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CASE REPORT

Development of speech and hearing of two children with
Pelizaeus-Merzbacher disease presenting only waves I and II
of the auditory brainstem response ‘

MASAHIRO RIKITAKE! & KIMITAKA KAGA?

! Department of Otorhinolaryngology, Fikei University School of Medicine, Minato-ku, Tokyo and *National Institute of
Sensory Organs, National Tokyo Medical Center, Meguro-ku, Tokyo, Fapan

Abstract

Pelizaeus-Merzbacher disease (PMD) is a white matter dystrophy of the brain. Most children with PMD require compre-
hensive nursing care. Their speech and language abilities are poor or absent. Therefore, evaluating hearing ability is difficult in
children with PMD. We have followed up two patients with PMD since early childhood. Patient 1 is an 11-year-old boy, and
patient 2 is a 15-year-old adolescent boy in whom horizontal nystagmus was recognized after birth. Magnetic resonance
imaging showed diffuse dysmyelination of the cerebral white matter. Auditory brainstem response recordings showed only
waves I and I and the absence of all subsequent components. However, conditioned orientation reflex audiometry showed a
threshold of 20-30 dB. Both patients can converse orally and have auditory perception and speech abilities better than those of
most patients with PMD in the literature. We report on the development of their hearing and speech abilities.

Keywords: Language, audiometry, white matter dystrophy

Introduction

Pelizacus-Merzbacher disease (PMD) is white matter
dystrophy. It was described clinically by Pelizaeus in
1885 [1] and Merzbacher in 1910 [2], and its neu-
ropathologic features were later described by Seitel-
berger [3]. In most patients with PMD, the inidal
signs appear during the first months of life, with
pendular nystagmus followed by symptoms such as
spasticity of the lower limbs, athetotic movements,
and motor ataxia [4,5]. Most patients with PMD
require comprehensive nursing care and cannot
speak. Genetic tests and magnetic resonance imaging
(MRI) are useful for diagnosis. PMD is a recessively
inherited X-linked disease caused by a mutation of the
proteolipid protein 1 (PLPI) gene on chromosome
Xq22 [6]. The mutation causes hypoplastic myelina-
tion of the central nervous system, but the neurons

and axons are preserved. The degree of myelination of
the white matter of the brain in PMD can be evaluated
with MRI, which shows a reversal of signal strength on
T1-weighted and T2-weighted images. On the basis
of symptom severity, PMD has been divided into six
forms [7].

Evaluation of the hearing of PMD patients can
be difficult. Reactions with conditioned orientation
response (COR) audiometry can be unclear. Auditory
brainstem response (ABR) recordings show only wave I
or waves I and II. In most patients with PMD, auditory
perception and comprehension of conversation are
poor. The pathogenesis of PMD is poorly understood.
We report, from the viewpoints of otology and neuro-
otology, on two school-age children with PMD who we
have followed up for many years. They have better
hearing perception and speech ability than most
patients with PMD and can converse orally.
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Case reports
Patient 1

The patient is an 11-year-old boy.

First year of life: He was born after a gestation period
of 38 weeks 2 days with a birth weight of 2856 g.
There was no family history of genetic disorders or
hearing loss. Horizontal nystagmus and cervical hypo-
tonia were recognized soon after birth. At 2 months of
age, ABR recording revealed only waves I and 1II in
both ears (Figure 1). The DPOAEs were within the
normal range in both ears. Recording of DPs showed
that all DP levels (range 5-15 dB) were higher than
the noise floor levels at all frequencies. The mean
hearing threshold, as determined with COR audiom-
etry at 4 months of age, was 60 dB (Figure 2). Diffuse
high-intensity signals were observed on T2-weighted

MRI of the white matter of the brain (Figures 3
and 4). With the consent of the patient’s parents,
genetic testing was performed. On the basis of the
finding of duplication of the PLP gene and of the
symptoms, classic PMD was diagnosed.

The development of the patient’s hearing and
speech is outlined below.

I year old: He produced sounds but no meaningful
words.

2 years old: He could communicate by gestures,
laughing, and crying. He did not produce meaningful
words.

3—4 years old: His mother observed him responding
to spoken words, so she believed that he heard and
understood them. He became able to pronounce
single syllables that stood for words. For example,
he said ‘da-’ instead of ‘dakko,” (meaning ‘hug’
in Japanese) and ‘go-’ instead of ‘ringo’ (meaning
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Figure 1. Patient 1. Auditory brainstem responses (ABRs) show poor waveforms at wave I and later. Distortion product otoacoustic emissions

(DPOAESs) show a normal reaction.
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Figure 2. Patient 1. Behavior observation audiometry shows 60-70 dB at 3 months. Conditioned orientation response (COR) audiometry

shows 15-25 dB at 4 years.

‘apple’). He could understand the speech of others
and could clearly reply by gestures of his hands or
other body parts or by voice. He tried to speak, but the
articulation was not clear. The mean hearing thresh-
old on COR audiometry improved to 20-30 dB.
A detailed evaluation of words and sentences was
not yet possible.

T1

T2

6 years old: His pronunciation became clear, and he
was able to talk well. He could also sing. However, the
rate of speech was extremely slow, and the intonation
was vague. He could write letters when his arm was
supported.

8 years old: He could communicate through con-
versation. He could read and understand Japanese

Normal T2 of
a noromal child

Figure 3. Patient 1. MRI of the brain at 5 months. Axial T1-weighted image (left) shows a nearly identical high-signal intensity in the internal
capsule. A T2-weighted image (center) shows a diffuse high-intensity signal in white matter of brain. The MRI on the right is a normal brain at

5 months of age.
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Figure 4. Patient 1. MRI of the brain at 5 months (level of brainstem).

hiragana letters. He could count from 1 to 20. The
Tanaka-Kanichi (TK) development test (a Japanese
test of infant development) showed that his mental
age was 54 months, and his IQ was 57 months.

The patient is now 11 years old. He is in the sixth
grade of a public elementary school. The Tsumori
Inage development screening test (a Japanese test of
infant development) showed a development level
equivalent to 66 months by speech, 54 months by
social function, and 42 months by exercise. With a
mild degree of developmental disability, the patient
undergoes speech, language, and physical therapy at a
local rehabilitation center.

Patient 2

The patient is a 13-year-old adolescent boy.

First year of life: He had no family history of hearing
loss or genetic disorders. Three months after birth
horizontal nystagmus and cervical hypotonia were
recognized. At the age of 8 months, ABR showed
only waves I and II in both ears (Figure 5). The
DPOAESs were within the normal range on both sides.
Diffuse high-intensity signals were observed on
T2-weighted MRI of the white matter of the brain
(Figure 6). On the basis of symptoms and a PLP gene
mutation revealed by genetic testing, classic PMD was
diagnosed.

The development of the patient’s hearing and
speech is outlined below. )

2 years old: The mean hearing threshold on COR
audiometry was 35 dB (Figure 5). The new TK

development test showed developmental levels equiv-
alent to 11 months by exercise and posture, 21 months
by recognition and adaptation, 19 months by lan-
guage and social function, and 30 months by all
domains. The developmental quotient was 63. He
could repeat words spoken by his mother. He could
speak slowly, but pronunciation was clear. He under-
went speech, language, and physical therapy at a local
rehabilitation center.

4 years old: His pronunciation became clearer and
his conversation was age equivalent.

5 years old: The TK development test showed that
the patient’s calendar age was equivalent to 5 years
8 months, mental age was 5 years 1 month, and IQ
was 90. A delay for the development of word use and
intellect was not recognized.

7 vyears old: He entered a class for handicapped
children at a public elementary school and partici-
pated in regular classes with other children.

11 years old: He could write a composition and send
e-mails with a mobile phone. His pronunciation was
clear.

12 years old: He completed elementary school
and now attends a public junior high school.
He did not have any problem communicating in
conversation.

Audiological examinations

COR audiomerry. To evaluate hearing, patients under-
went COR audiometry inside an electrically shielded
sound-attenuating room.
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Figure 5. Patient 2. Auditory brainstem responses (ABRs) show poor waveforms for wave II and later. Conditioned orientation response

(COR) audiometry shows 25-60 dB at 2 years 9 months.

Distortion product otoacoustic emissions. Patients were
tested inside an electrically shielded sound-attenuat-
ing room. Distortion product (DP) otoacoustic emis-
sions (OAEs) were recorded and analyzed with an
11092 OAE dynamic analyzer system (Otodynamics
Ltd, Hatfield, UK).

ABRs. Examinations were performed with the
patients in the supine position under sedation with
trichloryl chloride. Silver disk electrodes placed on
each patient’s forehead were referenced to the mas-
toid tip on the tested side and were connected to the
ground on the opposite mastoid tip. Each click

Figure 6. Patient 2. T2-weighted MRI showing a high-intensity signal in the subcortical area.

RIGHTS

1
2

H
§

)
o L]



Acta Otolaryngol Downloaded from informahealthcare.com by Tokyo-Jikeikai-Ika-University on 04/10/12

For personal use only.

6 M. Rikitake & K. Kaga

stimulus was presented for one cycle of a 3000 Hz sine
wave. Monaural headphones delivered 1000 clicks at
a rate of 10 clicks per second. The stimulus intensities
were 105 dB above the normal adult hearing level
(nHL) for patient 1 and 100 dB nHL for patient 2.
The data were averaged, displayed, and recorded with
an online computer.

Discussion

PMD is an extremely rare disease, with frequency of
about 1 in 300 000 persons. A standard treatment for
PMD has not been established. PMD has been clas-
sified on the basis of symptoms into six types: type 1,
classic PMD; type 2, connatal type; type 3, transi-
tional type between classic and connatal types; type 4,
adult Lowenberg-Hill type; type 5, variant type with
patchy demyelination; and type 6, demyelination var-
iant type in Cockayne’s syndrome. However, the
distinctions between types are not clear, and patients
may shift between types. Ellis and Malcolm have
reported that symptoms differ with the degree of
duplication of PLP gene mutations [8]. Variable
expressivity of the PLP gene mutation may have an
effect on the degree of dysmyelination.

The brains of healthy neonates contain a large
amount of water, which is a characteristic of unde-
veloped white matter. Therefore, in the cerebral white
matter T 1-weighted MRI shows low-intensity signals,
and T2-weighted MRI shows high-intensity signals.
With maturation, myelination develops in the cerebral
white matter, the low-intensity signals seen on
T1-weighted MRI are replaced by high-intensity sig-
nals, and the high-intensity signals on T2-weighted
MRI are replaced by low-intensity signals. In the
brains of patients with PMD, the delayed myelination
of white matter is recognized with MRI. As described
by Holland et al. [9], in a healthy child myelination of
the cortical white matter is distinguished from the
nearby cortical gray matter from 4 to 6 months after
birth. By 9 months to 1 year after birth, the myelina-
tion of the cortex is the same as in adults. In patients
with PMD, including both our patients, myelination
of the posterior limb of the internal capsule is not
recognized (in a healthy child, myelination of the
posterior limb of the internal capsule is recognized
with MRI 1-2 months after birth). Myelination is
considered to be present in the white matter if the
signal in unmyelinated white matter is hypointense
on T2-weighted spin-echo MRI. Myelination is con-
sidered to be present in the cortical gray matter
structures if the signal is hypointense on T2-weighted
spin-echo MRI [10].

On the basis of symptoms and the results of MRI,
ABR recordings, and genetic analysis, both our

patients are thought to have classic PMD. Because
of paralysis and ataxia, most patients with PMD
require comprehensive nursing care. They usually
have hearing loss and cannot speak because of dis-
orders of articulation. However, both our patients
hear and speak well.

Hearing in both patients was examined with COR
audiometry and DPOAE and ABR recording. On
COR audiometry, response thresholds of 40-60 dB
were recognized at an early age in both patients. As
the patients matured, the response threshold
improved to 20-30 dB. The reactions to DPOAEs
were normal. Recording of ABRs showed only waves I
and II. However, DPOAE and ABR recordings
revealed that cochlear functions in both patients
were normal.

The hearing loss in patients with PMD is thought to
be caused by an isolated disorder of myelination.
A normal axon is covered by a myelin sheath, and
stimulation occurs through saltatory conduction. The
conduction speed in the healthy nervous system is 50—
430 km/h, but without myelination, the conduction
speed is around 2.0 km/h. In patients with PMD,
nerve stimulation is insufficient for saltatory conduc-
tion, and the stimuli are conducted at different speeds
in each nerve cell. Because the stimulation does not
synchronize, the wave pattern after waves I and II of
ABR does not appear. Therefore, after waves I and II
the wave becomes flat. In patients with PMD who
hear well (such as our patients), central hearing tests
(e. g. magnetoencephalography and functional MRI)
will show normal reactions. These patients can com-
municate through oral conversation. Their cognitive
hearing ability is not poor, even though they show
only ABR waves I and IL.

We have reported on two unusual patients with
PMD who can hear and speak well despite ABR
recording showing only waves I and II. In our
patients, because the degree of dysmyelination is
slight, the disorder of saltatory conduction of neurons
is also slight. The stimulation does not synchronize,
but sound stimuli are conducted from the inner
ear to auditory areas of brain. In addition, ABR is a
reaction to click stimuli, but the auditory pathway
except for the click part of the sound pathway is not
abnormal. Other gene mutations may also affect
myelination. Differences in the degree of dysmyelina-
tion are thought to be responsible for the differences
in symptoms that cause PMD to be classified
as different types. The hearing loss in PMD is
completely unlike the hearing loss due to acoustic
neuromas and brainstem disorders. The hearing func-
tion and language abilities of patients with PMD
should be carefully observed so that their quality of
life can be improved.
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