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Dear Colleagues, 
We hope you had a happy Chinese New Year! 
Since our last newsletter, we have undertaken several initiatives to advance the KRA for Learning and Assessment, according to the needs and interests reported by our members. We want to keep you informed of our activities, both past and present, and we ask that you keep us informed of your needs. The following newsletter highlights some of the activities that have taken place over the past 4 months. We have also been working to develop future opportunities for enhancing research knowledge skills. We would like to share some of our past and future activities with you.
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Dr. Kevin Chung, Coordinator                                            Dr. Claire Egan, Post Doctoral Fellow
DISCOVERING RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES
In each edition of our newsletter we will be bringing you information about current trends in educational research. Members of our KRA will be invited to voice their opinions or share their knowledge about important issues in interdisciplinary research that has implications for educators. In this edition, our topic is Cognitive Neuroscience and the important contributions this area can make to informing best practice in education and teacher training. 

Why Neuroscience Matters for Educators

Dr. Claire Egan
Historically, decisions about appropriate classroom practice have too often been impacted by opinion, fad, and ideological viewpoints. However, teachers are now looking to mediate their practice using findings from research. The growing demand by consumers and educators for evidence based classroom practice has, in part, fuelled an interest in cognitive neuroscience research and the ways it can inform effective teaching (Stern, 2005). 

What is cognitive neuroscience?

Cognitive neuroscience is the merging of two areas of study: psychology and neuroscience. This field concerns itself with the neural structures and functions that underlie cognition and learning. It is characterized by the use of powerful brain-imaging technologies, such as functional neuroimaging, and electrophysiological measurement. The primary goal in the merging of these important areas has been to enable the measurement and assessment of cognition, learning and brain development. 

Why is cognitive neuroscience important for educators?

Studies in cognitive neuroscience have demonstrated that there are important implications of brain research for education, primarily an advanced understanding of how student learning occurs (Goswami, 2006; Howard-Jones, Pickering, & Diack, 2007). We now have the tools required to observe and verify the effects that educational interventions can have on brain development, and we can thus explore how these changes relate to learning outcomes (Fischer et al., 2007).  Further, neuroscientific enquiry has begun to elucidate what impedes student learning for those who do not benefit from current educational environments (Ansari & Coch, 2006). 

While education and neuroscience clearly stand to gain from interdisciplinary research, scientists and educators are challenged to find ways to effectively communicate with one another. Neuroscientists have expertise in examining brain function and the relationships between the brain and behaviour, but often lack knowledge about current effective classroom practice (Ansari & Coch, 2006). Conversely, while educators are knowledgeable about effective environments and strategies for teaching, they may lack the language and technical expertise required to accurately interpret findings from neuroscience research. As a result, there has been widespread misunderstanding in education about the applications of neuroscience research to classroom practice (Fischer et al., 2007). Often teachers are presented with information about ‘brain-based learning’ packages, many of which are founded on myths that claim a loose connection with neuroscientific research (Goswami, 2006; Howard-Jones et al., 2007). Popular educational theories or strategies, such as ‘multiple intelligences’, ‘kinaesthetic, visual, or auditory learning preferences’, or programmes such as the ‘Brain Gym® suggest a link to cognitive neuroscience by making reference to the brain and its processes and functions. However, neuroscientists generally contend that these approaches are theoretically and/or empirically unsupported (Goswami, 2006; Howard-Jones, 2007; Stern 2005). Clearly an important issue for educators and researchers is determining how to integrate the study of neuroscience and education. Further, while it is clear that research must inform educational practices, the success of such a relationship relies on accurate communication between researchers and practitioners. 

Despite the challenges posed by an interdisciplinary approach to education that includes cognitive neuroscience, there are many issues in education that could benefit from such an approach. We, as educators, currently lack an explicit understanding about the impact of typical classroom practice on student’s brain development. Further, we do not currently understand how effective teaching practices function to alter or enhance brain development. Countless other important questions remain unanswered. For example, how does experience improve learning? How does knowledge transfer occur? How can we account for differences in achievement? Why are some learning environments successful while others are not?

We now know that human experiences shape and change the brain. There is no question, therefore, that education and cognitive neuroscience share an interlocked and mutually beneficial relationship. The development of a research program in cognitive neuroscience could serve to inform best-practice teacher education. On the other hand, the expertise required to understand real-world applications of teaching practices can equally inform a research agenda in the interdisciplinary examination of cognitive neuroscience.  The KRA for Learning and Assessment would like to gauge the interest of Institute members who would like to explore neuroscience research, its applications to education, and effective strategies for responsible communication of neuroscience research to educators. If you would like to find out more about interdisciplinary research in cognitive neuroscience and education, look for upcoming opportunities in our newsletters, on our website www.ied.edu.hk/krala, or contact us to express your interest at krala@ied.edu.hk.  
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DISSEMINATING RESEARCH
We often have invited speakers who visit the Institute and share their unique expertise and research experiences with us. However, we also have a number of talented and well-renowned experts within the Institute who are making continuous strides to advance their own research within the field of education. Our KRA Learning and Assessment Research Seminar Series is designed to showcase the talents and expertise of our members. 
Our first guest speaker will be will be announced shortly. If you would like to participate in this seminar series, please let us know by emailing krala@ied.edu.hk. 
SUPPORTING RESEARCH
KRA L&A Professional Development Programme

A variety of professional development opportunities, such as workshops, and seminars, have been organized to enhance the skills and knowledge necessary to conduct quality educational research with international as well as local impact.

Our recent Professional Development opportunities have been:

Dr. Sandra Tsang
Dr. Tsang shared with us her experiences in conducting research, as well as her recent research findings in the prevention of high-risk behaviours in Hong Kong adolescents. 
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This seminar was well attended and provided a useful introduction to some of the important research being conducted in the HKU Social Sciences Department. 

Dr. Mike Cheung                                                                                                                                        
Dr. Cheung provided 2 days of hands on training in advanced statistical analyses, including Structural Equation Modeling and Hierarchical Linear Modeling. 
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The workshops were fully booked and 95% of our attendees reportedly found the skills developed during the workshop to be helpful.   

Our upcoming Professional Development opportunities are:

Workshops in “Ways of knowing:  A systematic approach to understanding student learning”  

Speaker :

Dr. Loretta Ho, University of Hong Kong 

Date :

PART 1: February 12th, 2009 PART 2: February 19th, 2009

Workshop in Survey Research and Questionnaire Design 

Speaker :

Professor Beverly Webster, University of Hong Kong 

Date : 

March 26th, 2009
Seminar in Experimental Design in Behavioural Research 

Speaker :

Dr. Claire Egan, Hong Kong Institute of Education 

Date : 

April 2009

Workshop in “Advancing Research Skills” 

Speaker :

Dr. Kevin Chung, Hong Kong Institute of Education 

Date : 

TBA

If you would like more information about the KRA L&A and its upcoming professional development and research opportunities, please visit our website:  http://www.ied.edu.hk/kra/la.html
WE WOULD LIKE TO THANK THE RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT OFFICE FOR SUPPORTING THE WORK OF THE KRAs. 
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