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Literacy Lab #8:  “Skin cancer drug… mice” Living Environment: Comet 2011-2012 

 “Skin cancer drug reverses Alzheimer’s in mice” 

Directions: Take a few minutes to read the article below either online (or on the back of this 
page.) Write responses to the statements or questions below. Cut/copy/paste is not allowed – 
use your own words and thoughts, based in research if needed. 
 
Read more: http://www.cnn.com/2012/02/09/health/us-cancer-drug-alzheimers/index.html?hpt=hp_t3 
 
Fact-finding: List three facts that you learned in this article. 
 
1. 
 
 
2. 
 
 
3. 
 
 
Vocabulary: List and define three unfamiliar words in the space below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Implications: What are your feelings about this “discovery”?  Why is this type of research 
important/unimportant?  Fully explain your answers. 

 
 
 

 
 

 



Skin cancer drug reverses Alzheimer's in mice 
By Elizabeth Cohen, Senior Medical Correspondent updated 5:38 PM EST, Thu February 9, 2012 
 (CNN) -- Scientists say they "serendipitously" 
discovered that a drug used to treat a type of 
cancer quickly reversed Alzheimer's disease in 
mice. "It's really exciting," said Maria Carrillo, 
senior director for medical and scientific relations 
for the Alzheimer's Association. "They saw very 
positive and robust behavior effects in the mice." 
In the study, researchers at Case Western 
Reserve University School of Medicine gave mice 
mega-doses of bexarotene, a drug used to treat a type of skin cancer called cutaneous T-cell 
lymphoma. Within 72 hours, the mice showed dramatic improvements in memory and more than 
50% of amyloid plaque -- a hallmark of Alzheimer's disease -- had been removed from the brain.  
The study was published Thursday in the journal Science. 
Gary Landreth, the lead researcher at Case Western, cautioned that even though his results were 
impressive in mice, it may turn out not to work in people. "I want to say as loudly and clearly as 
possible that this was a study in mice, not in humans," he said. "We've fixed Alzheimer's in mice 
lots of times, so we need to move forward expeditiously but cautiously." 
Mice -- and humans -- with Alzheimer's have high levels of a substance called amyloid beta in 
their brain. Pathology tests on the mice showed bexarotene lowered the levels of amyloid beta 
and raised the levels of apolipoprotein E, which helps keep amyloid beta levels low. 
Landreth said he hopes to try the drug out in healthy humans within two months, to see if it has 
the same effect.  Those participating in the trial would be given the standard dose that cancer 
patients are usually given. 
Researchers tested the memories of mice with Alzheimer's both before and after giving them 
bexarotene. For example, the Alzheimer's mice walked right into a cage where they'd previously 
been given a painful electrical shock, but after treatment with bexarotene, the mice remembered 
the shock and refused to enter the cage. 
In another test, the scientists put tissue paper in a cage. Normal mice instinctively use tissues in 
their cage to make a nest, but mice with Alzheimer's can't figure out what to do with the tissues. 
After treatment with the drug, the Alzheimer's mice made a nest with the paper. 
Carrillo said one of the major advantages of bexarotene is that it's already been approved by the 
Food and Drug Administration for use in humans, which means the researchers can move into 
human trials sooner than if it were a completely new drug. 
The Alzheimer's Association is funding Case Western's next phase of research, which will involve 
using bexarotene at the levels used on cancer patients, Landreth said. Since the drug does have 
some side effects -- it can increase cholesterol, for example -- he hopes to use it in even lower 
levels as the study goes on. 
Landreth said his lab had been working on other drugs for Alzheimer's for 10 years when a 
graduate student, Paige Cramer, decided to try bexarotene, which works on a receptor involved 
in amyloid beta clearance. Some other drugs that worked in mice were too toxic to use in 
humans. 
"We're really lucky that bexarotene is a great drug with an acceptable safety profile," he said. 
"This doesn't happen very many times in life'" 


