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Reminder: What A Year! will be on summer vacation during July and August. But not just sipping lemonade and fishing: we’ll be back in September with a whole year’s worth of great new biomedical research stories.

When Sleeping Dogs Can’t Lie ... 

What A Year! for June, 2009

Narcolepsy is a sleep disorder that affects a small portion of the human and animal population in a big way. Understanding sleep, the various conditions that can disrupt it, and the consequences of not getting enough good sleep is a hugely important endeavor. Dr. Emmanuel Mignot and his colleagues at Stanford University and around the world are seeking answers on narcolepsy, with the eventual goal of finding a cure.
To get the entire story, go to What A Year! and click on the 06/09 icon.

1. What is narcolepsy? What are the symptoms of narcolepsy?

2. What were the treatment options available for narcolepsy before Dr. Mignot began his research?

3. What are hypocretins? Where are they produced in humans?

4. What did Dr. Mignot find was the connection between hypocretin and narcolepsy in dogs? In humans?.
5. What is an autoimmune disease? 

6. What is a genetic association study?

7. What did Dr. Mignot hope to find by doing a genetic association study? Why was it important to use 2,000 individuals for the study?

8. What genes did Dr. Mignot find were associated with narcolepsy as a result of the genetic association study? What do these genes do in the body? What did these results mean for Dr. Mignot’s research?

9. What is the immune system? What is the immune response?

10. What does Dr. Mignot believe is the cause of narcolepsy?

11. What are some of Dr. Mignot’s research goals?
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To Think About:





Before Dr. Mignot began his research, the average time between the onset and diagnosis of narcolepsy was fourteen years. Over a period of two to three decades, that time has been reduced to three years.  What changes do you think are responsible for this reduction? What factors contribute to the proper diagnosis of a disease?





Dr. Mignot used a genetic association study to compare individual genetic sequences and find genetic changes that might be associated with narcolepsy.  For around $400, the same technology is now available for personal use to determine the exact sequence of your genes. Such an analysis could give you detailed information on your genetic susceptibility to particular diseases. Do you think personal genome testing is a good idea? Do you think it should be recommended or required for all children like some vaccines are now? What are some advantages and disadvantages to this technology? What are some points of controversy and where do you see this debate heading?     





Can you think of any books, movies or TV shows in which narcolepsy or some other sleep problem affected one of the characters?





Do you know anyone whose work schedule changes from day shift to night shift (e.g., nurse, firefighter, hotel desk clerk, police officer, help desk staffer)? What happens to their sleep patterns, health and work efficiency?








