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1a. What is Alzheimer’s Disease?

A disease that destroys our brain, and gets worse 
over time. 

Early Symptoms: Repeating oneself; Difficulty finding 
words;  Getting lost often. 

When these symptoms are so bad they prevent 
someone from living independently, we say they 
have "dementia".



What Happens to the Brain During Alzheimer’s?

• Brain cells (“neurons”) die – you lose 
computing power. 

• Connections between neurons 
breakdown – different parts of the brain  
no longer work together. 

• As neurons die, the brain shrinks and 
big gaps of space start to appear.  

Healthy Brain

We can see this using Magnetic Resonance Imaging “MRI” 
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We can now (2020) test for these from blood samples

What Happens to the Brain Cells?



1. GENETICS. Some genes you inherit increase               
(or decrease) your risk for Alzheimer’s.  

  
2. LIFESTYLE. Risk factors include: Obesity, Diabetes, 

Hypertension (high blood pressure), Poor Sleep, Being 
Sedentary  (lack of physical activity or exercise).  

Why Do Some People Get Alzheimer’s?

   Your life choices matter for your brain health!



1b. Why are African Americans at High Risk?

African Americans have over twice the risk. 
More likely to have severe symptoms. 

We do not fully understand the reason for this health disparity. 

There is a lack of data on the brain changes that occur across the 
lifespan in older African Americans.

Good news: Probably mostly due to lifestyle. 
Things you can change: Fitness, Sleep, Diet



Part 1. Interim Summary

Alzheimer’s disease causes dementia, loss of ability to learn and 
think clearly. 

As the disease progresses, neurons die, the brain shrinks, and 
toxic junk and refuse accumulate around the neurons. 

There are genetic, lifestyle, behavioral, and environmental 
contributors to risk for Alzheimer’s disease. 

We do not yet understand why African Americans have over twice 
the rate of Alzheimer’s disease, but lifestyle and behaviors are 
probably a significant factor.
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1. Community Engagement:  
Promote brain health and Alzheimer’s prevention for older 
African Americans in the greater Newark area. 

2. Brain Health Research:  
In Newark, build a national center of excellence for research and 
training on community-engaged approaches to aging and 
Alzheimer’s disease in African Americans.

Dual Missions



• 15 years of university-
community partnerships 
promoting healthy aging. 

• University participants include 
faculty and students from 
Neuroscience, Neurology, 
Public Health, Immunology, and 
Kinesiology. 

• Community members are from 
churches, senior centers, public 
and federally-assisted housing.



External Collaborations

UC, Irvine, 
California

University of Gothenburg, 
SWEDEN



Part 2. Interim Summary

Linking community engagement to brain health research enhances 
both missions. 

Multiple units within Rutgers University furthers our teaching, 
scholarship, and community service goals. 

Newark is now recognized internationally as a center for research 
on Pathways to Healthy Aging in African Americans.  

In summer 2022 we will host a national conference: “Risk and 
Resilience to Alzheimer’s Disease in African Americans”



 1.  Alzheimer’s Disease and African Americans 
 2.  Rutgers Aging & Brain Health Alliance 
 3.  Community Engagement in Greater Newark 

(a).  Key Strategies for Engagement and Recruitment 
(b).  Our Community Engagement Team 
(c).  Overview of Programs 
(d).  Community Stakeholders Board 
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3a. Key Strategies for Engagement and Recruitment

(1).  Build trust through long-term relationships that bring value to community.

(2).  Formalize community involvement through Community Stakeholders Board.

(3).  Disseminate health information through trusted community leaders.

(4).  Recruit older men through targeted efforts. 

(5).  Cultivate research participants as ambassadors for recruitment.

(6).  Engage community members to communicate importance of biomarkers.

(7).  Share scientific results with community so they see impact of their role.



Rev. Glenn Wilson
Pastor, Pilgrim Baptist 

Church. ABHA Director of 
Church Relations

Delores Hammonds
Community Brain Health 

Educator  & Research 
Assistant

Alicia Codrington
Immunology PhD Candidate, 
Rutgers. NJ Medical School. 
Community Immune Health 

and COVID-19 Educator

Glenda Wrights
ABHA Director of Public 
and Subsidized Housing 

Relations

Rev. Vivian Cook
Community Brain Health 

Educator for Exceptional African 
American SuperAgers

Lisa Charles
Community Fitness and 

Wellness Research Coordinator

Benjamin Johnson
Community Engagement 

Assistant for Men’s Outreach

Mildred Evans
Community Engagement 

Assistant

Christina Yarborough
Community Research and 

Engagement Assistant

Catherine Willis
Community Engagement 

Specialist

3b. Our Community Engagement Team



3c. Overview of Programs



Community Brain Health Programs

1. Exercise regularly. 

2. Challenge your brain. 

3. Manage stress. 

4. Get a good night’s sleep.  

5. Socialize with others. 

6. Eat a healthy diet.

Six Steps to a Better Memory  
& Reducing Risk For 

Alzheimer’s



Community Brain Health 
Literature: 8 Page 

Pamphlet 

Distributed widely and at all our events 



Exceptional African American SuperAgers
• For those ages 80 and above with 

superior cognitive ability.  

• We honor (and study) these “long-
distance memory athletes”



Men’s Brain Health Programs





Four Covid-Era Virtual Health Programs



By Zoom or Phone 

1. Exercise Classes 
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By Zoom or Phone 

1. Exercise Classes 

2. Understanding Covid-19 

3. Bible Study & the Brain 

4. Aging Smart 

Aging Smart:
How to Keep Your Brain 

Healthy, Stay Sharp, 
and Avoid Alzheimer's 

Disease

Four Covid-Era Virtual Health Programs



3d. Community Stakeholders Board

Both I and Community Leaders 
Sign a Community Stakeholders 
Board Mission Statement/M.O.U.

Insures full transparency: 
Everyone knows what to expect, 

and what is expected of them. 
 



(1).  Safeguard the health and well-being of participants as our top 
priority; 

(2).  Seek and incorporate community input into our planning for future 
research and community programming.

(3).  Offer complete transparency, including sharing copies of all grant 
proposals, approved research protocols, papers, and results; 

In a Jointly-Signed M.O.U., We Commit To:



(4).  Use our financial resources to hire local community members 
(especially older residents), purchase from local businesses, provide 
financial support to community organizations, and support community-
wide programming that promotes the health of local seniors; 

(5).  Offer science training and career advancement to community youth; 

(6).  Compensate participants fairly and adequately; 

(7).  Share our fundraising experience and grantsmanship skills with our 
partner organizations to help them raise money for their missions. 

In a Jointly-Signed M.O.U., We Commit To:



(1).  Participate in board meetings (with brain-healthy food); 

(2).  Host brain-health education programs at your site for your members;

(3).  Communicate research opportunities to your members; 

(4).  Provide us with feedback and guidance on how programming and research 
can best serve their members;

(5).  Stay informed about brain health and aging (we offer educational programs 
for partners’ leadership)

(6).  Consider opportunities to participate in planning community events.

Of Our Community Partners, We Ask:



Part 3. Interim Summary

With appropriate community engagement, older African Americans 
will enroll in research on aging and brain health. 

A community engagement team with deep understanding of the 
community is essential.  

Regular programming brings value to the community, builds trust 
and familiarity with the research team. 

A Community Stakeholders Board and written M.O.U gives 
partners a voice and establishes a commitment to transparency. 
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• Since 2015, enrolled over 400 local older African Americans 
from Greater Newark. Over 300 into longitudinal study. 

• Funded by the National Institutes of Health (NIH), US Office 
of Minority Health, New Jersey Department of Health’s Office 
of Minority and Multicultural Health.



Who is Eligible to Participate? 

• You identify as African American or Black 
(regardless of where you or your parents were born) 

• Age 60 or older. 

• Speak English fluently.

Note: We do not enroll people who already have 
dementia or serious memory impairments. We study 
healthy aging and how to prevent Alzheimer’s.



How Do We Protect Everyone from COVID-19?

• All participants must be fully vaccinated: two weeks since 
last dose. (We can help those seeking vaccinations). 

• We give participants a COVID-19 infection test prior to 
starting. We only move forward if test is negative. 

• All Rutgers research staff are fully vaccinated.  

• We do our main testing off-campus in a large well 
ventilated church fellowship hall, with private parking. 

• Everyone wears masks and observes maximal possible 
distancing during testing.



What Do Research Participants Do?

• DAY 1: 30 minutes. (NJ Medical School): Saliva for genetics and 
current Covid infection status. Blood test for brain health, immune 
health, and diabetes. 

• DAY 2: 2.5 hours (Pilgrim Baptist Church): Health, fitness, and 
lifestyle assessments. 

• Day 3: 1.5 hours (Rutgers-Newark). MRI Brain Imaging. 
• Plus optional week of home sleep monitoring. 
• Earn up to $200 plus transportation allowance. 

• REPEAT: Return every two years (every year once 80+).



Know Your Rights as a 
Research Participant

➢ Results are private, confidential, and 
anonymous. Your name will never be used 
or made public.

➢ Participation is voluntary; stop anytime 
without penalty. 

➢ All research reviewed and approved by 
community members for safety.



Individual Health Benefits

With permission, we provide copies of the brain imaging (and 
some other health tests) to a participant’s doctor.  

– very useful as “baseline” information to help doctors monitor 
health and treat patients if they have decline in future. 

If on future visits (2, 4, or 6 years from initial enrollment), 
participants show signs of possible dementia, Rutgers will 
pay for participants to get a clinical dementia assessment. 



Community Benefits from Research  Participation

1. Understanding how African Americans age. 
2. Reduce high rate and costs of Alzheimer’s Disease in 

African Americans. 
3. Provide training opportunities for young scientists and 

health professionals from the community..



What Skills do our Student Interns Learn?

1.  Administer cognitive, health, and fitness assessments.  
2.  Run functional MRI brain imaging scans. 
3.  Summarize and present research papers at lab meetings. 
4.  Present posters at scientific and academic conferences. 
5.  Apply for federal and private research grants. 
6.  Manage relationships with community leaders. 
7.  Teach community health education programs. 
8.  Participate in interdisciplinary collaborations. 



With MRI: Creating an Important Database 
on Brain Changes in Older African 

Americans as They Age
Deacon Francis Dixon of 
The New Hope Baptist 
Church. 



Post-Covid: Resume Optional Exercise Studies

• One hour of exercise, 3x 
week, in community setting. 

• Led by certified instructor. 
• Last six months. 
• Compare all brain and 

health assessments before 
vs. after. 

• GOAL: For older African Americans, how do different 
forms of exercise improve brain health and memory in 
different people? 



A view of our 

Cardio-Dance 
Exercise 

Feel free to stand up and join in…



INSERT ZUMBA VIDEO



What Have We Discovered So Far?

www.brainhealth.rutgers.edu/publications/

















Externally-Funded Research 
Raised Over $7 Million Dollars Since 2015

$1,000,000 2015-20 NJ DOH Improving Mental Health and Physical Activity in Older African Americans in 
Newark: A State-University-Church Partnership

$582,800 2016-17 NIH/NIA Pathways to Brain Health for African Americans: A Community-Based 
Participatory Research Study

$150,000 2018-21 NJ DOH Reducing Obesity in Older African Americans Through Community-Based 
Nutrition and Exercise.

$3,594,241 2018-23 NIH/NIA Risk Factors for Future Cognitive Decline and Alzheimer's Disease in Older 
African Americans

$359,081 2018-20 NIH/NIA Life Course Socioeconomic Status and Risk for Alzheimer’s Disease among 
African American Older Adults in Newark (w/E. Greenfield, School of Social 
Work)

$238,630 2019-20 NIH/NIA Exceptional Cognitive Aging: Neuropsychologic, Anatomic and Pathologic 
Correlates (subcontract from Northwestern Univ.)

$60,680 2019-20 NIH/NIA Expanding Sleep Assessments in Older African Americans to Include 
Objective Quantitative Measures of Sleep Quality and Sleep Architecture

$261,571 
 
2020-22 NIH/NIA Minority Postdoctoral Fellowship Supplement: Altered Medial Temporal Lobe 

Network Dynamics During Encoding and Mnemonic Discrimination: A 
Possible Early Marker for Alzheimer’s Disease

 $7,181,832     Total Awarded 2015-2020



Part 4. Interim Summary

We now have over 300 African Americans from greater Newark, 
ages 60 and above, enrolled as participants in our longitudinal 
study; they return every two years. 

The current testing protocol includes multiple layers of protection 
from COVID-19 infection for both staff and participants, and 
includes three visits. Participants earn up to $200. 

Participation results in both individual health benefits and benefits 
to the community.  

Six recent scientific publications. Coverage in The New York Times. 

Since 2015, we have raised over $7 million dollars in funding. 
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Enrollment Targets

By enrolling 120 new participants a year, we 
can increase the Pathways cohort to 1,000 
older African Americans by the year 2025



Five Year Research Plans: 9 Key Questions 
1.  How do individual differences in health and lifestyle affect risk for 
cognitive decline and Alzheimer’s disease in older African Americans?

2.  Which aspects of cognition and brain function can be improved 
through regular exercise, and which kind of exercise is best? 

3.  How does sleep affect risk for Alzheimer’s disease and how does 
early Alzheimer’s disease affect sleep?

4. What can we learn about successful aging from “Exceptional African-
American SuperAgers” with superior cognitive abilities comparable to 
others thirty years younger?



Five Year Research Plans: 9 Key Questions 

5.  For those who were infected during the COVID-19 pandemic, what 
are the long-term consequences for their brain health and risk for 
Alzheimer’s disease?

6.  How do changes in immunological health across the lifespan, 
especially decline of immune cell function, relate to the risk and 
progression of Alzheimer’s disease?

7. How does a history of long-term alcohol abuse affect risk for 
cognitive decline and Alzheimer’s disease?



Five Year Research Plans: 9 Key Questions 

8. Can safe non-invasive forms of brain stimulation—either through 
sensory stimulation or trans-cranial alternating current—enhance the 
brain’s 40Hz gamma waves, and lead to improved cognition and 
reduced risk for, or progression of, Alzheimer’s disease?

9.  What are the facilitators and barriers to older African Americans 
participating in aging and brain health research?  



Thank you.  
Mark A. Gluck 

Center for Molecular & Behavioral Neuroscience 
Rutgers University-Newark 

gluck@rutgers.edu 
www.gluck.edu  

www.brainhealth.Rutgers.edu 


