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Greetings!

I hope everyone had a happy holiday season and that the second semester is going well!

***********************************************************************

FOCUS ON: Dyslexia
In my last newsletter, I reported that in my dissertation research I found subtypes of dyslexia.  A new study by Shaywitz, et al., using fMRI, found two types of dyslexics. (Shaywitz, B. A., Shaywitz, S. E., Pugh, K. R., Mencl, W. E., Fulbright, R. K., Skudlarski, P. et al. (2003). Disruption of posterior brain systems for reading in children with developmental dyslexia. Biological Psychiatry, 52, 101-110.) One type, genetic, used different parts of the brain to compensate for differences in their language circuitry.  They read slowly, but comprehend what they read. They use more right hemisphere processes rather than the left-hemisphere language area. This is similar to what I identified, behaviorally and structurally, as compensated dyslexics.  The second group is what Shaywitz calls “more environmentally influenced”.  Their language circuitry may not be different from good readers, but their processing style relies more on memory than on those linguistic centers. They remain persistently poor readers, rather than eventually compensating.  They are similar to what I described as non-phonological dyslexics.  An important educational implication of this study is that Shaywitz found that the ones who didn’t compensate were twice as likely to be from disadvantaged schools. Apparently, these students may have started out by over-relying on memory and persisted in that strategy.  As Dr. Gordon Sherman says, “Once the brain makes the connections it needs for certain tasks, it tends to stick with them.” (Morris, B.R.,  7/8/2003. The New York Times, F5. 

This study supports something that I believe: there may be neurodevelopmental disorders of the language system but some students can compensate.  Therefore, teaching compensatory strategies is critical.  On the other hand, there are students who have no anatomical differences, but do not read well.  I suggest they need to be taught reading strategies, especially at an early age, including how to sound out words.  Therefore, one dyslexia intervention does NOT work for all students.  We must diversify our strategies as much as possible.  Pronounce words for students by reading aloud, or having them read aloud.  Teach them how to sound out words, but also emphasize other strategies, especially context clues, for those who may not be able to use the phonological route. 

CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS:  Society for Neuroscience

Here are some tidbits from the recent Society for Neuroscience conference.  I list the poster and then make a comment.  Remember, that we are making a leap when we make educational inferences from laboratory studies, but I think that it is helpful to think in those terms and then try things out in the best laboratory in the world, your classroom!  You will know if it works and can give feedback to researchers.

1. Britton, J.C., et al., 2003, Social and nonsocial emotions activate differential neural patterns.   This reminds me that we want to provide opportunities for students to work alone as well as in groups.  I never force a student to work in a group on a project if they want to do it alone, although in class they may have to sometimes.

2. Anderson, A.K., et al., 2003,  Emotional significance diminishes the attentional prerequisites for cortical activation.  We pay attention to that which has emotional significance to us.  Remember:  learning is a biological mechanism invented for survival!

3. Keisler, A.S., et al., 2003, The role of consolidation, sleep and time of day in implicit motor learning skill acquisition.  These researchers found that the late morning sleep was critical in consolidating learning of new motor skills.  Those who slept well in the last few hours performed better than those who got additional practice. We have talked about the importance of sleep and some studies show that it is the first few hours and others the deep REM sleep.  I think we can safely say that students need a FULL night’s sleep.  Also, keep in mind that learning needs to be consolidated.  Breaks, diversions, rest, and sleep all help.

******************************************************************************

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

As we get older, more of us are becoming worried about our memory!  These “senior moments” can be disturbing.  What can we do?  Try eating more fish.  Another new study supports the theory that Omega 3 fatty acids help brain processing and memory.  People who ate more fatty fish, such as mackerel, salmon, and herring, had lower risk for brain impairment.  It seems Omega 3’s can improve speed of functioning and memory and alleviate depression.  There are hypotheses that Omega 3’s help those with autism and dyslexia, but that is not established.  I take salmon oil capsules, but any fish oil capsule that contains Omega 3 will work. However, you should buy the best quality you can afford.

Kalmijn, S., et al.,( 1/26/2004) Neurology.

FOCUS ON: Music


Long hours on the computer or on our feet can cause back pain.  Help is on the way!  A report at the 10th World Congress on Pain found that a combination of music and relaxation imagery significantly reduced lower-back pain.  I have used music very successfully during dental procedures (yes, even a root canal without anesthetic –but only the first time () to reduce pain.  I experimented with the type of music until I found what worked for me – Elvis gospel, because it has a very strong back beat similar to a slow heart rhythm and the harmonies are compelling and distracting.  For other pain if resting at home, I find Celtic music relaxing.  You will want to experiment with music that is relaxing and/or distracting to find what works for you.

=====================================================================

HOT OFF THE PRESS!!!!

Recall our “wake up the brain” activities and how I mentioned that alternating left and right parts of the body are stimulating to the brain?  A new study from the University of Regensburg in Germany finds that juggling can cause the brain to change shape by expanding the gray matter.  Alternatively, I have warned you “Use it or lose it!” and the study says that failure to practice causes the gray matter to retract.  This is very exciting and provokes us to think about the educational implications.  May, A., et al., (2004), Nature

FOCUS ON: Emotion

Remember how I talk about the importance of faces?  I have also mentioned that the amygdala is critical to emotional processing.  A study by Rauch, et al., supports the importance of  what we see and its link to emotion:  “Initial experiments in normal subjects demonstrated that the amygdala can be reliably recruited via passive viewing of emotionally expressive facial stimuli.  Specifically, activity within the amygdala is increased to pictures of fearful versus neurtral or happy faces (Brieter et al., 1996; Morris et al., 1996).  …..emotionally expressive facial stimuli presented below the level of awareness likewise activate the amygdala (Morris et al., 1998; Whalen et al., 1998).  “


I have suggested that we must maintain positive relations with our colleagues, because when we go into the classroom in a threatened or negative state, the students can pick up on that “below the level of awareness” and get “downshifted” also.  This evidence supports that.  To read the study:  Rauch et al., (2000), Biological Psychiatry, 47, 769-776.

UPDATE

Since I last wrote, I have had the opportunity to meet many wonderful educators and to learn more about the neuroscience of learning.  


This school year I spoke to educators at Jackson Community College (MI), Modesto Junior College (CA), Technical Vocational Institute (NM) and Shelby County School System (AL).  I met people so nice and was given such a responsive welcome, that it still can bring tears to my eyes to remember those visits.  Thanks so much!


In addition, I have presented at several conferences, where again, I met such enthusiastic educators:  SETESOL, CRLA, MADE, and LABE. I look forward to seeing you again in the future!


At the Society for Neuroscience conference in October, I presented my research showing subtypes of dyslexia and differences in the structure of the dyslexic brains.  Because 25,000 neuroscientists attend this conference, I was able to learn about the latest research, which I will continue to share with you in the newsletter and workshops.

************************************************************************

BOOK OF THE MONTH

West, T. G. (1997). In the Mind's Eye. (Updated Edition ed.) Amherst: Prometheus Books.

Not only does the book show the gifts that dyslexics have, it reviews famous dyslexics and their learning history. I heartily recommend this book to all instructors, regardless of whether you teach “dyslexics” or not.  One of the key reasons is that it explains how one correlate of dyslexia seems to be “late blooming” and how many students do not learn well until after high school, when they suddenly become voracious learners.  What would these students do without our wonderful community college instructors?  Where else could you go if you decided you wanted to be better at reading or math and you were out of school?  Keep up the good work!

*******************************************************************

FROM THE FIELD

It is always so great to hear from you.  Here is a sampling of emails:

Dear Janet:

I thought of you and your research when I was talking with my 5 year old
 granddaughter. She had been begging her mother to let her sew a cloth
design onto a pillow using a needle and thread. Her mother finally
allowed her do it and she did a great job. I asked her how she was able to do so
 well when she had never done that before and she replied. "I practiced in
my mind".

Ruth E. McCall
Director of Phlebotomy and Clinical Laboratory Assistant Programs
TVI Community College
Albuquerque, New Mexico


Dear Ruth:

What a wonderful example of how visual imagery helps us learn.  More evidence continues to mount that just picturing something done correctly can help performance.

Dear Janet (in reference to newsletter mentioning how blueberries help brain function)
Thanks for the info. All my students now are getting a Special K Blueberry
snack bar before taking their GED tests. I tell them about your e-mail and
give them a magic blueberry bar.

I'll let you know how it goes.

Aggie
Dear Aggie,


What a creative way to get blueberries into the kids, as well as other good nutrition.  Remember, the brain needs glucose as fuel and you gave them a good glucose boost in the berries and grains in that bar!

Janet

Greetings Dr. Zadina. 
I found your presentation informative as well as entertaining. I teach Intro Psychology and Abnormal Psychology here at Jackson so the material was "close to home". How do
firing neurons "make" thoughts and feelings. Obviously, I am referencing the
so-called "explanatory gap" dilemna that psychologists with a bent towards
our philosophical roots entertain, and was wondering if you might share your
thoughts and ideas? Take care and once again, thank you so much for a top-notch presentation.
Anthony Cleveland

Dear Dr. Cleveland,

Thank you for your comments. As you alluded to in your question, this is a
very complicated and poorly understood issue. I have been focusing for the last several years on my research in neurodevelopmental disorders and have not had the time to read and think
about the greater philosophical issues. I an reading a wonderful book by A. Damasio called The Feeling of What Happens and I highly recommend that to you.  It explains what is happening as best we know it now.
Janet

Dear Janet

Thanks for the newsletter. I know you stress the importance of face to
face contact between instructor and student. As with many teaching
institutions, there is a big push here to put courses online. What are
the implications in that case if face to face is so important?
Terri Waisanen

Hi Terri,

That is a challenging question. It seems that sometimes technology moves ahead of
us and then we find ways to catch up and deal with it, so in the future
perhaps our faces will be online, also. Who knows? In the meantime, we have
to work with the situation we have. All students learn differently and
learning online may be a preferred style for some. I think that using
face-to-face contact is a tool that enhances learning, but it isn't the only
tool. We have to use others to compensate. For example, one key teaching
tool is for the student to sense progress. I think that is very easily
attained in an online setting. I would be sure to build that into the
online curriculum.


Janet

I would love to hear from those who have tried some of the ideas from a workshop or who may have devised their own activities based on the principles given in a workshop.  Please let me know how they are working and share your ideas with others.

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

UPCOMING CONFERENCES

Let me know if you are attending any of these so that we can meet!

March 10:  National Association of Developmental Educators (NADE) Preconference Institute, Brain Research and Instruction Part II.

April 12-18:  American Educational Research Association (AERA) Paper presentation:  Heterogeneity of dyslexia:  A neuroanatomical study of dyslexia subtypes and controls

April 20:
Department of Education, Baton Rouge, LA.  Workshop

April 22:
Michigan Developmental Education Conference (MDEC), workshop

In addition, I am presenting at numerous colleges and school systems, so my schedule is getting very full into next fall. If you want to schedule a lecture, keynote address, or workshop, please contact me as soon as possible.  

************************************************************************

SIGN UP NOW!

If someone forwarded you this newsletter and you would like to be added to the mailing list, just reply with “sign me up” in the subject line.

________________________________________________________________________
RESEARCH PARTICIPATION OPPORTUNITIES

I am currently seeking volunteers for stuttering research.  Participants must be ages 7-13, able to be tested in New Orleans, and willing to have a MRI brain scan.  I am looking for children who either currently stutter or have recovered from early childhood stuttering.  

*******************************************************************

WORKSHOP TOPICS

I have several options available now for workshops for your faculty, ranging from a brief one-hour overview of principles and strategies based on brain research to all-day workshops.  For those of you who have had me present my three-hour Learning and the Brain workshop, there is a second one, PART II, available now.  So if your faculty needs a refresher, more information, or you want to bring the information to a wider audience, you may want this second workshop.

I would love to hear from you!  Please drop me an email!

Until next time, I wish you a great semester!

Janet Zadina

jzadina@uno.edu

This newsletter is written by me as a service to those who have attended my workshops and conference presentations or who have requested information.  It is not affiliated with my university position.


