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Greetings from the AAA study at the Waisman Center at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison and Boston University.  In this newsletter, we will provide you 
with updated information about the progress of our study, other research being 
conducted about autism at the Waisman Center, the Family Village, and what 2007 
has in store as we continue to study the impacts of parenting an adolescent or adult 
with an autism spectrum disorder. 
 
  
Study on Adolescents and Adults with Autism 
 
From time to time, families ask us what we do with all of the information that we 
collect.  Marsha Seltzer, Jan Greenberg, Gael Orsmond, and other researchers 
associated with the study present the results of our study at various scholarly 
conferences throughout the country and internationally.  Also, since the inception of 
this study in 2000, twelve articles have been published in journals such as the 
Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, American Journal on Mental 
Retardation, and Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities Research 
Reviews.   We currently have several other papers that have been accepted for 
publication and we are in the midst of writing more.   By presenting at conferences 
and publishing our findings, we are able to offer valuable information which 
advances the fields understanding of autism during adolescence and adulthood and 
the clinical, educational, and support services for families of individuals with 
disabilities. 
 
Our current focus is on the day-to-day stress experienced by families who have a 
son or daughter with an autism spectrum disorder living at home.  Although there is 
now a growing understanding of how daily stress affects health and well-being in the 
general population, very little is known about how families with a child with autism 
cope on a daily basis with the stress they experience. The reason we are focusing 
this part of the study on families in which the individual with ASD lives with the 
parent is that we are interested in looking at the scope of "hands on" daily 
responsibilities and how stress affects caregivers during a 24 hour/7 day period of 
time.  We know that stress does continue to occur even when a son or daughter 
does not reside with their parents, however we felt it was important to begin talking 
with co-residing families and expand our research from that point in the future.  We 
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are very pleased that our study can be extended in this new direction, thanks to our 
new collaboration with Dr. David Almeida at Pennsylvania State University.  The 
results will provide us with valuable data on the typical stressors that people living 
with an adolescent or adult with autism have to deal with in their daily lives and the 
toll this stress takes on their health and well-being.  If you have a son or daughter 
living at home and have not yet been contacted, you will receive a mailing and 
phone call by March.  Our hope is to have preliminary findings to share with all the 
families in our study by mid to late summer. 
 
Finally, we are very pleased to share with you that our submitted application for the 
continuation of this study has been reviewed by the National Institutes of Health and 
we received very favorable feedback and scores.  We are strongly committed to 
continuing our lifespan family research and visits with you to expand our 
understanding of the impact of autism on the family.  There is also great importance 
in studying the life course of the sons and daughter with ASD.  As an expert on your 
child, you posses knowledge and experiences which are incredibly valuable to us.  
We express our sincere gratitude for the time you take to talk to us on the phone, 
welcome us into your homes, complete questionnaires, and share the story of your 
life.  Each visit moves us forward in understanding the impacts of parenting a child 
with ASD and we value your contribution to our research.   We look forward to our 
next round of visits with you in the fall of 2007 as we continue our journey of learning 
together. 
 
 
Other Autism Research at the Waisman Center 
 
The Waisman Center continues to place a special emphasis on autism, including 
conducting cutting-edge research and providing quality clinical services to 
individuals and families.  Researchers at Waisman are affiliated with 26 academic 
departments throughout the University.  Due to the breadth of this expertise, many 
aspects of autism are studied, including the neurological, psychological, 
physiological, social, and genetic components.  We would like to share a few as 
examples of the type of work being conducted.   
 
Why the Increase in Autism?:  Before the 1990s, autism was considered an 
extremely rare developmental disorder, affecting about 1 in every 2,500 children in 
this country.  However, a little more than a decade later, the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention says that between 1 in 500 and 1 in every 166 children in the 
United States has autism.  The question is, why?  Waisman Center researcher 
Maureen Durkin, Ph.D., also a member of the Department of Population Health 
Sciences is attempting to answer this question.  Since 2004, she has been 
participating in a project funded by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
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with the goal of establishing for the first time, an accurate count of the number of 
Wisconsin children and families affected by autism spectrum disorders, mental 
retardation or both.  In addition, Dr. Durkin is examining the health needs of 
Wisconsin children with ASD, with the goal of increasing early detection of ASD and 
other developmental disabilities through specialized training of health care providers. 
 
Twins and Autism:  The very first population-based research on twins with autism is 
headed by Waisman Center researchers Hill Goldsmith, Ph.D. and Morton Ann 
Gernsbacher, Ph.D., both also of the Department of Psychology.  They study the 
importance of genetic factors as a cause of ASD.  Drs. Goldsmith and Gernsbacher 
also study individuals who cannot use spoken language to communicate.  Their 
preliminary findings indicate that early impairments in both manual and oral motor 
control are significant predictors of a child's overall level of speech.  Dr. 
Gernsbacher is also teamed with Waisman Center researcher Susan Ellis 
Weismer, Ph.D., also of the Department of Communicative Disorders, to investigate 
early communication and language in toddlers with ASD.  Important findings from 
this study will help facilitate early diagnosis and effective language intervention 
programs. 
 
Challenges in Communication:  Discovering the causes of speech delays in young 
children is the focus of study for Waisman Center researcher Larry Shriberg, Ph.D., 
of the Department of Communicative Disorders. The goals of his research are to 
understand the origins of such disorders and to develop assessment and treatment 
methods that help parents and professionals make the best clinical decisions for 
their children. Some examples of Shriberg's research include studies in the 
molecular genetics of speech disorder, speech disorders associated with middle ear 
disease, speech disorders within the autistic spectrum, and childhood apraxia of 
speech.  
 
The Brain, Emotion, and Autism:  Richard J. Davidson, Ph.D. of the Waisman 
Center, Department of Psychology and Department of Psychiatry, is conducting 
research using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to study brain activity 
in relation to emotion in people with ASD.  Results will provide a better 
understanding of brain differences associated with autism symptoms such as gaze 
aversion, anxiety, shyness, and social withdrawal.  A recent article describing Dr. 
Davidson’s work is included in this update. 
 
Brain Imaging and Mapping in Autism:  Waisman Center researcher Andrew 
Alexander, Ph.D., also a member of the Departments of Medical Physics and 
Psychiatry, is studying brain structure and how the brains of children with ASD 
develop over time.  This research has shown that brain structure correlates with 
clinical and behavioral measures of autism.  
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Social Interaction:  Waisman Center researcher Garet Lahvis, Ph.D., also of the 
Department of Surgery, is currently studying mice in order to increase understanding 
of the genetic bases of social behavior and challenges in humans. This research has 
the potential to provide insight into the genetic components of the social challenges 
associated with autism.   
 
 
An Important Resource to Remember – The Waisman Center’s Family Village 
 
The Family Village website (http://www.familyvillage.wisc.edu) is a global community 
that integrates information, resources, and communication opportunities on the 
Internet for persons with cognitive and other disabilities, for their families, and for 
those who provide families services and support.  This internet-based community 
includes informational resources on specific diagnoses, adaptive products and 
technology, adaptive recreational activities, education, worship, health issues, 
disability-related media and literature, and much, much more!  
 
At the online Family Village Library, one can browse topics ranging from general  
information about cognitive and developmental disabilities to the particulars of 
specific diagnoses, including ASD. The general information section offers support 
related to adults with disabilities, disability awareness, prenatal testing and 
diagnoses, siblings of persons with disabilities and self help or support groups.  
Also, there are suggestions concerning adaptive recreational activities for teachers 
and parents of people with disabilities.  
 
The Family Village Coffee Shop allows visitors to make connections through 
discussion boards, chat rooms and traditional matching programs. Visitors can 
connect with people based on location or disability.   
 
The Family Village School offers education related resources for families, teachers, 
and children.  Parents gain a better understanding of how the educational system is 
set up to assist their child, as well as acquire support regarding having a disabled 
child in school. Teachers may find suggestions in planning effective lessons and 
efficiently incorporating disabled students into the classroom with other students.  
 
The Living with a Disability “Just For Kids & Youth” link allows children to connect 
with other children with disabilities by interacting, sharing their own stories, and 
learning more about their disabilities. Information pertaining to disability-related 
legislation and civil rights, disability culture, and living with a disability, was recently 
added to the website.  
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The Waisman Center’s online Family Village community provides many 
opportunities, information regarding specific diagnoses, support from others dealing 
with the same disabilities, and knowledge on how to live successfully with a disability 
or with a person with a disability.  The goal is to offer you and others valuable, up-to-
date, easy-to-access information! 
 
 
Autism in the News 
 
In addition to the article on Dr. Davidson’s work, enclosed you will find an article 
from the November 27, 2006 issue of Newsweek entitled, Growing Up with 
Autism.  We share this article with you because it complements the purpose of our 
lifespan research, which focuses on the transitions of adolescence to adulthood.  It 
describes the unique challenges individuals with autism face as they to try to 
successfully navigate in the world. The article also focuses on the question that 
thousands of parents of a child with a disability globally continue to ask, “what will 
happen to my son or daughter with autism when I die?”   This question justifiably 
continues to be a concern as parents age and eventually are no longer able to 
provide the necessary daily care and support required by their child.  
 
With the permission of the family in the second article, you will read about the 
journey of our study participants Robin and Landon Shipman.  It has been a passion 
of this family to share their story of sacrifice and reward, and follow a dream.  
Among obstacles and hardships, Robin Shipman has been able to advocate for her 
son and for other individuals with autism in very creative ways. Robin’s message to 
all families is to remain hopeful, positive, and keep reinforcing and sharing the 
unique gifts and qualities of your son or daughter. 

Comments, Questions, or Suggestions?   We are always happy to hear from you! 
 

Contact the Project Manager: Renee A. Makuch 
Toll free Ph#: 1-877-558-7595 

Email: makuch@waisman.wisc.edu 
Visit our website: www.waisman.wisc.edu/family 



Directory I Positions Available I Student Opportunities I Site Map I Related Links I Search

Brain's 'fear center' may underlie autistic behaviors

by Jill Sakai
University C,
December 1

The brain's emotional center is unusually small in autistic males with the most
severe behavioral impairments, University of Wisconsin-Madison researchers

reported this month.

The new study, appearing in the Dec. 4 Archives of General Psychiatry,

represents the first direct link between the size of this brain structure, called

the amygdala, and social deficits in autism, says Richard Davidson, a

UW-Madison professor of psychology and psychiatry and the senior author of
the report.

The cause of autism, a developmental neurological disorder characterized by

avoidance of social interactions and poor communication skills, is unknown,

but several studies have focused on the amygdala, a small region of the brain

involved in processing fear and emotions. Researchers believe a better

understanding of the biology of autism will improve development of treatment

methods.

People with autism have long been known to avoid making eye contact, even
with pictures of faces. Instead, they will focus on other parts of the face or

look away. Yet despite being commonly recognized, this symptom is still not
well understood.

"Why do autistic kids avert their gaze in the first place? What brain

mechanisms are associated with that?" asks Davidson.

To address these questions, he and his colleagues, led by primary author of the study Brendon Nacewicz, combined

magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) with an eye-tracking device that records where subjects are looking. This method
allowed them to directly relate amygdala size with how much time the subjects spent looking at the eyes of pictured

faces.

They found that autistic adolescent boys and young men who spent the least time looking at eyes had smaller

amygdalae than normal males. A smaller fear center also correlated with difficulty distinguishing emotional faces from
neutral faces and with parental reports of childhood behavioral impairment.

"The amygdala has a role to play in some of the symptoms of autism," says Davidson. For possible future therapies, he
adds: "It provides an exciting target."

Much of Davdison's research is carried out at the Waisman Laboratory for Brain Imaging and Behavior.
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