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Neuroscience of autism has advanced significantly in
the last few decades, but we have a long way to go

yet in understanding the origins of autism and in
developing treatments. In the field of autism, much of

the focus has been on studying the different
symptoms of autism – to find what type of brain
anomaly might be related to each of these. This

approach can be useful in uncovering the substrate of
a symptom; for example, a problem with brain growth

in the frontal cortex might be related to repetitive
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behaviors, and so on. Yet the actual core of the
problem often seems to be poor social interactions, so

these types of symptoms do not seem to hold the
answers. And it also seems that the individual

behaviors that characterize autism are highly variable
– some people have a speech delay, and others don’t

have a speech delay, some children have a poor social
interaction skills, and yet others don’t have such

problems. Genetic studies of autism have looked at
the role of genes such as MECP2, but studies have not

always met with a great deal of success. For this
reason, some have taken a more global approach, with
the hope that the overall pattern of symptoms across

individuals can be matched to a certain pattern of
brain anomalies. A recent study takes a different

approach – instead of looking at patterns of symptoms
to try to match them with brain anomalies, it instead

looks at how brain size is related to the overall pattern
of symptoms in people with autism. Surprisingly, they
find that, despite the fact that only 2% of the brain is

occupied by the cortex, only around 12% of the
symptoms are explained by differences in this region.
Instead, around 44% of the symptoms can be matched
by the size of a different region, the putamen, which is

involved in social behavior and reward. This study
suggests that the core problem in autism is not a

problem with a large part of the brain, but rather with
a specific type of brain structure – one involved in

processing rewards and social behavior. To my
knowledge, this is the first study of this type that has
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been replicated, indicating the importance of this
finding. In terms of treatments, this study also sheds
new light on some findings that have been suggested
by others, such as using drugs such as Ritalin to boost

the activity of the dopamine system. Rather than
showing a major effect on a large part of the brain
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