The Center for Genomic Science Innovation is excited to welcome Assistant
Professor Donna Werling as our newest member.
Dr. Werling arrived at UW-Madison in Fall
2019 as a faculty member in the Department
of Genetics and affiliate of the Waisman
Center. She has a long-standing interest in
the genomics of neurobiology. With a B.S. in
Psychology from Duke University, a Ph.D. in
Neuroscience from UCLA, and postdoctoral
work in the Psychiatry Department at UCSF,
Donna has already made major inroads to
studying the genomics of autism spectrum
disorder (ASD).
“I found myself amazed at how little was
understood about autism at the time and
was fascinated by the questions of how
and why the autistic brain functions the
way that it does, ” said Werling of her early
interest in the area. “I am fascinated by the
links between biology and the way that
humans think and behave.”
Werling’s past work was among the first to
analyze whole-genome sequences of
autism patients and the role that
noncoding variants – the genetic
differences that lie outside of genes –
contribute to the disorder. She was also a
lead researcher in the BrainVar project,
which linked genetic variants from wholegenome
sequencing
of
different
individuals to transcriptomic differences
across brain tissues, pointing to how the
expression of genes in the genome
contribute to brain development.

A major goal of Werling’s current research
program is to understand the biological risk factors
that contribute to ASD and other neuropsychiatric
conditions. Of particular interest is the role that
sex plays in autism spectrum disorder, since
males are 3-4 times more likely to be diagnosed
than females. “A major focus of my work is to
understand how sex-differential biology influences
the risk for, and presentation of, autism, “ adds
Werling.
Werling is a member of the Simons Foundation
Autism Research Initiative and the PsychENCODE consortium, whose goal is to catalog
and understand how non-coding sequences in the
human genome contribute to the molecular
pathology of psychiatric disorders.
Werling’s focus on genomics and genomic
interpretation is a perfect fit for the CGSI.
Welcome Donna!

