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Train your brain
02:31 PM PST on Monday, February 19, 2007

By MARK MUCKENFUSS
The Press-Enterprise

Remember what you had for breakfast this morning?

There may come a time when that question doesn't seem so ridiculous. Who knows? Maybe that time is
already here.

Just like the rest our bodies, the brain gets old. Neurons that once happily fired at the slightest impulse need
coaxing. Senior moments proliferate. And eventually, we drift into a senilic haze.

But, say brain experts, it doesn't have to be that way.

Story continues below
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Scientists used to think our brains were hard wired in our younger years and that once we reached adulthood
we began losing neurons without replacing them. Studies within the last couple of decades have revealed a
much more dynamic organ capable of growth even in old age.

Seemingly in response to that, brain exercise programs have burgeoned in recent years, championing the
benefits of keeping your brain in top shape. Some experts say such programs are largely hype, others are
convinced such things are good for the brain.

"I  would say there's some hints that its beneficial," says Chandra Reynolds, a psychology professor and
researcher at UC Riverside. "There really needs to be many more prospective studies. We need to be
cautious in saying it's absolutely beneficial."
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Reynolds was a co-author on a study of dementia in Swedish twins, which was published in 2005. The
study found that when one twin was diagnosed with Alzheimer's disease onset in the other twin might occur
at a later time or not at all. One of the key determining factors appeared to be brain activity.

"The one who becomes affected, more often has a lower level of education than their co-twin," says
Reynolds. Still, she cautions, that doesn't point to a strict causal relationship since other factors may be
involved as well.

But it is evidence such as this that brain exercise advocates latch onto and promote in building their case for
staving off aging and disease by stimulating the brain. They point to studies that have shown improvement
in brain function on specific tasks following training sessions targeting those areas of the brain. For instance,
after several sessions of exercises designed to improve memory, senior subject have scored higher on
subsequent memory tests.

What hasn't been shown, is whether such improvements benefit areas of the brain other than those
specifically targeted. Part of a long term study funded by the National Institute on Aging was published in
the December issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association. The study found that while
cognitive performance in seniors improved with training in specific areas, there was no carry over to the
performance of daily living tasks.

Jeff Zimman is president of Posit Science Corp., a San Francisco company that produces and markets brain
exercise programs. Posit Science also funds research into studying the effects of brain training.

Zimman thinks it's just a matter of time before broader effects of brain exercise can be shown.

"Most of these studies have been poorly designed and haven't really shown anything," Zimman says. "The
JAMA study was searching for generalization but not finding it."

However, he says, a soon to be released study sponsored by his company will  show evidence of generalized
benefit to the brain.

Zimman, whose company was founded in 2002, attributes the explosion of brain exercise programs to recent
research and the aging of the baby boomer population."I'm a baby boomer," Zimman says, "and I can say
that every time we hit a life stage we redefine that life stage. It's not surprising as we age we're going to
redefine ageing. When we talk to baby boomers, we're all planning on living into our 80s or 90s or beyond
and that's a totally different mindset. I think what we're going to see is a real revolution. We have the ability
to have high quality to the end or at lest near the end."

But Zimman also recognizes there is still  much work to be done.

"We're really at the beginning of the beginning," he says. "The scientists have said we kind of
underestimated the brain. Is it possible we're swinging in the other direction and we're overestimating the
brain? It's possible. What we've seen so far has surpassed our expectations."

Alvero Fernandez, president of SharpBrains, also based in San Francisco, is even more upbeat in his
outlook. His company offers an on-line "brain fitness center"

"I  would tend to believe that still we underestimate the brain," says Fernandez, whose background is in



02/22/2007 04:56 PMTrain your brain | Features | PE.com | Southern California News | News for Inland Southern California

Page 4 of 6http://www.pe.com/lifestyles/stories/PE_Fea_Daily_D_brain20.4425ceb.html#

educational training and marketing. He notes that recent studies have shown when a brain is injured by a
stroke, "those mental structures recreate themselves (with exercise). It means to me there are a lot of things
we could really do and many times we are not aware of them. We cannot promise to people you will only
keep getting better until you are 200 years old. But I think people still  underestimate how flexible the brain
really is."

The SharpBrains program combines mental exercises with a stress reduction program. Too much stress, says
Fernandez, has been shown to be damaging not only to performance, but to the brain itself.

With all of the available programs for stimulating the brain, he says, it is important to shop carefully. A
critical element, he says, is how clients or participants are evaluated.

"Make sure they have a credible assessment that helps you find your strengths and weaknesses and that they
have programs that address (those areas)," he says. "Assessments that give you 50 (as an age-equivalent
grade) and a week later you're 32, that's not a valuable assessment."

Story continues below
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Some companies use such measures to promote their products. They find easy encouragement from some
scientists in the field.

Michael Marsiske is a professor of clinical and health psychology at the University of Florida and a co-
author of the recent JAMA article. While the study didn't showed only a slight impact for one training group
on activities of daily living, it did show a benefit in brain performance.

Subjects who received 10 one-hour sessions of brain exercise continued to perform better on those exercises
five years after the initial training period, when compared to the control group.

"That would be akin you and I going to the gym for five weeks and showing benefits five years later," says
Marsiske. "People who got booster training (18 additional sessions) those people are performing measurably
better on a variety of everyday tasks."

But other researchers say they worry the case for brain exercise is being overstated.

Margaret Gatz is a professor of psychology at USC. She was lead author on the aforementioned study on
Swedish twins and dementia. Gatz thinks Marsiske is putting an overly positive spin on his study.

Having read some of Marsiske's comments, Gatz says, "It  did seem to me that his inferences pushed the
envelope with respect to what the results of the study actually showed. I would wish that people would tone
down the inferences to fit  the data."

Many in the field say even if  hard evidence is not yet available, exercising your brain can't hurt. But Gatz
disagrees.

Two years ago, she published an editorial piece warning that the hype surrounding brain exercise might lead
to both false hope as well as false accusations.

"I  think the danger is we would blame the victim," Gatz says. "Well, she wouldn't have gotten dementia if
she'd gone to the computer and done her exercises."

While there is evidence to suggest that a higher degree of education and/or physical activity can increase
brain density and delay the onset of Alzheimer's disease and other dementias, such conditions are largely a
factor of genetics, Gatz says.

"A  lot of things we still  don't know," she says. "What we don't' know is even if  the brain is changing, how
that is related to protecting against dementia. We should have some more good studies with good outcomes
soon and that would be helpful."

In the meantime, even she encourages people to exercise their brains.

"Stay engaged with life, absolutely," Gatz says. "As much as you can do something that seems to make
sense to you and is enjoyable, that would seem be good."
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Reach Mark Muckenfuss at 951-368-9595 or mmuckenfuss@PE.com

On the Web: http://www.sharpbrains.com/

 


