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HOWDY!
Health and wellness research is an important part of our mission in the
College of Education and Human Development. Research conducted in
the Departments of Health and Kinesiology and Educational Psychology
has implications for everyone. In this issue, you’ll read about our faculty
who are engaged in emerging research that addresses serious health
concerns including diabetes, aging-related disorders, bone loss, muscle
wasting and cardio vascular problems. We are also helping families and
individuals with disabilities obtain much needed health-related services.

er, Dean

We’re excited to tell you about the science of exercise, diet and
nutrition. Together we’ll discover the role motor skills development
plays in children and the importance of motor skill abilities as we
age. Our FitLIFE program also provides health assessments for first
responders.

lm
Dr. Douglas J. Pa

You’ll read about our search for the genetic link between exercise
training and fitness levels and importance of cardiovascular health.
Researchers in exercise physiology seek to identify therapeutic agents
that may help individuals who suffer from diseases related to lower
fitness levels, including diabetes, heart disease or cancer.

STAY CONNECTED
education.tamu.edu
facebook.com/TAMU.Education
twitter.com/Aggie_Ed
youtube.com/AggieEducation
flickr.com/Aggie_Ed

Our Center of Disability and Development has several exciting programs
that support families of people with disabilities. With technology as an
ally, our college has been able to revolutionize the distribution of lifesaving information.
Finally, we’ll preview our new Physical Education Activity Program
building, which will be open for classes next fall. Our research in health,
exercise and fitness directly impacts the design and nature of our
activity classes.
We are truly excited to bring you these stories. Our goal is to provide
world-class care through translational research and service to the
community, state and nation. On behalf of the faculty, staff and
students of the College of Education and Human Development, thank
you for your interest in joining us as we transform lives.
All the best,

Dr. Douglas J. Palmer, Dean
Dr. Becky Carr, Assistant Dean for Finance and Administration
Kathy Koza, Director of Communications and Public Relations

ON THE COVER

Claire Stieg practices yoga in Spence Park as part of her Health and
Kinesiology Yoga class. Many studies have tried to determine the effectiveness
of yoga as a complementary intervention for cancer, schizophrenia, asthma
and heart patients. In a national survey, long-term yoga practitioners in the
United States reported musculo-skeletal and mental health improvements.
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R

esearchers in the College of Education and Human
Development are making the scientific connections
between physical exercise and activity, and the interaction
between exercise and fitness levels. Their research, application
and prevention connects scientists, practitioners and the public
to ensure that everyone has opportunities to enjoy a lifetime of
better health and wellness.

“The first several years of life are a time of
immense growth and learning and, for obvious
reasons, the home is the primary agent
for this development,” says Carl Gabbard,
director of the Child Motor Development Lab
at Texas A&M. “Although we know the home
environment contributes to infant motor
development, little research exists examining
this relationship.”
Gabbard and his team of researchers
developed the Affordances in the Home
Environment for Motor Development –
Instance Scale (AHEMD-IS). In a nutshell, this
instrument assesses the quality and quantity
of motor development opportunities available
in the home during infancy.
The instrument has been in use in more than
500 homes in the United States, Portugal
and Brazil. Findings support the idea that
the number and variety of affordances in
the home can affect motor development.
Infants whose homes had higher AHEMD
scores displayed significantly better future
motor scores. Researchers are also examining
the association between home scores and
cognitive ability as the child enters school,
notes Gabbard.

level of fitness may even be required and
necessary for career success, and programs
like FitLIFE and Curves can make a long-term
difference in quality of life.
FitLIFE program researchers in the Applied
Exercise Science Laboratory are monitoring
the cardiovascular health of more than 200
local firefighters from both Bryan and College
Station Fire Departments. The program
identifies firefighters who are at an increased
risk for developing heart disease to help
prevent heart-related fatalities in the field.
“The very nature of firefighting as a profession
is one of lengthy periods of sedentary
activity separated by intense periods of very
strenuous activity,” says Steve Martin, clinical
assistant professor of exercise physiology and

By identifying those at risk for heart
disease, the researchers hope to prevent the
occurrence of cardiovascular events among
firefighters. Each participant is provided with
a report summarizing the results that includes
feedback for major risk factors, as well as
lifestyle modification recommendations.
NASCAR pit crews and the Stewart-Haas
Racing Team are also benefiting from health
research. During his master’s program, David
Ferguson investigated the physiological effects
of the racing environment on pit crew health
and performance. Now a fourth year doctoral
student at Texas A&M, he never knew that his
love of racing would be tied to his career in
exercise science.
Ferguson is the only person to have published
a study examining the physiological response
of NASCAR pit crews during a race.
“I am a fan and a professional in the field,”
David says. “It’s the ultimate feeling of doing

Beginning as early as infancy when a young child’s world
is a playground, each toy or piece of equipment affords a
new motor action.

Credit: College of Education & Human Development, Texas A&M University

Beginning as early as infancy when a young
child’s world is a playground, each toy or piece
of equipment affords a new motor action.

FitLIFE program coordinator. “Our goal is to
determine how fit firefighters are for duty,
how at risk they are for developing heart
disease and how their susceptibility changes
over time.”

“We anticipate that this project will make a
significant contribution toward understanding
the potential of the home environment in
optimizing motor development of the child
– a factor that has come to be recognized
as critical to overall infant and child mental
health,” says Gabbard.
FIT FOR LIFE
As we progress through various stages of life,
fitness requirements change, too. A specific
THE COLLEGE OF EDUCATION AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
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what you love.”
David’s study found that simple procedures,
such as adjusting training schedules and
proper hydration, reduced pit stop times in a
sport where hundredths of a second can mean
the difference between winning and losing.
The research gathered may be helpful in
refining training in major sports such as
football, and non-traditional sports, including
mixed martial arts. Testing can also have
non-sport applications – such as showing
how training and exercise can relate to overall
health.
FIT SCIENCE FOR WOMEN
Researchers in the Exercise and Sport Nutrition
Laboratory (ESNL) have conducted studies
examining the short and long-term impact of
women participating in the Curves program.
Their efforts have affected the lives of millions
of women worldwide.
Over the last seven years, Kreider and his

research team have completed 15 studies
comparing different diet approaches coupled
with exercise, including a higher-carbohydrate
regimen, a higher-protein plan and an
American Heart Association-recommended
diet. The team monitors study participants
for changes in their resting metabolism, body
composition, blood lipids and other indicators.
“When women typically try to lose weight,
they’ll lose it, but about half or more of
what they lose is muscle mass,” says Richard
Kreider, director of the Exercise and Sport
Nutrition Lab (ESNL). “That muscle loss can
causes a reduction in their resting metabolism,
which makes may make it easier for women
to regain weight once they’ve lost it. It’s that
yo-yo phenomenon.”
“Much of what we’re trying to do in these
studies is prevent the yo-yo phenomenon by
promoting a better weight loss – mostly fat
without much muscle mass loss – as well as
trying to maintain or even increase resting
metabolism, which makes it harder to regain

the weight over time,” Kreider noted.
It’s been found that you can effectively
promote weight loss without reducing resting
energy expenditure through a combination
of circuit-type resistance training and
maintaining a slightly higher-protein diet.
Diets rich in protein help build muscle, as does
resistance training (training with weights).
Exercise and Increased increasing muscle mass
boosts metabolism, which burns more calories.
Women who have lost weight and want to
maintain weight loss should continue to
exercise. “If a small amount of weight is
gained, reducing their caloric intake for a
couple of days every month or so will burn
it off before it has a chance to accumulate,”
Kreider says.

THERE’S AN APP FOR THAT
From keeping you informed with the latest
health news to acting as your own personal
trainer, there really is an app for that. As part of a
technology-focused project in her health education
class (HLTH 210), Amber Muenzenberger, instructor
and director of the Digital Learning Technologies
(dlt.tamu.edu), asked her students to present their
favorite health-related apps.
To help develop healthy habits, here are 10 free
apps that deserve a spot on your smart phone or
mobile device.
MyFitnessPal
tracks diet, exercise, calories and fitness goals. From
their website, users can enter information from any
device. With one of the largest food databases, the
app includes barcode scanning for easy entry and
displays major nutrients.
Fooducate
assists in making healthier food choices to keep
you diet on track. Users simply scan the barcode,
and the app rates the food and suggests healthier
options. After a barcode is scanned, users are
provided additional information about the
recommended product.
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iTriage
was created by emergency room doctors to
provide concise, reliable information to patients
on symptoms, diseases, conditions, procedures,
treatment and medications. Patients can locate the
nearest clinic or hospital location and 911 services
if needed.
Find a Health Center
makes it easy to locate a federally-funded health
center. This app is great for people who cannot
afford health care, as patients pay what they can
afford based on income level.
Health Hotlines
is a database of health-related organizations that
operate toll-free phone services. This database
was created by the National Library of Medicine
and currently houses over 9,000 organizations and
resources.
WebMD the Magazine
is published by WebMD, a leading provider in health
information services for health care providers and
the public. The digital magazine brings a personal
twist to health information on the website that
includes everything from expert columns and family
tips to celebrity interviews.

Medscape
is one of the leading medical resources for a variety
of healthcare professionals. Users can search
medical news and the clinical reference guide
for prescription drug information, diseases and
symptoms.
HealthyHabits
allows users to log personal habits or behaviors,
tracks the progress towards behavior change
and provides helpful reminders to hold them
accountable.
Restaurant Nutrition
provides nutrition information on over 250
restaurant menus and 60,000 food options. Users
can also track calories, hide allergen containing
food items, and find gluten-free options.
Eat This, Not That The Game
is a fun way to test food nutrition knowledge. The
game has four editions--classic, kids, restaurant
and drinks, with casual and speed modes. Users
play rounds that focus on breakfast, lunch, dinner,
desserts and snacks.

BETTER
LIVING
THROUGH RESEARCH

A

ccording to the Administration on Aging,
US Bureau of the Census, from 1946
through 1964, 78 million children were born in
the United States. This baby boomer generation
makes up almost 27 percent of the population
today. By 2030, nearly 20 percent of adults
living in the U.S. will be 64 years or older, and
the number of people ages 85 or older will
increase to 6.6 million.

The good news is that ‘boomers’ can expect to live longer than previous
generations. The bad news is they also have higher rates of chronic
disease, more disability and poorer health than previous generations

of the same age. As this generation ages, it is likely to join the ranks of
older adults who live with chronic disease.
In fact, about 85 percent of elderly Americans have at least one chronic
disease, such as diabetes or cardiovascular disease.
While aging is inevitable, aging well is possible and within our control.
In the department of Health and Kinesiology, researchers are working
to debunk some of the misconceptions and myths about the aging
process, fitness and health.
FROM BENCH TO BEDSIDE AND BEYOND
In a recent advertisement for a fast-food restaurant chain a group
of older adults sneak out of a retirement home for an evening of
abandon to dance, frolic in a swimming pool and act like children once
again. The ad is satirical, like ‘Cocoon’ on steroids, playing against the
stereotypical images of aging.
THE COLLEGE OF EDUCATION AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
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But to reach a future where older adults are integrated into and
engaged in all aspects of life as the ad suggests, it is imperative to first
ensure that they age in good health, both physically and mentally.
“We are living longer and so we are seeing more chronic disease
and disorders generally associated with aging, but it doesn’t have
to be. We need to be better prepared to manage the health of senior
adults to improve their quality of life,” says Dr. Deutz, director of the
Translational Research in Aging and Longevity Group (TRAL).
“As adults, we all know exercise and proper nutrition is key to good
health. But as we age, our nutritional needs change, too. We often
understand more about the nutritional needs of babies and children
than adults and
seniors,” says Deutz.
Dr. Deutz and codirector Dr. Marielle
Engelen and their team
are taking research
beyond the laboratory
and into real world care
and clinical practice for
patients. Located in the
Texas A&M Research
Park, the 5,000 squarefoot facility can handle
up to 60 people per
study. They are currently
recruiting patients for
various clinical trials.

The group’s work in nutrition improves a patient’s physical and mental
health as well. “Patients with serious diseases such as cancer are often
depressed and that may be related to a lack of certain amino acids,”
says Engelen. “There are nutritional approaches to treating depression
and that is something we are working on.”
“For a while, the thinking was that cancer patients could not
metabolize anabolic proteins,” says Engelen. “But our research is
proving that they can, and that is key to improving overall health.”
Dr. Engelen adds, “We also need to ensure that the practitioners who
care for an aging population, individuals with disease or those in
nursing homes are knowledgeable and educated to meet the needs of
these patients.”

There are nutritional approaches to treating depression
and that is something we are working on.

“The group’s work will
not only benefit the
aging population,”
says Engelen, “but will
improve the health and
longevity of people of
all ages.“
TRAL also works with Texas A&M students and is collaborating on
research activities with local hospitals, including Scott & White and the
College Station Medical Center.
“In our facility, we are using a basic method to improve an individual’s
health with a combination of supplements, exercise protocols and
eating the right foods.” The goal is to improve their overall condition
while they’re managing their disease.
“For someone about to start chemotherapy, for example, we could
help them get into optimal condition before chemo and that will help
them throughout the process,” says Deutz. “For these patients, we
need to address key issues such as weight loss and loss of muscle
mass, reduced function and mobility, decreased social interactions and
depression.”

For 17,290
hospitalized patients
in the U.S., calorie
intake is a major risk
factor. Introducing
the proper nutritional
regimen can help
these individuals
become healthier,
improve recovery
rates and strength,
and contribute to a
reduction in health
care costs, with
shorter hospital stays
per year.

The researchers say
studying a certain
disease often teaches
them how to deal
with other diseases.
“Responses of the
human body can be
the same for different diseases, so if you can find a nutritional program
that works well for a patient with one disease that may help another
patient with a different disease,” says Deutz.
“Whether it’s heart disease or cancer, just feeding the patient more
is not helping in weight gain and muscle mass; it’s the type of food
they’re eating that is going to make a difference,” he added. “Since
muscle is protein, the focus is on introducing and increasing the
amount of high-quality protein, rather than merely increasing calorie
intake.”
For Central Texans, this translational research approach to aging and
longevity adds a new dynamic to the area’s health services industry and
community, supplementing and complementing patients’ medical care.
“I really think that if you want to do sensational research, our ideas
CONTINUED ON PAGE 10
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AGING AFFECTS
ABILITY TO
MENTALLY
REPRESENT
ACTION
For more than 20 years, Professor Carl
Gabbard, director of Texas A&M Motor
Development Laboratory, has studied
growth and motor skills development.
At any age, before actions are performed,
such as taking a step or reaching for
something, the mind simulates the action
ahead of time. This allows the mind to
estimate what might happen.
The ability to accurately estimate these
actions improves until adolescence, but then
diminishes with age.
Injuries from falls and accidents are often
attributed to this decline in the ability to
mentally estimate and anticipate stepping
and reaching distances.
“With aging, the vividness or accuracy of
mental imagery declines,” says Gabbard.
By developing activities and training
targeted at improving cognitive ability in
elderly people, Gabbard’s research has
implications to improve daily life and help
manage the decline in motor imagery
ability.
To learn more about this research:
bit.ly/gabbard or
motordevelopment.tamu.edu

THE COLLEGE OF EDUCATION AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
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should be translated to products that people can actually buy,” Deutz
says. “I think it’s really important to bring the research to the people.”
In the future that could mean creating centers or facilities where older
adults have access to the tools and nutritional guidance necessary to
make better decisions regarding personal health and wellness. For now,
the team at TRAL is working hard to help keep Central Texans healthy.
For more information about the Translational Research in Aging and
Longevity group, or to learn about current studies and clinical trials, visit
the group’s website ctral.org.

CTRAL.ORG
LDL CHOLESTEROL AND AGING
According to the American Heart Association, about 36 million American
adults have high cholesterol levels. Steve Riechman, a researcher in the
department of Health and Kinesiology, is coming to the defense of the
‘bad’ low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol. He says that it may not
be so bad after all. In fact, it helps build muscle.
Riechman and colleagues examined 52 adults from ages to 60 to 69
who were in generally good health but not physically active, and none
of them were participating in a training program. The study showed that
after fairly vigorous workouts, participants who had gained the most
muscle mass also had the highest levels of LDL (bad) cholesterol, “a very
unexpected result and one that surprised us.”
“It shows that you do need a certain amount of LDL to gain more muscle
mass. There’s no doubt you need both – the LDL and the HDL – and
the truth is, it (cholesterol) is all good. You simply can’t remove all the
‘bad’ cholesterol from your body without serious problems occurring,”
Riechman says.
“Our tissues need cholesterol, and LDL delivers it,” notes Riechman.
“HDL, the good cholesterol, cleans up after the repair is done. And the
more LDL you have in your blood, the better you are able to build muscle
during resistance training.”
That’s important as we age. According to Riechman, previous studies
show muscle is usually lost at a rate of five percent per decade after the
age of 40, a huge concern since muscle mass is the major determinant of
physical strength.
And after the age of 60, about 65 percent of all men and about 30
percent of all women have moderate to severe muscle loss due to aging,
or sarcopenia, which accounts for more than $18 billion of health care
costs in the United States.
“Everyone needs a certain amount of both LDL and HDL in their bodies
and we need it to do its job,” says Riechman. “The bottom line is that
LDL – the bad cholesterol is not totally bad and serves as a reminder that
something is wrong and we need to find out what it is.”
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OLDER ADULTS NEED
MORE PROTEIN
Loss of muscle mass strength, or sarcopenia, affects
more adults over the age of 60 than osteoporosis,
the loss of bone mass. Thanks to advertising and
the media, we are probably more familiar with the
variety of treatments for osteoporosis.
But, researchers in the Translational Research in
Aging Group (TRAL) understand that loss of muscle
mass leads to a faster loss of quality of life than
bone loss, and there are currently no supplements
or medications to effectively treat sarcopenia.
Because reduced muscle mass in the elderly
ultimately results in loss of strength and function,
limits daily activities, and may increase the
severity of illness and infection, it is important that
condition, muscle mass and function are optimal.
One option to increase muscle is the use of weight
bearing exercises combined with increased protein
intake.
As physical activity declines, the body responds
with less desire to eat. “While a reduced intake of
carbohydrates and fat is not a problem for older
adults, reducing the intake of protein is,” says TRAL
director Nicolaas Deutz. “And, older adults tend to
reduce the intake of protein earlier in the day, so
overall intake is reduced, without knowing it.”
Muscle needs protein to maintain and increase
in size with additional stimulation, the kind that
weight-bearing exercise provides.
“But the type of protein we eat matters more as
we age,” says Deutz. “ We need higher quality
protein, comprised of essential amino acids (EAA),
because the body needs these to stimulate the
production of new muscle protein.”
The highest quality proteins include higher
percentages of EAAs and are the most effective in
building new muscle.
CHOOSEMYPLATE.GOV illustrates the five food
groups that are building blocks for a healthy diet,
including high-quality protein choices for optimal
intake.

SLOWING DOWN BONE LOSS IN SPACE AND ON EARTH
Much of the research in the Bone Biology Laboratory (BBL) deals with
bone loss that occurs while astronauts are in space. Astronauts lose
bone density 10 times faster than even post-menopausal women.
Director Dr. Susan Bloomfield and her team believe their efforts to slow
down bone loss in space could one day have an impact in slowing
down aging-related bone loss on earth, especially for those who
experience multiple periods of extended bed rest.
Their research also focuses on weight loss in the military, an interest
of the Department of Defense, which funded a project in Bloomfield’s
laboratory. Their findings show a correlation between prolonged
restriction of dietary calories and loss of bone mineral density.
“People who lose a lot of weight rapidly also lose some bone mass.
That’s OK if you are talking about an obese person who usually starts
with higher bone density, but we are concerned about those nearnormal weight individuals who lose weight dramatically during basic
training or as career personnel,” says Bloomfield.
“With chronic dieting, you have negative impact on bone,” Bloomfield
notes. This research is useful for the armed services addressing issues
with overweight people enlisting in the service. It also affects career
officers who usually don’t get the same amount of exercise they did
when they were younger.
Even for non-space travelers, bone loss can cause severe problems,
particularly as people age. Aging-related bone loss is one major
contributor to osteoporosis. Older men and women are especially
subject to this kind of loss, which can lead to fractures that can be life
threatening. “Fracture risk roughly doubles with each decade of aging
after 60, and small changes in bone density further increase this risk,”
adds Bloomfield.
Bloomfield offers these tips:
• Be sure to get adequate dietary calcium and vitamin D each day;
about 1200 milligrams per day for post-menopausal women.
• Stay active. Move, get some moderately rigorous exercise several
times every week and walk or climb stairs every day.
• Pass the message on to the younger generation. Make sure
children and grandchildren have enough calcium and vitamin D in
their daily diets and get plenty of physical activity.
• Know your family history. For anyone at risk for developing
osteoporosis, ask for a bone marrow density scan, and ask your
doctor for medication to prevent further loss.
In centers, labs and in the classroom, our scientific research is revealing
the long-term health benefits and disease prevention of an active
lifestyle that incorporates exercise and proper nutrition at any age.

HEALTHY LIVING CHECKLIST
It is never too late to start taking care and taking charge
of your health and well being. CEHD researchers agree
that even minor adjustments to your daily lifestyle can pay
off in big, healthy dividends. These five tips can get you
started:

1
2
3
4
5

Keep moving. Get and stay physically active and
include muscle-strengthening and aerobic exercise.
Make it a habit to eat better. Incorporate
nutritionally sound choices.
Know your family history. There is a genetic basis for
how you respond to exercise and diet.
Know your numbers. Visit your doctor and dentist for
routine screenings and immunizations.
Take stock of your mental and emotional wellbeing. Check your mood and your social calendar.

THE COLLEGE OF EDUCATION AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
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IT’S IN THE

GENES

W

e rarely get to see the inner workings of our own
bodies. To unravel the mysteries of what’s happening
inside, scientists in exercise physiology are exploring the
connections between genetics, exercise and health to help
promote healthy lifestyles, from the inside out.
THE COLLEGE OF EDUCATION AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
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In separate studies, researchers John Lawler, Michael Massett and
Christopher Woodman are identifying the genes that influence how
people respond to exercise training, examining blood vessel function
and investigating cardiovascular disease at the cellular level.
“One thing we’ve focused on in the last 30 to 40 years in the area
of exercise, and particularly with aging, is the notion that people are
really suited to being active throughout their entire life span,” says
John Lawler, professor and director of the Redox Biology and Cell
Signaling Lab. “We have the genes of hunter-gatherers, and that really
hasn’t changed much. So, it means that nearly every day, we should be
active.”

Inactivity also turns on genes that can lead to or are associated with
chronic diseases, such as high blood pressure, atherosclerosis, heart
disease, type II diabetes – all the things we’re trying to avoid.
In children, inactivity is more likely to start turning on genes that lead
to type II diabetes and obesity. “We are starting to see early signs of
atherosclerosis or heart disease in teens,” cautions Lawler. “That’s
scary. We are predisposing ourselves to more children with chronic
diseases that may also drive up health care costs. It doesn’t have to be
this way.”
The lab is currently investigating the effects of physical inactivity
on muscles, the role of pro-oxidants in normal skeletal muscle and

PLAQUE: BLOOD VESSEL ROADBLOCK
Plaque causes the blockage in blood vessels. The reason
plaque develops, in part, is because the vascular endothelial
cells aren’t working properly. These cells transmit signals from the
blood to the vessel walls. But what happens when these cells can’t
do their job?
Picture this scenario: You’re driving down Texas Avenue and there
is an accident. The car in front of you slows down to see what’s

14
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happening. You are not paying attention and run into them, and
the car behind runs into you. Now, you are in the middle of a
street loaded with cars, and none are getting through. That’s
basically what happens in your blood vessels. Your red blood cells
are supposed to go whizzing by. If there is some kind of damage
or the endothelial cells aren’t working properly, they get sticky
and plaque starts to build up over time.

Credit: istockphoto.com

whether combination therapies, such as diet and exercise, can reduce
the amount of drugs and medication typically used to manage chronic
diseases.
Lawler’s goal is to provide the means to manage these diseases,
improve peoples’ lives and reduce the time and money spent on trying
to cure or eliminate the incidences of chronic diseases.
The interest in exercise and fitness in the U.S. really started in the
1950s. Research studies on soldiers stationed in Europe during World
War II found they were getting fewer chronic diseases related to diet,
exercise and lifestyle, compared to Americans during the same time.

“By the 1960s, people had begun to exercise more, but the treatments
for orthopedic injuries or cardiac rehab were about the same – rest and
disuse,” notes Lawler. “What we know now is completely the opposite.
While prevention is always important, we need to get active with
rehabilitation therapies.”
So, should senior adults expect a sentence of disuse and chronic
disease? That is not necessarily the case, even though aging is a big risk
factor in all the major chronic diseases.
As people age, underlying chronic diseases – cancer, type II diabetes
and cardiovascular disease, can lead to reduced activity and toward
skeletal muscle wasting. “We know some of the mechanisms, and

PREVENTION VS. TREATMENT
While prevention is always important, we need
to get active with rehabilitation therapies.
THE COLLEGE OF EDUCATION AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
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those have to do with oxidative stress and
inflammation,” says Lawler.
In association with a National Science
Foundation project, and in collaboration with
a number of labs, they studied data from
research on a variety of diving mammals in
the wild and rats and mice in a controlled
environment. Tracked over a lifetime, the
mammals in the wild became larger as they
aged, but the muscles adapted. They were a
little slower and stiffer due to some fibrosis,
but had no indications of sarcopenia.
“We thought the diving animals would have
a lot more oxidative stress and damage when
they were older, but they didn’t,” says Lawler.
“So, it was frequency of activity, not intensity
that mattered over the entire life span.”

As we slow down or with chronic disease,
the muscles have a hard time repairing
themselves. Part of the repair cycle has to
do with environment. A long-term sedentary
lifestyle may make it more difficult for
muscles to repair. Lawler thinks if they can
change the environment, perhaps the muscle
can respond better.

55 for women, cardiovascular health begins
to decline. “What our research reveals is
those who exercise regularly over a lifetime
can extend the age at which cardiovascular
health begins to decline,” says Woodman.
“These same people decline at a much
slower rate than their peers who don’t
exercise.”

For now, Lawler says they don’t have as
many weapons as they would like to combat
the effects of sarcopenia. But they are
beginning to understand the specific proteins
that may help preserve muscle function,
and developing combination therapies and
regimens that may one day lead to slowing
down or reversing muscle loss due to aging.

Woodman says they can use exercise to
reverse the damage to this system that’s
caused by aging that will make one less likely
to have heart disease.

CARDIOVASCULAR HEALTH
For the last 17 years, associate professor
Christopher Woodman’s research focus
has been on aging. He is currently
investigating how the risk
of cardiovascular disease
increases with age.
Around
age 45
for men
and age

As we get older, the ability for our blood
vessels to dilate becomes impaired. Different
cells make up the wall of blood vessels or
arteries and some of those cells can become
dysfunctional. “We’ve identified a particular
cell-signaling pathway that becomes
damaged with age,” says Woodman. Their
current research indicates that exercise can
reduce the detrimental effects of aging.
“Exercise is the best medicine,” says
Woodman. “If you aren’t exercising – start.
If you think you’re too old – you’re not. It’s
never too late to start exercising. The benefits
are too numerous to count.”

EXERCISE IS THE BEST MEDICINE
“Exercise is the best medicine,” says Woodman. “If
you aren’t exercising – start. If you think you’re too
old – you’re not. It’s never too late to start exercising.
The benefits are too numerous to count.”
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With funding support from the National
Institutes of Health, assistant professor
Michael Massett is identifying genes that
determine who is going to respond in a
beneficial way to exercise
training. “Basically, the
genes you have are the
genes you have,” says
Massett.
“We’re
trying to
find genes

that tell us who is a low responder and who is a high responder to
exercise.”
For every trait or characteristic, like body weight and other healthrelated traits, there is a genetic component and environmental factor,
such as diet. “And then there is this interaction. If you have a low level
of fitness (exercise capacity) and you are a non-responder for changing
exercise capacity, you should still exercise because exercise can produce
other beneficial effects,” notes Massett.
Massett’s studies focus on exercise capacity as a measure of fitness.
For every factor associated with fitness, Massett says, people may
respond by improving in one area but not another, so measuring fitness
becomes extremely complex. “We understand responses to and the
complexity of exercise. When you exercise, it affects much more than
one organ – muscle, heart and bone,” adds Massett.

His team is also identifying the genes that determine normal blood
vessel function, the differences between good and poor vessel
function and the effects of exercise to improve function. “When you
have cardiovascular disease, your endothelial cells don’t function
properly and you get plaque buildup,” says Massett. “If these cells
are functioning properly, you’re more likely to get atherosclerosis
(hardening of the arteries), one of the leading causes of heart attack.”
That’s why Massett recommends exercise. “You can improve
endothelial cell function with exercise to keep these blood vessels
healthy, potentially prevent these cells from going bad or even reverse
the damage.” And good vascular cell health is one reason why we
should exercise.
“While we know a lot about exercise, it’s been studied at the genetic
level much less,” says Massett. “That’s why continued support of
biomedical research like this is important to provide intervention,
improve quality of life and help keep people healthy.”
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SERVING ALL TEXANS
PROVIDING TOOLS FOR LIFE
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the Center on Disability and Development.

Good health and wellness should be available to all
individuals regardless of disability or functional need.

Mobile TIPS serves as a quick-access platform
that provides emergency crews up-to-date
instructions and resources to help those with
disabilities or special needs.
Initially planned as a mobile app, Project
REDD hit an early roadblock.
It was safe to assume government employees
using employer-supplied cell phones would
make up the majority of app users. Due to
security restraints, however, many government
phones prohibit the use of third party
applications – the category that Mobile TIPS
falls under. Stough and her team quickly
turned the app concept into a website instead.

Credit: istockphoto.com

When viewed from any mobile device, the site
looks and acts like an app with clickable icons
and easy navigation.
The program has been a smashing success –
to date Mobile TIPS has been used more than
9,000 times.

H

elen Keller penned the essay “Optimism” more than 100
years ago. In it she wrote the now famous words, “the
highest form of education is tolerance.”
The College of Education and Human Development expands
upon this principle with core values that promote diversity,
understanding, civic duty and community outreach. With a
history rich in selfless service and compassion, the college
serves all Texans.
Good health and wellness should be available
to all individuals regardless of disability or
functional need. When caring for individuals
with mobility impairments, other disabilities
or advanced age, the path to improving
quality of life for all may seem daunting. To
meet the special needs of these individuals,
our researchers are responding in new and
innovative ways.
OUTREACH AND PROGRAMS FOR PUBLIC
HEALTH AND MENTAL WELL-BEING
Texas A&M and the College of Education and
Human Development have long supported the
needs of people with disabilities.

In 2011, the Texas wildfires ravaged millions
of acres of land. Nearly 80 square miles of
terrain and more than 2,800 homes were
destroyed in a series of infernos that
doubled the destruction of previous fire
seasons.
The CEHD played an integral part in rescue
efforts by training first responders how to
interact with people with disabilities in a
timely and effective way.
Center stage in this training effort is Mobile
TIPS, a mobile-based website designed by Dr.
Laura Stough and her Project REDD team at

“Time is of the essence in an emergency
or disaster situation,” said Stough. “First
responders need to know the appropriate and
most effective way of interacting with and
assisting people with disabilities.”
Since the fires, emergency management
teams from around the nation have contacted
Stough, requesting to incorporate Mobile TIPS
in their first response planning.
“We’re currently helping officials in Hawaii,
Pennsylvania and California create their own
version of our program – this tool can help
first responders during all types of hazards,”
says Stough.

DISABILITYTIPS.TAMU.EDU
“Disasters and their effect on vulnerable
populations has been an area of great
research interest to me in the past decade,”
says Stough. “It is truly a privilege to have my
research applied to assist people in time of
critical need.”
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What started as a local rescue tool for first
responders has since turned into a nationspanning initiative to provide world-class care
for all people, regardless of their disability
status.

and adults with disabilities, as well as the
elderly. They also work with the individual they
are supporting to identify interests and then
provide the help and support to maximize
opportunities to engage in those activities.
That’s often the missing piece of personal
care and that’s what makes this program so
fantastic.”

Development, Texas A&M University Health
Science Center and Texas A&M University.
The team developed and implemented
an assessment tool used to determine
requirements for children that participate in
the Medicaid Early Prevention, Screening,
Diagnostic and Treatment (EPSDT) program
and receive Medicaid PCS.

Twelve students who successfully completed
the first semester are currently active in their
supervised paid practicum, and have been
since December 2012. They were hired by
a variety of local direct support providers
and are now actively working in the field
for providers including Brenham Outreach
Advisory Council, American Habilitation
Services, Brazos Valley Independent Living
Center and Comfort Keepers.

“In combining the creativity and diverse
expertise of our team, we are able to help
children with special needs and their families
receive services that can improve their quality
of life,” says Fournier.

DSPs provide various methods of support,
including but not limited to: assisting an
individual with mobility needs, helping
people become more active, assisting people
in developing independent living skills and
providing general support for people with
disabilities.

The PATHS program has been a huge success
thanks to our provider practicum partners, the
Brazos Valley Center for Independent Living,
and the Texas Department of Rehabilitation
Services. The fall 2013 semester enrollment
is expected to fill up and the team is looking
forward to expansion.

DSHS and home health agencies will use
the instrument to develop a plan of care to
address each child’s need for nursing care,
therapy, assistive devices and personal care.

“Direct Support is such a broad employment
area,” says Dr. Cheryl Grenwelge, program
director and assistant professor.“ DSPs provide
services to
children

HELPING FAMILIES AND CHILDREN WITH
SPECIAL NEEDS
Constance Fournier, a clinical professor in
the department of Educational Psychology, is
collaborating with colleagues at Texas A&M
to create a tool to assess the care needs and
improve the quality of life of tens of thousands
of children in Texas with special health care
needs.

Credit: istockphoto.com

PATHS TO SUCCESS
The Center on Disability and Development also
hosts the Postsecondary Access and Training
in Human Services (PATHS) program. PATHS
is an expanding certificate program that
trains Direct Support Professionals (DSP) – a
profession that is in constant demand across
the state. PATHS is a two-semester inclusive
certificate program where students with and
without disabilities gain the skills to become a
DSP. Students enrolled in the PATHS program
learn how to support people with disabilities
in an inclusive community setting.

Working with the Department of State
Health Services case managers, Texas
A&M researchers helped determine
how many hours of personal care
service (PCS) are needed by
families with children who have
special needs.
The team of researchers is
composed of faculty from the
College of Education and Human

PATHS.TAMU.EDU
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PCS includes assistance with daily living
skills, such as help with bathing, locomotion,
toileting, eating, dressing, personal hygiene,
taking medication and preparing meals.

The team’s findings have been published
in the American Psychological Association
journal, Rehabilitation Psychology, in the
Health Research and Educational Trust Health
Services Research and the American Public
Health Association’s Disability and Health
Journal.
Because of the success of this assessment
tool, the team was tasked by the Health and
Human Services Commission to develop an
assessment instrument for children who
receive any type of Medicaid home care, in
addition to PCS.
“It is a privilege to work with colleagues with
such a variety of expertise. We are able to
bounce ideas off of each other and create a
product that is greater than the sum of the
parts,” Fournier says about the team.

A NEW ERA OF
PHYSICAL ACTIVITY
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C

ollege students tend to
lead busy lives. Classes,
homework and part-time jobs
take priority. Health and fitness
goals are often put on a back
burner.

Forgoing an active lifestyle combined with
bad nutritional habits could lead to chronic
diseases and problems as you age. “People
are designed to be active, and when they
are not, it turns on some of the genes that
are associated with chronic diseases, such as
type II diabetes,” says John Lawler, professor
and director of the Redox Biology and Cell

Signaling Lab. “We’re now seeing similar
diseases and problems with younger people,
too, particularly those who are less active.”
A new physical education activity programs
building (PEAP) is nearing construction.
Conveniently located on campus, this new
facility will provide easy access and the
motivation to get a quick workout in before,
after or even between classes to help make
exercise a part of a healthy lifestyle.
Lawler adds, “Exercise has become less a part
of our daily living. Many environments have
become more urban, making it difficult to
incorporate exercise, but not impossible.”
The new PEAP building will include courses

and activities for the department of Health
and Kinesiology. HLKN shares facilities with
the department of recreational sports and the
athletic department, a partnership that will
continue when the new facility opens.
More than a building, PEAP is where
translational research in health, exercise
and fitness is applied and implemented and
engagement is built into every class, activity
and program.
“The collaboration has always been
there. Forty years ago, when I came to work
here, I was teaching with PEAP. I worked
with the kinesiology program for the first 25
years I worked for the university,” says Dennis
Corrington, director of the department of

Credit: Chelsea Reber

The PEAP building
mid-construction
22

TRANSFORMING LIVES • SPRING 2013

recreational sports.
Each semester, nearly 25,000 students receive
instruction through PEAP while thousands
of additional students use the Student
Recreation Center, the Tom and Joan Read
Building and the G. Rollie White Coliseum.
With the popularity of the REC, this new
facility will provide breathing room and more
opportunities for students to take advantage
of the activities and offerings.
This year an even greater number of
students are expected to use fitness areas,
further highlighting the need for the new
115,000 square foot facility, which features

12 badminton courts, 6 volleyball courts,
4 basketball courts, 3 weight rooms and 3
special use rooms.
Other features include rooms for fencing,
gymnastics, self-defense, dance, yoga, Pilates,
sports conditioning, boot camp activities, and
meeting areas. Faculty and graduate student
offices will also reside in the new PEAP
building.
“Everyone works closely together to make
health, wellness and activity a priority.
Some physical education activity program
instructors also work for the REC and teach
non-credit classes, too,” says Gretchen Tyson,

instructional assistant professor for PEAP.
A healthier lifestyle is beneficial but it doesn’t
mean just spending an extra ten minutes on
a treadmill. Diet and proper nutrition are part
of the equation, and understanding what to
eat is as important as how to exercise. HLKN
faculty teaches proper methods and practices
to help you achieve a lifetime of good health
and wellness.
HLKN plans to move into the new PEAP
building for classes, as early as July 2013. An
open house is scheduled for fall 2013.

FORMER STUDENT CHRIS
OSWALT AND HIS INSPIRATIONAL
WEIGHT LOSS JOURNEY
“I’m not doing this again. I’m tired
of living like this. I’m changing
everything,” Oswalt told himself as he
signed up for a spin class.
He thought it would be a great way to
get in better shape, lose some weight
and gain the knowledge to continue his
progress once the class was completed.
Learning how to lose weight and
keeping it off and just losing weight
are two different situations. You may
shed the pounds, but is your approach
to weight loss correct, safe and
healthy?
Former Texas A&M student Chris
Oswalt dealt with health and fitness
issues as many do in the U.S. today.
What’s different about his story is how
one kinesiology class changed his life.
He knew how to lose the pounds but
not how to keep them off.

Through self-discovery and a great
Instructor, Chris realized that it was
possible to lose the weight, keep it off,
eat better and live a healthy, happy life.
Today, Chris is an outdoors instructor
and keeping up with his healthy
lifestyle changes. To read more about
Chris’ journey, visit:

bit.ly/coswalt

Photos Courtesy of Chris Oswalt
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