
When University of Minnesota basic neuroscientist Timothy Ebner, M.D., Ph.D., began researching

how episodic ataxia changes brain cells, the results were illuminating.

Ebner, head of the University’s Department of Neuroscience and holder of the Visscher Chair in

Physiology, received a one-year, $75,000 grant from the Bob Allison Ataxia Research Center (BAARC)

to use a technology called optical imaging to learn more about why episodic ataxia creates temporary

bouts of debilitating symptoms.

“We know that patients with episodic ataxia have periods of loss of motor coordination and

difficulty balancing that are caused by a dysfunction in the cerebellum, but for the longest time, no

one understood why they would be sick for only 30 or 40 minutes at a time and then basically return

to normal functioning,” says Ebner, who studies how brain cells function both in healthy brains and

brains afflicted by neurodegenerative diseases. “Our team

wanted to find out what made the disease’s symptoms

so temporary, so transient.”

Researchers knew that caffeine, stress, and alcohol

could trigger symptoms in people with episodic ataxia

type 2, so Ebner’s team used caffeine to produce

similar temporary symptoms in mice with the disease.

Then the team used a new technique that monitors

light signals generated by brain-cell activity and

“circuits” that were principally involved in the episodic

ataxia attack.

Almost immediately, one of Ebner’s associates

detected an abnormality. “We found that certain

neurons in the cerebellum were oscillating—meaning

that they were firing in a rhythmic pattern so powerful

that they could not respond to any other normal brain

signals,” Ebner says.
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A research team led by Timothy Ebner, M.D.,
Ph.D., has found a possible cause of the
temporary symptoms associated with episodic
ataxia type 2.



Within a few minutes, the oscillations started

to expand to other regions of the cerebellum

and were associated with abnormal movements

that spread throughout the mouse’s body. “For as

long as the oscillations occurred, the symptoms

continued,” Ebner says, “but when the

oscillations stopped, so did the dysfunction.”

To Harry Orr, Ph.D., a lead ataxia researcher

at the University, Ebner’s findings are exciting.

“Tim was very successful in demonstrating

what might actually be causing episodic ataxia,”

Orr says. “The notion that his findings could

accurately reflect the disease process in humans

makes his research that much more valuable.”

Ebner knows he’s still got work to do. “Now

that we have found these oscillations, we think

we understand the reason that the dysfunction

in the cerebellum can be temporary,” he says.

“But now we have millions of questions about

why this happens.”

Among them: Does this same exact

mechanism occur in humans with episodic

ataxia type 2? How do the oscillations spread

to other parts of the brain and nervous system?

How can the oscillations be controlled?

Ebner hopes to answer those questions soon;

he’s using the preliminary data his team has

gathered to apply for larger grants to continue

the work.

Optical imaging technology purchased by the

BAARC board two years ago played a major role

in advancing this research, Ebner says.

“Actually visualizing the activity of the brain

cells in the intact cerebellum is what makes the

work so promising,” Ebner says. “If we were using

any of the other traditional techniques—like

electrophysiology—we never would have known

where to look or have found the oscillations.”

Episodic ataxia continued from cover

Diamond Awards a hit for neurological research and care

About 500 people attended the third annual Diamond Awards

on January 24, helping to raise more than $520,000 for

research and care focused on ataxia, muscular dystrophy,

Parkinson’s, and ALS (Lou Gehrig’s disease) at the University

of Minnesota. Event guests mingled with Minnesota baseball

greats, bid on baseball memorabilia at a silent auction, and

attended a televised awards dinner honoring Minnesota

Twins players.
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Conquering ataxia
is a family affair for
the Frigstads: (from
left) Jack, Todd, Julia,
Karen, and Anna.

If you would have asked her a decade ago, Karen

Frigstad never would have predicted that hundreds

of people would know her name and her story.

But since she was diagnosed with Friedreich’s

ataxia in 1999, Frigstad has become a familiar

face—and an inspiration—to many others with the

disease and their families.

Frigstad was only 21 years old when she was

diagnosed, and she wasn’t about to let ataxia

control her life. She finished her college degree

in elementary education. In 2002, she married a

longtime friend, Todd Frigstad, on the steps of the

state Capitol to raise awareness of ataxia and its

symptoms. A year later, she and Todd had twin

daughters, Julia and Anna, and in 2006, she gave

birth to a son, Jack.

For the Frigstads, conquering ataxia is a family

affair. Shortly before his marriage to Karen, Todd

began working with her and her father, Tom Dunn,

to raise money for ataxia research. The result of

their efforts was the Karen’s Hope Ataxia Benefit,

an annual golf tournament that supports the Bob

Allison Ataxia Research Center (BAARC) at the

University of Minnesota. Since the event’s

inception, it has raised more than $260,000.

“The entire family is involved—my dad, my mom,

Todd, my sister and her husband, and my brother

and his wife,” says Frigstad, who has a progressive

but mild form of ataxia that includes hand tremors

and difficulty with speech and walking.

“Karen is bound and determined

to generate knowledge about

ataxia and find a cure for this

horrendous disease,” says Jennifer

Crowder, a member of the BAARC

board and a Karen’s Hope event

volunteer. “To Karen, it’s not about

her—it’s about helping other

people now and in the future.

Nothing stops her.”

And Frigstad only has plans to keep going.

“When they find a cure for ataxia someday, our

entire family will know that we helped with that

effort,” she says. “My dad has dreams that he will

stand up on stage with all of us and say, ‘We did it.

We can move on to the next cause now.’ I want to

be there with him when he celebrates.”

In the name of hope

Join Karen and her family on their

mission to strike out ataxia.

7th annual Karen’s Hope
Ataxia Benefit
Monday, June 16, 2008

Oak Marsh Golf Course, Oakdale

For more information, visit www.karens-

hope.org or call Shannon Birge Laudon

at 612-626-3186.
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When JoAnn Ciecierski was teaching

doctors about her own disease, she and

her husband, Jim, realized that ataxia

awareness was a big problem.

Of course, JoAnn, who has the heredi-

tary spinocerebellar ataxia type 1 (SCA-1),

had done a lot of research—her grandfather,

father, aunt, and cousin also had ataxia.

Jim felt compelled to do something to get the

word out about this neurodegenerative disease.

“I didn’t know how I was going to do it, but I had

to do something,” he says.

In 2003 the Ciecierskis gathered a large group

of friends near their upstate New York home for a

golf tournament to raise money for and awareness

of ataxia. Five years later, Jim is planning his fifth

annual tournament, part of which will benefit the

Bob Allison Ataxia Research Center (BAARC) at

the University of Minnesota.

In the last two years, the Ciecierskis have

directed a total of $27,000 in event proceeds to

ataxia research at the University.

“I tell everyone about what’s going on at the

University of Minnesota,” Jim says. “The BAARC

researchers are focused on finding something to

help fight this disease. I feel that it’s the best bang

for my buck.”

The Ciecierskis first learned about BAARC two

years ago through former Minnesota Twins pitcher

and broadcaster Jim Kaat, a longtime teammate of

Bob Allison who donated autographed items to

their tournament’s silent auction.

That year the Ciecierskis traveled to Minnesota

for the Diamond Awards event, where they were

met with “overwhelming” support. “The friends

we have made here—the Allisons, the docs—are

the best friends you could get,” Jim says. “They

treated us like family. That was special.”

Back for the event again this year,
the Ciecierskis were encouraged to
hear how the work their gifts are
supporting is progressing.

Although JoAnn admits she’d be the first in line

to test a new treatment, she is not a “why me”

person. “JoAnn thinks, ‘How can I help someone

else?’” Jim says. “Bob Allison said the same thing.”

Raising money for and awareness of ataxia
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