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Dear colleagues:

Welcome to UT Health Austin Pediatric Neurosciences at Dell Children’s. Our
nationally ranked program is committed to offering outstanding educational
opportunities, promoting research and scholarly activity, and delivering exceptional
multidisciplinary clinical care for all children with neurological disorders. We are always
happy to hear from you.

Elizabeth Tyler-Kabara, MD, PhD
Chief of Neurosurgery
ECTK@utexas.edu

E. Steve Roach, MD
Chief of Neurology
roache@austin.utexas.edu

ARE THALAMIC CIRCUITS RELATED TO AUTISM OR OTHER
CONDITIONS?

Audrey Brumback, MD, PhD, in the Brumback Lab

Audrey Brumback, MD, PhD, Assistant Professor of Neurology at Dell Medical School
at The University of Texas at Austin, has been awarded a three-year, $1,500,000 grant
from the National Institute of Mental Health entitled “Functional Architecture of the
Mediodorsal Thalamus.” Brumback’s team will use mice to map the structure and
function of a part of the thalamus that is thought to affect conditions such as autism,
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, and schizophrenia. 

The thalamus is typically considered a relay center that facilitates the transfer of
incoming sensory messages to the brain cortex. But the thalamus is likely a more
sophisticated structure that uses the incoming sensory information to orchestrate the
activity of higher cortical brain areas. As one of the largest thalamic nuclei, the
mediodorsal thalamus reciprocally connects with multiple cortical and subcortical brain
regions, provides a strong projection to the medial prefrontal cortex, and coordinates
the activity of cortical microcircuits there during prefrontal-dependent behaviors. But
despite the importance of the mediodorsal thalamus in a range of behaviors and
human disease, little is known about the physiology of the neurons in this region or
how they influence behavior. 

In preliminary work, Brumback discovered that two populations of neurons in the
mediodorsal thalamus have distinct structural and functional profiles. Based on her
preliminary work and how these two thalamic circuits connect differently to the rest of
the brain, she hypothesizes that each circuit is responsible for a different aspect of
behavior: one circuit is responsible for social or emotional behaviors, while the other
circuit modulates cognitive functions like attention and working memory. 

In the funded work, Brumback’s team will directly test this model using a
neuromodulation approach called optogenetics. Using flashes of light delivered directly
into the brain via a fiber optic probe, she will activate or inactivate specific populations
of neurons with millisecond precision while mice perform a battery of behavioral tasks.
By turning each of the proposed circuits on or off during different types of behavior, she
can test which circuit is important for each type of behavior. The team will also
determine how individual neurons in these two thalamic circuits integrate synaptic
inputs from different brain regions.

The team’s future work will decipher how these and other thalamic circuits are altered
in autism and whether they can be modified to treat cognitive or social-emotional
symptoms. “The ability to noninvasively alter the activity of specific populations of
neurons has enormous implications,” said E. Steve Roach, MD, Brumback’s Austin
colleague. “The more specific we can be when targeting neurons, the greater the
likelihood of finding an effective treatment with few side effects.”

PEDIATRIC NEUROSCIENCES PROGRAM CO-SPONSORS
FIRST ANNUAL NEUROFIBROMATOSIS FAMILY DAY

Jane C. Edmond, MD, presenting at the Neurofibromatosis Family Day Meeting

The first annual Neurofibromatosis Family Day Meeting took place on Nov. 12, 2022, at
Dell Children’s Medical Center. Co-sponsored by the Dell Children’s Neurofibromatosis
Center of Excellence, UT Health Austin Pediatric Neurosciences at Dell Children’s, and
the Children’s Tumor Foundation, this daylong meeting allowed individuals with NF and
their families to learn the latest developments in NF clinical care and research from the
Center of Excellence team. Patients and family members attended presentations on
key topics and could meet with the team during breakout sessions and meal breaks.
Pediatric neuroscience presenters included Jane C. Edmond, MD, Emily
Greenspahn, PhD, Manikum Moodley, MD, and Karla Robles-Lopez, MD, PhD.

The Neurofibromatosis Center of Excellence offers comprehensive diagnosis and
management for children and adolescents with known or suspected NF. The team
includes specialists from several disciplines, allowing us to provide the best possible
medical care and psychosocial support to our patients and their families. This first
Neurofibromatosis Family Day enabled individuals with NF and their families to learn
more about the disorder, promoted relationship building among the families, and raised
awareness for the disorder and the need for additional research funding.

A SECOND OPINION

This 13-year-old girl presented for a second opinion regarding headaches. Her bifrontal
headaches were often triggered by becoming overheated or riding in a car. The
headaches typically occurred one or two times per week, each lasting two to three
hours. The headaches were often associated with nausea and occasionally with
vomiting. One year earlier, she had been diagnosed with systemic lupus
erythematosus (SLE) with antiphospholipid antibodies, but she had not experienced
recent lupus-related symptoms. No physical abnormalities were documented.

Magnetic resonance imaging revealed a small chronic right basal ganglia infarction.
Her magnetic resonance angiogram and a subsequent catheter angiography
documented striking uniform stenosis of the entire right internal carotid artery with
normal filling of the intracranial arteries. Her initial diagnosis was SLE-related arteritis
with secondary headache and ischemic stroke, and long-term immunosuppression was
recommended.

Was the referring diagnosis correct? What other conditions should be considered?

See below for additional discussion.

EPILEPSY CENTER EXPANDS TO NORTH AUSTIN

Dell Children’s Medical Center North hospital campus

On Nov. 14, 2022, the Dell Children’s Comprehensive Pediatric Epilepsy
Center opened a second clinic in the medical office building on the campus of the new
Dell Children’s Medical Center North hospital in North Austin. The new clinic provides
neurology and neurosurgery consultations, neuropsychology evaluations, and EEG
studies. Services will continue to expand throughout the year to accommodate the
growing need for pediatric epilepsy care throughout Austin and Central Texas.

ELECTED AND SELECTED

Edmond Named President-Elect of the American Academy of
Ophthalmology

Jane C. Edmond, MD, was recently named president-
elect of the American Academy of Ophthalmology and will
serve as AAO President in 2024. Edmond hopes to
leverage her role as President to address the increasing
staffing and physician shortages and to advocate for
expanding access to ophthalmologic care locally and
nationwide, in part by recruiting equity-driven residents to
the field. 

Edmond has practiced pediatric ophthalmology and neuro-
ophthalmology for 32 years. She is the director of the
Mitchel and Shannon Wong Eye Institute at Dell Medical
School, Chair of the Department of Ophthalmology, and a
past president of the American Association for Pediatric
Ophthalmology and Strabismus. She has served in many
leadership roles within the AAO, including Trustee-at-
Large from 2012 to 2017.

Costello Elected to Hispanic Neuropsychological Society
Board of Directors

Congratulations to Rosalia Costello, PsyD, who has been
elected to the Hispanic Neuropsychological Society Board
of Directors as a member at large. Costello recently joined
our Comprehensive Pediatric Epilepsy Center and is
actively involved in several neuropsychology organizations
with the aim of fostering equity and inclusion for patients,
students, and providers alike. Her research focuses on
health disparities and bilingual brain development in
pediatric populations.

Clarke Honored as Physician Humanitarian of the Year

Dave Clarke, MD, Chief of the Dell Children’s
Comprehensive Pediatric Epilepsy Center and Professor in
the Departments of Neurology and Pediatrics, received the
Travis County Medical Society’s 2022 Physician
Humanitarian Award in recognition of his continued work
toward reducing deficits in epilepsy care by promoting
inclusiveness and collaboration between centers in Texas
and several Caribbean Island countries.

Pavitt Participates in American Academy of Neurology
Leadership Forum

Sara Pavitt, MD, Chief of the Dell Children’s Pediatric
Headache Center, was selected as one of 30 American
Academy of Neurology members to participate in the 2022
Palatucci Advocacy Leadership Forum. The annual forum,
named in honor of AAN Board of Directors member
Donald M. Palatucci, MD, trains neurologists to become
advocacy leaders in their institutions and communities by
building skills in action planning, media relations, and
grassroots advocacy. “This transformative weekend taught
me how to find my voice and use it to advocate for my
patients and my profession,” said Pavitt. “It was a
springboard to forming connections with state
organizations and working on legislation to make change
that will improve my patients’ lives.”

Roach Receives Texas Neurological Society Award

E. Steve Roach, MD, recently received the 2023 Lifetime
Achievement Award from the Texas Neurological Society
at the organization’s annual winter meeting in Austin. He
was selected for his pioneering work on stroke in children,
his contributions to the study of tuberous sclerosis and
other genetic diseases, and his success as a medical
editor. Roach is Professor of Neurology at Dell Medical
School and Chief of UT Health Austin Pediatric
Neurosciences at Dell Children’s.

Hardy Recognized as a Top 10 Most Influential Doctor in
Central Texas

Duriel Hardy, MD, a pediatric neuroimmunologist and
Assistant Professor in the Department of Neurology, was
selected by the Austin Black Business Journal as one of
the top 10 Central Texas Most Influential Doctors of 2022.
The physicians are honored for achieving professional
excellence and paving the way for success for others.

Tourlas Receives Frontiers in Headache Research
Scholarship

Sara Pavitt, MD, Konstantinos Tourlas, MD,
Zoë Allen, RN, and Chelsea White, MSN, APRN, CPNP-PC,

at the Scottsdale Headache Symposium poster exhibit

Congratulations to pediatric neurosciences headache fellow Konstantinos Tourlas,
MD, who received the Frontiers in Headache Research Scholarship Award from the
American Headache Society at their 2022 annual meeting in Scottsdale, Arizona.
Tourlas, one of 11 award recipients, was recognized for a quality improvement project
implementing depression screening in the Dell Children’s Pediatric Headache Center.

Konstantinos Tourlas, MD, at the
Frontiers in Headache Research Scholarship awards ceremony

PEDIATRIC NEUROSCIENCES PROGRAM WELCOMES
SEVERAL NEW COLLEAGUES

UT Health Austin Pediatric Neurosciences at Dell Children’s has grown dramatically
since it was founded in 2019. The multidisciplinary program currently features 17 child
neurologists, 16 advanced practice providers, two pediatric neurosurgeons, two
pediatric physical medicine and rehabilitation specialists, eight pediatric
neuropsychologists, and a pediatric neuro-ophthalmologist. We recently welcomed
several new colleagues to the program.

Eman Rettig, PsyD, joins our program as an assistant
professor of neurology at Dell Medical School and a
pediatric neuropsychologist who specializes in pediatric
rehabilitation and traumatic brain injury. She comes to
Austin from Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical Center,
where she completed a fellowship in behavioral medicine
and clinical psychology with a concentration in pediatric
neuropsychology. Rettig earned her Master of Clinical
Psychology and Doctor of Psychology from Wright State
University School of Professional Psychology and
completed a pediatric neuropsychology internship at Dell
Children’s Medical Center. Her research interests include
acquired and traumatic brain injuries, epilepsy, health
literacy, and the efficacy of neuropsychological evaluations
and feedback. She is a member of the American Academy
of Clinical Neuropsychology, the International
Neuropsychological Society, and the American
Psychological Association.

Rosalia Costello, PsyD, joins our Comprehensive
Pediatric Epilepsy Center as an assistant professor of
neurology at Dell Medical School. Costello received both
her Master of Arts in Clinical Psychology and her Doctor of
Psychology in Clinical Psychology from Adler University.
She completed an internship in psychology at the
University of Minnesota Medical Center and a fellowship in
pediatric neuropsychology at Baylor College of
Medicine/Texas Children’s Hospital. Costello’s research
interests include cultural responsiveness and health
disparities among children with neurological disorders. She
serves on the board of the Hispanic Neuropsychological
Society and is a member of the American Academy of
Clinical Neuropsychology.

M. Omar Iqbal, MD, is an assistant professor of
neurosurgery at Dell Medical School and a pediatric
neurosurgeon with a special interest in pediatric spine and
epilepsy. Iqbal earned his medical degree from St.
George’s University School of Medicine and completed
neurosurgery residency training at Rutgers University and
Great Ormond Street Hospital in London, England. He
then completed a pediatric neurosurgery fellowship at
Children’s Hospital Los Angeles and a spine deformity
fellowship at Shriners Hospitals for Children in
Philadelphia. Iqbal’s research interests include developing
growth-modulating technologies and approaches that allow
surgeons to avoid fusion in a pre-pubescent spine. He is a
member of the American Association of Neurological
Surgeons, the Congress of Neurological Surgeons, and
the American College of Surgeons.

Saher Suleman, MD, is a board-certified pediatric
neurologist in our Comprehensive Pediatric Epilepsy
Center and an assistant professor in the Dell Medical
School Department of Neurology. Suleman earned her
medical degree from the Medical College of Georgia at
Augusta University, then completed training in general
pediatrics and child neurology at Phoenix Children’s
Hospital and a fellowship in pediatric epilepsy at the
Barrow Neurological Institute at Phoenix Children’s
Hospital. She is a member of the American Academy of
Neurology, the Child Neurology Society, and the American
Epilepsy Society.

Ashley Stanley-Copeland, MD, is a pediatric neurologist
who specializes in pediatric neuromuscular disorders and
an assistant professor in the Department of Neurology.
She received her medical degree from Louisiana State
University Health Sciences Center New Orleans and
completed her residency training in general pediatrics and
pediatric neurology at the University of Arkansas for
Medical Sciences. Stanley-Copeland completed a
fellowship in pediatric neuromuscular medicine at The
University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center and is
board certified in neurology with special qualification in
child neurology. Stanley-Copeland is a member of the
American Academy of Neurology and the American
Association of Neuromuscular and Electrodiagnostic
Medicine.

COLLEAGUES IN THE NEWS

Veda Featured in Multiple News Stories on SMA Gene
Therapy

Vettaikorumakankav “Veda” Vedanarayanan, MD, Chief
of the Pediatric Neuromuscular Disease Center, was
featured in recent CBS Austin and Austin American-
Statesman stories on spinal muscular atrophy gene
therapy administered to a baby at Dell Children’s. Read
the KEYE-TV CBS Austin story and the Austin American-
Statesman article.

Veda and E. Steve Roach, MD, were also featured in an
Austin American-Statesman story on now 5-year-old twins
with SMA who received gene therapy in a clinical trial just
before their first birthday. Read the full story.

Moodley Interviewed by CBS Austin on Autonomic Lab’s First
Patient

Manikum Moodley, MD, Chief of the Pediatric Multiple
Sclerosis Center, was featured in a KEYE-TV CBS Austin
story on Dell Children’s new Pediatric Autonomic Lab and
its first patient, a teenage girl who had been living with
fainting episodes for over a decade. Moodley confirmed a
POTS diagnosis after she completed a tilt table test in the
lab. Read the full article.

3D PRINTING TO AID NEUROSURGERY PLANNING

A 3D replica of a patient’s spine using 3D printing

Through the generosity of the Jedel Family Foundation, the neurosciences program is
implementing three-dimensional presurgical modeling using a Formlabs 3BL 3D printer
with Materialise Mimics software. This equipment allows us to create three-dimensional
models from a patient’s imaging studies that can facilitate surgical planning and serve
as a teaching tool for patients, family members, and learners. One patient to benefit
from 3D printing was a 17-year-old with Down syndrome who suddenly refused to
swallow. A cervical CT confirmed a severe C1 dislocation with C1-2 instability and
compression of the spinal cord. The 3D replica of the patient’s spine allowed for
development of a surgical plan that avoided narrowing of the spinal canal, and the
patient recovered completely after surgery.

A SECOND OPINION: EPILOGUE

Although arteritis, headache, and stroke are well-documented complications of SLE,
there are several concerns about this child’s referring diagnosis. Intermittent frontal
headaches associated with nausea and vomiting are characteristic of migraine, and
given its extremely high incidence, coincidental migraine seems more likely than
arteritis, which is relatively uncommon even among individuals with SLE. SLE-related
arteritis characteristically affects multiple small vessels, a very different pattern from
this child’s stenosis of the entire right internal carotid artery. These factors made SLE-
related arteritis highly unlikely.

A previously overlooked physical finding followed by a bit of detective work led to the
correct diagnosis. She had subtle right ptosis and meiosis, indicative of an
oculosympathetic paresis (Horner syndrome). Additionally, her right iris was lighter
colored than her left iris (Figure), dating the occurrence of the Horner syndrome to the
time of birth or soon thereafter. Early photographs confirmed the presence of ptosis
and meiosis at two days of age. Analysis of her recent imaging studies in light of the
long-standing Horner syndrome suggested a neonatal internal carotid artery dissection
with a distal ischemic infarction, unrelated to SLE.

Diagnosis
(1) Birth-related internal carotid artery dissection with secondary oculosympathetic
paresis (Horner syndrome) and perinatal stroke, (2) unrelated migraine, and (3)
coincidental systemic lupus erythematosus. Her headaches improved after starting
migraine therapy.

Additional Reading
Ditta LC, Edmond JC. Pediatric Neuro-ophthalmological Disorders. In: Roach ES, ed.
Pediatric Neurology: Clinical Assessment and Management. New York: Springer;
2021:11-25.

Figure: Child with a right oculosympathetic paresis (Horner syndrome). Note the right ptosis, meiosis,
and iris heterochromia.

Join Us for the Fourth Annual Practical Pediatric
Neuroscience Symposium

The fourth annual Practical Pediatric Neuroscience Symposium will be held on May
13, 2023, at Dell Children’s Medical Center with virtual access. The target audience is
general pediatric practitioners who care for children with a wide range of neurological
disorders. This free event will feature several interactive presentations by faculty
members of the Pediatric Neurosciences Program, with this year’s topics ranging from
neuro-ophthalmological disorders to spina bifida and neurogenetics. Each presentation
will provide specific techniques and evidence-based recommendations for diagnosis
and management. CME credits will be offered. Details on registration to come.
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To subscribe to The Neurotransmitter, email pedineurosciences@austin.utexas.edu.

Missed an issue? Access previous newsletters here.

UT Health Austin Pediatric Neurosciences at Dell Children’s is a clinical partnership between
Dell Children’s Medical Center and UT Health Austin, the clinical practice of

the Dell Medical School at The University of Texas at Austin.
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