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Your Contributions to Science

Greetings from the Cognitive Aging Project at the Psychology Department at UNC. Over the past year, about 250 of you have participated in our research. Together with over 220 young adult participants, we have been able to complete eight studies. We couldn’t have done it without you! You have been most generous with your time, and we appreciate it greatly.  Because of your contributions, we have been able to present the results of seven of our studies at professional conferences. In addition, three papers have been published in psychology journals, and another three have been submitted for publication. Several others sets of studies are complete and being written up, as we speak. It’s not just about numbers, of course! Below is a summary of what we’ve been learning from our work with you.
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SPOTLIGHT: The Effects of Aging 

The goal of the Cognitive Aging Project is to identify and describe how mental functions change as healthy adults grow older. Everyone I speak to over the age of 50 can relate to this topic – we can sense the changes in ourselves. It is commonplace to hear people say, “Now, why can’t I find the word I’m looking for?” or “What did I come into this room for?” And many of us wonder whether this annoying evidence of getting older is normal, or whether it reflects the early stages of a disease like Alzheimer’s Disease.  The truth is that it is absolutely normal to experience some changes, and in our work we try to examine those changes. We hope to determine which aspects of thinking decline, which remain unchanged, and which improve as we age. All of this work is funded by a combination of grants from the National Institute of Aging and the UNC University Research Council.


Here is a brief description of some of our most recent findings. But first, a warning! Before you read the next few paragraph, keep this in mind: All the cognitive changes we describe here are in the normal range! Not only that, but there is a lot of variability in age-related changes even among healthy older adults. Some of the individuals we see at our laboratory perform as well as the sharpest younger adults, while others show more of the changes we describe here. This is important to keep in mind, because even if you are one of those people who feel your memory is worse than your friends’, it doesn’t mean anything is wrong. In fact, there is a joke among the research staff in our laboratory that the main reason Dr. Hartman is interested in memory is because hers is not as good as she would like! It’s been years since she did as well as the younger adults on most of the tests she has helped to create!  

· Our approach to understanding the cognitive aspects of aging focuses primarily on the ability to take in new information and remember it for a short period of time. We find both differences and similarities between the cognitive abilities of older and younger adults. Older adults find memory tests more difficult than younger adults only if too much information is presented too quickly. As people get older, they are less able to register new information into memory after brief exposures, and the amount of information that they can absorb simultaneously also decreases. In addition, it becomes harder to remember associations between pieces of information, such as remembering the name that goes with a face after you have just met the person. Overall there appears to be a bottleneck in the efficiency with which information can be absorbed. Current research projects in our laboratory focus on this bottleneck with the hope of identifying more precisely the critical factors that create this difficulty. 

· The bottleneck in getting new information into memory tends to lower performance on some, but not all, tests that involve memory. In fact, we have discovered something interesting in our laboratory:  If you design a test so that young and old do equally well in getting information into memory (e.g., by giving older adults more time), other age differences in memory tend to disappear. For instance, introducing distraction or making the task more complex has no greater effects on older than younger adults. This means that older adults are not inherently more distractible than younger adults or less able to handle complex reasoning or problem-solving situations. Rather, it means that when failures in these areas occur, it is due to inefficiencies in the initial learning of information. 

· What we have in a nutshell is a gradual loss of efficiency in taking in new information as people age. In contrast, other aspects of memory remain stable. Older adults are no more susceptible to distraction than younger adults, and task complexity does not necessarily pose more of a problem for old than young. One further observation from our laboratory -- older adults show great ingenuity in compensating for reduced memory abilities. They seem to spontaneously develop their own strategies for handling each new memory situation. Thus, they may spend more time when taking in new information, or seek the opportunity to review information a second time. All in all, we find that the memory changes that occur with healthy aging become more of a nuisance than a disability. 
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Cognition in the Real World  

& Under the Microscope

As part of this newsletter, we like to include a little something about how psychologists think about memory.  A lot of the work we do in our laboratory is concerned with memory in one form or another, but the term ‘memory’ covers a lot of ground. Here’s a brief overview.

There are many distinctions that psychologists make between types of memory. The most common distinction is between short-term and long-term memory. Both of these refer to the ability to take in and later remember information. Short-term memory refers to the ability to hold information in mind for a few seconds, as one does when one looks up a number and then dials it without looking back at the phone book. With short-term memory, one takes in (or, in psychology jargon, ‘encodes’) the information, and holds onto it briefly before forgetting it. Long-term memory, in contrast, refers to the ability to remember information for longer periods of time, from a minute to several decades. For example, after dialing a telephone number and still remembering it later that day, it is considered to be in long-term memory.

Long-term and short-term memory both show changes with aging, although most research suggests the changes are larger for long-term memory. Recently, however, another type of memory has captured the attention of many research psychologists and cognitive scientists and is now the focus of numerous studies of aging. This type of memory is working memory, and it is the type of memory we study in our laboratory. Working memory includes short-term memory, but has an additional component. Consider, for example, what you do when you read. You take in each word, create meaning from the words that form each sentence, and then hang onto that information while you read the next sentence. That ability to hold onto information temporarily while you ‘process’ subsequent information involves working memory. Here’s another example: What if you looked up a telephone number, and then spoke to someone in the room before you reached for the telephone? Here you are also using working memory because you are keeping the telephone number in mind while you do something else.  

Age differences in working memory are now well documented, but working memory is complex, and as of yet there is no consensus about which aspects change with increased age. It seems likely that not all the component cognitive abilities are affected equally. So…. if you come to our laboratory in the next few years, you may find yourself participating in additional studies that will help us figure this out! 
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Our Research Group




    Psychology Lab

On a more personal note, we thought you might like to hear news of some of the members of our research group. During the past few years new people have joined the team, and others have left. Some of these names are undoubtedly familiar to you.

Marilyn Hartman, head of the laboratory, has been working in the field of aging since graduate school. She has been at UNC since 1988 and has been lucky enough to find a home for herself in both the clinical and cognitive programs in the Psychology Department. In addition to pursuing academic interests, she volunteers with Project Compassion, a local nonprofit organization dedicated to advocacy and support for people facing serious illness and the end of life. On a lighter note, she plays piano with her husband in a band called Skylark. They have great fun playing for contra dances all over North Carolina and Virginia.

Jennifer McCabe received her Ph.D. in cognitive psychology in May of 2004. She and her husband have moved to Ohio, where she is now an Assistant Professor of Psychology at Marietta College. She tells us she loves what she is doing, although she is VERY busy! We are still in communication, of course, and are working on several manuscripts together based on the work she did while she was here. 

Lauren Half Warren is in her sixth year in the doctoral program in clinical psychology and is finishing up her dissertation research this spring. She has been working with Dr. Welsh-Bohmer at Duke University on identification of very early symptoms of Alzheimer ’s disease. Starting this summer she will begin a year-long internship at Duke University Medical Center. This has been an exciting year for her in other respects as well: she and her husband Josh have just welcomed their first son into this world. Nathan was born on March 1.

Brea Stratton has been in the lab for more than five years, and she’s now finishing her third year in the doctoral program in clinical psychology. She defended her master’s thesis earlier this semester, and is are working on writing it up for publication. You may have seen less of her recently as she has started planning her dissertation research. She’s joining another project Marilyn’s involved with at the School of Nursing, examining the relationship between sleep and cognition in older adults. She is also busy planning a summer wedding to UNC graduate, Philip Salib.

Leslie Vaughan is a second-year student in the doctoral program in cognitive psychology.  Her background as an occupational therapist with an interest in cognitive disabilities in children drew her to the program.  She is now working on her master’s project, which is focused on age differences in visual working memory.  Leslie enjoys playing the piano, creating art, and having coffee with friends.

Nicole Pukay-Martin has been with the lab for almost two years.  Former Project Manager, Nicole is now a first-year student in the clinical psychology doctoral program.  Her expertise lie in programming the computer tests as well as data entry and analysis.  Nicole’s research interests involve marital relationships and intervention strategies to improve treatment outcomes of marital partners.  Nicole enjoys reading and running.

Jasmine Hudopohl finished up her undergraduate degree in psychology at UNC last May. She has been working in the lab for almost two years.  She’s known for her ability to juggle many activities at one time, and to do it all well! Jasmine enjoys yoga, watching movies, and preparing unusual but healthy foods.  Jasmine has left the lab and is now conducting research on the state’s drug and mental health treatment courts.

Taryn Tacosa left the project in the fall of last year to seek employment as an editor and writer. She lives outside of Raleigh and is doing well. She got married early this spring.

Will Hall received his bachelor’s degree in psychology at UNC last May and began working in the lab that summer.  He enjoys organizing things around the lab and testing our older adult participants.  Will enjoys art, activism, and most any outdoor activity.
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Words of Appreciation

Once again we wish to thank you for your participation in this research. We realize there is little direct benefit to you for participating, and we are grateful for your willingness to give your time and contribute to the science of aging.  In addition to receiving the scientific benefits of your contributions, we all enjoy our interactions with you.  You are all so interesting and personable! We enjoy getting to know you and hearing your stories. We appreciate the value you place on interpersonal relationships, and the interest you take in us and our work.  You demonstrate to us on a daily basis the vitality, energy, and enthusiasms that can accompany aging, and we see you as role models for graceful and successful aging. We look forward to seeing you again!



Now it’s Your Turn!


You’ve read the newsletter and perhaps something has caught your attention or sparked a question or two. We would love to hear your comments, feedback and advice, and to know what questions you have. We will respond to you personally, and in our next newsletter we may include a few of these exchanges. 

We would also like to hear your suggestions of how to make your participation more enjoyable and educational. We value your involvement in this work, and if there is more we can do to enrich your experience, we would be happy to consider your suggestions. And of course, if you know others who would be interested in participating, please have them get in touch with us. We would love to hear from them.
Best wishes for a good spring,

Marilyn Hartman, Ph.D.

Associate Professor of Psychology

Graduate Students: 
Lauren Warren, M.A., Brea Stratton, M.A., Leslie Vaughan, M.S., Nicole Pukay-Martin, B.S.

Research Staff: 

Will Hall, B.A., Jasmine Hudepohl, B.A.

Some of Our Favorite Quotes

A person's age is something impressive, it sums up his or her life:  maturity reached slowly and against many obstacles, illnesses cured, griefs and despairs overcome, and unconscious risks taken; maturity formed through so many desires, hopes, regrets, forgotten things, loves.  A person's age represents a fine cargo of experiences and memories.  


~Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

Memory is a child walking along a seashore.  You never can tell what small pebble it will pick up and store away among its treasured things.  
~Pierce Harris
Our Contact Information

919-962-2124

Hartman_research@unc.edu
www.unc.edu/~hartman







5

