Apnual
walk raises
awareness
of multiple
sclerosis

By SEAN BARRON
news@vindy.com

§ CANFIELD

- Nikki Villella enjoys her

~ job as a crisis counselor,

. spending time with family

- and living a normal life in

. nearly all respects - all of

- which make it difficult to

- believe she was diagnosed a

- few years ago with multiple

. sclerosis.

' That contrast also illus-
trates what nearly everyone
with MS and those who
know someone with the dis-
ease will point out: that no
room exists to adopt a one-
size-fits-all approach.

“I take meds orally twice

- aday and exercise at a gym,

, and I take barre classes,”

~ explained Villella, who was

~ diagnosed in March 2014
with a type called relapsing- -

| remitting MS after having

| experienced unusual tin-
| gling in her hands and feet

| as well as blurred vision. ‘I

| get fatigued easily if I don’t

| sleep enough.”
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Villella initially went to
a chiropractor because her
neck “felt out of whack,” but
an MRI showed lesions, all
of which led to her diagno-
sis, she recalled.

Villella, who works

for Coleman Behavioral
- Health, was among the 30
- members of KV’s Krew, one
of the estimated 34 teams
that took part in Saturday
. morning’s annual Walk MS
' Mahoning Valley at Can-
.~ field Fairgrounds.
. Participants gathered
. with friends, family and
. support members to walk
 about 1.5 miles around
~ the fairgrounds during
the fundraiser event in
- which money was raised to
~ provide services and pro-
~ grams to those with MS,
noted Jennifer Hamilton,
vice president of marketing
and development for the
National MS Society’s Ohio
Buckeye Chapter.

Funds also were to go to-

ward research, Hamilton
said, adding that 15 disease-
modification therapies are
. available, compared with
- onlythreein 1999.
. 'Symptoms vary in sever-
- ity and type from person
| to person and are unpre-
dictable in any given indi-
vidual. They include gait
and walking problems, tin-
glingand numbness and, in
more extreme cases, paral-
ysis and blindness, accord-
ing to the National Multiple
Sclerosis Society.

Villella recalled having
feared that her diagnosis
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MULTIPLE SCLEROSIS
Fast facts

An estimated 240 people

on 34 teams took part in
Saturday morning’s annual
Walk MS Mahoning Valley

at Canfield Fairgrounds to
connect and join with those
who have this disease, along
with others who care for
them. Some facts about the
disease:

¢ Unpredictable and often
disabling, it affects the
central nervous system by
damaging the myelin coat-
ing around nerve fibers,
disrupting and interfering
with the flow of informa-
tion within the brain and
between the brain and the
body. '

4 Common symptoms
include fatigue, numbness
or tingling, spasticity, diffi-
culties with walking, general
weakness, dizziness, blad-
der and vision problems,
pain, depression and emo-
tional changes. -

¢ Less common symptoms
are headaches; hearing
loss; seizures; tremors; itch-

ing; and speech, breathing

and swallowing difficulties.

#Most people are diag-
nosed between age 20 and
50, though specific symp-
toms, their progress and
severity in any given person

‘cannot yet be predicted.

4 Two to three times more .
common in women thanin
men.

¢ Treatment options
include rehabilitation,
comprehensive care, medi-
cations, exercise and good
diet. : -




date her. Nevertheless, she
is thankful for others’ sup-
port and encouragement,
including her boyfriend,
' Ryan Snyder, she said.

“I feel wonderful,” added
Villella’s mother, Kathy Vil-
lella, who uses a wheelchair
after having received a di-
agnosis in 2008.

Despite Saturday’s per-
sistent light rain and tem-
perature around 50 de-
grees, Kathy Villella, with
assistance, finished the
entire length of the route,
she said.

Also part of KV’s Krew
was Nikki’s sister, Saman-
tha Villella, a district activ-

ist with the Buckeye chap-
ter.

Many walkers wore stick-
ers announcing whom they
were supporting. Some had
names of individuals while
others were on behalf of
those in general with the
disease. Besides KV’s Krew,
other top fundraising
~ teams included “No MSing
Around,” “Team Pavlich”
and “Improvise, Adapt and
Overcome.” :

One of those on the “Im-
provise” team who didn’t
let a little damp weather
slow him down was Nick
Giangiordano, who learned
about 10 years ago that he
hasMS.

“I've been relapse-free
for two years. I had clean
scans, no symptoms, but
that could always change
tomorrow,” he said. “I'm
thankful for what I have
today.”

Giangiordano, who works
as a behavioral interven-
tionist for a school in Penn-
sylvania and served in the
Marines, recalled having

numbness from the waist
down. While in Germany
on a tour of duty during
the war in Iraq, an MRI
revealed the MS, which he
had never heard of before
his diagnosis, Giangiorda-
no said.

Such news can be devas-
tating for some, but those
in that situation can take
practical steps to make life
easier, he explained.

“Take one day at a time;
don’t look too far ahead.
Live now, and do all you
can do,” he advised.

The Ohio Buckeye chap-
ter’'s Hamilton 'said she’s
pleased that continued re-
search is moving closer to
finding a cause and treat-
ments continue to evolve.

Information at Saturday’s
walk was available on Ocre-
vus, a prescription medica-
tion recently approved by
the U.S. Food and Drug Ad-
ministration, and manu-
factured by Genentech, a
San Francisco-based bio-
tech company.

The drug is mainly for
adults with primary-pro-
gressive and relapsing-
remitting MS. Infusions
are given once every six
months, noted Donna Del-
is, a clinical specialist with
Genentech.

Certainlocal physicians
and neurologists are able
to give the infusions, added
Delis, who also cited the
importance of looking at
the individuality of those
with multiple sclerosis.

“MS patients are as dif-
ferent as snowflakes,” she
said. “They’re very indi-
vidual in how they present
with their disease.”



