NWO COGNITIVE SCIENCE PROGRAM,

by Johan van Benthem

NWO's national research program "Cognitive Sciences" has for its aim the internal strengthening and greater external advertising of this area. Some 15 million ECU are available for this purpose over the next 5 years - with hopes for more if the program is successful.

The definition of the cognitive sciences used in this initiative is broad, as set out in the start-up document "Fruits of Enlightenment". In particular, it runs from neurocognition to logico-computational models and from more experimental to more theoretical research.

A number of actions are envisaged for this purpose. The first three of these concern scientific content inside academia.

(a)
Project funding

A selection will be made of research projects with a special potential for providing new links and trying out new ideas. These will form a network of integrative activities across the field. Note: This program is not meant for funding 'business as usual' in the component disciplines: these have their own separate funding sources.

(b)  
Strategic meetings

A 5-year series of annual strategic symposia will be set up on central topics in cognition that cross areas. Strategic international visitors will be invited for short-term visits around these events, so as to meet their outstanding counterparts in The Netherlands, and develop ideas of use to the program and the broader discipline.

These events, like others mentioned below, will be planned with a fixed annual schedule, so as to establish a public tradition and visibility for the cognitive sciences. The program will also sponsor some enhancements to be celebrated there, such as (a) national dissertation prizes, (b) best paper awards, (c) distinguished lectureships.

One additional aim for this action is the establishment of a strong international embedding for the program, aiming at the highest quality connections.

(c)  
Education in the cognitive sciences

The program will encourage the formation of master's and Ph.D. programs in the area by means of small subsidies for activities by existing initiatives. The program will also provide a national knowledge bank about cognitive studies.

In addition, the program also has a task in creating interfaces to society at large. It will make the cognitive sciences more visible to a larger public: industry, politics, education, etc.

(d)  
Communication: 'window for the field'

We will build up a public presence where the outside world can approach researchers in the field: find expertise, press material, etc. In particular, this involves two practical actions:

· National Newsletter, possibly turned into a 'Cognition Newspaper" encouraging debates.

· Electronic Portal showing the field in The Netherlands, and serving as a point of entry for various purposes: teaching needs, project partners, high school projects, the press.

(e)
Public events toward society

In parallel with the strategic symposia, the program will organize five public events aimed at disseminating ideas to various audiences, and creating more of a network with interested groups.

All of these actions will be planned with a view toward 'fit' with existing ones, so as to add value to the field instead of duplicating things - and maximizing the chance of being taken over by the community eventually as evident public benefits.

The longer-term goals of the program after five years are an established public presence, and a greater internal coherence. In particular, some of the above actions have more ambitious second phases, with the program right now serving as a pilot experiment. Here are two examples:

(f)
Advanced studies center

There might be room for an 'advanced studies' site in cooperation with the Academy of Arts and Sciences which will host longer-term visitors, or alternatively: which will host annual programs of shorter special projects, the way computer science and mathematics have their highly successful strategic retreats in Germany. There are many initiatives of this kind right now, and there may be some urgency here, because we may miss the boat if we wait too long. Perhaps this should be an international EU-funded facility.

(g)
Permanent interface with industry and education

Here the program might aim for some eventual role in curricula, and in networking with  industry. Given the composition of our Steering Group, the exact form of this might wait until they have started operations.
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