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St Louis sisters help in Alzheirner's study 
By Teresa Coyle 
Catholic News Service 

ST. LOUIS - A shared lifestyle and 
careful record-keeping through the years 
make a group of elderly nuns ideal sub
jec t s for a major research project on 
Alzheimer's disease. 

Known officially as the School Sisters 
of Notre Dame Health and Aging Study 
— and unofficially as the Nun Study — 
the program involves some 700 volun
teers from the order 's seven U.S. 
provinces. All are 77 or older. 

Participants are being assessed annu
ally on their mobility and memory. The 
sisters in St. Louis will get their second 
round of testing next month, according 
to provincial councilor Sister Carol Ann 
Collins. 

In addition, they agreed to donate brain 
tissue to be examined after dieir death. 

Getting volunteers for the project was 
easy, Sister Collins told the St. Louis Re
view, archdiocesan newspaper. Many sis
ters, long accustomed to serving others, 
welcome a chance to help toward an un
ders tanding of what happens to the 
Alzheimer's patient and how to prevent 
the disease. 

Researcher David Snowdon said, 
"They want to continue to teach people 
during the latter part of their life when 
they may not be able to speak or be to
tally disabled and after their death they 
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Why should t consult my 

family about my 
ffunaral plans? 

Funerals are for the living! Many 
times plans made without family 
consultations will leave family 
members unhappy and dissatis
fied. Telling close family members 
that you would like to have a seri
ous discussion about your plans for 
your funeral and inviting them to 
help with the arrangements as-: 
sures they understand your 
desires. It will also offer them an 
opportunity to tell you what they 
would prefer. Planning a funeral 
ahead of time is helpful. Don't 
neglect to take into consideration 
the wishes of those who wilt live af
ter you. They are the ones who will 
benefit or suffer from choices you 
make. 
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continue to want to be of service. 
"They,just won't quit," he added. 
The study's pr imary focus is on 

Alzheimer's, but the underlying theme 
is an examination of factors connected 
with aging, "accelerated aging as well as 
successful aging," Snowdon said. 

Snowdon, associate professor of pre
ventive medicine at the University of 
Kentucky, said in a telephone interview 
that the project is "like an 80-year-long 
study following a group of 20-year-old 
women throughout their adult life and 
particularly concentrating on what h a p 
pens to die survivors in old age." 

He said information available in the 
community's archives will help in an in
vestigation of what factors determine 
which of the women entering at age 20, 
died 10, 20 or 30 years later and which 
of them have maintained their mental 
and physical function to age 90 or older. 

"We're not just looking at function in. 
old people. Aging is something that oc
curs across the whole adult life span," 
Snowdon said. 

He began pilot studies for the project 
about six years ago as an epidemiologist 
at the University of Minnesota, working 
with nuns in Mankato. He recognized 
they were a unique population for re
search because the nuns h a d lived in 
community most of their lives, ate the 
same meals, had equal access to educa
tion and health care and, for the most 
part, were engaged in die same occu
pation of teaching. 

Two years ago Snowdon and a team of 
scientists organized the current project 
at the University of Kentucky's Sanders-
Brown Center on Aging. He has received 
more than $1 million fron* the Nation
al Institute on Aging and expects the 
study to be funded by several more mil
lions of dollars. 

Alzheimer's is a progressive, age-re

lated incurable illness involving memo
ry disorder. More than 4 million Amer
icans are said to be afflicted, Including 
more than 11 percent of those over age 
65. That jumps to 25 or more percent 
of those over 85. 

Sisters appear to be "an exceptional
ly long-lived population," he said. "Their 
increases in life expectancy throughout 
the century have increased at dramatic 
rates," more so than the general popu
lation of women. 

In bis earlier studies, Snowdon com
pared sisters of similar age and a wide 
r ange of function — from those who 
were bedridden and confused to those 
still working full t ime. He found that 
those with a higher degree of education 
lived approximately four years longer 
with better mental and physical func
tioning than those who did not. 

ttWe can see that this difference in 
health between the high and low (edu
cation level) started when they were in 
their 20s and it's there in their 30s. 
There are differences in their mortali
ty and it goes on throughout their whole 
adult life,^he said. 

At every age between 20 and 95, he 
reported that the less-educated sisters 
had twice the mortali ty rates of the 
more educated. 

"Education in general is a very, very 
crude marker of many things, including 
intelligence and early-life socioeconom
ic status," Snowdon said. In the general 
population, lower education may be as
sociated with various factors, such as 
poor diet, higher levels of stress and un
deremployment, and lack of health care, 
but with the nuns those factors are not 
an issue. 

H e now is looking at information 
from the sisters' early life, especially au
tobiographical sketches written when 
they took their first vows. 

RCOA seeks seniors to serve as pen-pals for students 

ROCHESTER - The Retired and Se
nior Volunteer Program, a division of 
Regional Council on Aging, 79 Clinton 
Ave. N., needs volunteers for its "Pro
ject SUCCESS" program. 

Volunteers ages 55 and over are 
sought to serve as pen-pals with middle-

school age children for one hour pe r 
week, using the electronic mail compo
nent of Prodigy computer software. No 
previous computer skills are necessary; 
training will be provided. 

Those interested should call 716/454-
3224. 

Calif, woman reaches 
106 using faith, hope 
By Beth Basilius 
Catholic News Service 

MONTEREY, Calif. - Althea 
Seamark, 106, is a woman filled 
with the spirit of hope. It's seen in 
the sparkle of her eyes and it 's 
heard in her voice as she describes 
a special relationship she has al
ways had with St. Anthony. 

Miss Seamark, who is undoubt
edly one of die oldest Catholics in 
the Monterey diocese, never mar
ried. She raised a nephew in her 
native Nebraska and came to Cal
ifornia years ago to a t tend his 
wedding. Since then she's found a 
home — an apartment of her own 
in Capitola and a parish in town, 
St. Joseph's. 

One of the biggest changes she 
has seen in me church over die years 
has been die involvement of lay peo
ple. 

"I don ' t care how much they 
change things... Change is good," 
she told The Observer, diocesan pa
per in Monterey. "Just so they 
don't change the host, and I don' t 
think they ever will." 

Remembering die many years of 
Latin Masses, she desribed today's 
Masses as easier to understand. As 
a little girl, she began singing in the 
church choir witii her modier and 
stayed widi it for 40 years. She said 
she likes die songs at today's Masses 
because "they jazz them up a bit 
diesedays." 

Marina Wood, a friend who 
cooks and cleans for Miss Sea
mark, said, her friend has a special 
prayer list that includes intentions 
for many of her friends. "She has 
a special relationship with S t An-. 
thony and never fails to get us a 
great parking place whenever we 
go out," Wood said. 

"All she has to d o is close her 
eyes and concentrate for a few min
utes, and dien she tells me, 'Don't 
worry, Tony will take care of us." 

Miss Seamark smiled in agree
ment and added that she has had 
the help of a wonderful guardian 
angel who takes good care of her. 

Now, there is a special 
and persons with 

and spend their 
•Home Connection is a unique concept in health care foreldely 
and people with disabilities. 

Home Connection offers people the best of both worlds: It 
enables them to live at home and spend their days at St Ann's, 
where they can take advantage of fully-staffed health services 
along with leisure time activities in a safe, secure environment 
Services include: 

Personal care and bathing 
Hot meals and nutritional 
counseling 
Physical, occupational and 
speech therapies 

• Hearing evaluations 

Health monitoring and 
nursing care . 
Social work counseling 
Religious services 
Social activites 
Transportation' 
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where the elderly 
can live at home 

at St. Ann's. 
We can also arrange special services like podiatry, dental 
hygiene, and trips to St Ann's beauty salon, barber shop and 
Peartree store. 

Home Connection can mean something very special for people 
who need help: It means they can get skilled, professional care 
and da% socialization and reaeation. They can even stay under 
the care of their own physician. In addition, Home Connection 
offers much needed respite for family members who help care 
fora person at home. 

If you would like more information about 
Home-Connection, please call, us at 342-1700. 
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