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The American Stroke Association re-
leased updated guidelines for early
management of adults with is-

chemic stroke in the current issue of
Stroke. Although many of the older points
were maintained, there have been several
additions and revisions.

The group recommends skimmed
down operating procedures for acute
stroke, concluding most patients don’t
need an X-ray as part of their initial eval-
uation due to time constraints. Intra-
venous administration of ancrod, tenect-
eplase, reteplase or desmoteplase outside
the setting of a clinical trial is not recom-
mended. “Tenecteplase appears promis-
ing as an effective thrombolytic with
fewer bleeding complications than wild-
type rtPA, but pivotal studies are under
way,” the report says, adding that des-
moteplase has been tested in a pilot study
and results appear promising. 

Intra-arterial tPA is to be considered
in ischemic stroke patients who present
within six hours of stroke onset but after
the three-hour treatment window for
intravenous tPA or are not otherwise suit-
ed for intravenous administration.
Aspirin at a dose of 325mg can be used in
the first one to two days following stroke,

but clopidogrel is not recommended.
Several of the updated guidelines

revolve around blood pressure. It has
been generally agreed that patients with
markedly elevated blood pressure may
need to have their BP lowered. A reason-
able goal would be to lower it by approx-
imately 15 percent during the first 24
hours after onset of stroke. “The level of
blood pressure that would mandate such
treatment is not known, “ the report says,
“but consensus exists that medications
should be withheld unless systolic blood
pressure is >220mm Hg or the mean
blood pressure is >120mm Hg.”

The report says that persistent hyper-
glycemia (>140mg/dl) during the first 24
hours after stroke is associated with poor
outcomes and that hyperglycemia should
be treated in acute ischemic stroke. “The
minimum threshold described in previ-
ous statements likely was too high, and
lower serum glucose concentrations (pos-
sibly >140 to 185mg/dl) probably should
trigger administration of insulin, similar
to the procedure in other acute situations
accompanied by hyperglycemia.” Hyper-
glycemia is detected on admission in
approximately one third of patients with
stroke.

Data on the utility of hyperbaric oxy-
gen are inconclusive, the guidelines say,
and some data imply the intervention
could be harmful. “Thus, with the excep-
tion of stroke secondary to air emboliza-
tion, this intervention is not recommend-
ed for patients with acute ischemic
stroke,” the report states.

In exceptional cases, a physician may
prescribe vasopressors to improve cerebral
blood flow. The report says if drug-
induced hypertension is used, close neu-
rological and cardiac monitoring is rec-
ommended.

Other recommendations say that
brain imaging should be interpreted by a
physician with expertise in reading CT or
MRI studies, particularly to evaluate for
evidence of early signs of infraction.
“Multimodal CT and MRI may provide
additional information that will improve
diagnosis of ischemic stroke” but emer-
gency treatment of stroke should not be
delayed in order to obtain it. Nor should
vascular imaging, the report continues,
“delay treatment of patients whose symp-
toms started <3 hours ago and who have
acute ischemic stroke.”

The full text of the new guidelines is
available at stroke.ahajournals.org.  PN
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n Pain and Suffering. Merck’s application for the pain medication
Arcoxia was rejected by the FDA, according to an April 12th story in The
New York Times. Concerns that it could cause up to 30,000 heart
attacks annually if used widely led the panel to vote 20 to 1 against it,
with Dr. David Graham, an FDA safety officer, telling the panel that
approving the drug would be “a potential public health disaster.” Studies
by Merck have shown the drug caused three times as many heart
attacks, strokes and deaths as naproxen, but wasn’t any more effective.
Arcoxia also caused patients to endure an increase in blood pressure.

n A Beautiful VISTA. Treating patients with Reminyl showed signif-
icantly reduced verbal repetition in AD patients compared to placebo
when verbal repetition was set as a treatment goal, according to a new
study.  Published in Neurology 2007 68: 1122-1127, the VISTA (Video-

imaging Synthesis of Treating Alzheimer's disease) trial reported 58
percent Reminyl patients experienced a reduction in verbal repetition
compared to 24 percent of patients on placebo. Researchers say it is the
first placebo-controlled study of its kind to examine individualized treat-
ment outcomes in each patient with AD enrolled in a clinical trial.

n How Low Can You Go? Common drugs used to lower blood pres-
sure may reduce brain damage when given to stroke patients within 24
hours of incident, according to a study published in the April issue of
the Journal of Hypertension. Researchers induced strokes in rats by
occluding a major artery in the brain. Three hours later, the suture was
removed to simulate the effect of thrombolytic drugs and the rats were
then given one of two common BP-lowering drugs (hydralazine and
enalapril) or placebo. Rats that received the blood pressure lowering
drugs fared significantly better when the researchers measured the
amount of brain damage. While the control group showed damage in 50
percent of the brain, those treated showed 30 percent damage.
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Highlights of New Research Presented at     the AAN Boston Conference
Rain and overcast skies didn’t damp-

en the spirits of attendees at the
AAN annual conference in Boston

earlier this month, as thousands of neurol-
ogists from around the world convened to
share their expertise and discuss the latest
research. Here are a few highlights of clin-
ically relevant studies presented:

• Women who received treatment for
migraines during pregnancy were 19 times
more likely to suffer a stroke, five times
more likely to experience a heart attack
and more than twice as likely to have heart
disease, blood clots and other vascular
problems, according to new research out
of Duke University. Researchers examined
a national database of 33,956 women dis-
charged for pregnancy deliveries who were
treated for migraine from 2000 to 2003.
The study also found a link between
migraines and the age of the mother.
Women who were 35 or older when they
delivered were more likely to have
migraines during pregnancy.

• Hormone therapy could cut the risk
of developing Alzheimer’s disease or
dementia in women younger than 65,
according to a study by Women’s Health
Initiative Memory Study, a sub-study of
the Women’s Health Initiative. Women
who used any form of estrogen hormone
therapy before the age of 65 were almost
50 percent less likely to develop AD or
dementia than women who did not use
hormone therapy before age 65, according
to the study.

• Neurologists have always been more
likely to see female rather than male
patients develop MS, but new statistics
presented at the conference show the ratio
has grown to approximately four to one.
According to study author Gary Cutter,
PhD of the University of Alabama at

Birmingham School of Public Health, the
ratio of women to men with MS in the
United States was approximately two to
one in 1940. “We don’t yet know why
more women are developing MS than
men, and more research is needed,” he
says.

• Research from Wellesley College in
Massachusetts suggests bar patrons may
want to close their tabs a little earlier than
last call. Consuming large quantities of
alcohol over a long period of time may
decrease brain volume, the study says.
Researchers looked at MRI scans of 1,839
people aged 34 to 88 from the Fram-
ingham Offspring study, classified as non-
drinkers, former drinkers, low drinkers
(one to seven drinks per week), moderate
drinkers (eight to 14 drinks per week) or
high drinkers (more than 14 drinks per
week). MRI scans were performed and
used to measure brain volume, and deter-
mined the more alcohol people drink on a
regular basis, the lower their brain volume. 

• Another new study presented at the
conference says that the risk of developing
dementia is exacerbated by exposure to
second-hand tobacco smoke. Researchers
studied 3,602 people age 65 and older in
the Cardiovascular Health Study. Among
those, 985 had no cardiovascular disease,
no dementia and had never been smokers.
A total of 495 people reported their life-
time secondhand smoke exposure, averag-
ing about 28 years of contact. 

Then, the researchers evaluated which
participants developed dementia over a
six-year period. Initial results showed the
elderly participants with high lifetime
exposure to secondhand smoke were
roughly 30 percent more likely to develop
dementia than those with no lifetime sec-
ond-hand smoke exposure. More than 30

years of exposure to second-hand smoke
was defined as high exposure.

• How one measures reaction to success
and failure might seem a debate better
suited for the psychology community than
neurology. But according to a new study,
drugs that modify dopamine levels in the
brain significantly affect the motivations
inspired by success and failure. 

Thirty-nine healthy participants bet-
ween the ages of 18 and 39 were divided
into three groups: one that received lev-
odopa, another that received haloperidol,
and the last that was given placebo. The
researchers then presented each group
symbols associated with winning or losing
different amounts of money. In order to
“win” more money, participants had to
ascertain through trial and error which
symbols resulted in which outcomes.
Those taking levodopa were 95 percent
more likely to choose symbols associated
with higher monetary gains than the
group that took haloperidol. As a result,
the levodopa group won more money, but
they did not lose less money. “The results
show dopamine drives us to get what we
want, but not avoid what we fear,” says
study author Mathias Pessiglione, PhD.

• Rural community hospitals can safely
and effectively offer tPA for acute ischemic
stroke when a doctor from a larger hospi-
tal directs the treatment via telephone,
according to research from the University
of Kentucky Medical Center. The study
followed 121 stroke patients who were
treated with tPA in rural settings by a
stroke neurologist who guided the treat-
ment by telephone. Researchers found it
took an average 132 minutes from stroke
onset to the beginning of telephone-guid-
ed tPA treatment at a rural hospital, over-
coming concerns that it would simply take
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     the AAN Boston Conference
too long to direct care remotely.

• A potent B-cell modulator currently
used for (among other things) non-
Hodgkin’s lymphoma, rheumatoid arthri-
tis and renal transplant also reduces MRI
evidence of disease activity in MS. In a
phase II clinical trial of rituximab
(Rituzan), 104 patients were randomized
to receive either a single treatment course
of the drug (two infusions separated by
two weeks) or placebo. 

The primary endpoint was defined as
the total number of gadolinium-enhanc-
ing T1 lesions at weeks 12, 16, 20 and 24.
The total number of gadolinium lesions at
each reporting week was statistically signif-
icantly reduced in patients receiving the
drug than those on placebo (p<0.0001).
The total cumulative mean number of
gadolinium lesions per patient was
reduced by 91 percent, at week 24, to 0.5
percent in the rituximab group from 5.5
in the placebo group.

• Women who take valproate during
pregnancy appear to be at a higher risk to
give birth to children with lower IQs. A
study out of the University of Florida
examined IQ results for 187 two-year-old
children of mothers who took carba-
mazepine, lamotrigine, phenytoin or val-
proate during pregnancy. The study
reported that 24 percent of the children of
mothers who took valproate showed an
IQ in the mental retardation range, com-
pared to 12 percent for carbamazepine,
nine percent for lamotrigine, and 12 per-
cent for phenytoin. On an IQ test, chil-
dren whose mother took carbamazepine
averaged a score of 93 points, while those
who took phenytoin averaged 93, 96 for
lamotrigine, and 84 for valproate. The
scores were adjusted to account for the

mother’s IQ and drug dosage.
• Patients who lowered their choles-

terol level after one month on atorvastatin
reduced their risk of stroke and heart
attack, according to a new study. A total of
4,731 people who had had a stroke or
transient ischemic attack in the past six
months and no history of heart disease
were given the drug in the placebo-con-
trolled study. Patients were followed for an
average of 4.5 years. For each 10-percent
decrease in LDL, the risk of stroke was
reduced by four percent, while the heart
attack risk was lowered by seven percent.
The average decrease in LDL after choles-
terol was 53 percent after one month on
atorvastatin. Those with higher levels of
HDL at the beginning of the study and
after one month had a lower risk of stroke.

• Fibromyalgia patients can get relief by
using pregabalin (Lyrica), according to a
14-week, placebo-controlled trial of 745
patients randomized to 300mg, 450mg or
600mg of Lyrica. The baseline pain score
for study participants was 6.7 out of 10.
Patients receiving a 600mg daily dose
reduced their pain by 2.05 points on the
scale, while those taking 450mg a day
dropped by 2.03 and  those on 300mg a
day by 1.75 points; placebo patients expe-
rienced a 1.04 point drop. In another
dose-dependent response, 24 to 30 per-
cent of pregabalin-treated patients report-
ed a 50 percent or greater reduction in
pain, compared to 15 percent of the place-
bo group. 

• In a study that may cause some physi-
cians to butt heads, researchers at Tehran
University say they found no link between
autism and celiac disease, running country
to previous studies. The blood samples of
34 children with autism were compared to

samples of 34 children without autism
who were referred to an outpatient clinic
of the same hospital. They looked for two
antibodies used to help detect celiac dis-
ease—anti-gliadin antibodies and anti-
endomysial antibodies. The study con-
cluded that autistic children were not any
more likely than children without autism
to develop celiac disease and finding anti-
gliadin antibodies in four children with
autism and two without autism. Biopsies
on all six children came back negative for
celiac disease. Furthermore, the study also
found no link between the level of anti-
bodies and the severity of autism.

• New data from the TOUCH
Prescribing Program and TYGRIS safety
study confirm the safety profile of natal-
izumab (Tysabri), with no new reports of
PML, the manufacturer says. Also present-
ed were data showing that the annualized
relapse rate for patients on Tysabri was
0.23 over a three-year period, or one
relapse every 4.3 years, and the risk of dis-
ability progression in treated patients was
reduced.

• Lowering the risk that an MS patient
will worsen in function can be substantial-
ly aided if the patient is given treatment at
the first sign of an attack. Treating patients
with Betaseron showed a 40-percent
reduction in the risk of progression. About
24 percent of a placebo group showed
showed disease progression on the EDSS,
in comparison to 16 percent of patients on
Betaseron. Also seen was a 41-percent
reduction in the risk that patients would
experience a second MS attack in three
years.  PN
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