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The pursuit of Parkinson'’s

“Parkinson’s

patients are a bit

like snow akes,”

says Jerrold Vitek,
M.D., Ph.D., head

of the Department

of Neurology

and director of

the University’s
Neuromodulation
Research Center.

“No two are alike. The
symptoms can vary
greatly from one patient to another—as can the
e ectiveness of the treatments available to them.”

So it only makes sense that researchers are
pursuing Parkinson’s on many fronts. At the
University of Minnesota, experts in neuroscience,
magnetic resonance imaging, sleep science,

and drug development are among the cadre

of scientists striving to enhance the overall
understanding of Parkinson’s, develop more

e ective treatments, and contribute to the
development of a cure.

Vitek, for instance, and Noam Harel, Ph.D.,
associate professor of radiology at the U’s Center
for Magnetic Resonance Research (CMRR), are
using imaging technologies to map patient-speci ¢
3-D brain models that will facilitate more precise
placement of the electrodes used in deep brain
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stimulation (DBS) surgery. DBS delivers electrical
charges to a very precise area of the brain to
mitigate and, in some cases, eliminate the motor
symptoms of Parkinson’s disease.

Also working to improve life for people who have
Parkinson’s disease are:

Colum MacKinnon, Ph.D., director of the
University’s Movement Disorders Laboratory,

who is shedding light on one of the more puzzling
symptoms of Parkinson’s disease: freezing of gait,
which a ects about 70 percent of people in the
advanced stages of Parkinson'’s;

Sleep expert Michael Howell, M.D., who is
investigating a rare sleep disorder known as
REM behavior disorder (RBD), which is often a
precursor to Parkinson’s;

Ligiang Chen, Ph.D., of the University’s Center
for Drug Design, who with his team has been
developing compounds that could lead to
suitable drugs for treating the disease; and

Paul Tuite, M.D., who was the U’s principal
investigator for BioFIND, a two-year study funded
by the Michael J. Fox Foundation for Parkinson's
Research, aimed at identifying reliable and
consistent biomarkers for Parkinson’s, which
could lead to better methods of diagnosing and
treating the condition.

Read more at z.umn.edu/MBparkinsons.

Thank you for celebrating award winners from
the Minnesota Twins community while raising
critical funds for lifesaving research and care
related to brain, nerve, and muscle disorders at
the University of Minnesota at the 10th annual
Diamond Awards, held January 22 at Target
Field. The event has raised more than

$2.6 million since its inception.

View the photos from this year’s event at

www.minnesotadiamondawards.org.




'3 €

W%

The Line Up

News from the Bob Allison Ataxia Research Center

Dreaming of the slopes

All Mark Buermann really wants is to ski with his family.

A Boy Scouts activity with his son forced Buermann to get on
the slopes again in 2007 after a 15-year break. They both loved
the experience so much that the next year, the whole Buermann

family went skiing together in northern Minnesota.

“I'll never forget it because I thought this was something our

family could enjoy for the rest of our lives,” Buermann says.

But the following year, he was diagnosed with progressive
muscular atrophy, which often develops into amyotrophic
lateral sclerosis (ALS), also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease.
“It really hit home that one of the activities I thought would
bring our family closer together was no longer possible,”

he says.

Today, for the sports-loving Buermann—who now gets around
with either a cane, walker, or power wheelchair—skiing again

with his family seems like a distant hope.

ALS is a progressive, degenerative brain disease that attacks
the neurons that control voluntary muscle movements. It
causes muscle weakness that makes even simple daily tasks
like brushing teeth and getting out of bed difficult. Today

there is no known cure.

“Living with ALS is like having a cloud surrounding you every
minute of the day,” Buermann says. “Everything you do,
everything you think about, everywhere you go, you have this

cloud. ... It's very difficult to keep moving forward.”

Even so, Buermann says that actually being diagnosed by
University of Minnesota neurologist David Walk, M.D,, in
2008, almost seemed like a relief. It certainly was traumatic
for him and his family, but at least they had an answer—and

a road map for moving on.

“The care at the University of Minnesota is professional,”

Buermann says. “There’s no sugar-coating. It's caring. It's very
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After a difficult diagnosis, Mark Buermann (seated) and his family, kids
Derek and Laura and wife Linda, advocate for ALS research.

informative. It's a coordinated effort with so many specialists,

and it’s all done at one time.”

Gratitude for that care is just one reason that Buermann

wants to help advance ALS research.

When his disease forced him to retire early, Buermann, now
just 53, felt boredom and depression setting in. Then Walk
suggested that he get involved with the ALS Association. Last
year Buermann was elected to the organization’s board of
directors for the local chapter, which serves Minnesota and
the Dakotas.

He's proud to be an advocate for the ALS Association and to

spread the word about what the U is doing to advance research.

“It's very important to me to know that the University of
Minnesota is at the forefront of trying to find a cure, not only

for ataxia and ALS but other neurological diseases,” he says.

Buermann, after all, is holding out hope that he'll be able to
ski with his family again.
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Training
your &

Research by University of Minnesota biomedical
engineers shows that people who practice yoga
and meditation long term can learn to control

a computer with their minds faster and better
than people who have little or no experience

with yoga or meditation.

The research, published online in the journal
TECHNOLOGY, could have major implications
for people who are paralyzed, have lost limbs, or
have brain diseases such as ALS or cerebral palsy.
In these people, where brain function remains
intact, they must find ways to bypass muscular
control to move a wheelchair, an artificial limb,

or other devices.

Study participants, who wore a high-tech cap
ver the scalp that picked up brain activity, were
‘to move a computer cursor across the

n by imagining left or right movements.
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Those with yoga or meditation experience were
twice as likely to complete a brain-computer

interface task by the end of 30 trials and learned
three times faster than their counterparts for the

left-right cursor movement experiments.

“There has been a lot of attention on improving
the computer side of the brain-computer interface
but very little attention to the brain side,” says
lead researcher Bin He, Ph.D., who directs the

U’s Institute for Engineering in Medicine. “This
comprehensive study shows for the first time

that looking closer at the brain side may provide

a valuable tool for reducing obstacles for brain-

computer interface success in early stages.

“Our ultimate goal,” he adds, “is to help people
who are paralyzed or have brain diseases regain

mobility and independence.”
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