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The Centre for Brain Research is a unique 
partnership between scientists, doctors and 
the community. Established in 2009, cross-
faculty research teams carry out world-class 
neuroscience research, alongside clinical 
collaborations with leading neurologists, 
neurosurgeons and physicians in the 
Auckland region.  
 
Editorial contact details
Connections is published by the Centre for 
Brain Research (CBR). Previous issues of 
Connections are available from the CBR. 
They can also be accessed as PDFs at: 

www.cbr.auckland.ac.nz 

Stories may be reproduced wtih prior 
consent from the editor. All rights reserved.

Written, edited and designed by Laura Fogg  
Communications and Liaison Manager 
Centre for Brain Research  
The University of Auckland  
Private Bag 92019  
Auckland, New Zealand 

Tel: 09 923 1913

Email: cbr@auckland.ac.nz 

On our cover: The Brain Recovery 
Clinic (BRC) at the Tämaki 
Innovation Campus will launch 
on April 21st 2011. Aimed at 
assessing the recovery potential 
of people with stroke, the service 
takes patient referrals from 
medical professionals.  Dr Cathy 
Stinear is the Deputy-Director 
of the BRC, and is pictured 
undertaking Transcranial 
Magnetic Stimulation with 
physiotherapist Suzanne Ackerley 
and stroke survivor Mike Brown. 
The photo was taken by Jeff 
Brass.  
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Letter from the Director
Since our last newsletter in August 2010 there has been ongoing intense activity in our Centre. We 
have been further developing our strategic plan and new research initiatives, pursuing philanthropic 
opportunities and establishing the ethos of the Centre through the hosting of international research 
symposia and conferences and by expanding our communication activities.

Following our first philanthropic funding 
success of $900,000 for Post Doctoral 
Research Fellowships from the Robertson 
Aotearoa Foundation in New York in 
June, we have continued to pursue 
philanthropic opportunities specifically for 
the implementation and advancement of our 
new strategic research initiatives – the Brain 
Recovery Clinic, Biobank and Integrative 
Neuroscience Facilities - in order to advance 
the mission and goals of the Centre for Brain 
Research.  

I am delighted to announce that in December 
we secured further philanthropic funding 
of $1M over 5 years from the Hugh Green 
Charitable Trust in Auckland. This enabled the 
establishment of the Biobank, a central facility 
providing the link between the Integrative 
Neuroscience Facilities with the Brain Recovery 
Clinic. The funding package from the Hugh 
Green Charitable Trust will provide the vital 
laboratory technical and clinical research 
nurse support and working expenses for the 
day-to-day development and operation of the 
Biobank and for the Brain Recovery Clinic. The 
new multi-tissue Biobank will provide human 
tissues and cells for expanded lab-based 
research on human brain disease across the 
Centre. Most importantly, as detailed later in 
the newsletter, the Biobank will enable us to 
expand our research into the early diagnosis 
of brain diseases and  will spearhead new 
research directions on the development 
of drug testing for brain diseases in the 
laboratory.  

This major new funding from the Hugh 
Green Charitable Trust together with the 
Post-Doctoral Fellowship support from the 
Robertson Aotearoa Foundation brings our 
philanthropic support for our first year of 
operation to $1.9M. This is a fantastic start for 
the CBR and will form a nucleus for attracting 
further philanthropic support for the Centre 
for Brain Research. This is a significant step on 
the pathway for our success. 

To recognize these contributions and update 
and thank both our existing and new donors, 
the CBR held a very successful donor 
recognition event on the 6th December 2010. 
Representatives from over twenty different 
donor groups visited the CBR for a “meet and 
greet” evening and a personalized tour of our 
research facilities. The groups were given a 
presentation on the strategic plan for the CBR, 
and informed about how our new strategic 
initiatives would advance our research to 
achieve our goals and plans for the future.

We were very excited to assist in the 
hosting and organization of the Australian 
Neuroscience Society Annual Conference in 
Auckland in January-February. The conference 
was a huge success – an extravaganza of 
exciting cutting-edge neuroscience! The 
CBR supported three conference symposia 
and a series of preconference satellites on 
neurodegenerative diseases, neurogenesis, 
plasticity, vision, hearing and sensorimotor 
control which featured presentations from 
leading international neuroscientists from 
across the world. 

We were especially honoured to host the 
inaugural meeting of our Scientific Advisory 
Board immediately after the ANS meeting. The 
Board comprises an elite list of world-leading 
neuroscientists and neurologists from the USA, 
UK, Switzerland, Australia and New Zealand. 
They toured our research facilities, were very 
impressed by our progress to date and have 
given us invaluable and excellent advice on 
how we should proceed to implement our 
strategic plan by capitalizing and developing 
on our unique strengths. 

The coming year for the Centre for Brain 
Research promises to be as exciting and 
challenging as the past year.  We have a wide 
range of exciting events coming up for Brain 
Awareness Week and Brain Day in March 
where we will showcase our research to the 

community. We will launch our new Brain 
Recovery Clinic in April, which will provide a 
new concept in research-based clinical care 
and rehabilitation for people with stroke and 
other brain diseases. The Brain Recovery 
Clinic embodies the whole ethos of the Centre 
for Brain Research – “Working together to 
improve lives”.

I would also like to welcome to our Directorate 
team Professor Peter Thorne, who is working 
with us as Associate Director of the Centre 
with special responsibilities for strategic 
planning and the development of leadership 
within the Centre. Peter has an international 
reputation for his research on hearing and 
deafness, and has established extensive 
networks with community groups to improve 
the lives of people with hearing problems. 

We have exciting and challenging times ahead 
in order to further advance our strategic 
initiatives through multidisciplinary research 
and to fulfill our dreams and aspirations for 
the future.

Professor 
Richard Faull  

Clockwise from left: Directors Richard Faull and Alan Barber at the Tämaki Innovation 
Campus; together in the Brain Recovery Clinic; Peter Thorne lecturing on hearing and 
deafness. 
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Biobank funding boost 
A million dollar donation has enabled the CBR to establish New Zealand’s first Biobank for brain disease.  

CBR news online
You can now keep up to date with all the CBR’s latest news and events with our online news service. 

A generous gift from the Hugh Green 
Charitable Trust has kickstarted the vital 
development and operational expenses of the 
new CBR Biobank. This will house human cells 
and tissues from patients with brain disorders 
for expanded lab-based research into brain 
disease. While there are cancer tissue banks, 
this is the first brain-oriented Biobank in the 
country. 

 CBR Director Professor Richard Faull is 
delighted at what this donation will mean 
for patients. “The Biobank will not only be 
an incredible resource for our scientists and 
clinicians, but it will hopefully enable the 
discovery of new methods of diagnosis and 
treatment for a wide range of brain disorders,” 
said Professor Faull.

The cell and tissue resources will be available 
for research right across the Centre for 
Brain Research and will complement the 
Neurological Foundation of New Zealand 
Human Brain Bank. The Biobank will be 
the stimulus for promoting new research 
collaborations between CBR clinicians and 
neuroscientists following patients through the 
course of their disease.

“The Biobank will enable neuroscientists in 
the centre to identify markers of disease 
progression and directly test the effectiveness 
and safety of potential new treatments,” said 
Professor Mike Dragunow who will lead the 
Biobank.

Trust spokesman John Green said he is 
extremely excited about becoming involved 
with Professor Faull and the Centre for Brain 
Research.  “We believe medical research 
related to the brain has the potential to 

help solve the mysteries of so many medical 
conditions which affect people every day. We 
have confidence that the team led by Professor 
Faull are the right people for us to invest in 
and we welcome an ongoing relationship 
towards finding answers and improving 
the lives of those who are affected by a 
neurological disease,” said Mr Green.

The funding will be spread over five years 
and will also support the soon to be launched 
Brain Recovery Clinic at the University’s 
Tämaki Campus.  This is the second major 
donation for the Centre for Brain Research 
since its launch in November 2009. The centre 

received nearly a million dollars in June 2010 
from the Aotearoa Foundation for new Post-
Doctoral Fellowships.

The first year of Biobank funding was 
presented at a donor recognition event 
in December 2010.  Professor Faull is 
overwhelmed by the support the centre has 
garnered in its first year of operation. “The 
generous backing we have seen proves to 
me how highly esteemed our scientists and 
clinicians are and how important it is for the 
country to have a top-class facility dedicated 
to making breakthroughs in the field of brain 
research,” said Professor Faull.

The ‘blog-site’ is designed by blogger 
neuroscientist Dr Fabiana Kubke, and 
links to interesting worldwide articles 
on brain research and disease, as well 
as the latest publications from the 
centre. 

You can subscribe online, or via 
Twitter or Facebook. Check it 
out! 

http://centreforbrainresearch.
wordpress.com/  

The Hugh Green Charitable Trust presented the CBR with new funding at a donor function 
in December. From L-R: John Green, Moira Green, Hugh Green, Richard Faull, Frances Green 
and FMHS Dean Professor Iain Martin.



One minute with 
Anne Young

Professor Anne Young is a 
leading world authority on 
neurodegenerative diseases, and 
for the past 20 years has headed 
the Department of Neurology at 
Boston’s Massachusetts General 
Hospital. 
She is currently retiring from her post as 
the Julieanne Dorn Professor of Neurology 
at the Harvard Medical School. She was 
a key member of the team that initially 
mapped the location of the gene for 
Huntington’s disease. Young’s primary 
specialty is movement disorders and 
diseases such as Huntington’s and 
Parkinson’s. The CBR is honoured to 
welcome her as the Chair of our Scientific 
Advisory Board, and here she gives us a 
behind the scenes peek into her life. 

What are you most proud of in 
your career?
I am most proud of the work my late 
husband, Jack Penney, and I did on human 
and rodent brain to develop a theory of 
how the basal ganglia work (the area of the 
brain involved in diseases like Huntington’s 
disease).  This theory put forward in 1986 
still holds credibility today.  I am also very 
proud of my participation for three decades 
in research on Huntington’s disease and 
the chemical and anatomic changes that 
occur in that disorder.
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The Centre for Brain Research was honoured 
to host the inaugural meeting of our Scientific 
Advisory Board in February as part of the 
Australian Neuroscience Society conference. The 
distinguished scientists from all over the globe 
visited the CBR hub at the Faculty of Medical and 
Health Sciences Grafton Campus. 

Discussions centred on the progress of the CBR 
strategic plan, including the Brain Recovery Clinic, 
the Biobank and the Integrative Neuroscience 
Facilities. The guests were impressed by the 
plans and offered some excellent advice to our 
scientists.

 
Chair, Professor Anne 
Young, Professor of 
Neurology at Harvard 
University

 

Professor Chris Shaw, 
Professor of Neurology 
and Neurogenetics at the 
Institute of Psychiatry, Kings 
College London

 

Professor Stephen Davis, 
Professor of Medicine 
at the University of 
Melbourne

CBR Scientific Advisory Board
 
Renowned scientists from around the world advised the Centre for Brain Research in the inaugural 
meeting of the Scientific Advisory Board.

 
Professor Perry 
Bartlett, Director of 
the Queensland Brain 
Institute 

 

Professor Hanns Mohler, 
Professor at the Institute 
of Pharmacology at the 
University of Zurich 

 

Professor Cliff Abraham, 
Professor of Psychology 
at Otago University

  

  

What would you say is the most 
exciting area of research in 
neuroscience right now?
There are many exciting areas today but 
I am most intrigued by the application of 
optogenetics to studying brain circuits. 
(Optogenetics is an emerging field where 
optical and genetic techniques are 
combined to probe neural circuits within 
intact mammals and other animals, at 
the high speeds (millisecond-timescale) 
needed to understand brain information 
processing.)

You have collaborated with 
Professor Richard Faull for many 
years. What has been the best 
part of working with his team? 
 Although we have never worked together 
on specific projects, I admire Dr. Faull’s 
work immensely.  We share our ideas on 
Huntington’s disease on a regular basis.

What do you like to do when 
you’re not being a top neurologist 
and neuroscientist?!
I love to travel, to swim and spend time in 
New Hampshire on a lake with my family.

You have travelled all over New 
Zealand - what is your favourite 
part?
I love the entire country, its people and its 
heritage.  I could spend time anywhere in 
the country and enjoy myself.

Professor Anne Young is pictured giving a public lecture during her visit to New 
Zealand as the Freemasons Distinguished Guest.
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Australian Neuroscience Society
International conference brought the world’s top neuroscientists to New Zealand.  

Auckland became a hotbed of scientific 
activity in January when 830 world-leading 
neuroscientists arrived in the city for the annual 
conference of the Australian Neuroscience 
Society. The event took place at the SkyCity 
Convention Centre; only the second time the 
meeting has been held in New Zealand in its 
31 years. 

The conference was coordinated by the Centre 
for Brain Research in conjunction with The 
University of Otago, and ran from January 31st 
to February 3rd. The topics covered ranged 
from understanding brain mechanisms involved 
in addiction and memory, to potential new 
drugs for the treatment of diseases like stroke 
and Parkinson’s disease.

Local organising Chair Professor Louise 
Nicholson reports that from the wonderful 
opening Mihi Whakatau through to the 
spectacular closing dinner at Orams Marine, 
the conference went without a hitch. The 
high international standard of science was 
supported by detailed and careful planning 
and delivery ensuring that the conference was 
both highly memorable as well as scientifically 
beneficial to the delegates. 

“The conference was everything I had hoped 
for,” says Louise. “There was wide coverage of 
all fields of neuroscience with presentations 
from top scientists, emerging researchers 
and our own postgraduates.  From symposia 
on neurogenesis to excitotoxic cell death, 
new findings were openly shared, and 
many offered potential pathways for the 
treatment of disease.  The place was a ‘buzz’ 
with conversation during the breaks where 
ideas were exchanged, debated and further 
developed. The meeting has really secured a 
place for New Zealand neuroscience research 
on the international circuit.”

Running alongside the event were a number 
of satellite symposia that were held at The 
University of Auckland Business School. The 
symposia looked at research on stem cells, 
auditory neuroscience, dementia, vision and 
sensorimotor control.

The Director of the CBR, Professor Richard 
Faull, said, “Hosting the ANS Conference in 
Auckland provided a great opportunity to 
showcase our CBR research to the leading 
Australian neuroscientists and to promote 
the ongoing development of trans-Tasman 
collaborative research.” It’s hoped the 
success of the conference will lead to more 
international neuroscience collaborations.

Brainy kids cheered on by 
rugby star and New Zealand 
chief scientist 
The National Final of the Australia - New 
Zealand Brain Bee Challenge finished in a 
thrilling quick fire question round watched 
by top scientists from all over the world. 
Two students from New Zealand and eight 
students from Australia took part in the finals 
held as part of the Australian Neuroscience 
Society (ANS) Conference. 

The New Zealand competitors led the way 
throughout the competition, which ended with 
a final tiebreaker between the North Island 
competitor Rachel Wiltshire and the South 
Island competitor Kerstin McEwan. Despite 
trailing throughout the question round, a top 
score on the patient diagnosis meant that 
Rachel, from Samuel Marsden Collegiate 
School in Wellington, became the overall 
winner.

Rachel Wiltshire will now go on to compete in 
the international Brain Bee Challenge finals in 
Florence, Italy in July, alongside the Australian 
winner Ben Thompson. 

The competition was held over two days at the 
CBR and SkyCity, with tests including patient 
diagnosis, anatomy observations and general 
neuroscience knowledge. It aims to encourage 
high school students to learn about the brain 
and brain diseases and encourage careers in 
science.

Vodafone Warriors rugby league player Lance 
Hohaia launched the nail-biting national final 
showing his support for brain research, to help 
find cures for sports players with brain and 
spinal injuries.

“As a professional athlete I need to take 
good care of my body,” Lance says. “To help 
me perform at my best I need to look after 
the computer that controls it all, my brain. 
Your brain is a very powerful tool and its 
capabilities are staggering. Any additional 
knowledge we can gather will help us all 
understand how complex and important 
this organ really is. Professional sport tests 
you physically but it also tests your mental 
capacity. If there is a way to know more about 
how your brain functions I would definitely like 
to know as it would help me to improve as a 
person and as an athlete.”

The winners were presented with their prizes 
by Professor Sir Peter Gluckman, the Prime 
Minister’s Chief Science Advisor. Sir Peter 
discussed the importance of learning about 
the scientific process, and to recognise that 
research is a long-term venture.  

From top: Professor Sarah Dunlop, ANS Chair, and Professor Louise Nicholson, Local 
Organising Committee Chair; ANS conference dinner kapa haka; Brain Bee Challenge test; 
Vodafone Warriors player Lance Hohaia; NZ Brain Bee winners Kerstin McEwan and Rachel 
Wiltshire with Richard Faull, Sarah Dunlop, George Paxinos and Sir Peter Gluckman. 
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Public lectures draw 
impressive turnouts
Thanks to generous support from the 
Neurological Foundation of New Zealand, the 
Lions Foundation and the Freemasons Roskill 
Foundation, the CBR ran three public lectures 
as part of the ANS conference. 

Stroke neurologist Professor Steve Davis gave 
an informative talk about the symptoms 
of stroke, and the importance of getting 
immediate treatment. His talk focussed on 
new drug therapies which may help to reduce 
the damage from a stroke, by reducing the 
size of secondary affected areas called the 
‘penumbra’. The talk was kindly hosted by the 
Neurological Foundation of New Zealand.

Hood Fellow Professor Fernando Nottebohm 
from The Rockefeller University in the USA 
gave a public lecture about his research on 
the production of song by songbirds. His 
laboratory was the first in the world to show 
that adult songbirds make new brain cells in a 
process called neurogenesis, which started the 
worldwide research field. Professor Nottebohm 
was hosted by the Department of Anatomy 
with Radiology with generous support from 
the Lion Foundation.  

Harvard neurologist Anne Young talked about 
her work on developing new treatments for 
people with neurodegenerative diseases. 
Her lecture covered the drug development 
strategies underway for Alzheimer’s, 
Parkinson’s and Huntington’s disease along 
with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, a form of 
motor neurone disease. Anne is a Freemasons 
Distinguished Guest, and her visit to New 
Zealand enabled her to comment and advise 
on the strategic research initiatives of the CBR.

One minute with  
David Mace ONZM

David Mace is the Deputy-Chair of 
the CBR Advisory Board and the 
Chairman of the Freemasons Roskill 
Foundation, a major philanthropic 
organisation in New Zealand. 
The Freemasons are supporting Professor 
Richard Faull’s research on human 
neurodegenerative diseases and the 
development of a transgenic sheep model for 
Huntington’s disease. David is a Chartered 
Accountant and has held numerous 
managerial and directorial positions at the 
world’s largest accountancy firms, including 
Ernst and Young. He was recently honoured 
as an Officer of the New Zealand Order of 
Merit in the Queen’s New Year Honours for 
services to the community. 

What are you most proud of in 
your long career in accounting and 
philanthropy?
I am most proud of showing my Dad that as I 
had failed as a Carpenter/Builder in his eyes 
I rose to help run one of the world’s largest 
accounting Firms!! I feel very humble to work 
with others in Philanthropy and while I may 
be the Chairman its lots of others who do the 
work.

What attracted the Freemasons to 
support the CBR?
Richard Faull has worked tirelessly on his 
research and we the Freemasons have been 
associated for over 18 years and are proud 
to work with such a dedicated person who 
shares his hope and vision with so many 
people.

Why do you think supporting brain 
research is so important?
Brain Research is vital for our community 
and as breakthroughs are made we are all 
encouraged to help in this vital research.

Do you think New Zealand science 
can compete on the world stage?
New Zealand enjoys an enviable place in 
the world stage of science. Professor Barrett 
Boys, Professor Faull and Professor Margaret 
Brimble have all been internationally 
acclaimed.

What do you like to do when you’re 
not helping brain researchers?! 
Trout Fishing and obeying my Wife!! I get 
a great thrill from helping my Veterinary 
Daughter in her many Vet practices. It’s 
humbling to be the messenger boy once 
more.

Think FAST for stroke

Professor Stephen Davis’ public talk 
highlighted the importance of recognising 
the signs of stroke. Time is of the essence 
for effective treatment, so just remember 
the word “FAST”, as recommended by the 
Stroke Foundation of New Zealand. Each 
one of the letters in FAST stands for a word 
which you can use to uncover a symptom of 
stroke and get help.

F=Face - Ask the person to smile. If one side 
of the face appears crooked or drooping 
this person may be having a stroke 

A=Arms - Ask the person to lift both of 
his or her arms in the air--if he or she has 
difficulty with one arm this too might be a 
sign that this person is having a stroke 

S=Speech - Ask the person to speak. If his 
or her words are slurred or they are unable 
to speak, they might be having a stroke 

T=Time. If any of the above symptoms are 
present you must call 111 immediately in 
order to make sure that this person reaches 
the hospital FAST. 

New Zealand competition winner Rachel 
Wiltshire says she was overwhelmed to take 
first place. “I really didn’t think I would win, 
as I was behind for so long,” she says. “It 
was a nerve-wracking final, but so exciting to 
think I’m now going to Italy! I would definitely 
recommend the Brain Bee to others, as I’ve had 
some amazing experiences like seeing a real 
brain, and learning about clinical diagnosis.”

The Freemasons Roskill Foundation supports research at the CBR and enabled Professor 
Anne Young to visit New Zealand as the Freemasons Distinguished Guest.  
From L-R: Professor Richard Faull, Professor Anne Young and David Mace. 
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New Zealand’s next top scientist
 
CBR cognitive neuroscientist wins New Zealand’s top science prizes for emerging researchers.

Dr Donna Rose Addis has won two prestigious 
science prizes for her world-leading research 
on memory and imagination, which may lead 
to new therapies for diseases ranging from 
Alzheimer’s to depression. 

Dr Addis was awarded the Prime Minister’s 
MacDiarmid Emerging Scientist Prize, worth 
$200,000 in November 2010. The prizes 
celebrate scientific achievements, highlight the 
impact science has on New Zealanders’ lives 
and aim to attract more young people into 
science careers.

Earlier in November, Donna Rose also 
received one of only ten Rutherford Discovery 
Fellowships from the Royal Society of New 
Zealand. The inaugural fellowships are worth 
$800,000 over five years, and are aimed 
at supporting New Zealand’s most talented 
young researchers.

33 year old Dr Addis runs the Memory Lab 
in the CBR and is a Senior Lecturer in the 
Department of Psychology.  She is currently 
taking a well-deserved sabbatical to plan her 
research focus over the next few years. 

“I’m interested in how our memories aren’t 
just for remembering, they also allow us to 
imagine future events and know who we 
are,” she says. “My field of research not only 
looks at the psychology of cognitive processes 
like memory or imagination but also their 
neurological basis - the brain regions involved 
and how they interact.”

“Our memories seem to play out like movies 
in our minds but research has shown that, 
in fact, the details are stored as fragments 
in different areas of the brain and when we 
remember we have to put all of the pieces 
back together again. Storing memories in 
this way also allows the fragments to be used 
when we imagine future events - individual 
details can be taken from a variety of 
memories and put together into an imaginary 
scenario.”

Dr Addis uses MRI scans to study the 
hippocampus, a part of the brain that is 
critical in reconstructing memories as well 
as constructing future events. Her work will 
help scientists to learn how the imagination 
is affected by diseases that destroy the 
hippocampus such as Alzheimer’s disease.

“Being able to remember our past and 
imagine our futures is an important part of 
who we are. Our rich memories of our lives 
contribute to our sense of identity and one of 
the issues facing people with conditions like 
Alzheimer’s disease is how the loss of those 
memories impacts on their sense of self. I 
studied this as part of my masters degree and 
I’m looking forward to picking it up again in 

my latest work.”

Dr Addis is among only a few people in the 
world leading this new direction in memory 
research. Her neuro-imaging methods for 
examining future thinking are being used 
internationally, and her work has been 
published in the world’s leading science 
journals.  

Mentor and CBR colleague, Dr Lynette Tippett, 
says Donna Rose has a unique combination 
of creativity, drive and organisation. “People 
often have two of these characteristics but 
rarely all three. I had no doubt, even when 
Donna Rose was a graduate student, that 
she would be successful because of that 
combination of talents,” she says. 

Dr Addis completed her Masters in Psychology 
at The University of Auckland and was 
awarded a Commonwealth Scholarship 
to study for her PhD in neuro-imaging at 
University of Toronto. She learned new 
methods of analysing imaging data and 
forged international contacts, enabling her to 
keep at the cutting edge in her field. Donna 
Rose then undertook three years of post-
doctoral research at Harvard University.

She now plans to launch a new area of 
research examining how the ability to 
remember and imagine may change in people 

with depression. “There is some evidence that 
the hippocampus is damaged in depression 
and it may be that this impairs people’s ability 
to construct memories and future events,” she 
says.

This research will be carried out in conjunction 
with Dan Schacter at Harvard University, 
with a prestigious National Institutes of 
Health grant from the USA to look at memory 
functioning in young adults. Donna Rose has 
also been named as a Partner Investigator 
on a new Australian Research Council Centre 
of Excellence, called “Cognition and its 
Disorders”.  The team is led by Macquarie 
University with a centre grant worth $21 
million AUD over 7 years.

Winning these prestigious prizes is extremely 
valuable for young scientists like Donna 
Rose, as it allows them to concentrate on 
their research, grow their laboratories, and 
meet research costs. Donna Rose is excited 
for the future of her team at the Memory 
Lab in the CBR. “Having a secure period of 
funding gives you the time to step back and 
look at the bigger picture,” she says. “It gives 
you the freedom to be creative and try new 
things, and quite often that is when interesting 
breakthroughs occur”.

Dr Donna Rose Addis is 
pictured here with Prime 
Minister John Key receiving 
the Prime Minister’s 
MacDiarmid Emerging 
Scientist Prize.
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Royal Society Award for 
celebrated fetal neuroscience 
researcher

Professor Alistair 
Gunn has been 
recognised with a 
prestigious award 
from the Royal Society 
of New Zealand. 
Alistair is the Head 
of the Department 
of Physiology and 
co-director of the Fetal 

Neuroscience and Physiology Laboratory 
in the Centre for Brain Research. He is one 
of the world’s leading clinician-scientists in 
perinatal physiology and neuroscience and 
runs a Health Research Council programme 
on this subject. His research has targeted 
major causes of death and disability in 
early childhood, including the mechanisms 
and treatment of brain injury from asphyxia 
(oxygen starvation), ways to identify babies in 
difficulty during labour and the prevention of 
life threatening events in infancy. 

Professor Gunn received the Sir Charles 
Hercus Medal for great merit in clinical 
sciences and technologies and public health. 
He led New Zealand and international 
randomised studies which revealed that 
hypothermia could be used to improve the 
outcome for newborn babies experiencing 
severe asphyxia at birth. His research has 
led to induced mild cooling becoming the 
standard treatment throughout the world for 
babies at risk of brain injury.

In announcing the awards Dr Garth Carnaby, 
President of the Royal Society of New 

Zealand, said they recognise the tremendous 
contribution which scientists in New Zealand 
are making and the high calibre of this 
country’s researchers. 

Teachers recognised for their 
skills
Dr Nicholas Gant, who leads the Exercise 
Nutrition and Metabolism laboratory, has 
won the University of Auckland’s Early 
Career Excellence in Teaching award. Nick 
teaches Nutrition and Metabolism across the 
university and his research group investigate 
the brain’s role in controlling metabolism and 
fatigue. His team are interested in brain foods, 
in particular glucose signalling and central 
fatigue. 

Professor Louise Nicholson was also 
recognised for Excellence in Postgraduate 
Research Supervision. Louise is a member of 
the CBR’s Research Advisory Group, and leads 
the Molecular Neuroanatomy Laboratory in 
the CBR. She is the Faculty of Medical and 
Health Sciences Associate Dean for Research, 
with her own research programme embracing 
a number of broad projects investigating the 
role of specific receptors in neurodegeneration. 
In particular the team is interested in cell 
communication in neurodegeneration and 
in diseases such as stroke and spinal cord 
injury, which could lead to new treatments to 
reduce inflammation, a devastating part of the 
disease process.  

Inaugural Lectures a 
resounding success
Professor Louise Nicholson also gave a very 
well-received inaugural lecture to a wide 
public audience in November 2010. In the 
lecture Louise presented her personal and 
professional research story and detailed her 
current work on regulating ‘gap junctions’, the 
cellular units allowing communication between 
cells. 

Also giving their inaugural lectures were 
Professor Alan Barber, the Deputy Director 
of the CBR, and Professor Laura Bennet, 
the co-director of the Fetal Physiology and 
Neuroscience Laboratory. 

Professor Barber’s position as Chair of Clinical 
Neurology is supported by the Neurological 
Foundation of New Zealand, and a large 
public audience came to hear the story of 
Alan’s career development and his special 
interest in stroke.  Alan was the first person in 
New Zealand to introduce the use of the drug 
TPA as a life-saving stroke treatment. 

CBR researchers awarded
 
Scientists across the Centre for Brain Reseach have received many exciting awards and accolades.

Promotions
Three CBR scientists have been promoted to 
Professor, the University’s highest academic 
position. Professors Suzanne Purdy, Ian Kirk 
and Winston Byblow are all in the Faculty of 
Science, and are key members of the Centre 
for Brain Research. In the Faculty of Medical 
and Health Sciences, Dr Henry Waldvogel was 
promoted as a senior lecturer.

Professor Suzanne Purdy  
MSc, PhD, DipAud, FAAA, 
MAudSA, MNZAS 

Suzanne is the head 
of Speech Science and 
is leading the Speech 
Language Therapy 
Clinics as part of the 
Brain Recovery Clinic. 
Originally trained as 
an audiologist, her 
research focuses on 
auditory processing, 

auditory electrophysiology and communication 
disorders in children and adults.

Professor Ian Kirk PhD (Otago) 
Ian is a member of 
the CBR Research 
Advisory Group and 
the co-director of the 
Research Centre for 
Cognitive Neuroscience 
in the Department 
of Psychology. He is 
interested in the neural 
systems involved in 

memory and attentional processes, and also 
has an interest in the genetic mechanisms 
that modulate development of, and activity in, 
these systems. 

Professor Winston Byblow  
BHK, MSc, PhD 

Winston is the director 
of the Movement 
Neuroscience 
Laboratory and a 
member of the Research 
Advisory Group for 
the Centre for Brain 
Research. His research 
team examines the 
neural control of 

movement in health and disease, including 
ways to enhance motor recovery after stroke, 
and improve movement abilities of people with 
movement disorders. His work forms a critical 
part of the new Brain Recovery Clinic. 

From L-R: Professors Alistair Gunn, Louise 
Nicholson, Laura Bennet and Iain Martin. 

From L-R: Dr Barry Snow, Professor Alan 
Barber, Dr Richard Frith and Professor 
Richard Faull. 



Striking back at stroke 
A new Brain Recovery Clinic is being launched at the Tämaki Innovation Campus in April to help improve 
the lives of stroke survivors. This special report looks at the researchers and clinics involved.

“I was in a meeting when out of nowhere I just keeled over. It turned out I’d had a massive bleed in my brain, and the 
whole of the left side of my body was affected. The next morning all I could move on my left side was my big toe.”  
Mike Brown, 57 year old stroke survivor
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Mike Brown is not alone - there are 
an estimated 45,000 stroke survivors 
in New Zealand. Like Mike, one 
quarter of those people are under 
retirement age and many are left with 
a disability, needing significant daily 
support. 
It’s now two years since Mike had his stroke 
and after intense rehabilitation therapy, he is 
back at work as an engineer. But he’s the first 
to admit that a stroke instantly changes your 
life. Everything from getting out of bed in the 
morning, to chatting to your neighbour can 
become a logistical nightmare. 

Mike says he had to relearn everyday tasks 
taking into account his disabilty. “Things that 
we think of as really simple, such as doing up 
buttons or pulling up socks, initially became 
impossible for me to do one-handed,” he says. 
“It was a real learning experience for me when 
I came home from hospital. Not only that, 
but I was really affected by fatigue which is a 
common symptom affecting stroke sufferers, 
and every little thing became hard to do.”

Brain attack
A stroke is caused by a sudden interruption of 
blood flow to part of the brain, causing it to 
stop working and leading to brain cell death. 
Strokes can be caused by a clot blocking an 
artery in the brain, or less commonly by an 
artery bursting and causing a bleed in the 
brain. Symptoms vary widely depending on 
the part of the brain damaged but common 
symptoms include face, arm or leg weakness 
or numbness and problems speaking.

Professor Alan Barber is the Head of the 
Stroke Service at Auckland City Hospital 
and is the Deputy Director of the CBR. 
“Provided people recognise a stroke and get to 
hospital immediately,” he says, “we now have 
treatments to help limit the brain damage 
caused by a stroke, and our stroke units 
provide great nursing and allied health care 
to get people back into their homes wherever 
possible. However, generally speaking, once a 
person has been discharged from the hospital 
system, there are few services available for 
people living with the ongoing effects of 
stroke. We aim to change that.”

On April 21st, the CBR is opening the ‘Brain 

Recovery Clinic’ (BRC), an exciting new 
clinic initially focussing on people living with 
the effects of stroke. Forming part of The 
University of Auckland Clinics, the BRC will 
be based at the Tämaki Innovation Campus 
in Glen Innes. The aim 
of the BRC is to provide 
assessments for people 
with stroke, to ensure 
that everything is being 
done to reduce the risk 
of having another stroke.  
A new Research Nurse 
will be employed to 
look after patients and 
manage the clinic.

Research into recovery 
will form a critical part of the service as 
Professor Barber, the Director of the Brain 
Recovery Clinic, explains. “The ‘stroke check-
up’ appointments mean that patients can be 
referred on for further rehabilitation. People 
needing ongoing speech language or exercise 
therapy will be referred to our other clinics, 
which sit alongside the BRC. Collaborations 
with other medical services mean that patients 

can be referred back to their GPs or District 
Health Boards for a complete care service.” 

“But the BRC is not all about assessment and 
rehabilitation,” says Alan. “Those people who 
are eligible will be offered the opportunity to 

enrol in trials of cutting-
edge stroke rehabilitation 
therapies that the scientists 
attached to the BRC are 
developing.” 

It’s something that stroke 
survivor Mike is very 
keen on. He took part 
in research trials at the 
Centre for Brain Research, 
and recommends it to 
others. “I decided to take 

charge of my own recovery,” he says. “People 
need to know what can be achieved – you may 
never get all your previous functionality back, 
but you can really maximise your recovery. 
There’s so much knowledge now about 
individual therapies and ones that are right for 
you and your stroke. I’d encourage everyone to 
make the most of this research.”

“The Brain Recovery Clinic is 
great for patients as it brings 
together so many experts under 
one roof. At the same time, it’s 
great for clinical researchers 
as it allows us to collaborate 
and share ideas. Ultimately that 
means better care for people with 
brain disease.” Dr Cathy Stinear

Mike Brown had a stroke affecting his left side two years ago. He has had to work hard 
at physiotherapy to regain movement, and is pictured here with physiotherapist Suzanne 
Ackerley.  Mike took part in research trials with neuroscientist Dr Cathy Stinear, shown here 
using TMS on the visual cortex of a participant. 
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Rewiring the brain
Priming the brain is being shown to play a critical role in stroke rehabilitation. At the Brain Recovery 
Clinic, research trials are underway to investigate magnetic stimulation of the brain as a way to aid 
recovery. 

Dr Cathy Stinear is the Deputy-
Director of the Brain Recovery 
Clinic and an expert in transcranial 
magnetic stimulation (TMS). “TMS 
uses a brief magnetic field to 
stimulate the brain,” she says. “It’s 
safe and painless, and we think it 
may help boost the brain’s plasticity.”

Plasticity is the latest concept in rehabilitation 
science. Your brain learns by changing the 
number and strength of connections between 
nerve cells. So by improving plasticity, it’s 
hoped damaged brains may be able to rewire 
themselves, making new connections between 
cells to find new ways of doing things. 

Cathy’s team is currently in the middle of 
a new research study, using TMS to see 
if it helps improve the brain’s response to 
physiotherapy. The 2.5 year study involves 
chronic patients who had their stroke over 
six months ago but still have hand or arm 
weakness. The patients receive physiotherapy 
every day for two weeks, and the amount of 
improvement is measured. 

“We’re looking to see if the amount of 
improvement they make with physiotherapy is 
boosted if you prime the brain first with TMS,” 
says Cathy. “We think TMS makes it easier for 
neurons (brain cells) to fire, so when patients 
go on to do physiotherapy, more neurons are 
likely to work. And the more neurons fire, 
the more connections are strengthened in 
the brain, or even new ones formed. That’s 
plasticity, which means people can get more 
use back in their arm, hopefully regaining a 
sense of normal life.” 

In collaboration with movement scientist 

Professor Winston Byblow and PhD students 
Suzanne Ackerley and Lynley Bradnam, 
Cathy is also studying the balance of activity 
between the two sides of the brain after 
stroke. Whilst one priming strategy is to 
increase the activity levels of the damaged 
side of the brain, another is to turn down the 
healthy side, so the damaged area gets a 
chance to recover. “We’ve found that turning 
down the healthy side works best in mildly 
affected people, which is important to know 
because it’s not a one size fits all solution,” 
she says. 

As well as patients from the community, Dr 
Stinear also works with acute patients in the 
Neurology Research Unit at Auckland City 
Hospital. Cathy is enthusiastic about the 
future of their research for all stroke patients; 
“At the same time as we trial these techniques, 
we need to also understand who will benefit 
the most from each approach. Our ultimate 
aim is to create a range of tools for promoting 
plasticity that we can choose from to match 
each patient”.

Stroke Check-Ups

Anyone who has had a stroke, 
no matter how long ago, can be 
referred to attend the clinic, where 
skilled clinicians will assess their 
current medical and rehabilitation 
status. Referrals for the weekly 
appointments need to come from 
GPs and other doctors, or the field 
officers from the Stroke Foundation 
of NZ. The service will launch on 
April 21st 2011.

Brain Recovery Clinic

Telephone:  
09 923 1831 
Email:   
brainrecovery@auckland.ac.nz 
Address:  
The University of Auckland 
Clinics, Tāmaki Innovation 
Campus. 
Gate 1, Building 730, Ground 
Floor, 261 Morrin Road, Glen 
Innes, Auckland

Visitors to Brain Day can listen 
to Professor Alan Barber talk 
about stroke assessment and 
treatments at 1030am on 
Saturday 19th March. 

Neurologist Professor Alan 
Barber is the Director of the Brain 
Recovery Clinic

Dr Cathy Stinear and 
Professor Alan Barber are 
running research trials 
for new stroke recovery 
methods.

Exercise rehabilitation plays a critical 
role in stroke patient recovery. 



Brain Recovery Clinic

“We all know what it feels like 
to struggle to find a word. When 
you’re in front of people it can be 
embarrassing and frustrating. For 
somebody with aphasia this can 
happen with every sentence, every 
day of their life.” Dr Clare McCann, 
Language Processing Laboratory

On the tip of your tongue
Aphasia is a language disorder, often caused 
by a stroke. The ability to find words and 
make sentences can become locked away in 
the brain, affecting understanding, speaking, 
reading and writing. For someone trying to 
communicate with a patient with aphasia, it 
appears as though the patient either can’t 
speak, or they are talking nonsense. Up to 
30% of people who have had a stroke are 
affected to some extent, with around 13,500 
people living with aphasia in New Zealand. 

“Recently at the Grammy film awards, a 
reporter live on air suddenly started uttering 
what appeared to be gibberish,” says Dr 
Clare McCann. “She apparently had a severe 
migraine, but the symptoms were like those 
of a stroke. People responded harshly, and to 
us that highlights the lack of understanding 
of people with aphasia. Our research has 
shown that only 17% of the public have heard 
of the condition, and less than 5% had any 
knowledge of it.”

Clare’s team at the Brain Recovery Clinic is 
now keen to change the public perception 
of this condition. They are working with 
industry groups such as taxi firms to educate 

drivers on how to communicate with aphasic 
people. “People with aphasia have to identify 
new ways to communicate that don’t rely 
on speaking,” says Clare. “That can mean 
gesture, drawing, facial expression and tone 
of voice.”

As a practising Speech Language Therapist, 
Clare is also keen to develop new tools for 
aphasia therapy. Therapists use pictures to 
communicate with patients, but the team’s 
recent research has indicated that videos may 
prove a better option. Work with Auckland 
Medical Research Foundation funded research 
fellow Dr Einat Ofek is also developing new 
triggers to help unlock words. 

12   |  Connections Autumn 2011                             Centre for Brain Research  |  13

“We’re looking at new therapies to help 
people retrieve words which they can’t 
otherwise access – we think emotional words 
like ‘love’ may be processed differently by 
the brain,” says Clare. “The Brain Recovery 
Clinic means we can be really innovative. It’s a 
one-stop shop for patients to access individual 
therapy, social support and expert clinicians.” 

Dr Cathy Stinear agrees. “The Brain Recovery 
Clinic is great for patients as it brings together 
so many experts under one roof. At the same 
time, it’s great for clinical researchers as it 
allows us to collaborate and share ideas. 
Ultimately that means better care for people 
with brain disease.” 

People with aphasia 
need to find new ways 
to communicate. At 
the Brain Recovery 
Clinic there are Speech 
Language Therapy 
sessions, social coffee 
groups, book clubs and a 
music therapy choir. 

Psychology researchers Dr 
Suzanne Barker-Collo and Dr 
Lynette Tippett are undertaking 
neuropsychology research to help 
people with stroke and traumatic 
brain injury at the Brain Recovery 
Clinic. 
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Taming tinnitus
One in ten New Zealanders suffer from 
tinnitus. Commonly known as ringing in the 
ears, it results from the brain perceiving 
sounds which aren’t actually there. It’s 
usually caused by age related hearing loss 
or noise exposure, but it can happen after 
a head injury, and when it does it’s often 
more severe. Dr Grant Searchfield is the 
Head of the Hearing and Tinnitus Clinic at 
the Tämaki Innovation Campus and studies 
this issue. 

“Even after a minor head injury such as 
whiplash, tinnitus can become a real 
problem for people,” he says. “They become 
aware of a sound in their head or ears and 
this can become the focus of their attention 
- making sleep and concentration difficult. 
For some, it can make social activity 
unbearable and they can become very 
isolated.”  

Situated next to the Brain Recovery Clinic, 
Grant’s team offers a full audiology 
service to children and adults, as well as 
assessment and management for tinnitus, 
hyperacusis and auditory processing 
disorders. Working with PhD student Kim 
Wise and research fellow Dr Kei Kobayashi, 
Grant aims to understand how tinnitus 
occurs and ultimately find a way to stop it 
affecting people’s lives. 

“We’re looking at how people process 
and analyse sound. Part of that includes 
studying hearing in blind people, who have 
highly developed auditory systems and 
seem to suffer less tinnitus” says Grant. 
“We’re now developing new listening tasks 
and training devices which will interfere 
with the perception of tinnitus.” 

One of the treatments involves a unique 
hearing aid which not only boosts the 
wearer’s hearing, but emits a special sound 
to interfere with the tinnitus. The idea is 
that by stimulating the auditory system the 
device eliminates how the brain processes 
tinnitus. This high tech device is just one 
example of the innovation underway at The 
University of Auckland Clinics. 

Alongside the Hearing and Tinnitus Clinic, 
there are also clinics for neurological and 
cardiac rehabilitation, exercise performance, 
psychology, optometry and speech language 

therapies. Each clinic enables scientists 
and clinicians to work alongside each 
other, referring patients between groups 
and providing a holistic healthcare service. 

With the launch of the Brain Recovery 
Clinic, it’s a concept which is exciting 
clinicians like Grant. “As an audiologist I 
know that a lot of hearing complaints are 
actually related to how the brain works. So 
it’s incredibly valuable to share expertise in 
the diagnosis of brain related problems. It 
means we can find innovative solutions to 
complex problems.”

The University of Auckland 
Clinics

•	 Brain Recovery Clinic 

•	 Health and Performance 

•	 Hearing and Tinnitus 

•	 Optometry 

•	 Psychology 

•	 Speech Language Therapy

 
Telephone:    
09 923 9909 

Email:           
clinics@auckland.ac.nz  

Address:        
The University of Auckland Clinics, 
Tāmaki Innovation Campus  
Gate 1, Building 730, Ground Floor  
261 Morrin Road, Glen Innes 

Fees: Please contact each clinic.

Community partners
Joyful singing may not be what you expect to 
hear emanating from a consultation room, 
but that’s what happens weekly at the Tämaki 
Innovation Campus. The CeleBRation Choir 
has been running for the past year, and 
will form an integral part of the community 
offerings at the Brain Recovery Clinic. 

The community music therapy choir is open to 
anyone with communication difficulties caused 
by a neurological condition. People with 
Parkinson’s disease and aphasia often have 
problems speaking, but can still sing, so the 
choir is a great social activity. Alongside the 
choir, there is also an aphasia coffee group, 
and a book club due to be set up. 

Professor Suzanne Purdy runs the Speech 
Language Therapy programme. “It’s really 
important that we create opportunities for the 
community to meet and engage with research 
and clinical care. Neurological conditions can 
be very socially isolating, so having a place 
to meet others who understand your situation 
can be so important.” 

The CelebRation Choir runs weekly on 
Mondays at 1:45pm on the Tämaki 
Campus. For more information 
contact: cbr@auckland.ac.nz

Dr Grant Searchfield is an 
audiologist who specialises in 
researching tinnitus. 

Tinnitus is a common symptom 
following a head injury.

Members of the CeleBRation Choir

Speech Language Threapists 
work with both children and 
adults.



From surgery table to lab bench
 
In this special report we look at what the new Biobank will mean for patients.
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It is 9am on a sunny Monday morning 
and PhD student Amy Smith is waiting 
discretely in a bustling hospital 
corridor. Nurses and orderlies walk 
past in their blue scrubs, all on 
their own mission to help patients 
in surgery. It’s an unlikely place to 
find a young neuroscientist, but time 
is of the essence for Amy’s critical 
research.

23 year old Amy is part of Professor Mike 
Dragunow’s research team, linking up with 
Professor Richard Faull and the Neurological 
Foundation Human Brain Bank. The group 
is one of only a handful of labs in the world 
which is researching human brain tissue. And 
here in Auckland, they have developed unique 
ways to keep cells alive and test new drugs on 
them.

Finally the call goes out and Amy is presented 
with a small carefully sealed container of 
precious human tissue. Inside is a small part 
of the temporal lobe from a patient who has 
had neurosurgery for refractory epilepsy. This 
operation is carried out on around fifteen to 
twenty patients a year in New Zealand, to 
help control epilepsy which is unresponsive 
to drugs. For the patient, it is a last resort 
but a life-saving operation. But for the team 
of scientists running the CBR Biobank, it’s 
an essential part of their research into new 
treatments for epilepsy and neurodegenerative 
brain diseases.

The national Epilepsy Surgery Programme 
is run out of Auckland City Hospital, with 
the epilepsy team including neurologists 
Dr Peter Bergin and Dr Elizabeth Walker, 
research nurses like Lynair Roberts who enable 
patients to consent to the research, and 
neuropathologists who run medical tests on 
the tissue. 

Neurosurgeon Mr Edward Mee is in charge 
of the surgery programme. “Patients are very 
keen for their brain tissue to be analysed to 
better understand their condition,” he says. 
“Our collaborations with neuroscientists have 
been running for over twenty eight years and 
it’s been highly productive. The partnership 
works both ways; our patients make a great 
recovery, and the tissue we remove is used for 
research into this complicated disease.” 

Time sensitive research
With the time ticking away, Amy now needs to 
dash back from Auckland City Hospital across 
Park Road to the Faculty of Medical and 

Health Sciences Grafton Campus. The sooner 
the tissue reaches the Biobank facilities, the 
better the research chances will be. Indeed, 
the team has this procedure down to a fine 
art, and are able to start studying the human 
tissue within one to two hours of surgery. 
Some tissue is frozen down and fixed for later 
analysis and some used immediately to grow 
brain cells for analysis and testing.

“It’s a huge privilege to collect this tissue,” 
says Amy. “Every case we get is unique- we 
don’t know how much tissue we will get or 

which sections 
of the brain will 
be included. In 
the lab everyone 
is waiting in 
anticipation to see 
how the cells will 
respond and what 
we can learn this 
time, so it’s a big 
responsibility.” 

Funding for the future
Back in the hub of the CBR, in the new 
laboratories on Level 5 of the Grafton 
Campus, everyone is poised and ready to 
make the most of this precious resource. In 
one special room lie the Biobank fume hoods, 
a row of four high-tech protective cabinets 
where the tissue can be prepared for further 
research. In front of each of these blue 
fume hoods sits a scientist, working away 
to separate the cells and turn them into a 
precious research medium. 

Linking up with the Human Brain Bank 

and other researchers across the Centre 
for Brain Research, similar studies are also 
being undertaken on autopsy brain tissue for 
disorders such as Huntington’s, Parkinson’s, 
Alzheimer’s and Motor Neurone Disease.  Yet 
this work wouldn’t be possible without the 
generosity of families like the Lynette Sullivan 
Family Trust and the Coker Charitable Trust, 
who have supported PhD students and a 
research technician, respectively.

And soon thanks to the enormous generosity 
of the Hugh Green Charitable Trust, two more 
research technicians will join the team; people 
who can refine this process and ensure the 
tissue is prepared and utilised in the most 
appropriate and productive way for research. 
In December 2010, the trust donated $1 
million to the Centre for Brain Research over 
five years. It means the Biobank team can 
secure and expand their cutting-edge work 
on human brain cells and also start studying 
other tissues like blood samples from patients 
in the clinic. 

The Director of the Biobank, Professor Mike 
Dragunow, is hugely grateful for this vital and 
generous funding and as he says, ‘for the 
generous and amazing gift of precious tissue 
for research’ by the patients and their families. 
“Without the patients and their families this 
critical work would not be possible and we are 
so grateful to these people and to the amazing 
clinicians who we are privileged to work with 
on these projects. Working with human tissue 
is a very special and rewarding endeavour and 
hugely motivating for us to find answers to 
these devastating disorders.” 

“This work on human cells and tissue is 

PhD student Amy Smith

“The ultimate goal is to 
help the brain heal itself.” 
Dr Thomas Park
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extremely important because before we can 
develop effective treatments for epilepsy and 
other brain disorders we need to know their 
cause. Furthermore, by testing drugs directly 
on these diseased human brain cells we hope 
to identify true disease-modifying treatments.”

For students like Amy, working with Mike 
and research fellow Dr Hannah Gibbons, it 
means she can continue her exciting PhD 
into the role of the immune response in the 
brain. “I’m studying immune cells in the brain 
called microglia,” she says. “They regulate 
and look after other cells in the brain and are 
also involved in many if not all neurological 
conditions. For example, they’re involved in 
epilepsy development, seizure-related and 
traumatic brain injuries, stroke, as well as 
actually injuring the brain in Alzheimer’s, 
Huntington’s, Parkinson’s and Motor Neurone 
Diseases.”

“We’ve found that immune cells in human 
adults seem to behave differently to rodent 
immune cells, and of course each patient’s 
immune cells are unique. By studying human 
tissue we can learn how the disease process 
works, and ultimately we aim to learn how to 
turn the immune response to our advantage.”

Working with human tissue means the team 
often uncovers unexpected findings. One of 
the most interesting observations has been 
the presence of adult neural stem cells in the 
resected surgical tissue. Stem cells are the 
body’s regeneration powerhouses, meaning 
the brain can grow new brain cells. So to 

From L-R: a patient has blood taken by technician Briar Rudsits with Professor Mike 
Dragunow and exercise metabolism researcher Dr Nick Gant looking on. The CBR Biobank 
is led by Professor Dragunow and will operate at the Grafton Campus. 

find and culture these cells is a very exciting 
prospect for the Biobank team, with the 
possibility of learning how these cells might be 
involved in brain repair.

“This is incredibly important work,” Mike says. 
“What it means is that we are able to study 
the biology of adult human brain stem cells 
directly, as well as testing new compounds 
on these cells to determine whether we can 
generate new functional nerve and other 
brain cells from them. We hope to identify 
compounds that enhance this process for use 
in promoting recovery of brain function.”

Postdoctoral Fellows Dr Thomas Park and Dr 
Hannah Gibbons have been driving forward 
these new discoveries. As Thomas says, “the 
ultimate goal is to help the brain heal itself.”

Biomarkers for brain 
recovery 
It is a dream that’s fast becoming a reality 
with the launch of the new Brain Recovery 
Clinic at the Tāmaki Innovation Campus  in 
April. Linking up with clinicians and scientists 
working directly with patients, the researchers 
will be able to study diseases as they progress. 

As well as testing new treatments, the Biobank 
team hope to identify biological indicators 
called biomarkers, which will predict recovery 
from stroke. In collaboration with neurologist 
Professor Alan Barber and neuroscientist Dr 
Cathy Stinear, the team will examine patient 
blood samples to determine why some people 

recover well after a stroke while others do not. 
The idea is that if they can understand this, 
then perhaps they can enhance this recovery 
process in all stroke patients.  Professor Barber 
says that another key area of research will be 
improving stroke diagnosis. 

“As a doctor we have simple blood tests that 
can tell us if a person is having a heart attack 
risk,” he says. “Currently there is no equivalent 
blood test for stroke, which the Americans 
know as ‘brain attack’. Working with our 
neuroscientists, we hope to develop a simple 
blood test where we can definitively say if a 
person is having a stroke. This would make a 
huge difference to clinical care, and ultimately 
benefit patients.”

It’s an area where more research is sorely 
needed - currently around 8000 New 
Zealanders have a stroke every year, while 
there are 45,000 people living in our 
community disabled by stroke. The Biobank 
means that patients seen in the Brain 
Recovery Clinic can also contribute to research 
on future treatments for this killer disease.

“What we’re seeing here is a 
completion of the circle. Not only will 
we go from bench to bedside, but 
back from bedside to bench. I’m very 
excited for the future.”  
Professor Alan Barber
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CBR in the media
 
Research groups across the centre have been featured in national and international news media.

A fresh look at stroke
Professor Alan Barber and Dr Cathy Stinear featured on ‘Attitude TV’ on TVNZ about the impact 
of stroke in October 2010. Participants from the CeleBRation Choir also revealed the impact 
stroke has had on their life. The programme is available to view on the website:  
http://www.attitudepictures.com/disability/past-episodes/2010-episodes/stroke/

Dr Stinear was also featured on Radio NZ Checkpoint talking about stroke recovery:  
http://www.radionz.co.nz/national/programmes/checkpoint

Talking Heads
Distinguished brain scientists from across New Zealand featured in the 2010 Talking Heads 
lecture series from the Royal Society of New Zealand, looking at the mysteries and marvels of the 
human mind. 

Neurosurgeon Dr Edward Mee gave a synopsis of the history of surgery on the brain, Professor 
Richard Faull spoke about the excitement and challenges of brain research and Professor 
Mike Corballis lectured on the evolution of language. Dr Donna Rose Addis, the winner of a 
Rutherford Discovery Fellowship, also spoke about her research on memory and learning.

The lecture series was broadcast on Radio NZ and can still be listened to on the website:  
http://www.radionz.co.nz/national/lecturesandforums/talking-heads

Parkinson’s and cannabis
Research fellow Dr Peter Freestone, from the Molecular Neurophysiology Laboratory, made the 
news with his research into Parkinson’s disease and pot. He was awarded almost $172,000 
from the Auckland Medical Research Foundation to carry out the two-year project. The study will 
investigate cannabis as a possible cause and also a treatment for Parkinson's. 

CeleBRation Choir member Roger Skene, 65, was interviewed about the research and said; "I'm 
generally not in favour of cannabis but, from a treatment point of view, if it helps, I'm all for it," 
he said. The retired accountant was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease four years ago when 
he found simple tasks such as doing up buttons more difficult than usual. As his condition has 
progressed, Roger says he has lost his sense of smell, developed tremors and struggles to deal 
with unexpected situations. He manages the condition with medication four times a day but it 
has been hard to get used to a life "where you have to manually programme what you're going 
to do before you do it.” He says “I'm hopeful some day there will be something I can take that 
will cure me."

The grant success was featured in the New Zealand Herald:  
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/health/news/article.cfm?c_id=204&objectid=10696500 

Investigating the loss of smell in Parkinson’s disease
Also making the news with her grant success was PhD student Sheryl Tan. The 22-year-old has 
been awarded the inaugural Brian De Luen Doctoral Scholarship from the Auckland Medical 
Research Foundation. Sheryl will receive $122,000 over three years from the foundation to help 
fund her research into the rostral migratory stream (RMS) – a pathway in the brain which brain 
cells travel along. 

The RMS has an important role in transporting cells as well as replacing dying neurons. It was 
first found in animals and was only identified in the human brain at the Centre for Brain Research 
in 2007. Sheryl told the Western Leader; “In Parkinson’s, long before you lose your motor skills 
and get the tremor, you lose your sense of smell. I reckon there’s something not happening right 
in that motorway. There’s a huge opportunity to characterise the behaviour of cell movement. So 
I compare the cells in normal brains with diseased brains – subjects who had Parkinson’s.” 

Sheryl will complete her studies with supervisor Dr Maurice Curtis working on tissue from the 
Neurological Foundation of New Zealand Human Brain Bank. You can read more about the 
research here: http://www.stuff.co.nz/auckland/local-news/western-leader/4538050/Seeking-
answers-on-Parkinsons 

Professor Richard Faull gave a public 
lecture at the Auckland Museum

CeleBRation Choir member Roger 
Skene has Parkinson’s disease and was 
featured in the New Zealand Herald. 

This image was taken by Dr Renee 
Gordon and shows the Rostral 
Migratory Stream
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Research successes 
Centre for Brain Research scientists are generating cutting-edge new brain research. 

Dr Srdjan Vlajkovic and Professor Peter Thorne, along with Professor Gary Housley, were awarded 
$143,024 for a two year study into hearing sensory hair cell survival under stress. Findings from 
this study will help define drug approaches to protect or repair the sensory structures of the inner 
ear under metabolic stress.

Dr Natasha Grimsey and Associate Professor Michelle Glass were awarded $50,000 over two 
years to study cannabinoid receptor trafficking. This research will help the team to understand 
how these receptors function in normal cells, and contribute important information towards the 
design of new strategies for treating brain disease.

Professor Alan Barber, Professor Valery Feigin, Dr Neil Anderson, Dr Dean Kilfoyle, Dr Edward 
Wong and Dr Rita Krishnamurthi were awarded $60,374 over 15 months for the Auckland TIA 
study. Transient ischemic attack or TIA, heralds the onset of a stroke in a quarter of the 8,000 
New Zealanders struck down by this devastating illness every year. TIA is important as it provides 
a window of opportunity in which to prevent stroke in up to 8 out of 10 people. However little 
is known about the numbers of people having TIA, so this research aims to perform the largest 
incidence in recent years and the first such study in New Zealand.

Dr Tet Woo Lee in Associate Professor Nigel Birch’s laboratory was awarded a postdoctoral 
fellowship of $161,921 to study microtubule dynamics and neuroserpin. Microtubules are 
tubular structures found inside nerve cells that are important for both nerve cell growth and 
communication. The team will investigate a protein called neuroserpin, which they believe can 
regulate the dynamics and stability of microtubules to enhance nerve cell growth.  

Associate Professor David Christie, Dr Kathy Mountjoy, Dr Ailsa McGregor, Dr Johann Le Floc’h, 
Professor Peter Thorne, Dr Srdjan Vlajkovic, Associate Professor Bronwen Connor, and Dr Johanna 
Montgomery were also successful in the June 2010 grant rounds. 

Research features on journal covers
Professor Russell Gray’s studies on the evolution of language have led him to new findings about 
cultures in the Pacific. His work featured on the cover of the prestigious journal Nature, looking 
at the rise and fall of political complexity in island South-East Asia. http://www.nature.com/
nature/journal/v467/n7317/full/467798a.html 

Dr Debbie Hay’s group were also featured on the front cover of a journal for her work on cellular 
signalling mediated by the neuropeptide, CGRP. The peptide is involved in migraine, and the 
cover shows the railway network in Auckland, representing signalling and the intricate network of 
crosstalk between different pathways. Debbie’s technician Richard Bailey took the photograph.

Marsden Fund awards
Two research groups in the Centre for Brain Research received prestigious research grants from 
the 2010 Marsden Fund. Dr Kathy Mountjoy received $870,000 over three years to investigate 
ways to reduce obesity in a mouse model. Kathy will study the receptor system melanocortin.

Associate Professor Debbie Young’s group received $825,000 over three years to study 
astrocytes. These brain cells support neurons, and could be a new cellular target for gene 
therapy. 

New funding for emerging researchers
Dr Scott Graham was awarded a grant of $75,000 from Lottery Health for an item of equipment 
called the xCELLigence system. This will prove vitally important in the new Biobank facility in the 
centre. 

Dr Shamim Shaikh in the Molecular Neuroanatomy Laboratory received a grant of $80,000 from 
Arthritis NZ to study AGE receptors and connexins. Shamin hopes these will be potential targets 
to slow the progression of osteoarthritis.

PhD student Pritka Narayan was awarded $2000 for the Society for Neuroscience Graduate 
Student Chapter Travel Award. 

AMRF grant successes
The Centre for Brain Research has once again received tremendous support from the Auckland Medical Research Foundation (AMRF) which 
presented $1,845,141 in funding to medical researchers across Auckland in its December 2010 grant round.  

Astrocytes could prove a target for gene 
therapy. This image was taken by Dr 
Hannah Gibbons. 

Associate Professor Michelle Glass’ lab studies 
cannabinoid receptors. The image below shows 
the receptors on the mouse brain. 



Introducing...
In this new series we feature scientists and their work from across the Centre for Brain Research.  
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Introducing Dr Simon 
O’Carroll

Dr Simon O’Carroll is a spinal cord 
researcher in the Faculty of Medical 
and Health Sciences and the Chair of 
the BrainWaves Emerging Scientists 
Committee. 

How would you sum up your research 
and what you’re working on at the 
moment?
In conditions such as spinal cord injury, 
one of the first thing that happens is that 
toxic molecules are spread from the area of 
damaged tissue to neighbouring tissue via 
channels between specific cells. Using small 
proteins that recognise these channels we 
have shown that by closing them we can 
block the passage of toxic molecules and thus 
prevent cell death, inflammation, damage 
spread and reduce the degree of the injury. 
If we can deliver these molecules early after 
an accident we may be able to minimise the 
degree of damage so that a person may not 
lose spinal cord function.

What’s been your career to date to 
bring you to this point?
I have had quite a varied scientific career. 
After doing my Masters at the University of 
Canterbury working on a project about the 
genetics of mitochondrial diseases I moved to 
the University of Otago to work as a research 
associate on a project on how viruses cause 
cancer. From there I moved to Auckland to do 
a PhD. In 2006 I was given the opportunity 
to work for Professor Louise Nicholson, in 
collaboration with Professor Colin Green, 
on a project looking at how proteins called 
connexins, which allow cells to communicate 
with each other, are involved in the spread 
of tissue damage in spinal cord injury and 
developing methods of inhibiting these 
proteins. This research is generously funded 
by the CatWalk Trust for research into spinal 
cord injury.

What interests you about this area 
of research? What are your biggest 
hopes for it?
Developing treatments for spinal cord injury 
gives me the opportunity to make a difference 
in the lives of people who are often young 

and active and have so much to offer society. 
For people with these injuries any small 
improvement in the severity of their injury has 
the potential to make a large improvement to 
their lives. Ultimately I would like to get people 
out of their wheel chairs or stop them ending 
up in one in the first place.

What interests you about being part 
of the Centre for Brain Research?
 The opportunity to hear about all the exciting 
research that is going on and interacting with 
such a large and diverse group of scientists. 
It is great for thinking of new ideas for my 
current research or taking it in new directions.

What would you say is the most 
exciting area in neuroscience right 
now?
I would have to say iPS cells (induced 
pluripotent stem cells). It is quite amazing how 
you can take cells from a person, turn them 
back into stem cells and then potentially turn 
them into any cell of the body. In the future, 
these have real potential to replace cells lost 
or diseased in human disorders.

 

Now about you. Where are you from 
and what brought you to Auckland?
I was born in the Mackenzie country. I spent my 
teenage and university years in Christchurch 
before moving to Auckland to do my PhD at the 
University of Auckland.

It’s your day off. How would you spend 
your perfect day?
With my lovely wife of course (because I know 
she’ll probably read this!), or else relaxing in the 
sun with good friends, good food and our ABAS 
home brewed beer.

Where would you recommend people 
visit in New Zealand?
Probably biased, but definitely the Mackenzie 
country and Central Otago. There is so much 
to do if you love the snow or water or just go 
somewhere away from the crowds. Beautiful 
landscape. 

Pinky or the Brain?
The Brain. I can relate to him as he spends all 
his time trying to make some breakthrough but 
always seems to fail. Just like life in the lab!! 

Dr Simon O’Carroll
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Introducing Dr Chris Walker

Dr Chris Walker is a postdoctoral 
fellow in Dr Debbie Hay’s laboratory 
in the School of Biological Sciences.

 
It’s the one minute lift question. How 
would you sum up your research 
and what you’re working on at the 
moment?
Migraine is one of the most debilitating and 
economically costly diseases worldwide and 
in New Zealand (around 20% of NZ women 
may suffer from migraine). I’m interested 
in understanding the complex mechanisms 
involved in the conduction of the migraine 
pain signal by the trigeminal pathway (a major 
facial sensory nerve). A neuropeptide, called 
calcitonin gene-related peptide (CGRP) plays a 
crucial role in migraine; however we have little 
understanding of the underlying mechanisms. 
My current research aims to identify the 
specific intracellular mechanisms activated 
by CGRP within the trigeminal pathway and 
discover how these mechanisms are affected 
by aberrant regulation of CGRP receptors.

Dr Simon O’Carroll and Dr Chris 
Walker are both part of the 
Integrative Neuroscience Facilities 
(INF) at the Centre for Brain 
Research. The INF undertakes vital 
pre-clinical and basic research into 
brain health and disease. 

Dr Chris Walker

What’s been your career to date to 
bring you to this point?
Last year I was awarded my PhD for studies 
I conducted under the supervision of Dr. 
Kerry Loomes. Through this research I 
became aware of the profound role the 
sensory nervous system plays in modulating 
metabolism; sparking my interest in 
neuroscience and leading me to my current 
position.

 

What interests you about this area 
of research? What are your biggest 
hopes for it?
The complexity of the biological systems 
involved coupled with the opportunity to 
help stem a major worldwide disease. I 
believe that my research will contribute to the 
development of new and effective therapies 
for the treatment for migraine and may have 
spill-over benefits for the treatment of other 
neurological disorders such as trigeminal 
neuralgia and dental pain..

 

What interests you about being part 
of the Centre for Brain Research?
The diversity of people involved and the 
strength of the research platform provided 
by the Centre for Brain Research results in 
the opportunity to develop multi-disciplinary 
collaborations and interact with world-class 
researchers, as well as neurologists and 
neurosurgeons.  Perhaps most importantly, 
the Centre for Brain Research creates an 
environment with a pathway for basic medical 
research to move from the laboratory into 
the clinic, enhancing the potential for the 
development of new treatments and improving 
the quality of life for people suffering from 
neurological diseases.

If you could collaborate with any 
scientist in the world, who would that 
be and why?
There are so many potential avenues for 
collaboration it is difficult to pick one. 
Expanding my current research I would enjoy 
investigating several of the models that have 
been developed by Professor Andy Russo 
(University of Iowa) using the pharmacological 
techniques I am currently employing.

 

What would you say is the most 
exciting area in neuroscience right 
now?
I believe that many of the traditional 
hindrances neuroscience has faced in the 
drug development process are actively being 
overcome. The resulting drive to develop new 
treatments for neurological disorders with 
unmet clinical need is particularly exciting.

 

Now about you. Where are you from 
and what brought you to Auckland?
The Stork. I was born at what was National 
Women’s Hospital in Greenlane.

Where would you recommend people 
visit in New Zealand?
Queenstown. Aside from being idyllic and a 
fantastic tourist destination, it also hosts the 
‘Queenstown research week’, which I found 
was an excellent introduction to science in 
New Zealand.
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Brain Awareness Week
 
Brain Day and other exciting events focus on keeping our grey matter in optimum condition.

Have you ever wondered how our 
brain cells work? Or where your 
memories are stored? Then Brain Day 
2011 is for you. 
Visitors to the huge public event on Saturday 
March 19th will be able to go on a giant tour 
of the brain, as the new Mind Map winds 
its way around The University of Auckland’s 
Business School. Hosted by the Centre 
for Brain Research in association with the 
Neurological Foundation, Brain Day aims to 
raise awareness of brain research and brain 
disease. The open day is part of international 
Brain Awareness Week, which is organised by 
the Dana Alliance for Brain Research.

The Mind Map encompasses anatomy 
demonstrations, fun science experiments, 
informative lectures and community group 
stands. By touring around all the aspects of 
Brain Day, it’s hoped that visitors will expand 
their minds, and help grow some new brain 
cells!

“Our research shows that our brains can grow 
new brain cells, no matter what your age or 
your condition,” says Professor Richard Faull, 
the Director of the Centre for Brain Research. 
“All the evidence for staying mentally fit shows 
that we need to keep active- both mentally 
and physically. So that means doing new, 
stimulating activities, and also exercising. I 
think Brain Day offers just that!”

The lecture series during Brain Day features 
some of the top scientists and clinicians 
from the Centre for Brain Research (CBR). 
Deputy Director Professor Alan Barber will be 
speaking on stroke, looking at what causes 
it and what can be done about it. Professor 
Suzanne Purdy will talk about her team’s 
research on speech therapy, looking at both 
music and conversation. The final exciting talk 
of the day will come from neurosurgeon Dr 
Edward Mee, recounting the history of surgery 
on the brain. 

Children won’t be left out either, with fun 
talks and workshops aimed at the under 16s. 
Children can attend on their own or with 
their parents. Anatomist Dr Fabiana Kubke 
will show children how to make a brain out 
of water pipes, while improvisation expert 
Wade Jackson will put you on the spot with his 
mind expanding programme. Neuroscientist 
Dr Johanna Montgomery will explain what 
brain scientists do, and will talk about her 
work listening to brain cells talk! She says 
neuroscience is a great option for students 
wanting to make a difference.

“It’s really important to us to be able to tell the 

public what brain scientists do,” she says. “We 
love what we do - the brain is such an amazing 
organ. To be able to convey this to adults and 
children alike and enable them to see how 
cool it is to be a neuroscientist is great for the 
present and the future of neuroscience and 
health research in NZ.”

Along the Mind Map visitors will find science 
experiments demonstrating what each area 
of the brain does. Each stage is designed to 
cater for both young and old, with informative 
explanations running alongside kid-friendly 
question and answer books.

Dr Cathy Stinear is the organiser of the 
science lab. “We’ve got a range of interesting 

activities to demonstrate some fascinating 
things about the brain,” she says. “If you’ve 
ever wondered how you can be tricked by 
illusions, or what a real human brain looks 
like, you’ll discover the answers to these and 
many more questions at Brain Day.  We’re 
hoping it’s a great day out for everyone.”

Community groups from all over Auckland 
are also taking part in the day, with a 
Community Expo providing information on 
many different neurological conditions. It’s 
a chance to meet other people with similar 
interests and find out vital information on 
the services available to people with brain 
disease.

www.cbr.auckland.ac.nz
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CBR Communications and Liaison Manager 
Laura Fogg is organising the open day. “Brain 
Day is such a great opportunity for us to 
connect with the people who matter most- the 
people for whom our neuroscientists are doing 
their research. Brain disease can be difficult to 
cope with alone, but by working together; our 
scientists, clinicians and community groups 
hope we can really make a difference.”

Brain Day is a free event, and will be held at 
The University of Auckland Business School 
on the City Campus. The venue is easily 
accessible with parking ($5 all day) available 
under the building, and lifts to every floor. 
Medical professionals can receive CME 
certificates for attending the lectures. Come 
along to learn something new and have a 
great day out.

This year the CBR team will be 
conducting research to find out why 
people come to Brain Day, and what 
they learn. Please take part to help 
improve Brain Day for future years!

 
Brawn versus brain: do we 
need a bit of both?
We all know that exercise keeps our bodies fit 
and can even help us to live longer. You might 
think that’s because the heart needs to be at 
its best to keep pumping blood around our 
body - however the latest research is showing 
that exercise is just as important for our brain. 

“It seems that doing Sudoku just makes you 
good at doing Suduku! If you want to prevent 
cognitive decline and stay mentally fit, you 
need regular physical activity,” says Professor 
Winston Byblow. 

As a movement neuroscientist, Winston freely 
admits he’s a bit biased, even going so far as 
to say we only have a brain to help us move! 
Yet research from around the globe is stacking 
up to highlight how the modern sedentary 
lifestyle may be having little benefit for our 
brainpower. 

“We know that the brain shrinks after the 
age of 40, with a 5% decrease in size every 
decade so that by the age of 70 your brain is 
smaller,” he says. “We don’t fully understand 
why, but we think some cells may be dying, as 
well as a decline in neural connections.”

It was thought that this was a natural aging 
process, but as Winston will reveal in his talk 
on Brain Day, this has now been debunked. 
Dr Arthur Kramer and his team in Illinois 
have shown that regular exercise can reduce 
this shrinking, and even entirely reverse the 
process. Professor Byblow explains.

“Older adults were given a walking exercise 
programme which raised their heart rate into 
its target zone. After twelve months there was 
a surprising finding- not only was their brain 

not shrinking, their hippocampus, which is 
involved in memory, had actually grown! So 
by walking regularly they had reversed age 
related decline in this area of the brain.”

It’s not yet known exactly why this happens, 
but it’s thought the increased blood flow and 
use of the brain stimulates growth factors like 
Brain Derived Neurotrophic Factor (BDNF). 
This in turn encourages brain cell survival and 
is important for learning and memory. It really 
is a case of use it or lose it!

“So for a healthier brain you should be 
exercising regularly – even an activity as 
moderate as walking,” urges Winston. 
“Frequency, intensity and duration of exercise 
are all important factors and differ for 
each person. New research is showing that 
adding strength components may boost the 
effects for some. We have not yet reached 
the boundaries of the potential benefits from 
exercise, and more research is in this relatively 
new area of neuroscience is required.” 
“However, any qualified exercise scientist 
will be able to develop a safe and effective 
exercise prescription for most individuals, 
including those with limited mobility. It’s a 
very exciting time for brain health!”

Before starting any exercise regime you should 
consult your doctor. Exercise scientists can help 
to define a suitable programme. 

Do Westies have different 
brains from the rest of us?

This tantalising question will be 
answered by Professor Ian Kirk at a 
public lecture during Brain Awareness 
Week. 
Held at the Auckland Museum, the talk will 
form part of the Museum’s new exhibition on 
the TV series Outrageous Fortune. Ian will 
examine the workings of the human brain, 
looking at what makes us so different from 
other animals, and whether different ‘tribes’ of 
people think differently.

“It is generally accepted that the workings of 
the human mind are different from those of 
even our closest relatives, the great apes,” he 
says. “There remains some debate however, 
about what is critically different about the 
human brain that makes this so. In my talk 
I will discuss some of the major theories 
regarding anatomical and functional features 
of the human brain that make us unique.”

Language has been suggested as one of 
the key differences between humans and 
animals, with our brain anatomy allowing 
speech to occur. In addition to this, humans 
have an enlarged frontal lobe, which enables 
a large capacity working memory so we can 
manipulate data from the external world. Ian 
will address the idea of whether any of these 
features give rise to our ‘minds’ and therefore 
consciousness.

Of growing international interest is the genetic 
make-up of brain differences. Studies have 
shown that different human populations have 
varying proportions of expression of some 
genes. Indeed, the proportions of subtypes of 
genes which encode for brain cell stimulating 
proteins like Brain Derived Neurotrophic 
Factor (BDNF) vary widely between groups. 

Yet do any of these brain changes explain 
the behaviour traits of the characters on 
Outrageous Fortune? Come along to Ian’s talk 
to find out more!

Visitors to the lecture will kick-start the 
‘Outrageous Wednesdays’ series at the 
Museum. The atrium cafe and Outrageous 
Fortune exhibition will be opening late – tours 
cost $10. Ian will be giving another talk on this 
subject as part of Brain Day, at 1230pm on 
Saturday 19th March.

Research is showing that exercise 
boosts brainpower

Visitors to Brain Day can come 
to Winston and Ian’s free public 
talks on Saturday 19th March. To 
encourage brain health, the Mind 
Map tour guides visitors around 
the event- maybe helping to grow 
new brain cells on the way! 

“Being Human: the Science of Memory, 
Personality and Consciousness” 
Professor Ian Kirk 
Auckland Museum  
Wednesday 16th March, 7pm 
Free event, please book with the 
Auckland Museum, ph 09 302 6249 or 
friends.events@aucklandmuseum.com
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Brain Day 2011 Timetable 
Lectures Seminars
Presentations by scientific and clinical experts on brain health 
topics. Lectures run for twenty minutes with time afterwards 
for questions.

Presentations by community support groups. Seminars run 
for twenty minutes with time afterwards for questions.

Time Lecture Venue Seminar Venue

9.30am The growing brain: what goes on 
in your children’s head
- Associate Professor Karen Waldie

Fisher and 
Paykel 
Appliances 
Auditorium

“I have Parkinson’s – what now?” 
- Parkinson’s New Zealand

OGGB4

10.30am Stroke: what is it and what is being 
done about it?
- Professor Alan Barber

Fisher and 
Paykel 
Appliances 
Auditorium

ADHD and dyslexia
- SPELD Auckland 

OGGB4

11.00am

11.30am Fit body, fit brain: how physical 
activity can maintain brain power
- Professor Winston Byblow

Fisher and 
Paykel 
Appliances 
Auditorium

The Neuromuscular Register
- Muscular Dystrophy Association

OGGB4

12.00pm

12.30pm Being human: the science of 
memory, consciousness and 
personality
- Professor Ian Kirk

Fisher and 
Paykel 
Appliances 
Auditorium

What is a seizure?
- Epilepsy New Zealand

OGGB4

1.10pm

1.40pm The language of music: research 
on speech and song
- Professor Suzanne Purdy

Fisher and 
Paykel 
Appliances 
Auditorium

Brain injury is a family injury
- Brain Injury Association Auckland

OGGB4

2.00pm
2.30pm Brain exploration: a history of 

neurosurgery
- Dr Edward Mee

Fisher and 
Paykel 
Appliances 
Auditorium

On the tip of your tongue: understanding 
aphasia
- Aphasia New Zealand

OGGB4

3.00pm  

Science Labs - Follow our Mind Map tour to take part in hands on activities all day long

•	Brain games and activities

•	Fun science experiments to test your senses

•	Brain anatomy demonstrations

•	Science lab displays and workshops

•	Community group expo

•	Children’s area

to carpark
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Would you like to receive all the latest news from the Centre for Brain Research?

Join the CBR Connections database to find out about the latest research and initiatives underway.

Email cbr@auckland.ac.nz or fill in this form and return to the address overleaf. You can also place the slip into an envelope and use the FreePost number 
and address.

Name

Address

Email address 

All information on the Centre for Brain Research 
database is protected by the Privacy Act.

Would you like to join the Research Volunteer Register?

Are you interested in funding research at the CBR?

www.cbr.auckland.ac.nz              +64 (0)9 923 1913

Saturday 19 March      In association with

Workshops
Presentations for children- suitable for ages 8 and above. 

Workshop Venue

How to build your own brain
- Dr Fabiana Kubke

Workshop on 
Anatomy Lab patio

The neuron play! Workshop on 
Anatomy Lab patio

What is a brain? OGGB3

The neuron play! Workshop on 
Anatomy Lab patio

What do brain scientists do?
- Dr Johanna Montgomery 

OGGB3

The neuron play!

CeleBRation Choir Performance in the 
Anatomy Lab

Smart kids: thinking on your feet 
- Mind Warriors

Workshop on 
Anatomy Lab patio 

The neuron play! Workshop on 
Anatomy Lab patio 

What is your brain made up of?
- Professor Richard Faull

Workshop and tour in 
Anatomy Lab

Community Expo
Central Area, Level 0

Acoustic Neuroma Association 

Active Movement and Green 
Prescriptions (Sport Auckland) 

Alzheimers Auckland 

Aphasia Association  
of New Zealand 

Attention Deficit  
Hyperactivity Disorder

Auckland University  
of Technology

Brain Injury Association Auckland 

Brainwave Trust 

Cerebral Palsy Society  
of New Zealand 

Community Alcohol and  
Drugs Service 

Dyspraxia Support Trust 

Epilepsy New Zealand 

Essential Tremor Support Group 

Guardian Trust

Guillian-Barre Syndrome Support 
Group

Hearing Voices Network

Huntingtons Auckland 

Laughter Yoga

 
Mental Health Foundation 

Mind Warriors

Mobility Assistance Dogs Trust 
(Mobility Dogs)

Motor Neurone Disease 
Association 

Multiple Sclerosis Society 
Auckland 

Muscular Dystrophy Association 

National Foundation  
for the Deaf 

Human Brain Bank

New Zealand Dystonia  
Patient Network

New Zealand Stewart  
Centre Trust

Post Polio Support Society

Parkinsons New Zealand

Raukatauri Music Therapy Centre

Stroke Foundation  
Northern Region 

SPELD (dyslexia support) 

•	$5 underground parking available

•	Disabled parking by lifts

•	Easy access on all floors

•	Cafe facilities on site

More information

Owen G Glenn Building, 12 Grafton Road, Auckland

22   |  Connections Autumn 2011                             Centre for Brain Research  |  23



Freepost Authority No 227703

Centre for Brain Research

The University of Auckland

Private Bag 92019

Victoria Street West

Auckland 1142

New Zealand

www.cbr.auckland.ac.nz

This image shows the wonders of the human body up close. The cells are 
astrocytes grown from the adult human brain. The image was taken by Dr 
Hannah Gibbons as part of the Biobank research programme.  


