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In this month's BrainBuzz, | highlight new autism
research findings as well as fascinating brain
science work that was celebrated during Brain
Awareness Week last month. As always,
kindly reach out if you have any questions or
feedback at any time!

Aristotle Voineskos
VP Research, CAMH

New research finds majority of
children

with autism may be ‘doing well’
National study led by SickKids and CAMH takes a
strengths-based approach to autism assessment

One of the biggest longitudinal research studies of its
kind in the world led by The Hospital for Sick Children
(SickKids) and the Centre for Addiction and Mental
Health (CAMH) suggests that positive outcomes

for children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are
more common than previously thought.

ASD refers to a group of neurodevelopmental
conditions resulting in challenges related to
communication, social understanding and behaviour.
One in 100 people may have ASD and although a
person can be diagnosed at any time, ASD symptoms
generally appear and are diagnosed in the first few
years of life.

The multi-site study, published in JAMA Open on March
29, applied a strengths-based approach to outcome
assessments in children with an ASD diagnosis,
measuring participants’ proficiency (level of
competency) and growth (improvement over time) in
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rprints? Functional magnetic resonance y

(fMRI) allows studying brain activity patterns non-

in ly in vivo and shows that they vary from person to
person linked to individual cognition.”

Dr. Christin Schifani
Project Scientist
Brain Health Imaging Centre

#BrainAwarenessWeek
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* Making old brain cells feel young again - Dr.
Etienne Sibille

* The bestin the world - Dr. Neil Vasdev

® The brain bank - Dr. Sean Hill

* We can change the brain - Dr. Stephanie Ameis

* |t's amazing to think about how many more people

we can help - Dr. Daniel Blumberger
e One dream at a time - Dr. Aristotle Voineskos
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Faces of CAMH: Hajer Nakua
Hajer Nakua, a graduate student working in research
at CAMH, is the winner of a prestigious Fulbright
Student Award. The award will enable her to work in

the U.S. for a nine-month period with Dr. Russell
Poldrack, a world leader in brain imaging research, at
Stanford University in California.

Since 2018, when Hajer joined CAMH while completing
her Master's degree, she has been working with Dr.
Stephanie Ameis in the Child and Youth Psychiatry
Division and the Kimel Translational Imaging and
Genetics Research Lab. Given health concerns and
travel restrictions amid the pandemic, Hajer is working
remotely at CAMH until she receives a green light to
travel to the U.S. to begin this exciting part of her
career.

“My area of research uses brain imaging techniques to
understand the relationship between behavioural
dimensions (e.g. externalizing or internalizing
behaviours) and the structure and function of the brain
across children with neurodevelopmental disorders,
mainly autism spectrum disorder, attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder and obsessive-
compulsive disorder.

Research has shown that both externalizing (e.g.,
aggression) and internalizing (e.g., withdrawal)
behaviours are linked to how brain regions are
connected to one another. My focus is on
understanding whether changes in brain connectivity
are related to changes in behaviour in children with
these disorders. Ultimately, | hope my research will
contribute to a fuller understanding and to innovation
in the field to hopefully result in better treatment and
care.
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I've wanted to work here at CAMH since Grade 12
because as | was completing research for a mental
health project, | learned that CAMH is a world-leading
research institution, and is doing rigorous, innovative
research with the goal of improving clinical outcomes. |
like the process of science, but it's important for me to
have that clinical connection in my research. CAMH
gives me a strong connection between what I'm doing
and why I'm doing this research. | am grateful to work
with Dr. Ameis and other researchers who are very
motivated to help you grow as a scientist, and gave me
the confidence to apply for the Fulbright award.

| became very interested in the Fulbright award
because | like the idea of institutions working together.
This will be an opportunity to merge expertise across
CAMH and Stanford, so there will be reciprocal
benefits. This is a chance for me to learn in the U.S.
and come back to Canada and CAMH with new
expertise to contribute back here.”

Did you know...

Hajer blogs about brain science in both English and
Arabic on [nstagram. “| am interested in how to use
social media to talk about brain science research to
people who usually don't have access to that research
and in a space that is not normally used for science. As
well, science is typically published in English, so it's not
readily accessible to all languages. | started the blog in
July 2019 in English, then expanded to both languages.
It's been an amazing experience because | have been
able to share mental health and neuroscience research
with followers from North America and the Middle
East. My goal is to simplify complex concepts in
neuroscience so people can understand their brains. |
say that the more you know your brain, the more you
know yourself.”
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