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Wisdom on dementia from a veteran in

the field

By Barbara Peters Smith, Herald-Tribune / Friday, September 28, 2012

Pam Polowski has been working with dementia patients in Sarasota for years, and she’s
full of stories — like the time she visited a woman who had “nothing in her refrigerator
but two big heads of lettuce, wrapped in sweaters.” The woman also had quite a few

offerings from Meals on Wheels lined up on her kitchen counter, untouched.

The point of this anecdote was that dementia patients often suffer from malnutrition —
and it can even be the main cause of extreme symptoms for an older person who merely
has some mild cognitive impairment and forgets to eat. Polowski, former program
specialist for the Alzheimer’s Association in Sarasota County and now a certified
dementia practitioner with Infinity Home Care, led a workshop recently on Alzheimer’s

disease for JFCS, Jewish Children’s and Family Services of Sarasota-Manatee.

One of her messages to caregivers in the audience: They know their loved one better than
anybody else, and should trust their instincts when it comes to seeking a diagnosis. But,

she added, they should realize how tempting it can be to deny what is happening.

“There is a fear on the part of that loved one as well,” she said, meaning the caregiver.
“This means a huge transition for their life. A real diagnosis is probably the last thing

they want to hear.”

She cited a Longboat Key couple she visited, where the wife insisted that her husband
could still function at home. For example, the wife said, every morning her husband

completed the crossword puzzle in his newspaper.

Polowski was skeptical, and asked her to check his puzzle the next day, and give her a
call. To her surprise, the wife did call. “I hope you're not going to be smug about this,”
Polowski said the wife told her. “I did look at the puzzle, and in all of the blocks there

was a big zero.”

Polowski stressed that every dementia patient is unique, with uneven strengths and
weaknesses. “When we say people are demented, it doesn’t mean that they're crazy,” she
said. “They have deficits. They cannot balance a checkbook, but they speak very fluently.
They may be able to drive, but can’t read a menu. It impacts everybody in a different

way.”
Some other wisdom from Polowski’s notebook:

— Don’t be so quick to place a person with cognitive impairment in a facility.
“As we all age in place, we all lose a little ground. These are people that still have
capacity. They might need a little assistance with their banking, or they’re having

difficulty finding their way around, but they’re not ready for the nursing home.”

— Don’t buy your loved one the latest gadgets to make life easier, because
learning how to operate new equipment can be difficult and stressful. “This is

why they hang on to their old things. Kids come down and say, | bought my mother a
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new smartphone. | say, What did you do that for?”

— Make sure a dementia patient drinks water and goes to the bathroom every
two hours. Dehydration can make symptoms worse. “Urinary tract infections are
probably the thing that drive most of our folks to the doctor’s office or the emergency
room on a regular basis. Nobody wants to have a wet spot, so they stop drinking water.

Almost all my dementia patients are dehydrated.”

— Age is by far the biggest risk factor for dementia; people over 85 have a 50
percent chance of developing it. Heredity, by comparison, is a much smaller
predictor, Polowski said, and getting tested for the Apolipoprotein E (APOE) genetic
marker is “a personal choice. Make sure you have long-term-care insurance in place first,
before you get the testing. If you have the APOE gene you will not be able to get it. This
is a philosophical question. Ask yourself: Am | going to make changes in my life because

of the test result?”
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Pam is one of this community’s real jewels. Her point about making your long term care insurance purchase
before you get any testing for APOE is spot on. The younger and healthier an individual is when they purchase
long term care insurance, the less total premiums they will pay over their lifetime and the better odds they have
of being able to obtain the coverage.
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This is all excellent advice that | wish | had years ago, when | first became my mother’s caregiver in 2005.
Shifting from daughter to caregiver is truly a huge life transition, one that we don’t always recognize right away
as a new role-a job, in fact-but it is. -author of “Inside the Dementia Epidemic: A Daughter’s Memoir”
http://www.insidedementia.com
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