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Presentation 
 

Autism is diagnosed based on behaviors that typically emerge in the second 
year of life or later. However, the biological mechanisms underlying autism 
begin much sooner. Indeed, most genes implicated in autism are expressed 
prenatally, primarily involving basic neuronal processes that ultimately affect 
the development of neural networks. In this talk, Dapretto will present her 
findings in infants at elevated likelihood of developing autism that begin 
to bridge the gap in our knowledge of how alterations in very early brain 
development eventually cascade into the complex social-communicative 
characteristics of autism. This work supports a conceptual framework whereby 
the social impairments that characterize the autism phenotype may result from 
earlier sensorimotor atypicalities that disrupt early attentional biases toward 
social stimuli, resulting in altered experience-dependent development and the 
emergence of overt autism symptomatology. Dapretto will argue 
that neuroimaging studies in young infants at high likelihood of developing 
autism may ultimately pave the way for earlier, more effective interventions. 
 

 
About the Speaker 

 

 
Mirella Dapretto is a professor at Semel Institute for Neuroscience and Human 
Behavior, in the Department of Psychiatry and Biobehavioral Sciences at the 
UCLA David Geffen School of Medicine. Dapretto received her Ph.D. in 
Developmental Psychology, with specialization in Behavioral Neuroscience, 
and later acquired extensive expertise in neuroimaging methods as a 
postdoctoral fellow before joining the UCLA faculty in 1999. For over 20 years, 
Dapretto has conducted cutting-edge research elucidating the neural basis of 
core deficits in autism. Her research has been supported by numerous awards 
from private foundations and the National Institute of Health (NIH). Since 2007, 
Dapretto has led the imaging projects of the UCLA Autism Center of 
Excellence (ACE), including ongoing projects in infants at increased likelihood 
for autism. Her current autism research is also supported by a large-scale multi-
site ACE Network, as well as by another NIH-funded study seeking to parse 
the significant heterogeneity observed across autistic individuals in order to 
support more personalized and targeted interventions. 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

February 8, 2023  |  4:30 – 6 p.m. 

 
Event information 
 

Distinguished Lecturer Series talks 
begin at 4:30 p.m. 

All lectures are free and open to the 
public. No reservations are needed. 

Seating is available on a first come, 
first-served basis. These 
presentations are intended for both 
professionals and community 
members. 

Lectures will be livestreamed on 
Facebook and will be available for 
viewing on the MIND Institute 
YouTube channel. 

UC Davis MIND Institute 
2825 50th Street 
Sacramento, CA 95817 

Masks highly encouraged for in-person 
attendance. 


