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Researcher aims to crack brain code

Understanding the brain — from the growing foetus in the womb to maintaining an
active memory among the ageing population — has earned University of Tasmania
researchers a lucrative Federal Government grant.

The National Health and Medical Research Council has allocated almost $230,000 to
the School of Medicine to provide a greater insight into how the brain’s electrical
circuit develops.

Chief Investigator Dr Lisa Foa said the project was crucial for future pharmacological
or gene therapy approaches to mental illness, ageing and neuronal injury.

“Mechanisms that control the exquisite connectivity of the human brain remain one of
the great mysteries of neuroscience,” Dr Foa said.

“Understanding how the embryonic brain is wired has direct implications for all
aspects of life from the growing foetus in mother’s womb, to learning algebra and for
maintaining the active memories of our ageing population.”

Experimentation will focus on two key proteins found in the brain, Homer and Shank,
that are important for learning and memory. Dr Foe aims to understand how Homer
and Shank relate to brain development.

“Homer and Shank are potentially significant protein targets for future genetic or
pharmacological therapies in nervous system repair and neuro-developmental
diseases,” Dr Foa said.

Dr Foa is the Tasmanian representative for the Australian Neuroscience Society and is
active in public events such as Brain Awareness Week.
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