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Marginal Gains: Small Steps for Healthy Brains 
A research-backed science engagement programme for high school students with the University 
of Edinburgh, designed to raise awareness of cognitive and brain health across the life-course. 
 
Overview: 
Marginal Gains: Small Steps for Healthy Brains is a 12-week educational programme designed to 
raise awareness of cognitive and brain health across the life-course. Organised by the Lothian 
Birth Cohorts research group at the School of Philosophy, Psychology and Language Sciences 
and Edinburgh Futures Institute at the University of Edinburgh, which investigates various aspects 
of brain and cognitive ageing, the initiative provides students with a unique opportunity to engage 
with cutting-edge science while developing key communication and outreach skills. The research 
team includes psychologists, neuroscientists, geneticists, clinicians, statisticians, and 
computer scientists, integrating expertise from multiple disciplines to explore the factors that 
shape brain health over time.   
 
Programme Structure & Activities:   
The programme is built around the influential “Marginal Gains” paper, which has inspired a suite 
of talks, activities, and hands-on workshops. These sessions use Augmented Reality technology, 
3D-printed brain models, games and quizzes to make complex scientific findings more 
accessible, engaging, and interactive.   
 
The programme is currently running the second year at Boroughmuir High School where its key 
component is the development of a student-led science outreach team. Participating students 
will receive training in science communication, equipping them to support local school visits 
during Brain Awareness Week in Spring 2026. Students will not only engage with existing 
science-based activities but will also be encouraged to design their own outreach tools—whether 
through interactive games, creative presentations, or interdisciplinary projects that combine 
science with art, such as posters, short films, or literary storytelling. Their work will be showcased 
at school visits, in the school newsletter, and at the school assembly.    
 
The Boroughmuir High School leadership programme includes visits to care homes and the 
University of Edinburgh.  
 
Contact for more information: Dr Barbora Skarabela, Lothian Birth Cohorts  
b.skarabela@ed.ac.uk 
 
Educational & Outreach Impact:  
This programme oZers students:   
- Exposure to real-world research in cognitive and brain health.   
- Opportunities to develop science communication skills in an academic and public engagement 
setting.   
- Collaboration with experts across diverse scientific disciplines.   
- A chance to make an impact by delivering science-based outreach activities to local schools.   
- A chance to get very valuable experience in careers related to Health, Medicine, Caring, and 
Science. 
 
By fostering engagement with brain health research and scientific communication, this initiative 
aims to inspire young minds, enhance their understanding of neuroscience, and develop skills 
that will be valuable in both academic and professional environments, benefiting both students 
and the wider school community.  
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Autumn 2025 Programme 
Boroughmuir High School 

 
Sessions at Boroughmuir High School will run on Tuesdays (Period 1: 8.35 am - 9.40am). 
 
Session 1  
16 September: Healthy brains introduction and overview (Dr Barbora Skarabela, Knowledge 
Exchange, Lothian Birth Cohorts) 
 
Session 2  
23 September: Lothian Birth Cohorts (Ian Deary, Professor Emeritus and founding director of 
Lothian Birth Cohorts) session to be held at the Assembly Hall (BHS)  
 
Session 3  
30 September: Cognitive testing and Lothian Birth Cohorts (Sabela Roibas Mendez, Lothian Birth 
Cohorts) 
 
Session 4  
7 October: Science communication 
 
14 October: Midterm break 
 
Session 5 
21 October: The role of genes in cognitive and brain ageing (Dr Sarah Harris, Lothian Birth 
Cohorts) 
 
Session 6 
28 October: Mental health in older years (Dr Matthew Iveson) 
 
Session 7 
4 November: Who lives in care homes and why? (Dr Catriona Niven) 
 
Session 9 
14 November: Brain ageing across the life-course (Professor Simon Cox, Neuropsychologist and 
Director of Lothian Birth Cohorts) *Edinburgh Futures Institute (Rm. 2.35, 9am – 10am) 
 
Session 8, 10 and 11  
11, 18 and 25 November: Creating materials for science engagement activities  
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Call for students 
 
Marginal Gains: Small Steps for Healthy Brains 
 
Ever wondered how tiny lifestyle changes can make a big diZerence in brain health? Marginal 
Gains: Small Steps for Healthy Brains is a 10-week programme designed to spark curiosity, 
creativity, and science communication skills, all while exploring the fascinating world of cognitive 
and brain health.   
 
Organised by a leading research group at the University of Edinburgh that studies brain and 
cognitive ageing, this programme brings together experts from diverse fields—psychologists, 
neuroscientists, geneticists, clinicians, and computer scientists—oZering students a unique 
window into cutting-edge research.   
 
What’s in it for you?   
- Hands-on science: Use Augmented Reality glasses and 3D-printed brains to see neuroscience 
in action.   
- Interactive workshops: Explore engaging scientific findings and turn complex ideas into 
accessible discussions.   
- Science communication: Learn how to explain scientific concepts in creative ways—through 
games, presentations, films, art, and storytelling.   
- Become an outreach leader: Join our student-led science outreach team and help bring brain 
health awareness to local schools during Brain Awareness Week in Spring 2026.   
- A chance to get very valuable experience in careers related to Health, Medicine, Caring, and 
Science. 
 
Make an impact:  
Students will be trained to deliver science-based activities and encouraged to design their own—
whether it’s crafting educational games, creating engaging visual art, or presenting innovative 
ideas to an audience. Your work will be showcased in school visits, newsletters, and assemblies 
(and in an online exhibition).   
 
   
 


