
When it comes to finding a cure for ataxia, most researchers would agree it takes a village—a

community of dedicated investigators from various disciplines and specialties who together can take

findings from Petri dishes and turn them into valuable treatments for patients.

At the University of Minnesota, interdisciplinary research teams are continually working toward

that goal. Now, the newly formed Institute for Translational Neuroscience (ITN) is providing a venue

to make a good thing even better.

In July, the University agreed to

provide $1.8 million annually for

research within the institute, which

includes an area focused on neuro-

degenerative and neuromuscular

diseases. The ITN brings together the

expertise of researchers in disease

areas such as ataxia, muscular

dystrophy, Parkinson's disease,

Huntington's disease, amyotrophic

lateral sclerosis (ALS, or Lou Gehrig's

disease), and other related disorders.

“The ITN aims to enhance neuro-

science research at the University as

it relates to neurological disorders,

which runs the gamut from under-

standing the basic mechanisms

of these conditions all the way to

creating new treatments for them,”
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A team effort
As the University’s new Institute for Translational Neuroscience
is taking shape, so too are key collaborations for accelerating
ataxia research.
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Ataxia researcher Harry Orr, Ph.D., says partnerships through
the new Institute for Translational Neuroscience will help bring
researchers closer to finding a treatment for ataxia.
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says Harry Orr, Ph.D., a lead ataxia researcher

and director of the ITN. “The stronger we are

in this area generally, the better we will be

positioned in terms of ataxia specifically.”

University investigators are enthusiastic

about having the infrastructure in place to

foster further collaborations and thoughtful

dialogue about research questions.

“The institute brings together very basic

neuroscientists with molecular biologists with

clinicians, allowing us to model in mice and

even flies diseases seen in the clinic,” explains

Laura Ranum, Ph.D., an ataxia researcher and

research director of the Wellstone Muscular

Dystrophy Center. “My hope is that we will be

able to translate what we find in the laboratory

into successful approaches for treating ataxia

and other diseases back in the clinic.”

Already, Ranum has seen the benefits of

the University’s collaborative culture. By

combining their expertise, she and colleague

John Day, M.D., Ph.D., have identified both ataxia

and muscular dystrophy genes. Ranum’s lab has

used these discoveries to develop mouse models

that mimic the human diseases spinocerebellar

ataxia type 8 (SCA-8) and myotonic dystrophy

type 2, the most common form of muscular

dystrophy in adults.

“In the process, we have learned that

mutations that cause myotonic dystrophy have

striking similarities to those that cause SCA-8,”

Ranum says. “From a biological viewpoint, these

diseases are highly related to each other.”

Through the ITN, Ranum will now be working

with Department of Neuroscience chair Timothy

Ebner, M.D., Ph.D. Ebner has refined functional

imaging techniques that will give researchers

clues about how neurons work in the brain.

By taking images of the brains of Ranum’s

mouse models, Ebner is shedding light on how

neuron signaling goes awry in people with

myotonic dystrophy and SCA-8.

Orr, too, is looking forward to seeing how

the ITN will benefit ataxia research. He hopes to

recruit 18 new translational research scientists

over the next several years to hasten progress

toward new treatments.

“We have evidence that many of the proces-

ses that are affected as neurons or muscle cells

become dysfunctional are common among the

various neurodegenerative and neuromuscular

disorders, so for each of the different diseases,

researchers are asking the same questions,” says

Orr. Finding answers for Parkinson’s disease or

muscular dystrophy, he explains, will also help

advance scientific knowledge about ataxia.

“I want to find a treatment for ataxia in the

next 10 years,” he says. “Given that goal, and

with partnerships through the ITN, I can’t think

of a better place to be.”
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Laura Ranum, Ph.D.,
and John Day, M.D.,
Ph.D., have together
identified “striking
similarities” in the
gene mutations
linked to ataxia and
muscular dystrophy.

A place to share ideas

The University will break ground in November on a new research building.

The Medical Biosciences Building, which will be located in the research park

area just north of the football stadium site, will bring together neurodegener-

ative and neuromuscular disease researchers in one location, which will help

to facilitate their collaboration. The building also will house investigators

focusing on Alzheimer’s disease and immunology.



For more information,
contact Shannon
Birge Laudon at
612-626-3186 or
s.birge@mmf.umn.edu.

Twins right fielder
Michael Cuddyer
received the award for
Most Improved Twin at
last year’s event.

Don’t miss the annual Diamond Awards,

Minnesota’s premier charity baseball event,

on Thursday, January 24, 2008, at the historic

Depot in downtown Minneapolis.

Attendees will have the opportunity to

mingle with current members of the Minnesota

Twins and other baseball greats, bid on rare

baseball memorabilia and other unique items

at a silent auction, and attend the televised

awards ceremony.

For the first time, proceeds from Diamond

Awards will benefit not only University of

Minnesota research and care focused on

ataxia, but also on muscular dystrophy,

amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS, also known

as Lou Gehrig’s disease), and Parkinson’s

disease—devastating illnesses that affect

thousands of families in Minnesota alone.

Since its inception two years ago,

Diamond Awards has raised nearly

$1.2 million for medical research at the

University.

You can help strike out ataxia, muscular

dystrophy, ALS, and Parkinson’s disease!

For tickets or more information, visit

www.mmf.umn.edu/diamondawards or call

Sarah Curtis at 612-626-5470.

Covering the bases
Diamond Awards event will benefit research
focused on progressive brain disorders

Two summer golf events benefiting the Bob

Allison Ataxia Research Center (BAARC) raised

more than $78,000 for ataxia research and care

at the University of Minnesota.

The 6th annual Karen’s Hope Ataxia Benefit,

held June 18 at the Oak Marsh Golf Course in

Oakdale, raised nearly $34,000. The event brought

together 210 guests in support of the University’s

ataxia efforts.

The 10th annual and final Bob Allison Ataxia

Golf Classic, held August 21 at the Owatonna

Country Club in Owatonna, brought in more than

$22,000 for BAARC. Longtime supporter Connie

Bakken will again match the event’s proceeds

through the Whitney Arcee Foundation.

In its 10-year history, the Golf Classic has

raised more than $250,000 to advance

BAARC’s mission.

Those who have attended the Bob Allison

Ataxia Golf Classic are invited to continue

showing their support for BAARC by attending

next year’s Karen’s Hope Ataxia Benefit, which

will be held in June 2008.

Summer golf events score big for ataxia research
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The Bob Allison Ataxia Research Center (BAARC)

board of directors faced a difficult task this year:

It received a record number of applications for its

annual research grant awards, and the high quality

of the proposals made the selection process

anything but easy.

While the board initially had set a $200,000

cap for research grants, the committee approved

an additional $36,000 for projects this year.

BAARC provides “seed” and “bridge” grants,

which are designed to initiate studies that will

eventually lead to larger federal grants and to

provide the funding to complete existing research,

respectively. The board is funding the following

projects this year:

• Using a mouse model that mimics spino-

cerebellar ataxia type 1 (SCA-1), J. Michael

Andresen, Ph.D., will examine the process by

which the disease occurs.

• Funding awarded to H. Brent Clark, M.D., Ph.D.,

will be used to support a “histopathological

core” laboratory that allows researchers to

continue their investigations on how ataxia

and related disorders develop.

• Timothy Ebner, M.D., Ph.D., will use optical

imaging to explore how episodic ataxia

produces changes in the cerebellums of mice.

• By investigating the function of certain proteins

in Purkinje cells in mice, Michael Koob, Ph.D.,

will be examining the molecular changes that

cause SCA-8 in humans.

• Gulin Oz, Ph.D., will use magnetic resonance

spectroscopy to measure levels of neuro-

chemicals in the cerebellums of people with

SCA-1 and of mice that have been genetically

programmed to mimic the disease.

BAARC grant committee member Betty Allison

Kaplan is pleased that clinical research is

becoming a more prominent part of physicians’

and scientists’ work.

“Several people on our board have ataxia or

have been touched by the experiences of family

members who have had it, so it’s been important

for us to fund studies that are directly relevant to

patients,” she says. “We hope that funding a wide

range of studies will create the difference we all

want to make—discovering a cure.”

BAARC
announces
grant
recipients
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For more information about
supporting ataxia research
and care, please contact:

Cassidy K. Titcomb
612-625-9613 (direct)
800-922-1663 (toll free)
c.titcomb@mmf.umn.edu
www.mmf.umn.edu/ataxia

To make a clinic appointment
at the Ataxia Center, call
612-626-3004.
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