Rings for the memory

Clever use of existing technology helps bram—damaged A]bertans keep appomtments
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Albertans who have survived brain
damage are gaining confidence and
independence with the helpofa pow-
erful new memoryaid: the cellphone.

Alberta psychologist Marc Royand
his student, Adam Hughes, are using
the ubiquitous gadgets to trigger the
memories of clients they work with
at the Halvar Johnson Centre for
Brain Injury in Ponoka.

The alarm function can benefit
those who struggle with abad mem-
ory after a collision or a stroke, such
asJohn,a 58-year-old long-distance
trucker.

John — the subject of Roy’s case
study—suffered a stroke in the right
hemisphere of his brain two years
ago. The part of his brain that con-
trols language wasn't affected, but
Johnwas having a tough time keep-
ingappointments, evenwith awatch
and a day planner in front of him.

“He has trouble with executive
functioning,” Roy said Saturday at
the Alberta Brain Injury Conference
in Edmonton, where he presented
his findings. “It’s justa disconnection
between thoughtand action. He had
every intention of getting there, it
justdidn’t happen.”

John, which is not his real name,

would routinely show up far too ear-
ly ortoo late for his therapy sessions,
or he wouldn’t show up atall. Ac-
cording to Roy’s findings, he was
on time for about 26 per cent of the
appointments.

Then Roy and Hughes set up his
cellphone toringloudly ten minutes
before he had to be somewhere. It
was easy torig up, since John already
wore the phone around his neck to
stay in touch with family.

Soon, John was showing up on
time for 90 per cent of his appoint-
ments.

“Cellphones are everywhere and
people are familiar with how to use
them,” Roy said. “And there is no
stigma attached to carrying a
phone.” This is important because
some clients are reluctant to carry
memory books or other special tools
with them to help aid in memory,
Roy said.

“The cellphone allowed (John) to
have more independence because he
couldmanage hisown schedule,” he
said. “He could take full advantage
of his rehabilitation because he
wasn't missing sessions.”

Johnwas also pleased he was able
to be on time — something he prid-
ed himself on when he was work-
ing as a trucker.

For survivors who can’t manage
the cellphone on their own, Roy said
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Psychologist Marc Roy holds up a handy mnemonic tool which returns a
measure of independence and confidence to the memory-challenged.

family and caregivers can set up the
phone to connect to Internetsites like
reqall.com or jott.com, then pro-
gram the schedule remotely.

The technology could help many
people, since 10,000 Albertans sur-
vive brain d each year.

Michael and Nadine Stack think
the cellphone trick might work for
them. Three years ago, Michael was
driving down the Whitemud when
a wheel flew off a truck in front of
him and crashed through the wind-
shield. He was in a coma for two
months, in hospital for four more

and is still recovering.

“My memory’s a real bad one,” he
said on Saturday after Roy’s presen-
tation. “l used to be able to remem-
ber a lot, now it’s a real struggle.”

Abusinessman, Michael used to be
on his cellphone constantly. But af-
ter the collision, he and Nadine saw
noneed for one, until now. “It would
certainly help him in taking owner-
ship and responsﬂ:thty for his own
schedule,” Nadine said. “It would
make him more independent and
that’swhat we're working towards.”
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