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Washington, DC   -  You probably have never heard of the Brain Bee.  It is an annual international competition for high school students sponsored by the Society for Neuroscience as a part of Brain Awareness Week.  This year the international competition will be held in Baltimore on March 17 – 18, and I will be there.

My role will be that of a coach.  I had never heard of the Brain Bee until last year, when a flyer crossed my desk.  The regional competition is held here in Washington, DC and the winner receives a small cash prize ($250) and all expenses paid to the international competition.  This latter perk is no big deal for folks around here, as Baltimore is just 50 miles up I-95 and is not on most lists of places to visit.  

So I put together a team, and they did well, with our two entrants finishing 3rd and 4th overall, good for $100 for the 3rd place fellow and a handshake for 4th place.  But no free trip to Baltimore.  However, I used last year as a learning experience as a coach, and returned to my school determined to win that sucker this year. 

I started with 15 students who expressed interest, and after one week, the crew had been cut, a la American Idol, to six finalists.  All the questions at the regional Brain Bee come from one source, a book entitled, Brain Facts.  We set out to basically memorize the contents of the book, a 64-page primer on the brain and nervous system.  Surprisingly, all of the six finalists really got into this task, and we had some very spirited study sessions.  

Bear in mind that these students were all high school seniors carrying very heavy course loads (several are taking five Advanced Placement college level courses in Calculus, Physics, Latin, etc., in addition to two electives) along with  a full menu of other school, work, and social commitments. They had to learn not only every minute part of the brain and its function, but its roles in memory, learning, movement, aging, stress, and disease.  They also learned about brain and central nervous systems disorders, such as Huntington’s, Parkinson’s, and Alzheimer’s,  in addition to stroke, schizophrenia, and multiple sclerosis.  In short, they had to become fairly proficient neuroscientists.

In our local “Brain-off” to determine which two students would represent our school, I felt that all six were better prepared than our entrants from the previous year.  This year two female students won, and off to DC we headed.  The competition was also better prepared, but one of our girls, Katy, won after 8 grueling rounds of questioning.  A typical question was, “Which catecholamine controls movement, causes psychiatric symptoms, and regulates hormonal responses?”  No problem for Katy….she immediately answered, correctly, “Dopamine.”

So Katy and I are off to beautiful downtown Baltimore in a few weeks for the international competition.  This event is even more challenging because it involves not only the prior knowledge, but also a practical exam with the contestants having to look at parts of actual human brains with pins stuck in them and recall the names and/or functions.  After this, the students must then spend 5 minutes alone with each of 10 different “patient actors” whom they interview to try to diagnose their disease.   The top contestants after these phases then reach the finals, which is another question and answer session in front of a large audience.  

So I, the Coach, am worried.  But what about Katy?  She is on the West Coast looking at universities and visiting a boy friend, probably mostly the latter.  I suspect that she will do just fine.  Stay tuned.

I thought you might like to know.
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