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Using NewsHour Extra Feature Stories 

Brain Mapping Project Seeks to Understand “Most 

Complicated Organ in the Universe” 
April 8, 2013 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/2013/04/obama-launches-project-to-understand-the-human-brain/ 

Estimated Time: One 45-minute class period with possible extension 

 

PROCEDURE 

1. WARM UP 
Use initiating questions to introduce the topic and find out how much your students know. 
 
2. MAIN ACTIVITY 
Have students read NewsHour Extra's feature story and answer the reading comprehension and 
discussion questions on the student handout. 
 
3. DISCUSSION 
Use discussion questions to encourage students to think about how the issues outlined in the 
story affect their lives and express and debate different opinions. 
 

INITIATING QUESTIONS 

1. What role does the government play in scientific research? 
 
2. What are some major scientific discoveries of the past 20 years? 
 
3. If scientists knew more about how the brain works, how could that affect human health and 
well-being? 
 

READING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 

1. What is the BRAIN initiative? 
A research initiative proposed by President Obama for studying the brain 
 
2. What does BRAIN stand for? 
Brain Research through Advancing Innovative Neurotechnologies 
 
3. When was the Human Genome Project completed? 
2003 
 
4. What makes neurons different from other cells in the human body? 
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They don’t reproduce, which can make it difficult to reverse damage when they die or are 
impaired. 
 
5. What is Alzheimer’s disease? 
A form of dementia, or loss of brain function, that causes memory loss and confusion, mostly in 
people over 60. 
 
6. What is the name of the federal government’s medical research agency? 
The National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
 
7. How much will the BRAIN initiative cost? 
$100 million 
 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS (more research might be needed) 

1. Do you think that funding research like the BRAIN initiative should be a priority for the 
government? Why or why not? 
 
2. How does mapping the brain compare with sequencing the human genome?  The invention 
of the Internet?  Landing a human on the moon? 
 
3. If you had to choose between mapping the brain and sending a human to Mars, which would 
you choose and why? 
 
4. The push to land a human on the moon led to inventions such as the global positioning 
system (GPS), lasers and the integrated circuit, which is the basis of modern electronics.  The 
joy-stick controller on early video games was developed for Apollo Lunar Rover. What kind of 
inventions can you see coming out of the quest to map the human brain? 

 

 

Extension Activity  
Have students write a 300-500 word essay on this topic providing clear examples. Send your 
completed editorial to NewsHour Extra (extra@newshour.org). Exceptional essays might be 
published on our Web site.  
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Student Worksheet 

Brain Mapping Project Seeks to Understand “Most 

Complicated Organ in the Universe” 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/2013/04/obama-launches-project-to-understand-the-human-brain/ 

 READING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 

1. What is the BRAIN initiative? 

 

2. What does BRAIN stand for? 

 

3. When was the Human Genome Project completed? 

 

4. What makes neurons different from other cells in the human body? 

 

5. What is Alzheimer’s disease? 

 

6. What is the name of the federal government’s medical research agency? 

 

7. How much will the BRAIN initiative cost? 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS (more research might be needed) 

1. Do you think that funding research like the BRAIN initiative should be a priority for 
the government? Why or why not? 

 

2. How does mapping the brain compare with sequencing the human genome?  The 
invention of the Internet?  Landing a human on the moon? 

 

3. If you had to choose between mapping the brain and sending a human to Mars, which 
would you choose and why? 

 

4. The push to land a human on the moon led to inventions such as the global 
positioning system (GPS), lasers and the integrated circuit, which is the basis of modern 
electronics.  The joy-stick controller on early video games was developed for Apollo 
Lunar Rover. What kind of inventions can you see coming out of the quest to map the 
human brain? 

 

 

Extension Activity  
Have students write a 300-500 word essay on this topic providing clear examples. Send 
your completed editorial to NewsHour Extra (extra@newshour.org). Exceptional essays 
might be published on our Web site.  


