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Acetylcholine:  a chemical that acts as a neurotransmitter.  An imbalance between dopamine and acetylcholine results in some symptoms of Parkinson’s disease.

Agonist:  a drug that increases neurotransmitter activity by stimulating the dopamine receptors directly.

Akinesia:  little or no movement (“a” = absence of; “kinesia” = movement).

Anticholinergic drug:  a drug that blocks the action of acetylcholine in an attempt to regain the balance between acetylcholine and dopamine.

Basal ganglia:  large clusters of nerve cells in the brain that are vital in coordinating motor commands.

Bradykinesia:  slowness of movement (“brady” = slow; “kinesia” = movement).

Cogwheel rigidity:  muscular rigidity that produces a ratcheted resistance in the limb of Parkinson’s patients.

Dementia:  a mental disorder involving a loss of intellectual abilities, including an impairment of memory and judgment.

Dopamine:  a neurotransmitter that regulates movement, balance, and walking.  80% of dopamine is lost before symptoms of Parkinson’s disease appear.

Dyskinesia:  involuntary movement, usually a side-effect of medication.

Dystonia:  ongoing contraction or spasm in a group of muscles.

Festination:  a tendency to take short, accelerating steps in walking.

Freezing:  a temporary inability to move (often in doorways or narrow spaces but sometimes of unknown cause).

Idiopathic Parkinson’s Disease:  a type of parkinsonism for which there is no known cause (“idiopathic” = of unknown origin).  This is the most common type of parkinsonism (unlike parkinsonism caused by a known toxin, repeated trauma, or certain drugs).

Levodopa:  a chemical that is converted to dopamine by the enzyme dopa decarboxylase (also known as L-dopa).

Micrographia:  small and cramped handwriting.

Movement disorder:  a neurologic disease in which there is either a lack of voluntary or automatic movements or an excess of involuntary movements without weakness or spasticity.

MPTP:  a toxic chemical produced accidentally during an attempt to make a synthetic illegal narcotic; MPTP destroys cells of the substantia nigra, producing symptoms very similar to those in Parkinson’s disease.

Neurotransmitter:  a chemical substance that carries impulses from one nerve cell to another.

On-off syndrome:  changes in a person’s ability to move and/or perform while on medications, occurring somewhat abruptly and unpredictably.

Orthostatic hypotension:  a decrease in blood pressure upon standing; may be related to certain drugs.

Parkinsonism:  a clinical condition that usually involves tremor, rigidity, and bradykinesia.

Rigidity:  stiffness in the limbs and muscles.

Substantia nigra:  (literally, “black substance”) the section of the basal ganglia responsible for producing dopamine.

Tremor:  involuntary occillations (shaking); in Parkinson’s disease, usually of a limb at rest.
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