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A defi ning feature of living organisms is their plasticity 
in adapting to changes. This applies to internal changes 
caused by neurobiological processes related to diseases 
and injuries or maturation and senescence as well as to 
external variations driven by environmental or experi-
ential factors. Plasticity has traditionally been  primarily 
considered a hallmark of individuals still maturing. 
However, evidence from cognitive training studies in 
lifespan research over the past two decades clearly indi-
cates that plasticity is not a specifi c privilege of youth. 
Adults and the elderly still possess substantial reserve 
brain and cognitive potential, albeit plasticity in old age 
may be more limited. 

Short-term disruptions in functions (e. g., loss of 
speech or motor abilities after brain injuries) or long-
term gradual increases in demands on functions 
(e. g., adaptively adjusted task diffi  culty for raising 
performance levels in cognitive training or rehabilita-
tive  treatment) are potential triggers of plasticity. In 
either case, brain plasticity is driven by a mismatch 
between a person’s current functional capacity and 
the experi enced demands imposed by the  environment. 
The  degrees and manifestations of brain plas ticity 
are  co- determined by the extent of this supply-demand 
mismatch and the level of the person’s intrinsic reserve 
potential. The latter may vary across brain systems, 
 individuals, and age. 

Brain Plasticity 
and Lifespan Ontogeny

Editorial 
by Shu-Chen Li, 
faculty member 
of the Berlin 
School of Mind 
and Brain
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Combining expertise from neurology (faculty mem-
bers Anges Flöel and Arno Villringer) and lifespan psy-
chology (faculty members Shu-Chen Li and Ulman 
Lindenberger), research on brain plasticity and lifespan 
development at Berlin School of Mind and Brain aims 
at understanding disease- and senescence-related eff ects 
on brain plasticity at the neurochemical, anatomical, 
and functional levels. Potential doctoral or postdoctoral 
fellows will have the opportunities to combine brain 
 imaging techniques and genomic methods with behav-
ioral and cognitive training or rehabilitation therapies 
to study brain plasticity in diff erent age or patient groups. 
Our current research covers a wide range of topics, 
including : (1) physical training, aging, and structural 
brain plasticity ; (2) cognitive interventions, aging, and 
functional brain plasticity ; (3) neuromodulation of brain 
plasticity ; (4) brain plasticity and vascular risk factors ; 
and (5) brain plasticity and neurorehabilitation. 
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Q & A

Q  What is your research topic ?
A  I investigate the neural mecha-
nisms that underlie age diff erences 
in working memory constraints. 
Working memory refers to our ability 
to maintain and manipulate a little 
amount of information for a short 
period of time. Based on behavioral 
studies, we know that this ability 
develops across childhood, peaks 
in young adulthood and shows a 
marked decline with advancing age. 
At the same time, maturational 
and senescent changes in the brain 
 aff ect diff erent brain regions of the 
working memory network diff eren-
tially. I aim to understand how these 
neural changes relate to changes in 
working memory performance. I use 
event-related potentials and time- 
frequency analysis of electrophysi-
ological recordings to better under-
stand what happens in the brain.  

Q  What classes from undergraduate 
study do you wish you could remember 
or wish you had taken ?
A  I wish I had taken classes in 
computer sciences and mathematics. 
I think that content-wise one is able 
to catch up with a lot of topics quite 
quickly, but to learn how to explore 
large amounts of data sets and to re-
duce them to something meaningful 
requires methodological knowledge 
that is much harder to acquire. Skills 
in computer sciences and mathemat-
ics provide you with the necessary 
basis to do so. 

Myriam C. 
Sander

Myriam C. Sander
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Q  What do you fi nd most interest-
ing about your research ?
A  I fi nd it most interesting that 
our brain is plastic and can achieve 
the same performance in a variety 
of ways. For example, children often 
perform at the same level as young 
adults, but their brains work so dif-
ferently. With advancing age, many 
brain regions show a marked decline 
and at the same time, there are many 
situations in which older adults do 
not perform so badly. I fi nd it impor-
tant to understand not only how a 
young and healthy brain works, but 
also how maturational and senescent 
changes shape neural functions.  

Q  What do you like best about 
 living in Berlin ? 
A  Of course, Berlin is a creative 
and lively city and off ers many 
 cultural opportunities to explore 
theaters, music, art … but what 
I like most is that Berlin has so 
many different faces and that 
every borough has its own charac-
ter.  Especially in summer, when 
people spend more time outside, 
you don’t have to go to the movies 
to be  entertained quite well, you 
can just sit in a café and watch peo-
ple passing by …  Another great 
way of enjoying Berlin is to take the 
bike and just ride through the city 
or to some lake nearby. 
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Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain ?
A  I think graduate schools are a 
great place to get a structured PhD 
training. There are some things 
such as statistics or those soft skills 
courses off ered that lend themselves 
better to group study with other 
doctoral students. Most labs cannot 
provide such comprehensive training 
as graduate schools can.
Since my area of research – educa-
tional neuroscience – is right at the 
interface of mind and brain  sciences, 
the Berlin School of Mind and Brain 
was the right graduate school for me. 
What better place for me to study 
than a school with a faculty of experts 
in both fi elds ?
Also, when I applied for the program 
I hoped to benefi t from meeting 
other doctoral students. And I must 
say, I thoroughly enjoyed every jour-
nal club, talk and heated discussion 
I had with my fellow students and 
I learned a lot in the process.

Q  What is your research topic ?
A  I do research in mathematical 
thinking and intelligence. More spe-
cifi cally, I want to fi nd out why some 
school students do well in maths 
classes and others don’t. Therefore, 
I study and compare task solving 
strategies and cerebral correlates 
of students who perform well and 
students who don’t in those kinds of 
tasks. I do this with the help of f MRI 
and eye tracking while the students 
are busy solving the maths problems. 
Both f MRI and eye tracking help us 
understand performance diff erences 
above and beyond behavioral testing. 
The results from this research even-
tually allow us to develop and imple-
ment teaching strategies that enable 
all students to understand maths 
more easily, to perform better, and 
to have more fun in maths classes 
in the end. 

Franziska 
PreusseQ & A
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Q  What classes from undergraduate 
study do you wish you could remember 
or wish you had taken ?
A  Defi nitely programming ! If I had 
taken a programming class this 
would have spared me some painful 
self-taught lessons. It is so vital to 
have some basic programming skills 
when you do experimental work and 
for neuroscience data analysis.

Q  What do your parents think 
you are doing ?
A  My family thinks that I am in-
volved in the scientifi c study of the 
human brain and in so far they are 
right. But for some obscure reason 
they also think I advise medical 
doctors. I never suggested that I do, 
but perhaps this is because I am 
affi  liated with Charité, which is a 
large university hospital. As long as 
it makes them happy I leave them in 
the dark about this misconception. 

 Franziska Preusse  Smadar Ovadia-Caro
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Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain ?
A  A friend of mine from ucl 
told me about the Women’s Travel 
Awards. The program seemed in-
teresting, so I applied and was 
accepted as an awardee. During my 
stay in Berlin, I had the opportunity 
to talk to some members of the Mind 
and Brain Faculty (Felix Bermpohl, 
Hauke Heekeren and Arno Villringer) 
as well as to  students. I saw to the 
 research  opportunities, the people, 
and a bit to the city itself. All these 
things encouraged me to apply. 
I was especially drawn to the struc-
tured nature of the program, i. e. the 
courses on off er as well as the pos-
sibility to conduct my research in col-
laboration with hospitals in the city.

Q  What is your research topic ?
A  I am interested in changes in 
functional connectivity as meas-
ured by f MRI in patients following 
ischemic stroke.

Q  Which do you see as the chal-
lenges of an interdisciplinary study 
of the mind and brain ?
A  One of the main challenges is 
communication ; fi nding a  common 

language. People from diff erent back-
grounds speak diff erent languages, 
at least to some extent, and tend to 
perceive problems diff erently. I think, 
however, that if there is a willingness 
on both sides to understand each 
other, there is always a way of bridg-
ing the gaps.
In my opinion, the advantage of 
an interdisciplinary program is the 
opportunity to approach a problem 
from more than one side – similar 
to using several camera angles when 
shooting a fi lm. On top of that, meet-
ing people from other fi elds simply 
makes life more interesting.

Q  What classes from undergraduate 
study do you wish you could remember 
or wish you had taken ?
A  I think that being a researcher 
is an ongoing learning process that 
will – hopefully – never stop. Every-
thing that you are exposed to has an 
infl uence and makes a con tribution 
to your way of thinking.
I thus have no regrets as for unful-
fi lled undergraduate courses, and 
even when I take the same course 
more than once, which may happen, 
I always learn something new from 
it. Courses are just a means of en-
hancing your reservoir of ideas. 

Q & A Smadar 
Ovadia-Caro
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Q  What do your parents think 
you are doing ?
A  Actually, my parents know exactly 
what I am doing. And not just my 
parents, but also all the other fam-
ily members. That said, they are 
convinced – and there is no way of 
talking them out of it – that I am 
doing one of the most important jobs 
in the world. They are very happy 
for me and are very proud and al-
though I would be away from home 
for 3 years, they strongly encouraged 
me to grasp the opportunity and go 
to Berlin to pursue my dreams.

Q  What do you like best about 
 living in Berlin ? 
A  A lot of things. Many little things 
such as riding my bike through 
the Tiergarten, the many parks and 
green areas, the vast cultural off er-
ings, especially art, wherever you 
go. I really enjoy living in a city that 
allows you to open up to new things. 
Berlin may not be beautiful in the 
traditional sense, but to me the city 
has a kind of rough beauty that I 
really like. 

Q  How or where do you see your 
research applied ?
A  The better we understand the 
dynam ics of network interaction 
in the brain, the better we under-
stand behavioral changes and vice 
versa. In my view, these are two 
sides of the same coin. In my spe-
cifi c topic of research, addressing 
these issues in patients following 
a stroke, what we learn about the 
network  during the recovery process 
could have potential implications 
on treatment and rehabilitation. For 
example, candidate regions for tms, 
looking at changes in the network 
following administration of certain 
drugs etc. But clearly these are long-
term goals.

Q  How would you explain what 
you do to a non-expert ? 
A  Networks and interaction within 
networks are not specifi c to the 
brain and are present in many other 
aspects of our lives, biological as 
well as social. So actually, I think it is 
fairly easy to grasp and understand 
what I do. 
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Mental dysfunctions and brain disorders are closely 
 related phenomena, despite the fact that the details of 
this relationship remain as yet inadequately described. 
Until recently, the two phenomena have been dealt with 
rather independently by diff erent schools of thought 
and diff erent scientifi c approaches. Biologically-oriented 
psychology, psychiatry, and neurology attempt to link 
dysfunctions in cognitive performance with brain struc-
ture and pathology, but often without a description of 
a detailed underlying cognitive framework. 

Modern research should aim to conceptually and em-
pirically close the gap between these estranged approach-
es, to establish an integrated explanation for these disease 
phenomena from which successful therapies can evolve.

The Berlin School of Mind and Brain fully embraces 
this interdisciplinary perspective, valuing the  properties 
of fundamental cognitive functions, as well as the 
neuronal underpinnings of their disturbance in neuro-
logical and psychiatric diseases. In order to adequately 
defi ne mental dysfunctions, we must specify both the 
type and degree of alterations in mental functions and 
their underlying brain dysfunctions. Alterations in any 
of these functions can contribute to mental dysfunction 
and disease, including an altered experience of a coher-
ent individual “self” and agency (e. g., in schizophrenia), 
impaired rational decision making (e. g., in lifestyle 
choices leading to addiction, obesity, etc.), and disturbed 
emotional well-being (e. g., in depression). 

Brain Disorders 
and Mental Dysfunction

Editorial 
by Felix Berm-
pohl and 
Stephan Brandt, 
faculty members 
of the Berlin 
School of Mind 
and Brain
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Major tools used in this research include behavioral 
assessment, lesion studies and virtual lesion induction 
(transcranial magnetic stimulation), functional and 
structural neuroimaging as well as genetic testing. In 
addition to experimental work, we constructively address 
conceptual and philosophical issues, such as contem-
porary doubts that certain normative faculties are even 
within the scope of what can be investigated solely on 
an empirical basis.

The Berlin School of Mind and Brain off ers a unique 
research and training environment for the study of the 
research topic “brain disorders and mental dysfunction”. 
The School’s faculty is comprised of distinguished scien-
tists from leading clinical and neuroscience institutions 
in Berlin, approaching the topic from the perspective of 
the mind (e. g., philosophy of mind, linguistics, cognitive 
psychology) and of the brain (e. g., neurology, psychiatry, 
neurophysiology, computational neuroscience). 
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Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain ?
A  I studied psychobiology and psy-
chology, and enthusiastically enrolled 
in medical biology and philosophy 
last year as well. My days were some-
times confusing : during the day 
I learned how to handle mice in a 
laboratory and in the evening I was 
refl ecting on epistemological ques-
tions of human sciences. The Berlin 
School of Mind and Brain is the per-
fect place to combine all my interests 
in one project. Here, neuroscientists 
are open-minded enough to concede 
that empirical  science does not ex-
plain everything. 

Q  What is your research topic ?
A  My research topic is automatic 
processes in alcoholism. With neuro-
imaging and eeg, I study changes 
in brain activity after a computer-
ised training task in which patients 
learn to ‘control’ their addiction. But 
the project may develop in many 
ways and I’m still hoping to set up 
a mouse study on translational ef-
fects of alcohol. Are baby mice with 

fathers who drank a lot of alcohol 
aff ected without knowing the father, 
and without hard-wired genetics 
playing a role ? I’m very interested in 
how gene expressions change over 
time and how gene folding might be 
passed on to off spring. I’m not sure, 
though, if three years is enough …

Q  What classes from undergraduate 
study do you wish you could remember 
or wish you had taken ?
A  I wish I remembered more from 
my neuroanatomy courses and also 
from the philosophy of science and 
cell biology. Two years ago, there was 
a class on microbe art which I un-
fortunately couldn’t attend. Courses 
that would come in very handy now, 
but that I’ve always found ways to 
get around are programming, math-
ematic modeling, data analysis ; 
anything with computers, basically. 
More history of science could have 
been good for me, too, but I’ll try to 
look into it here in Berlin. 

Q & A Corinde 
Wiers
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Q  What do your parents think 
you are doing ?
A  My dad thinks I’m doing hard-
core genetic research and I leave it 
at that. He has never even touched 
a computer, so explaining the basis 
of mri analyses would be too much 
of a hassle. My mom understands 
computers and brains far better, so 
she has a general idea. 

Q  What do you fi nd most interest-
ing about your research ?
A  It’s fascinating how environ-
ment – drinking, other substances, 
learning, behavior itself – can infl u-
ence brain processes and eventu-
ally may lead to changes in genetic 
expressions. Also, it is very puzzling 
why people we call addicts conscious-
ly declare they want to kick the habit 
but then fall back on it automati-
cally when they enter a pub. I would 
like to understand how the brain is 

involved in this self-destructive be-
havior, and hopefully work out a way 
to overcome it. There are interesting 
research projects on neuroimaging 
feedback mechanisms in addiction, 
in which patients learn to gain con-
trol over their brain activation while 
looking at pictures or watching a 
fi lm craving for their particular drug. 
Learning to control the brain also 
poses an interesting philosophical 
question : Are human beings more 
than their brains ?

Q  How would you explain what 
you do to a non-expert ? 
A  Most of the time I keep it as sim-
ple as possible : I study the eff ects 
of alcohol on the brain and want to 
develop mechanisms to overcome 
addiction. When I explain this in 
a bar, people take a worried look at 
their beer, sip and grin.
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Q  What do you like best about 
 living in Berlin ? 
A  You’ll fi nd charming, out going 
people to talk to on every street 
corner, that’s great. Then there’s the 
passion with which police offi  cers 
and taxi drivers yell at bikers, or how 
people obey red lights even when 
there’s no one around. I also like 
Tempelhof, the crankiness of some 
Berlin supermarket workers – they 
make me feel as if I’m the most 
positive person in the world. And, 
of course, there are the many parks, 
cafés, clubs, concerts, cinemas, 
 museums, galleries, etc., etc.

Q  Something we forgot to ask ? 
If you like, please include a fun 

“random fact” about yourself :
A  I adore talking in a foreign 
language because every stutter can 
be  attributed to me not speaking 
 correctly instead of not knowing 
what I’m talking about. I’m much 
shier in my mother tongue Dutch, 
really. 

Corinde Wiers
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Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain ?
A  I wanted the opportunity to com-
bine my fascination with the human 
brain and language development in 
a single fi eld of study. I was immedi-
ately drawn to the program’s unique 
academic perspective, which allows 
researchers from various disciplines 
to work together and learn from 
each other.

Q  What is your research topic ?
A  My research is concerned with 
the eff ects of autism on a specifi c 
receptive aspect of language devel-
opment. By utilizing f MRI and erp 
techniques I will be investigating 
how children with autism and chil-
dren developing normally process 
emotional prosody, which is regard-
ed to be one of the foundation skills 
of language development.

Q  How would you explain what 
you do to a non-expert ?
A  I study how the child’s brain 
understands speech expressed in 
 diff erent tones of voice. For example, 
the sentence : “It’s raining outside” 
can be spoken in a happy or angry 
tone of voice and therefore express 
happiness or anger. By measuring 
how the brain registers and reads 
these diff erences in the tone of voice 
we can increase our understanding 
of autism.

Q & A Meri 
Blumenkron

Meri Blumenkron



15

Q  What do you fi nd most interest-
ing about your research ?
A  The privilege to work with chil-
dren with autism and research a 
language feature that is crucial to 
language development.

Q  How or where do you see your 
research applied ?
A  The fi ndings of this research 
may provide us with knowledge 
about additional early markers for 
the identifi cation of children at risk 
for autism. Also, the investigation 
of the brain networks and neuro-
physiological markers for processing 
of emotional prosody will provide us 
with a better understanding of the 
behavioral abnormalities of the social 
mind in autism.

Q  In your opinion, what are the 
challenges of an interdisciplinary 
study of the mind and brain ?
A  This is a complex question be-
cause it deals with individual and 
collaborative scientifi c eff orts. From 
the individual perspective of the 
 researcher, the interdisciplinary 
study of the mind and brain will 
require great mental fl exibility 
and a Renaissance-like approach 
to knowledge and learning. Hip-
pocrates said : “Ars longa vita 
brevis” – “The craft is long, life is 
short, the opportunity fl eeting, the 
experiment treacherous and judg-
ment diffi  cult”. A good mind and 
brain scholar will have to develop 
deep understanding and knowledge 
not only of her or his area of exper-
tise but also of other mind and brain-
related fi elds. With this type of study 
it is very important to keep an open 
mind to learning and achievement in 
order to deal with these challenges in 
an intellectually fruitful manner. 
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Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain ?
A  I have long been interested in 
mental disorders and the question 
of how mental processes and the 
brain are linked. Therefore, I studied 
psychology with a focus on clini-
cal, cognitive, and neuropsychology 
at the University of Tübingen. My 
application at the Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain was primarily 
motivated by the School’s interdisci-
plinary environment and the variety 
of courses off ered. I am looking 
forward to broaden my perspective 
by learning more about the philo-
sophy of the mind and by getting 
fresh input from other students with 
diff erent academic backgrounds and 
research topics. In addition, I appre-
ciate the opportunity to practice my 
English and that the School is located 
in Berlin, where the neuroscientifi c 
community is large and organizes 
many interesting talks and confer-
ences throughout the year.

Q  What is your research topic ?
A  I aim to better understand why 
some people become depressed and 
others don’t. Although there is no 
doubt that inherited features, such 
as genetic makeup and stress both 
contribute to the manifestation of 
mental disorders, little is known for 
certain about disease etiology. In 
my doctoral project, I investigate a 
potential mechanism of gene – envi-
ronment interaction relevant to the 
causation of depression. Further, my 
project addresses the questions of 
how and to what extent active mental 
behavior can modulate the interplay 
of genes and the environment.

Q  In your opinion, what are the 
challenges of an interdisciplinary 
study of the mind and brain ?
A  Communication, fi nding a com-
mon language.

Q  What classes from undergraduate 
study do you wish you could remember 
or wish you had taken ?
A  matlab programming, which can 
be very helpful when analyzing data. 

Q & A Phöbe 
Schmierer 
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Q  What do you fi nd most interest-
ing about your research ?
A  What interests me the most 
about studying mental illness is the 
potential to help patients in the long 
run. Mental disorders cause enor-
mous ailment and can have devastat-
ing consequences for the affl  icted 
individuals and their families and 
friends. Owing to extensive scientifi c 
eff orts, treatment options have im-
proved considerably over the course 
of the last 60 years. Individual out-
come variability is large, though, and 
there is a lack of appropriate tools 
to identify the best treatment for 
an individual patient. Investigating 
potential pathogenic mechanisms 
may lead us to new and individual 
treatment targets. What I fi nd most 
interesting about my specifi c doctoral 
project is its comparatively broad 
perspective.
In my diploma thesis, for example, 
I investigated the eff ects of a single 
depression-related genetic variant 
on human brain function. I fi nd it 
exciting that I will now go a step 
further by targeting several diff erent 
kinds of risk variables to investigate 
their interplay. 

Q  What do you like best about 
 living in Berlin ? 
A  It never gets boring. The city has 
many facets, and there is always 
something new to explore. For exam-
ple, I like that people with diff er-
ent cultural backgrounds live here 
together. This leads, among other 
things, to the possibility of trying out 
food from more or less all over the 
world. No matter how specifi c one’s 
interests may be, there is always a 
bunch of other people who appreci-
ate the same thing in Berlin. There-
fore, virtually everything regarding 
arts, music, sports or whatever is 
available. 

Phöbe Schmierer 
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Q  What is your research topic ?
A  My research topic focuses on 
the investigation of thoughts and 
thought disturbances regarding 
authorship and control. Why do we 
experience our thoughts as “pro-
duced” by ourselves ? Why do we have 
control over our thoughts and under 
which circumstances is this control 
impaired ? Where and how in the 
brain are these features generated ? 
Not so long ago, authorship and 
thought control have been considered 
as inherent principles characterizing 
a person’s thoughts. Interestingly, 
there are two common phenomena 
in two diff erent psychiatric disorders 
that point out that these claims are 
false : intrusive thoughts in patients 
with obsessive-compulsive disorder 
and inserted thoughts in patients 
with schizophrenia. Both of these 
thoughts are experienced as unwant-
ed and irrepressible, thus a patient’s 
control over them is impaired. Addi-
tionally, schizophrenic patients with 
inserted thoughts report that these 
thoughts have not been produced by 
themselves, but were inserted into 
their heads. Thus, a lack of author-
ship is experienced. 

The neuroscientifi c investigation 
of the neural networks underlying 
the phenomena of authorship and 
control of thoughts in general and 
its impairments in obsessive-com-
pulsive disorder and schizophrenia 
is the main focus my research.

Q  What do you fi nd most interest-
ing about your research ?
A  My research focuses on the 
 neural signature of thought dis-
turbances in mental disorders and 
their relationship with two philo-
sophically-based concepts. For me, 
this interface between clinical 
psychology, neuroscience and phi-
losophy is the most interesting and 

Q & A Nele 
Adler

Nele Adler
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also challenging part of my research. 
I am curious about gaining new 
insights into the pathophysiologi-
cal mechanisms underlying these 
symptoms, exploring the mental 
world of patients with schizophrenia 
and obsessive-compulsive disorder. 
Moreover, I like the idea that clini-
cal research is not only related to a 
potential therapeutic outcome or 
 improvement for the patients, but is 
also drawing conclusions on thought 
generation processes in general. 
I hope my patient studies help rein-
force the fact that there are phenom-
ena in our everyday experience of 
thoughts, such as authorship, that 
have been questioned only recently, 
considering that they are based on 
specifi c brain mechanisms and do 
not come free. 

Q  What do your parents think 
you are doing ?
A  I think they know the basic facts 
of my research topic and my everyday 
work : investigating authorship and 
thought control and the related brain 
structures, f MRI, thoughts, patients, 
healthy controls, programming, 
analyzing. Furthermore, almost all 
of my family members have been 
highly compliant control subjects in 

my studies, therefore directly experi-
encing what it is like to do this part 
of my work. 

Q  What do you like best about 
living  in Berlin ? 
A  I was born in Berlin and have 
spent my whole life in this great city, 
and I still love its lively atmosphere. 
Compared to other big cities in 
Europe, Berlin seems to be greener 
and more laid back. The low cost 
of living, the city’s spaciousness, 
and a stunning variety of cultural 
off erings provide many options for 
self-fulfi lment. Beside this, it is 
still impressive to see how fast the 
city is changing. Interestingly, every 
couple of years, another part of the 
city becomes its creative heart, and 
rapidly changes from underground 
chic to the place to be and, fortu-
nately, back again. For me, this is the 
reason why Berlin is both an histori-
cal and a modern city at the same 
time. Being a small part of all of this 
makes me feel good. 
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Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain ?
A  I wanted to do my doctoral thesis 
in Berlin. I looked for doctoral pro-
grams and fi nally found the Berlin 
School of Mind and Brain. The struc-
tured program in combination with 
teaching weeks and the possibility 
of being together with other (inter-
national) doctoral students were the 
most important reasons for apply-
ing. Furthermore, the connection 
between the human sciences and 
the natural sciences fi t my academic 
background in psychology and my 
interest in the human brain very well.

Q  What is your research topic ?
A  I study the role of the brain in 
impulsivity and self-control. Im-
pulsivity is a personality trait that 
is present in healthy individuals. 
However, high impulsivity may also 
cause problems in social life, such 
as partnership trouble, fi ghts, or 
 traffi  c violations. The opposite of 
impulsivity can be described as self-
control, given that people showing 
high impulsivity have problems 
controlling their actions, thoughts 
and emotions. Since an association 
between impulsivity and psychiatric 
disorders is apparent, I think neuro-
scientifi c  research in this fi eld is very 
important. Right now, I examine 
psychiatric patients, which are char-
acterized by high impulsivity and low 
self-control competencies (alcohol-
dependent patients and pathological 
gamblers). I use diff erent approach-
es : administering diff erent func-
tional magnetic resonance imaging 
(f MRI) paradigms, examining f MRI 
resting state measurements, and 
acquiring mri structural scans. I am 
also planning an experiment with 
transcranial direct current stimula-
tion (t DCS) to determine the infl u-
ence of virtual lesions.

Q & A Saskia 
Köhler
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Q  What classes from undergraduate 
study do you wish you could remember 
or wish you had taken ?
A  I wish I could recall more about 
the brain’s neuroanatomy. We had 
this class in our fi rst and second se-
mester. Despite the fi rst teaching 
week about neuroanatomy, I have the 
feeling that my knowledge is rather 
broad than specifi c.

Q  What do you fi nd most interest-
ing about your research ?
A  Learning how to run an mri and 
how to analyse f MRI data and struc-
tural measurements is the most in-
teresting aspect of my doctoral thesis. 
I hope that I can also learn more 
about how to recognize and classify 
abnormalities in the brain, which 
become visible with an mri scan. 

Q  What do you like best about liv-
ing in Berlin ? 
A  The city is full of surprises. 

I have the feeling that boredom 
does not exist here.

Q  What would your ( future) kids 
bring to “Show and Tell – Parents’ 
Day” ?
A  Maybe they would bring a pic-
ture of the brain. 

Saskia Köhler
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Q  What motivated you to apply 
for the program at the Berlin School 
of Mind and Brain ?
A  My main motivation for apply-
ing for the program at the Berlin 
School of Mind and Brain was the 
opportunity to do my doctoral degree 
in an interdisciplinary and inspira-
tional environment, where I could 
combine my interest in human 
perception and mental disorders in 
a single research project.

Q  What is your research topic ?
A  In the fi rst part of my doctoral 
project, I used apparent motion – 
a visual illusion of motion that 
 occurs when two stimuli separated 
by a distance are presented alter-
nately – to investigate how patients 
with paranoid schizophrenia (1) make 
spatio-temporal predictions about 
incoming visual stimuli, and (2) inte-
grate fragmented visual information 
into a coherent percept. Now I am 
focusing on the role of spontaneous 
brain oscillations in the perception of 
apparent motion in healthy subjects.

Q  In your opinion, what are the 
challenges of an interdisciplinary 
study of the mind and brain ?
A  I think that the main challenge 
of an interdisciplinary study is coor-
dinating specialists to work inter-
actively as a team, allowing for the 
exchange of specifi c knowledge and 
expertise. Because my research topic 
is of medical and psychological inter-
est, it naturally follows that I com-
bine medical science and psychology. 
Therefore, I think of my approach 
as more of an interdisciplinary one, 
which aims at going beyond narrow 
disciplinary divisions. If we accept 
that the real world does not fi t neatly 
into distinct disciplines, this concept 
may be a more intuitive one.

Q & A Lia 
Sanders

Lia Sanders
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Q  What do your parents think 
you are doing ?
A  My parents know exactly what 

I am doing. They visited me last 
year in Berlin and volunteered to 
be subjects in my experiments !

Q  How would you explain what 
you do to a non-expert ? 
A  I investigate how the human 
brain makes sense of fragmented 
visual information and how such 
an inference mechanism might 
be disturbed in patients with para-
noid schizophrenia.

Q  What would your ( future) kids 
bring to “Show and Tell – Parents’ 
Day” ?
A  Hopefully, they will present 
striking discoveries about the hu-
man mind.

Q  What do you like best about 
 living in Berlin ? 
A  Berlin feels like a patchwork of 
several small villages. Each neigh-
borhood has its own character, which 
makes this big city feel like a small 
town. I really like that ! It is also a 
very tolerant and safe city. I have 
the impression that people from all 
over the world come here so they 
can pursue their creative dreams. 
Maybe this is a reason why Berlin’s 
cultural scene has so much to off er. 
In addition, compared to most other 
European capitals, Berlin is relatively 
cheap. It is aff ordable without having 
to compromise one’s lifestyle. 
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Q  What is your research topic ?
A  I am interested in delusions 
and how this specifi c psychopatho-
logical symptom is represented at 
a neural level. Therefore I will devel-
op delusion-specifi c material which 
is empirically based on interviews. 

Q  What do your parents think 
you are doing ?
A  Surprisingly, the ideas of my 
family are very diverse. 
While my parents know that I will 
do my PhD in neuroscience with 
schizophrenia patients, my sister is 
proud that I am taking part in the 
Cluster of “Intelligence” of Hum-
boldt University. My grandmother 
knows that I will do my PhD. But 
when I asked her what she thinks 
my concrete topic is, she was quite 
confused and thought it was some-
thing about senility. Therefore I 
 addressed the next question to her.

Q  How would you explain what 
you do to a non-expert ? 
A  Delusions are a core symptom 
of schizophrenia. For example, pa-
tients believe they are being watched 
and followed by the cia or that ran-
dom events like the news on tv have 
a particular and unusual signifi cance 
for them or that the man in the tube 
reads one’s thoughts. I will interview 
patients with delusions to assess fre-
quent delusional topics. The identi-
fi ed themes then will then be trans-
formed into photographs. The result 
is a set of photographs, which is spe-
cifi c for delusions. Concluding, I am 
interested in the neural process of 
the delusional pictures. 

Q & A Anne 
Pankow
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Q  What do you like best about 
 living in Berlin ? 
A  I grew up in Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

That’s why my fi rst association with 
this city is my family and my friends. 
I love Berlin because of its diversity. 
Places like the Grunewald, Krumme 
Lanke and our close-knit neighbor-
hood played a major role in my child-
hood. When I was older, I moved to 
Kreuzberg, where Berlin reveals an-
other side of itself. When I moved to 
Marburg and Jena to study, Berlin 
always seemed like a harbor where 
you can get your bread in the morn-
ing in your jogging suit, anony-
mously, without running into some-
one you know. When I came back 
to Berlin, I lived in Prenzlauer Berg 
and next month I will move to Char-
lottenburg. That’s what I like best 
about living in Berlin: Every move 
brings about a new attitude of life, 
every neighborhood is so diff erent, 
but friends stay the same.

Q  What do you fi nd most challeng-
ing about your research ?
A  The heart of my project is to 

fi nd a creative transformation from 
the collected delusional contents 
into visual material. For this part of 
my research I will work in coopera-
tion with the Universität der Künste 
Berlin. I think this will be the biggest 
challenge, to bring diff erent fi elds 
like psychology, philosophy and art 
together, because every discipline 
has its own background and its own 
language. 

Anne Pankow
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