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P I T T S B U R G H

Inner-city girls gain from 
school rowing program

By JACK KELLY
PITTSBURGH POST-GAZETTE

PITTSBURGH  — “It’s a good 
way to express yourself,” said Pearl 
Mackey, 16, a student at City Char-
ter High School, Downtown. “I’ve 
learned discipline, self control, moti-
vation. There’s nobody making you 
come to practice.”

Mackey is one of 34 students 
who take part in First Row, a free 
program sponsored jointly by the 
Three Rivers Rowing Association 
and Communities in Schools.

First Row introduces girls from 
inner-city high schools to the sport 
of rowing. Participants meet four 
afternoons a week. Two sessions 
are devoted to rowing practice; two 
to teaching, mentoring and counsel-
ing sessions that focus on improving 
classroom grades and preparing to 
take college admission tests.

The program is limited to girls 
“because of the inequality of athletic 
programs for high school girls within 
the Pittsburgh city limit,” according 
to First Row’s mission statement.

The exercise provided by rowing 
benefits girls “at high risk for future 
health problems,” the mission state-
ment says.

First Row is part of the reason 
why the Three Rivers Rowing Asso-
ciation was named the USRowing 
Club of the Year for 2010. USRowing 
is recognized by the U.S. Olympic 
Committee as the governing body 
for the sport of rowing in the United 
States.

TRRA was selected for the honor 
from more than 1,100 member orga-
nizations in USRowing.

Rowing is a complex sport that 
provides benefits beyond the physi-
cal, said Lexi Joachim of Commu-
nities in Schools, the academic 
coordinator for First Row.

“I really like this program because 
of the opportunity to learn other life-
building skills such as team-building, 
problem-solving, working through 
difficult tasks,” she said.

Among other schools involved 
in First Row are Peabody, Westing-
house and Northside Urban Path-
ways Charter School. The program 
provides transportation to and from 
the rowing centers and schools.

First Row operates throughout 
the school year. During the fall, the 
girls develop a comfort level with 
the water through swim lessons and 
learn rowing techniques. During the 
winter months, the program focuses 
on the girls using indoor rowing 
machines and indoor tanks to work 
on fitness and blade technique. This 
includes participation in a local high 
school indoor regatta.

By spring, the girls finish up 
swim lessons and pass a basic skill 
test before they can practice on the 
water. Then they move to the racing 
shells and prepare for a race at the 
end of May.

The national award is based on a 
point system that includes participa-
tion in USRowing sponsored events, 
safety and community outreach.

In addition to First Row, the 

Three Rivers Rowing Association 
has won praise for its adaptive 
rowing program for people with 
vision problems and for people with 
physical disabilities. TRRA has the 
second largest adaptive rowing pro-
gram in the country after Philadel-
phia.

In the summer, TRRA has three 
adaptive rowing programs — a 
weekly recreational program for 
those with physical disabilities, a 
weekly recreational program for 
people with low vision or blindness, 
and weekend competitive racing 
practice.

Because of the excellent facilities 
TRRA has at its two boathouses in 
Washington’s Landing and Millvale, 
First Row can be offered throughout 
the school year.

The Three Rivers Rowing Asso-

ciation also provides a home for the 
crew teams of five local high schools 
and three area colleges.

“TRRA has dedicated itself to 
enhancing its contributions to the 
sport of rowing, within its mem-
bership and in the community as 
a whole,” executive director Rick 
Brown said in a statement. “We were 
founded on the belief that our sport 
should be open to everyone, and we 
continue to serve athletes with dis-
abilities and inner-city youth under 
the same guidelines as our nation-
ally competitive youth and adult 
programs.”

Brown was presented with 
the award earlier this month at a 
USRowing banquet in Tampa, Fla. 
This is the second time TRRA has 
been named Rowing Club of the 
Year. TRRA won the inaugural 

award in 2002.
The association has 475 active 

members, and about 500 high school 
and college students row out of its 
boathouses, Brown said.

The membership fee for adults is 
$385 a year. For students who are 
not affiliated with one of the school 
crew teams, the fee is $215 a year. 
The fee provides full access to the 
facilities at the Washington’s Land-
ing and Millvale boathouses, and 
use of TRRA’s rowing sculls, dragon 
boats and kayaks.

There are nominal additional fees 
for instructional programs such as 
the Winter Rowing League; to join 
teams, and to take part in competi-
tions such as the Pittsburgh Indoor 
Rowing Championship, which will 
be held Jan. 29 at North Catholic 
High School.

Also includes 
mentoring, 
college prep

The Associated Press
PITTSBURGH CITY CHARTER HIGH School student Carmen Snyder, 16, rows from the fi rst position 
in a warm-up exercise during a session of the Three Rivers Rowing Association’s First Row, a 
mentorship program for young girls, at their facility in Millvale, Pa., in December. 

Weekend Doctor
By DR. THOMAS F. VAIL

Don’t forget to keep your feet in tip-top shape while follow-
ing through with your resolutions to get fit. 

Let me offer some tips for foot safety while at the gym.   
• Start new workouts gradually.
Increase your stamina and the length of your workouts 

gradually to avoid overuse injuries such as stress fractures or 
tendon strains and sprains. 

Stretching your muscles before and after workouts also 
helps prevent these types of injuries. If you 
do feel you’ve sprained your ankle, be sure to 
seek treatment right away.  

Untreated or repeated ankle sprains may 
lead to chronic ankle instability, a condition 
that causes persistent pain and a “giving 
way” of the ankle.

• Wear the right shoes and socks.
Wear well-fitting athletic shoes designed 

for the exercise or sport.  
Shoes that don’t support the arch of the 

foot and provide cushion for the heel can 
cause heel pain, called plantar fasciitis. 

Shoes that are too small can also cause a 
neuroma, or a thickening of the nerve tissue, in the foot and 
may require injections, medication or physical therapy. 

Wearing cotton or non-slip socks are also key to help avoid 
painful blisters, which can become infected and cause more 
serious issues.  

New fibers in socks such as copper and bamboo help to 
whisk away moisture and are naturally anti-microbial and anti-
fungal.  

The recently trapped Chilean coal miners were given copper 
socks to keep their feet dry and help protect against fungus.

• Use good technique.
Improper exercise techniques can result in injury to the 

tendons or ligaments in your feet and ankles.  
Incorrect posture or misuse of exercise equipment can cause 

decreased stabilization in the foot and ankle, leading to joint 
sprains and muscle strains.

• Protect yourself from bacteria.
Sweaty shoes, public showers, exercise equipment and the 

pool deck at the gym are breeding grounds for fungus, viruses 
and bacteria, including drug-resistant strains like methicillin-
resistant Staphylococcus aureus, which has become increas-
ingly more common. 

Never go barefoot while in public areas. Water shoes can 
provide a great barrier between your feet and the wet surfaces.  

It’s also best to cover cuts and cracks in the skin or ingrown 
toenails, since these minor tears in the skin’s surface can act as 
entry points for bacteria. 

If you have a cut or scrape that becomes red or swollen and 
is not healing in a timely manner, don’t hesitate to see a foot 
and ankle surgeon for an examination. 

Above all, it’s important to listen to your body. If you expe-
rience an injury or pain, call your podiatrist for an evaluation. 

Vail is with Advanced Footcare Clinic, Findlay. Questions 
for Blanchard Valley Health System doctors may be sent to 
weekend@thecourier.com, or to Weekend, The Courier, P.O. 
Box 609, Findlay, OH 45839-0609. 

Vail

By MALCOLM RITTER 
AP SCIENCE WRITER 

NEW YORK — Whether it’s 
the Beatles or Beethoven, people 
like music for the same reason 
they like eating or having sex: It 
makes the brain release a chemi-
cal that gives pleasure, a new 
study says. 

The brain substance is 
involved both in anticipating a 
particularly thrilling musical 
moment and in feeling the rush 
from it, researchers found. 

Previous work had already 
suggested a role for dopamine, a 
substance brain cells release to 
communicate with each other. 
But the new work, which scanned 
people’s brains as they listened 
to music, shows it happening 
directly. 

While dopamine normally 
helps us feel the pleasure of eating 
or having sex, it also helps pro-
duce euphoria from illegal drugs. 
It’s active in particular circuits of 
the brain. 

The tie to dopamine helps 
explain why music is so widely 
popular across cultures, Robert 
Zatorre and Valorie Salimpoor 
of McGill University in Montreal 
write in an article posted online 
Sunday by the journal Nature 
Neuroscience. 

The study used only instru-
mental music, showing that 
voices aren’t necessary to pro-
duce the dopamine response, 
Salimpoor said. It will take fur-
ther work to study how voices 
might contribute to the pleasure 
effect, she said. 

The researchers described 
brain-scanning experiments 
with eight volunteers who were 
chosen because they reliably felt 
chills from particular moments 
in some favorite pieces of music. 
That characteristic let the experi-
menters study how the brain han-
dles both anticipation and arrival 
of a musical rush. 

Results suggested that people 
who enjoy music but don’t feel 

chills are also experiencing dopa-
mine’s effects, Zatorre said. 

PET scans showed the partici-
pants’ brains pumped out more 
dopamine in a region called the 
striatum when listening to favor-
ite pieces of music than when 
hearing other pieces. Functional 
MRI scans showed where and 
when those releases happened. 

Dopamine surged in one part 
of the striatum during the 15 
seconds leading up to a thrill-
ing moment, and a different 
part when that musical highlight 
finally arrived. 

Zatorre said that makes sense: 
The area linked to anticipation 
connects with parts of the brain 
involved with making predictions 
and responding to the environ-
ment, while the area reacting to 
the peak moment itself is linked 
to the brain’s limbic system, 
which is involved in emotion. 

The study volunteers chose 
a wide range of music — from 
classical and jazz to punk, tango 
and even bagpipes. The most 
popular were Barber’s Adagio for 
Strings, the second movement of 
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony and 
Debussy’s Claire de Lune. 

Since they already knew the 
musical pieces they listened to, it 
wasn’t possible to tell whether the 
anticipation reaction came from 
memory or the natural feel people 
develop for how music unfolds, 
Zatorre said. That question is 
under study, too. 

Dr. Gottfried Schlaug, an 
expert on music and the brain at 
Harvard Medical School, called 
the study “remarkable” for the 
combination of techniques it 
used. 

While experts had indirect 
indications that music taps into 
the dopamine system, he said, the 
new work “really nails it.” 

Music isn’t the only cultural 
experience that affects the brain’s 
reward circuitry. Other research-
ers recently showed a link when 
people studied artwork. 

Helps explain why music is so popular

Study: Love music? 
Thank dopamine

Zapping nerves helps control high blood pressure
CHICAGO (AP) — Some people 

who couldn’t get their blood pres-
sure under control despite taking a 
fistful of pills every day found relief 
from an experimental treatment 
that shows promise as a permanent 
fix for the condition. 

The treatment uses radio waves 
to zap nerves near the kidneys that 
fuel high blood pressure. It is done 
through a tube pushed into a blood 
vessel in the groin, much like the 
angioplasty procedures for opening 
clogged heart arteries. 

In a study of about 100 people, 
the top number of the blood pres-
sure reading fell an average of 33 
points among those who had the 
treatment. Doctors say that is much 
better than the less-than-10-point 
drop that many drugs give. 

“I am extremely interested in 
this,” said Dr. Elliott Antman, a 
Brigham and Women’s Hospital 

cardiologist who is vice chairman 
of the American Heart Association 
conference in Chicago. 

Even if the treatment doesn’t 
cure someone and is only partly 
successful, that’s still beneficial 
because these people are at grave 
risk of heart attacks, strokes and 
death, and drugs are not helping 
them enough now, he said. 

The fact the treatment also 
improves blood-sugar control makes 
it especially attractive for diabetics 
with high blood pressure. “This 
opens up a dramatic new option for 
them,” Antman said. 

About 75 million Americans and 
1 billion people worldwide have 
high blood pressure — readings of 
140 over 90 or more. Most people 
need three or four drugs to treat it, 
and only about one-third are well-
controlled on medicines. About 10 
percent are unable to achieve con-

trol despite taking many drugs that 
relax the blood vessels and prevent 
water and salt retention. 

The new treatment damages 
certain nerves and cause key arter-
ies to permanently relax. It is being 
developed by Ardian Inc., a private 
company based in Mountain View, 
Calif., whose investors include 
medical device giant Medtronic Inc. 
It’s already available in Europe and 
costs about $12,000. 

Dr. Murray Esler of Baker IDI 
Heart and Diabetes Institute in Mel-
bourne, Australia, led a company-
sponsored test of it in 106 people 
whose blood pressure top number 
averaged 178 despite taking an aver-
age of five drugs. 

After six months, about 39 
percent of those treated had blood 
pressure below the 140 threshold for 
defining the condition. 

Results also were published 

online by the British journal Lancet. 
“It seems too good to be true” 

that a procedure might cure high 
blood pressure, something doctors 
have long hoped for, said Dr. Mari-
ell Jessup, head of the heart failure 
center at the University of Pennsyl-
vania chair of the heart conference. 
Patients need to be followed for a 
long time to make sure the benefits 
last, she said. 

They have so far for Dorian 
Blair, 37, a father of five who lives in 
Cleveland. Blair has a strong family 
history of high blood pressure, and 
said he has suffered five heart 
attacks and mini-strokes in the last 
five years or so. His blood pressure 
was in the 180 to 190 range, occa-
sionally topping 200, when he had 
the nerve-zapping treatment last 
December. That number now is 
around 140, “which is pretty good 
for me,” he said. 


