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In the process of aging, many 
older adults bear the heavy burden 
of dementia and vascular cognitive 
impairment, conditions that can rob 
them of quality of life and put 
them at risk for falls and injuries. 
To explore a promising premise in 
aging research — that changes to the 
brain’s tiniest blood vessels may play 
an outsized role in cognitive decline 
— an OU College of Medicine 
researcher recently received a $1.7 
million grant from the National 
Institutes of Health.

Shannon Conley, Ph.D., an 
assistant professor in the college’s 
Department of Cell Biology and a 
research member of the Oklahoma 
Center for Geroscience and Healthy 
Brain Aging, earned the five-year 
grant, which will allow her to 
further explore how damaged micro-
vessels in the brain may contribute 
to cognitive decline.

“It has become increasingly 
evident over the past 10 to 15 years 
that the smallest blood vessels are 
important in terms of contributing 
to disease pathology,” Conley said. 
“In the brain, this is especially 
important with aging. Because the 
brain can’t store any extra oxygen, 
the loss or damage of even a few 
tiny blood vessels means there’s not 
enough oxygen being supplied. In 
this project, we want to understand 
what is causing the damage or loss 
of blood vessels in the brain of an 
older adult.”

Specifically, Conley is focusing 
on the relationship between IGF-1, 
a common growth hormone that 
promotes blood vessel health, and 
smooth muscle cells, which surround 
the outside of blood vessels and help 
regulate blood flow by contracting 
and dilating. Researchers know that 
a person’s IGF-1 levels decline with 
age and that a deficit of the 
hormone can lead to defects in 
blood vessels. However, much less 
is known about the role of smooth 
muscle cells in that process.

“The research community has 
not really looked at the role of IGF-1 
deficiency on the smooth muscle 
cells, specifically in the brain and in 
the context of aging and age-related 
cognitive impairment,” Conley said.

For this project, Conley has 
created an animal model that does 
not have a receptor for IGF-1 in 
the smooth muscle cells, resulting 
in a research model that mimics 

accelerated aging. Her first aim is 
to chronicle what happens when the 
smooth muscle cells can’t respond 
to IGF-1. Potential effects include 
damage or loss of blood vessels 
and impairment of the blood-brain 
barrier. She will also monitor to 
see whether the smooth muscle cells 
become impaired in their ability to 
contract as they normally do.

“One of the things that is important 
about smooth muscle cells in the brain 
is that they contract to protect the 
small blood vessels from the effects 
of systemic hypertension,” she said. “If 
you have systemic high blood pressure, 
you don’t want the tiny blood vessels 
in the brain to experience that. They’re 
very fragile and could have small 
bleeds or hemorrhages. So we’ll be 
watching to see if the smooth muscle 
cells lose their ability to protect the 
small blood vessels.”

Conley’s study will also seek to 
determine what is happening on a 
molecular level when smooth muscle 
cells cannot respond to IGF-1. “For 
example, do we see changes in the 
genes that are associated with cell 
contraction? Do we see early death of 
smooth muscle cells?” she said.

Ultimately, one of her goals it to 
identify targets that might be suitable 
for a therapeutic intervention. Treating 
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an IGF-1 deficiency isn’t as simple of 
giving someone a supplement of IGF-1; 
because it is a growth factor, it could 
promote abnormal growth in other 
tissues and cells. However, some of the 
changes that occur because of IGF-1 
deficiency could be a target for future 
treatments, she said.

Conley’s research is a component of 
the growing discipline of geroscience 
research, the study of the biology 
of aging. Aging itself is one of the 
biggest risk factors for disease, and 
many of the cellular mechanisms of 
aging are common across a wide range 
of pathologies.

“The things that go wrong in the 
blood vessel cells in the brain that 
can lead to dementia are some of the 
same things that can go wrong in the 
retina and lead to age-related macular 
degeneration. And some of those same 
cellular mechanisms can contribute 
to the development of Alzheimer’s 
disease pathologies or Parkinson’s 
disease pathologies. Among geroscience 
researchers, there is a lot of interest 
in what we call the basic cellular 
mechanisms of aging. We’re not looking 
specifically at the disease, but how 
the cells change as we age, and how 
that increases our risk for a variety of 
pathologies.”

As people live longer, research 

like Conley’s is especially important. 
Medical advancements may be able to 
keep people alive longer, but many 
will be diagnosed with conditions that 
significantly decrease their quality of 
life.

“As we have longer life spans, 
it’s really important to identify ways 
to simultaneously promote increased 
health spans,” she said. “It’s very 
challenging when you have loved ones 
who have severe illness or cognitive 
impairment, yet they are not dying; 
they are physically able to keep living. 
We want to help people stay healthier 
longer.”

Research reported in this news release 
is supported by the National Institute 
on Aging, a component of the National 
Institutes of Health, under the award number 
1R01AG070915-01A1. Federal funds were 
secured with the help of seed grants from 
the Presbyterian Health Foundation, the OU 
College of Medicine Alumni Association, and 
the Oklahoma Center for the Advancement 
of Science and Technology.

and the Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) of the OU Health Sciences 
Center. Medical Ethics Committee 
members are on call to provide 
consultations anytime a healthcare 
provider, patient or family member 
has a concern about a treatment 
regimen. They thoroughly look 
at each case and make 
recommendations to physicians 
overseeing care. As an IRB member, 
Cavett is part of the group that 
reviews and monitors research 
involving human participants. He 
plans to continue serving on the 
oncology IRB in his retirement.

Although he is ready to step 
back from many of his duties, 
Cavett said he will stay connected 
to OU Health through committee 
work and filling in as a chaplain 
when needed. His decades of 

experience will no doubt continue 
influencing others as well.

“I try to teach people about 
how to handle the stories we 
see and hear because compassion 
fatigue, burnout and moral distress 
are very real,” he said. “Some 
stories are very dear, so I keep 
them in my emotional bag around 
my shoulders. But if I keep every 
story in that bag, it becomes too 
heavy to carry. Some stories I have 
learned to put on a shelf where I 
can retrieve them if I need to.

“During my career, I’ve seen 
a progression of myself becoming 
less stoic and more willing to show 
my feelings. I still remember a 
young girl at one of my early 
camps who loved to play golf. She 
got to play golf during the camp, 
and the next week she died. That’s 
very dear to my heart. The tears 
come a lot quicker now. I used to 
hide them, but now I don’t.”

real paying up to $20 a can.

Lego toys are a better 
investment than stocks, bonds, 
or gold.

Tyromancy is the practice 
of predicting the future with 
cheese.

 Canadian company started 
selling fresh air in a can as a joke, 
then Chinese consumers made it 
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Broom Hilda By Russell Myers

Animal Crackers By Fred Wagner

Willy Muffi  tt By Bill Brewer

Gasoline Alley By Jim Scancarelli

MINION ALLEY - It’s good to be a Minion
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Greg Schwem: I have no 
more passwords left to give

“Hello! Thank you for 
downloading our app, which is 
guaranteed to take up valuable 
memory on your phone and 
ensure that, if you ever have 
a problem with our company, 
you now have the tools to 
solve it yourself. Which is 
why, on our website, you will 
not find any kind of contact 
information; only the sentence, 
‘Most issues can be solved by 
downloading our app.’”

“First, we need a user 
name. Sorry, that name is not 
available. Nor is that one. Or 
that one. ‘Bootyliciousgranddad’? As weird as it sounds, even that one has 
been taken. ‘Greg79450854’ is available. Congratulations.”

“Now, please enter a password. It must contain one capital letter, one 
number, one special character you never knew existed on your keyboard, 
and another special character you create simply by pressing, simultaneously, 
‘control/option/shift/return/command/function/tab/CAPS LOCK/>/<.’”

“That password is weak. Please try something stronger. May we 
suggest, ‘Pwb8*)@?!sV’?”

“Now, please re-enter the password. Sorry, the passwords didn’t match. 
Please check the spelling and be reminded that certain characters do look 
alike, particularly the ones we suggested for you.”

“Success! If you have not yet thrown your phone against a wall in 
anger, you are ready to use our app. Almost. First, we need to verify 
that you are you and not some robot that is capable of completing the 
user name and password steps. Please retype the following characters: 
0oO1liImnmmnmnnOo0.”

“Please click here to request another series of characters that look like 
they came from an eye chart at your optometrist’s office. You have four 
more attempts.”

“Whew. You did it on your last try. Way to go! Now you just need to 
click on every square containing the color white.”

“Try this one. Click on every square where you see a road.”
“Close enough. You have successfully installed our app. Now, please 

download the latest version, 15.0.7.3.2, which we released while you were 
trying to find the roads. Please close all other apps on your phone 
while the installation takes place. The new version will be installed in 
approximately 13 minutes. Or three hours. Or two days if your internet 
connection sucks.”

“Your app is now up to date. You may sign in.”
“First, we need your credit card information and a scanned government 

issued ID. This could be a passport, driver’s license, Social Security card 
or anything else that could make your life a living hell if hackers stumble 
across it. But that isn’t going to happen. Rest assured; we NEVER share 
your personal information with outside sources. And we’re serious. That’s 
why we capitalized ‘NEVER.’”

“Now it’s time to link your credit card information to your digital 
wallet. Click here to establish a digital wallet. You might want to walk 
away from your phone for a few minutes, because establishing a digital 
wallet means creating another user name, password and avatar. Spend this 
time away from your phone by going to another device and Googling, 
‘What is an avatar?’ Or just beat your head against a wall.”

“Make sure you store your digital wallet login information separately 
from where you keep your other password information. If you cannot 
access your digital wallet, you will NEVER be able to retrieve the funds 
you placed there during a night of drinking with your friends because 
Steve told you it was time to start investing in cryptocurrency. By the 
way, Steve did not offer to pick up the check. What does that tell you 
about crypto?”

“Please check your inbox for a verification email. Simply click the link 
and you will be able to use our app. If the email does not appear between 
30 seconds and 24 hours, please check your spam folder. If you do find 
the email in your spam folder, please add our address to your ‘contacts’ 
folder so we can send you periodic updates about changes to the app. If 
you have questions, our chat bot is here to help.”

“Please be advised that our chat bot only knows how to say, ‘Refer 
to your app.’”

(Greg Schwem is a corporate stand-up comedian and author of two books: “Text 
Me If You’re Breathing: Observations, Frustrations and Life Lessons From a Low-
Tech Dad” and the recently released “The Road To Success Goes Through the Salad 
Bar: A Pile of BS From a Corporate Comedian,” available at Amazon.com. Visit 
Greg on the web at www.gregschwem.com.

You’ve enjoyed reading, and laughing at, Greg Schwem’s monthly humor 
columns in Senior Living News. But did you know Greg is also a nationally 
touring stand-up comedian? And he loves to make audiences laugh about the joys, 
and frustrations, of growing older. Watch the clip and, if you’d like Greg to 
perform at your senior center or senior event, contact him through his website at 
www.gregschwem.com)

Greg Schwem is a corporate stand-up 
comedian and author.
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