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HEALTH REPORT

Tests That Could Save Your Life
Surprising screenings that can pick up early signs of illness
By JESSICA GIRDWAIN / Illustrations by JOEL KIMMEL
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Assess your
sleep quality
······················································

• You're familiar with blood pressure tests, cholesterol screenings and blood workups
to analyze your health. But did you know there are lesser-known, noninvasive tests
that often detect signs of an underlying disease? The five modified tests that follow
may pick up warning signs of dementia, Parkinson's, even premature death. Try them,
and if you perform poorly, bring your concerns to your doctor.

-Name that

> HOW IT WORKS: Many
people equate Parkinson's
disease with tremors, but
more subtle symptoms

In onew G~rm~n ~tudv.
patients from aspecial

clinic for early Parkinson's
were given questiol'tnaires
to evaluate pain, sleep
and gastrointestinal
symptoms, and their
olfactory function was
assessed. Compared with
a control group, the
Parkinson's patients were
more likely to suffer
abnormal REM sleep (the
dreaming stage), a loss of
smell, and constipation .

······················································
WHAT IT DETECTS:

DEMENTIA

> WHAT TO DO: While the
test used in the study
involved 20 faces, you

PARKINSON'S DISEASE

may provide earli~r CIUQ~.

famous face
> HOW IT WORKS:
Do you find yourself
blanking out on names of
famous celebrities or
close friends? Researchers
at Northwestern University recently published a
study that found that the
inability to recognize or
name famous faces in
midlife was associated
with an increased risk for
a form of dementia known
as primary progressive
aphasia (PPA). The rare
disease usually affects
adults ages 40 through
65, says the study's lead
author, Tamar Gefen.
PPA, marked by a loss of
tissue in the frontal and
temporal lobes of the
brain (the language
centers), is characterized
by a gradual deterioration
in the ability to communicate with others.

WHAT IT DETECTS:

> WHAT TO DO: Ask
yourself these questions.
1. Do you act out your
dreams through talking or
fighting (a sign of a REM
sleep disorder)? _ _

2. Are you having
problems with smell
(especially pungent foods,
such as garlic)? _

can do this simplified
version at home. Pick up
a magazine and see if
you can name the
celebrities-like, above,
Oprah Winfrey, Jay Leno,
Barack Obama and
Madonna. You get two
points for first and last
names, one point for one

3. Have you been dealing
wtth constipation for a .
month or longer? _

or the other, and zero
points if you draw
a blank. If you miss a
few, no big deal. If you
find yourself struggling
(PPA patients scored
lower than SO percent),
ask your doctor or a
neurologist for a cognitive evaluation .

If you answered yes to all
of these, you may want
to see your doctor. While
there are no lab tests to
diagnose Parkinson's,
your physician may want
to conduct neurological
and physical exams. Early
diagnosis can mean better
treatment.
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Sit down, stand up
WHAT IT DETECTS:

EARLY RISK OF DEATH

"ii'+•
Smell the
peanut butter
WHAT IT DETECTS:

ALZHEIMER'S DISEASE
> HOW IT WORKS: Alzheimer's

typically affects your sense of smell
because the area of the brain that
processes odors, the olfactory
cortex, is the first to show signs of
dysfunction. (Memory problems
come later.) That's why Jennifer
Stamps, a researcher at the University of Florida, developed the peanut
butter test, the results of which were
recently published in the Journal of
the Neurological Sciences. Normal
aging can affect your sense of smell,
but peanut butter isn't an odor
usually lost with time, Stamps says,
making it a good tool for evaluating
early Alzheimer's. In the study,
researchers measured the distance
at which participants cou ld smell
peanut butter through the left nostril
compared with the right. Those with
early Alzheimer's could not detect
the smell until it was an average of
almost 5 inches closer to the left
nostril compared with the right.

> HOW IT WORKS: A 2012 study

published in the European Journal of
Preventive Cardiology asked adults
ages 51 through 80 to do a sit-andstand test to see how well they
could sit on the floor and then stand
up. Participants could get a maximum score of 10; researchers
subtracted one point each t ime a
hand, forearm or knee was used for
support. Scoring just one point
higher was associated with a 21
percent lower mortality, says study
coauthor Jonathan Myers, Ph.D.

crossed, then rising back up (you
can use your arms for balance, but
you shouldn't have to use them or
your knees to boost yourself back
up). If you have problems standing
up without assistance, such as
difficulty standing up from the
dinner table, or notice issues with
everyday activities, this may be a
wake-up call to start or ramp up
your exercise program . Begin with
30 minutes of daily
moderate physical
activity, like walking .
If you're already a
walker, add some
strength or
flexibility
training .

"This is a strong measure of muscle
strength, coordination, balance
and flexibility, which are critically
important to maintain with age, as
they allow you to perform daily
activities and also prevent falls,
which can be devastating for
older adults," he says.
> WHAT TO DO: Test yourself

by sitting on the floor, legs

LIKELIHOOD OF FUTURE DISABILITY

on the subject was recently published in the Journal of Geriatric
Physical Therapy. While grip
strength on its own doesn't affect
your ability to climb stai rs, for
instance, it's a marker that is
correlated with walking ability.

> HOW IT WORKS: You might not

> WHAT TO DO: Physical therapists

think of grip strength as an important indicator of overall fitness . But
low grip strength has consistently been associated w ith
disability later in life, as well
as w ith postoperative
complications and premature death, according to
Richard Bohannon, Ed.D., of
the University of Connecticut, whose review study

use an inexpensive machine called a
hand-grip dynamometer to analyze
grip strength, but you can measure
your grip strength in other ways,
Bohannon says. Open a tight
jar lid. Pick up a gallon of milk
and carry it across the room.
Lift a long-handled pan w ith
one hand. If you can't do these
tasks successfully, you need to
build your overall fitness .

IHitft

Open that jar
WHAT IT DETECTS:

> WHAT TO DO: It's hard to perform

the test by yourself, so grab a
partner. Close your eyes and ask your
partner to hold a small jar of peanut
butter 12 inches away from your left
nostril while you hold your right
nostril closed . Slowly move the jar
closer until you're able to detect the
smell. Now test your ri ght nostri l. You
should be able to smell the peanut
butter equally well in both nostrils. If
you can't, see your doctor to rule out
treatable conditions that affect smell.

··········································································
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Why Does Music Aid in Memorization?

Bee
The words to a holiday song bubble up to the surface of the brain, even
decades since last hearing the tune. Yet recalling a bank-account
password can put the mind in a twist. Neuroscientists have long debated
the brain mechanisms related to memory, but they agree on one thing:
Information set to music is among the easiest to remember. One expert,
Henry L. Roediger III, professor of psychology at the Memory Lab at
Washington University in St. Louis, explains how songs easily stick in the
mind.
—Heidi Mitchell
The Brain's Data Processors
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The hippocampus and the frontal cortex are two areas in the brain
associated with memory and they process millions of pieces of
information every day. Getting the information into those areas is
relatively easy, says Dr. Roediger. What is diﬃcult is pulling data out
eﬃciently. Music, he says, provides a rhythm, a rhyme and often,
alliteration. All that structure is the key to unlocking information stored in
the brain—with music acting as a cue, he says.
If someone "asks me to produce all the words to a Beatles song, I
couldn't do it unless I sang it in my mind," says the professor, who
specializes in the study of memory retrieval.
Music is a powerful mnemonic device, but the song's structure is what
allows a person to recall the information it holds—not necessarily the
catchy tune itself. The added melody encourages repetition and thus
memorization, which is perhaps why patients with advanced Alzheimer's
dementia have been known to sing along to a familiar song.
Poetry of Memory

Some researchers think the brain function that responds to music evolved
long before those related to language, says Dr. Roediger. Most
neuroscientists believe humans developed music and dance to aid in
retrieval of information.
He cites Duke University professor David C. Rubin's work on epic poetry
in preliterate and literate societies. Dr. Rubin's studies show long stories
—such as "The Iliad" and "The Odyssey"—were passed down verbally
using poetic devices for a reason.
"Psychologists believe laws, stories and customs were presented as
http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702304483804579284682214451364#printMode
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poems, chants and, eventually, as songs, in order for them to be
memorized, and recalled, accurately," says Dr. Roediger. "The idea was
that the chant would help people to remember large sets of information
across the ages."
Rhyme With a Reason

People with exceptional abilities to recount lists and other data often
create song-like structures to help with memorization and recall. Dr.
Roediger, whose forthcoming book, "Make It Stick: The Science of
Successful Learning," oﬀers tools for memorization, points to how nearly
every American learns the Alphabet Song. He points to a study in which
hospital workers in England could recite the institution's asthma
guidelines after a frustrated doctor set the rules to song and they went
viral on YouTube.
Dr. Roediger remembers large sequences of information by using a
common number-rhyming mnemonic that goes, "one is a gun, two is a
shoe, three is a tree, etc." He puts an image of whatever he needs to
remember along with an image of the word associated with the number in
the rhyme. "So if one is a ball, I'll picture a gun shooting a ball. If two is a
chair, I'll imagine a shoe sitting on a chair, and so on."
Adds Dr. Roediger, "The rhyme serves a similar function as a tune."
—Email burning@wsj.com
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Are We Managing Our To-Do Lists All Wrong?

Like me, I’m sure you’d like to be more productive. You prioritize your lists,
break big projects to bite sized tasks and you try to keep it tidy. However, we
still struggle, right?
One night, while writing down my to-do list for the next day, a thought
occurred to me…
Why do I always push certain tasks to the back of the list while preferring to
promote others to the top?

What if I told you that your brain hates the way you manage your todo lists?
Whether we keep it short, tidy or detailed; we always encounter resistance
when going over our list because we are either:
- Bored: When we’re working on completing tasks, we’re focused most of the
time on a list of declarative items that describe the obvious and mundane.
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Or
- Scared: We may encounter new tasks which we have not done before, or
come across items that seem too challenging.
We should be handling our task based on our priorities; rather than be driven
by fear or boredom.
Playing around with my list pushed me to think outside-of-the-box for
solutions for this conundrum i.e. how can I make sure that I won’t recoil from
a task or get bored by it, i.e. make them more user friendly for my brain?

1# Change a relatively boring list to something that can excite you
Since lists in their current state are declarative in nature, I first tackled
changing the way I write them.
I found out that we’re more likely to read something if it has a question mark
attached to it which led me to change the way I write tasks.
Let’s start with one of the most boring tasks that I know oﬀ, doing your
laundry.
Instead of writing it like the mundane task it is i.e. as a declaration “- Do the
laundry at 8 PM”, write it as a question or even a challenge! This will rub
some extra flavor into it “Can you finish the laundry before 8:30 PM?” and
will make sure you’ll tackle it.
Asking question stimulates our curiosity; curiosity is an engine that motivates
us to explore and discover.
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When something interests us, our curiosity ignites, creating a sense of
expectation. Ultimately, this signals our conscious brain that there’s a reward
to be had. Our brain loves rewards!

2# Finding answers increases confidence and fights procrastination
Posing a question almost always leads to some sort of search which
ultimately leads to answers. Answers help dissipate fears and anxiety
associated with our fear of the unknown and certainly address boredom.
Furthermore, questions expose the bigger picture, pushing you to acquire
more details about the task you’re about to perform.
Next time, instead of writing on your to-do list “Ask for a raise”, a task that
I’m sure both excites and frightens, try to write it done as a question “Why
can I ask for a raise tomorrow?”
These kinds of questions will require answers and after some research you’ll
see that the answered question will leave you much more confident in
yourself to complete the underlying tasks.

3# An action with a question mark next to it is a beginning of a plan
When your task is a question and you answer it, you’re beginning to draft the
http://iqtell.com/2014/02/are-we-managing-our-to-do-lists-all-wrong/
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skeleton of what will be the task’s execution plan.
Every plan begins as a list of tasks you need to do, but what happens when
you turn those tasks to question is amazing…
Buy groceries for my party task *as declarative statements*
- Buy snacks
- Decorate my house
- Send invitations
Buy groceries for my party task *as questions*
- What snacks should I buy and where should I buy them?
- How will I decorate my house?
- Who will get invited to the party?
The nature of the question drives you into action even while drafting them,
pushing you to get answers before you need to perform the task, thereby
reducing the associated stress of planning.
This provides mental preparation and visualization for your brain before you
approach doing the task. This will result better processing and planning,
ultimately, helping you reach the right conclusions regarding your task
completion.
In conclusion, working this way has definitely changed the way I get things
done and limited the time I spend re-arranging my task list (aka
procrastination).
So when you draft your next to-do list, try to ask instead questions and tell
me how it went…
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