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Course Overview 

Who: Anyone interested in research within Cognitive Science, Psychology, Neuroscience,          
Philosophy, Artificial Intelligence, Linguistics, or the Social Sciences is encouraged to take this             
class. BROCA is designed for students of all backgrounds and majors who want to understand               
how science - within the interdisciplinary field of Cognitive Science - is carried out. If you are a                  
Cognitive Science major or have taken CogSci classes before, the material may be more              
familiar to you, but we have no official prerequisites. Anyone who is interested is welcome!  
 
By the end of the semester, you will be able to critically read, understand and discuss exciting                 
Cognitive Science research (much of it being done at UC Berkeley) on a variety of topics,                
including Philosophy of Mind, Cognitive Anthropology, Artificial Intelligence, Language and          
Thought, Psychological and Brain Disorders, Embodied Cognition, Human Memory,         
Computational Cognition, Personality, Neuroeconomics and more! 
 
What & Why: Cognitive Science is the sexiest frontier of science (are you reading the               
syllabus?), and new interdisciplinary research that revolutionizes our understanding of the brain            
and mind is constantly being published. Because CogSci is such a “hot” field, it is imperative for                 
those interested in Cognitive Science to stay up-to-date on newly published research. The             
Berkeley Review of CogSci Articles (BROCA) is intended to assist students in finding,             
understanding, analyzing, and discussing fascinating cutting-edge research. The papers we          
discuss will be selected and presented by professors, postdoctoral fellows and graduate            
students who are involved in CogSci research at UC Berkeley and beyond. 
 
When & Where: Thursdays, 4:00pm-6:00pm, 103 GPB 
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How: The first class will include an overview of the course, a presentation about cognitive               
science as a field, and an introduction to research and paper structure. The second class will                
provide an overview of how to read and analyze a research paper and basic neuroscience               
concepts using a current Berkeley paper as an example. In each week thereafter, students will               
be assigned a paper to read for the next class session. Each paper is selected by the guest                  
speaker that will engage in discussion with students about the work at the end of the scheduled                 
week, during the class session.  
 
Weekly Assignments: Students are responsible for reading the paper and responding to            
questions and prompts about the work via bCourses (http://bcourses.berkeley.edu/). This          
weekly homework is due at 11:59pm every Monday before class. Responses are checked by              
the facilitators and graded on completeness and thoughtfulness, not correctness. Students are            
encouraged to bring questions and comments to class for group discussion. Bringing a copy of               
your responses to class is also a good idea! 
 
Class Sessions: The first half of the class begins with a group discussion of the paper,                
including relevant background and scientific concepts. This discussion is led by the facilitators             
(schedule below). As with all aspects of the course - participation from the entire class will be                 
encouraged. In the second half of the class, the weekly guest speaker will provide a short talk or                  
presentation and then lead a review, critical discussion and analysis of the paper with the class.  
 
Students will have the opportunity to directly interact with the guest facilitator, asking questions              
about the article, their research interests, etc. Students are encouraged to email facilitators any              
questions that remain after discussion. 
 
Mini-Project: Mid-way through the semester, students will be required to make an appointment             
with a professor (or grad student/post-doctoral fellow) of their choice and engage them in a               
short discussion about their research. Afterwards, students will submit a summary of the             
discussion on bCourses. This can happen during the professor’s office hours, but make sure              
you get in touch with them beforehand to determine a suitable time that will not interfere with                 
their students or their work! 
  
This project can be as rewarding as you want it to be! Some former students have been offered                  
Research Assistant positions as a direct result of talking to a professor during the mini-project. 
 
Presentations: Towards the end of the semester, students will be required to give a short               
presentation to the class on a Cognitive Science article of their choice. Students can work either                
alone or in small groups (2-3 people) for this project. Each group or individual will be required to                  
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research and choose a peer-reviewed article of their own interest. After a facilitator approves              
the article, each group will carefully read and analyze the article and then create a short                
presentation with two main components. 
 

Component 1 : a brief summary of the article that explicitly state the article’s hypotheses,              
predictions, methods and results. The summary should also mention how the research            
ties into our current understanding of a topic in Cognitive Science. For example, you              
could say that the paper explores the use of a new experimental paradigm, provides              
evidence against a commonly held belief or asks a question that has not been carefully               
explored in a scientific way before.  
 
Component 2 : a critical analysis of the research methods. The critique does not have to               
find errors within the article. It should, however, describe whether the experiment was a              
valid test of the paper’s hypothesis (e.g., Does a premotor potential preceding the             
reporting of a conscious intention really mean we lack free will? No because…). You              
should also look at the data by itself and see if you can find any alternate interpretations                 
of, or explanations for, the data. Lastly, you should propose a follow-up experiment that              
would answer any remaining questions. Each presentation should take around ten           
minutes and will be followed by a quick Q&A session. 

Course Objectives 

By the end of this course, students should be... 
 
• Able to read scientific articles in the interdisciplinary field of Cognitive Science 
• Familiar with research techniques, experimental designs, and methods 
• Able to thoughtfully critique scientific articles 
• Better informed about the process of scientific inquiry and the role of science in society 
• Comfortable discussing cutting-edge research with their professors, peers and others 
• Ready to create and deliver a presentation on a scientific experiment 
 

Requirements and Grading 

Grades will be based on attendance, participation in discussions, completion of responses,            
mini-project and the presentation. As this is a discussion-based class, to pass the BROCA              
DeCal you must… 
 



● COMPLETE a minimum of 9 assignments and give your final presentation on April 27th.              
If you are not able to complete an assignment it is still advisable and okay to attend the                  
discussion that day!  

● ATTEND a minimum of 9 out of 10 classes with a guest speaker (please be aware that                 
arriving significantly late may be counted as an absence). 

 
Regardless of your performance in the class, you will not receive credit unless you meet the                
attendance and assignment requirements, complete the midterm project, and complete the final            
project. The final day of class (April 27th) will be dedicated to final presentations- you must                
attend this class and give your presentation to receive credit for the course. A single extra                
absence can be made up for by completing a thoughtful 2 page (double spaced, Times New                
Roman, 12-point font) summary of the article discussed during the class missed by a student.  
Homework responses are used as a tool to encourage discussion or raise questions about the               
assigned papers and guest speakers. Late responses will be given half credit if turned in by                
11:59pm on Friday, the week of the due date. After that, no credit will be given, as the                  
responses lose their purpose and relevance. Failing to complete homework will not drastically             
affect your total grade, but it will hinder your ability to discuss the topic at hand! 

Due Dates and Deadlines 

Homework: Due weekly on Tuesdays at 11:59pm.  
Mini-Project: Submitted Writeup Due on Sunday April 2nd,  at 11:59pm. 

(Appointment and discussion by Friday, March 24th. ) 
Final Presentation: During class, 4-6pm, Wednesday, April 26th. 
 

Grading Breakdown 

Attendance and Participation in Discussion……………...………......…….………..50% 
Homework………………………..…………………………..……………...…….…….15% 
Mini-Project……………………….……………………..……………………………….10% 
Research Presentation ………….……………….………………...……....................25% 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Schedule of Speakers and Reading Assignments  
 

Date Speaker Topic/Field Paper Topic/Title (Paper accessible to 
students the week before relevant class 

section) 

1/25 INTRODUCTION 

2/2 Facilitators Analysis of a 
Scientific Paper 

Basic Introduction to Reading and Analyzing 
a  Scientific Paper 

2/9 Greyson Abid Philosophy of 
Mind 

Two Varieties of Cognitive Penetration 

2/16 Prof. John 
Campbell 

Philosophy of 
Mind 

Validity and the causal structure of a disorder 

2/23 Prof. Bruno 
Olshausen 

Theoretical 
Neuroscience 

Sparse Coding via Thresholding and Local 
Competition in Neural Circuits. 

3/2 Dr. Alexandra 
Paxton 

Computational 
Cognitive Science 

Topics in Computational Cognitive Science - 
TBD 

3/9 Prof. Terrence 
Deacon 

Cognitive 
Anthropology / 
Neuroscience 

A role for relaxed selection in the evolution of 
the language capacity 

3/16 Dr. Robert 
Youmans 

Cognitive 
Psychology 

Meditation in the higher-education classroom: 
Meditation training improves student 
knowledge retention during lectures. 

3/23 Dr. Kristen 
Delevich 

Neurobiology Research in Neurobiology - TBD 

3/30 NO CLASS - SPRING BREAK! 

4/6 Prof. John 
Searle 

Philosophy of 
Mind 

Language and Society: Reply to McGinn 

4/13 Rachel 
Jansen 

Computational 
Cognitive Science 

Research in Computational Cognitive Science 
- TBD 

4/20 Alan Cowen Affective Cognitive 
Neuroscience 

 Research in Affective Cognitive 
Neuroscience - TBD 

4/27 FINAL PRESENTATIONS 

 


