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Genetic associations with learning over 100 days of practice
Cherry Youn1 ✉, Andrew D. Grotzinger1, Christina M. Lill2,3, Lars Bertram 2,4, Florian Schmiedek5,6, Martin Lövdén7,8,
Ulman Lindenberger6,9, Michel Nivard10, K. Paige Harden1,11 and Elliot M. Tucker-Drob1,11
Cognitive performance is both heritable and sensitive to environmental inputs and sustained practice over time. However, it is
currently unclear how genetic effects on cognitive performance change over the course of learning. We examine how polygenic
scores (PGS) created from genome-wide association studies of educational attainment and cognitive performance are related to
improvements in performance across nine cognitive tests (measuring perceptual speed, working memory, and episodic memory)
administered to 131 adults (N = 51, ages = 20–31, and N = 80, ages = 65–80 years) repeatedly across 100 days. We observe that
PGS associations with performance on a given task can change over the course of learning, with the speciﬁc pattern of change in
associations differing across tasks. PGS correlations with pre-test to post-test scores may mask variability in how soon learning
occurs over the course of practice. The associations between PGS and learning do not appear to simply reconstitute patterns of
association between baseline performance and subsequent learning. Associations involving PGSs, however, were small with large
conﬁdence intervals. Intensive longitudinal research such as that described here may be of substantial value for clarifying the
genetics of learning when implemented as far larger scale.
1234567890():,;

npj Science of Learning (2022)7:7 ; https://doi.org/10.1038/s41539-022-00121-2

INTRODUCTION
Intelligence, educational attainment (EA), and academic performance are all substantially heritable, meaning that much of the
variation in outcomes is attributable to genetic differences1–7.
Intelligence has often been conceptualized as the ability to learn8,
and has also been shown to be sensitive to learning. EA and
academic performance are themselves conceptualized as outcomes
of prolonged learning that has occurred, and may themselves be
predictive of future, ongoing, learning. Thus, all three phenotypes
implicitly involve a dynamic process of learning that unfolds over
time. Here, we provide one of the ﬁrst direct tests that examines
how static differences in DNA sequence are associated with the
dynamic process of learning. Theoretically, the concept of the
“reaction norm” describes how genetic variation is more appropriately thought of as governing a dynamic phenotypic response to
environmental input, rather than as governing a ﬁxed end state9–11.
Yet theoretical reaction norm conceptions have rarely been tested
vis-à-vis complex human phenotypes like cognition.
In the context of cognitive and academic learning, genetic
effects are often assumed to be consistently ampliﬁed over the
course of a learning regime12. However, other potential patterns
are possible (Fig. 1). For instance, exposure to practice may reduce
the effect of genetic differences in cognitive performance in a
compensatory pattern: practice gives individuals at lower levels of
initial performance additional opportunity to increase their skill
while producing relatively less beneﬁt to those who are already
performing at closer to maximum performance levels. Alternatively, exposure to practice may beneﬁt all individuals uniformly,
thereby increasing mean levels of performance without changing
the magnitude of differences in performance across genotypes. A
1

combination of all three patterns is also possible: during early
phases of practice, genetic effects on performance might be
magniﬁed, as some individuals learn faster than others. Later,
however, those who were initially slower to learn eventually make
large gains with practice, while those who have already gained
remain at close to asymptote. Cross-over interactions, where
genotypes related to the highest ultimate skill acquisition exhibit
the lowest initial levels of performance during early phases of
practice, are also possible but perhaps least likely.
Moreover, how differences in genotype relate to the shape and
rate of skill acquisition might be universal across cognitive tasks,
or it may differ by content domain or superﬁcial demands of the
to-be-learned task13. Outside of a genetic context, Ackerman
reported that tasks requiring speed and accuracy of motor
movements often exhibit decreased inter-individual variability
with practice14, particularly when several alternative approaches
or strategies can be developed to perform the tasks. In such
scenarios, content ability, like verbal and math skill, may play a
role during early phases of skill acquisition during which time
individuals have identiﬁed the task demands and determined an
efﬁcient strategy, but become less relevant during later phases of
skill acquisition15,16.
In contrast, when learning more complex tasks that rely less on
motor movement and speed, Ackerman reported that whether
individuals diverge vs. converge over the course of practice is
primarily determined by whether there is a bound on the upper
range of performance14,17. Tasks in which the upper reasonable
range of performance is bounded are known as “closed” tasks, and
performance typically converges with practice (e.g., a “catch up”
pattern). Conversely, for “open” tasks in which the upper range of
performance is unbounded, “rich-get-richer” effects are typically
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Fig. 1 Conceptualization of the genetic effects on rates of learning. Top left ﬁgure is an example of magniﬁcation of genetic effects on
initial levels of performance across time, where there are differences in the slope of learning between high and low PGS groups and the
differences translate to more variance accounted for by genes. Top right ﬁgure is an example of a negative association between PGS and rates
of change, where the genetic effects on initial levels of performance decrease over time and the experience equalizes differences between the
two groups. Bottom left ﬁgure is an example that shows no association between the PGS and rates of change, indicating that the genetic
effects remain constant across the environmental range and there is no genetic effect of PGS on learning. Lastly, bottom right ﬁgure is an
example that shows a combination of all three patterns.

observed, where individual differences in intelligence, working
memory, and performance are magniﬁed with practice. As
genetically informative research on learning across different
cognitive tasks is rare, whether such patterns are observed with
respect to convergence and divergence of heritable variation in
task performance is an open question. We emphasize the
necessity of detecting different patterns of genetic effects on
the shape of learning because effects such as “catch up” and “richget-richer” may pose new questions in research as well as
challenges for educational systems.
Few studies have used longitudinal data to estimate the role of
genetics in individual differences in rate of learning over time. One
exception is a previous twin study by Fox et al.18, which concluded
that the heritability of performance increased across multi-trial
motor skill learning. Studies by Hambrick and Tucker-Drob and by
Mosing et al. found that music practice was not only substantially
heritable19,20, but also genetically associated with musical
expertize and accomplishment. These results suggest a genetic
effect on rate of skill acquisition. Here, we supplement previous
research by examining genetic associations with rate of learning
using a polygenic score (PGS) approach and estimating learning
on nine cognitive tasks spanning three cognitive domains over
100 days of intensive practice.
To examine genetic correlates of learning, we use a PGS derived
from the genome-wide association studies (GWAS) of EA (N =
1,131,881) and cognitive performance (CP; N = 257,841)4,21. These
GWAS of EA and CP have reported that the corresponding EAPGS
and CPPGS explain 9% and up to 4% of the variance in cognitive
outcomes, respectively4,21, although prediction may of course vary
by sample characteristics due to issues of both portability and
statistical variation.
npj Science of Learning (2022) 7

We examine how these same PGS relate to rate and shape of
learning on nine tasks that measure episodic memory, working
memory, and perceptual speed across 100 days of practice. During
practice phase, the difﬁculties of all tasks, except for the three
comparison tasks, were individualized based on pre-test performance. This individualization allows for the experimental deconfounding of individual differences in rate and shape of learning. In
other words, by tailoring task difﬁculty to individual pre-test
scores, individuals did not differ as greatly from one another in
their distance from an upper reasonable bound on performance.
Furthermore, adaptive task difﬁculty challenges even the high
performing participants to ensure that all sessions are utilized as
effective learning opportunities. Finally, we examined PGS
prediction among some of the most extreme scores within the
sample, building off recent observations that extreme PGS can be
particularly predictive22. Owing to the intensive nature of the
protocol, with extensive pre- and post-testing, and 100 days of
practice on nine different cognitive tasks (for a total of 155,002
observations), the sample size (N = 131) is relatively small by the
standards of genetic research. As such, our study is exploratory,
emphasizing the conceptual models of change in individual
differences and descriptive patterns of results rather than null
hypothesis signiﬁcance tests.
RESULTS
Most people improve over time, but people differ in their rate
of learning
Supplementary Fig. 3 presents a ridge plot of the distribution of
the standardized differences between pre- and post-test scores,
classiﬁed by task types. Standardized post-test scores represent
Published in partnership with The University of Queensland
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the difference between the pre- and post-test and the standard
deviation of the difference in pre-test units. All mean differences
for each of the nine cognitive tasks are positive, suggesting that
on average, performance improved during the practice phase and
most individuals scored higher at post-test than at pre-test
(Supplementary Table 3). Furthermore, substantial standard
deviations that range from 0.75 to over 1 indicate considerable
individual differences in learning. The 95%-ile range of changes is
largely positive, but also includes some people who decreased in
performance at post-test compared to pre-test.
Genetic associations with overall learning from the beginning
and end of practice are modest and unreliable
Regression models of individual tasks. The simplest way to model
genetic associations with learning is to estimate the associations
of PGSs with task performance at the beginning and the end of
practice, and with the overall change in performance over the
course of practice. In our ﬁrst set of analyses, we ﬁtted linear
regression models to test the associations between (1) EAPGS and
pre-test scores, (2) EAPGS and post-test scores, and (3) EAPGS and
the difference between pre- and post-test scores (Table 1). In line
with the power analysis, we conducted one-tailed tests of
statistical signiﬁcance and standardized pre- and post-test scores
relative to the mean and standard deviation of the pre-test scores.
EAPGS was positively correlated with pre-test scores of N-Back
Spatial and pre- and post-test scores of Number-Noun. In contrast,
EAPGS was negatively correlated with pre-test scores (mean
correct response times) of Figural/Spatial Comparison, indicating
that individuals with higher EAPGS tend to respond slower. This
may be explained by the response time-accuracy tradeoff, where
participants with higher EAPGS prioritize higher accuracy at the
expense of slower speed. EAPGS was also negatively correlated
with the difference between pre-test and post-test scores on the
N-Back. This suggests that the EAPGS negatively affects the rate of
learning for this task and practice equalizes performance:
individuals with lower EAPGS “catch up” to individuals with
higher EAPGS by the end of the practice phase. We also
conducted the same analyses with CPPGS and EA, which are
detailed in the Supplementary Information (see Supplementary
Tables 4–6).
Latent difference score models. Many of the results from the
regression analyses show small effects that are very close to 0 and
failed to reject the null after Bonferroni correction for multiple
testing (p < 0.05). Observed difference scores for individual
Table 1.

Linear regression analysis between EAPGS and test scores by
cognitive task.
Pre-test scores

Post-test scores

Difference

Estimate

Estimate

Estimate

SE

SE

SE

Episodic Memory Tasks
Word List Memory Task

0.074

0.095

0.050

0.062

0.042

0.094

Number-Noun Pairs

0.189a

0.091

0.134a

0.098

0.086

0.124

Object Position Memory

0.093

0.094

−0.000

0.082

−0.121

0.107
0.150

Working Memory Tasks
−0.030

0.104

0.010

0.087

0.092

Memory Updating Numerical

0.039

0.108

0.063

0.117

0.026

0.141

N-Back Spatial

0.159a

0.092

−0.004

0.088

−0.245a

0.112
0.029

Alpha Span

Perceptual Speed Tasks
Numerical Comparison

−0.065

0.088

−0.023

0.027

−0.019

Verbal Comparison

−0.049

0.088

−0.037

0.042

−0.047

0.057

Figural/Spatial Comparison

−0.199a

0.086

−0.046

0.031

−0.034

0.039

EAPGS educational attainment polygenic score, SE standard error.
a
Regression is signiﬁcant at the 0.05 level (one-tailed).
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variables may be problematic due to the inﬂuence of measurement error, which can reduce power and bias associations toward
zero23,24. We therefore went on to conduct analyses at the level of
latent factors representing the individual ability domains, utilizing
latent difference score modeling (LDSM) in Mplus, version 8 (see
Supplementary Notes and Supplementary Fig. 4)13,25,26, to
represent error free change in the latent factors. This has the
added beneﬁt of increasing power to detect correlates of changes
that occur at the level of the broad ability domains, rather than for
the individual tasks. For LDSM analyses, we used the full sample,
including non-genotyped individuals via maximum-likelihood
estimation, for the measurement models to increase the stability
in the estimation of the cognitive structure. Measurement
invariance across time was imposed to ensure that the latent
difference score could be meaningfully interpreted. To account for
the possible role of age22,27–29, we included age group and PGS as
covariates along with the interactions between PGS and age
group (i.e., EA/CPPGS × age; see Supplementary Tables 7–12 for
parameter estimates). Analyses produced similar patterns to those
described earlier: despite grouping cognitive tasks by type to
aggregate power across related outcomes, all but one pathway
from PGS to the pre- or the latent difference score were small in
magnitude and statistically nonsigniﬁcant. The interactions with
age were also nonsigniﬁcant, indicating that stronger effects were
not masked by the aggregation of data from younger and older
participants. In contrast, we found consistently signiﬁcant pathways (1) from age to the pre-test factor model and (2) from age to
the latent difference score.
People may differ in the shape of learning over 100 days
Examining only the overall difference in task performance from
the beginning to the end of practice might mask heterogeneity in
the shape of learning over that time. To probe for potential
differences in the shape of learning, we correlated pre-test scores
with performance at every practice session for each task (Fig. 2).
Correlations between pre-test scores and the average performance across blocks of 10 days and by age group are in
Supplementary Figs. 5 and 6, respectively. Correlations in the ﬁrst
practice sessions for all perceptual speed tasks ranged from 0.40
to 0.80, indicating moderate to strong differences between
participants with high and low scores at baseline. On the other
hand, correlations in the ﬁrst practice sessions for all episodic
memory tasks and the N-Back ranged from ~0.20 to 0.50,
indicating modest differences between participants with high
and low scores at baseline. In contrast, the average correlations in
the ﬁrst practice sessions for Alpha Span and Memory Updating
were −0.20 and 0, respectively, indicating little to no differences
between participants with high and low scores at baseline.
Although most results were nonsigniﬁcant, we qualitatively
observed three stylized patterns of change in the correlations
between pretest scores and practice session performance across
the sessions: upward trend, downward trend, and constant. The
upward trend of correlations is seen most prominently in Alpha
Span, indicating that higher pretest scores were associated with
both greater initial performance and greater learning across time.
In contrast, the downward trends in correlations across practice
sessions is seen for Object Position, Memory Updating, and
Numerical Comparison. This pattern indicates that participants
with high pre-test scores start practicing with slight advantage,
but the difference between high and low score groups equalize
over time, and even lead to the low score group performing better
for Memory Updating.
All other tasks show correlations that generally remain constant
throughout the practice phase. This trend suggests that participants with high scorers begin with slight advantage, and its
effects remain constant throughout the practice phase. However,
note that we were only able to qualitatively describe these
npj Science of Learning (2022) 7
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Fig. 2 Paneled plot of correlations between pre-test scores and performance on all cognitive tasks over the practice phase. The black
circles indicate correlations between pre-test scores and performance, and the red dotted lines indicate 95% conﬁdence intervals.

patterns, and cannot make strong statistical inferences given the
large conﬁdence intervals, and nonsigniﬁcant nature, of most
parameter estimates.
Genetics of performance over the 100 days of learning
We examined performance over the practice phase across every
day of practice (Fig. 3), across blocks of 10 days (Supplementary
Fig. 7), and by age group (Supplementary Fig. 8) as correlates of
EAPGS to examine how genetic associations transform with
learning. Pre-test scores, PGS, and cognitive scores at all individual
waves were computed to be independent of age at pre-test and
PC of ancestry before analyses to calculate their residuals. With
residuals of variables that were independent of baseline age and
PC, three different trajectories of correlations were qualitatively
observed: upward trend, downward trend, and constant. Correlations for Alpha Span showed an upward trend from ~−0.25 to
0.05, indicating that participants with lower EAPGS perform better
at baseline, but the difference between the high and low EAPGS
equalize toward the end of practice. In contrast, Memory Updating
and N-Back showed a downward trend in correlations to ~r = 0,
such that initial EAPGS-associated differences in performance
decreased with practice.
All other tasks show correlations that generally remain constant
throughout the practice phase. The correlations and their
trajectories remain similar, even when creating means for blocks
npj Science of Learning (2022) 7

of ten sessions (Supplementary Fig. 7). As the interpretation of
between-person differences in the daily practice data is complicated by the individualized presentation times, we also looked at
the PGS correlations within groups who share the same
presentation time and conﬁrmed that the different patterns were
not artifacts produced by the individualization procedure.
We also examined performance as correlates of CPPGS (see
Supplementary Figs. 9–11). Like that of EAPGS, we identiﬁed
different patterns of trajectories that do not appear to simply
reconstitute patterns of association between baseline performance and subsequent learning. Details about pre-test scores as
correlates of subsequent performance and performance as
correlates of CPPGS are included in the Supplementary
Information.
Figure 4 includes correlations between EAPGS and performance
at day 1 and EAPGS and performance at day 100 of the practice
phase. Spearman correlations between CPPGS and performance at
day 1 and 100 of the practice phase are also shown in
Supplementary Fig. 12. To assess the standard errors of the
correlation coefﬁcients, we performed the bootstrapping method
with 1,000 bootstraps for each cognitive task. We used the
Spearman correlations to reduce the potential inﬂuence of
outliers. Correlations between EAPGS and performance at day
1 show little to no differences, with correlations only ranging up to
0.155. However, more than half of the cognitive tasks (Word List,
Alpha Span, Memory Updating, Verbal Comparison, Figural/Spatial
Published in partnership with The University of Queensland
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Fig. 3 Paneled plot of correlations between EAPGS and performance on all cognitive tasks over the practice phase. The black circles
indicate correlations between EAPGS and performance, and the red dotted lines indicate 95% conﬁdence intervals.

Fig. 4 Spearman correlations between EAPGS and performance at day 1 (top) and at day 100 of the practice period (bottom) on all
cognitive tasks. The blue bars indicate Spearman correlation coefﬁcients between EAPGS and test performance and orange lines indicate
error bars (i.e., ± standard error). Spearman correlations were used to reduce the potential inﬂuence of outliers.

Comparison) show an increase in correlations between EAPGS and
performance at day 100. A similar trend is observed from
correlations between CPPGS and initial performance at day 1 to
correlations between CPPGS and performance at day 100, where
the same ﬁve cognitive tasks showed an increase in correlations
over the practice phase.
Published in partnership with The University of Queensland

Growth models of individual differences in change in
cognitive performance
We formally modelled individual trajectories of learning by ﬁtting
linear, logarithmic, and exponential growth models to observations of cognitive performance in every task (Supplementary Fig. 13).
We incorporated EAPGS into the models and examined correlates
npj Science of Learning (2022) 7
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Fig. 5 Paneled plot of means in performance over the practice phase. Subgroup means are created by extreme PGS groups (i.e., 15
participants with the lowest EAPGS vs. 15 participants with the highest EAPGS) on all cognitive tasks.

of learning by including it as a predictor of all parameters for
which there were random effects. Fit statistics and key parameter
estimates, including AIC of model comparisons, for exponential
and logarithmic models are presented in Supplementary Table 13.
Results indicated substantial variability in the shape and rate of
learning. However, there were no statistically signiﬁcant associations between the EAPGS and this variation. This may be
attributable to lack of statistical power, as it is currently unknown
what size the effect of genetic variation on rate and shape of
learning may be. Thus, in the next section, we use the parameter
estimates, regardless of signiﬁcance, to produce expectations for
trajectories at extreme PGSs, which we compare to observed
trajectories of groups with extreme PGSs.
Patterns of learning in individuals with extreme PGS
We examined how the rate and shape of learning differed
between individuals with the most extreme PGS values (Fig. 5)—
the highest 15 and lowest 15 EAPGS values in the samples. The
two groups have a relatively equal balance of older and younger
participants in each group, where the low EAPGS group (mean zscore = −0.9059; range = −2.0808–−0.2635) includes six older
participants and nine younger participants, and the high EAPGS
group (mean z-score = 0.9059; range = 0.164–1.4496) consists of
eight older and seven younger participants. All outcomes are
scaled relative to the observed mean and standard deviation at
day 1 to ensure that all z-scores are relative to the distributions of
initial task performance. We considered exponential and logarithmic functions, but they were not included in the ﬁgure if there was
no convergence.
npj Science of Learning (2022) 7

Descriptive results are plotted in Fig. 5. The predicted means in
performance for all tasks except for Word List (Panel a) and N-Back
(Panel f) follow relatively parallel trajectories for high and low PGS
groups. Parallel trajectories indicate that differences in performance across the two groups remains over the course of the
practice, such that genetic effects remain constant across the
duration of practice.
Descriptive results for Word List (Panel a) indicate that although
the high and low groups share similar average performance,
trajectories of performance across practice appear to differ. The
low PGS group starts the practice phase with an advantage, but
the average performance remains relatively constant from the ﬁrst
to last session, with the group even showing a slight downward
trend in performance starting at around session 60. In contrast,
high PGS group shows a steeper rate of learning, with average
performances dramatically increasing both at the beginning and
the end of the practice phase.
Descriptive results for N-Back (Panel f) indicate that low and
high PGS groups start at very similar points, with the high PGS
group at a slight performance advantage relative to the low PGS
group, and the low PGS group learning more over practice and
ultimately performing better than high PGS group.
DISCUSSION
We investigated how PGS for EA and cognitive function relate to
intensive learning over 100 days of practice. By examining PGS
associations across the full learning period, rather than simply
before and after learning provided the opportunity to observe the
patterns by which correlations transformed over the course of
Published in partnership with The University of Queensland
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learning. Despite the intensive longitudinal nature of the study
design, the sample size did not appear to be sufﬁciently powered
to detect PGS associations at statistically signiﬁcant levels and we
found no evidence that the correlation between performance and
the PGS changes signiﬁcantly over the course of learning.
However, we observed a variety of qualitative patterns of change
in PGS associations with cognitive performance over the course of
the learning period.
One qualitative pattern was characterized by decreasing PGSperformance correlations with practice, indicating gradual equalization of performance over the course of learning, where
participants with low PGS “catch up” to those with high PGS over
the practice phase. A second qualitative pattern was marked by
relatively constant correlations over the course of practice, such
that individuals learn relatively equivalently across the range
of PGS.
The qualitative patterns that we observed were inconsistent
across tasks, even within the same ability domain. Moreover, the
observed associations between PGS and learning do not appear to
simply reconstitute patterns of association between baseline
performance and subsequent learning. Rather, each cognitive task
appeared to show a unique pattern of PGS associations with
performance over practice, and patterns did not appear to cluster
by the type of cognitive ability that was being measured, even in
extreme PGS groups. Despite common speculations that genetic
correlates of task performance will magnify over the course of
learning, we did not observe this trend generally across the tasks.
It is important to call attention to several limitations. First,
results involving the PGSs were imprecise and did not appear to
be well powered. Investigations with larger sample sizes are
required to yield more precise estimates of genetic correlates of
learning. Such studies are costly to conduct, as a tremendous
amount of time is required from each participant. Not only was
the sample size small, but the PGS underperformed in terms of
effect on EA in this speciﬁc sample (R2 = 1.97% [0.01%, 9.75%])
when compared with reasonable expectations based on previous
associations with EA4. Importantly, this considerable underperformance PGS prediction of EA at 2% undermines our expectations
regarding what might be reasonably observed for PGS prediction
of learning over time. Indeed, in light of this underperformance in
polygenic prediction of EA, it appears that our study was
underpowered to predict variation in learning. Second, this
sample was composed of individuals of European ancestry in
Germany. Whether the current ﬁndings generalize to other
populations is an open question, and we should consider this
work exploratory given low power and absence of pre-registration.
Lastly, it is unclear whether the observed gains in performance
should be interpreted as of practice-related gains in performance
on cognitive abilities unique to the individual tasks or as general
gains in the general cognitive abilities shared across tasks.
Although some evidence for transfer of training in the COGITO
study has been previously reported30, other studies have generally
failed to ﬁnd that training or practice on speciﬁc cognitive tasks
transfers more generally to other external tasks or to real-life
skills31. Importantly, there is strong evidence that the long-term,
intensive, multimodal forms of learning characteristic of formal
education have general effects beyond the speciﬁc material
taught32,33. Notwithstanding these considerations, we believe that
understanding the mechanisms of task-speciﬁc learning may still
provide important insights into the processes that govern learning
more generally.
We investigated how EA/CPPGS relate to improvements in
learning across 100 days and found that there does not appear to
be a strong correlation between PGS and any cognitive measures.
Although estimates were imprecise, our exploratory study is
original in design and relevant for future studies that examine the
role of genetic in individual differences. The qualitative patterns
observed in the current study suggest that PGS associations with
Published in partnership with The University of Queensland

performance may change over the course of learning, with the
pattern of change varying across tasks. Although it is commonly
hypothesized that pre-existing differences in performance will be
ampliﬁed by practice, it is also possible to observe “catch-up
effects”, whereby performance differences narrow over the course
of practice or training. Future research on the associations
between genetics and learning will beneﬁt from considering that
changes between pre- and post-test scores may mask changes
that occur over the course of learning that reﬂects when the
learning occurs, and that genetic associations with learning may
not simply reconstitute patterns of association between baseline
performance and subsequent learning.
METHOD
Participants
This study included 51 younger (age range: 20–31 years, M = 25.6, SD =
2.7) and 80 older adults (age range: 65–80 years, M = 70.4, SD = 4.0) from
the COGITO study, a study of variability in cognitive performance over
100 days of measurement34. All research conducted by the COGITO study
was approved by the Max Planck Institute for Human Development, Berlin
and adhered to all ethical regulations regarding human subjects. The
COGITO study included a total sample of 101 younger and 103 older adults
with a wide range of EA (range: 3–26 years, M = 15.0, SD = 3.8), but our
analyses are restricted to participants for whom genetic data were
available. All participants provided written informed consent to take part in
the study.

PGS
PGS were computed based on GWAS summary data from recent largescale GWAS of EA and CP4. As participants from the COGITO study also
participated in the Berlin Aging Study II (BASE-II)35, and due to restrictions
by the 23andMe corporation on the sharing of summary GWAS data,
summary data were obtained for a version of the Lee et al.’s GWAS that
excluded BASE-II and 23andMe4. Genome-wide SNP genotyping in BASE-II
was performed using the “Genome-Wide Human SNP Array 6.0” from
Affymetrix Inc. and then processed as previously described (REF PMID
26821332). We constructed EA/CPPGS using a 500 kb clumping window, a
pruning R2 threshold of 0.25, and a p value threshold of 1.0 (all SNPs). We
did not consider other p value thresholds because we did not have a
separate tuning sample available for multi-trial learning that would be
required for such an analysis. EA/CPPGS were standardized within our
sample (M = 0, SD = 1) and adjusted for the top 10 principal components
(PC). This process identiﬁed no outliers in terms of ancestry (see
Supplementary Fig. 1 for a scatterplot matrix of the PC). The PCs were
estimated in a reference sample with European ancestry (1000 Genomes
Project, phase 1) and subsequently projected on to BASE-II participants
using the EIGENSTRAT software36. Previous work in the Twins Early
Development Study have reported that the EAPGS based on summary
statistics that exclude 23andMe data may account for upwards of 10% of
the variance in some cognitive and achievement test scores37,38, although
it is possible that this estimate is higher than would be obtained in other
samples. Moreover, as our focal analysis did not examine static levels of
cognition or achievement, but examined change in cognitive performance
over time, it is unclear what a reasonable expectation for R2 should be. It is
possible that by focusing speciﬁcally on change over time, pre-existing
sources of variation are controlled, such that effect sizes are larger than are
typically obtained for static levels. Alternatively, it is possible that learning
in a discrete period of time produces relatively little reordering of
individuals, such that effect sizes are smaller than are typically obtained for
static levels that themselves represent aggregation of learning across
many years. We therefore consider power across a range of R2 values. A
power analysis for R2 ranging from <1 to 10% is reported in Supplementary
Fig. 2. For an R2 of 9%, power is 97% to detect an association in this sample
at alpha of 5%. However, for an R2 of 2%, power is <50%.

Procedure
The COGITO study protocol consisted of three primary phases: an
extensive pre-test evaluation, a practice phase of ~100 days (M = 101)
on 12 cognitive tasks, and a post-test evaluation in which the same
measures administered during pre-test were re-administered. Three choice
reaction time tasks were excluded from our study, leaving with nine
npj Science of Learning (2022) 7
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cognitive tasks for analyses. The practice phase included daily sessions that
consisted of twelve different cognitive tasks. The average time elapsed
between pre- and post-test was 197 days for the younger group, and 188
for the older group.

Measures
Cognitive tasks were selected to measure episodic memory, working
memory, and processing speed. Tasks were selected such that they could
be used in a repeated fashion over multiple occasion.
Pre- and post-tests. Participants underwent 10 days of pre-testing with
baseline measures of cognitive abilities. Based on pre-test performance,
each participant was given different masking time, presentation time, or
interstimulus interval at the practice phase. All tasks were tailored to each
participant except for processing speed tasks. For all other tasks, difﬁculty
levels at the practice phase were individualized by using different
presentation time based on the average accuracies achieved at four
different presentation time levels pre-test34. After the practice phase,
participants completed post-testing. The same test blocks presented at
pre-test were repeated at post-test, but without practice blocks.
Pre- and post-test scores for episodic and working memory tasks were
calculated by averaging the proportion of correct trials across four different
presentation times. As perceptual speed tasks were not individualized
based on pre-test performance, no mean response time was calculated.
Instead, we calculated the reciprocal of the mean correct response time
from correct response time to calculate pre- and post-test scores. In doing
so, higher scores translate to better performance across all tasks. The use of
only correct responses is preceded by publications on the COGITO study.
Cognitive tasks. All cognitive tasks were selected to measure three
fundamental aspects of commonly measured cognitive abilities, including
episodic memory, working memory, and perceptual speed. The visual,
numerical, and ﬁgural/spatial versions of the episodic memory tasks
included: Word List, Number-Noun, and Object Position, respectively. The
verbal, numerical, and spatial versions of the working memory are adapted
versions of the Alpha Span39, Memory Updating40, and N-Back41,
respectively. These tasks have shown to be valid indicators to test working
memory42. Lastly, perceptual speed was measured with numerical, verbal,
and ﬁgural/spatial versions of comparison tasks. More detailed descriptions
of each cognitive task are reported in Supplementary Table 1.

Analytic approach
Speciﬁcations for all growth models are found in Supplementary Table 2.
We used the NLMIXED function within SAS to ﬁt nonlinear growth curve
models of changes in cognitive performance task in 131 participants over
100 days of practice. The NLMIXED procedure can be found on OSF:
https://mfr.osf.io/render?url=https%3A%2F%2Fosf.io%2Fn2h3k%
2Fdownload. We considered exponential and logarithmic models, each of
which can capture learning responses consistently increasing at early
stages but have diminishing marginal rates, as is typical for learning43. We
ﬁt exponential and logarithmic models to the observations (i.e., correlates
between EAPGS and performance) and compared the correlates of
learning between two groups that are distinguished by EAPGS.

Data preprocessing
To remove the possible collinearity of the analytic variables with age and
ancestry, we computed residuals of EA/CPPGS using linear regression
models that predicted each PGS, and cognitive scores at pre-test, post-test,
and practice phase from age and PCs of ancestry. Age was used as a
continuous variable to run partial correlations and maintain consistency
with ancestry variables. Results were similar when age was used as a
categorical variable.

Reporting summary
Further information on research design is available in the Nature Research
Reporting Summary linked to this article.

DATA AVAILABILITY
The data that support the ﬁndings of this study are available on request from the
corresponding authors [F.S., M.L., & U.L.] from the COGITO study. The data are not
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Received: 11 March 2021; Accepted: 17 February 2022;

REFERENCES
1. Bouchard, T. J. J., Lykken, D. T., McGue, M., Segal, N. L. & Tellegen, A. Sources of
human psychological differences: the Minnesota Study of Twins Reared Apart.
Sci. (N. Y., NY) 250, 223–228 (1990).
2. Davies, G. et al. Genome-wide association studies establish that human intelligence is highly heritable and polygenic. Mol. Psychiatry 16, 996–1005 (2011).
3. Kovas, Y., Haworth, C. M. A., Dale, P. S. & Plomin, R. The genetic and environmental origins of learning abilities and disabilities in the early school years.
Monogr. Soc. Res. Child Dev. 72, 1–144 (2007). vii.
4. Lee, J. J. et al. Gene discovery and polygenic prediction from a genome-wide
association study of educational attainment in 1.1 million individuals. Nat. Genet.
50, 1112–1121 (2018).
5. Martin, N. G. & Martin, P. G. The inheritance of scholastric abilities in a sample of
twins. I. Ascertainments of the sample and diagnosis of zygosity. Ann. Hum.
Genet. 39, 213–218 (1975).
6. Merriman, C. The intellectual resemblance of twins. Psychol. Monogr. 33, i-57 (1924).
7. Plomin R., DeFries J. C., Knopik V. S., Neiderhiser J. M. Behavioral Genetics. 6th ed.
(Worth Publishers, 2013).
8. Sternberg R. J., Detterman D. K. What Is Intelligence?: Contemporary Viewpoints on
Its Nature and Deﬁnition. (Ablex Pub. Corp., 1986).
9. Gottesman I. I. Genetic Aspects of Intelligent Behavior. In: Ellis N. R., ed. The
Handbook of Mental Deﬁciency. 253–206 (McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc.,1963).
10. Tucker-Drob, E. M. & Bates, T. C. Large cross-national differences in gene ×
socioeconomic status interaction on intelligence. Psychol. Sci. 27, 138–149 (2016).
11. Ullén, F., Hambrick, D. Z. & Mosing, M. A. Rethinking expertise: a multifactorial
gene-environment interaction model of expert performance. Psychological Bull.
142, 427–446 (2016).
12. Tucker-Drob E. M. Theoretical Concepts in Genetics of Expertise. In: Hambrick D.
Z., Campitelli B., Macnamara B. N., eds. The Science of Expertise: Behavioral, Neural,
and Genetic Approaches to Complex Skill. 241–252 (Routledge, 2018).
13. Bellander, M. et al. Lower baseline performance but greater plasticity of working
memory for carriers of the val allele of the COMT Val158Met polymorphism.
Neuropsychology 29, 247–254 (2015).
14. Ackerman, P. L. New Developments in Understanding Skilled Performance. Curr.
Directions Psychol. Sci. 16, 235–239 (2007).
15. Hoﬂand, B. F., Willis, S. L. & Baltes, P. B. Fluid intelligence performance in the
elderly: Intraindividual variability and conditions of assessment. J. Educ. Psychol.
73, 573–586 (1981).
16. Lövdén, M., Brehmer, Y., Li, S. C. & Lindenberger, U. Training-induced compensation versus magniﬁcation of individual differences in memory performance.
Front. Hum. Neurosci. 6, 141 (2012).
17. Norman, D. A. & Bobrow, D. G. On data-limited and resource-limited processes.
Cogn. Psychol. 7, 44–64 (1975).
18. Fox, P. W., Hershberger, S. L. & Bouchard, T. J. J. Genetic and environmental
contributions to the acquisition of a motor skill. Nature 384, 356–358 (1996).
19. Mosing, M. A., Madison, G., Pedersen, N. L., Kuja-Halkola, R. & Ullén, F. Practice
does not make perfect: no causal effect of music practice on music ability. Psychol. Sci. 25, 1795–1803 (2014).
20. Hambrick D., Tucker-Drob E. The genetics of music accomplishment: evidence for
gene–environment correlation and interaction. Psychonomic Bullet. Rev. 22, 2014.
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-014-0671-9
21. Davies, G. et al. Study of 300,486 individuals identiﬁes 148 independent genetic
loci inﬂuencing general cognitive function. Nat. Commun. 9, 2098 (2018).
22. Khera, A. V. et al. Polygenic Prediction of Weight and Obesity Trajectories from
Birth to Adulthood. Cell 177, 587–596.e9 (2019).
23. Cronbach, L. & Furby, L. How we should measure “change”: Or should we? Psychol. Bull. 74, 68–80 (1970).
24. Tucker-Drob, E. M. Individual differences methods for randomized experiments.
Psychol. Methods 16, 298–318 (2011).
25. McArdle J. J., Nesselroade J. R. Using multivariate data to structure developmental
change. In: Life-Span Developmental Psychology: Methodological Contributions.
The West Virginia University conferences on life-span developmental psychology.
223–267 (Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc, 1994).

Published in partnership with The University of Queensland

C. Youn et al.

9
26. Muthén, L. K., & Muthén, B. O. Mplus: Statistical Analysis with Latent Variables:
User’s Guide (Version 8), Los Angeles, CA, 2017.
27. Hertzog, C., Lövdén, M., Lindenberger, U. & Schmiedek, F. Age differences in
coupling of intraindividual variability in mnemonic strategies and practicerelated associative recall improvements. Psychol. Aging 32, 557–571 (2017).
28. Noack, H., Lövdén, M., Schmiedek, F. & Lindenberger, U. Age-related differences
in temporal and spatial dimensions of episodic memory performance before and
after hundred days of practice. Psychol. Aging 28, 467–480 (2013).
29. Shing, Y. L., Schmiedek, F., Lövdén, M. & Lindenberger, U. Memory updating
practice across 100 days in the COGITO study. Psychol. Aging 27, 451–461 (2012).
30. Schmiedek, F., Lövdén, M. & Lindenberger, U. Hundred Days of Cognitive Training
Enhance Broad Cognitive Abilities in Adulthood: Findings from the COGITO
Study. Front. Aging Neurosci. 2, 27 (2010).
31. Gathercole, S. E., Dunning, D. L., Holmes, J. & Norris, D. Working memory training
involves learning new skills. J. Mem. Lang. 105, 19–42 (2019).
32. Ritchie, S. J. & Tucker-Drob, E. M. How Much Does Education Improve Intelligence? A Meta-Analysis. Psychological Sci. 29, 1358–1369 (2018).
33. Lövdén, M., Fratiglioni, L., Glymour, M. M., Lindenberger, U. & Tucker-Drob, E. M.
Education and Cognitive Functioning Across the Life Span. Psychol. Sci. Public
Interest 21, 6–41 (2020).
34. Schmiedek, F., Bauer, C., Lövdén, M., Brose, A. & Lindenberger, U. Cognitive
enrichment in old age: Web-based training programs. GeroPsych: J. Gerontopsychol. Geriatr. Psychiatry 23, 59–67 (2010).
35. Bertram, L. et al. Cohort Proﬁle: The Berlin Aging Study II (BASE-II)†. Int. J. Epidemiol. 43, 703–712 (2014).
36. Patterson, N., Price, A. L. & Reich, D. Population Structure and Eigenanalysis. PLoS
Genet. 2, e190 (2006).
37. Allegrini, A. G. et al. Genomic prediction of cognitive traits in childhood and
adolescence. Mol. Psychiatry 24, 819–827 (2019).
38. Selzam, S. et al. Predicting educational achievement from DNA. Mol. Psychiatry
22, 267–272 (2017).
39. Craik F. A functional account of age differences in memory. Human memory and
cognitive capabilities: Mechanisms and performances. Symposium in Memoriam
(1986).
40. Salthouse, T. A. Mediation of adult age differences in cognition by reductions in
working memory and speed of processing. Psychol. Sci. 2, 179–183 (1991).
41. Cohen, J. D. et al. Temporal dynamics of brain activation during a working
memory task. Nature 386, 604–608 (1997).
42. Schmiedek, F., Lövdén, M. & Lindenberger, U. A task is a task is a task: putting
complex span, n-back, and other working memory indicators in psychometric
context. Front. Psychol. 5, 1475 (2014).
43. Ebbinghaus, H. Memory: a contribution to experimental psychology. Ann. Neurosci. 20, 155–156 (2013).

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
E.M.T-D. was supported by National Institutes of Health (NIH) grants R01AG054628,
R01HD083613, and R01MH120219, and by a Jacobs Foundation Advanced Research
Fellowship. The Population Research Center at the University of Texas at Austin is

Published in partnership with The University of Queensland

supported by NIH grant P2CHD042849. The COGITO study was funded by the Max
Planck Institute for Human Development, Berlin, the Innovation Grant of the
President of the Max Planck Society, the Sofja Kovalevskaja Award of the Alexander
von Humboldt Foundation donated by the German Federal Ministry for Education
and Research (BMBF) to M.L., the German Research Foundation (DFG; KFG 163), and
the German Federal Ministry for Education and Research (DIPF), Frankfurt am Main,
Germany. C.M.L. has been supported by the Cure Alzheimer’s Fund. The authors
would like to thank the COGITO study participants and COGITO team for their work in
collecting, processing, and disseminating these data for analysis.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
Study conception and design: C.M.L., L.B., F.S., M.L., and U.L. Analysis and
interpretation of data: C.Y., A.D.G., M.N., and E.M.T.-D. Drafting of paper: C.Y. and
E.M.T.-D. Critical revision: C.Y., A.D.G., C.M.L., L.B., F.S., M.L., U.L., M.N., K.P.H., and E.M.T.-D.

COMPETING INTERESTS
The authors declare no competing interests.

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
Supplementary information The online version contains supplementary material
available at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41539-022-00121-2.
Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to Cherry Youn.
Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/
reprints
Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims
in published maps and institutional afﬁliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2022

npj Science of Learning (2022) 7

