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Medical Information ‘“Alzheimer”

Alzheimer’s disease is an irreversible, progressive brain disease that slowly destroys
memory and thinking skills, and eventually even the ability to carry out the simplest
tasks. In most people with Alzheimer’s, symptoms first appear after the age of 60.
Alzheimer’s disease is the most common cause of dementia among older people.
Changes in the Brain in Alzheimer’s Disease

Although we still don’t know what starts the Alzheimer’s disease process, we do
know that damage to the brain begins as many as 10 to 20 years before any prob-
lems are evident. Tangles begin to develop deep in the brain, in an area called the
entorhinal cortex, and plaques form in other areas. As more and more plaques and
tangles form in particular brain areas, healthy neurons begin to work less efficiently.
Then, they lose their ability to function and communicate with each other, and even-
tually they die. As the death of neurons increases, affected brain regions begin to
shrink. By the final stage of Alzheimer’s, damage is widespread and brain tissue has
shrunk significantly.

Very Early Signs and Symptoms

Memory problems are one of the first signs of Alzheimer’'s disease. Some people
with memory problems have a condition called amnestic mild cognitive impairment
(MCI). People with this condition have more memory problems than normal for peo-
ple their age, but their symptoms are not as severe as those with Alzheimer’s. More
people with MCI, compared with those without MCI, go on to develop Alzheimer’s.
Researchers also have seen links between some problems with the sense of smell
and cognitive problems.
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