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Science & Research
MAPPING THE NEUROPATHOLOGY OF AUTISM - PAGE 4
Jane Pickett, Ph.D., director of the Autism Tissue Program, discusses the Brain Atlas
Project, a collaborative study funded by NAAR that is utilizing tissue from the Autism
Tissue Program to develop the first atlas of the autism brain.

EXAMINING ABNORMALITIES IN MINICOLUMNS - PAGE 6
Eric London, M.D., vice president of Medical Affairs, reviews the work of Dr. Manuel
Casanova, of the Medical College of Georgia.  Dr. Casanova and his colleagues
have recently published a study that suggests abnormalities exist in the mini-
columns of brains of people with autism. 

Hot off the Presses !!! 2003 RESEARCH AWARDS LISTING - PAGE 10
This just in... NAAR’s 2003 Research Awards include 50 new pilot studies and men-
tor-based fellowships and autism training programs that total a commitment of
nearly $5 million. 

PHARMACOLOGICAL INTERVENTIONS FOR AUTISM: Part II - PAGE 12
In the second of his two-part series on pharmacological interventions for autism,
NAAR Trustee C.T. Gordon, III, M.D., of the NAAR Medical Affairs Committee, pro-
vides a detailed summary on anti-depressants, anti-anxiety agents, stimulants and
mood stabilizers available to help individuals with autism spectrum disorders.

Progressions - Development & Fundraising News
2003 CONFERENCE HIGHLIGHTS - PAGE 14 
News from NAAR’s third annual Conference & Volunteer Leadership Retreat,
which took place in March in Washington, D.C. and included the organization’s
first official “Hill Day” visits to meet with Congressional representatives at the
Capitol. 

2003 NAAR AWARD DINNER - PAGE 16 
More than 450 guests attended the 2003 NAAR Award Dinner at the Waldorf =
Astoria in New York, honoring Neiman Marcus President & CEO Burton M. Tansky.

DEVELOPMENT NEWS - PAGE 18 
Spotlight on NAAR volunteers throughout the country who are helping to raise
money and awareness for research in a variety of ways. 

FALL WALK SCHEDULE - PAGE 20 
After a successful Spring campaign, Walk F.A.R. for NAAR prepares for its Fall sea-
son.  Dates and locations for NAAR’s 15 Walk events scheduled for the Fall are 
listed. 
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AA Letter from Prisca Chen MarvinLetter from Prisca Chen Marvin
President, National Alliance for Autism Research

As I pass the two year anniversary of my Presidency, and my three
years as a Trustee, I am astounded at the growth of this organiza-
tion.  

When I joined the Board in 2000, NAAR awarded $1.5 million in
research grants; this year NAAR is committing $4.9 million.   In
May of 2000, NAAR held its inaugural Walk F.A.R. for NAAR
event in Pittsburgh, and this year, we are scheduled for 24 walks
across this country.  

As I recently remarked before supporters in Miami, I cringe internally when I'm
applauded for NAAR's success because in my heart, I know that the real credit belongs
to the thousands of volunteers, often unacknowledged, who willingly sacrifice
resources as well as precious time to themselves or with their families to advance our
cause.  To each volunteer, I am profoundly in your debt.

As a result of your collective effort, NAAR is now this nation's largest, non-govern-
mental funding source of autism research.  Since our first set of awards in 1997, we
have, to date, cumulatively awarded almost $15 million to fund 169 projects and fel-
lowships worldwide.  For some time, NAAR had been well known to the cognoscenti
at the National Institutes of Health and the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention; now, in part because of our growth, key members of Congress as well as
the mass media are also getting to know NAAR.

But for me, NAAR’s success is also bittersweet.  

In stark contrast, the last three years have not been ones of real change nor substan-
tive growth for my daughter, Helen, who is fast approaching her 11th birthday.  As par-
ents, we can't achieve our goal one moment too soon.  Each day that passes represents
another day ravaged by autism.  And yet, the beauty of the resiliency of the human
spirit means that each new day brings renewed hope.

For the nine years now that I have had to confront Helen's autism, I am finally at peace
with myself.  The guilt and the instinctive knee - jerk need to blame, while not com-
pletely dissipated, are at least well reined.  I have come to accept that while I can't fig-
ure out what and when something went so horribly wrong, I can do everything to
ensure that research isn't limited by money nor man-power.  

Who amongst us have not vowed to our child that we will always love them, protect
them and always, always be their strongest advocate?  

I am truly grateful for NAAR.  Through this magnificent organization, I have found
a way to uphold my promises to Helen.  

Prisca 

Prisca with her 
youngest daughter,

Helen.
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Mapping the Neuropathology of Autism: Mapping the Neuropathology of Autism: 
The Brain Atlas Project The Brain Atlas Project 

By Jane Pickett, Ph.D., Director of the Autism Tissue Program

Exploring the
Neuropathology

of Autism 

WWith all that is written and said about autism, it may
seem surprising that researchers still know relatively
little about the brain pathology in individuals with
autism spectrum disorders.  There are still brain areas
whose anatomy has not been formally studied or
reported.

Because all of the behaviors we regard as autistic are
generated from the brain, understanding
the structure and function is essential to
finding treatments.  A more detailed
understanding of the pathological anato-
my of autism also allows us to test viral,
immunologic, toxic and other environ-
mentally-based hypotheses surrounding
the potential cause or causes of autism to
see if certain risk factors related to those
hypotheses cause brain abnormalities.  

While clinical standards for the diagnosis
of autism are the result of the examination
of hundreds of individual patients, our
limited knowledge of neuropathological
changes associated with autism spectrum
disorders is based on the studies of
approximately 50 brains of people with
autism - a very small number, especially when com-
pared to tissue-based research of other neurological
conditions, such as Alzheimer's, with many thousands
of cases.  

The good news is that experts from other areas are
interested in exploring pathology in autism and
sophisticated research methods used for investiga-
tions of other brain disorders, laboriously developed
over the years, can now be applied to autism brain
research. 

One of the factors restricting this research was the
lack of brain tissue dedicated to autism research.
However, due to the success of the Autism Tissue
Program, the National Alliance for Autism Research
(NAAR) has been able to support a collaborative
effort using state-of-the-art stereology to study the
neuroanatomy in autism down to a cellular level. 

Stereology enables researchers to obtain three dimen-
sional information, including number, length, sur-
face and/or volume, from tissue sections. 

In 2002, NAAR awarded two grants totaling
$218,700 to fund this international pilot study led by
Jerzy Wegiel, V.M.D., Ph.D., of the Department of
Developmental Neurobiology at the Institute for

Basic Research in Staten Island, NY; and
Christoph Schmitz, M.D., of the
Department of Anatomy at the
University of Rostock in Germany.  

The project, now well under way,  is
designed to create the first ever atlas of
the autism brain at several ages as an
open resource allowing researchers and
clinicians to examine differences in a
brain affected by autism.  The atlas is sig-
nificant for many reasons, including the
role it may have in helping to identify a
biological marker for the diagnosis of
autism.

"We have to expect that the pathology,
or tissue examination, will identify dif-
ferences in the brain of someone with

autism," said Dr. Wegiel. "We are looking for a com-
mon denominator."

Dr. Wegiel and Dr. Schmitz are sharing 10 intact
brain hemispheres, provided by the Autism Tissue
Program, to study 17 different brain regions focusing
on memory, motor, language and chemical neuro-
transmitter systems,  comparing them with control tis-
sue from individuals - age and gender matched - with-
out autism. Dr. Wegiel and his team at the Institute
for Basic Research are focusing on the basal ganglia,
brainstem and cerebellum, while Dr. Schmitz and his
team at the University of Rostock are focusing on the
cerebral cortex.

Both projects were reviewed and approved by both
the NAAR Scientific Advisory Board and the Autism 

(please see Brain Atlas Project on page 5)

The Brain Atlas: A three dimensional
reconstruction of the brainstem of a
23-year-old individual with autism.

NAARRATIVE - Summer 2003 Page 4
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Tissue Program's Tissue Advisory Board.  

Interestingly, NAAR approved Dr. Schmitz's project
in 2001, on the condition that tissue would be avail-
able. When Dr. Schmitz applied for tissue from the 
Autism Tissue Program, the Tissue Advisory Board
reviewed it, along with Dr. Wegiel's application. 

Eventually, the tissue board brought the researchers
together to form a collaborative effort based on the
protocols developed by Dr. Schmitz.  All of the sec-
tioning and transfer of materials are being performed
in Dr. Wegiel's laboratory. 

"We are continuing the work of pioneers in brain
research, like Margaret Bauman and Thomas
Kemper," said Dr. Wegiel.  "What makes our project
unique is that we have a selected strategy of evalua-
tion and are working with standardized protocols." 

The aim of this study is to: 

l detect patterns of developmental abnormalities in
the brains of people with autism 

l integrate quantitative measures of developmental
abnormalities with mathematical models of progres-
sion of age-related changes 

l correlate morphometric measures of developmen-
tal abnormalities with clinical features of autism 

To achieve these goals, researchers are using imaging
techniques, computer-based image analysis, and com-
puter-based stereology to initially develop five models
of pathological changes in the memory, motor,
cholinergic and serotoninergic systems and brain-
stem; and ultimately, develop a global model of
pathological changes in the autism brain.

These models are designed to give investigators an
accurate definition of both the pattern of changes
present in all people with autism as well as sub-pat-
terns that potentially reflect different causes of
autism. 

In addition, researchers hope to integrate clinical
observations and patterns of neuropathological
changes into behavioral correlations and detect pat-
terns of age-associated changes in people with autism.

Unlike most postmortem studies involving brains of 

people with autism, which have typically character-
ized only relative measures of the number of neurons,
the Brain Atlas Project provides two absolute meas-
ures: the volume of brain structure and the total num-
ber of neurons.

This project integrates static two-dimensional recon-
structions of brain structures and dynamic models of
evolution of changes with time. 

Researchers anticipate that the data obtained will be
able to confirm or refute some of the proposed theo-
ries of the etiology and pathology of autism. v

NAAR & the Autism Tissue Program 
Can Show You How...

Many parents of children with autism spectrum disor-
ders suffer from a sense of not being able to do
enough to help their children and others faced with
this devastating disorder. 

But we can all make a difference and play a pivotal
role to advance research and, someday, find a
cure. 

How? It’s as easy as registering you and your family
as brain tissue donors with the Autism Tissue Program,
a parent-led brain tissue donation program spon-
sored by NAAR that is dedicated to autism research. 

Organ and tissue donation programs play a critical
role in research efforts focused on finding treatments
and cures for many diseases and disorders, including
autism.

The Autism Tissue Program makes post-mortem brain
tissue available to as many qualified scientists as pos-
sible to advance autism research and solve the mys-
teries of this devastating disorder.   Without brain tis-
sue - the most fundamental, rare and essential
resource - studies that could lead to the treatment
and eventual cure of autism cannot be done. 

By registering as a donor with the Autism Tissue
Program, you are giving the gift of hope to children
and adults with autism spectrum disorders.

To register, call (877) 333 - 0999, or visit
www.MemoriesofHope.org. vNAARRATIVE - Summer 2003                                                             Page 5

Interested in Doing More 
to Advance Autism Research?
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Examining Abnormalities in Minicolumns:Examining Abnormalities in Minicolumns:
Searching for a Biological Marker for AutismSearching for a Biological Marker for Autism

By Eric London, M.D., Vice President, Medical Affairs

Exploring the
Neuropathology

of Autism 

FFor anyone who cared about autism spectrum disor-
ders, attending scientific meetings in 1996 was frus-
trating.  

So many disciplines in the neurosciences seemed to
be taking off with all sorts of monumental accom-
plishments. The literature about rapidly-changing sci-
ence often seemed more like fiction than
science.  

At the same time, very little published
research pertained to autism.  To change
this dire situation, NAAR decided, first and
pivotally, to identify accomplished scientists
who had never studied autism and persuade
them to change their research focus to
autism.

Partly as a result of our efforts, I have been
pleasantly surprised over the years by the
number of prominent scientists who have
actually changed the focus of their own
research to study autism. We are proud to
say that several of these scientists have come from
NAAR's own scientific advisory board.  They were
originally recruited for their expertise in areas unre-
lated to autism. During their service on NAAR's all-
volunteer Scientific Advisory Board, they became
interested in our children's plight. Dr. Manuel
Casanova, of the School of Medicine, Medical
College of Georgia, is one of these scientists.

We first met Dr. Casanova when NAAR was seeking
a scientific advisor for our Scientific Advisory Board.
He is considered one of the world's experts on the
technical aspects of handling brain tissue.  In fact, Dr.
Casanova was instrumental in the organization of our
now very successful Autism Tissue Program.  

His own research focused on schizophrenia. Although
he lacked a personal connection with autism, Dr.
Casanova completely embraced the task of serving
our organization in any way possible. He always made
himself available for the numerous tasks that NAAR 

called upon him to do. Despite the personal sacrifice
that he made in time and energy to help us, I was
always surprised - and touched - by the gratitude Dr.
Casanova expressed for our efforts supporting autism
research. Moreover, as I learned, he is the parent of a
child with a serious medical problem. Over the years,

Dr. Casanova has made every effort - as
father and scientist - to help his child. Over
time, his compassion and incredible dedica-
tion to NAAR's mission became clearer.  

Dr. Casanova is now doing some of the most
exciting and novel work in all of autism
research. I would like to briefly describe his
research and discuss some of its implications
for the future of autism treatment and pre-
vention. 

To fully appreciate his work, I'll briefly
describe what we currently know about neu-
roanatomy in general and in individuals
with autism.

In truth, brain sciences or the neurosciences, are still
in their infancy. Other organs of the body have been
studied systematically for many decades. Yet we have
only recently been able to study the human brain, pri-
marily because of its relative inaccessibility. Ironically,
in this era of high tech medical procedures, we must
first learn how to probe beneath the brain's bony pro-
tection - the skull.  The brain's delicacy has also
deterred research.  For example, when doctors suspect
pathology in the liver, they can quite easily secure a
biopsy and directly examine the tissue. Brain biopsy,
although possible, is reserved for the most serious
problems.  As late as the 1970's, the only "safe" way to
look at the brain was an x-ray that yielded almost no
information. Since then, a succession of new tech-
niques has become available, starting with the CT
scan, followed by the PET scan and the MRI.  As
these techniques evolved, we can now study the struc-
ture - and even the functioning - of the brain safely
and at a reasonable cost. 

(please see Minicolumns on page 7)

Manuel Casanova, M.D., has
played a critical role helping

develop NAAR’s research
agenda.

NAARRATIVE - Summer 2003 Page 6
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Another method of studying the brain, postmortem
examination, has been available for a long time.
Although available for research, the methods used
were relatively crude and full of technical obstacles.
For example, the time between death and preserving
the tissue can lead to massive changes, often making
the tissue virtually useless for study. Then too, until
recently, the sheer number of brain cells and the com-
plexity of their connections made their examination
impossible.  Today, with the aid of high-speed com-
puters and scanning devices, researchers can use
much more sophisticated methods to study neu-
roanatomy.

Unlike the brain, an organ such as the liver compris-
es only a few types of cells. Sixty percent of liver cells
are hepatocytes, accounting for 90% of the organ's
volume. Therefore, the liver is largely homogeneous.
Studying any part of the liver is very similar to study-
ing any other part. This is not true of the brain.
Although it is said that the "neuron" is the funda-
mental type of cell involved in brain functioning, in
reality many types of neurons exist. These cells have
been classified into different types using the diverse
neurochemicals that they use to communicate (such
as serotonin, dopamine, etc.). Brain cells also grow
connections called dendrites that link them efficient-
ly to other cells. These connections link several cells
to form pathways, sometimes called a circuit. This
complexity is increased further by each cell's commu-
nication with a huge number of other cells; thus path-
ways cannot be considered "closed" circuits. Cells can
enhance, or inhibit, the functioning of a given circuit. 

To understand the brain's full complexity, one must
recognize that the brain holds literally 10 billion
brain cells with 60 trillion connections, or “synapses.”

With this backdrop in mind, let us consider what we
know about the brain in individuals with autism. 

Among all the biologic abnormalities identified thus
far in autism, the current evidence for anatomical
abnormalities is actually the strongest. As we have
seen in both scanning and brain tissue examination,
some of these findings have been highly reproducible. 

Various brain structures in autism are clearly abnor-
mal. Despite this evidence, research has seldom gone 

beyond labeling a structure in the brain as either too
large or too small.  We also have information about
abnormal numbers of cells in various areas and some
suggestions of abnormal distribution of cells. In reali-
ty, these insights provide scant evidence of what actu-
ally is "wrong" with the brains of autistic patients. 

In fact, until we can more clearly distinguish the
brains of individuals with autism from the brains of
neurotypical individuals, these shortcomings will con-
tinue to thwart our desire to know "what went
wrong."  As a result, the likelihood of securing mean-
ingful treatments will also remain remote. 

However, as new, more powerful neuroimaging tech-
niques become available, they will clearly improve our
ability to learn far more about autism. The availabili-
ty of postmortem tissue through the Autism Tissue
Program has made an enormous impact. This has
enabled a total of 30 investigators to undertake brain
research in autism from the perspectives of neu-
roanatomy as well as neurochemistry and genetics.  

The most compelling evidence of anatomical abnor-
malities in individuals with autism has involved the
lower portions of the brain: that is, the brain stem
and the cerebellum. Some evidence for abnormalities
has appeared in other structures such as the amygdala
and the hippocampus. An extremely important part
of the brain (and the largest) is the cerebral cortex.
Although many of the symptoms noted in autism
seem to be functions of the cerebral cortex, it has
been difficult neuroanatomically to document any
abnormalities.

Dr. Casanova has spent many years of his career
studying a tiny structure found in the cerebral cortex
called the "minicolumn." 

These structures consist of 80-100 neurons arranged
radially like pearls on a string; they are found in all
areas of the cortex. Minicolumns are believed to com-
prise the smallest level of functional organization in
the cortex. That is, these normal cells line up in space
in such a way as to enable them to function together.
These structures are very hard to "see." 

Imagine flying over a farm. Suppose the farmer plant-
ed his tomatoes in clusters with just a little extra space
between the clumps. Unless one were looking for this
arrangement, it might not be obvious.  

(please see Minicolumns on page 8) NAARRATIVE - Summer 2003 Page 7
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In addition, one might notice it only if one were look-
ing at just the right angle. This could explain why
minicolumns have received little attention until now.

There also exists a structure called the "macrocolumn"
that consists of 60-80 minicolumns. Within this
structure, each minicolumn might function as a "pro-
cessing unit."  That is, each individual brain cell in
the cortex by itself is probably incapable of
performing meaningful work in such a
complicated system. Rather, the brain cells
perform work within the minicolumn that
then receives and sends processed mes-
sages. The minicolumns receive messages
from distant parts of the brain but also
communicate with other minicolumns in
the cortex. A key to grasping the function
of minicolumns is understanding the role
of a sophisticated group of "inhibitory cir-
cuits" within them.  Different types of
inhibitory fibers modulate the functioning
of the minicolumns in various, very subtle
ways. Therefore, they can undertake the
sophisticated processing of which the brain is capa-
ble. 

All of this was quite academic to those of us interest-
ed in autism until Dr. Casanova published a paper in
the prestigious journal, Neurology, last year.  In that
article, Dr. Casanova and his colleagues reported
abnormalities in the structure of minicolumns in the
brains of autistic individuals. Specifically, they found
that, in the brains of individuals with autism, the
minicolumns were more numerous but smaller than
in "controls" (individuals unaffected by disease). 

They also found less space between the minicolumns
in the autistic brains. Because MRI scans cannot visu-
alize minicolumns, Dr. Casanova worked with post -
mortem brain tissue. Dr. Casanova and his colleagues
reported on nine subjects with autism and an equal
number of controls. 

In a separate publication, they reported that one
brain of an individual with Asperger Syndrome
revealed similar results. Although this research team
has found abnormalities in other brain diseases and
disorders, such as schizophrenia and learning disabil-
ities, the nature of the abnormalities in autism    was 

completely different and, in fact, more dramatic. As
in all scientific studies, Dr. Casanova's research find-
ings will require further study and replication.
However, if these findings are substantiated, what
would they indicate about autistic disorder?  

First, from a point of view of brain development, one
must ask why the minicolumns are abnormal.  At this
point, its causes are unknown. It is believed that mini-

columns are formed by both genetic as well
as environmental influences. By studying
the factors that form the minicolumn, it
would be possible to model the factors that
may cause the differences found in the
autistic brains. It should also be noted that
because minicolumns are found in all pri-
mates, animal models could be created
with direct bearings on autism.  

Another and perhaps more immediately
testable clue could help explain how the
brain functions in autism. For example, it is
widely observed that individuals with
autism have "processing problems," such as
auditory processing or what is commonly

called sensory integration problems. At this time, no
one knows what "processing" or "integration" mean
on a cellular level. Dr. Casanova's neuroanatomic
findings could provide a model to explain this. 

One model for how the brain malfunctions in autism
has been described as the "temporal binding deficit
hypothesis of autism." In typical development the
brain not only develops specializations but also "inte-
grates" the different functions. However, in autism
the functionally specialized brain regions become
increasingly isolated from each other. Those cognitive
faculties that require the integration of numerous
brain regions do not develop while those that rely on
more localized neuronal activity function well. This
could explain the existence of splinter skills - and
even the development of extraordinary talents known
as savant skills - while at the same time leaving the
affected individuals with significant problems in gen-
eralizing what they learn. 

Recent research has also focused on the electrical
activity measured on EEG in the frequency known as
"gamma." It seems that groups of cells fire at about 40
Hz, resulting in an oscillatory pattern. 

(please see Minicolumns on page 9)

Dr. Casanova and his 
colleagues have 

reported abnormalities in the
structure of minicolumns 

(pictured above) in the brains
of autistic individuals. 

NAARRATIVE - Summer 2003 Page 8
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As they do so, they communicate their functioning to
other remote areas of the brain, making those areas
fire at that same frequency. In order for proper "cou-
pling" to take place, the timing has to be just right. It
could be hypothesized that, in autism, the brain is
unable to communicate between brain regions
because some areas cannot fire at the correct frequen-
cy. This phenomenon has been labeled "hypocou-
pling," leading to the failure of local networks of cells
to correlate temporally with one another. 

Dr. Casanova speculates that these electrophysiologi-
cal phenomena can be explained by the abnormalities
in the minicolumns that he has observed in individu-
als with autism.  Because it contains smaller and too
numerous minicolumns, the cortex in autism may be
firing too many processing units at once. As a result,
these uncoordinated units cannot respond sufficient-
ly coherently to produce the correct oscillatory cycles.
To produce these cycles, thousands of cells must fire
coherently.

This theory could lead directly and immediately to
clinically relevant information. We know that seizures
are caused by abnormal electrical activity. In seizure
disorder, if too many cells (as opposed to just the right
amount of cells) fire in synchrony, the brain is over-
whelmed; it "shorts out," to use the electronics
metaphor. Seizure disorder is very common in indi-
viduals with autism. Even more common is "epilep-
toid activity" seen on the EEG, which are seizure - like
rather than actual clinical seizures. The abnormalities
that Dr. Casanova identified in minicolumns offer an
attractive new hypothesis as a cause of seizure activity
in individuals with autism.

As those of us familiar with autistic children know
well, children learn during a rather narrow "window"
of external stimulation. Many autistic children seem
unable to respond to low levels of stimuli.  It is often
difficult to secure their attention without specifically
calling for it, such as saying, "look at me" or even at
times directing their faces. 

At the same time, too much stimulation, as in a noisy
classroom, prevents many individuals with autism
from focusing. Unable to pay attention, they often get
agitated. These observations suggest a unifying expla-
nation: the individual may need just the right amount 

of stimulation in order for the brain to process infor-
mation efficiently. This observation has led those
who practice applied behavior analysis to maximize
learning by orchestrating classroom conditions. Put
another way, they must target just the right amount of
"arousal." Dr. Casanova's minicolumn findings might
also explain the relevance of arousal. If the processing
units are poorly synchronized, then over - or under -
arousal could easily occur.

This research may lead, hopefully, to the use of phar-
maceutical interventions to regulate the function of
the minicolumns. As stated above, we know that
inhibitory fibers exist within the minicolumns. If we
could regulate the firing of these units, then we could
mitigate the increased seizure activity and thus,
enhance the brain's ability to learn more effectively.

All of us at NAAR have been excited by Dr.
Casanova's recent involvement in autism research and
by his intriguing findings. We were saddened - but
also heartened - by his decision last fall to resign from
NAAR's Scientific Advisory Board after six years of
volunteer service. We were saddened by NAAR's loss
of a great asset to its evaluation process. However, we
were also heartened by his reason for resigning.  Dr.
Casanova wished to apply to NAAR for funding to
further pursue his autism research and knew that
NAAR's policy precluded it from funding its own
advisors. As such, Dr. Casanova's resignation from
NAAR's Scientific Advisory Board means one less dis-
tinguished advisor for NAAR - but it also represents
one additional distinguished scientist devoting his
efforts to autism research.   

There are never enough occasions to express our pro-
found gratitude to NAAR's Scientific Advisory Board
for their enormous commitment of time, energy and
talent to our loved ones and our cause.  We wish to
express them today to Dr. Casanova. v

Funding Update: NAAR is pleased to announce
that it has awarded a two-year, $120,000 grant
to Dr. Casanova to expand his investigation of

minicolumnar abnormalities in autism.  
NAAR’s Scientific Advisory Board 

strongly recommended funding Dr. Casanova’s
proposal at its seventh annual meeting.  
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Eric London, M.D., is a psychiatrist in private practice and co-founder of
NAAR.  He is also the father of a teenage son with autism.  
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Hot of the Presses: NAARNAAR Commits Nearly $5 million to Research in 2003!Commits Nearly $5 million to Research in 2003!

Largest Single-Year Autism Research Commitment Ever Made by a Non-Governmental Organization
TThis just in... The National Alliance for Autism Research (NAAR) is pleased to announce it has committed an
unprecedented $4.92 million in 2003 to fund 50 research grants and fellowships in the U.S., Canada and Europe.
NAAR's 2003 research awards include 35 pilot studies, 13 pre- and post-doctoral fellowships and two training pro-
grams.  A full description of the 2003 awards will be featured in the next edition of the NAARRATIVE.

Susan Birren, Ph.D.
Brandeis University (Waltham, MA)

Regulation of Cortical Synaptogenesis
by Basal Forebrain Cholinergic Neurons.
Two-year award - $120,000

Patrick Bolton, Ph.D.
The Institute of Psychiatry at King’s

College  (London, England)
Speech & Language Impairments and
Autism Spectrum Disorders:  A Twin Study
of the Links
Two-year award - $119,083

Patrick Bolton, Ph.D.
The Institute of Psychiatry at King’s

College  (London, England)
Event Related Potential & Behavioral
Investigations of Face Processing in
Individuals with Tuberous Sclerosis and
Autism 
Two-year award - $113,011

Kenneth Campbell, Ph.D.
Children’s Hospital Research Foundation

(Cincinnati, OH)
Genetic Control of Mammalian
Amygdalar Development
Two-year award - $120,000

Alice Carter, Ph.D.
University of Massachusetts 

(Boston, MA)
Maternal Sensitivity, Joint Attention and
Gains in Language Acquisition in
Toddlers Diagnosed with Autism
Two-year award - $103,096

Manuel Casanova, M.D.
Medical College of Georgia  

(Augusta, GA)
Macroscopic Correlates of Minicolumnar
Abnormalities in Autism
Two-year award - $120,000

Susan Christian, Ph.D.
University of Chicago (Chicago, IL)

Identifying Small Chromosomal
Rearrangements in Autism Using
Microarrays
Two-year award - $118,845

Antonio Convit, M.D.
New York University School of Medicine

(New York, NY)
Social Cognition and Brain Volumes in
Asperger Syndrome
Two-year award - $112,900

Thomas Cook, Ph.D.
Rutgers University (Piscataway, NJ)

Placental Metabolism & Fatty Acid
Homeostasis in Fetal Imprinting of Autism
and Autism Spectrum Disorders 
Two-year award - $120,000

Michael Cuccaro, Ph.D.
Duke University Medical Center 

(Durham, NC)
Retrospective Association Analysis of
Children with Idiopathic Autism Spectrum
Disorders Treated with Fluoxetine
Two-year award - $109,703

Mirella Dapretto, Ph.D.
University of California at Los Angeles 

(Los Angeles, CA)
Language & Prosody in Autism: Evidence
from fMRI
Two-year award -  $120,000

Michelle Dunn, Ph.D.
Albert Einstein College of Medicine 

(Bronx, NY)
Understanding Cortical Auditory
Processing Abnormalities in Children with
Autism
Two-year award - $119,912

Michelle Dunn, Ph.D.
Albert Einstein College of Medicine 

(Bronx, NY)
Mapping Lexical Organization in Children
with Autism
Two-year award - $119,912

Nicole Gage, Ph.D.
University of California at Irvine

(Irvine, CA) 
MEG Investigations of Cortical Auditory
Processing in Children with Autism
Two-year award - $109,788

H. Hill Goldsmith, Ph.D.
University of Wisconsin at Madison 

(Madison, WI)
A Birth Register-based Twin Study of
Autism Spectrum Disorders
Two-year award - $118,910

Eli Hatchwell, Ph.D.
Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory 

(Cold Spring Harbor, NY) 
Genomic Copy Number Variation 
in Autism
One-year award - $60,000

Karl Herrup, Ph.D.
Case Western Reserve University

(Cleveland, OH)
The Engrailed-2 Mutant as a Model of the
Neuropathology of Autism
Two-year award - $120,000 

Laura Hewitson, Ph.D.
University of Pittsburgh (Pittsburgh, PA)

Autism in Primates: Genetics vs
Environment
Two-year award - $118,825

Jana Iverson, Ph.D.
University of Missouri at Columbia 

(Columbia, MO)
Early Identification of Autism: 
A Prospective Study
Two-year award - $119,861

Russell Margolis, M.D.
Johns Hopkins School of Medicine 

(Baltimore, MD)
Genetic Mutations Associated with Autism
in Unexplored Regions of FOXP2
One-year award - $56,063

James Millonig, Ph.D.
University of Medicine & Dentistry of New

Jersey/Robert Wood Johnson 
Medical School (Piscataway, NJ)

Studying Mouse Cerebellar Development
as a Tool to Identify Autism Susceptibility
Genes 
Two-year award - $120,000

Sherie Novotny, M.D.
Mt. Sinai School of Medicine 

(New York, NY)
Galantamine vs Placebo in Childhood &
Adolescent Autism
Two-year award - $118,526

Payam Rezaie, Ph.D.
The Open University  

(Milton Keynes, England)
Assessment of the Glial Response Within 
the Cerebral Cortex in Autism
Two-year award - $119,973

Timothy Roberts, Ph.D.
University of Toronto (Toronto, Ontario)

MEG Correlates of Linguistic Processing at
and Below the Word Level in Autism  
Two-year award - $119,918

Peter Scheiffele, Ph.D.
Columbia University (New York, NY)

Frequency & Functional Characterization
of Neuroligin Mutations
Two-year award - $119,998

Stephen Sheinkopf, Ph.D.
Brown Medical School (Providence, RI)

Vagal Tone & Social Behaviors in Children
with Autistic Disorder 
Two-year award - $116,952

Elise Temple, Ph.D.
Cornell University (Ithaca, NY)

Neural Mechanisms Underlying “Theory of
Mind”:fMRI Studies of Normally
Developing and Autistic Children
Two-year award - $112,916

(Please see 2003 Research Awards on page 11)
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Poul Thorsen, M.D., Ph.D.
NANEA at Department of Epidemiology

and Social Medicine/Aarhus University
(Denmark)

Exposure to Pharmaceuticals in
Pregnancy & Development of Autistic
Disorder 
Two-year award - $118,454 

Jochen Triesch, Ph.D.
University of California at San Diego 

(La Jolla, CA)
The MESAProject: Modeling the
Emergence of Shared Attention
Two-year award - $120,000

Michael Ullman, Ph.D.
Georgetown University  (Washington, DC)

Neurocognitive Correlates of Language 
in Autism 
Two-year award - $118,575 

2003 Research Awards (continued from page 10) John Welsh, Ph.D.
Oregon Health & Science University 

(Portland, OR)
Inferior Olive & Autism: Electrical Synapses,
Neuronal Synchrony & Cognition
Two-year award - $101,639

Justin Williams, M.B.B.S., MSc
University of Aberdeen 

(Aberdeen, England)
Functional Neuroimaging Studies of
Action, Facial and Object-directed
Imitation
Two-year award - $119,977

Peter Zandi, Ph.D.
Johns Hopkins School of Public Health 

(Baltimore, MD)
Maternal-fetal Incompatibility and 
Autism Risk 
One-year award - $59,998

Xiaoxi Zhuang, Ph.D.
University of Chicago (Chicago, IL)

Behavioral Effects of Hyper- and Hypo-
Serotonergic Function in Transgenic 
Mouse Models
Two-year award - $120,000

Lonnie Zwaigenbaum, M.D.
McMaster University  (Hamilton, Ontario)

Investigating the Emergence of Familial
Traits in Autism
Two-year award - $120,000

PPRERE-D-D OCTORALOCTORAL FFELLOWSHIPSELLOWSHIPS

Centre for Molecular Medicine & Therapeutics, 
Vancouver, British Columbia 

Mentor: Elizabeth Simpson, Ph.D. 
Fellow: K.Y. Bibiana Wong
Mouse Models of Autism:  Behavior and Genetics

Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN
Mentor: James Sutcliffe, Ph.D. 
Fellow: Jacob McCauley
Genetic Analysis of Serotonergic and GABA-ergic Genes in
Autism

University of Massachusetts, Boston, MA
Mentor: Alice Carter, Ph.D. 
Fellow: Chantal Jennifer Kuhn
The Impact of Parental Autism-related Cognitions on
Interventions

Johns Hopkins School of Public Health, 
Baltimore, MD

Mentor: Craig Newschaffer, Ph.D. 
Fellow: Keely Cheslack-Postava
Epidemiology of Autism Spectrum Disorders

Universidad Miguel Hernandez, 
San Juan de Alicante (Spain)

Mentor: Jorge J. Prieto, M.D., Ph.D. 
Fellow: Edith Lopez Hurtado 
Immuncytochemical and Morphometrical Analysis of Double
Bouquet Cells Microcircuitry in the Cerebral Cortex of Autistic
Patients

Princeton University, Princeton, NJ 
Mentor: Samuel Wang, Ph.D. 
Fellow: Megan Sullivan
Multiphoton Investigation of Sensory Encoding in the 
Mammalian Cerebellum

PP OSTOST-D-D OCTORALOCTORAL FF ELLOWSHIPSELLOWSHIPS

Cambridge University, Cambridge (England) 
Mentor: Simon Baron-Cohen, Ph.D.
Fellow: Christopher D. Ashwin, Ph.D.
Social Emotional Processing

University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI
Mentor: Jeffrey Hutsler, Ph.D.
Fellow: Hong Zhang, Ph.D.
Quantitative Neuroanatomical Training: New Methods to
Reveal Structural Changes in the Cortex of Individuals with
Autism

The Institute of Psychiatry at King's College,  
London (England) 

Mentor: Francesca Happe, Ph.D.
Fellow: Aparna Nadig, Ph.D.
A Language Processing View of Pragmatic Impairments in 
Autism Spectrum Disorders

University of Medicine & Dentistry of New Jersey/
Robert Wood Johnson Medical School, Piscataway, NJ

Mentor: Emanuel DiCicco-Bloom, M.D. 
Fellow: Kristina Sennvik, Ph.D.
Neurodevelopmental Origins of Autism Brain Abnormalities

Yale University School of Medicine, New Haven, CT
Mentor: Paul Bloom, Ph.D. 
Fellow: Melissa Allen Preissler, Ph.D. 
Symbolic Understanding in Children with Autism

Columbia University - College of Physicians and Surgeons,
New York, NY

Mentor: Carol Mason, Ph.D.
Fellow: Phillip Buttery, Ph.D.
Regulation of the Purkinje Cell, Dendritic Growth, Spine
Formation and Synaptogenesis

Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN
Mentor: Wendy Stone, Ph.D. 
Fellow: Lynette M. Henderson, Ph.D.
Developing a Downward Extension of the STAT

AUTISM TRAINING PROGRAMS

NAAR is collaborating with the Canadian Institute of Neurosciences,
Mental Health and Addiction to co-sponsor a pair of six-year, interdiscipli-
nary autism training programs, known as the “Training Programs in Autism
Research.”  NAAR will invest approximately $200,000 annually for six years
as a co-sponsor of this unique program - the first of its kind in Canada to

focus on autism.
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This list is current as of June 16, 2003;  subject to change 
pending final award confirmations.


