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Detecting and Improving
Your Brain Age

by Lori Deschene

In many ways, technology has made some cognitive
functions obsolete. Why memorize a phone number
when your BlackBerry can do it for you? Who needs to
remember names of contacts, appointments or deadlines

when Microsoft Outlook is readily available? Considering

how computers have done so much to alleviate the
burden on our memories, it’s refreshing to hear that
they’re also doing their part to help people maintain
them.

Professors at the Oregon Health and Sciences
University conducted a small study in July of 2006 to
see if mild cognitive impairments could be detected
by monitoring players using a solitaire-like computer
game called FreeCell. They first conducted mental
tests to identify which older adults had memory
impairments, and were pleased to find that the FreeCell
results identified the same subjects as the mental tests.
The researchers are employed by Spry Learning Co., a
developer of software designed to help delay and even
prevent cognitive decline. The program incorporates
games that adapt to each player’s skill level, keeping users
engaged.

Spry isn’t the only company jumping on board.
Computer games to delay or prevent Alzheimer’s and
other forms of memory impairment are a new and
exciting trend—they're even being used in long-term
care facilities. The October 2006 issue of The Journal
of Neurology, Neurosurgery and Psychiatry published
the findings of a study on Internet-accessible computer
activities and their effects on cognition, conducted by
the Fundacié ACE Institut Catala de Neurociencies
Aplicades in Barcelona, in conjunction with the
University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine. Researchers
found that activities were even more effective than
traditional therapeutic techniques when combined with
medication. Even more exciting than the effects of these
games is the conclusion: that Alzheimer’s symptoms can
be alleviated, even after the disease has progressed.

In addition to detecting and improving the
effects of Alzheimer’s, computerized games can
also help keep middle-aged minds agile. Nintendo,
a staple of my youth, has come up with a game
called Brain Age. The company contends that using
the game for only minutes a day and engaging in
“cerebral workouts” can stimulate the mind enough
to actually decrease one’s “brain age.” All you need
is a Nintendo DS to jump right in and start reading
literary classics aloud, solving math problems and
drawing from memory, just to name a few tasks.
The game was founded in Japan, released as “Dr.
Kawashima’s Brain Training: How Old Is Your
Brain?” in Europe and released in the US as “Brain
Age” in April of 2006. Some skeptics have asserted
that improvement in Sudoku is hardly an indication
of one’s capacity to better conduct activities of daily
living. One thing is certain—marketing to baby
boomers and seniors is a smart move for a company
with vast competition in targeting the teen market.

Supporting more playtime...
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Note: Using computer games to exercise your mind
is fun and adds variety but we ask you to note that
the Alzheimer Society of BC does not endorse the
therapeutic value of any of the products mentioned.
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Healthy Brain

Research in
Blood Sugar and
Cognitive Aging

Maintaining proper health
' may be more important than
ever. New research suggests that controlling your
blood sugar levels could reduce your risk of getting
Alzheimer’s disease.

Researchers at Columbia University Medical
Centre recently discovered a link between high
glucose levels and minor lapses in memory. This
research suggests that lapses in memory could
be blamed in part to rising blood glucose levels.
As we age, blood glucose levels tend to rise. The
researchers found that physical exercise seemed
to benefit part of the hippocampus (this region
of the brain plays a role in the formation of new
memories). Lowering blood glucose in this region
caused an improvement in functioning,.

Additional research from Northwestern
University suggests that insulin levels may be
linked to Alzheimer’s disease. Insulin may play a
part in shielding the brain from toxic proteins,
such as plaques of amyloid beta protein, associated
with Alzheimer’s disease. Insulin is a hormone
that transports sugar, in the form of glucose, out
of the blood and into cells, where it is converted
into energy or fat. Although it is not conclusive,
these researchers suggests that Alzheimer’s could
be a form of diabetes of the brain, characterized by
a brain receptor problem within the brain. With
age, some people may have less effective insulin
signaling, which could also be localized in the
brain. Past studies have suggested that those with
diabetes have a higher risk of getting Alzheimer’s
disease than the general population.

The findings suggest that maintaining blood
sugar levels, even in the absence of diabetes, could
prevent cognitive slides or memory lapses that
occur as we age. Incorporating a healthy diet and
engaging in regular physical exercise are steps
that you can take to reduce your risk of getting
Alzheimer’s disease.

Choices
A healthy diet provides the fuel and

nutrients that our bodies need to
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function efficiently, maintain general
health, and provide energy. For mental
fitness, there is some indication that controlling overall
calorie consumption is important. Keeping your food
portions reasonable is strongly advised - so, do not
"super-size it"! Below is a list of some foods that you
may want to include in your diet.

* Fruit, nuts, and vegetables. There is an important
antioxidant, quercetin, essential for memory that is
found in the skin of apples and berries - especially
blueberries and cranberries. To get the benefits, you
need to eat two or three helpings of these fruits each
day, or drink two eight-ounce glasses of apple juice.

* Green leafy vegetables, bananas, and oranges are
rich in folic acid. Although the results have been
mixed, some studies have found that people who
ingest a lot of folic acid and have high levels in their
blood are significantly less at risk of developing
dementia.

* Foods rich in Omega 3 fats. Soy products, cold-
water fish, flax seed oil, and walnuts are good for
overall health and support good mental fitness.

* DProteins found in meat, fish, and soy products
are necessary for the B vitamins. Vitamin B6 and
B12 are essential to keeping our heart, circulation
systems, and brain healthy. People with Alzheimer’s
and other dementias often have very low levels of
B12 in their blood stream, and B12 deficiency is one
of the first things that doctors check when seniors
show symptoms of dementia.

For more information, check out our website at
www.alzheimerbc.org. You can also order the Healthy
Eating for Seniors guide that is available from the BC
Ministry of Health at www.actnowbc.ca or to order a free
printed copy, in B.C. call toll-free: 1-800-465-4911.
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Tele-Workshops

Atheimel‘SOCZ.el‘.y The Alzheimer Society of B.C. in partnership
BRITISH COLUMBIA with Care-Ring Voice Network offers free one-hour
& telephone/internet workshops for family caregivers,

wherever they are in the province. They are particularly
suited to caregivers who find it difficult to get out of
their house to attend a workshop.

The tele-workshops are free for family. All you need
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present is a phone. However, participants who also have access

D emen t | a to high speed Internet will be able to follow along with

the online presentation. During the tele-workshops,

New Knowledge, New Practice, New Hope

you can ask questions and also hear from other caregiver

A Public Presentation by participants.
X You can register by phone by calling toll free
Dr. Ser gc Gauthier 1-866-396-2433, Monday to Friday from 6:00am

to 2:00pm PST. For more information or to register
Thursday, March 12th, 2009 P &

6:15pm Reception and Displays
7:15pm Public Address

Vancouver Convention & Exhibition Centre 999

online, go to www.alzheimerbc.org and click on
"Caregivers Can Learn from Home" at the bottom of
the page. Scroll down and find the workshop that you
are interested in. To register, you will be directed to the

Canada Place Vancouver Care-ring Voice website.
Register Online Now at Upcoming Tele-Workshops
www.tapestryfoundation.ca Healthy Brain

Thurs., March 26 from 7pm to 8pm

This workshop looks at Alzheimer's disease and how it
impacts the brain, the latest research on reducing risks for
Alzheimer's, and everyday tips for increasing brain health.

This event is FREE of charge but online registration is
necessary to reserve your seat. Space is limited, register early.
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The Dementia Journey The Balancing Act
Thurs., March 19 from 10am to 11am

The last people to recognize and admit to the stresses and
strains of caring for a person with a complex brain disease
are often the family caregivers. This workshop will help to
focus on coping strategies and on finding balance.

Whether you have a formal diagnosis
or are caring for someone with
Alzheimer's disease or another form of
dementia, it can often leave you feeling frustrated and afraid.
Thanks to a partnership between the Alzheimer Society of
B.C. and the BC provincial health authorities, new help is
available. The Dementia Journey website has now expanded

Interacting with People with Dementia:

Meeting Person to Person
province-wide. Through the stories of real people, it supports Wee;., AﬁriICZ 23(;0 n?7pem s?9pm

those with dementia and loved ones as they experience
their own dementia journey and links visitors to current . o .
J Y personhood and effective communication strategies to help

iﬁnfzrmation andl to hel.p‘ plan thz next steps of their lives. To them care for a person with dementia. Guest Speaker: Dr.
nd out more please visit www.dementiajourney.ca. (Elisabeth Drance, MD.

This workshop for family caregivers offers insights about
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