Brain stimulation 'awakens' near-unconscious patient
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A new brain stimulaÂ-tÂ-ion treatÂ-ment awakÂ-ened a paÂ-tient from a near-vegÂ-eÂ-taÂ-tive state,
reÂ-searchÂ-ers reÂ-ported WedÂ-nesÂ-day.â€œThe preÂ-viÂ-ously non-verbal paÂ-tient beÂ-came
caÂ-paÂ-ble of namÂ-ing obÂ-jects and usÂ-ing obÂ-jects with his hands â€” for exÂ-amÂ-ple, bringÂ-ing
a cup to his mouth,â€• wrote Michael N. Shadlen and Roozbeh Kiani of the UnÂ-iversÂ-ity of
WashÂ-ingÂ-ton MedÂ-iÂ-cal School in SeÂ-atÂ-tle, Wash. in the Aug. 2 isÂ-sue of the reÂ-search
jourÂ-nal NaÂ-ture. â€œMoreÂ-oÂ-ver, he could swalÂ-low food and take meals by mouth,â€•
reÂ-movÂ-ing his deÂ-pendÂ-enÂ-cy on a feedÂ-ing tube.Shadlen and Kiani have folÂ-lowed the case but
were not inÂ-volved in the treatÂ-ment, which was perÂ-formed by NichÂ-oÂ-las Schiff of Weill CorÂ-nell
MedÂ-iÂ-cal ColÂ-lege in New York and colÂ-leagues.PeoÂ-ple in a minÂ-iÂ-mally conÂ-scious state are
those who, beÂ-cause of seÂ-vere brain damÂ-age, canâ€™t inÂ-terÂ-act with othÂ-ers, beÂ-yond
someÂ-times folÂ-lowÂ-ing simÂ-ple comÂ-mands, such as reÂ-quests to blink their eyes or raise a hand.
No efÂ-fecÂ-tive treatÂ-ments are known to date.
Schiff and colÂ-leagues imÂ-planted elecÂ-trodes
inÂ-to the brain of a 38-year-old maÂ-le, six years afÂ-ter he sufÂ-fered a seÂ-vere brain inÂ-juÂ-ry that
reÂ-sulted in a minÂ-iÂ-mally conÂ-scious state. The elecÂ-trodes were used to stimÂ-uÂ-late an arÂ-ea
known as the thalÂ-aÂ-mus, on both sides of the brain, which has been sugÂ-gested to have a role in
arousÂ-al. SchifÂ-fâ€™s team surmised that the paÂ-tientâ€™s probÂ-lem might be due to an
â€œimpairÂ-ment of the arousÂ-al sysÂ-tem itÂ-self,â€• and the treatÂ-ment was aimed at imÂ-provÂ-ing
this, ShadÂ-len and KiÂ-ani wrote. The teamâ€™s findÂ-ings were pubÂ-lished in the same isÂ-sue of the
reÂ-search jourÂ-nal.Schiff and colÂ-leagues cauÂ-tioned that itâ€™s unÂ-known to what exÂ-tent their
reÂ-sults might apply to othÂ-er paÂ-tients, who might have difÂ-ferÂ-ent types of inÂ-juÂ-ries. But the
findÂ-ings should moÂ-tiÂ-vate furÂ-ther reÂ-search inÂ-to the mechÂ-aÂ-nisms of reÂ-covÂ-ery, they
wrote.DeÂ-bates over the amount of conÂ-sciousness preÂ-sÂ-ent in varÂ-yÂ-ing deÂ-grees of
vegÂ-eÂ-taÂ-tive states fed into the controÂ-versy over TerÂ-ry SchiÂ-avo, a brain-damÂ-aged FlorÂ-iÂ-da
womÂ-an who died when docÂ-tors disÂ-conÂ-nectÂ-ed her feedÂ-ing tube in 2005. SchiÂ-avoâ€™s
ofÂ-fiÂ-cial diÂ-agÂ-noÂ-sis was perÂ-sistÂ-ent vegÂ-eÂ-taÂ-tive state. But her parÂ-entsâ€”who had
fought a leÂ-gal batÂ-tle to keep her alive arÂ-tiÂ-fiÂ-cialÂ-lyâ€”and their supÂ-portÂ-ers arÂ-gued that she
was in a minÂ-iÂ-mally conÂ-scious state.
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