Teacher Guidance for September 2006 story – Complex Regional Pain Syndrome.

This is a story about the intersection of physiology and psychology. Students can hear the researcher, Dr. Ann Oaklander, in a radio interview, explaining in more detail the history and understanding of complex regional pain syndrome. Click on this link or go to the September page on the website and the radio speaker icon under Dr. Oaklander’s picture.

Here are some questions based on the story:

1.Why is CRPS hard to treat?

Doctors do not know the cause and often cannot recognize the injury.

2. What is the difference between psychological and physiological pain? 

Psychological is caused by mental factors; physiological is caused by physical factors.

3. Why is Dr. Oaklander’s team’s work important?  What 2 things has it accomplished? 

It has designed and confirmed a diagnostic procedure and explained the biological basis for the pain

4. What was different about the control group as compared to the experimental group? 

18 adults v. 7 adults (control) did not have CRPS.

5. What are the 2 aspects of the diagnostic tests?  

Sensory function and biopsy.

6. What did the sensory function test find in people with CRPS? 

Light touch or slight heat was extremely painful.

7. What tool is used in a skin biopsy? 

Skin punch

8.  What 3 parts of the body were tested with biopsy? 

Area with CRPS; unaffected area nearby; same site on the other side of the body.

9. What did the biopsy studies show?  

People with CRPS-1 have fewer small-fiber nerve cells compared to other parts of their body.

10. What are the treatments for CRPS? 

Drugs to relieve pain; surgically block nerve conduction; implant electrodes to electrically stimulate the injured nerves.

11. What did this study prove? 

The suffering originates in damaged nerve tissue, not from psychological factors.

For those who want to go deeper

Students can visit the websites of The American Pain Society (www.AmPainSoc.org) or the Reflex Sympathetic Dystrophy Syndrome Association (www.RSDS.org). At the latter site they can read patient stories; for example, that of Steve Shisler, an attorney with RSDS/CRPS who has fought for patients in the courts and in government agencies such as the Social Security Administration.

Questions for researchers

Students can ask the same kinds of questions researchers ask: What is the fundamental cause of CPRS? Is there a genetic component? Does it occur more frequently in one gender/age group/ethnic group than in others? What are the most effective therapies? Are there cures? For some of these questions there may be answers on the American Pain Society’s website reports on scientific papers and posters, now and in the future.

