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Education Attenuates the Negative Impact of Traumatic 
Brain Injury (TBI) on Cognitive Status 1 

What is the study about? 

Researchers examined how education level is related to cognitive status in people with traumatic brain injury (TBI). Cognitive 

problems, such as slower processing speed, poor working memory, and memory loss are common after TBI. The study tested  

the cognitive reserve hypothesis, which proposes that greater lifetime education may allow some people to better cope with 

trauma or disease. Greater lifetime education might help explain observed differences in cognition among people with TBI.   

Who participated in the study? 

Eighty people took part in the study. The study group included 44 people (32 men and 12 women) with moderate to severe TBI 

that were at least 1 year post-injury. The control group included 36 healthy people (12 men and 24 women). People in the control 

group were somewhat older than people in the study group. 

How was the study conducted? 

Researchers examined three common cognitive problems in people with TBI and controls without TBI: 

1. Processing speed, assessed through an oral version of the Symbol Digit Modalities Test 

2. Working memory, assessed through a letter-number sequencing test 

3. Episodic memory (or total learning), assessed through the Selective Reminding Test 

Researchers analyzed scores for each problem and then computed one cognitive score for each person in the study. 

 

What did the study find? 

 Test results using the selected  cognitive tests were lower in subjects with TBI than controls. Researchers found a strong 

positive relationship between education level and higher cognitive status among those with TBI. This suggests that having a 

higher lifetime education level may help reduce the negative effects of TBI on memory and processing information. The 

researchers also observed that cognitive performance was worse among people with TBI who had low levels of education than 

participants without TBI.  This study supports the cognitive reserve hypothesis that higher lifetime education is associated with 

less cognitive decline after disease. The results of this study help to explain why people with TBI who have similar injury levels 

may experience different levels of cognitive impairment after their injury.  

The contents of this quick review were developed under a grant (number H133A110004) from the U.S. Department of Education, 

National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research. However, these contents do not necessarily represent the policy of the 

U.S. Department of Education, and you should not assume endorsement by the Federal Government. 
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