
T o the outside world, you might not look
like a paragon of industry just now, zoned
out on the couch or lingering over your

morning coffee. Inside your head, however, there’s
no shortage of work being done and decisions being
made: Do you read this article word for word, or
skim it to see if anything catches your eye? Do you
look at the illustrations, or turn the page? Do you
set the Cornerstone aside and read it later, recycle
it—or toss it in the trash? How do you decide?
And how much of what you read right now will
you retain in a week, a day or an hour?

While your brain is busy making up its mind
and processing information, it’s also directing plen-
ty of other subtle activities: How do your two eyes
coordinate their movements to read these words?
How do the fingers get the message to grasp the
pages, and then to turn them?

For students like Sarah Harper, a senior from

Indiana, such questions are more than mere
matters for idle musings. Harper is one of more
than 100 College of Arts and Science undergrad-
uate students majoring in neuroscience. Now only
four years old, the neuroscience major is attract-
ing more students each year.

“Understanding how the brain works is end-
lessly fascinating, in part because it is so intricate,”
says Harper. “Almost everything else I study some-
how touches on the brain and its workings.”    

“Students are drawn to the neuroscience major
by outstanding instructors and an intrinsically
interesting subject,” says Terry Page, who directs
the Neuroscience Studies Program. Page is pro-
fessor of biological sciences, professor of biology
and chair of the department. “The program appeals
to students because it’s interdisciplinary. They can
take advantage of courses and faculty in several
different departments and schools at Vanderbilt.”

A great place for neuroscience
Harper and other neuroscience majors have cho-
sen a great time and place to study neuroscience.
The new A&S dean, Richard McCarty, is a respect-
ed authority in the closely aligned field of psy-
chology. Completion of the human genome
mapping has accelerated the rate at which new
knowledge of the brain is unfolding. Researchers
are uncovering essential clues to understand-
ing disorders which have profoundly affected
millions of lives and defied understanding—
autism and Alzheimer’s disease, schizophrenia
and addiction. 

Mental disorders, according to the U.S. Sur-
geon General’s Report on Mental Health issued
in 1999, collectively account for more of the over-
all burden of disease than do all forms of cancer. 
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The last frontier
From neurons to behavior, Vanderbilt researchers unlock brain’s secrets



VANDERBILT UNIVERSITY

A&S Cornerstone

College of Arts and Science

2201 West End Avenue

Nashville, TN 37235

Nonprofit
Organization
U.S. Postage 

P A I D
Nashville, TN
Permit No. 581

D O N O R S  E X P E R I E N C E  B E S T  O F  A & S

A bout 200 alumni, parents and other friends of the col-
lege experienced a potpourri of stimulating scholar-

ship and social activities during A&S Day in February. 
Distinguished faculty members shared up-to-the-minute

research findings in special presentations and regular A&S
classes. They included Jeffrey Schall, professor of psychol-
ogy and director of the Center for Integrative and Cognitive
Neuroscience; Arthur Demarest, Ingram Professor of Anthro-
pology; Carol Swain, professor of political science and
professor of law; and Professor of English Jay Clayton.

“This was the first A&S Day that my wife, Nina, and I
have attended,” said William A. Bugg, Jr., BA’59, of Atlanta,
Georgia. “We came away believing that Vanderbilt is on the
leading edge in many areas, such as archeology, brain research,
genetics, and even religion and politics.”

Among alumni and student art exhibited at A&S Day were
these stoneware “Blushed Bowls and Vermillion Vase” (above)
by Jenny Gill, winner of the 2000 Margaret Stonewall
Wooldridge Hamblet Award. Right: “With the recent mapping
of the human genome, a multitude of articles have appeared in
the media about genetics,” said Professor of English Jay
Clayton. “Many perpetuate the error of genetic determinism,
that you are your genes.”

Professor Carol Swain
discussed the charitable choice
provision that provides federal
funding to faith-based social
welfare programs. “It’s not as
good as it seems,” she noted.

Bill and Cathy Turner enjoyed talking to freshman John Ross
Stringham of Nashville, the first recipient of the honor
scholarship that they have established.
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