Kienberger

(am) To talk about some of the eth-
ical questions surrounding neuroen-
hancers, we spoke to Rev. Stephan
Kienberger, pastor of the American
Church in Berlin. Rev. Kienberger
was born in the USA, and has served
in different parts of the world includ-
ing Norway, Palestine, Carribean Is-
lands etc.
AM: What is your opinion on
the basic idea that we could use
a drug to increase or boost our
mental abilities?
SK: I believe that the thematic of
neuroenhancement is much larger. If
medicine can improve the human con-
dition, yes humans have been doing
that since ages. We have always ma-
nipulated creation, sometimes for our
betterment but also for the worse!
The question is, who will benefit from
this? Is it just a certain select west-
ern group who has access to these
drugs and only they would benefit or
is this going to be of benefit to the
world community? We have the same
problem with medicines and resources
too. And I also think that we live in
this technological myth that because
it is possible, it must be done. But
there are challenges and problems as-
sociated with technological advance-
ment and they have to be responsibly
dealt with. And my other question
would be what is the absolute here?
Is this about the betterment of hu-
manity? If yes, how would you share
these advances and who has control
over them? I admire Sherlock Holmes,
and he used to take cocaine because he
believed that it enhanced his cognitive
powers but Dr. Watson was against it
and thought that it made him dull.
Cocaine use was in those times legal,
but it’s illegal now for a good reason!

Would you compare neuroen-
hancement to something like
sports doping?
Yes definitely, that is the next ques-
tion that I would ask. We do not al-
low sports doping, why would we al-
low enhancers to improve a test score,
who wants to improve a test score
and for what purpose? The Christian
value is that God created the universe

and all creation is good and has it’s
own worth without scientific or human
meddling. But humans are a part of
that good creation, and have been in-
volved in it right from the start. But
we are not the Creator, but a creation.
If we try to be the Creator, we fail and
then we have to deal with this fail-
ure.We participate in God’s creation
but we are also a creature, and we
need to remember that.

What message would you give
to a child and his parents if he
is not doing good at school and
would potentially benefit from
neuroenhancing drugs?

Firstly I would say to them that you
are worthy as you are. Who is putting
the demands on the child to perform
in a certain area in a certain way to
a certain standard? It is a discussion
for our society, which involves the par-
ents, the schools etc. This child may
have other talents which are more im-
portant for his long term development
than a test score. If it is a health issue,
like children with ADHD that’s a dif-
ferent issue. But for normal children,
I would ask who is putting pressure
on them? Who are they competing
against? Is our focus on the individual
and is he the absolute or is there an
accompanying balance on society and
the values of society that go beyond
the individual? I would tell the par-
ents to address problems within our
culture and society before looking for
a drug for help. There are better ways
than resorting to drugs to help this
child, that would be my reply to the
parents.

We live in a society which is in-
creasingly competitive. Is it fair
then to just wish away the de-
mands that our society puts on
children?

I think it also depends on the cul-
ture that we live in. I was in Norway
some time back and they have a sys-
tem where everyone is treated equally
by the society regardless of their abili-
ties. Their schools do not have grades
and competitive pressure until later
(high school). Till middle school the

most important value in their schools
is socialization, not achievement on
certain tests. Are we going to have
this discussion only in a select group
of Western societies or are we going
to have a larger arena like the United
Nations.

But don’t we have sleeping pills
too? A lot of people concentrate
better at work after 2 cups of cof-
fee in the morning. Isn’t that
also some sort of interference
with the way our brain works?

You would have to prove to me that
people “need” coffee to be stimulated
in the morning. I drink coffee too, and
I know it provides a stimulant effect
but who is prescribing it to me and
asking me to take it every morning?

I understand that you do not
support making these neuroen-
hancers commercially available.
But would you also oppose re-
search in this direction?

I am a realist! I know research will
continue but who is driving this re-
search and who will share the results
of this research? What sort of controls
will be put upon this research?

What do you think about the ille-
gal market for these pills? These
pills are available to anyone who
has access to the internet and a
credit card.

Students and people in general are
getting involved with illegal drugs of
all sorts. I know too little of what ef-
fect neuroenhancers have on a normal
healthy individual. I would seriously
think about the pressure that drives
an individual towards these drugs. All
kinds of illegal drugs can be bought,
but they are still illegal! Until there
is a broad consensus in the society
which includes religion, what is the
essence of humanity? We’re here for
a short time on this planet. We have
to live with the good as well as the
bad effects of the advances we make.
God forbid, we leave the future gen-
erations with the detrimental effects
of our advancement. If we are doing
something for the benefit of humanity,
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by all means we should go ahead but
if it means a select few then I have to
question the driving force behind this
research. Absolutism of any sort goes
against the Christian faith, and here is
where a Christian would take a stand

that God has made us in a certain way
and given us a task to care for creation
and we have not always been the care-
takers we were designated to be.

Thank you so much for your

views, Reverend. I am sure our
students would remember the
ethical and moral questions you
raised while going ahead with
our scientific research.

DIGGING DEEPER

Winner of the Poster Prize of the Berlin Brain Days 2010
Poster Prize Winner Talks About Her PhD Project

Photo: Katja Blazej

By Katja Blazej
PhD Student Medical Neurosciences, Molec-

ular Psychiatry, AG Priller

The aim of my PhD work is to better
understand the impact of myeloid cells
on neuroinflammatory and neurode-
generative diseases. In the CNS, mi-
croglia and perivascular macrophages
are the main players in innate im-
munity. A key regulator of inflam-
mation and activation of microglia is
the nuclear factor (NF)-κB. It con-
trols proinflammatory gene expression
and is activated by a complex in-

cluding IκB kinase (IKK) 2. In or-
der to achieve inhibition of microglia
and macrophage activation by block-
ade of the NF-κB signaling path-
way, I created mice in which the
Ikk2 gene is deleted in the myeloid
cell lineage. Using the Cre-loxP
technology, I crossed mice express-
ing Cre recombinase under the control
of the Lysozyme M promoter (LysM)
with mice carrying two loxP-flanked
(floxed) Ikk2 alleles.

I characterized the resulting
LysM-Cre×IKK2fl/fl mice for cell-
specific deletion of the Ikk2 gene in
vitro. To this end, I prepared pri-
mary microglial cell cultures as well
as cultures of peritoneal macrophages
and measured protein and mRNA
expression levels of IKK2. The
results were compared with mi-
croglial/macrophage cultures from
littermates, which do not express Cre
recombinase, and with astroglial cul-
tures, which derive from the neu-
roectoderm. I also analyzed the

cells for nuclear translocation of the
NF-κB subunit p65 and the secre-
tion of proinflammatory molecules
like TNF-α and nitric oxide in re-
sponse to LPS stimulation. Thereby,
I was able to demonstrate the dele-
tion of Ikk2 specifically in microglia
and macrophages of the LysM-
Cre×IKK2fl/fl mouse and the inhi-
bition of NF-κB functions in these
cell types. LysM-Cre×IKK2fl/fl

mice do not show any difference in
the basal immune state, but I regis-
tered enlarged spleens especially with
age when compared to their wild-
type littermates. The causes of the
splenomegaly are currently under in-
vestigation.

In conclusion, our data suggest
that LysM-Cre×IKK2fl/fl mice show
an impaired activation of myeloid cells
and may serve as tools to investigate
microglial and macrophage function
in CNS inflammation and degenera-
tion.

COURSE WATCH

Programming in Matlab

By Arina Riabinska
MSc Student Medical Neurosciences

Once you have gathered all the things
needed for your project or next pub-
lication: an intriguing topic, a fancy
experimental design and nicely per-
formed laboratory work, the last but
not least to take care of in this chain
is a tool to process the obtained data.
It is well known that sometimes a dif-
ferent analyzing approach turns the
whole conclusion into a different direc-
tion. Among the different programs
used today for data analysis one of the
most flexible and frequently chosen by

neuroscientists is Matlab R©.

The advantage of Matlab is that it
basically works the data for you, once
you have ‘translated’ an algorithm in
a script language. Since this software
is somewhere between a “user pro-
gram” and a programming language,
one needs to be trained in order to
work with it freely. Therefore, it is
highly beneficial to have such training
available for students in the field of
neuroscience.

The idea of organizing a Matlab
course came to our scientific coordi-
nator Benedikt Salmen quite a while

ago. Although we could pick an avail-
able course in one of Berlin’s uni-
versities, these courses are usually in
German only, while the English ones
offered by our neighbours, computa-
tional neuroscientists, are too math-
and programming-oriented. To cut a
long story short, in summer 2010 we
launched our own course.

The current Matlab studies con-
sist of two levels: an introductory
and a more advanced course. The
introductory course included a cou-
ple of theoretical lectures given by
experts followed by weekly practi-

www.medical-neurosciences.de
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cal tutorials in a computer pool dur-
ing which MedNeuro students experi-
enced in Matlab shared basic knowl-
edge of the program. In these meet-
ings, main concepts and syntaxes were
explained using examples from real
on-going projects. By the end of the
course, students were able to solve
simple tasks with the help of Matlab
and write short scripts. This knowl-
edge enables participants to enter the
more advanced course given by true
professionals.

The course is going to start in
February and take place every two
weeks. However, the exact dates still
have to be agreed on. In this level,
we will plunge deeper into mecha-
nisms and write more complicated al-
gorithms for Matlab. The course will
mainly deal with electrophysiological
and imaging data, which meets the de-
mands of most of the applicants. It
is also planned to learn to write rou-
tines more efficiently considering dif-
ferent formats, storage and resources,

used by Matlab functions.
Those who would like to join,

but did not yet sign in, are encour-
aged to check blackboard for details.
Also, the introductory Matlab tutori-
als will take place again in the summer
semester 2011 and everybody is very
welcome to join!

As one of the participants of the
course, I would like to thank the Med-
Neuro office for the strong support
and especially Benedikt for his initia-
tive and commitment.

WHATEVER HAPPENED TO...?

Marta Čeko
A conversation with Marta Čeko, MSc Medical Neurosciences.

Marta Čeko

(mz) Marta Čeko was a student in the
program from 2006 to 2008 who de-
cided to continue her scientific career
in Montreal where she is currently do-
ing her PhD.

MZ: Marta, thank you very
much for taking the time to
tell the neuroscience community
back in Berlin what happened to
you after your time in the pro-
gram. What motivated you to
join the Medical Neurosciences
Program and how did you ben-
efit from it?

MC: My strong interest in science be-
gan during high school and my in-
terest in the brain during the first
years of university (I studied Molec-
ular Biology in Vienna), as I real-
ized what I reckon every neuroscien-
tist is struck with before they become
a neuroscientist – that the brain is the
absolutely most fascinating living or-
gan (and network I dare say) there is
and how could anyone in their right
mind not want to study it? And
since I wanted to study it in a pro-
gram that offered an integration of ba-

sic mechanisms with the clinical con-
text (and applicability), the Medical
Neurosciences Program was a perfect
fit, and I must say I enjoyed every
week of it. I liked the structure and
the tempo of it, but also appreciated
greatly the flexibility the program at
the time, which allowed me to spend
three months in summer in Montreal,
where I visited the lab that was to be-
come my PhD training ground.

What are your aspirations in
your current position?

Survive. I should be (more or less) in
my final year now. I have just passed
the Candidacy Exam, which is the
first really scary step in the PhD stu-
dent’s career where you are to show a
committee that you and your project
are worthy of pursuing a PhD. There
are a few more milestones to pass, but
“das Ende ist in Sicht” (“the end is
in sight”). For my post-doc I would
like to acquire further training in neu-
roimaging.

What is the exact topic you are
working on right now and why
did you choose it?

The topic of my thesis is the im-
pact of fibromyalgia on brain anatomy
and function. Fibromyalgia is a
chronic pain syndrome that is in many
cases accompanied by cognitive dis-
turbances, anxiety, depression, sleep
disturbances and fatigue. Also, it is
associated with loss of brain gray mat-
ter, specifically in regions related to
cognitive functioning, stress and pain

processing and modulation.

Okay, thanks for this nice intro-
duction to fibromyalgia. And
what part do you play in this
story?

We are investigating the relationship
between neuroanatomical abnormali-
ties and alterations in pain perception
and modulation, and also between al-
terations in brain anatomy and func-
tion, and cognitive functioning in fi-
bromyalgia patients as they compare
to healthy controls. The methods we
use are structural and functional MRI,
cognitive testing, and psychophysics
(pain testing).

What else can you do neuro-
science research on in Montreal?

Everything! Here, a statement
from the Graduate Program’s website:
“Montreal is home to the largest con-
centration of neuroscientists in North
America.” So, yes, basically, every
branch you might wish to pursue, you
will probably find someone in Mon-
treal working on it.

Where do you see yourself in 10
years from now?

I can’t predict what the exact subject
of my investigation might be 10 years
from now, and in what kind of capac-
ity I will be performing research, but
I do know I wish to stay in academia,
wish to never stop investigating the
brain, and most definitely, I wish to be
doing so using MRI or MRI in combi-
nation with other imaging modalities.
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Why do you particularly like
MRI?

MRI can tell us a lot, not only about
brain anatomy and morphology, but
also about how the brain is wired.
With recent advances, it is now be-
coming easier to disentangle some
of the really cool stuff in terms of
anatomical and functional connectiv-
ity within and between various brain
networks. Also, stronger magnetic
fields allow us to dig deeper. Right
now 3T (Tesla) is common in research,
but some institutes already start us-
ing 7T and even 11.7T for human re-
search, whereby a magnet of 7T for
example allows us to go down to the
level of cortical layers.

What other passions do you fol-
low besides neuroscience?

I like swimming, scuba diving, reading
fiction, snowboarding, trying to learn
French, actually no, not French, but
Quebecois.

What do you miss the most
thinking about Berlin and Ger-
many?

As for Germany, nothing in par-
ticular, since I don’t really know
much apart from Berlin and we all

know how a capital of a given coun-
try can be very different from the
rest of the country. I do miss
Berlin a lot, not necessarily in winter,
since between gray-overcast-rainy-
winter and mostly-sunny-at-minus-
30-degrees winter, I choose the lat-
ter, but the winters here last forever,
which is admittedly quite annoying,
and nothing compares to Berlin in
spring. I loved it there. It took less
than a week to feel at home, I liked
the people, the places, the trashiness
and the coolness of it all. Montreal is
not that dissimilar though. It is def-
initely not North America (not even
Canada as some will try to convince
you). Both cities are very multicul-
tural, there’s lots of international cui-
sine (more so and cheaper in Berlin
though), they are cheap to live in, and
in some areas you won’t understand a
word of what people are saying (ex-
cept that in contrast to Berlin, “ar-
eas” denotes a good half of the city
here). Also, summers are pretty com-
parable I’d say, except that there are
more festivals in Montreal (including
THE jazz festival).

What is the major difference be-
tween Montreal and Berlin (in

terms of culture and science)?

Culture: I can’t really think of much.
Except that here, two cultures live
side by side, sometimes merging, but
sometimes so parallel, that a fa-
mous francophone actor walk down
the main street in Montreal and the
English-speaking Montrealers won’t
have a clue who that is (this is
something I heard people from both
sides of the language border mention).
Though Berlin is, I find, very inter-
national and certainly not (or not no-
ticeably in my experience) xenophobic
as some other places in Europe and
therefore, very similar in its accep-
tance of foreigners to Montreal, you
still do notice that here, we are in
an immigrant country. Science: lab
size. Although, there are large labs
too, labs in Berlin are on average def-
initely larger. Other than that, I
haven’t really noticed much of a differ-
ence. Mind you, the only science that
I got to know in Berlin was by looking
through the MedNeuro lens, which in
itself is a program presumably mod-
eled after Anglo-American programs.
Also, the lab I did my MSc project in
was British-led, so I didn’t really get
a feel for “German” labs.

STUDENT PARADE

Anna Maslarova
MD/PhD Student, Institute of Neurophysiology, AG Heinemann

Anna Maslarova. Photo: J. Rum-

mel

(jr)As promised earlier, we present a
female MedNeuro student in this is-
sue: Anna Maslarova. Anna joined
the MedNeuro program in 2006 as a
master’s student and continues now
with the MD/PhD program. Her talk
on the last day of the Berlin Brain
Days 2010 was awarded as one of the
best talks. Congrats!

JR: Why did you join Med-
Neuro?

AM: Already at medical school (in
Vienna), it was clear to me that I
would try to spend several years in
neuroscience before maybe going back
to the clinics. Shortly before graduat-
ing, I traveled to the US and visited
a couple of universities inquiring in-
formation about doing a PhD. Soon
enough though, I got the impression
that without basic lab experience
my medical diploma was as useful
as maybe a tractor driving license
for being accepted. That’s when I
came upon the MSc in Medical Neu-
roscience program in Berlin. The
curriculum sounded really fascinat-
ing and I had been to Berlin before
and could imagine living here. So I
applied and luckily got accepted. It

turned out to be an amazing expe-
rience. The MSc program was for
me what I had always missed dur-
ing studying in Vienna, which was a
pretty lonely and anonymous process.
As opposed to that, taking courses in
a small group including a bunch of
really unique people, almost felt like
a second family.

Could you briefly describe
you research interest and your
project?

I am interested in using electrophysio-
logical methods to investigate cell and
network firing. My project concerns
changes in potassium channels in tem-
poral lobe epilepsy and their impor-
tance for seizure generation and drug
resistance, which is common in this
disease.

www.medical-neurosciences.de
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What fascinates you about it?
I guess the same thing that fascinates
everyone in neuroscience – how does
the brain work and why do we need
one. In the particular case of epilepsy,
I believe that it is much more than
a neurological disorder, as it impli-
cates a most genuine feature of the
brain, namely network synchroniza-
tion. The question is where the thin
line between physiology and disease
is, and what prevents us all from be-
ing clinically epileptic. I say clini-
cally, because in the meantime there
is tons of evidence that silent seizures
are much more common than we have
assumed. This was also addressed by
Jeffrey Noebels during his talk at the
Neurocolloquium last year.

What did you do before you
came here?
Until my 20th year, I lived in Sofia,
which by the way is a really fun city,
then I moved to Vienna, trying to
learn German and medicine as good as
I could and then ended up in Berlin,
relearning the German without the

Vienna dialect and the rest you know.

What will you be doing in 10
years from now?
Hopefully not my PhD anymore! No,
seriously, other than doing science, I
had always wanted to be a neurosur-
geon. My fascination for it started
as an ignorant obsession of becoming
something that is cool, rare and tough
but got serious in 2006 when I did
an internship at the neurosurgery de-
partment of Keio University in Japan,
under the supervision of one of the
worlds most famous Neurosurgeons –
Professor Kawase, a specialist for pos-
terior fossa tumors, which are partic-
ularly well hidden and tough to get.
His surgeries were pieces of art, and
watching him getting his way through
the narrowest and deepest cracks of
the brain was breathtaking. He him-
self would speak of neurosurgical ap-
proaches as of a game of chess or a
difficult puzzle needing a new solution
every time. So, I would love to spend
my time solving these types of puz-
zles. Hopefully in some years from

now I can do both, neurosurgery and
science, preferably in the field of brain
computer interfaces. Apart from that
I would love to try teaching; I guess
it’s one of those childhood dreams like
being an astronaut or a circus clown.

And I would like to have done
a triathlon, climbed a 4000 meter
mountain and completed a Trans Alp
Bike tour much sooner.

What is the neuroscience field
like in Bulgaria?

Unfortunately I don’t know about
neuroscience in particular, however
there is an annual medical sci-
ence conference in Sofia, which is
a big event for medical students
(http://www.icmsbg.org).

What are your passions besides
neuroscience?

I enjoy all sorts of strenuous outdoor
sports just as much as chilling on the
couch with a good book and my cat,
but instead somehow I always end up
hanging out with friends in a random
bar. I guess it’s the Berlin effect.

THE INFAMY IN NEUROSCIENCE

Phrenology – Decipher Your Personality

(nh) Do you think the external shape
of your skull provides an accurate con-
clusion about your personality traits,
your skills and habits? Well, people
following phrenology did think so.

This pseudoscience is based upon
the false assumption that mental fac-
ulties are located in brain “organs”
on the surface of the brain and can
be detected by visible inspection of
the skull. Phrenology was formu-
lated by the Viennese physician Franz
Joseph Gall (1758-1828) and became
most popular in Great Britain and the
United States. He believed that the
mind is composed of multiple, distinct
faculties. These faculties are localised
in different regions of the brain (called
“organs”) which enlarge by the use
of the corresponding faculty. As the
skull takes its shape from the brain,
the surface of the skull can be read as
an accurate image of the developing
faculties, i.e. as an index of a per-
son’s emotional and intellectual func-
tions. The work of phrenologists in-
volved mostly head reading and char-
acter analyses. Most phrenologists
would run their finger tips over a head

to distinguish any elevations or in-
dentations. Knowing the cartographic
layout of the head according to the
phrenological chart, they could eval-
uate the personality. In books they
described the meaning of each organ
per its size including instructions how
to use one’s organs to develop impor-
tant faculties.

For example, according to the
1869 book, How to Read Character, a
very large Eventuality organ, means
“a wonderfully retentive memory of
facts, incidents, and general knowl-
edge, and strong craving for informa-
tion” – whereas the memory of a per-
son with a very small Eventuality or-
gan is “utterly untrustworthy”. This
person “forgets almost everything re-
lating to what has happened, no mat-
ter how recently.”

Phrenology has been almost uni-
versally considered completely dis-
credited as a science since the end of
the 19th century. Even during the
peak of its popularity between the
1820s and 1840s, phrenology was al-
ways controversial and never achieved
the status of an accredited science.

Methodologically problematic as it
was, phrenology advanced the correct
notion that the human brain is the
seat of character, emotions, percep-
tion and intellect. It attributed differ-
ent mental functions to localised re-
gions of the brain. This approach,
with refinements and exceptions, has
been increasingly pursued since the
1860s following the work of Pierre-
Paul Broca and Carl Wernicke in the
1870s. Accordingly, all of the or-
gans identified by phrenologists are
now considered purely imaginary ex-
cept for Gall’s ‘faculty for words or
verbal memory’, which was close to
the present location of Broca’s and
Wernicke’s speech areas.

Unfortunately, phrenology also
gave rise to other pseudoscientific
characterologies, such as craniometry
and anthropometry. These compara-
tive techniques were used extensively
by anthropologists to differentiate be-
tween inferior and superior races and
became the central theme point of
Nazi anti-Semitism.

c© 2011 International Graduate Program Medical Neurosciences
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BRAIN REELS

Requiem for a Dream

By Timo Schmidt
MSc Student Medical Neurosciences

“Purple in the morning, blue in the
afternoon, orange in the evening.”
Those are the pills which Sarah Gold-
farb, an elderly widow from Brooklyn,
takes every day to fulfill her dream:
She wants to fit into her beautiful
red dress when visiting her favorite
TV show. The pills Mrs. Goldfarb

takes are amphetamines which lower
her appetite, but by increasing the
dosage she drifts more and more into
a dreamworld, confusing reality and
fantasy. Her son Harry takes drugs
mainly due to a hedonistic motivation.
His dream of a better life enabled
by money from drug dealing seems
to be morally inferior to Mrs. Gold-
farb’s motivation. Anyhow, both drift

into serious drug problems which ruin
their lives. The movie “Requiem for
a Dream” (2000) presents the story of
different people with different dreams
who ignore costs and risks in order
to achieve their dreams. All of them
fail with their pharmacological trial.
What motives are required to benefit
from manipulating one’s psyche phar-
macologically?

ELEVATOR TALK

Foreign Accent Syndrome

(nh) Nearly all of us may have talked
with a foreign accent just for fun –
joking with friends. But in very rare
cases, a person’s voice takes on a dra-
matically different sound which listen-
ers perceive as a foreign accent.

This phenomenon is called For-
eign Accent Syndrome. It is an un-
usual neurological disorder with only
60 cases reported worldwide. Usually,

it occurs after a severe brain injury,
such as stroke or trauma. Doctors be-
lieve that it is caused by the damage
of tiny brain regions associated with
language and phonetic characteristics.
As a consequence, the person suffer-
ing from the syndrome may draw out
or clip vowels, which gives the impres-
sion they are speaking in a foreign ac-
cent. This syndrome is mostly tran-

sient, fading after 30 minutes, half a
year or more than one year.

Indeed, evidence suggests a func-
tional and causative role of the cere-
bellum in this speech disorder. It
might result from a disruption of a
close functional interplay between the
cerebellar and cerebral speech centers
involved in motor speech planning.

A TASTE OF HOME

Bombay Restaurant – A Taste of Indian Flavours

(kv) If you are a connoisseur of inter-
national food and are daring enough
to savor the rich and spicy flavours of
India, then, you should certainly head
out to Bombay Indian restaurant,
cafe, and bar, nestled in the heart of
Berlin city centre, close to the S+U
Bahnhof Friedrichstrasse and next to
the Friedrichstadtpalast.

Named after the famous Indian
city Bombay, or Mumbai, this restau-
rant almost echoes the real taste of
India. Started around 2006, it is
hard not be charmed by the beauti-
ful Buddha statues and almost real-

life size figurines of traditional Indian
women at the entrance, with their
hands folded (a sign of welcome in In-
dia) that make you feel comfortable
instantly. The vibrant aesthetic in-
teriors made up of marble, intricate
wooden furniture and beautiful chan-
deliers are as tastefully done, as the
food itself. The service is good, the
staff friendly and the food is reason-
ably priced, with the owner playing
the perfect host, often passing by your
table and ensuring that you are enjoy-
ing every bit of your meal as well as
the ambiance.

The food is rich, scrumptious, and
as spicy as you want. Yes, all the
herbs, spices, vegetables, and meat
are prepared according to your taste
– you can savour the starters of
traditional “samosas” and “pakoras”,
served with tangy dips and often ac-
companied with a sweet and so “man-
goey” mango lassi. A must for veg-
etarians are the “Bombay Baingan”,

“Kadhai Paneer”, and the very heav-
enly “tandoori or clay-ware baked”
garlic, butter or paneer stuffed naans
or flatbreads. For the meat lovers, the
favourites range from grill plates pre-
pared with assorted spicy veggies and
meat of your choice – chicken, duck
or lamb, “chicken or duck vindaloo”
and an endless list. Ask the chef for
his recommendations if you feel un-
sure! And, if you love rice, you should
taste one among the several amaz-
ing “biryanis”, which is basmati rice
cooked for hours on slow flames with
a blend of spices, herbs, vegetables or
meat. The restaurant also serves up
cocktail specialties and other drinks
for people who would like to enjoy a
drink or two, before a big meal. For
people who have a sweet tooth, the
“gulab jamuns” and the traditional
“kulfi” ice-cream are a must try. Last
but not the least, the typical Indian
tea or chai is a definite, to complete
the entire gastronomic experience at

www.medical-neurosciences.de



10 / 16 February 2011 CNSNewsletter

Bombay.

Whether you want to share a
special time with your loved one,
or have a good business lunch, or
simply organize a big party for 50-
100 people, Bombay tries to cater to

your needs in the best possible ways.
The website http://www.bombay-
berlin.de/index.php will give you
more details on every aspect of the
restaurant. And where is it located?

Bombay Restaurant

Friedrichstr. 106c
10117 Berlin
phone: (030) 28 48 49 53

A place to reckon, if you would love to
tingle your taste buds with something
different! Jai ho, Bombay!

FOCUS

Table of Neuroenhancers

The brand names of the drugs mentioned above are registered trademarks.

WHAZZUP?

Calendar of Events in Berlin

(mz) This issue’s recommendation of events.

Feb 10-20: 61st Berlinale
Feb 16: Chancen und Risiken des Neuroenhancements by
Prof. Isabella Heuser at Urania (5:30pm)
Feb 18: FameLab - Talking Science in Potsdam

Mar 14-20: Brain Awareness Week

Apr 16: Long Night of Opera and Theatre

May 14: Long Night of the Book
May 21: DFB-Pokal Final
May 26-29: 3rd International Congress on ADHD
May 28: Long Night of Sciences

c© 2011 International Graduate Program Medical Neurosciences
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FOCUS

Neuroenhancement

CONFERENCE REPORT

Berlin Brain Days 2010
7th Meeting in Berlin

(kv/mz) Once a year, the six interna-
tional PhD programs in neuroscience
organize the Berlin Brain Days, a
symposium targeting PhD students.

The Berlin Brain Days 2010 (Nov
1-3), started off with Edvard I. Moser
who – despite technical problems – ex-
plained how space is represented in
our brains. Thereafter, and for the
first time, a graduation ceremony was
held for the Master’s program grad-
uates from both the Computational
Neuroscience and the Medical Neuro-
sciences programs. To honor the time
and passion devoted to the classes
in the Medical Neurosciences Mas-
ters program, the best lecturers were
awarded the Teaching Awards. The
program office also thanked the stu-
dents for their contributions through-
out the Master’s period.

The following day gave meaning-
ful insights into the role of glial cells

in myelin formation in health and dis-
ease (Klaus-Armin Nave), the impact
of expectations about physical pain
on responses to painful events (Tor
D. Wager) as well as the Bayesian
modeling of visual motion perception
(Eero P. Simoncelli). The third and
last day of the Berlin Brain Days 2010
was entirely dedicated to medical and
molecular neurosciences. In the morn-
ing session, Richard Miles helped us
to understand how hippocampal syn-
chrony is generated in epileptic pa-
tients. In the last session, Lutz Birn-
baumer introduced to us the fascinat-
ing history of the discovery of G pro-
teins and their mode of signal trans-
duction. It was amazing to hear about
how a concept can be developed and
modified during more than 40 years of
research.

Besides all the fascinating talks
by well known scientists, the Berlin

Brain Days also offered the possi-
bility for budding neuroscientists to
present their own projects and ad-
vances. The student talks were eval-
uated by peer students. Among a
lot of excellent talks, the best were
of: 1) Jens Baron, 2) Soyoung Q
Park, 3) Anna Maslarova. In addi-
tion, poster prizes were also awarded
to the three best posters from the two-
day poster sessions. The winners are:
1) Katja Blazej, 2) Sabrina Lee, 3)
Jorge Jaramillo.

Since science is not just hard work,
but also fun, the “Creative Hands”
performed a refreshing improvisation
comedy show peppered with jokes
from local Berlin neurosciences and
beyond. The finale culminated in the
BBD party at the “Sanatorium 23”
on November 3rd to successfully com-
plete the Berlin Brain Days 2010.

www.medical-neurosciences.de
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CONFERENCE REPORT

SfN 2010
40th Meeting in San Diego

(kv) Like every year, the annual meet-
ing of neuroscientists all around the
world was organized by the Society
for Neuroscience (SfN) in San Diego,
California. The 40th meet took place
from the13th to the 17th of Novem-
ber 2010 at the remarkable San Diego
Convention Center, located in the vi-
brant and sunny downtown city area.
With more than an over-whelming
31,500 attendees on all 5 days, the
place was abuzz with participants
from all around the globe, enthusiasti-
cally discussing and talking innovative
findings in their area of neuroscience.

And the well-structured scientific pro-
grams for each day ranged from sym-
posias, minisymposias, workshops,
special talks, posters covering a wide
array of topics in neuroscience such
as adult neurogenesis, neurotransmit-
ters, neuroimmunology, neurodegen-
erative diseases, cognitive and be-
havioural neuroscience, newest tech-
nology products useful for academia
and many more. Besides, there
was also on-the spot free registration
for potential job applicants and em-
ployers through an online Neurojobs
portal. From students, to experi-

enced scientists, to company repre-
sentatives, everyone kept themselves
busy discussing cutting-edge develop-
ments, new ideas, past and current
problems, potential projects and col-
laborations in all aspects of neuro-
science. For more in-depth details
about SfN 2010, please visit the web-
site: http://www.sfn.org/am2010/.
The next annual meeting of the SfN
2011 is scheduled from Nov. 12-16
in Washington D.C. Worth attending,
guys! Don’t miss this date! See also
News in Brief, → p. 16.

ISNI 2010
10th ISNI Congress in Barcelona

(nh) Once every two years, the Inter-
national Congress of Neuroimmunol-
ogy organized by the International
Society of Neuroimmunology (ISNI)
takes place.

Last year (Oct. 26-30), the 10th
ISNI Congress was organized in the
nice surrounding of the Mediter-
ranean town Sitges (Barcelona,
Spain). It consisted of plenary lec-
tures and concurrent symposia held
by high-ranking and budding scien-
tists – highlighting the advances in
clinical and basic Neuroimmunology.

Furthermore, poster and training ses-
sions were also scheduled to compose a
well-balanced scientific program. The
event pointed out new discoveries in
terms of biomarkers, potential thera-
pies and stem cell strategies as well as
the progress in the aetiology of neu-
roimmunological diseases. Thereby,
the congress mainly focused on Mul-
tiple sclerosis, the classical study area
in neuroimminuology. New technolo-
gies were presented such as innovative
brain imaging strategies and high-
throughput sequencing to improve

the phenotypic characterization of the
disease as well as the identification of
mediators of neuroinflammation and
demyelination. Unfortunately, data
on infectious diseases and other CNS
diseases interacting with or influenced
by the immune system were limited.

Overall, it was an informative
congress with interesting talks and
posters. The next meeting will be held
in Boston in 2012. It will definitely be
worth attending this congress.

NEUROSCIENCE IN THE PRESS

Turn On the Light!

(jr) The journal ‘Nature Methods’ de-
clares optogenetic as the method of
the year 2010.

Optogenetics allows the in vivo
observation of single neurons with
a temporal resolution in the range
of milliseconds! The technique is a
construct of various building blocks.
First, Prof. Peter Hegemann from
the HU Berlin and co-workers had
to discover that green algae are
light sensitive. They identified cer-
tain genes that code for the light-

sensitive proteins channelrhodopsin-2
and halorhodopsin. Now, these genes
were induced into the mouse brain by
viral vectors. Researchers from Stan-
ford University used fiber-optic cables
to transport light into the infected
mouse brains – which made the mice
spin in a circle once the light was
switched on. By additionally integrat-
ing the fluorescent gene from the jel-
lyfish, one can even record the light
evolving from active neurons via the
fiber-optic cable. So by using optoge-

netics, commands can be sent to and
the response can be recorded from the
neuronal tissue with a 100x higher res-
olution than common electrodes. A
possible clinical application might be
for epileptic patients. If they accept to
get viruses injected into their brains,
one might specifically shut off certain
neurons and thereby blight a seizure
by optogenetics. (Die ZEIT. 5 Jan-
uary 2011.)

c© 2011 International Graduate Program Medical Neurosciences
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NEUROSCIENCE IN THE PRESS

Turn On the Music!

(jr) Music can be addictive. What
probably many of us already expe-
rienced themselves has now been re-
ported in Nature Neuroscience. Valo-
rie Salimpoor from McGill University
in Montreal has shown that musical
pleasure causes effects similar to sex,
drugs, gambling or delicious food -
and this is also due to an increased re-
lease of dopamine. “You’re following

these tunes and anticipating what’s
going to come next and whether it’s
going to confirm or surprise you, and
all of these little cognitive nuances
are what’s giving you this amazing
pleasure”, she explained. In this
study, dopamine levels were mea-
sured by using PET in music-lovers
while they listened to music that
gave them chills. This is the first

study that indicates that dopamine
release can be triggered in response
to an aesthetic stimulus and even
simply by anticipating something ab-
stract and complex. (Discovery News.
http://news.discovery.com/human/
music-dopamine-happiness-brain-
110110.html)

MESSAGE IN A BOTTLE

Istanbul
The Only City Lying on Two Continents

Photo: Wikipedia

By Seda Salar
PhD Student, Medical Neurosciences, AG

Heinemann

A lot of poems, stories, and lyrics were
written for Istanbul, the city bridging
Asia and Europe. Though the cap-
ital of Turkey moved to Ankara, Is-
tanbul has been the capital of four
empires throughout history. Not only
many buildings, but several cultures
and traditions of those nations also
survived, so you can have a chance
to taste a partially westernized orien-
tal city with a nested historical and
modern background. Just by look-
ing from any seashore near to central
Bosphorus, you can see the amazing

hilly scenery consisting of two bridges,
reminiscent of two fortresses, several
palaces and towers, mosques, water-
front houses, newly arising skyscrap-
ers and commuter ferries and tank-
ships passing by the strait.

Of around 70 million Turks, nearly
12 million live in Istanbul making life
a bit chaotic with tinkling horns in
traffic jams and with people walking
away in haste as they try to catch up
with something. But, the hospital-
ity of the people catches you in such
a short time that you find yourself
wandering around the touristic attrac-
tions as an inhabitant. This hospital-
ity shows itself either with people try-
ing to communicate and help you in
whatever language you are speaking
or with people offering you free drinks
(mostly tea or Turkish coffee) at the
end of a satisfying meal in a restau-
rant. From that time on, you may
want to be more involved in the sub-
urbs of Istanbul and by doing so, you
may feel the quick transition between
the city life and so-called “neighbor-
hood life”.

Being such a metropolis, Istanbul
hosts many festivals; the most impor-
tant of which are the International

Film and International Jazz Festi-
vals and Istanbul Biennial. In ad-
dition, there are a number of pub-
lic and private museums along with
modern art galleries. There is also a
wide range of shopping opportunities
from street Bazaars to glamorous bou-
tiques. This lively city never sleeps
(even on Sundays – with most of the
shops open) and has a quite active
nightlife. For those who need some
peaceful moments, Istanbul offers a
bunch of countryside promenades and
also islands reachable by commuter
ferries.

Last but not least, you can taste
the whole diversity of Turkish cuisine
(not just the doner) in a number of
restaurants. National beverages are
the raki, tea and for sure Turkish cof-
fee. You can sip your tea or Turk-
ish coffee in a street or seashore cafés
and relish your raki accompanied with
mezes and traditional music in many
meyhanes.

You can enjoy this city with its
mild weather any time of the year.
With its two airports and budget air-
lines, it is easily accessible. So, sooner
or later, try to give a chance to
ISTANBUL!

www.medical-neurosciences.de

Contest : Are you part of the problem, or do you come with a solution?

We would like to include your contributions and improve the newsletter. To adapt our newsletter to your liking, we are 
holding a contest calling on you to submit suggestions how to make the newsletter better. We are searching for ideas and 
solutions that we can directly translate into our next issues. The best suggestion will be published and rewarded with a 
25€ voucher of Lehmanns bookstore. Send your suggestions to cns-newsletter@charite.de. 
Deadline for submission: April 10, 2011.
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COURSE WATCH

Neuroscience Journal Club

(il/mz) As a scientist, it is crucial to
not only understand a scientific arti-
cle but to also critically look at the
data and conclusions provided in or-
der to derive own hypotheses and con-
cepts from them that might influence
own experimental designs and future
research. One way to improve this
skill is to become member in a jour-
nal club which offers the advantage of
discussing scientific papers with peo-
ple of various backgrounds. Thus, the
Neuroscience Journal Club was born.

About

The purpose of the Neuroscience Jour-
nal Club is to critically discuss recent
papers in the field of neurosciences.
This journal club is an open forum
with interactive participation. In ad-
dition to increasing their knowledge
and receiving updates about recent
neuroscience research, members can
improve their presentation skills and

learn about experimental design.
The idea behind this course was

born in 2010 as a students’ initiative
driven by Sophie Schweizer, Benedikt
Brommer, Inês Laginha, and Mari-
etta Zille. Our initiative was soon
well received and a lot of members
joined the journal club. Since then,
we have been organizing the Neuro-
science Journal Club that covers a
broad variety of topics suggested by
the members that have very different
scientific backgrounds.

The Journal Club takes place ev-
ery second Wednesday in the de-
partment of Experimental Neurology.
Both PhD students and experienced
scientists gather and actively discuss
the content of published scientific pa-
pers. One or two speakers present a
selected paper on the area of his or
her expertise or interest clarifying the
main ideas of the article, the hypothe-
sis behind that research work and out-
lining the choices of methods used.

Until now, five sessions have taken
place. A wide variety of topics was al-
ready presented ranging from stroke,
the hot topic of research in the de-
partment of Experimental Neurology,
to CNS tumors, passing by neuroim-
munology and epigenetics. Still much
more is yet to come, including some
sessions with a pedagogic component
focusing on the step by step analysis
of a scientific paper, others will focus
on cognitive neurosciences or behav-
ior.

How to become a member

We meet every first and third Wednes-
day from 9:15 to 10:45 am in the
Seminar Room (R. 01 002) of the
Department of Experimental Neurol-
ogy, Bonhoefferweg 3, Charité Cam-
pus Mitte. If you would like to par-
ticipate in our Neuroscience Journal
Club and be added to the mailing list,
please send an email to Marietta.

CHECK THIS OUT!

New Views on Multiple Sclerosis
A Canadian Perspective

By Jason Millward
PostDoc, AG Infante-Duarte “Experimental

Neuroimmunology”

Between the periods in hockey games,
a machine called a “Zamboni” comes
out to smooth the ice, and Canadians
go nuts for this thing. Recently an
Italian physician, Dr. Paolo Zamboni,
has proposed a radical new theory on
the pathogenesis of multiple sclerosis
(MS), which seems to smooth out the
inconvenient complexities of this dis-
ease – and people are going nuts.

The conventional view is that MS
is an autoimmune demyelinating dis-
ease, caused by a complex interac-
tion of genetic and environmental fac-
tors. The unconventional view of-
fered by Zamboni, is that MS is
caused by abnormal drainage of veins
in the neck, a condition he calls
chronic cerebrospinal venous insuf-
ficiency (CCSVI). He suggests this
leads to deposition of iron in the

brain, triggering an immune response.
The reaction of MS researchers and
physicians to this idea has ranged
from “highly skeptical” to “outright
dissmissive”.

Critics allege that Zamboni’s stud-
ies are frought with methodological
problems. In one study involving 109
MS patients and 177 controls he re-
ported that observation of CCSVI cor-
responded to diagnosis of MS with
100% sensitivity and 100% specificity,
raising doubts. In a separate study
by Zamboni, 65 MS patients (100%
of whom showed CCSVI) underwent
angioplasty to unblock the veins in
the neck – a proceedure Zamboni
calls “Liberation Therapy”. While
the authors reported improvements in
clinical outcomes, the study was un-
blinded, lacked a control group, and
all patients continued their conven-
tional MS treatments.

There are other points about the

CCSVI hypothesis that make MS re-
searchers uncomfortable. The numer-
ous genetic markers linked with MS
are almost all associated with im-
mune function; MS, like other autoim-
mune diseases, affects women dispro-
portionately; incidence of MS after
age 50 is rare; geographic distribution
of disease stronly implies environmen-
tal risk factors. These points are in-
completely understood, but they are
difficult to reconcile with a vascular
disorder being the root cause of MS.

Despite these legitimate concerns,
we should not dismiss the CCSVI idea
without sufficient study. Indeed, data
is accumlating from studies around
the world (including the Charité), and
the evidence for CCSVI in MS is not
quite holding up to scrutiny. Never-
theless, this story is not closed, and
a strong argument for pursuing it is
that MS is a very heterogeneous dis-
ease, and it is conceivable that CCSVI
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may play a role in a subset of patients.
The response of the MS research com-
munity has, on the whole, been appro-
priately critical.

The response of the general pub-
lic has been rather less critical. The
CCSVI hypothesis has two features
which make it extremely attractive:
it is a new idea; it is easily compre-
hensible by the non-scientific public
(it could be expressed in less than
140 characters). The MS patient
community, at least in Canada, has
embraced the idea, and their reac-
tion is entirely understandable. MS
patients are generally proactive and
well-educated about their disease, and
they are vigourously demanding the

“Liberation Therapy”. When they
hear their neurologist say that there
is insufficient evidence to justify the
proceedure, they are, not surprisingly,
unsatisfied. In Canada, health care is
publically funded, and there is ener-
getic debate about which treatments
taxpayers should fund. Health policy
should be determined by rational ar-
gument based on evidence, not by who
yells the loudest. This ideal is show-
ing strain. The Federal Government
of Canada has resisted calls for imme-
diate clinical trials of the “Liberation
Therapy” in favour of more study to
determine whether there is a rational
basis for offering it. However, Cana-
dian provincial governments share re-

sponsibility for health care, and two
provinces, Saskatchewan and New-
foundland, plan to fund clinical tri-
als of “Liberation Therapy”. Here
we should be careful. A rush to
implement uproven therapies threat-
ens to undermine the public confi-
dence in scientific rigor. If distinc-
tions between “Liberation Therapy”,
interferon-beta, natalizumab, antioxi-
dants, magnetic bracelets Goji berries
and homeopathy become blurred in
the public eye as more or less equiva-
lent MS treatment options, we have
lost something. It is our collective
responsability as researchers to help
preserve the integrity of the scientific
process in the public perception.

CHECK THIS OUT!

The Commission on the Advancement of Women

By Carmen Infante-Duarte

Carmen Infante-Duarte, senior scien-
tist and leader of the research group
“Experimental Neuroimmunology” is
a member of the Commission for Pro-
motion of Women at the Charité –
Universitätsmedizin Berlin and will
tell us about the structure and tasks
of this Commission.

When considering the careers of
women in science and academia,
Berlin, and the Charité in particu-
lar, are exceptional: already in 1912,
Lydia Rabinowitsch obtained the first
professorship of a woman in Berlin;
in 1913 Rahel Hirsch became the first
woman in Prussia to be appointed
as a Charité professor in medicine;
and currently, the faculty of medicine
at the Charité is the only German
medicine faculty that has been chaired
by a female Dean, Prof. Dr. Annette
Grüters-Kieslich since 2008. Never-
theless, the situation of women in
leading positions at the Charite is far
from being optimal. While about 60%
of the students at the Charité are fe-
male, only about 17% of the professors
are woman. Thus, the institutional
promotion and support of career of
women remains an essential task of
the faculty.

The Commission for Promotion
of Women at the Charité - Univer-
sitätsmedizin Berlin (Kommission für
Frauenförderung, KoFF) was estab-

lished by the Faculty Council in au-
tumn 2009 and is composed of 8 fe-
male full professors (including chair-
woman and deputy chairwoman), 8
scientific associates, 4 students and
2 non-scientific representatives. The
KoFF works very closely with the
officer for Women and equal op-
portunities at the Charité (Frauen-
und Gleichstellungsbeauftragte,
http://frauenbeauftragte.charite.de/)
and meets once a month, usually the
second Tuesday of the month.

The primary goals of the Commis-
sion are:

• To encourage the establishment of
equal opportunities for women and
men at the Charité at all profes-
sional levels.

• To support the career of female
researchers by advocating the es-
tablishment of a family friendly
Charité.

• To promote gender studies within
medical research and teaching. The
first accomplished objectives of the
KoFF were the establishment of
a regular dinner-meeting (takes
place 3-4 times per year) of fe-
male Charité professors, including
the Dean, to improve scientific net-
working, and the creation of a com-
prehensive and informative home-
page (http://koff.charite.de/).

On the KoFF homepage, you can
find information and links to: Re-

search and teaching: including ex-
tend information on gender-sensitive
research and teaching at the Charité.
Funding and fellowships: includ-
ing information on internal and ex-
ternal funding possibilities for women.
Particularly relevant Charité fellow-
ships and programs are the Rahel-
Hirsch fellowship, to promote Habil-
itation of female scientist; the Lydia
Rabinowitsch fellowship, to support
(re-)integration of female scientists in
the Charité, in case they had to re-
duce or cease their scientific activity
for family or social reasons; and the
mentoring program, a personal devel-
opment strategy to support young fe-
male scientists in their career plan-
ning and development. Family is-
sues: here you will find links to offices
and offers at the Charité that should
guaranty a framework for a successful
balancing of work and family obliga-
tions for all students and employees at
the Charité. Very important are the
links to the “family office” and inter-
nal and external child care services.

In summary, the KoFF is a re-
cently re-established Commission that
aims to make the work of women at
the Charité more visible, to promote
their networking activities and to im-
prove the presence of women in all
professional fields in which they are
underrepresented, principally in clini-
cal, scientific and also administrative
leader positions. Carmen is married
and has a five-year-old daughter.
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News in Brief

Deadlines and Program Re-
quirements

(ls) Recently, some students who left
the program but did not finish all
program requirements have sought
permission to submit their outstand-
ing reports or thesis late; in some
cases up to several years later. The
admissions and examinations com-
mission turned these requests down.
Consequently, these students did not
get their MSc degree. Only in cases
where an official doctor attests to a
sick leave, will such late submissions
be accepted.

MedNeuro at the SfN Meet-
ing in San Diego

(ls) As in past years, MedNeuro
shared a booth with 9 other German
Graduate Schools of Neuroscience in
San Diego. Traffic at the booth was
good. The number of BSc students
looking for graduate school opportu-
nity is steadily rising. At the Under-
graduate Poster Session and Social,
more than 600 attendees witnessed
the travel award handed over to the
best selected poster. A big Thank You
goes to Jens Dreier who represented
MedNeuro in the jury together with
scientists from Goettingen, Munich,
and Regensburg. Details on our web-
site under students/undergrad poster
award.

FUN in Berlin

(ls) It is the Faculty for Undergradu-
ate Neuroscience (FUN) that annually
hosts the Undergraduate Poster Ses-
sion and Social at the SfN meeting.
As a result of our cooperation over
the last few years, a group of US
undergrads will come to Berlin this
summer. This study abroad course
will focus on current topics in neu-
roscience research and the history of
neuroscience that can be found in
Berlin. Chris Korey and Mike Ruscio
organize and teach the course, Berlin
faculty will be asked to join as local
experts. If there are open slots, Berlin

students are welcome to join.

Summer BBQ

(ls) Together with Mind and Brain,
Computational Neuroscience and our
FUN-guests we are planning the sum-
mer BBQ on 10 June 2011. Similar
to last year, a contribution to the buf-
fet in the form of salads and snacks
as well as a few Euros for BBQ meat
and beer will be charged. Stay tuned
for more details!

Berlin Brain Days 2011

(ls) Deadline extended! Invite your
super science super hero to this year’s
BBD – 7 to 9 December 2011.
Brainstorm with some of your col-
leagues and supervisors and come up
with your favorite guest to be invited.
Make valuable connections by host-
ing that guest for the duration of the
meeting, thus paving the way to your
post-doc position. Nominations can
be sent to lutz.steiner@charite.de by
15 February 2011.

Graduation 2011

(ls) The idea to link the graduation
and the opening night of the BBD
was a great success. We will do that
again this year. But no worries, the
lesson learnt was to streamline the
award ceremony and get to the buffet
quicker. So save the date: Wed 7
December 2011 for Graduation!

MSc Applications 2011

(ls) Up by 200%! We basically tripled
our applications for the MSc pro-
gram this year: 101 applicants from
around the globe will now be screened,
tested, interviewed and introduced to
Berlin. Like last year, we count on
you, the current students, to meet
and greet the applicants during the
selection symposium in March. What
have we done differently this time?
We redesigned the website, flyers
and posters. We introduced the “5
good reasons”-campaign. We posted

our first program trailer on YouTube
(Special thanks to Ryan Cordell and
Daniel Margulies). We divided the
application system into two steps:
initial application directly to the pro-
gram, full application to uni-assist
after the admission test. We did
present the program to students at
other universities on the MedNeuro
on Tour scheme (see last issue). For
the coming year, we will not tire in
our efforts. If you have any sugges-
tions for marketing activities, come
forward!

NeuroCure PhD

(ls) As a result of the recent call,
the NeuroCure PhD family grew.
Please welcome: Etienne Atangana
(Vajkoczy), Viktoria Klippenstein
(Plested), Thomas Pelz (Neuhaus),
Karolin Pollok (Radbruch), Kuo
Yan (Tarabykin), Tobias Gle-
ich (Heinz), Mihovil Mladinov
(Priller), Juliane Obst (Heppner)
and Sophie Schweizer (Meisel).
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10117 Berlin

lutz.steiner@charite.de, t: +49 30
2093-4582, f: +49 30 2093-4590

Contact cns-newsletter@charite.de

Editorial Staff Ryan Cordell (rc),
Gina Eom (ge), Lauren Mamer
(lm), Aditya Mungee (am), Nicole
Hentschel (nh), Inês Laginha (il), Ju-
lia Rummel (jr), Daniel Schlacks (ds),
Katyayni Vinnakota (kv), Marietta
Zille (mz)

Contributers Katja Blazej, Jason
Millward, Arina Riabinska, Timo
Schmidt, Seda Salar

c© 2011 International Graduate Program Medical Neurosciences


	FRONT PAGE
	CNS Vol 4(1)
	Editorial
	Topic of Debate: Neuroenhancement
	Topic of Debate: Neuroenhancement
	Winner of the Poster Prize of the Berlin Brain Days 2010
	Programming in Matlab
	Marta Ceko
	Anna Maslarova
	Phrenology – Decipher Your Personality
	Requiem for a Dream
	Foreign Accent Syndrome
	Bombay Restaurant – A Taste of Indian Flavours
	Table of Neuroenhancers
	Calendar of Events in Berlin
	Neuroenhancement
	Berlin Brain Days 2010
	SfN 2010
	ISNI 2010
	Turn On the Light!
	Turn On the Music!
	Istanbul
	Neuroscience Journal Club
	New Views on Multiple Sclerosis
	The Commission on the Advancement of Women
	News in Brief


