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For African American Moms, Giving 
Birth to Multiple Children Could Be 

Linked To Alzheimer's Disease
Kathleen O’Brien

     By focusing exclusively on African-American mothers, this 
study confirms those broader findings apply to them, too. That's 
important because African-American women face three 
challenges when it comes to Alzheimer's: Women (of all races) 
are more likely to develop the disease, African Americans are 
more than twice as likely as white people to get Alzheimer's, and 
African Americans are understudied in medical research.


     Lead author Salma M. Abedullah, an undergraduate student 
and researcher who devised the study, said she was intrigued by 
the notion that whether someone is male or female could play a 
role in the development of Alzheimer’s and sought to address the 
paucity of research about pregnancy in particular. 


     The data revealed that repeated pregnancies are associated 
with worse cognition test scores decades later. The culprit may 
be estrogen – or rather, the lack of it. While a woman's estrogen 
level typically soars during pregnancy, it plummets after birth, 
sinking lower than it was before. “The reason we're focusing on 
estrogen is because it is a protective hormone for the brain,” said 
study co-author, Faculty Research Associate, Bernadette Fausto. 
“When a woman has less of it over the years, either through 
repeated childbearing or menopause, there is less protection for 
her brain.”                   


      Continued on page 3: “For African American Moms”…


     Women have long sensed that motherhood takes a toll. From 
the folk wisdom of losing a tooth or gaining a shoe size with each 
pregnancy, to jokes that children can give you gray hairs or “get 
on your last nerve,” society seems to know the toll can be 
physical.


     A new study out of Rutgers-Newark's Aging and Brain Health 
Alliance reveals a little-known burden for African American 
mothers: Giving birth to multiple children might be linked to 
developing Alzheimer’s disease. The possible connection is not 
unique to African Americans.

July 25, 2024: Local pastors and other faith-based 
partners at our annual formal gala, “Giving Brain 

Science Back to the Community.”

June 26, 2024: East Orange, NJ, Mayor Ted Green 
and Catherine Willis, former Director of Seniors 

Services for East Orange, join Glenda Wright and 
Mark Gluck at the Aging & Brain Health Alliance 

Luncheon at Rutgers-Newark.
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Activities in Brain Health
Working with Public Housing Residents to Raise 

Awareness of Dementia Risks 
Barry Carter

Brain Healthy 
Cooking  

Delores “Cookie Hammonds

     For most of Wright’s career, up through 2016, she served as executive director 
of the New Jersey Association of Public and Subsidized Housing, a Newark based 
nonprofit that focussed on tenant support. But now in the community room where 
residents once listened to her talk about rent, Wright educates seniors about 
Alzheimer’s disease and dementia, sharing with them ways they can reduce their 
risk. Wright landed in this space after meeting Dr. Mark Gluck, director of the Aging 
& Brain Health Alliance at Rutgers-Newark, where he is a professor of 
Neuroscience and Public Health.


     Gluck explained how the Black community was impacted by Alzheimer’s and  
underrepresented in Alzheimer’s research. African Americans are more than twice 
as likely to develop the disease, yet there are few studies focusing exclusively on 
them.  His Pathways to Healthy Aging study examines the interaction between 
genetics, environment, and lifestyle in the development of Alzheimer's Disease 
among African Americans. Since 2016, it has followed the health of more than 500 
Newark-area residents ages 60 and older who were cognitively healthy when they 
joined the study.


     The program has gained national recognition, making it the largest study of 
aging and Alzheimer’s in the Black community in the country. Wright wanted to be a 
part of this initiative, a research effort funded by the National Institute on Aging, part 
of the National Institutes of Health (NIH), that also provides health advice and 
outreach to seniors.


     Wright, whose sister has Alzheimer’s, joined the Rutgers’ alliance and quickly 
became a compelling community brain health educator, delivering heartfelt 
presentations. Seniors hang on every word, clamoring around her afterwards to ask 
questions. Since 2016, Gluck said that these brain health programs run by Wright 
and other Rutgers Community Brain Health Educators reach about 1,200 people 
per year, some of whom go on to enroll in the research studies that Gluck directs. 


     Enjoy a healthy version 
of Mac and Cheese:


4 ounces of elbow macaroni

4 slice low fat American cheese

½ cup fat-free milk

2 tablespoon light margarine

1 teaspoon mustard

½ teaspoon low sodium 
Worcestershire sauce

1/8 teaspoon salt

1/8 teaspoon red hot-pepper 
sauce

 

     In a large saucepan, cook 
macaroni. Drain well and 
return to the saucepan.

 

     Add the remaining 
ingredients to the macaroni, 
stirring until cheese melts.


     Cover pan over medium 
heat for about 10 minutes, or 
until slightly thickened, stirring 
frequently. 


     Remove from heat. Let 
stand for about 5 minutes to 
continue to thicken.

 

     Serve with string beans 
and spicy oven-fried 
chicken. Great healthy meal.

 


     The East Orange seniors were excited that 
Glenda Wright had come back to their 
community room to talk about brain health. 
Wright returns regularly to share the latest 
scientific news on how a healthy lifestyle can 
reduce their chances of dementia, a symptom of 
Alzheimer’s disease that Black people get at 
twice the rate as the overall population. 


     Wright’s life’s work has been advocating for 
the interests of residents of public and other 
federally-subsidized housing, an arena where 
she spent nearly 40 years fighting for families 
and residents in low-income housing.


     Recently, she was honored by The East 
Orange Senior Volunteers during a Women’s 
History Month celebration.  Surrounded by 
family and friends, the Essex County Board of 
County Commissioners and the New Jersey 
Senate also praised Wright in glowing 
resolutions emphasizing her staunch advocacy.

https://brainhealth.rutgers.edu/
https://brainhealth.rutgers.edu/


…Continued from page 1: “For African American Moms, Giving Birth to Multiple Children Could Be Linked…” 


 


         The first was a standard memory test given to screen for Alzheimer's. In that test, an examiner reads a 
list of 15 words, then asks the participant to recall as many of those words as possible five times over before 
introducing a second list of words as a distraction. Twenty minutes later, participants are asked once again to 
recall the original 15 words. This test picked up virtually no differences associated with the number of children 
a woman had.The second test – a computer task devised by Gluck’s team – is more subtle: It first trains 
respondents to find patterns between different shapes and colors, then asks the respondents to take what 
they've learned and apply the rules to a new set of images. Called the Rutgers Generalization Test, it has 
already demonstrated its ability to pick up subtle brain decline years before such changes are noticed by 
friends and family.


     This test did spot clear associations with childbearing: 


• Women with three or more children committed more errors on the generalization test than women with 
just one or two children. Those errors may turn out to be a harbinger of Alzheimer's in the future.


• There was a significant difference in errors between women who had one child compared to women 
who had four.


• There was even a difference between two and three children, and between two and four children. 


• There was virtually no difference between having one or two children.


     The study focused on biological children only. Miscarriages didn't count for this study's purpose, nor did 
adopting a child or raising a relative's child. The most common number of children reported by the participants 
was two; the highest number, seven. Having no live-in partner and having less formal education were factors 
that exacerbated the risk to mothers. 


     Fausto conceded it's hard to know how much of a mother's stress is caused by biology, and how much is 
due to those outside factors. Having a partner may mean a new mother gets more sleep, for example, or has a 
financial cushion that alleviates worry.“It's hard to tease out what's biology versus lived experience,” she said. 
“I'm sure it's both that contribute, and it might be the estrogen as well as the stress of being a mother.” She 
noted, however, no similar link to Alzheimer's has been spotted with fatherhood.


     But there are ways for moms to lower the risk of 
cognitive decline.“The take-away message here is: it's 
important that women who have multiple children set 
aside time to protect their brains with exercise, sleep, 
and intellectual stimulation, all known lifestyle factors 
that can reduce risk for Alzheimer’s disease,” said 
Mark Gluck, senior author of the study and director of 
the Aging and Brain Health Alliance program (ABHA).


     The study is yet another useful product coming out 
of the team at the Rutgers-Newark campus, which has 
partnered with African-American volunteers from the 
city and surrounding towns in a quest to learn more 
about Alzheimer's in African Americans. The 146 
women in this test had no cognition problems at the 
time of the study. Researchers gave them two different 
cognition tests.


Community Brain Health Spotlight
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Pathways to Healthy Aging in African Americans: 
A University-Community Collaborative Study
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What is the Purpose?  Who is Eligible to Join? 

What are the Benefits? 

What is Involved?  

• We seek to understand why many African 
Americans are at elevated risk for Alzheimer’s 
disease as compared to other individuals, 
while some African Americans live very long 
lives without any cognitive impairment.


• By studying how health, lifestyle, environment, 
and genetics interact in different people, we 
may learn why some people develop 
Alzheimer’s disease, and others live into their 
80s and beyond with strong, clear minds.


• What we learn will guide the development of 
novel treatments to help people stay brain-
healthy and avoid Alzheimer’s disease.

• You identify as Black or African American.


• You are age 60 or older.


• You speak English fluently. 

• First visit: Saliva and blood collection, to 
measure your immune health, hemoglobin A1c 
(diabetes risk), brain health, and genetics.


• Second visit: Tests of memory and thinking, 
lifestyle questions, physical fitness. We will 
train you to use a sleep monitor for home use 
during this study to measure sleep patterns.


• Third visit. If you are medically able, return for 
brain imaging (MRI) to show us the size and 
activity of the different regions in your brain.

• With your permission, we can give copies of 
your brain imaging (MRI), sleep monitoring, 
and other tests to your doctor as a free 
“Rutgers Brain Checkup.”


• If you show signs of serious memory decline 
in future years, we will pay for an initial full 
clinical evaluation by local doctors. 


• You become a Rutgers VIP — Very Important 
Participant — and get invitations to free 
exercise and wellness classes, updates on 
brain health news, and invitations to 
community health lectures and other events, 
including our Soul Brain! dance parties.


• You contribute to your community by helping 
us understand how African Americans age, 
and what might work to reduce the high rates 
of Alzheimer’s disease. 


• You can earn up to $300 for your time and 
effort.


• New Exercise Study: We are now enrolling 
participants into our our NIH-funded study of 
exercise and brain health. Take a free 3x-
weekly exercise class for at least six months 
(or longer if you wish).

Return every year to repeat. 
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