Self help:  Stem Cells Rescue Lupus Patients.
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By rebuilding a patient's immune system using his or her own stem cells, doctors can reverse the course of lupus in severely ill patients for whom medication no longer works, a new study shows. 

 

In this autoimmune disease, white blood cells go awry and create antibodies that target the person's cells and tissues. The tissue damage results in rashes, swollen joints, fever, and fatigue. Lupus can also turn deadly and attack vital organs, especially the kidneys, lungs, and nervous system.

 

Immune-suppressing drugs can alleviate symptoms, but they sometimes have debilitating side effects. In many patients, the drugs eventually stop working. 

 

The experimental therapy uses stem cells to make new, healthy white blood cells to replace the tissue-targeting ones. Doctors first administer a drug that coaxes those cells out of a patient's bone marrow into the bloodstream.  The researchers isolate these stem cells from the patient's blood. 

 

The patients then receive drugs that wipe out the remaining defective white blood cells. This treatment leaves the patient temporarily without an immune system. Finally, the doctors return to the patient's bloodstream the stem cells that had been isolated. Being in blood expedites their

transformation into working immune cells. 

 

These stem cells--sometimes called adult stem cells rather than embryonic stem cells--form a fresh army of white blood cells that's less likely to make rogue antibodies. 

 

"We kind of reboot the computer," says Richard K. Burt, a physician and immunologist at Northwestern University School of Medicine in Chicago, who pioneered the therapy. 

 

Since 1997, when Burt performed the first stem cell therapy for lupus, he and his colleagues have treated 48 people at Northwestern Memorial Hospital in Chicago. The patients all had life-threatening disease or impending organ damage and weren't expected to improve. 

 

No patient died from the therapy; Butt and his team report in the Feb.1 Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA). As of 6 mouths ago, after an average follow-up of 29 months, 42 of the patients were still alive. Lupus was in remission in 33 of these patients, Burt says. One patient has survived nearly 8 years. 

 

Roughly 1.5 million people in the United States have lupus. "About 15 to 20 percent of them [become] seriously ill," says Joan Merrill, medical director of the Lupus Foundation of America and a rheumatologist at the Oklahoma Medical Research Foundation in Oklahoma City. 

 
Although preliminary, she says, “These new data are very exciting." 

 
While a stem cell transplant doesn't necessarily represent a cure, "the therapy offered substantial benefit ... to the majority of patients," say lupus specialist Michelle Petri and hematologist Robert A. Brodsky of Johns Hopkins Medical Institutions in Baltimore in the same issue of JAMA. 

 

Burt's team has received Food and Drug Administration clearance to begin a large-scale trial in which randomly selected volunteers will get either the stem cell treatment or the best medication currently available. 
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Review Questions: Stem Cells Rescue Lupus Patients
I.  Vocabulary - Matching

Match the following words with their definitions.

1.  _____  awry


a.  the transferring of an organ or tissue from one person





     to another or from one location on the body to another
2.  _____  vital


b.  the various cells and tissues in the body which 






     make it able to protect itself against infection

3.  _____  remission


c.  a medical doctor who specializes in the study and 





     treatment of arthritis 
4.  _____  antibodies


d.  impairing the health or strength of

5.  _____  rheumatologist

e.  not in the intended way; out of the right course

6.  _____  immune system

f.  necessary to the maintenance of life

7.  _____  transplant


g.  a state or period during which something is 






     relieved

8.  _____  debilitating


h.  a protein produced in the blood which fights 






    diseases by attacking and killing harmful bacteria

9.  _____  stem cell
i.  a medical doctor who specializes in the study and 


    treatment and diseases of the blood     

10.  ____  autoimmune disease
j.  to cause to be done more quickly

11.  ____  expedite
k.  a cell that can develop into other types of cells

12.  ____  hematologist

l.  disorder in which the immune system mistakenly 






    attacks and destroys body tissue that it believes to 






    be foreign

II. More Vocabulary:  Synonyms:  Circle the synonym for each of the following words from the reading.

1. defective:  perfect  /  faulty  /  normal
2. transformation:  change  /  interaction  /  fixation
3. alleviate:  worsen  /  increase  /  relieve
4. impending:  remote  /  approaching  /  distant
5. coax:  persuade  /  discourage  /  attack
III.  True or False

1. _____  Immune-suppressing drugs sometimes have debilitating side effects.  
2. _____  Receiving drugs that wipe out defective blood cells does not impact the immune   

system.
3. _____  Embryonic stem cells are sometimes called adult stem cells.  
4. _____  Doctors can never reverse the course of lupus in severally ill patients.  
5. _____  Lupus does not ever turn deadly.  
IV.  Reading Comprehension Questions
1. By using the patients’ own stem cells, what can doctors do for the lupus patients where medication no longer works?

2. When lupus turns deadly, what organs does it attack?

3. Since 1997, how many patients have been treated at Northwestern Memorial Hospital?

4. How many are still alive?

5. According to Joan Merrill, Medical Director of the Lupus Foundation of America, how many people living in the U.S. have lupus?
V.  Short Answer/Discussion Questions

In your own words, answer the following questions from the reading.

1.  Describe what happens to the body of a person who has lupus.

2.  Refer to paragraphs four and five, and explain how the experimental stem cell therapy for lupus patients works.

3.  Why is drug therapy not always the best form of treatment for people with lupus?

4.  How successful has stem cell therapy for lupus been?

