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Abstract: Scientific concepts of learning and the brain are relevant for biology teachers in two ways:
Firstly, the topic is an object of instruction (e.g., long-term potentiation). Secondly, biology teachers
must guide their students towards sustainable learning. Consequently, their own understanding
of learning and the brain has an especially far-reaching influence on students. Pre-service biology
teachers endorse so-called “neuromyths,” misconceptions on the subject of learning and the brain
(e.g., the existence of learning styles) even though they cover neuroscientific content during their
studies. These misconceptions remain relatively stable throughout university education and practical
training. In this paper, we transfer the teaching and learning model of conceptual change to the
university context. We investigate whether and to what extent a university course developed in
accordance with a professional conceptual change model can reduce pre-service biology teachers’
endorsement of neuromyths. In a pre-post-design, 57 university students were asked about their
professional knowledge, beliefs, neuromyths, and perception and utilization of the university
course. We found a positive effect of the intervention on all three elements of students’” conceptual
understanding. The results show that explicitly refuting misconceptions about learning and the brain
(e.g., via conceptual change texts) helps to professionalize neuromyths.

Keywords: conceptual change; biology teacher education; pre-service biology teachers; professional
knowledge; beliefs; misconceptions; neuromyths; learning; the brain

1. Introduction

In the constructivist theory of teaching and learning, learners” preconceptions, their knowledge
and beliefs about a given area before receiving instruction, are a central element of the teaching
and learning process [1]. With respect to scientific disciplinary knowledge, learners’ preconceptions
can be either incorrect (= misconceptions [2]) or only appropriate in everyday contexts (= everyday
conceptions [3]). In the long run, these preconceptions need to be systematically developed into
scientifically appropriate concepts (= scientific concepts). The conceptual change model of teaching
and learning is used to effect this transformation in school contexts and has been applied in numerous
disciplines, e.g., biology [4-6], history [7], political science [8], and mathematics [9]. Conceptual change
research investigates both the process through which learners revise their preconceptions and acquire
scientific concepts under conditions of systematic instruction as well as methods of studying and
documenting conceptual change and associated challenges [1]. Conceptual change among learners in
schools is the subject of numerous further education offerings for teachers. These have shown that
even teachers have scientifically inappropriate conceptions and thus must also undergo conceptual
change processes as part of their professionalization [10,11]. Consequently, the conceptual change
model also has been applied to teacher further education offerings themselves [12-14]. One goal of
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such undertakings is to professionalize in-service teachers’ preconceptions, which tend to have formed
during their own school years and are thus quite resistant to change [13]. Applying Kunter et al.’s [15]
and Shulman’s [16] framework, these further education programs seek to build up teachers’ content
knowledge (CK), pedagogical content knowledge (PCK), and psychological-pedagogical knowledge
(PPK) as well as professionalize their beliefs about learning content and instructional practice. Thus far,
only a few attempts have been made to integrate the conceptual change model into the university
teacher education [17,18], despite the fact that university education is considered a critical juncture
for strengthening scientific concepts [19]. This article takes first theoretical and empirical steps in this
direction using the example of learning and the brain.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Misconceptions about Learning and the Brain

Biology teachers need to both impart instructional content about learning and the brain and
guide their students towards sustainable learning. In contrast to teachers of other subjects, they thus
fulfill a dual function: They provide instruction on topics such as the structure and function of the
brain and long-term potentiation [20-23] and serve as learning coaches. Therefore, their conceptions
about the topic of learning and the brain can thus have even more far-reaching influences on their
students’ conceptions and learning strategies than those of teachers of other subjects, who “only” guide
students towards sustainable learning. Applying Kunter et al.’s [15] and Shulman’s [16] framework,
biology teachers need CK about curricular content in neuroscience, PPK about the psychology of
human learning, and PCK about instructional strategies for sustainable learning. A recent study
found that pre-service biology teachers’ conceptions of learning and the brain are to a great extent
characterized by “neuromyths”, even though they complete neuroscientific course content as part of
their studies [24]. Neuromyths are “misconception[s] generated by a misunderstanding, a misreading,
or a misquoting of facts scientifically established (by brain research) to make a case for use of brain
research in education and other contexts” [25] (p. 111). Typically, neuroscientific research results
(= kernel of truth) mutate through a series of fallacies and exaggerations into an implication for
teaching and learning that is no longer scientifically correct [26]. Examples of this are the existence of
learning styles (for which there is no empirical evidence) or the notion that the left and right brain
hemispheres generally work autonomously and need to be better linked to one another through
coordination exercises (= Brain Gym) [27]. Studies investigating the endorsement of neuromyths
among in-service teachers of various subjects have been conducted in the Netherlands, England [27,28],
Portugal [29], Greece [30], Switzerland [31], Spain [32], China [33], Turkey [34], Australia [35], Latin
America [36,37], the United States [38], and Canada [26]. Howard-Jones et al. [39], Fuentes and
Risso [40], Diindar and Gtiindiiz [41], Diivel et al. [42], Canbulat and Kiriktas [43], Kim and Sankey [44],
Papadatou-Pastou et al. [45], and Grospietsch and Mayer [24] provide evidence for pre-service teachers’
endorsement of neuromyths. Most studies have found that university students believe in a large
number of neuromyths, thus indicating a need for intervention. However, no intervention studies
have been conducted as of yet. According to Papadatou-Pastou et al. [45], studies should “evaluate
changes in prospective teachers’ neuroscience literacy and belief in neuromyths after taking courses
on neuroscience” (p. 10). Pre-service biology teachers, who receive instruction on neuroscientific
content as part of their university studies, have been found to endorse 11 neuromyths: Existence of
learning styles, Effectiveness of Brain Gym, Information is stored in specific locations (hard drive), Learning
differences due to the use of different hemispheres, Learn best before age 3, Logic in the left hemisphere/creativity
in the right, Critical periods of childhood development, Only use 10% of our brains, Learning while you sleep,
Blocked learning is better than interleaved and Genetically-determined number of cells determines learning [24]
(Explanations of these neuromyths can be found in that study). All of these neuromyths have concrete
implications for learning (e.g., using audio recordings to learn while one sleeps; conducting learning
styles tests; setting up early childhood support programs, etc.) They thus not only waste the education
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system’s “money, time and effort” [27] (p. 1), but also prevent teachers and learners from spending
these resources on more effective theories and methods (e.g., teaching learning strategies). Teaching
learning methods in schools that have been demonstrated to be ineffective (e.g., Brain Gym) can also
have an effect on students’ learning performance and self-efficacy beliefs. Consequently, teachers
with accurate knowledge about the functioning of the brain and long-term memory (e.g., that the
brain stores information in a network and does not possess specific storage locations) should be
better able to dignify and effectively support human learning. Grospietsch and Mayer [24] did not
uncover any differences in the endorsement of neuromyths between first-semester students, more
advanced students, and post-graduate teacher trainees. Moreover, Grospietsch and Mayer’s study [24]
demonstrated that neuromyths are misconceptions that exist in parallel to and despite the presence
of better scientific concepts. This indicates that even pre-service biology teachers are not able to
successfully transform their misconceptions on the topic of learning and the brain into scientific
concepts during university teacher education. Thus, while the previous literature on neuromyths has
advocated for a greater integration of neuroscience into teacher education [46], this does not seem to
be sufficient to professionalize pre-service teachers” misconceptions about learning and the brain.

2.2. Conceptual Change in Biology Teacher Education

In the school context, numerous theories of conceptual change exist that vary widely with respect
to both terminology and conceptualization [1]. Organization attempts were undertaken by Stark [47],
Duit, Treagust, and Widodo [48], and diSessa [49], among others. Stark [47] divided conceptual change
theories into cognitive (e.g., framework theory by Vosniadou [50]; the categorization approach by
Chi [51]) and situated (e.g., the contextual approach by Caravita and Halldén [52]; the cultural approach
by Saljo [53]). In contrast, Duit et al. [48] differentiate between epistemological [54], ontological [55],
and affective approaches [56]. DiSessa [49], meanwhile, proposes a hierarchical classification of
conceptual change theories according to whether they see misconceptions as coherent entities or
disjointed pieces. Applying Kunter et al.’s [15] model of professional competence, in which both
professional knowledge [16] and professional beliefs are seen as scientific concepts that ought to be
strived for, three conceptual change theories in particular seem suitable for a transfer to the field
of teacher education: diSessa’s [49] knowledge-in-pieces theory, according to which elements of
knowledge must be integrated more strongly with one another, Vosniadou’s [50] framework theory
approach, which might be used to describe conceptual change from learning biography-based to
learning theory-based beliefs, and Chi’s [51] categorization approach, which distinguishes among
different qualities of misconceptions and recommends specific instructional approaches.

DiSessa’s [50] knowledge-in-pieces theory assumes that learners start out in possession of an
unstructured knowledge system. What is meant here is a collection of unlinked knowledge components
(phenomenological primitives or p-prims for short) that have their origin in scientific reality and/or
experiences and interpretations of one’s environment. DiSessa [57] sees p-prims as large numbers
of small, self-explanatory elements of knowledge that learners have not put in systematic relation to
one another, although they do not exist in complete isolation from each other either. P-prims are not
arbitrary; they have already proven their worth in helping the learner explain everyday phenomena.
The goal cannot be to eliminate or replace them. Instead, they must be linked to other elements of
knowledge during the learning process. Consequently, conceptual change refers to the process of
combining these knowledge components into a holistic entity. DiSessa [49] terms this a shift from
pieces to coherence. A layperson’s knowledge structure differs from the scientific concepts of an expert
due to its lower level of coherence, or in other words, connections and linkages. Applying this to
Kunter et al.’s [15] and Shulman’s [16] models of professional knowledge, the three different knowledge
areas related to learning and the brain (CK about curricular content in neuroscience, PPK about the
psychology of human learning and PCK about instructional strategies for sustainable learning) cannot
be linked to a sufficient extent for students to critically engage with neuromyths. Neuromyths are
able to remain relatively stable over the course of university teacher education because elements of
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knowledge about learning and the brain from different university courses on neuroscience, pedagogical
psychology, and subject didactics remain unlinked. As a result, and following Schnotz [58], pre-service
biology teachers must be guided in the direction of greater coherence in order to move beyond a
novice’s level of knowledge and become learning experts with coherent professional knowledge.
Vosniadou'’s framework theory approach [50] begins by assuming that learners form what she
terms “framework theories” even before instruction begins. Students come to university courses
not just with pre-existing knowledge, but also beliefs about the topic of learning and the brain.
These are rooted in many years of personal experience (in school and in their private lives), which
means that university students can be seen as “blank slates” [59] (p. 4) to an even lesser extent than
school students can [60,61]. They both have rational and affective beliefs about learning content
and instructional practice drawn from their own learning biographies, which are affected by social
and situational factors [50]. Applying Kunter et al.’s [15] model of professional competence, initial
learning biography-based beliefs must be transformed into professional (i.e., learning theory-based)
beliefs. Teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning are key factors in their profession [60,62].
Studies show that professionalizing learning theory-based beliefs is not easy and is not successful
among all university students [63]. Vosniadou [50] makes it clear that this professionalization can
only happen through a slow, gradual process that first leads to the development of synthetic beliefs.
Neither learning biography-based nor synthetic beliefs are based on scientific models, but rather
beliefs that have long proven useful to the learner. This makes conceptual change particularly
difficult. Recategorizations take a long time and are associated with misconceptions, inconsistencies,
and fragmentations. In Vosniadou’s view, preconceptions are dynamic belief systems that should
be drawn upon over a long period of time and in a constructivist way. From the perspective of her
framework theory, neuromyths can be seen as deeply-anchored learning biography-based beliefs
that are synthetically complemented but not replaced by the learning theory-based beliefs taught at
university. One example of learning theory-based beliefs are beliefs about teaching and learning. These
beliefs can be differentiated into transmissive beliefs and constructivist ones [64]. Constructivist beliefs
about teaching and learning see learning as an active, self-regulated process. A key characteristic of
constructivist instruction is providing individual support to learners in their learning process [62].
In contrast, the assumption that knowledge and information can be transferred from a teacher to
his or her students forms the core element of transmissive beliefs about teaching and learning [64].
Pre-service teachers with constructivist beliefs about teaching and learning should reject the notion
that knowledge can be absorbed and sustainably learned via, e.g., visual input alone, as argued in
learning styles theory. Instead, the active, repeated application of learning strategies to organize and
refine the learning content should be effective, irrespective of the medium. If the neuromyth that
learning styles exist is endorsed despite constructivist beliefs, this might be because teachers who,
for example, encounter this concept during their own school careers, at university, or in schoolbooks,
find it to be plausible, even though neuroscientists and cognitive psychologists would consider it a
neuromyth. Consequently, teachers who have encountered the neuromyth concerning the existence
of learning styles during their learning biography may continue to find it accurate and useful even
after expanding their learning theory-based beliefs. Multiple, even competing concepts [65] can
be endorsed, or synthetic models can be formed that "peacefully’ co-exist in one and the same
person [47] (p. 138). The co-existence of misconceptions and scientific concepts among school students
is tolerated as long as the scientific concept is applied in scientific settings. Given that teachers have
been found to integrate neuromyths into their professional practice (e.g., by conducting learning
styles tests [28]), a context-dependent rejection of everyday concepts in favor of scientific concepts in
the area of learning and the brain does not seem to exist as of yet. Thus, according to Schnotz [58],
teachers must receive greater support in recognizing what concepts are expedient to be applied
to which given contexts. Following Schnotz’s [58] and Kagan’s [66] calls to create more spaces
for reinterpreting previous experiences in light of new theoretical propositions, students should be
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given more opportunities to have new experiences with learning theory-based beliefs that outweigh
established learning biography-based beliefs.

According to Chi’s [51] categorization approach, learners” preconceptions can have differing
qualities. Chi differentiates between inaccurate and incommensurate misconceptions. Inaccurate
misconceptions can be divided further into false single beliefs and flawed mental models,
incommensurate misconceptions into category mistakes and missing schemas. Each type necessitates
a different conceptual change path and thus a different form of instruction. Neuromyths—described
as false single beliefs—need to be addressed concretely and refuted step-by-step in order to be revised.
This is not yet successfully taking place in teacher education, even though refutation treatments
have been demonstrated to have positive effects on students’ learning gains for other topics [67].
Conceptual change texts are “one of the most successful techniques based on [the] conceptual change
approach” [68] (p. 240) and represent a methodological means of refuting false single beliefs [69-71].
Conceptual change texts are a specific type of text in which a false single belief that the reader may
have is first explicitly acknowledged before the corresponding scientific concept is explained [72,73].
According to Egbers and Marohn [74], the reader must write a reflection before and after reading
the text in which they take a clear position on a given statement (e.g., a neuromyth). These position
statements differentiate conceptual change texts from refutational texts [75], which are also constructed
as refutations but do not require any additional grappling with one’s own conceptions. By working
through conceptual change texts, learners are made aware of scientifically incorrect concepts, creating
a cognitive conflict that can serve to initiate conceptual change. Egbers and Marohn [74] demonstrate
that learners appreciate the repeated, consistent, and credible explanations as well as the affective
aspects of these texts. They further emphasize the uniquely interactive nature of these texts, which
explicitly address the reader’s misconceptions and thus make reference to thoughts he or she may have.

In summary, three conceptual elements for university education can be derived from these
theoretical considerations: Firstly, more deeply linking professional knowledge; secondly, creating
more space for new personal experiences with learning theory-based beliefs that are weightier than
established learning biography-based beliefs; and thirdly, refuting false single beliefs. Thus, we
define professional conceptual change as a specific learning process within professional development
in which individual elements of knowledge and subjective beliefs based on pre-service teachers’
own experiences develop into coherently linked, career-related scientific concepts (professional
knowledge and learning theory-based beliefs) and learners” misconceptions are explicitly refuted [76].
The present paper describes a study on whether and to what extent pre-service biology teachers’
endorsement of neuromyths can be professionalized via a specific university course in which all
three theoretically-posited elements of professional conceptual change are explicitly applied and
empirically tested.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Research Questions

The application of the three theoretically-derived conceptual elements of professional conceptual
change was evaluated on the basis of three research questions:

1. What levels of professional knowledge (CK, PPK, PCK) and associations among these areas exist
before and after students complete the university course?

2. What levels of learning theory-based beliefs exist before and after students complete the
university course?

3. What effects do conceptual change texts have on the endorsement of neuromyths in comparison
to reflection tasks on one’s own learning?
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3.2. Research Participants

The research participants were 57 pre-service biology teachers studying at the University of Kassel.
The sample was composed of two groups. The intervention group (1 = 40) completed the university
course based on the professional conceptual change model and received nine conceptual change
texts as homework (seven on neuromyths and two on scientific concepts). The comparison group
(n =17) instead received reflection tasks on their own learning in the course. 76% of participants in the
total sample were female. 64% of respondents were studying to be academic-track secondary school
teachers (Gymnasiallehramt) and 36% were studying to be teachers in lower-track secondary schools
(Lehramt fiir Haupt- und Realschulen). The topic of learning and the brain is part of the curriculum
for both types of schools. They were in their seventh semester of studies on average (SD = 1.83) and
ranged in age from 20 to 32 years (M =24, SD = 2.72).

3.3. University Course

The university course entitled “Sustainable Learning” [77,78] was offered for three semesters at
the University of Kassel. The comparison group completed the course in the summer semester of 2016
and the intervention group in summer semester 2017 and winter semester 2017/2018. The course
contents and learning experiences were equal for all three groups. The timing, amount, and scope of
homework assignments were held constant as well (Table 1). The groups only differed in whether
they received conceptual change texts (intervention group) or reflection tasks on their own learning
(comparison group). Each course lasted 14 weeks. Students could voluntarily elect to participate in
the course. Some students chose to have the course be graded (42%), and others received a certificate
of participation (58%). Each weekly session lasted 90 min. In addition to 12 content-related sessions,
two organizational sessions were held. The following aspects of the topic of learning and the brain
were addressed:

—  Cognitive psychological foundations: multi-store and multi-process model of memory, learning
strategies theory

—  Neuroscientific foundations: structure and function of the brain, organization of long-term
memory, long-term potentiation

—  Foundations related to biology didactics: students’” conceptions of brain functioning, instructional
strategies for sustainable learning (e.g., self-regulated learning)

Drawing upon the first element of the professional conceptual change model, these contents were
conveyed in a connected way through the interleaved teaching of PPK, CK, and PCK (columns 3 and 4
of Table 1).

For example, the first session of the first block addresses the multi-store model of memory from a
cognitive psychological perspective (PPK). This is followed in the second session by a neuroscientific
focus on the structure and function of the brain (CK). The third block then addresses school students’
conceptions about the brain from the perspective of subject didactics (PCK). In the fourth and final
session of the first block, these areas of knowledge are linked together and applied to the construction
of teaching materials. Following Block and Hazelip [79], this procedure should stimulate the systematic
integration of professional knowledge into learners’ semantic networks.

The second element of professional conceptual change model (more space for new personal experiences
with learning theory-based beliefs) was incorporated by giving students the opportunity to carry out
learning experiments and try out sustainable learning methods in each seminar session (column 5 in
Table 1). For example, in session 6, the students carried out a school-based learning experiment known
as mirror drawing addressing the topic of “memory systems and knowledge types.” By attempting
to reproduce star templates on the basis of their mirror images only, the students discovered that
procedural memory contents require practice (repetition), whereas semantic memory contents (facts)
also require a more extensive processing of the information. As this example illustrates, each session
was organized as a “didactical double-decker” (with the addressed learning topic accompanied by
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associated teaching and learning activities). The relevant phenomena and concepts were thus not
merely presented, but also made tangible and experienced [80].

Table 1. Overview of the university course: block and session number, element of professional

knowledge, session content, learning experiences, whether a homework assignment (conceptual

change text or reflection task on one’s own learning) was given.

. Professional . . Homework
Block Session Knowledge Content Learning Experience Assignment
(@) 1 Organizational session
Multi-store model of Studies on attention,
2 PPK . . X
memory chunking, elaboration
Structure and function of .
I 3 CK the brain Concept mapping X
4 PCK Students misc.zonceptions Cla.ssifying p.upils’ %
(brain) misconceptions
5 Linking session Designing teaching materials
6 PPK Learning strategies Inventor}{ of studen’Fs X
own learning strategies
Memory systems & School-based learning
I 7 CK . X
knowledge types experiments
8 PCK Self-regulated learning Storylining X
9 Linking session Designing teaching materials
10 PPK Process model of Placemat x
memory
Cellular mechanisms of Structure formation
11 CK . . X
I learning technique
12 PCK . Learr.ung aids & Network method X
instructional support
13 Linking session Designing teaching materials
O 14 Organizational session

The third conceptual element (refuting false single beliefs) was applied in the intervention group
by utilizing conceptual change texts. According to Woolfolk-Hoy et al. [60], the formatting of these
texts provides an opportunity to explicitly analyze and reflect on one’s personal misconceptions.
The comparison group instead received reflection tasks on their own learning in the course. Concretely,
the students were asked to review the session contents and learning experiences once again and reflect
on their learning gains during the course. Information was given in the course sessions that could
potentially help students critically engage with neuromyths. In Session 3 (structure and function of the
brain), for example, the students learned that the brain consists of two hemispheres that are able to
exchange information with each other via a connecting structure. In Session 11 (cellular mechanisms of
learning), they learned that the brain always works holistically and within a network. This knowledge
should have been sufficient for the students to reject the neuromyth that coordination exercises improve
the exchange between the left and right brain hemispheres. The goal of the reflection tasks on the
students’ own learning in the course was to stimulate implicit reflection. Consequently, the intervention
and comparison groups differed in their type of reflection on neuroscientific facts. Neuromyths were
explicitly addressed in the intervention group, while the comparison group needed to make contrasts
and draw conclusions themselves. The students worked on both types of reflection tasks individually
at home (column 6 of Table 1). These were distributed during nine content-related sessions and
needed to be submitted one week later. In case of absence, the students returned the texts two weeks
later. Submitting the homework was mandatory, but occurred anonymously using a code system and
remained ungraded. Students were instructed to complete the position statements before and after



Educ. Sci. 2018, 8,120 8 of 23

reading the conceptual change texts or reflection tasks on their own learning honestly and intuitively
and not to conduct any research.

3.4. Conceptual Change Texts

Seven conceptual change texts refuting neuromyths that are widespread among pre-service
biology teachers [24] were constructed: Only use 10% of our brains, Information is stored in specific locations
(hard drive), Effectiveness of Brain Gym, Existence of learning styles, Learn best before age 3, Learning while
you sleep, and Blocked learning is better than interleaved. For reasons of course organization (maximum
homework load), we were not able to employ conceptual change texts for all 11 neuromyths on our
questionnaire. However, the neuromyths Learning differences due to the use of different hemispheres and
Logic in the left hemisphere/creativity in the right were thematically similar to Effectiveness of Brain Gym.
Critical periods of childhood development and Genetically-determined number of cells determines learning
thematically overlapped with Learn best before age 3. Thus, these four neuromyths were integrated
into the conceptual change texts for Effectiveness of Brain Gym and Learn best before age 3 in the form
of a short paragraph. Two conceptual change texts concerning scientifically correct concepts were
mixed in with the conceptual change texts on neuromyths so that students would not learn to expect
every text to deal with a neuromyth. These referred to the little-believed scientific concepts Boys have
bigger brains than girls and When a brain region is damaged other parts of the brain can take up its function.
The texts were constructed as follows: The first page had a free text field in which the students were
to take a position with regard to a statement (neuromyth). This was followed by 2-2.5 pages of text,
a reference list, and recommendations for further scientific literature. The last page consisted of another
free text field in which students were instructed to reflect again on the position they had taken at the
beginning and supplement or revise it as needed. The text itself had the function to first introduce
the relevant misconception and then ask whether they could really be true. Egbers and Marohn [74]
explain that questions incorporated into the text or immediately following it can particularly facilitate
the development of a scientific concept because they require the learner to actively, deliberately engage
with and compare his or her original conceptions with the new information in the text. Afterwards,
a scientific clarification was provided in which arguments against the misconception were presented
one by one; it was thus designed as a strong refutation. According to Egbers and Marohn [74] and
Beerenwinkel et al. [73], the texts fulfill Posner’s et al. [54] conceptual change conditions: dissatisfaction
with the previous misconception, intelligibility, plausibility and fruitfulness of the new scientific
concept. The conceptual change texts used in this study made learners dissatisfied by addressing
them directly and pointing out contradictions through the repeated use of language highlighting
contrasts between the misconception and the corresponding scientific concept. An attempt was made
to make the scientific concept intelligible through the use of everyday/descriptive language and a
moderate number of technical terms and by avoiding complicated sentences with many subordinate
clauses. Attention was drawn to the main arguments through the use of underlining and bold type.
According to Beerenwinkel et al. [73], headings are used within the conceptual change text to focus
the disparity or overlap between students” own ideas and the scientific view. The most important
elements in the text were explicitly labeled as such and the information density was restricted to a
moderate level. The texts’ plausibility was increased through the use of a reference list and explicitly
citing the scientific literature. Furthermore, we attempted to give each text a clear argumentation
structure with memorable headings in order to make them convincing for the reader (e.g., learning
styles tests are an unreliable measure!). Impulses for further/critical thought during subsequent
teaching and learning and practical, everyday examples were included to demonstrate the fruitfulness
of the scientific concept.

The two texts on scientifically-correct concepts were structured in the opposite manner: They first
described the little-believed scientific concept, then demonstrated inappropriate implications for
teaching and learning that can be derived from this scientific concept, before finally highlighting the
“kernel of truth” that nevertheless remains.
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3.5. Evaluation Methods

Data collection took place during the organizational sessions of the course via paper-and-pencil
tests (pre-post-design) and took approximately one hour. Participation in the evaluation was voluntary
and the students provided their informed written consent to use the data for research purposes. They
were informed that the goal of the study was to collect information on their current state of knowledge
and attitudes towards the topic of learning and the brain, and that the anonymity of their data would be
ensured via a coding system. They were further notified that they could withdraw from participation
at any time without consequences. The authors strictly handled student anonymity and ethical issues.

In addition to questions asking for sociodemographic data (age, gender, field of study, year of
study/training), average grade on their secondary school completion exams (Abiturnote), and most
recent grade in science (biology), the participants completed eight test instruments. Five of those
instruments were analyzed in answering the research questions posed in this paper. Professional
knowledge was measured via three self-constructed knowledge tests. CK about curricular content
in neuroscience was measured via 11 multiple-choice items with four distractors each. The tested
content referred to the structure and function of the brain, memory systems & knowledge types and cellular
mechanisms of learning in roughly equal measure and thus covered all three CK topics addressed in the
seminar (Table 1). PPK about the psychology of human learning was measured via 19 open-ended and
closed-ended items: Eight open-ended and six closed-ended items addressed cognitive psychology
topics covered during the seminar (multi-store model of memory, learning strategies and process model
of memory). Five closed-ended items (multiple-choice) additionally addressed general pedagogical
psychology topics related to learning and the brain that might have been familiar to students from
other university courses. These items were taken or adapted from instruments on educational science
knowledge developed as part of the KeilLa [81] and SPEE studies [82]. PCK about instructional
strategies for sustainable learning (including how to deal with students’ conceptions of the structure
and function of the brain) was measured via 18 items. With the exception of two closed-ended,
multiple-choice items, all items were open-ended and only asked about content covered during the
seminar (in equal measure: students’ misconceptions about the brain, self-regqulated learning and learning
aids & instructional support). Translated example items from all three knowledge tests can be found in
Table 2 below.

Table 2. Overview of knowledge tests and example items.

Instrument Example Item (Translated from German)

Select the correct option (1 answer)
Which part of the brain is responsible for motor skills?
The cerebellum
The cerebrum
The corpus callosum
The forebrain

CK about curricular content in neuroscience

Select the correct options (multiple answers):
Which of the following are components of working memory?
Central executive
Semantic memory
Iconic storage

PPK about psychology of human learning

Phonological loop
Name three school experiments on the topic of learning.
PCK about instructional strategies for 1.
sustainable learning 2.

3.
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Questionnaires on learning theory-based beliefs [83] and false single beliefs [77] were deployed to
evaluate Elements 2 and 3 of the seminar (RQ2 + RQ3). Post-test reliabilities are reported in Table 3.
The instrument for learning theory-based beliefs asked about beliefs concerning teaching and learning
in biology and consisted of two scales with seven items each (transmissive and constructivist beliefs).
The instrument for false single beliefs asked about misconceptions about learning and the brain.
It consisted of 11 items asking whether respondents agreed with the neuromyths discussed in the
theoretical section above. These items were mixed in with 11 further items concerning scientific
concepts on learning and the brain that are not addressed in this article. 4-point Likert scales (Strongly
agree/Somewhat agree/Somewhat disagree/Strongly disagree) were utilized in all questionnaires.

Table 3. Overview of questionnaires: instrument, scales, number of items, and reliability.

Instrument Scales (Number of Items) KPost

Learning theory-based beliefs [83]

Beliefs about teaching & learning in biology : Eﬁ;:ﬁi::;:’ggﬁgs(@) gg;
False single beliefs [77]
Misconceptions about learning & the brain e Neuromyths (11) 0.78

The testing time for the comparison group had to be reduced to 30 min for reasons of course
organization. Thus, only one instrument (neuromyths) can be comparatively evaluated. The comparison
group was not evaluated with the instruments for professional knowledge and learning theory-based
beliefs (Elements 1 and 2 of the university course). The group of students from Summer Semester 2016
thus only represents an appropriate comparison group with respect to Research Question 3 (conceptual
change texts). Following the post-test, the students in the intervention group additionally received
a one-page text explaining the three elements of the seminar. After reading this text, the students
were asked in open-ended questions to honestly report the extent to which they had (a) perceived and
(b) used these three elements. The open-ended format was selected in order to provide students with
an opportunity to give nuanced answers and express any praise or critiques they had.

3.6. Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted on the basis of classical test theory using the software SPSS 24.
The levels of PPK, CK, PCK, learning theory-based beliefs and misconceptions were determined by
calculating mean values. The level of professional knowledge was calculated as the percentage of the
maximum number of possible test points achieved. f-tests were conducted to test for differences in
scores for professional knowledge and learning theory-based beliefs before and after completing the
course. Effect sizes d were reported [84]. The degree of linkage between the knowledge areas was
investigated indirectly by comparing the associations between PPK, CK, and PCK before and after the
course. These were determined by means of correlational analyses (Pearson) and tested for differences
using Fisher’s z-transformations [85]. The effectiveness of the conceptual change texts on false single
beliefs (neuromyths) was analyzed using a two-factor variance analysis (ANOVA) with (intervention
vs. comparison) group as the group factor, the measurement point (pre- vs. post-test) as the repeated
measures factor and endorsement with neuromyths as the dependent variable. Wilcoxon tests were
conducted to determine whether the endorsement of individual neuromyths (on an ordinal scale)
had been professionalized from pre to post as a result of the use of corresponding conceptual change
texts. Effect sizes, r, were reported for these results [86]. For better comparability with the study on
pre-service biology teachers cited in the theory section, we also calculated the percentage of respondents
endorsing the neuromyths addressed in the conceptual change texts by recoding the 4-point scale into a
binary format (agree/disagree). The students’ open-ended answers on their perceptions and use of the
seminar elements were coded on a three-level scale (negative, neutral, positive student statements) and
described in terms of percentage. Associations with students’ post-test performance on each element
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were evaluated by means of correlational analyses (Spearman). All results were significant at the 0.05
level unless otherwise stated. Pairwise comparisons were Bonferroni-corrected to the 0.05 level.

4. Results

4.1. Professional Knowledge

Table 4 reports the pre-/post-mean percentages, standard deviations, ¢-test results (f and p) and
effect sizes d for the intervention group.

Table 4. Pre-/post-comparison of professional knowledge for the intervention group (n = 40).

Professional Knowledge  Pre-Mean in % (SD)  Post-Mean in % (SD) t p d
PPK 31.38 (8.00) 55.99 (17.41) —12.87  <0.001 1.3
CK 32.27 (14.55) 51.59 (15.86) —5.81  <0.001 1.3
PCK 24.17 (8.47) 50.97 (15.72) —1547 <0.001 1.7

There was a highly significant increase in students’ scores in all three areas of professional
knowledge, with a large [87] effect size. The students achieved an average of around one-third of the
maximum number of points on the pre-test, but more than half the possible number of points on the
post-test. The standard deviations became larger from pre- to post-test, particularly for PPK and PCK.
The correlational analyses at pre-test only revealed a relation between PPK and PCK with respect to
the topic of learning and the brain (r = 0.451; p = 0.003). This correlation was not very pronounced [88].
There was no relation between CK and PCK (r = —0.007, p = 0.964) or CK and PPK (r = 0.183, p = 0.260)
at pre-test. However, there were correlations between all three areas of professional knowledge at
post-test. The correlation between CK and PCK was at a moderate level (r = 0.560, p < 0.001), and the
relation between CK and PPK was at a low level (r = 0.488, p = 0.001). The correlation between PPK and
PCK (r = 0.660, p < 0.001) was also significantly higher at post-test than at pre-test (zppg/pcx = —3.17)
and reached a moderate level.

We were able to code 35 student statements about their perceptions of Element 1 of the university
course (linking professional knowledge). Of these, 65.7% were positive, 25.7% were neutral, and 8.6%
were negative. No correlations were found between students’ perceptions about linking professional
knowledge and their professional knowledge at post-test for either PPK (r = —0.208, p = 0.230, n = 35),
CK (r=—0.160, p = 0.357, n = 35), or PCK (r = —0.102, p = 0.562, n = 35).

4.2. Learning Theory-Based Beliefs

Table 5 reports the pre-/post-means, standard deviations, ¢-test results (¢ and p) and effect sizes d
for the intervention group.

Table 5. Pre-/post-comparison for beliefs about teaching and learning (intervention group, n = 40).

Beliefs about Teaching &

..o Pre-Mean (SD)  Post-Mean (SD) t p d
Learning in Biology
Constructivist beliefs 3.59 (0.43) 3.58 (0.41) 0.30 0.765 0.0
Transmissive beliefs 2.29 (0.65) 2.03 (0.64) 3.95 <0.001 0.4

Endorsement of constructivist beliefs about teaching and learning was already very strong at
pre-test (3.59 on a 4-point Likert scale) and did not increase from pre- to post-test. Endorsement
of transmissive beliefs about teaching and learning was less widespread at pre-test and further
declined in the post-test with a small [87] effect size. The pre- and post-standard deviations exhibited
similar values.
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We were able to code 38 student statements about their perceptions of Element 2 of the university
course (personal learning experiences). Of these, 81.6% were positive, 13.2% were neutral and 5.3%
were negative. No associations were found between students” perceptions about personal learning
experiences and their endorsement of learning theory-based beliefs. This was true with respect to both
constructivist (r = 0.017, p = 0.918, n = 38) and transmissive (r = —0.012, p = 0.941, n = 38) beliefs about
teaching and learning.

4.3. Misconceptions (Neuromyths)

The two-factor analysis of variance with repeated measurements revealed significant main effects
for group (intervention vs. control: F(1,55) = 39.51, p < 0.001, n,% = 0.418) and measurement point
(pre- vs. post-test: F(1,55) =89.21, p < 0.001, n,* = 0.619). There was a statistically significant interaction
between measurement point and group: F(1,55) = 60.67, p < 0.001, npz = 0.524. In addition, Figure 1
depicts the mean endorsement levels for the two groups at pre- and post-test. The students who worked
through seven conceptual change texts endorsed 11 neuromyths at post-test to a lesser extent than
students in the comparison group, who completed tasks asking them to reflect on their own learning.

Endorsement of Neuromyths

—8—intervention group  =G=—comparison group

Pretest Posttest

Figure 1. Endorsement of 11 neuromyths in the intervention group (blue) and comparison group (red)
at pre- and post-test (4 = strongly agree, 3 = Somewhat agree, 2 = Somewhat disagree, 1 = Strongly disagree).

The university course only explicitly covered seven of the 11 neuromyths addressed in the
questionnaire. Four neuromyths were only addressed through integration into other conceptual
change texts. Thus, we also present the effects of the individual conceptual change texts used as
part of the university course on the corresponding neuromyths. The results of the Wilcoxon tests for
individual myths among the intervention group are listed in Table 6 (z, p). The ranks, as an element
of the Wilcoxon tests, are also presented in order to provide an overview of how many students’
endorsement of a given misconception declined (—), stayed the same (0), or rose (+) from pre- to
post-test (after reading all of the conceptual change texts). The results are depicted according to their
effect size r. The table further reports the percent endorsing each misconception at pre- and post-test

(recoding the 4-point scale into a binary format: agree/disagree).
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Table 6. Percentages of the intervention group endorsing the neuromyths addressed in the conceptual
change texts at pre- and post-test, results of the Wilcoxon tests, and effect sizes r.

Endorsement (%) Ranks
Misconception (Neuromyth) z P r
Pre- Post- — o +
Information is stored in specific 83 5 35 5 0 528 <0001 059
locations (hard drive)
Learning while you sleep 68 3 33 5 1 —5.05  <0.001 0.565
Existence of learning styles 95 38 32 7 1 —497  <0.001 0.556
Blocked learning is better 58 3 29 11 0 48 <0001 0538
than interleaved

Only use 10% of the brain 48 10 28 9 3 —4.05  <0.001 0.453
Learn best before age 3 78 38 26 12 2 —3.93  <0.001 0.439
Effectiveness of Brain Gym 90 55 21 12 7 —3.28 0.001 0.367

Following Cohen’s [89] interpretation, the conceptual change texts had strong effects on four
misconceptions (0.538 < r < 0.590). The strongest effects were obtained for Information is stored in
specific locations (hard drive), Learning while you sleep and Existence of learning styles. The university course
and its conceptual change texts had only a moderate effect on the neuromyths Only use 10% of the brain,
Learn best before age 3 and Effectiveness of Brain Gym. The pre-/post-comparison reveals that the large
effect sizes did not arise from strong endorsement at pre-test and thus a high potential for conceptual
change. Of the misconceptions that were strongly endorsed at pre-test, some declined markedly
(e.g., Information is stored in specific locations), and others declined more moderately (e.g., Effectiveness
of Brain Gym). The ranks show that the majority of the students endorsed the neuromyths less (—)
or to the same extent (o) after completing the course. However, there were some students whose
endorsement of the neuromyths increased (+), e.g., for Effectiveness of Brain Gym.

We were able to code 38 student statements about their perceptions of Element 3 of the university
course (conceptual change texts). We found that 73.7% of the students described their perceptions of
the conceptual change texts as positive, 21.1% as neutral, and 5.3% as negative. No correlation was
found between perceptions of the conceptual change texts and endorsement of neuromyths (r = —0.055,
p = 0.745, n = 38). There was a moderate negative correlation (r = —0.548, p = 0.028, n = 16) between
use of the texts and endorsement of neuromyths at post-test.

5. Discussion

The evaluation of the university course, according to the professional conceptual change model,
revealed positive results with respect to all three research questions. Professional knowledge increased in
all three areas (PPK, CK, and PCK). The strong effect for PCK can be evaluated particularly positively,
because a relationship between PCK and students” performance has been demonstrated [90]. The stronger
effect, in comparison to PPK and CK, can likely be explained by the fact that in the seminar PPK and CK
content were also taught with reference to the students’ later roles as biology teachers, and the linking
sessions on constructing teaching materials focused on PCK. Thus, even though the seminar was divided
into three parts, the share devoted to PCK was predominant. According to the amalgam hypothesis,
PCK is a “special amalgam of content and pedagogy” [16] (p. 8). Although empirical analyses do not
confirm this [91-93], the development of PCK in the seminar may nevertheless have been influenced
by CK about curricular content in neuroscience and PPK about the psychology of human learning.
Consequently, the stronger increase in PCK about instructional strategies for sustainable learning
may have been the result of a synergy effect. Indications for this can be found in the fact that an
association between PCK and CK about curricular content in neuroscience was found at post-test
but not at pre-test, and that the association between PPK and PCK significantly increased. Other
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studies on biological topics [91,94,95] have found moderate correlations between CK and PCK. Thus,
the pre-intervention associations for topics such as evolution are different than for learning and the
brain. The association between PCK and PPK is stronger for the topic of learning and the brain
than for evolution, for example [91]. This reaffirms Meier et al.’s [78] recommendation of measuring
and investigating professional knowledge in a subject-specific and topic-specific way. The lack of
correlation found between CK and PPK at pre-test is in line with previous studies [91,94,95]. It proves
that calls for more neuroscience in teacher education, like those issued by Howard-Jones [46] and
Papadatou-Pastou et al. [45], alone does not seem to be sufficient. The lack of correlations between
CK/PCK and CK/PPK at pre-test can be seen as an indication that, in accordance with diSessa’s
knowledge-in-pieces theory [49], students are in fact not able to effectively combine their neuroscientific
knowledge with elements of PCK and PPK. The interleaved teaching of PPK, CK, and PCK on the topic
of learning and the brain increased the correlations between the areas of knowledge with respect to
learning and the brain. On the basis of this, we conclude that the linking professional knowledge element
of the university course seems well-suited for simultaneously increasing professional knowledge in
all three knowledge areas. The extent to which the formation of coherent professional knowledge,
as called for by Schnotz [58], goes along with this, cannot be tested with the present data and methods.
Wider differences in student performance on PPK and PCK emerged after students completed the
university course. Students had positive perceptions of the linking professional knowledge element of
the university course, but there was no relation between these perceptions and post-test performance
on professional knowledge. Given these results, we would explain the difference in performance by
pointing to differences in the learning strategies applied by the students [96] and differences in their
engagement in using the university course [97]. The latter might have varied because the seminar was
not a graded course for some students. Students’ performance on the CK test likely did not vary as
widely because multiple-choice items were used instead of open-ended items.

The analysis of learning theory-based beliefs revealed a decline in transmissive beliefs about
teaching and learning. The reduction in the belief that teachers can transfer knowledge and information
to their students can be seen as a desirable, positive development in terms of teachers’ professional
competence [98]. While we were not able to determine in this study whether this change has an
influence on the students’ professional behavior, the current state of research allows us to speculate
that constructivist learning concepts exert a more positive influence on teachers’ behavior and
students’ learning performance than transmissive ones [63]. The small effect size is in conformity with
expectations, as beliefs are considered far more difficult to change than knowledge [61]. In addition,
this might be because the formation of appropriate beliefs is not explicitly taught and supported in
the university course. In fact, our results represent a secondary effect, and it seems plausible that
this effect could be increased by explicitly addressing learning theory-based beliefs in the seminar
as well. However, the personal experiences element of the university course, which was supposed to
implicitly professionalize students’ beliefs about teaching and learning, was viewed most positively of
all three elements. There was no association between perceptions of the personal experiences element of
the university course and post-test performance on learning theory-based beliefs. In accordance with
Helmke [97], we would also explain the effects on transmissive beliefs about teaching and learning by
pointing to differences in the use of this element of the university course.

Our finding that transmissive beliefs decline but constructivist beliefs remain unchanged is
similar to Brauer et al.’s results [62]. Therefore, Brauer at el. also argue in favor of considering both
dimensions (constructivist and transmissive) in university instruction. The concept of sustainable
learning addressed in the university course was based on a constructivist approach. The reason for
the lack of changes might be that neither transmissive nor constructivist beliefs about teaching and
learning were explicitly addressed in the intervention. However, the explanation might also lie in
methodological aspects. Given the intervention group’s sample size (1 = 40), we cannot exclude
the possibility of small effects. Many intervention studies involving university seminars face this
problem [99]. However, the quite high scores for constructivist beliefs about teaching and learning at
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pre-test (3.59 out of 4 points) lead us to suspect a ceiling effect instead. According to Buelens et al. [100],
transmissive beliefs generally decline during university education, and constructivist beliefs become
stronger. The students in our sample were in their seventh semester of studies on average and
confirmed this trend.

The percentage of students who endorsed neuromyths in the pre-test largely matched Grospietsch
and Mayer’s [24] results for pre-service biology teachers (N =401 university students and post-graduate
trainees). Only for the myth Only use 10% of our brains was the intervention group’s endorsement
lower, by 10 percentage points. However, their endorsement of the myth Learning while you sleep
was 16 percentage points higher. The 10% myth was endorsed by roughly half of the pre-service
teachers before they began the university course, similarly to findings by Diindar and Giindtiz [41]
and Papadatou-Pastou et al. [45]. The pre-test results for Existence of learning styles, with 95%
endorsement, were also analogous to findings by Diindar and Giindiiz [41], Kim and Sankey [44] and
Papadatou-Pastou et al. [45]. Effectiveness of Brain-Gym was endorsed by 90% of our sample, more
frequently than in Diindar and Giindiiz [41], Kim and Sankey [44] and Papadatou-Pastou et al.’s [45]
studies. However, this might have been due to the lack of an I don’t know answer option. Thus,
our results are largely in line with the results of other studies of pre-service teachers” endorsement
of neuromyths.

The results on endorsement of neuromyths among the intervention and comparison groups
demonstrate the superiority of conceptual change texts (explicit reflection) over reflection tasks on
one’s own learning (implicit reflection). Cakir et al. [68] also found that an experimental group
taught using conceptual change text-oriented instruction performed better than a control group
taught using traditional instruction. The linking professional knowledge and personal learning experiences
elements of the university course plus implicit reflection (reflection tasks on one’s own learning) do
not seem to be sufficient to professionalize students” misconceptions about the topic of learning and
the brain. Because we did not measure professional knowledge and learning theory-based beliefs in
the comparison group, we cannot exclude the possibility that they were present to a different extent or
increased in the intervention group, and that this had an influence on the changes in misconceptions.
Moreover, although our study was designed to keep all content and learning experiences in the
course sessions constant, we cannot exclude the possibility that the groups of students in different
semesters learned differently. Similarly, data on motivational and affective factors related to working
through the two types of reflection tasks were not collected in this study and might have contributed
to the differences in results. For example, conceptual change texts might be more motivating for
university students. In light of these aforementioned limitations, we would like to mention just two
arguments in favor of the superiority of conceptual change texts: On the one hand, our results support
Weisberg et al.’s [101] finding that participation in mandatory cognitive neuroscience classes alone is
insufficient to critically engage with neuroscientific information. Explicitly reflecting about neuromyths
appears to be more effective. On the other hand, our results empirically confirm the effectiveness
of Papadatou-Pastou et al.’s [45] call (based on psychological work on misconceptions [102-104])
to directly refute neuromyths. The methodological element of conceptual change texts proved to
be an effective, evidence-based way of translating neuroscience content into a language shared by
teachers [45]. Moreover, it provides support to Chi’s [51] recommended instructional strategy of
refuting misconceptions, derived from conceptual change theory. Given that there was a large time lag
between working through some of the contextual change texts and the post-test (up to 12 weeks), that
the conceptual change texts were worked through only once and not explicitly reviewed in the seminar,
that some neuromyths were only addressed in the context of others, and that misconceptions are
generally considered to be difficult to change, we consider the intervention effects on the endorsement
of neuromyths to be quite positive.

Endorsement declined from pre- to post-test for all seven misconceptions addressed in the
conceptual change texts employed with the intervention group. The effect of three conceptual change
texts was lower than the effects of the other four texts. For the 10% myth, the lower effect size



Educ. Sci. 2018, 8, 120 16 of 23

might have been because this myth was endorsed least often in the pre-test (48%) and had the
longest time lag to post-test (= it was the first conceptual change text the students worked through).
This neuromyth might have had less potential for conceptual change and/or was not remembered
sufficiently. The sequence of conceptual change texts, including the mixed-in conceptual change texts
on scientific concepts, was predetermined by the study design. More systematic coordination of the
seminar sessions and conceptual change texts (both chronologically and thematically) might have
increased the effects. We also explain the two other neuromyths with lower effect sizes with reference to
content: The argumentation structure of the neuromyth Effectiveness of Brain Gym, for example, is very
complex and has been frequently described in prior research on neuromyths as overlapping with the
myths Learning differences due to the use of different hemispheres and Logic in the left hemisphere/creativity in
the right [105]. For reasons of course organization, the two other aforementioned neuromyths were
integrated into the conceptual change text on Effectiveness of Brain Gym. Lower effect sizes were
found here as well as for the conceptual change text on Learn best before age 3 (which integrated the
neuromyths Critical periods of childhood development and Genetically-determined number of cells determines
learning) than for the conceptual change texts that only addressed one neuromyth. It is possible
that these conceptual change texts did not completely convince the students because they were too
complex or mixed up lines of argumentation related to several neuromyths. On the basis of our
results, addressing only one misconception per conceptual change text in a differentiated way seems
to be the more effective strategy. For this purpose, it seems necessary to investigate and describe
neuromyths and their series of fallacies and exaggerations that lead to inaccurate implications for
teaching and learning in a detailed way. The research discourse on neuromyths argues strongly in
favor of interdisciplinary collaboration [106-110]. On the basis of this study, we also recommend
such collaboration on the construction of conceptual change texts. Experts in subject didactics must
describe and explain individual neuromyths’ lines of argumentation in the language of education [111].
However, neuroscientists and cognitive psychologists must supply the scientific arguments against
these neuromyths.

The fact that endorsement of the addressed neuromyths was not eliminated completely in
our results can be explained with reference to the negative association we found with the use of
the conceptual change texts, in accordance with Helmke’s [97] offer-and-use-model. Students who
indicated that they had not read the texts at all or did not read them thoroughly enough (= negative
statements concerning use) did not reduce their endorsement of neuromyths. This study did not
investigate how the students evaluated the construction of various conceptual change texts. The lines
of argumentation in the conceptual change texts were derived from theories on neuromyths. Texts
whose design is evaluated more positively, e.g., because they better address fallacies in learners’
individual lines of argumentation, might have been more effective than others. Moreover, studies
by Pettito and Dunbar [112] demonstrate that university students can stubbornly hold onto their
original concepts despite receiving empirical demonstrations and theoretical explanations. Newton
and Miah [113] demonstrated this specifically for the neuromyth regarding the existence of learning
styles. These findings support our study’s and Kim and Sankey’s [44] theoretical assumptions that
neuromyths are beliefs that are not easy to change. In addition, Newton and Miah [113] warn of a
“backfire effect”, a phenomenon in which attempts to address myths and misunderstandings can lead
to even stronger endorsement of these myths. Although they might be chance events, the results of this
study support this, as some neuromyths were endorsed more frequently after the seminar than before.
We cannot conclusively determine whether backfire effects were present, how they arose, and how
they might have been effectively avoided. Nevertheless, our results can be seen as a first indication
that more attention should be paid to the phenomenon of backfire effects in future studies. All in all,
the results of this study indicate that interventions concerning endorsement of neuromyths must begin
deep in participants’ belief systems.

Beerenwinkel, Parchmann and Grésel’s [73] results concerning chemistry content demonstrate
that conceptual change texts are more effective than scientific texts among school students. Conceptual
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change texts also respond to Papadatou-Pastou et al.’s [45] call to debunk well-known neuromyths
and train students to critically consume constantly developing and changing neuroscientific
findings. Similarly to Uzuntikyaki and Geban [114], the study presented here investigated a
combination of text-based instruction and further methodological elements of the university course.
According to Beerenwinkel and Parchmann [115], conceptual change texts must be integrated into
cognitively-stimulating learning environments in order to obtain stronger learning effects. However,
we cannot conclude on this basis how conceptual change texts about neuromyths might function
independently of the university course on the topic of learning and the brain developed here. We can
only emphasize that a university course in accordance with the professional conceptual change
model has an effect on pre-service teachers’ misconceptions when individual reflection about one’s
misconceptions is explicitly integrated into teacher education. However, the students perceived
the conceptual change texts element of the university course very positively. The facts that the
intervention group consisted of two courses in two different semesters and investigations were
conducted within the framework of a field study (e.g., without randomization) certainly limit the
conclusions that can be drawn on the basis of the present study. Nevertheless, despite all of the
aforementioned methodological limitations, our research findings can be interpreted as indicating
that a teaching and learning setting in accordance with the professional conceptual change model has
positive effects on learning, which we attribute to the key conceptual elements — namely more deeply
linking professional knowledge, personal experiences with learning theory-based beliefs, and explicit
reflection on individual misconceptions.

6. Conclusions

This study demonstrated that the teaching and learning model of conceptual change and its
implications for teaching and learning can be transferred to university teacher education. Whether
it is equally promising for scientific research on professions and effective for academic teaching and
learning on topics other than learning and the brain must still be evaluated. To this end, further
experimental and quasi-experimental studies are necessary to systematically test for learning gains
(knowledge, beliefs) and their motivational and emotional determinants. Furthermore, we were able
to demonstrate that conceptual change theory is well-suited to designing ways to link the professional
knowledge areas (PPK, CK, and PCK) in an elaborate, cognitively-stimulating manner. In our opinion,
more systematic data on preconceptions should be collected in the university context. Existing
findings on preconceptions should be integrated into professional models [15,16] as well as Chi’s
categorization approach [51], whose instructional recommendations were found to be effective in
our study. Attempts to collect data on preconceptions and to develop interventions must consider
what quality of preconceptions (single beliefs, mental models, categories, schemas) they are seeking
to address. Different measurement instruments and conceptual change instructions are necessary
depending on the quality of the preconceptions that are to be changed.

The results of the present study provide evidence that a university course in accordance with
the professional conceptual change model has positive effects on professional knowledge on the
topic of learning and the brain, learning theory-based beliefs, and misconceptions (neuromyths)
among pre-service biology teachers. The results of this study also indicate that explicitly refuting
misconceptions (e.g., via conceptual change texts) seems to be a suitable method for professionalizing
pre-service teachers’ misconceptions about the topic of learning and the brain. In light of findings by
e.g., Papadatou-Pastou et al. [45], who provide evidence of neuromyths among pre-service teachers in
other subjects, it seems necessary to initiate and systematically support conceptual change concerning
neuromyths among more than just biology teachers. In the authors’ view, both the university
course and conceptual change texts employed in this study are suitable for the transfer to other
subjects within university teacher education (professional development for university instructors
may be necessary here) and professional development programs for in-service teachers. Moreover,
the texts could help both university instructors and schoolteachers quickly obtain information about
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potential misconceptions among their learners and how to clear them up scientifically. Future studies
should experimentally test whether conceptual change texts are superior to standard scientific texts
on neuromyths.
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