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>>FROM TH E BOAR DROOM

Topics discussed by the BCN board
NeuroLabNL is one of the 25 routes of the
Dutch National Research Agenda (Nationale
Wetenschapsagenda: NWA). Next to Eveline
Crone (Leiden University), two new figure heads
have been added: Andrea Evers (also from
Leiden University) and Cyriel Pennartz (University
of Amsterdam). They intend to organise a big
open meeting on the position of NeuroLabNL
on December 20. Items to be discussed include
fundamental research on brain and cognition,
and the development of new initiatives.

researchers. This way, they can be invited in time
for the annual PI meeting or teach a course for
PhD students.

From June 22 to June 24, 2018, the 30th Annual
Meeting and Anniversary Event of the Society
for Light Treatment & Biological Rhythms (SLTBR)
will take place in Groningen. Founded in 1988,
SLTBR is a multidisciplinary group dedicated to
promoting research and knowledge transfer
about the biological effects of light. We will
investigate whether it is possible to devote
the BCN Symposium 2018 to chronobiological
research and incorporate it into SLTBR 2018. To
be able to do this, BCN will need to be granted a
single day.

Our partner institution at the University of
Twente, MIRA Biomedical Technology and
Technical Medicine, will be repositioned as part
of a larger discussion about Twente’s scientific
institutes. The existing ties with BCN will most
likely be continued, although new lines of
research will be explored as well.

The current emphasis on 3-year PhD tracks
might be understandable from a quantitative
perspective, but it does not necessarily advance
the quality of the dissertation. Many 3-year tracks
are extended with an extra year. We will keep
monitoring the situation and discuss it again
next time.

BCN has many reasons to support the
University’s Yantai initiative and will show this by
writing a letter to this effect.
■■ BY FRANS ZWARTS

It is important that BCN is informed as early
as possible of the appointment of new senior

■ ■ P H O T O B Y P I X A B AY. C O M
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An interview
with Marian Joëls
Marian Joëls was appointed as (full) professor of neuroscience in Utrecht and scientific
director of the Brain Center Rudolf Magnus. Since September last year, she is professor of
Neurobiology of Environmental Factors and Dean/board member of the UMCG. She also
was elected as a member of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences in 2002.
Her research mostly focuses on the influence that stress can have on our well-being.

How did you become interested in stress?
I had been working for some time on the interaction
between transmitters and hormones. When I applied
for my first career grant, I focused on stress hormones
and neurotransmitters such as noradrenaline, which is
elevated under stressful situations. I could have focused
on many endocrine systems, but I guess the fact that
my husband worked in the field of stress steered my
research in that direction too!

What was your most interesting finding regarding
stress?
It’s quite difficult to mention just one interesting
finding, so here are my top three. First, the fact that
corticosteroids work conditional and in interaction
with other hormones, which actually was my research
focus about 20 years ago. For instance, high doses of
noradrenaline prime amygdala neurons in such a way

that their response to corticosterone (released during
stress responses) is completely changed compared to
low doses. This may explain why severe stress affects
our emotional memory so differently from simple
arousal.
Second, stress hormones work in (at least) two temporal
domains. Directly after stress, the hormones promote
simple strategies that help the organism survive the
situation. After about one hour, other mechanisms are
activated that help to rationalize and contextualize the
stressful events. The balance between both elements
is important since an unbalance can make individuals
more liable to develop psychopathology.
Finally, chronic stress can promote lasting changes in
the brain on the molecular as well as on the behavioural
level, especially when chronic stress is experienced

>> Lifestyle is very important:
prevention is better than a cure. <
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>> Stress is an intrinsic part of life
after the eviction from paradise. <

during early development. These changes optimize
brain circuits and function for comparable adverse
conditions later in life. As you may expect, this principle
is adaptive in nature but dangerous when early and
later life circumstances differ. An “easy” start doesn’t
match very well with harsh conditions later on and vice
versa. However, this does not seem to be written in
stone as intervention in animal models has shown to
reverse the adverse effects.

What are the best remedies against stress in your
opinion?
Lifestyle is very important: prevention is better than
a cure. Furthermore, perceived control of a potential
stressful situation represents a key factor in handling
the accompanying stress. When circumstances seem
beyond the control of an individual, stress is likely
to be experienced. Having control, however, is not
something that is always possible, especially when
stress is experienced early in life. At the moment, we are
investigating in rodent models how pharmacological
or environmental interventions during puberty can
reverse the effects of early life adversity.

What are the biggest misconceptions about
stress?
The idea that stress is bad! A ‘normal’ stress response
is highly adaptive and necessary. It helps us respond
to challenging situations and remember important
information for the future. Only severe or chronic
stressors that are beyond our adaptive capacity may
predispose us for disease.

The pressure to deliver outstanding work
relatively fast and the strive for perfection seem to
be omnipresent in our current society (especially
in academia). Do you think that stress represents
an inevitable consequence of our daily work
routine?
Stress is an intrinsic part of life after the eviction from
paradise. In former days, people suffered mostly
from physical stressors like famine or cold. Nowadays,
in Western society we are generally exposed to
psychological stressors. As long as you are in control,
that is not necessarily a bad thing. People in their
twenties or thirties experience a lot of pressure to
live the perfect life because if you don’t you are
‘accountable’ for that yourself. But why? Life is not
perfect. Instead of excelling in every aspect of work,
sports, etc., one can also strive for having a good
balance in all these activities and accepting that not
everything (including yourself) is perfect. By the way: I
also have to remind myself of that on a daily basis.

Before you came to Groningen, you were the
scientific director of the Brain Centre Rudolf
Magnus in Utrecht. Since 2016, you have been an
active board member of the UMCG and member
of several outstanding scientific societies. How do
you manage to combine your research with the
other obligations?
It is indeed two worlds. Doing research is more in my
comfort zone. When I go to international meetings, it is
like seeing my family again. And the research questions
still fascinate me, although my interest has shifted
somewhat in recent years from hard-core neuroscience
to the crossroads of social sciences and biology. I was
not ready to give research up yet. But of course I cannot
perform research at the same level as I did before in
just one day per week. That would be a disregard of the
difficulty to contribute in a meaningful way to science.
So, my ambitions had to be adjusted. Still, being an
active researcher helps me appreciate how much fun,
but also how difficult it is, to advance our knowledge
and insights.
■■ BY ANNA LEONTE
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Interview with a board member: Frans Zwarts
Crossing borders in every sense of the phrase
Prof. Frans Zwarts is one of the founding fathers of the BCN research school. After his
impressive eight-year term as rector magnificus of the University of Groningen he returned
to BCN in 2011. He was a member of the very first board of BCN as well as director (1998-2002)
and still he is very much involved in the organisation that is BCN. When he took up the duty
of director it was tentatively put forward, in our 27th edition of this very newsletter, that
...’his main subject of interest is cognition, but his interest in the central nervous system does
thankfully not suggest a change in the course of BCN. Consolidation is all that BCN requires
now’. Here we are, 30 years later and it is hard to imagine our work without the organisation
that is BCN which feels like a rather solid foundation now.
The establishment of BCN was a novelty in the time
it was created. Frans explains that it was not selfevident that psychology and languages would join
forces with mathematics, biology and biophysics in
studying the brain in the field of neurosciences. This
idea, he reminisces, was initiated by Bert Mulder and
John Michon. ‘To convince the other members that
language and psychology were domains that would
add to the coalition was not easy. The biologists
however did understand that behaviour was a domain
worth taking into account when studying the brain,
studying animal behaviour is a long-standing tradition
after all. Eventually we convinced the others and
the conglomerate was established. Once this was
settled we received criticism for being such a broad
organisation: it would surely never work. We worked
hard to set an example that you can go from one field
of science to another, that there is so much we can learn
from each other. Like my predecessor, Diek Duifhuis,
biophysicist and the very first director of BCN, I strongly
believe that we can still learn from one another’.

It is important to revitalize an organisation as
BCN; it might very well disappear if it is not being
reinvented Frans stresses. ‘Great assets in this quest
are researchers that set an example and pursue
research projects that you would not normally set-up
from a monodisciplinary point of view. You can truly
make people enthusiastic if you bring diversity to
the table, in addition to delivering it with conviction.
A great objective is to give people an ‘aha-erlebnis’,
for example at a BCN meeting, to give them an
inkling of the synergy we create when we combine
different domains of science. The BCN Research Master
programme is a great accomplishment in this regard. I
strongly feel that this Research Master is something the
BCN community can pride itself on. We really should
encourage this collaboration as much as possible in
the PhD trajectories as well. This isn’t always easy of
course. As a PhD student, you really are focusing on
a very narrow strip of the world for the time being.
Sometimes people find it difficult to stray from what is
familiar to them, their own field of research’.

Pioneering work can sprout from collaborations and
a common interest can even spark the beginning
of a new field. Frans refers to the collaboration of
Serge Daan, who is a behavioural biologist with Rudi
van den Hoofdakker, a psychiatrist. ‘They looked
at the functional interplay between behaviour, the
environment and medication. This started a whole new
investigation into the influence of light on depression.
This is something that has always fascinated me and I
have long since realized the importance of those close
collaborations: how can we translate the molecular
basis and understand the transformation it causes
towards behaviour. This is still work that needs to be
done; this is a question we still struggle with’.
According to Frans, one of the major successes of BCN
is the awareness it has brought us of the knowledge
and techniques that are being utilized in other fields of
science. ‘This is something we actively try to stimulate.
Nowadays it is much more common to have a broader
notion of science than just your own field, as was
wonderfully displayed at the PI meeting this year. As
an example, I often collaborated with Laurie Stowe,
a linguist, whose interest was the brain in relation
to language. She started with electrophysiological
methods and then also employed PET and MRI
methods to study the role of the brain in different
aspects of language processing. At that time, we
corresponded with Bauke de Jong, a neurologist;
this was truly unheard of then! Laurie wrote multiple
articles with neurologists and even though this seems

>> I find
this a truly
fascinating field
of research <
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Frans Zwarts (right) in a lively discussion with Diek Duifhuis
(middle), and Jon Laman (left) at the BCN Principal Investigators’
meeting (for more photos of that meeting, see page 22).

like the sensible and even logical thing to do now,
it certainly wasn’t back then. We have broken down
barriers that you can’t even imagine existing anymore.
The best thing is that it is incorporated into our daily
work nowadays, it progresses even without people
pushing or pulling it in a certain direction. That is

truly the success of BCN, collaboration that crosses
the borders of scientific domains and transgresses
to form a new way of looking at the world and all its
phenomena’.
Another major success relates to chronobiology.

‘The realization of the importance of light and the
circadian rhythm on many aspects of our functioning
was staggering at that time’, Frans explains. ‘As
linguists, we used to dismiss the importance of this
but we have learned so much from biologists since.
Chronobiology is something that we now know to be
of great importance for psychiatry and pharmacology,
and this field is crossing borders on its own in that
sense. Still our understanding is growing: for instance
the emerging awareness about the importance of our
circadian rhythm on the effectiveness of medication,
that it does matter for some seemingly time-of-day
unrelated medication. This has everything to do with
the brain of course, our biological clock has a seat
in the brain and it controls our physiological state. I
find this a truly fascinating field of research. Currently
Roelof Hut is continuing this research where Domien
has played such a great part. Revolutionaries such as
Rudi and Serge have paved a path we could never
have imagined; it is truly phenomenal’. This dedication
also pays off in unexpected ways. Frans recalls what
an enormous surprise it was when Serge won the
International Prize for Biology in 2006. ‘Or, as I always
like to refer to it: the Nobel prize for Biology. I joined
him on his trip to Tokyo. This prize is awarded by the
Japanese emperor; phenomenal, such a fantastic
adventure! This, for me, is the proof that chronobiology
has become a field of its own. These successes can also
be attributed in part to BCN’.
According to Frans, opportunities for BCN lie in
the fields of audiology and anatomy. ‘Anatomy is a
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>> Students are
the greatest asset
of a university <

scientific field that has gone out of fashion. Relatively
little effort is put into expanding our knowledge of
the anatomy of the brain. This is surprising since it is
so important. When we analyse brain functioning we
always relate it to the underlying anatomy of the brain
areas. But how can we be so sure that what we have
identified is truly linked to the function of the brain?
With regards to audiology: it is one of the primary
areas that allow us to function normally. Vision may
have attracted a lot of attention, but there remains
lots to be discovered in the auditory domain. A related
phenomenon which I find fascinating is the perception
of language. Recently, Nanna Hilton has looked into
the appreciation of spoken languages by people of
different nationalities. People appear to feel strongly
about whether a one language sounds more beautiful
than another.’ This has a strong link to the auditory
domain since we are talking about spoken language
here. Apparently, Norwegians and Swedes agree that
spoken Danish is the pinnacle of ugliness, Frans shares
laughingly. ‘This is such a peculiar phenomenon;
why is that judgment shared by so many people?
We do not know the answer yet, but what we do
know is that in spoken Danish vowel sounds tend
to gravitate towards the central schwa (“ ”) sound’.
This is a tendency that is not appreciated by their
Northern neighbours apparently. [Note: it is of course
in no way the intention of the writer or the speaker to
insult the Danish.] ‘Likewise, why do so many people
appreciate the sound of Italian? It is not possible to fit
this appreciation in the discussion of nature or nurture.
This discussion is in my opinion too rudimentary to be
of any value here’. Catherine Snow for instance tried
to sidestep this discussion on inherited characteristics.
‘She constructed this enormous ‘mother-child’ corpus
of communication based on behavioural evidence.
Based on this dataset she deducted that there is such
a thing as ‘Motherese’, a hidden curriculum. This is

something we could not have imagined to exist, it only
goes to show that there is still so much to be explored
and defined and that much can be gained from
combining different research domains’.
Not only to cover different domains, but also different
nationalities is of vital importance to create an
environment that stimulates innovation, according
to Frans. During his rectorate of the University of
Groningen he stimulated the internationalisation
that has become such an established part of our
university. This led to the criticism similar to what
he had endured in the start-up phase of BCN: that
the unity would not be unified, the differences too
large to bridge within one organisation. ‘I stood by
my belief however’, Frans states, ‘that introducing
English bachelor’s programmes will have added value
to the university as it creates an enriched educational
environment. I am very pleased that multiple faculties
have taken it upon themselves to extend this tendency
of internationalisation. I myself happily joined the
European Union in the first Erasmus programme, in
collaboration with Edinburgh, Amsterdam, and Leuven,
among others. This has been extended to other
universities, of course, and it has brought us much
happiness. During the same period, the eighties, we set
up an intensive programme called: ‘Language, Logic
and Information’, effectively a summer school. This
summer school is still an annual European meeting,
fantastic!’
Frans tells me that he has become very attached to the
university and has never been employed elsewhere
during his career. ‘To me it provides a unique platform
where scientific researchers can interact with young
and driven students. The relation a university has with
its students is of immense importance. You could
even state that students are the greatest asset of a

university. They are absolutely essential and that is
what a university should emanate. When I became
rector, the universities in continental Europe still
behaved very much as administrative organisations,
which created an enormous distance between the
scientific staff and the students. This in turn caused
scientific personnel to see teaching as an unwanted
nuisance. It should be the other way around: it all
begins and ends with the students and education is a
part of science that can never be neglected or shoved
aside. The integration of science and education has to
be incorporated in the master’s certainly, but already
during the bachelor’s phase it should be apparent
to students that they can add to the curriculum. We
should always keep in mind that our knowledge and
understanding is continuously changing and evolving.
When you look at the complexity of the cortex for
instance, we still have a 100 more years to go before
we are truly more knowledgeable. Here also holds that
the more the merrier: we need each other as different
fields of science to progress our understanding of
the brain. One branch of science will not do. We need
the great variety of disciplines to tackle the scientific
questions that we study at BCN. This has become a
tradition now: it is an established way of working’.
Now, 30 years later, the BCN transgression Frans has
supported during his entire career is a work on its own
and not only have geographical borders been crossed,
academic borders have been reshaped as well.
■■ BY ELOUISE KOOPS
■■ PHOTO BY SANDER MARTENS
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>>A DOC’S LI FE

I am not that smart
I need my eight hours of sleep. One night of
tossing and turning and I’m sluggish the next
day. Two of these nights and I start bumping
into doors. Things tend to get a bit more bizarre
after a longer period of sleeplessness: once
inhibition is lost, my internal jukebox starts to
play. And I can tell you; the songs that swirl
around my brain are far from groovy. What I
want to say is: I know exactly when I’m sleep
deprived. And I know that state doesn’t match
well with doing science.
According to a podcast by David McRaney in his
aptly named series You are not so smart, I am
not that smart though. In his recent podcast,
two experts state that sleep deprivation not
only diminishes your cognitive skills, but also
your ability to register this dumbing down is
happening. Instead, your dumbness becomes
your new normal and you start to assume that
you don’t need that much sleep. No, you’re that
special person. You know, that person who can
effortlessly power through sleepless nights yet
write the most elegant of prose the next day.
I am not that special though. When I look back
at some of my writings, I can always tell when

sleep deprivation started to creep in. In a sense,
I’m special because I know I’m not special.
According to the National Sleep Foundation,
about half of adults in the USA and UK are
not getting enough sleep (i.e. < 7 hours per
night). Rest assured, this doesn’t mean half of
the population stumbles around like zombies.
However, the most sleep deprived usually have
the most responsibilities. Think about CEOs,
politicians and physicians. And what about
scientists? With our cogs constantly turning and
our regular travel between continents? How
many mistakes are we making due to a blunting
of our minds? How much rubbish are we writing
while thinking we’re headed for the Nobel Prize?
Scientists with kids must be particularly in the
danger zone. Because, let’s be honest: who can
still break down a complex formula when having
spent half the night mixing the similarly named
baby food?
Soon I will start to investigate this empirically.
In complete unison with the research tradition
in my department, I will take an idiographic
approach. The subject of this n=1 study being
me. I will stay at home and deprive myself of

sleep for months. Naturally, all in the name
of science. Then I’ll come back to work and
sleep deprive myself a bit more while trying
to write new publications, grant applications,
and columns. If the experts are right, there will
be a sharp decrease in the quality of my work.
One slight problem: I might not notice that
myself. Therefore, I will need to crowdsource
the outcome measurement to you. So, if my
columns start to deteriorate from this point on,

let me know. Gently. Or now that I think about it,
maybe don’t. Just let me believe that I’m really
special, that I’m capable juggling being a mom
and a scientist. If only for a while, let me enjoy
that one perk of sleep deprivation: not knowing
that I am not that smart.
■■ BY JOJANNEKE BASTIAANSEN
■■ PHOTO BY SANDER MARTENS
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13 reasons why
The effects of a TV series on adolescents’ behaviour
In March this year, the TV series ”13 reasons why”
appeared on Netflix. The series tell the story of
Hanna, a young girl who ends her life through
suicide. There are thirteen reasons for Hannah
not to choose life anymore. Every episode
shows one of these reasons; they include raping,
bullying and assault. It is a fictional story based
on a widely known novel, which won a lot of
awards, one of them being the California Book
Award for Young Adults.
There is not another series that was more
discussed on social media this year. It is quite
popular and edgy. The main target is high
school, so especially young people in this age
group want to watch it. But researchers in the
field of suicidology also turned their attention to
it. A lot of statements are circulating the internet
about the effects of this series. In this article, I try
to put together some opinions from experts in
the field.
While most people can watch series like “13
reasons why” without encountering any negative

effects, this is not the case for everybody. “13
reasons why” gives the impression that suicidal
acts are an easy way out, which, in addition,
give you attention, and that suicidal behaviors
are controlled by vengeful motives. This might
inspire some people. It is common, especially for
young kids, to identify with popular movie stars.
In the case of Hanna, copycat effects will have
severe effects.
We should be aware that suicide is the second
leading cause of death among 15-24 year olds.
This age group is at high risk to evolve these
thoughts and behaviours. Especially vulnerable
young people with psychological problems are a
high risk group.
In the United States, the search terms related to
suicide were 19% higher than expected months
after the release of the series. While also terms
like “suicide hotline” increased, the increase of
terms like “how to commit suicide” or “how to kill
yourself” was higher.
Another big concern related to this series is the
graphic depiction of the suicidal scenes. In the

last episode, Hannah’s suicide is shown in detail.
Most people with suicidal ideation never act on
their thoughts, but showing them the methods
for how to die through suicide does have an
influence on their thinking patterns. Experts
worry that especially these scenes encourage
people with suicidal ideations to change their
thoughts into behaviours. People who are
already vulnerable might see suicide as a more
viable option. It is therefore important that
people with suicidal ideation don’t have easy
access to ideas on how to act on their thoughts.
Luckily, for the majority of people watching the
show, it raises awareness of really important
issues like bullying, social disconnection and
sexual assault. In some schools, it also led to
open discussions about depression, suicide,
warning signs around this topic and how to
detect it. This is a really good and necessary
thing (and should happen way more often
anyways). It makes people more aware of how
painful mental illnesses can be and how to better

prevent them. Young people might also realize
and understand better how their behaviour
can affect others. Some parents also choose to
watch the series together with their kids so that
they can discuss arising feelings directly with
them. Hopefully, the series will induce more of
these positive effects in the future. It is of utmost
importance to make people aware of the fact
that there is a lot of help out there and that
many people truly care. What is also important
is to promote the health organizations that
people can turn to when having these thoughts.
Choosing suicide as an entertainment medium
should therefore always be depicted together
with possible help resources.
In 2018, a second season of “13 reasons why” will
come out. Let’s hope that the producers will take
all the criticism into consideration for that and
any future seasons.
■■ BY JUSTINE DICKHOFF
■■ PHOTO BY SANDER MARTENS
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BCN: a network approach
Network and connectivity approaches have become
more or less the nec plus ultra of modern neuroscience
research. The brain is the ultimate connectivity machine
and if we understand its network architecture and
features we will understand the human mind – so our
thinking goes. Modern neurophysiological methods,
imaging and computational neuroscience allow
the description of relevant neural networks. Also, in
molecular neuroscience the interactions of enzymes,
receptors, ligands and structural proteins enable us
to define the key components of molecular networks:
the physical equivalents of the vertices and edges
of graph theory. And even how individual people
connect and interact with others can be described in
network terminology, which has repercussions for our
understanding of the network architecture of individual
brains.
Obviously, BCN should be the network of researchers
in Groningen that study brain networks. So, what are
BCN’s network properties? Are we able to define the
nodes or vertices in the BCN network and describe their
connections, the edges? What are the BCN network
properties and which of these properties make BCN
unique?
A first thought is that the research institutes that are
associated with the various RUG faculties are somehow
relevant. Think about the five RUG faculties and their
research institutes, as well as the University of Twente.

One might consider them as major network ‘lobes’ that
have functional significance, more or less akin to the
frontal / parietal / temporal / occipital subdivisions of
the mammalian brain. But that would perhaps bestow
undue attention and significance upon them. They
may be important when viewed from an administrative
perspective, and in fact administrative minds may love
such major organizational subdivisions. But scientific
minds are less enamored with them. When functional
relevance is the criterion, one may prefer to look to other
‘nodes’.
How about individual research groups? They constitute
local neighborhoods within the BCN network, with
strong local clustering coefficients and a central node:
the principal investigator. Are they what shapes BCN?
Surely, from a functional perspective research groups are
important. They define, solve and redefine the problems
they work on, and they provide the primary environment
in which students and young scientists train. But,
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in a way, they are abstractions. Certainly, the senior
investigators in these groups are well recognizable and
they act as vertices, signposts, that define the group to
the outside world. But the image may be too simplistic.
Not all groups are equally structured and similar. Some
will be tightly organized, others loosely. Some may focus
on one problem, others on certain classes. Some may be
small, others quite large. And within the research groups,
scientists of all types of ages, prominence, notoriety or
activity may collaborate.
This thought focuses our attention on the real heroes,
the nodes in the BCN network: the individual researchers
themselves. They are the functional network elements.
They postulate bright, or sometimes not so bright ideas.
They do the tedious work and ultimately, they celebrate
their successes and mourn the failures. Every academic
environment recognizes the contributions of these
individuals. Our systems are geared towards identifying,
fostering and promoting individuals. Tenure tracks, PI
recognition systems, individual grants and prizes are the
carrots (and sometimes sticks) meant to strengthen the
‘nodes’.
A network, however, does not exist by nodes, only. The
edges, the connections between the various nodes,
are equally important. Edges’ strength defines network
strength, as well as a lot of other features. What to say
about connections within BCN?
Obviously, connections and collaborations between
individuals within research groups are strong – which
is good and as it should be. What about connections
with researchers in other BCN groups? Certainly within

the ‘lobes’ (as I visualized the major RUG divisions to be),
connections are manifold and people interact – which
is OK and what is to be expected. Then how about
connections that span the different RUG faculties?
How strong are collaborations between, for example,
researchers at UMCG and FSE or GMW? They certainly
exist, but many more opportunities for such ties linger
than have actually been knit – which is a pity as BCN’s
identity should, among others, derive from being a
network of researchers from various backgrounds and
disciplines.
Science by nature crosses boundaries. BCN researchers
connect with national and international colleagues,
and thus BCN can be considered a subgraph within
the huge international research network. So, which
connections define BCN, which connections strengthen
it and how can BCN help strengthening the international
connections of its members?
Trying to analyze our ‘Research School of Behavioural
and Cognitive Neurosciences’ (as the official name
goes) from a network perspective, rather than using
a traditional organizational mantra (‘mission, vision,
structure’) may open up novel ideas and vistas. I
challenge the BCN directors, including myself, to start
thinking along such lines, and I challenge all members
to participate in such an exercise. Let’s get connected to
start thinking about the network!
■■ BY BERRY KREMER, DIRECTOR BCN BRAIN
■■ SOURCE PHOTO OF BERRY KREMER:
YOUTUBE
■■ ‘NETWORK’ PHOTO BY SANDER MARTENS
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The Groningen-Osaka connection
For many years now, Osaka University and the University of Groningen have been closely
collaborating. It started in the 1980s as an academic collaboration, followed by a collaboration
and exchange agreement for students in 2002. By signing an updated collaboration
agreement in 2017, Osaka University became one of the official strategic partners of the
University of Groningen.
Facilitated by the staff office of BCN, two students, Fumika Mori and Takuya Oshima from
Osaka University, recently completed a research internship in Groningen. Fumika Mori is a
Master’s student in the Graduate School of Frontier Biosciences at Osaka University. She is also
enrolled in the interfaculty graduate programme Interdisciplinary Program for Biomedical
Sciences (IPBS). Takuya Oshima is a 2nd year Master’s student in Medical Sciences (Molecular
Biology) at Osaka University. We asked them to share their experiences with us.
‘Groningen’ is a remarkable word for Japanese
people. Japanese words having the pronunciation
‘ningen’ mean ‘human’, making ‘Groningen’ sound
like a ‘growing human’.
I was surprised to discover how deep the relationship
between the University of Groningen and Osaka
University is. It dates back approximately 150 years,
when the Dutch Dr. Elmerence came to Osaka and
stayed for seven years to teach medicine. I got a
sense of this strong relationship from a statue for Dr.
Elmerence on the campus of Osaka University and from
a picture of Ogata Koan (founder of Osaka University)
on the wall in the UMCG. Furthermore, each year during
the Japan-Netherlands Student Conference, students
from both universities have intensive discussions on
a wide variety of subjects. The research relationship
between the two universities has reached its 50th
anniversary.
Fumika Mori

Photo of the Japan-Netherlands Student Conference

From the very start of my visit, the Netherlands was
full of surprises. The typical images of the Netherlands
that Japanese people have are tulips, windmills, and
Miffy (Nijntje). But, to my surprise, I rarely saw tulips or
windmills. Instead, I saw a lot of sheep, cows and horses.
The scenery from Schiphol Airport to Groningen was
also not what I had expected. Between cities there were
no tall buildings. Everywhere I looked, the landscape
was flat. I could see wide, green landscapes, which
were full of farm animals. In Japan, you do not see these
animals, unless you visit a farm. It quickly became one
of my favorite Dutch scenes.

>> To my surprise,
I rarely saw tulips
or windmills <
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>> There was no
information on
the island in my
guidebook <

One of the aims of my Groningen internship was to
learn about a different field of research for my major.
As I had been focusing on visual function and sensory
pathways in Japan, I was interested in auditory function.
Because of this specific interest, I was allowed to do my
internship in the Speech Perception Lab of prof. Deniz
Baskent in the Department of Otorhinolaryngology
(UMCG). Under the supervision of Minke de Boer, PhD
student, I learned a lot about cochlear implantation and
common auditory impairments caused by lesions at
different sites, and I conducted a small research project
about emotion perception.
During the weekends and days off, I went sightseeing.
I visited several popular cities such as Amsterdam,
Utrecht, and Den Haag. I enjoyed the different
atmospheres of these cities, and I could appreciate
great paintings of Dutch scenery after I got familiar with
cities by walking around. In addition, I had the chance
to visit the island of Schiermonnikoog and the province
of Friesland, including Harlingen.
What struck me was the difference between
Schiermonnikoog and the rest of the Netherlands.
There was no information on the island in my
guidebook and I could get only little information when
I searched in Japanese. On Schiermonnikoog I saw
very few Asian people, but it was crowded with Dutch
and Germans. I experienced a Dutch way of spending
a holiday: cycling in nature and chilling, which I found
really refreshing.
My visit to Harlingen was part of the ‘water
management tour’. I already knew that one-fourth
of the Netherlands is below sea level, but that was
just common knowledge I acquired in geography
classes, when I was a high school student. The water

management tour has shown me what it means in
everyday reality. It was a valuable experience to see
dikes, terps, and villages below sea level with my own
eyes.
But let me share some interesting differences between
the Netherlands and Japan I noticed. In Japan the
female/male ratio for PhD students and researchers
in bioscience and medical sciences is quite different:
approximately 1:4. In the Netherlands, many more
female students and researchers work in research labs.
I observed clear differences in the education systems
and the differences in work-private life balance gave
me new insights. It was also interesting to see what
time people start to go out for drinking, late, and how
many people prefer to sit outside at restaurants. In
Japan, most women try to avoid the sunlight as much as
possible.
Lastly, I would express my gratitude to everyone I met
in the Netherlands for making my stay in Groningen
interesting and fruitful. Writing this article after my
arrival back in Japan made me miss the friendly
people and international atmosphere of Groningen,
the cheerful ‘doei’ uttered by the Dutch people, and
the remarkable landscape I started loving and cannot
forget. I am sure I will visit the Netherlands again, and,
of course, Groningen.
■■ BY FUMIKA MORI

Takuya Oshima

Before I left, the World Happiness Report 2017
published that the Netherlands is in 6th and Japan
is 51st in their ranking. This was a remarkable
difference, and my stay in Groningen has given
me some insight into the reasons. First of all, I saw
some clear differences when I spoke to Japanese
people who have been living in Groningen with
their children for several years. Children in Japan
are taught to behave in the same way as others. In
contrast, I heard that teachers in the Netherlands
stimulated children to think about what they want
to do and learn. Although Japanese are pioneers
in science and technology, Japan is behind in
terms of education compared to other countries. I
am the opinion that Japan should reconsider the
design of the education system by learning from
the Netherlands/ Europe. In addition, I also noticed
another important difference: the wide variety
of beers. If Japan had so many types of beer,
Japanese people would be a lot happier. But, of
course, do not take this comment too seriously.
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they are not very productive. Look up Karoshi if you
want to know more. In contrast, Dutch people seem to
be very efficient and ration their time similarly. They
value their private time and their time with family. I feel
very attracted to this way of life. This experience made
me realize what is important in my life. However, it will
be difficult to convince the Japanese.
During my stay, I also joined the 6th edition of U4
summer school ‘Ageing Brain’ in Ghent (Belgium). This
summer school helped me to expand my knowledge

A night out with the participants of the U4 summer school ‘Ageing Brain’ in Ghent (Belgium)

and skills in basic and applied neuroscience and to
share my ideas. In addition, I joined a symposium
organized by students from Osaka University in
Groningen. They introduce Japanese science and
culture to Groningen students. I was surprised, but also
glad, that so many students in Groningen are interested
in Japanese culture and studying in Japan. We had a
joint dinner in the Academy Building and saw the ‘aula’
where PhD students defend their theses.
My visit to the Netherlands and, in particular, Groningen
was my first long stay in Europe. I saw this trip as a great
opportunity to meet different people and experience
contrasting cultures. My Groningen research internship
helped me to gain many valuable experiences and
broaden my horizons. This trip was a life-changing
experience for me, and I will make full use of this
experience for my future. I would like to express my
gratitude to the people who have supported my stay/
study in Groningen and also to my friends who I spent
such a great time with. I am looking forward to coming
back to Groningen.
■■ BY TA K U YA O S H I M A

>> If Japan had
so many types of
beer, Japanese
people would be
a lot happier <

I arrived in Groningen on the 6th of August and
joined the laboratory of Molecular Neuroimmunology
(UMCG) for a research internship for a period of 2
months. I spent a major part of my time in the lab.
I participated in one PhD student’s project, and I
observed experiments using mice and learned how to
analyze cells in the animal brain. Since I was not familiar
with in vivo experiments, I was able to learn a lot of
new techniques, which I can apply in my own research
project in Japan.
What struck me was that most researchers usually left
work around 5 p.m. As you may know, Japanese are
known to be hard workers. They work long hours, but

In front of harmony building, with our English teacher
Piet (Groningen)
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Mindwise Snowflake: on the importance of gifted education
Second-year Psychology students
participating in the University Honours
College follow a mini-course on
Blogging Science (within the Thematic
Meetings course), in which they learn
to communicate science to the general
public, by means of informing, giving an
opinion, and relating issues in science
to issues in society. This year a selection
of these written blog posts is being
published on Mindwise. Today’s post is
by Rachel Wong.

A drop of water meets a speck of dust, and
together they crystallise as one. As the crystal
takes a trip through the atmosphere, the low
temperature and high humidity of the air
work together to shape it into a figure with six
intricate, symmetrical arms. A snowflake is born.
This snowflake may be considered a meme
of the millennial generation, to the point
where being anything but ordinary makes you
conceited, full of yourself, so special.
From a young age, I was identified as
gifted, given a name tag that said
“Snowflake,” joining about 2% of
the population. Gifted individuals
are often characterised as rapid
learners with excellent memory
and the ability to continuously
connect new information with
previously acquired nuggets of
knowledge. We ask probing questions, often
have intense emotional experiences, and
march to the beat of our own drums (National
Association for Gifted Children, 2017).
Psychometrically, we are people who have an
IQ score of more than 130, but there are many
other factors than IQ that constitute giftedness.
Thirteen years later, I still find myself doubting
whether I fit the label. I am reluctant to use the
term “gifted” when talking about myself, and
it feels easier to simply ignore the existence of

my “gifts.” Even the thought of this post being
published with my name in the by-line makes
me freeze with anxiety about how people might
perceive me after reading what I have to say.
But as it turns out, many gifted people feel this
way, and it’s a product of how society views
intelligence. You see, we live in a society that
values and fosters gifts – but only a certain kind.
Imagine it’s the national championship
100-metre dash. The sprinters are ready,
the starting shot fired, and off they
go. Then a group of people stroll
onto the track, tell the sprinters
to take it down a notch, and ask
them why they’re in such a hurry.
Some laugh. This would be a
ridiculous situation. That group of
people would be scolded, accused of
holding people back who are far more
talented.

a tailored education – they get extra time to
learn school material and write tests, extra help
from special support teachers, and, in some
cases, on-site therapy to aid with their learning
and developmental needs. Children who are
athletically gifted learn from top-tier coaches
and are cheered on regularly from the stands.
The artistically and musically gifted are given
the freedom to modify their school curricula
in order to nurture their abilities, and have
a variety of special programs made just for
them. Yet when an intellectually gifted child
asks for more challenging work, or a different
style of teaching, or a curriculum that allows
them to explore their interests and let their
ideas develop, their needs are dismissed. Why
should we teach them more than what’s in the
curriculum? It’s pretty elitist to make a program
just for gifted kids, isn’t it? Look at these special
little snowflakes, asking to be treated differently
than everyone else.

But this is exactly what happens in schools
all over the country, to kids who are highly
intelligent. Only those “sprinters” know better
than to scold the “strollers” – because they’d
have to claim to be more intelligent than the
average person, or even those considered
“bright”; and in our society, that feels like a
mortal sin.

So what does it feel like?

Children who have learning disabilities receive

Imagine living in a world that isn’t made for
you; in which every learning process in a normal

But we are different than everyone else, and in
a world where room temperature is 21 degrees,
we intellectual snowflakes are forced to spend
so much time and energy worrying about
melting, that we miss out on the opportunity to
grow, develop, and put our gifts to good use.

16 | 40

B C N N E W S L E T T E R 10 8 | D E C E M B E R 2 0 17

>> CO N T I N UAT I O N O F M I N D W I S E : S N O W F L A K E : O N T H E I M P O R TA N C E O F G I F T E D E D U C AT I O N

classroom seems to be going in slow motion,
full of bottom-up learning and hoops to jump
through in the form of seemingly pointless
assignments. You silently count to 10 after the
teacher asks a question, just to keep things fair,
hoping that you’ll be able to keep track of your
thoughts as they jump to the next mildly related
topic before any of your classmates even raises
a hand. When you share the intensity of your
experiences and emotions, you bite through
the awkwardness of being too intense, too
analytical, too serious, too emotional – just too
much, because most of the people you talk to
experience life through a completely different
lens. And when you finally go looking for that
“colder” place, an environment more suited to
your educational and developmental needs,
you’re told there’s no room in the budget for a
gifted class (a freezer!). But you’re gifted, right?
You’ll be fine.
I was lucky enough to go to a high school with a
gifted program, where a third of my peers were
gifted. I view those four years as one of the most
valuable opportunities I have ever had. Most of
the teachers were on board with differentiated
education and took into account that we
generally needed much fewer repetitions, less
structure, more space to think outside the box,
and challenging schoolwork that had a point…
and that along with our giftedness, came a
handful of (sometimes troublesome) quirks that
were unique to each student.

More importantly, we needed each other. We
needed to see that there were others just like
us, enthusiastic to pursue interests beyond
the depth of the typical student. We needed
to know that we weren’t the only ones with
ambitions to be a musician, a physicist, a
restaurant owner, and a teacher – all at the same
time. We needed peers who would keep us on
our toes, challenge our thoughts, and stop us
from holding ourselves back. And we needed
to know that others were facing the same
problems; that we weren’t weird, or insane, or
faking. We needed the opportunity

research showing evidence of our brains firing
differently, our asynchronous development, our
sensory sensitivity, and our emotional needs
(O’Boyle et al., 1995; Silverman, 1997; Gere et
al., 2009; Peterson, 2009), society has somehow
agreed that we should just suck it up. Because
we can. Because we’re gifted.
And when you grow up in a world that largely
denies the special needs of gifted people, you
start questioning it too. I mean, you’re already
a snowflake in a world where everyone wants
to be one. You have it all. How dare you ask to
be put in a freezer on top of the “gift”
you’ve been given?

Unfortunately, gifted
programming is not available
everywhere. In the Netherlands,
only 20 to 25% of secondary
schools have policies concerning
high-ability students, and very
few schools make the distinction
between high-ability and gifted. The
Dutch government’s objectives include plans
for specialised education for the top 15-20%
best-performing students (de Boer et al., 2013),
but gifted students are not necessarily the best
performers (a topic for another time), and there
is a stark difference in the educational needs
of the gifted (2% of the population) and the 1520% top performers.

By no means do I wish to come
across as whiney. I have a lot of
privilege from the hand I’ve been
dealt, and I wouldn’t trade it for
the world. Yet in my mind, there
is something very wrong when I
feel extremely lucky for receiving the
education I got, while it would be appalling for
people with other special needs to be deprived
of an appropriate education. Over the years, I’ve
found a way to optimise my environment and
direct my own learning, hopping through the
hoops of the system along the way. And society
has certainly come a long way in making efforts
to foster the gifted in their development.

Somewhere along the way, policymakers
decided that we weren’t important enough
for special attention. Despite the large body of

But what would happen if young people with
high intelligence were cheered on, instead
of being asked to slow down? What if we

appreciated intelligence the way we appreciate
artistic or athletic talents? What would happen
if we just let the “sprinters” run; if we let the
snowflakes have their freezer?
■■ BY RACHEL WONG
■■ IMAGE BY AARON BURDEN,
LICENSED BY CC0

Originally published by Mindwise
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Mindwise
Why are we doing what we are doing?
Many of us gain pleasure from discovering
new knowledge. We academics also have a
high intrinsic motivation. And we need it,
given that we often have to move from project
to project – sometimes even from country
to country – to finally find a permanent
position, or because we have to wait for a very
long time until our research gets published.
Academia is slow even as its academics rush
about, and it can be lonely.
At the same time, it is often emphasized that
science relies on cooperation. Compared to
the past, when advances were made by the
mythical solitary geniuses we now commonly
associate with the history of science, networks
have become ever more important. Consider
major endeavors such as the Large Hadron
Collider that discovered the Higgs Boson, or
the Human Brain Project that seeks to simulate
a human brain in a super-computer. Both
heavily rely on hundreds of researchers from
many different countries working together.
Of course, science is increasingly about
competition too. Many institutions require
their employees to receive research grants to
move up the career ladder, and sometimes
just to keep their jobs. But grant application
success rates might be as low as 10-15%.

The phrase “publish or perish,” which
characterized our work in the 20th century,
has become more sinister: “get funds, publish,
engage, be cited, or perish.” Although this
is more modern, it isn’t better. How bad it
is then depends in part on circumstances.
For example: some leading biomedical
researchers from the USA noted in 2014 that
this turn toward “hypercompetition” is fiercest
for those who are still looking for a permanent
position (i.e., younger scientists).
Still, the rat race is tough for almost
everybody. Since the 1980s, the funding rate
has been cut by half in some competitions.
That is, these important grants have become
twice as competitive as they used to be, and
thus twice as hard for everyone to win, even
before taking into account an individual
applicant’s background or circumstances.
For some, it’s also worse than for others. It
has been shown, for example, that members
of ethnic minorities have lower chances of
obtaining grants: their applications have a
success rate 20% lower than their those of
their competitors at the National Institutes of
Health in the USA.

The success rates for NIH grant applications
dropped by half since the 1980s and are still
lower for ethnic minorities (red line) than the
majority (blue line).
In this context, I was disappointed that our
dean referred only to research grants when
he described the quality of our science at
the opening of the academic year. No doubt
that those who have been successful in grant
competitions worked hard and deserve the
praise. Yet I also wonder whether there isn’t
anything to be said about the content of our
research, the surprising new discoveries that
have been made, or the new benefits for the
society that we live in. (For those interested in
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exploring, additional details can be found at
the Heymans Institute website.)

learn much about what it means to be human
from just interpreting brain scans.

Is it for the money that we are doing what
we are doing? That doesn’t fit at all with a
community defined by its intrinsic motivation,
and certainly not when the object of that
motivation is knowledge.

Most disconcertingly, the Dutch government
– particularly the Netherlands Organisation
for Scientific Research (NWO), whose grants
so many of us long for (let’s be honest: often
because our universities ask us to) – cannot
guarantee a fair competition for everybody.
And then if someone tries to prove this point,
as I did, state officials would rather invent
cover stories than admit their failure and
make improvements to their broken system.
In my case, this has now been documented
and proven in court: officials failed over and
over again. But not everybody is so stubborn
to keep fighting simply for the fair chance
guaranteed to every person in this country by
law.

I am writing as someone who has been
successful in these competitions. But I also
have enough capacity for self-reflection to
wonder if these successes partially depended
on luck (at least sometimes), or on being
the right person with the right idea and the
right supporters at the right moment in the
right place. I have certainly benefited from
the “neuro hype” that was ongoing since the
“Decade of the Brain” in the 1990s. How
much of my success has been situational in
this way?
Co-applicants and I have sometimes wondered
if adding an experiment with a brain scanner
– I did some fMRI research in the past –
would increase the odds of our receiving a
grant, irrespective of whether or not that
method was really necessary for answering
the research question. (It probably did, even
though it wasn’t.) But I am also convinced that
we can still learn a lot about human behavior
by investigating… behavior! Indeed, I strongly
suspect the brain is too complex, and our
models of its functioning too simple, for us to

The news isn’t all bad, though. Our Minister of
Science and Education Jet Bussemaker gave a
speech at the opening ceremony of the new
academic year at the Radboud University of
Nijmegen. She emphasized the importance
of solidarity and academic collegiality and
collaboration, over measurable output and
rankings in science and education. Indeed, I
wish we focused more often on what science is
about, and on why we are doing what we are
doing.
I wish we focused more on what we have
in common, such as our joint interest in

discovering knowledge. I wish we emphasized
less what separates us, such as research grants
that we sometimes received just because
of good luck and timing. Finally, I wish that
activities like the opening ceremonies at
our own university conferred more of the
academic spirit. We are, after all, one big
scientific community.
■■ BY STEPHAN SCHLEIM

Originally published by Mindwise
An earlier related version of this text was
also published at the author’s German blog,
MENSCHEN-BILDER
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6th U4 Ageing Brain Summer School
In the last week of August, the 6th U4 Ageing
Brain Summer School took place. This year the
summer school was organized by our Belgian
colleagues Dr. Evelien Carrette and Prof. Paul
Boon from Ghent University (Belgium). The
Ageing Brain Summer School brings together
young scientists with an interest in research on
the ageing brain. The topics that were covered
during the summer school were highly diverse,
ranging from speech and language pathology
in patients suffering from aphasia to the
development of new types of immunotherapy
to treat Alzheimer's disease. There was also a
lot of diversity within the group of MA and PhD
students, coming from different countries and
academic backgrounds. This mix of a highly

diverse group of speakers and students that
were all eager to learn more about the ageing
brain was the perfect formula for a successful
edition of the summer school.
On the first day of the summer school, our very
own Prof. Berry Kremer introduced us to the
biological processes involved in the healthy
ageing brain and let us think about the question
of whether ‘healthy ageing’ could actually be
called ‘healthy ageing’? What would happen
if neural degeneration would not be part of
ageing? After Prof. Kremer’s introduction,
Dr. Anne Sieben, Prof. Patrick Santens, and
Prof. Veerle De Herdt talked to us about the
pathologies of the ageing brain in the form

of dementia, Parkinson’s disease, and stroke,
respectively. With this nice overview, we as
students were ready to start our assignment.
The assignment consisted of designing a threeyear research project that could be carried
out with a budget of 200.000,- euros. We were
divided into six groups consisting of six members
each. Each group designed a project about
a specific topic, which the individual group
members had selected from a list beforehand,
without knowing which other students would
also be interested in this topic. This resulted in
groups with members from various academic
backgrounds. Thus, to come up with a sensible
research plan, working together and sharing our
knowledge was essential!

The two lectures on the second day focused
on which factors play a role in healthy ageing.
These lectures convinced us why we should
make sure to get enough sleep and exercise in
order to protect ourselves from the negative
side-effects of getting older. After this inspiring
day, we were all treated to a wonderful social
dinner together in the picturesque city center
of Ghent. And after the dinner we had to taste
some Belgian beers, since we were in Belgium
after all.
Although everyone started our third day a bit
sleepy due to enjoying the social aspect of
the summer school, Dr. Tim van Langenhove
(Ghent University) woke everyone up with
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an interesting talk about his quest to detect
and diagnose dementia at an early stage.
Subsequently, Dr. Dag Sehlin (University of
Uppsala) gave us a peek into his work on the use
of PET to develop tracers for neurodegenerative
disorders. The third speaker Prof. Paul Boon
(Ghent University) introduced us to epilepsy,
its variability in symptoms, and the urgency of
developing new treatments for patients who
do not respond to the existing therapy. Last,
but not least, PhD student Stephan Heunis
(University of Eindhoven) took the stage to
replace his supervisor Prof. Bert Aldenkamp
(Ghent University), who had to cancel. Although
Stephan had to come up with a presentation in
the last minute, he did a great job explaining to
us how he is trying to develop a way to use realtime fMRI as a method of neurofeedback.
On day four of the summer school, the various
lectures taught us about the neuroplasticity
of the brain and how we can use this feature
to rehabilitate patients after stroke. After the
introductory lecture from Prof. Evert Thiery
(Ghent University), Dr. Kristine Oostra (Ghent
University) showed us the power of imagining
movements to rehabilitate patients’ motor
cortex after suffering a stroke. Dr. Miet De Letter
concluded the day by giving us some insights
into neuroplasticity from the perspective of
language, namely by discussing the issues
involved in the rehabilitation of patients with
primary progressive aphasia.
The last day of the summer school was focused
on therapies in neuroscience and the different
aspects involved in developing new treatments.
We gained insight into the lengthy procedure of

developing a new drug and how existing drugs
can be valuable to treat diseases other than the
one for which the drug was initially developed.
In addition, we got a peek into the latest
challenges regarding the development different
types of therapies, such as immunotherapy,
chemogenetics, but also neurostimulation. Last,
but not least, the different groups presented
and defended the research project that they
worked on during the course of the week. All
research projects were judged by a scientific
jury who would have to decide which project
would be granted the virtual 200.000 euros. A
good practice for all of us who want to continue
working in academia!
I think I speak for all of the participants when
I say that the U4 Ageing Brain Summer School
definitely broadened our horizons, but also
increased our in-depth knowledge about the
factors that play a role in the ageing brain. If
anyone shares our interest in the ageing brain,
the U4 Ageing Brain summer school is the place
to go!
The next U4 Summer School 'Clinical and
Transnational Neuroscience‘ will be organized
in the Medical Center, University of Göttingen
(from 27 to 31 August 2018).
■■ BY AMÉLIE LA ROI
■■ PHOTOS BY EVELIEN CARRETTE
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BCN Lunch workshop
Why do we act the way we do?
There’s no denying that we live in a vastly globalized world. As academics, we
converse, work, or study everyday with people from various backgrounds. This
creates opportunities and makes our lives dynamic and exciting. But it also
requires us to think about what cultural habits we have, and how they compare to
others.
In the latest edition of the BCN Lunch, Irene van
Ark from the International Classroom (GSMS)
tackled the issue of cultural diversity. With the
working title “why we act the way we do”, she
tried to make us aware of our own cultural
heritage and habits. As an illustration, in one
of her exercises we were asked to describe
ourselves and, in addition to that, name an
item we carried with us relating to our cultural
background. One notable example came from
Irene herself. She mentioned her piercing,
which she got when she turned an adult. For
Irene, this symbolizes individuality in the Dutch
society. When Dutch people become an adult,
they leave the comfort of their parents’ place to
become independent. Her parents would have
not allowed her to get a piercing, but since she
was an adult now, she could take the decision
herself.
Another exercise we did was to mention a
situation in which we noticed that our own
cultural habits clashed with another person.
One example worth mentioning is that of an
attendee with a Latin American background.

When he came to Groningen to start his PhD,
he made an appointment with the International
Office. As is common in his culture, he was late.
As Dutch people are taught to be punctual,
the International Office was not amused, and
immediately told him that he should be in time
for future meetings during his PhD.
This example shows that cultural differences
can result in bad behavior without intention.
So how can we know beforehand how we
should act, and why people act the way they
do? According to Irene, it is important that
you become aware of the cultural tendencies
that are not immediately apparent. Food,
language, and holiday customs are examples
of cultural tendencies that most people already
know about. However, cultural differences
in, for example, norms, values, gender roles,
and attitudes towards social status require
more deliberate interest in learning about a
different culture. To help us understand foreign
cultures, Irene suggested that we compare
our cultural tendencies with other cultures on
Hofstede’s dimensions. Hofstede identified six

dimensions to describe the culture of countries.
For example, he scored countries on ‘power
distance’, showing how a particular society
handles inequalities among people and how
power is divided. Conveniently, there is a
website and an app (Culture Compass™) that you
can use to compare how your country differs
from other countries on the six dimensions
from Hofstede. So, the next time you plan an
international visit, you can consult these sources
to prepare yourself.

the council, made the mistake to only buy
sandwiches. Although sandwiches for lunch
are a safe option for a Dutch audience, not
all attendees were equally satisfied with our
decision. Next time, we do a little bit of research!
If you have any suggestions for a topic for
one of our next BCN lunches, or other events
we could organize, feel free to contact us :
BCNPHDCOUNCIL@list.rug.nl
■■ T E X T A N D I L LU S T R AT I O N BY

After the insightful workshop, we shared
lunch with each other. Regretfully, we, from

STEFAN HUIJSER
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BCN Principal
Investigators meeting
BCN is a large research school that spans multiple departments and faculties, and it is
therefore not easy to know everyone or know what everyone is doing. The goal of the
BCN Principal Investigators (PI) Meeting is to help alleviate this problem by bringing
researchers from all over BCN together to exchange their work. The 2017 meeting
took place on Thursday 28 September. It was organized by Miriam Kunz and Niels
Taatgen, with the help of Evelyn Kuiper-Drenth. Most of the morning was devoted
to short, 10-minute research talks that represented the essence of a PI’s research, a
format that has worked well in previous BCN meetings.
Many of the talks were interdisciplinary in nature. For example, Bauke de Jong from
neurology presented about the connection between sensorimotor integration and
the more philosophical topic of free will. Merel Keijzer from linguistics investigates
whether learning a (second) language can help postpone the effects of ageing on the
brain. Jelmer Borst from artificial intelligence integrates neuroimaging, behavioural
studies and neural network models to try to understand memory processes at
different levels of abstraction.
Apart from research talks, some time was devoted to practical information to improve
everyone’s research. Eric Boddeke told us about initiatives in the area of Big Data,
and how BCN researchers can use present and future resources the university offers.
Salome Scholtens explained how to handle our Research Data. Finally, Guus van
Brekel gave us 72(!) tips on how to improve the exposure of our research, before,
during, and after publishing a paper.
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>> CO N T I N UAT I O N O F B C N P R I N C I PA L I N V E S T I G AT O R S M E E T I N G

In addition to listening, the approximately 35 attendants (including almost all former
BCN directors) had to come up with new research plans over lunch. Their ideas were
briefly presented and voted upon in the afternoon. The new research plans had a
wide and interdisciplinary range. Learning during sleep has been everyone’s dream,
but now there is a solid proposal to study it. Linguistics have long studied language
change, but now there is a proposal to study it in a controlled experiment and a
computer simulation. The cocktail-party effect is a staple in introductory psychology,
but are the brain waves of the people involved synchronized? Another group made
plans to put zebra-fish in a 7T MRI to study how implanted tumors develop. Finally, a
group will study dementia patients’ facial responses and body movements to assess
whether when they have pain they can no longer communicate otherwise. It would
be great if any of these projects can be carried out in the future!
■■ BY N I E L S TA ATG E N
■■ PHOTOS BY SANDER MARTENS
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BCN Symposium 2017:
A Comprehensive
Update on Invasive
and Non-Invasive
Neuromodulation
On October 12, the yearly BCN-symposium took place. This year’s topic was
neuromodulation. The symposium was opened by the dean of the faculty of medical
sciences Marian Joëls for the approximate 130 attendees. The symposium started
off with four very attractive plenary lectures with a strong focus on translational
neuromodulation. Some of the topics that were discussed were adaptive DBS (Prof.
Brown, Oxford) and cerebellar stimulation (Dr. Hoebeek, Rotterdam).
During lunch, attendees had the opportunity to meet the speakers and to experience
the placement of DBS electrodes in augmented reality. The afternoon programme
consisted of three parallel sessions with either a focus on the clinical application
of DBS, translational DBS research or non-invasive neuromodulation. The final
part of the programme explored the ethical boundaries of neuromodulation. A
lecture on neuro-enhancement and a plenary discussion about the (im)possibilities
of neuromodulation led to lively discussions. These discussions were kindled by
statements on which participants could react using their mobile phones.
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>> CO N T I N UAT I O N O F B C N S Y M P O S I U M 2017

The content of the symposium illustrated how heterogeneous the field of
neuromodulation has become and how neuromodulation is evolving and will change
medicine in the coming years.
Overall, the symposium was well received by the attendees from Groningen and
beyond, and provided a good opportunity to share interests with colleagues in the
field and to explore potential collaborations.
■■ BY MARTIJN BEUDEL
■■ PHOTOS BY MICHIEL HOOIVELD
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Cool links
> Looks familiar?

http://www.iflscience.com/brain/why-everyone-is-seeing-donaldtrumps-face-in-this-dogs-ear/

> Getting drunk without drinking

http://www.iflscience.com/brain/study-finds-way-to-achieve-theeffects-of-being-drunk-without-the-hassle-of-drinking/

> Meet our ancestor. It’s easy to see where we got our looks

http://www.iflscience.com/plants-and-animals/earliest-known-ancestorof-mammal-lineage-that-gave-rise-to-us-discovered-in-southernengland/

> The origin of autism?

http://www.iflscience.com/health-and-medicine/scientists-may-havefound-the-root-cause-of-autism/

> Suicidal thoughts reflected in brain activity

http://www.iflscience.com/brain/these-scans-show-two-differentpeople-thinking-about-death-the-difference-between-the-scans-couldsave-lives/

> “I’m sorry Dave, I’m afraid I can’t do that”

http://www.iflscience.com/technology/this-ai-is-learning-how-to-writehorror-stories-using-reddit-and-its-surprisingly-good/
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New staff writers wanted!
Do you enjoy reading the Newsletter?
If so, why not join our enthusiastic editorial team
and make it even better?
Regardless of whether you’re a master student
or PhD student, it’s a great way to expand your network,
improve your English writing skills, and be actively involved in BCN.
Interested?
Send an e-mail to Sander Martens,
sander.martens@gmail.com!
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>>G R AN D STU FF
KWF funding – Grant for research
infrastructure

Grant Hartstichting for Rozemarijn
Vliegenthart

Hans Langendijk has received funding
of €1.545.098 for ‘proton therapy research
infrastructure - ProTRAIT’.

De Hartstichting awarded a grant of €949.501
to Rozemarijn Vliegenthart (CMInen/
Radiologie). She will investigate whether general
practitioners can diagnose artery disease when
they have access to a modern CT scanner,
which can determine the content of calcium in
coronary arteries (calcium score).

Grant of €40.000 for 3D-bone models
Technical physician Joep Kraeima has received
an AO-Young Researcher Start Up Grant.
The application for the grant was developed
in collaboration with Max Witjes from the
department MKA-surgery and Peter van Ooijen
(BCN) and Bart Dorgelo from the department
Radiology. For the 3D-lab, the grant of €40.000
will be used for research on 3D-bone models
from MRI-data.

Movement scientist Marijke
Mullender Wijnsma nominated for
education prize
Marijke Mullender-Wijnsma, who defended
her PhD thesis in January 2017, has been
nominated for the ‘NRO-verbindingsprijs’ with
her research programme ‘Fit & Vaardig’. At the
NRO congress on November 1, the jury will
decide which two researchers will win the price.

The research will be carried out in cooperation
with TU Twente, MUMC Maastricht, Gelre
ziekenhuis and general practitioners.

■■ PHOTO BY SANDER MARTENS

■■ PHOTO BY DAVID VROOM

New members of the Young Academy
Groningen (YAG)
Eight new members of the Young Academy
Groningen (YAG) were officially installed.
Among them were Ming Cao, Sonja Pyott, and
Marieke van Vugt.
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>>G R AN D STU FF
Deniz Baskent chosen as Fellow of
the Acoustical Society of America
Deniz Baskent, professor in Auditory
Perception at Otorhinolaryngology, became a
fellow of the prestigious Acoustical Society of
America.

Marieke van Vugt in the spotlight

Akkie Hofstee Prize

We interviewed Marieke van Vught in our last
issue, and shortly thereafter her story was also
featured on the university’s main website. Check
out the video here:
http://www.rug.nl/news/2017/10/daydreams-ina-computer-model

Ronald van Rheenen (Nuclear Medicine) was
awarded the Akkie Hofstee Prize for the way
he has been sharing his knowledge with the
general public, both for the young and old, by
creating animations, picture books, info cards,
and photos to inform patients about nuclear
medicine and radiology.

UMCG teacher of the year
Janniko Georgiadis (Department of
Neurosciences, anatomy section) has won the
title of “UMCG teacher of the year”. He has also
been nominated for teacher of the year at the
University of Groningen.

■■ PHOTO BY UMCG

>> H
 ave you recently received any grants, prizes,
or remarkable media coverage? Please let us
know (E.T.Kuiper-Drenth@umcg.nl) and we
will try to cover it here!

30 | 40

B C N N E W S L E T T E R 10 8 | D E C E M B E R 2 0 17

>>PH D CO LUM N

From Bali to Groningen: Catching Dreams
“It was five years ago. I was sitting in the middle of a crowd at a temple feast
at Pinda, Blahbatuh, a small village in southeast of Bali. Hypnotized by the
whispering melodies combined with vigorous rhythm of a Gong Kebyar – a large
ensemble of gamelan instruments – played by a group of male elders. Amazed
by the speed of their hands striking the keyed metal instruments, I wondered
how those elders memorized all the notes and poured so much energy in such a
perplexing composition. At the end of the show, I saw their joyful eyes filled with
pride and at that moment I knew, there’s something deeper about music that I
want to learn more. Despite me no longer living in my youth.”
That moment was my epiphany! The
combination of my curiosity in brain ageing and
my passion in music brought me to apply for a
postgraduate study. After I finished my master’s
research on whether Balinese traditional music
players had better cognitive function compared
to other elderly, it led me to become even more
curious about brain ageing and how music can
affect the brain.

funding. It was a tough choice. A 4-year period
of study abroad meant leaving my hectic days –
as a medical doctor slash teacher slash volunteer
slash a mother – which I enjoyed so much, or,
simply, having a new life. But the decision had
been made. I needed to do this. Having a chance
for more “me time” to read, to learn new things,
to write and refresh my brain again is something
I believe is worth pursuing.

Coming from the 4th largest population
country in the world (United Nations World
Population Prospects, 2017 Revision), Indonesia
is a developing country with limited health care
insurance for senior citizens. As such, I found
it very challenging to do in-depth research
on mild cognitive impairment (MCI) and the
underlying brain structure and function.

So here I am on a misty morning 24 months
later, 11.000 km away from home, reminiscing
about those dreamy days before I got accepted
as a PhD student in Neuroscience Department
of UMCG/ University of Groningen. I started my
4-year PhD project, funded by the Indonesia
Endowment Fund for Education (LPDP), on 1
November 2016. Currently, I am working in the
Cognitive Neuropsychiatry research group at
the Neuroimaging Center, UMCG. Supervised
by my promotor (Prof. André Aleman) and
supervisor (Dr. Esther Opmeer), I have the

However, the lack of resources and brain
imaging facility in Indonesia forced me to apply
for a PhD vacancy abroad, and to find enough

great opportunity to learn about various
neuroimaging techniques, the neuropsychiatric
problems (especially apathy) in dementia and
MCI and its underlying neural mechanisms.
Furthermore, I am looking forward to the
upcoming study of musical training and
cognitive functioning in a large independent
cohort study.
Understanding different courses in cognitive
ageing might be useful to set a foundation for
the future intervention studies. I hope that after
I finish my study I can bring all the knowledge
back to my country, integrate the beautiful
music culture into science and see Indonesian
people grow old with joy and pride.
“Home is where your heart is’’. So, despite all the
things I have missed from Indonesia (families,
my fury-baby Billy and of course the food), I
might consider calling Groningen as my second
“home’’.
■■ BY TA N I A M A R I N I S E T I A D I
■■ PHOTO BY SANDER MARTENS

>> So here I am on a misty
morning 24 months later,
11.000 km away from home
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>>PH D AN D OTH E R N EWS
BCN Poster Presentation

BCN Matlab course

Agenda BCN Activities

The BCN Poster Presentation will take place
on February 1, 2018. The course is available in
the online course registration system, see link
below.

Three BCN PhD students gave input to Remco
Renken for developing a new version of the BCN
Matlab course. The course is almost ready, and
course information will soon be sent to you.
The course will take place on February 21, & 28
and March 14, 21 & 28, 2018, 9:00 -12:00 hrs.

February 1, 2018
BCN Poster Presentation, BCN Winter Meeting

Course application: http://cursus.webhosting.
rug.nl/gsms
Please check the website for more detailed
information.

February 21, & 28 and March 14, 21 & 28,
2018
BCN Matlab course

■■ BY DIANA KOOPMANS

BCN Winter meeting
The BCN Poster Presentation is part of the BCN
Winter Meeting. So, reserve the entire day of
February 1st in your agenda. Another part of the
Winter Meeting is the Forum Discussion.
Please send me your questions about
Neuroscience, and I will try to find a BCN
member to answer your question. To give you
an idea, these questions were answered in
last year’s forum: Is it possible to erase (bad)
memories? Why do we need so much sleep?
Does suicide also occur in animals? It could be
a good idea to bring it up during a lab or work
meeting to generate some questions together.
The deadline for sending them in is January 2nd.

BCN Retreat
On March 8 & 9, 2018, the BCN retreat will take
place. Second- and fourth-year PhD students
are invited to give a presentation, and first- and
third-year PhD students are invited to be in the
audience. Please register for the waiting list if
the course is already fully booked! We might
extend the capacity, if necessary.

March 8 & 9, 2018
BCN Retreat
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>>O R ATI O N S
Better together: the biology of
social health
O R A T I O N

M.J.H. Kas
T I T L E

Better together: the biology of social health
C H A I R

Behavioral Neuroscience
F A C U L T Y

Science and Engineering
D A T E

October 24, 2017
Social interactions form an essential part of
our survival. People who experience regular
social contact are generally happier more
often than those with few social interactions.
Social withdrawal is one of the first symptoms
significantly apparent in brain disorders: for
example in depression, autism, schizophrenia
and dementia. The deteriorating relationship
with friends, family and colleagues, as well as
the ending of participation in working life are
well known examples of social withdrawal.
These changes in social behaviour in brain
disorders have big consequences for the patient,
family and friends, careers, work productivity,
and for health care management. Under the
title ‘Better Together’, Professor Martien Kas
will provide his vision about the importance
of social behaviour for the understanding of
brain disorders and how this research should be
conducted.

■■ PHOTO BY ANNA LEONTE

The research of Prof. Kas is focused on the
biological mechanisms that form the basis
for social interactions, in order to unravel the
underlying biology of disruptions to social
behaviour, to provide new insights of how these
disorders develop and how best to treat them.
The backbone of Kas’ work is the basic biological
research on the effects of brain plasticity
and the processing of sensory information
on social behaviour. Kas’ team studies these

effects in animals by inferring with gene and
protein expression in specific locations in
the brain. The translation of this knowledge
to human brain disorders occurs in close
collaboration with other disciplines, and makes
use of the development and application of new
technologies, like smartphone technology,
which make it possible to collect quantitative
biological information about social behaviour
and neuropsychiatric syndromes. This research

will likely lead to a new way of biological
diagnosis of brain disorders and to more
personalised treatments for patients. Evelyn
Kuiper-Drenth, based on press reports from the
University of Groningen
■ ■ E V E LY N K U I P E R - D R E N T H ,
BASED ON PRESS REPORTS FROM
THE UNIVERSITY OF GRONINGEN
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>>PROMOTIO NS
On the neural mechanisms of
reduced behavior in people with
cognitive decline

Infants at very high risk of cerebral
palsy: a challenging population
P H D

P H D

S T U D E N T

T. Hielkema

S T U D E N T

S. Tumati

T H E S I S

T H E S I S

Infants at very high risk of cerebral palsy:
a challenging population

On the neural mechanisms of reduced behavior
in people with cognitive decline

P R O M O T O R S

Prof.dr. M. Hadders-Algra
Prof.dr. J.H.B. Geertzen

P R O M O T O R S

Prof.dr. A. Aleman
Prof.dr. P.P. de Deyn

F A C U L T Y

Medical Sciences

C O P R O M O T O R

Dr. S. Martens
F A C U L T Y

Medical Sciences
How we generate our behavior does not often
cross our minds. This seeming spontaneity
is called into question when considering the
inability of some patients with various disorders
to produce voluntary behavior. The studies
described in this thesis investigated brain
mechanisms of impaired behavior generation, or
apathy, in older individuals with memory deficits
with two different measures of brain function.
The first method probed biological markers of
brain function in regions likely to be affected
in these individuals. The results suggested
that in the lateral part of the brain, namely
the parietal lobe, lower levels of a marker of a
neurotransmitter, important for learning and
memory, were related to increased severity of
apathy. The second method assessed the brain
as a network, i.e. various regions functioning in

■■ PHOTO BY STEPHAN KEEREWEER

a coordinated manner. We found that apathy
was related to abnormalities in two specific
networks that support the representations
of goals and the execution of actions to fulfill
the set goals. Together, these studies show
two potentially complementary mechanisms
that may underlie apathy in these individuals.
Among the brain areas involved, current
understanding of apathy does not ascribe a clear
role for deficits in the lateral parietal region.
We suggested that deficits in this region result
in an inability to initiate intentional actions,

leading to reduced behavior. In sum, this thesis
integrates findings from neurobiology, brain
function and cognitive science to understand
the mechanisms underlying apathy.
Shankar Tumati (1987) was promoted on
September 11, 2017.

In general, the developmental course of
newborns is hard to predict. Risk factors, such
as brain lesions or atypical movements, assist
prediction of neurodevelopmental disorders,
including cerebral palsy (CP). CP is the most
common physical disability in paediatrics,
causing limited mobility, often due to spasticity.
In the present PhD thesis, effects of early
intervention in infants at very high risk of CP
are studied. Typical infant physiotherapy (TIP)
has been compared with a new developed
intervention method: COPing with and CAring
for infants with special needs - a family centred
programme. Interventions have been studied
in two different projects: the VIP-project (20032005) and the LEARN2MOVE 0-2-project (20082015). After applying one of the two mentioned
intervention methods, child and family outcome
in the two groups was similar. Detailed analysis
of the contents of the interventions indicated
several positive associations between specific
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>> CO N T I N UAT I O N P R O M O T I O N S

COPCA-elements and outcome: with child
outcome in the VIP-project and with family
outcome in the LEARN2MOVE 0-2-project.
Analyses of the contents of intervention
showed increasing family involvement over
the years in the TIP-intervention. To be able
to study outcomes of intervention studies
adequately, appropriate measurements are
needed. Therefore, some suggestions have been
provided for specific motor measurements for
infants at high risk of CP. With the results of this
thesis, we hope to improve care for infants at
very high risk of CP and their families.

Conflicted clocks: social jetlag,
entrainment and the role of
chronotype
From physiology to academic
performance; from students to
working adults

Tjitske Hielkema (1981) was promoted on
September 13, 2017.

P R O M O T O R S

P H D

S T U D E N T

G. Zerbini
T H E S I S

Conflicted clocks: social jetlag, entrainment and
the role of chronotype
From physiology to academic performance;
from students to working adults
Prof.dr. D.G.M. Beersma
Prof.dr. M. Merrow
C O P R O M O T O R

Dr. T. Kantermann
F A C U L T Y

Science and Engineering
Sleep is essential for health and performance
and its timing and consolidation are regulated
by the biological clock. There is a rich variety
in sleep timing (chronotype) that is often
disregarded by society when imposing uniform
school/working starting times. This leads to a
phenomenon called social jetlag, the mismatch
between biological and social clocks.

■■ PHOTO BY JENNE HOEKSTRA

The main objectives of the thesis of Giulia
Zerbini were to describe the consequences
that arise from social jetlag, to explore possible
solutions to reduce it, and to better understand
entrainment (the process that keeps the
biological clock synchronized with the external
light-dark cycle).
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>> CO N T I N UAT I O N P R O M O T I O N S

school policies and practical solutions to
delayed sleep phase derive from this work.

people visually search for objects in their
environment.

Giulia Zerbini (1987) did her research in
the department Neurobiology of GELIFES. It
was funded by STW. She was promoted on
September 18, 2017.

Firstly, we investigated how intentions to
grasp a visual object affect visual selection
of the behaviorally more relevant visual
feature (objects’ orientation in space) and
the behaviorally neutral feature (objects’
color). Secondly, we cautiously controlled the
perceptual similarity between objects’ colors
and orientations and investigated whether they
are equally relevant for visual selection. The
results provide strong evidence for a biased
competition between the visual features.

Competition for feature selection:
Action-related and stimulus-driven
competitive biases in visual search
P H D

S T U D E N T

She found that the impact of chronotype on
school grades (late chronotypes usually obtain
lower grades) was stronger in the early morning
and for scientific subjects. Late chronotypes
were more often absent from class, which, in
turn, was associated with lower grades. We
tested simple protocols to decrease social jetlag
involving room light and blue light blocking
glasses. Although social jetlag was not reduced,
her findings show that simple ‘in-home’ light
interventions are potentially effective in
modifying the phase of entrainment and sleep
timing. Finally, she has shown that season
can influence school attendance and school
performance, and that the weekly structure
(workdays vs work-free days) has an impact
on the sleep-wake cycle and on the melatonin
rhythm, especially in late chronotypes.
The findings of this thesis have potential
applications for society. Suggestions to improve

The results indicate that intention to make
a hand movement can bias the competition
between the behaviorally more relevant feature
(e.g. orientation) and the perceptually more
salient feature (color) in visual selection.
Aave Hannus (1974) was promoted on
September 20, 2017.

A. Hannus
■■ PHOTO BY SERANA VISCITO

Three studies suggest that on the basis of the
perceptual information about objects’ colors
and orientations, visual selection is – by default
– biased towards color processing. However,
two of the studies also provide support for the
crucial role of action-related effect on visual
selection.

T H E S I S

Competition for feature selection: Action-related
and stimulus-driven competitive biases in visual
search

Recovery from mild traumatic brain
injury: Risk factors and prevention of
long term complaints

P R O M O T O R S

Prof.dr. H. Bekkering
Prof.dr. F.W. Cornelissen
F A C U L T Y

P H D

S T U D E N T

Medical Sciences

M. Scheenen

While constantly confronted with an enormous
amount of visual information, humans are highly
efficient in detecting different aspects of this
information on the basis of what they want to
do with the objects that they see. Specifically,
at any given time, only a small portion of the
information available in the visual environment
can be selected for conscious processing. This
selection should be based on the information
required for controlling current behavior, and
this process is called selective attention. The
present thesis aims to reveal relations between
intentional and perceptual effects on how

Recovery from mild traumatic brain injury: Risk
factors and prevention of long term complaints

T H E S I S

P R O M O T O R S

Prof.dr. J.M. Spikman
Prof.dr. J. van der Naalt
F A C U L T Y

Behavioural and Social Sciences

■■ PH O TO BY S I LV E R G U T M A N

Mild traumatic brain injury is one of the most
common neurological disorders in the world.
Each year, approximately 600 of every 100.000
adults sustain a mild traumatic brain injury as
the result of a blunt impact to the head. The
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first few weeks after injury, most patients
experience complaints such as headache,
dizziness, forgetfulness, irritability and fatigue.
These complaints resolve in the majority of
patients, who will return to their previous level
of functioning within three months after injury.
However, a relatively large subgroup (20-25%)
has complaints that can persist for months to
even years, interfering with their resumption of
work and other activities.
In her dissertation, Myrthe Scheenen
investigates the risk factors for developing
persisting complaints after mild traumatic brain
injury. Her research also investigates a newly
developed preventative cognitive behavioral
intervention to improve outcome and prevent
persisting complaints. Five sessions of cognitive

■■ PHOTO BY KYRA HARRINGTON

behavioral therapy were compared to five
sessions of telephone counseling. It was found
that besides reported complaints, psychological
factors such as depression, anxiety and
posttraumatic stress are important risk factors
for an unfavorable outcome. Although it
cannot be ruled out that both interventions
had a positive effect, the patients that received
telephone counseling reported less complaints
at six months and had a more favorable recovery
at twelve months when compared to the
patients that received the cognitive behavioral
therapy.
Myrthe Scheenen (1989) was promoted on
September 21, 2017.

Phenylketonuria in mice and me
P H D

S T U D E N T

V.M. Bruinenberg
T H E S I S

Phenylketonuria in mice and me
P R O M O T O R S

Prof.dr. E.A. van der Zee
Prof.dr. F.J. van Spronsen
F A C U L T Y

research into new and/or additional treatment
methods still very important. To be able to do
this, it must be clear what the consequences
of PKU are and what factors influence the
outcome. In this thesis, we show in a mouse
model of PKU that the genetic background
and gender of the mice is important for certain
behavioral consequences of PKU. Furthermore,
we show that PKU patients have more sleeprelated problems compared to healthy relatives.

Science and Engineering
The findings of Vibeke Bruinenberg help
us to develop new treatment strategies for
Phenylketonuria (PKU), a hereditable metabolic
disorder. Two possible candidates were
investigated in her dissertation: 1) a specific
group of nutrients that could relieve cognitive
problems and 2) other building blocks of protein
that should make it more difficult for Phe to
enter the brain. The first treatment showed
a positive effect on learning and memory in
the PKU mouse model. The second treatment
showed a promising improvement in the
chemical messengers of the brain of the PKU
mouse. This fundamental research is in principle
the first step towards new treatment strategies
for PKU.
Phenylketonuria (PKU) is a hereditable metabolic
disorder in which phenylalanine (Phe), a building
block of protein, is not properly converted.
When a low-protein diet starts early and is
maintained for life, Phe will not build up in
the brain and severe cognitive problems can
be avoided. The diet is difficult to maintain
and some brain-related problems are still
experienced by the patients. This makes

Vibeke Bruinenberg (1988) did her research
at the Groningen Centre for Behaviour and
Neurosciences (CBN). It was funded by Nutricia
Research. She now works at Certe. She was
promoted on September 29, 2017.

In search of light therapy to optimize
the internal clock, performance and
sleep
P H D

S T U D E N T

M. Geerdink
T H E S I S

In search of light therapy to optimize the
internal clock, performance and sleep
P R O M O T O R S

Prof.dr. D.G.M. Beersma
Prof.dr. R.A. Hut
C O P R O M O T O R

Dr. M.C.M. Gordijn
F A C U L T Y

Science and Engineering
Light is not only crucial for vision, but also
important to optimize the biological clock,
sleep and well-being. Without sufficient light,
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In our ‘home’ studies, it became clear that
ideally timed short light pulses of 30 minutes
with the right color were able to shift the
biological clock of late sleepers. Sleep quality
and performance were kept stable, while it
decreased when the wrong colour of light was
used. In our ‘lab’ study, it was found that more
light during the working day is able to improve
sleep quality the subsequent night. The most
important conclusions: Extra light can improve
sleep and performance, provided it is the right
light at the right moment.
Moniek Geerdink (1984) was promoted on
September 29, 2017.

Reference and cognition: Experimental
and computational cognitive modeling
studies on reference processing in
Dutch and Italian
P H D

S T U D E N T

M. Vogelzang
T H E S I S

Reference and cognition: Experimental and
computational cognitive modeling studies on
reference processing in Dutch and Italian
P R O M O T O R S

Prof.dr. P. Hendriks
Prof.dr. D.H. van Rijn
F A C U L T Y

language, Vogelzang discovered that not
only children but also adults sometimes have
difficulties understanding referring expressions
that can refer to multiple things. Additionally,
she found that the use of a more explicit
expression (such as ‘the hedgehog’ instead of
‘he’/’it’) makes the process of understanding the
referring expression easier, and that this ease of
processing is reflected in the size of your pupil.
Vogelzang found furthermore that pronouns
have slightly different meanings in different
languages, something that is important when
a Dutch person is trying to learn Italian or
vice versa, and also for the development of
translation software.

Arts

the biological clock in our brain will run out of
sync with daily life and as a consequence, our
performance and sleep will become worse.
Despite this fact, sleeping out of phase with the
daily light-dark cycle, especially sleeping later,
has become a common habit in our society.
As a result of the discrepancy in sleep timing
on workdays and free days, many people
experience a so-called weekly ‘social jetlag’.

In search of light ther
apy to optimize the inter
nal clock, performance
and sleep

■■ PHOTO BY AMANDA FERWERDA

Moniek Geerdink

One way to adjust to earlier bedtimes is by
adjusting the biological clock to an earlier phase.
Use of light and darkness at the right moment
seems the key to achieve this goal. Although
light therapy is indeed already a popular tool,
it is not clear how it can be used optimally. The
time to ‘see’ the light, the duration and colour
are important aspects that need optimization.

In search of light therap
y to optimize the
internal clock, perfor
mance and sleep

Many of our everyday expressions refer to
something or someone in the world around
us, such as ‘the University of Groningen’ or ‘the
lead singer of Coldplay’. Some expressions can
refer to multiple entities or persons, such as
the pronouns ‘he’ and ‘she’. The challenge for
the listener is to understand what the speaker
meant by using such an expression. Margreet
Vogelzang has investigated how the process of
understanding referring expressions works, and
whether this process differs between languages.
The latter was investigated because referring
expressions can differ between languages. For
example, in Dutch one can refer to someone
with a pronoun (‘he’ or ‘she’), but in Italian one
can use either a pronoun or leave the subject
of a sentence out completely. This results in an
expression like ‘corre’ (‘runs’) instead of ‘he runs’.

By simulating the process of language
comprehension with computer models,
Vogelzang concluded that the difficulties that
children have with understanding referring
expressions is caused by a lower speed of
sentence processing and working memory
capacity compared to adults. An interesting
finding is that Italian children up to age 8 have
difficulties understanding a subject that was
left out, a form that does not exist in Dutch.
Additionally, the computer models show that
in order to understand a pronoun correctly in
Italian, it is necessary to reason about what the
speaker meant. Together these studies show
that for a good understanding of referring
expressions you need to have sufficient
knowledge of the language as well as sufficient
processing speed and working memory
capacity.

By measuring the pupil size of adults while
they were listening to sentences in their native

Margreet Vogelzang (1989) was promoted on
October 5, 2017.

Moniek Geerdink

■■ COVER BY RIANNE JOUSTRA
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Glaucoma: an eye or a brain disease?
P H D

S T U D E N T

S. Hanekamp
T H E S I S

Glaucoma: an eye or a brain disease?
P R O M O T O R S

Prof.dr. F.W. Cornelissen
Prof.dr. N.M. Jansonius
C O P R O M O T O R

Dr. B. Ćurĉić-Blake
F A C U L T Y

Medical Sciences

Although glaucoma is traditionally considered
an eye disease, numerous MRI studies have
shown that the visual system of the brain is
affected as well. This involvement could be
explained by decreased visual input, but it
could also indicate that glaucoma has a brain
component. I addressed this outstanding
question by investigating brain scans of patients
with glaucoma (European and Japanese),
subjects with monocular blindness and healthy
controls. I found that glaucoma – and not
monocular blindness – is associated with white

matter changes in the visual system. These
findings suggest that decreased visual input
alone cannot cause these changes. In addition,
I investigated brain structures beyond the
visual system. I found that both glaucoma and
monocular blindness are associated with white
matter changes in vision-related and non-vision
brain structures. However, those in glaucoma
are more extensive (e.g. more affected
structures). In my view, these findings indicate
the contribution of an independent brain
component to glaucoma. This thesis contributes
to the idea that neuroprotective medication
could be prescribed to prevent degeneration of
the visual pathways and other brain structures,
in addition to the standard treatment that is
aimed at the eye. Furthermore, the involvement
of the brain suggests that neuroimaging – over
time – will be required in the clinical evaluation
of disease progress and treatment outcome. My
recommendation for future research is to start
developing MRI-based tools that are able to
evaluate and monitor disease progression and
the effect of neuroprotection beyond the eye at
an individual level.

Prediction of outcome following mild
traumatic brain injury:
From care to recovery
P H D

S T U D E N T

M.E. de Koning
T H E S I S

Prediction of outcome following mild traumatic
brain injury: From care to recovery
P R O M O T O R S

Prof.dr. J. van der Naalt
Prof.dr. J.M. Spikman
F A C U L T Y

Medical Sciences
Millions of people sustain a mild traumatic
brain injury (mTBI) each year. Most patients
recover quickly, however a subgroup continues
to experience complaints interfering with for
instance work resumption. In this dissertation,
we studied factors influencing general outcome
and specifically return to work following mTBI.
By investigating posttraumatic complaints,
psychological distress and aftercare, and
accounting for pre-injury adaptive capacities
and occupational factors, we contributed to

Sandra Hanekamp (1986) was promoted on
October 9, 2017.

■■ P H O TO BY G E R H A R D TA ATG E N
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the current body of work on the specifics of
recovery after mTBI. Our findings indicate that
adaptive disorders could and should be signaled
early after injury, to ensure proper aftercare for
the broad spectrum of mTBI patients that the
heterogenic disorder entails.

CHD7 gene is disease-causing. Future research
should therefore focus on a method to check
the function of the CHD7 protein to help
with interpreting DNA analysis. Furthermore,
evidence-based guidelines for medical follow up
of CHARGE patients need to be developed.

Myrthe de Koning (1989) was promoted on
October 11, 2017.

Nicole Corsten-Janssen (1984) was promoted
on October 11, 2017. www.nicolecorsten.nl

CHARGE syndrome: CHD7 mutations,
heart defects and overlapping
syndromes

Translational multiple sclerosis
research in primates: Mind the gap
P H D

P H D

S T U D E N T

J.T. Dunham

S T U D E N T

N. Corsten-Janssen

T H E S I S

T H E S I S

Translational multiple sclerosis research in
primates: Mind the gap

CHARGE syndrome: CHD7 mutations, heart
defects and overlapping syndromes
P R O M O T O R S

Prof.dr. C.M.A. van Ravenswaaij-Arts
Prof.dr. R.M.W. Hofstra
Prof.dr. L. Kapusta
F A C U L T Y

Medical Sciences
CHARGE syndrome is a rare combination of
multiple congenital malformations of the eyes,
ears, cranial nerves, heart and other parts.
Features vary from person to person, also in the
rare occasions when multiple family members
are affected. The major cause of CHARGE
syndrome is a change in the CHD7-gene, which
leads to less or the wrong CHD7 protein being
made.
In this thesis, we present the changes we have
found in the CHD7-gene and we have created

P R O M O T O R S

■■ COVER BY KRISTIAN CORSTEN

Prof.dr. J.D. Laman
Prof.dr. L.A. t Hart

an online CHD7 database (www. CHD7.org),
which currently contains information on 750
different changes. We also wrote a guideline
to help clinicians determine if CHD7 analysis is
warranted in a patient.
We then studied the effect of CHD7 changes
in the heart. Our results showed some types of
heart defect are overrepresented in people with
CHARGE syndrome, but these changes are not a
major cause of non-syndromic heart defects.
Lastly, we studied syndromes that look like
CHARGE syndrome and tried to determine why
this overlap occurs. We showed this clinical
overlap often points to an overlap at the
molecular level.
Sometimes it is not clear if a change in the

F A C U L T Y

Medical Sciences
Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a chronic disabling
disease caused by an attack of the immune
system on the brain and spinal cord. The cause
of the inappropriate immune system activity
is still unknown, and although the number
of therapeutics is increasing, there is still no
treatment that can halt or prevent the disease in
all patients. The development of new therapies
is hindered by the paucity of animal models that
accurately reflect the pathogenic mechanism
causing MS. The experimental autoimmune
encephalomyelitis (EAE) model has been
widely used to investigate these pathogenic

mechanisms in MS and to test new treatments.
The research of the PhD student Jordon
Dunham has been funded via a project from
the Marie Skłodowska-Curie research fellowship
program of the European Commission
(Neurokine). He performed his investigations
at the Neuroscience department of the UMCG
and at the Biomedical Primate Research Centre
(BPRC) in Rijswijk. The research for his thesis had
two aims: i) to utilize non-human primate (NHP)
models for gaining a better understanding of
the pathogenic immune mechanisms underlying
MS and ii) to determine how closely NHP models
replicate key pathology features of MS.
This thesis describes how a common herpes
virus (EBV), which is recognized as an important
environmental risk factor of MS, alters the
function of B and T lymphocytes and that these
changes can have an important role in the
pathogenic mechanisms of disease. Another
important finding of this thesis was that the
pathology in the brain of marmoset monkeys
with MS-like disease more closely replicates the
brain pathology in MS than the more frequently
used rodent models of the disease.
In conclusion, the immunological and
pathological proximity of primate EAE models
to MS makes them valuable systems for
translational research into the role of EBV in the
pathogenesis of MS and for the development of
innovative treatments.
Jordon Dunham (1986) was promoted on
October 18, 2017.
■ ■ E V E LY N K U I P E R - D R E N T H , B A S E D
ON PRESS REPORTS FROM THE
UNIVERSITY OF GRONINGEN
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“Learn to move and move to learn.”
>> Tjitske Hielkema

“The chronotype-effect on grades in high-school students depends on
time of day and on school subject. To assess students on an even ground,
examinations (especially from scientific subjects) should be scheduled later
in the day.”
>> Giulia Zerbini

“Everything comes to her who knows how to wait.” – Wolfgang Pauli
>> Aave Hanus

“Aan mijn paper geen polonaise.”
>> Myrthe Scheenen

“Artsen en andere therapeuten zouden ook kunnen adviseren om een
hond te nemen.”
>> Moniek Geerdink

“An apple a day keeps the doctor away, especially if you aim well.”
– Winston Churchill
>> Myrthe de Koning

“Wetenschap is slechts een beeld van de waarheid.” – Francis Bacon
>> Nicole Corsten
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Dorèl Extra Bold, eddy@dorelextrabold.nl
Deadline for the next edition: 18 January 2018

