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As described on Monday and hinted at all week, this weekend marks the
q start of Meuroscience 2009, the annual mega-conference of more than
" 30,000 neurascientists. After years of staging the meeting in areas with
distractingly nice climates such as New Orleans, Orlando and =an Diego,
this year should be all business with the rainy chill of Chicago keeping

people indoors. But there's still a lot of fun to be had, with hig-time
speakers, immersive poster sessions, the never-ending hunt for the best

i 3
NEURDS['ENCE vendor knick-knack giveaway and the night-time socials. Because of

2009 Meuroscience's massive size, there are a million different ways to navigate
a path through the science, but here's a guick extremely long guide to

what 'm looking forward to experiencing. Hemember to tune in to
=ciencelife all weekend {and through WWednesday) for coverage.

Saturday: Magicians Were the First Neuroscientists

Each year one of the most interesting lectures fallz under the sober heading of "Dialogues Between
Meurascience and Society " which basically means "we invited someaone fram outside of
neuroscience to talk about neuroscience.” At previous meetings 've attended, that meant hearing
public figures such as the Dalal Lama and Frank Gehry offering their own perspective on the brain,
the mind and thinking - necessary reminders that the microscopic neurans those 30,000 scientists
are concentrated on actually add up to some pretty amazing things in practice.

This year's Dialogues speakers are neuroscientists of a different sort: magicians Apollo Robhins
and Eric Mead. Even though | saw a local version of this talk earlier this year with Robbins and
neuroscientist Susana Martinez-Conde {which | wrote about it for the Tribune), I'm excited to see it
again, because it really 15 a neat demonstration of how magicians have used the brain's limitations
to produce convincing illusions. Robbins, whose act is centered on his considerable ahilities as a
pickpocket, is a master of using diversion to direct a person's attention one direction while he slips
oft their watch from another angle. As Robbins and Martinez-Conde explained back in January, this
deceptively simple trick actually says a lot about how the brain shifts attention from stimulus to
stimulus, and how a narmal brain is "tricked” may help us learn about the neurobiological process
that underlie an attentional disorder like ADHD. You can watch a video of a similar symposium
organized by Martinez-Conde back in 2007 called "The Magic of Consciousness” - which includes
Teller of Penn & Teller in a rare speaking role.

Alzo maturday: We're only two weeks away from the University of Chicago's hig Darwin conference,
but | still will probably take in at least part of the symposium on Evolution of Brain and Behaviar.
Harvard's Elizabeth Spelke caps off the day with a lecture an how the brain processes math -
thankfully, it's scheduled early in the conference, hefore my own brain will surely grow too tired to
handle such a heawy topic.

Sunday: Autism Suspects Under Interrogation

There i so much bad science floating around the topic of autism that | try to take every opportunity
to learn about what actual peer-reviewed scientists are doing to seek out a cause of a disease that
appears to be rapidly on the rize. Sunday afternoon’s headliner is Thomas Siddhof from Stanford, an
expert in the biology of how neurons farm connections so that they can communicate with one
another. It may sound pedestrian next to the usual autism boogeymen of vaccines and gut
microflara, but hey, there's actual science behind it - many of the genes identified so far to be
associated with autism are invalved in properly constructing the brain and its billions of
cannections. Sddhof published a paper garlier this week identifying one such gene; his talk should
be an informative update on where the field is on understanding this mysterious disease.

Also Sunday: If | can wake up early enough, Hichard Huganir of Jahns Hopkins will be starting off
the day's session with a lecture on the cellular basis of memaory. But | may sleep in to conserve
my energy for the University of Chicago Committee on Meurobiology bash at the Shedd Agquarium.

Monday: A Visit from the Big Boss

The clear centerpiece of Monday's session, and maybe the conference itself, is a lecture by
Francis Colling, former director of the Human Genome Project and now director of the Mational
Institutes of Health. As the man at the top of the MIH, Collins holds the ultimate pursestrings for the
majority of neuroscientists in attendance, and one would expect many of the conference’s
attendees ta be listening hard far information about where the federal money will be gaing under the
Collins administration. The somewhat generic title of Collins' talk, "The Future of the MIH:
Advancing Biomedical Research to Beneftt Humankind," suggests that it may be mostly
baoilerplate, but I'm interested to hear where neuroscience fits in to the MIH agenda as maore and
more of the basic science shows promise for translation into the clinic and other parts of our
everyday lives,

Alzo Monday: |'won't be able to make it down to McCormick Place until Collins' lecture, so I'm
bummed to miss the big Neuroethics talk by Steven Laureys on how brain-computer interfaces
may help people in a vegetative state after brain injury. But at least 'll be fresh far the night-cap talk
by Mora “olkow, director of the Mational Institute on Drug Abuse, a great speaker and scientist
and, incidentally, Lea Tolstoy's great-grand-daughter. |t will be the perfect appetizer for the night's
main event: the annual Dopamine Dinner at =chuba's.

Tuesday: The Guy Who Wrote the Book on Neuroscience

That title is literal - Tuesday evening's featured speaker is Mobel laureate Eric Kandel, wha's
1400-page tome Principles of Meural Science was the textbook of my graduate school career in
neurobiology. Kandel's research connected learning and memaory with changes at the synaptic
lewel, the synaptic plasticity | touched on briefly an the blog this week. Kandel's work made a
celebrity out of the not-very-photogenic sea slug Aplysia, the animal model he used to prove that
the brain changes along the principles of Hebbian learning - put simply, if you keep stimulating a
connection between two neurans, that connection becomes stronger. Sound simple, but
subsequent studies have found that this mechanism, called long-term plasticity, may be central to
the way our brain develops and leams new information into adulthood - including whatever facts are
still rattling around in my head from Kandel's textboak.

Alzo Tuesday: The action seems to be in symposia (one thing you learn gaing to a lot of scientific
conferences is the plural form of sympasium). In the marning, I'm going to check out "From Bench
to Bedside: Long-Term Consequences of Early-Life Stress," and in the afternoon, | feel I'm
obligated to my research background to sit in on "Micotine-Induced Upregulation of Micotine
Feceptors.”

Wednesday: Limping Down the Homestretch

If you read my very long (even longer than this post) recap of Meuroscience 2006 that | posted
Ponday, you'll know that the fitth and final day of the conference is like the last five miles of a
marathon. Fortunately, organizers have stocked it with a trio of intrigquing lectures, on hot topics
ranging from the genetics of obesity (zadaf Faroogi) to reversing fear conditiong (Elizabeth Phelps
in a very timely lecture for Halloween) to mechanisms of drug addiction (Eric Mestler).

Alzo Wednesday: Taking a good long nap after an averdose of neuroscience.

Those are the highlights, as | see them. Hope you'll come an by aver the next six days to
experience them with mel

Posted by - Rob Mitchum

Mote to our Eeaders

This site does not provide medical advice ol
treatment suqqestiens. Its purpose is to educate
readers about science and medicine. |t does not
constitute the practice of medicine or create a
patient relationship. If you have medical problems
or concerns, contact a physician who will
determine your treatment. Do not delay seeking
medical advice because of something you read
here. For urgent needs, call 911 right away.

*Press Releases

@ Study shows that color plays musical chairs in
the brain

* Janet Rowley to recewe Presidential Medal of
Freedom for cancer chromosome studies

* Poverty, premature birth combine to hurt school
readiness

* University of Chicago launches neighborhood
mapping project

* (Grapefruit juice boosts drug's anti-cancer effects

more releases »

*Tag Cloud

Autism awards Bioethics Brain

C adaNcCerl Darwin darwinichica ga

2009 Developmert Device Diabetes Drug Abuse

Evolutiop Flu
G en E"[ICS Infectious

DiSEEIS*_E Jerry Coyne Kenneth Alexander
Linka 0e Liver music neuroblastoma

Neuroscience wi
O Ija Maco besity olopade Fancreatic

cancer Pandemic Pedistrics phiipson physics

P O I | C y Psychiatry psychology R eTONT
Research e sm

2009 Shuhin sieep Stem Cells Surgery
Swine flu Transplant Video

Comment Policy

Elog Roll

Andrew sullivan

Carl Zimmer - The Loom

Change of Subject

(Gene Expression

GoozMews

Health Affairs

Jerry Coyne - Why Evalution s True
Julie's Health Blog

Kevin Drum

KevintD . com

Knight =cience Journalism Tracker
bind Hacks

Mew Health Dialogue

MPR Health Blog

Fharyngula

Funning a Hospital

ocience-Based Medicine
Talkingpaointsmemao

The Frontal Cartex

Triage - Judy Graham's Health Blog
Wall Street Journal Health BElog
Well

William Saletan - Human Mature




