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Patty Loew:

Hello and welcome to “In Wisconsin.” I'm Patty Loew.  This week, some call soaring autism rates in children an epidemic.  Find out what evidence leads this UW researcher and concerned mom to disagree.  Surf’s up at this Wisconsin beach. Discover how it went from being a polluted, unpopular destination a decade ago, to a nationally-recognized clean beach.  And sit back and enjoy some rare video of an endangered bird, a species put at an even greater risk due to a recent tragedy.  All that, plus a walk-through one of the beautiful natural areas in Wisconsin.  

Loew:

Diagnoses of autism in children have skyrocketed in recent years.  But UW autism researcher Dr.  Morton Gernsbacher says the high number doesn't necessarily translate into an epidemic.  Gernsbacher has devoted her life to language and cognitive research.  As Andy Soth reports, that while she has a professional stake in solving the autism puzzle, Gernsbacher also has a much higher personal stake.  

Andy Soth:

Meet Morton Gernsbacher.  While her unusual name may conjure up the image of a balding accountant, she looks every bit the energetic suburban mom.  

She became a mother with the birth of drew in 1996.  Like any new parent, she was taken with her child's abilities.  

Morton Gernsbacher:

We marveled at so many of the things that he could do.  By the end of his first year of life, it was clear that letters and numbers were very important to him.  By the end of his second year of life, it was clear that he understood what those numbers and letters meant.  

Soth:

Like any parent, she also worried about her son's development.  

Gernsbacher:

Somewhere, the marvel started being over laced with concern, was with regard to what felt like his language development.  

Soth:

It was perhaps ironic that drew would struggle with language because his mom, Morton Gernsbacher, is also Dr. Morton Gernsbacher, a leading researcher in language and cognition, who holds not one, but two endowed named chairs at UW-Madison.  She consulted a colleague about Drew's development.  

Gernsbacher:

She wrote back kind of a funny email message saying, “Morton, I've never known any language researcher who wasn't concerned about her child's language development.  Just relax.”  

Soth:

But Gernsbacher's concerns proved justified when, like growing numbers of children, Drew was diagnosed with autism.  

Gernsbacher:

Every parent deals with learning that their child isn't what he or she imagined he or she would be during pregnancy or the first year of life in a different way.  And I think it's extremely -- I was there, and I think it's extremely painful.  

Soth:

It's something that more and more parents are facing.  The recorded numbers of children diagnosed with autism have skyrocketed, causing some to label it an epidemic.  Because autism affects communication and social interaction, parents may worry that they won't connect with their children in the way they'd hoped.  

Gernsbacher:

Once you get through experiencing those emotions, it's time to start appreciating the child that you do have.  And the more you try to change this child that you do have into the child that you thought you were supposed to have, or the child that you envisioned, the more challenging it's going to be for everybody.  

Soth:

It's clear the child Gernsbacher does have is an exceptional child.  

Gernsbacher:

Drew is a child about whom we often say the only thing that's average is his height and his weight.  But he's an amazing child in that he is this extraordinary confluence of some of the most extremes.  

Soth:

Drew struggles to speak, but is a gifted writer.  

Gernsbacher, reading from computer:

The pain of jilted infatuation eases more rapidly than the disappointment of lost piscine bounty.  Piscine?  I don’t know that word, Drew.  I think it has to do with fish.  You wrote it.  

Soth:

He has developmental disabilities, but at age ten and a half, he's doing high school-level work.  And he has his passions.  Like his very interactive collection of Muppet memorabilia.  Their creator Jim Henson is a personal hero.  But it's not the only passion he's had.  At age four and a half, he was fascinated with asphalt.  

Gernsbacher:

The toy store wasn't nearly as fascinating as poking around in the parking lot at the asphalt.  There's you know, of course, all different types of asphalt.  And then there's that stuff that they used to patch, you know, the cracks in the asphalt.  One of the things I've always done is I've joined his interest, because that's what I think parenting is all about.  So, I Googled “research on asphalt.”  And sure enough, the first hit that came up was the University of Wisconsin Research on Asphalt Laboratory.  

Soth:

Gernsbacher sent an email to ask how to learn more.  

Gernsbacher:

The very next morning, first email message of the morning was a response saying, we would love to have you come visit us.  We are in our laboratory ten hours a day, seven days a week.  We're located here.  When can you come?  When can you come?  Later, I was thinking, you know, it's kind of interesting; when you have a four and a half year old who is obsessed by all things related to asphalt, you know, we call it autistic obsession.  But when you have a 35-year-old, we call it getting tenure at the University of Wisconsin.  

Soth:

That's the kind of passion that Gernsbacher can relate to.  

Gernsbacher:

You don't get to be a professor with, you know, two named professorships unless you understand obsession.  

Soth:

And she's added autism to her portfolio of research projects, co-heading a project to diagnose early and track language development over time.  

Gernsbacher:

As part of this large scale study, we provide free diagnosis for children who are between the ages of 24 to 36 months.  

Soth:

But her other autism research has been more controversial.  She disputes the idea that there's an epidemic of autism.  

Gernsbacher:

Epidemics are interpreted as being things that we don't know the origin of.  

Soth:

Gernsbacher says the main reason for more diagnoses of autism has to do with how it's diagnosed.  The criteria have changed, as seen in these manuals from 1980 and the updated 1994 edition.  

Gernsbacher:

If we just sat down with the current-day diagnostic criteria and we compared them with the previous diagnostic criteria, we'd walk away saying they’ve changed dramatically.  

Soth:

The change has broadened the definition of who is judged autistic.  According to the 1980 version, autistics have “A pervasive lack of responsiveness to other people.”  

Gernsbacher:

I think it would be rare for me to say that any of the ones who I know have a pervasive lack of responsiveness to other people.  They would not meet that criteria.  

Soth:

The 1994 edition softened the criteria to, “A lack of spontaneous speaking to share... achievements with other people.”  

Gernsbacher:

Another criteria was gross abnormalities in language.  And while my son represents an extreme point on the continuum, in terms of his intense struggle with spoken language, most autistic children do acquire spoken language.  

Soth:

The current criteria changes that to “difficult sustaining a conversation,” something Gernsbacher jokes covers half her colleagues.  With a wider criteria, it makes sense many more would receive the diagnosis.  

Gernsbacher:

When we think about these growing numbers, there is that sense that, oh, my gosh, there must be something in the water.  There must be some epidemic.  There must be some unknown factor.  

Soth:

But Gernsbacher emphasizes that these new criteria are not leading to incorrect diagnoses.  

Gernsbacher:

We’ve purposely broadened these diagnostic criteria in order to identify individuals who we probably weren't doing a very good job of meeting their needs in the past.  And I'm all about that.  I think it's almost a travesty that we weren't meeting the needs of many individuals who probably needed support, understanding and a different perspective.  

Soth:

The kind of perspective Morton Gernsbacher gets every day from her son Drew.  

Gernsbacher:

I love you too.  

Gernsbacher:

My most glorious moments have been when I say, wow, you know, this is not at all what I was expecting, but what a ride.  This is going to be great.  

Loew:

As Andy mentioned, Dr. Gernsbacher heads an autism research project that involves assessing toddlers.  The goal is to track language development and develop an early diagnosis.  You can go to our Web site at www.wpt.org/inwisconsin to learn more about that ongoing project.  

Loew:

After another week of below zero temperatures, icy roads and swirling snow, a day at a warm, sandy beach probably sounds pretty good right now.  Well, we're here to satisfy your snowbird desires, and to transport you to one of the best beaches in the country.  It's right here in Wisconsin.  But as reporter Frederica Freyberg explains, the exact location might surprise you.  

Frederica Freyberg:

When you think of Racine, you often think of smokestacks, industry, and not perhaps its most enduring resource, the Lake Michigan waterfront.  But for decades, the beach here was neglected and ignored.  

Man:

More major drug busts took place here than any place else.  There was homeless people living in the trees in the woods around here.  

Freyberg:

Besides that, who would want to go near the water?  

Julie Kinzelman:

There was a perception that the beach was bad.  It wasn't a good family place.  The water was dirty.  You'd get sick if you went in there.  

Freyberg:

But then something happened.  

Dave White:

I just got mad.  

Freyberg:

Racine native Dave White got mad about not being able to swim in the lake.  He then tapped into community anger to form a group called "Keep Our Beaches Open."  That was ten years ago.  In those days, health advisories for high levels of E-coli would force beach warnings and closures for more than 60 days out of every summer swimming season.  The group's education efforts included marking every storm drain in the city with signs saying "No Dumping, Drains to Lake." Connections about the sources of contamination were starting to be made.  

Richard Jones:

The contaminants off of yards and roofs do wash into the rivers and the lake.  

Freyberg:

So, Racine's Department of Public Works spent nearly $1 million building a new storm water drainage system, a system that includes a series of nine basins.  In the basins, sediments settle out of the water along with bacteria.  The water then evaporates without flushing to the lake.  

Jones:

From the testing that's been occurring, the discharge from the out poles are much cleaner than what the original design had from the 1970s.  

Freyberg:

One source of beach-closing water contamination solved.  But the biggest source of lake contamination is on the wing.  Seagulls.  That problem is not easily solved.  

Kinzelman:

If we could get rid of the gulls, that would be great.  They're nationally protected migratory birds.  We can't just get rid of the gulls.  But if you can reduce the impact of what they leave behind, that's another way of getting at the same problem.  

Freyberg:

Racine Public Health Department scientist Julie Kinzleman.  She literally wrote the book of reducing the impact of what seagulls leave behind.  In 2005, she wrote her PhD thesis on water quality remediation for the protection of public health.  She used the Racine beach as her research site.  

Kinzelman:

We found that if there's high waves, like greater than a foot and they wash over beach sands, they can act as a mechanism of transport, taking E-coli from the sand, which is likely from the seagulls, into the surface water.  

Freyberg:

And so, Kinzleman focused on the sand, coming up with a new way to groom the beach.  The new grooming method rakes the sand, leaving furrows.  The old method compacted the sand, leaving a wet blanket of E-coli to wash into the water.  Now, the sand dries out, allowing the sun to penetrate it, killing the E-coli.  The city grooms the beach five days a week, eight hours a day.  

Kinzelman:

The other thing is to put a lot of waste cans out for people, try to encourage people to throw away their trash, because seagulls are scavengers.  They're attracted to food left on the beach.  

Freyberg:

The city Health Department tests the water off the beach every day.  The results speak for themselves.  

Kinzelman:

The beach as of today, has had zero water quality advisories for 2006, which is really good.  

Freyberg:

In all, Racine's beach had just one beach closure because of high levels of E-coli for the entire summer of 2006.  It's a to-die-for number for any beach.  

Gary Becker:

Come on down and visit us.  I mean, I would argue it's probably the nicest beach in Wisconsin and we take great care of it.  We'd love to have you come on down.  

Freyberg:

Much to the mayor of Racine's delight, north beach is now attracting a lot of new visitors.  

Man:

It's a clean sand and the water seems to be nice.  

Freyberg:

All most people know is that the sand is clean, the water is nice and the beach is well-tended.  What most people don't know is that this is a so-called Blue Wave Beach.  

Bonnie Prochaska:

It gives us a stamp of approval, like a Good Housekeeping Stamp of Approval for our beach.  And it's very unique, because in the Great Lakes we're one of two beaches on all of the Great Lakes that have this designation.  

Freyberg:

One of only two in the Great Lakes and the only one in Wisconsin.  But to become a Blue Wave Beach as designated by the national environmental group Clean Beaches Council, it's more than clean water.  A beach also has to have facilities and services, lifeguards and first aid.  It must be clean and safe, a place that attracts people to the shore.  

Paul Curtin:

Hi.  How you doing, buddy?  

Freyberg:

Racine businessman Paul Curtin is a major reason more people are coming to the beach.  He turned the abandoned beach bathhouse into the North Beach Oasis, a concession stand and outdoor music venue.  Its cheerful paint job and tables invite crowds.  

Curtin:

It's about people being able to come down to the beach, like they do in Florida or California.  The kids can have an ice cream and the parents can enjoy a beer.  

Freyberg:

Racine's North Beach is building on its success.  Volunteers erected a huge beach-front playground.  And the city built a bike path along the lake.  

Curtin:

This is one of the nicest natural resources that the city of Racine has to offer.  And we've got it back.  And the people are using it.  And it just keeps growing.  

Freyberg:

More people using the beach brings water quality remediation efforts full circle, because the best gull-buster is a crowd.  Seagulls don't like people and will stay away.  Fewer gulls means less E-coli and a cleaner beach.  

White:

Because so many kids who live close to the beach in these neighborhoods are never going to go to the Dells or have a cabin up north.  Here's a great source of recreation that was cut off to them for many years.  And now that’s available again.  

Boy:

There’s much more people coming since the water is not polluted a lot now.  They take care of the water much better and stuff.  And I'm starting to like it.  

Freyberg:

What do you guys to the people who worked so hard to make this a great place?    

Children:

They did a great job.  Thank you.  Thank you so much.  Thank you, we got our beach back now.  

Loew:

And it does indeed appear that Racine has taken its beach back.  The city's health department tells us the combined 2005 and 2006 summer seasons marked the first time ever that North Beach posted fewer than ten water advisories in back-to-back years.  

Loew:

Late last week, tornados swept through central Florida, leaving friends and family to mourn the death of loved ones, and to try to rebuild lives.  A day after the storms, another sad discovery was made.  A flock of endangered whooping cranes, which had migrated from Wisconsin to Florida for the winter, was also killed.  Seventeen of the cranes were lost, trapped in a netted enclosure that was designed to protect them.  This news comes as a blow to those who have been trying to rebuild the crane population.  As the people from Operation Migration said, “The news just took us to our knees.”  The whooping crane preservation effort will go on and we thought we'd share a moment we first brought you last fall that highlighted a happier time in the crane recovery work.  It was a milestone event, the first time in more than 100 years that cranes had given birth in the wild.  Wisconsin's Poet Laureate Denise Sweet created a visual poem with Wisconsin Public Television videographer Frank Boll to commemorate the event.  You can see the birds that some have dubbed the royal family in this rare footage.  Mom and dad are completely white.  The babies have the brown coloring.  Another hopeful note.  We're told that the royal family seemed to have survived the Florida storm.  

Denise Sweet:

Somewhere between nowhere and shadow

You held still and quiet; a quick slip and

You would totter over the edge of 

The world, taking with you ancient

songs of love, of devotion, of longevity, 

songs that celebrated the simple elegance

of living in balance.

So many whimpered in your absence:

The throat singers tried in vain to

call you back, other winged creatures

felt lost and cut off from the harmonious

crane-song that once trumpeted 

across the marshlands

It was in our ignorance we fell silent,

Helpless anxious to be of use; 

we began to think of bogs and swamps

As eerie, ugly and useless.

We drained those windigo wetlands, paved 

Them over with asphalt or planted crops

that floundered or refused to take root

Believe us, aashigsug,we tried to fill 

and give function to the emptied camps 

of the Whooping Crane. Or were we

fumbling to fill that empty nest 

in our hearts shaped by your absence?

We are told by the Old Ones

That it is inborn in all beings alive 

To return to the place of its beginning, 

To rise and sweep with what strength 

Is left and begin that wondrous trek 

Towards home, no matter the distance

No matter how difficult the passage.

And so it is Aashigsug. 

Shy, secretive

And cryptic in coloration, 

You appeared one day

In the bright mist you appeared.

As in your own emergence account,
You stood before us, waiting for us

To send out a simple prayer, 

To properly greet you by simply standing still

You stood before us

Elegant, erect and majestic in form.

You stood before us, a hooded shaman

From the farthest sky, a stellar space

Out of range of the naked eye.

Through the bulrushes and overgrowth

Of slender reeds, your mate steps forward

And with a slight, but mutual bow

And brief address, you wander together, 

Winding through the wet meadows, 

Springing unto a sandbar

And then suddenly a flawless lift into flight 

Punctuating the sky with prehistoric angles 

Some have never seen.

It has been 100 seasons 

Since you have presented a clutch of chicks, 

Treasures of the Necedah

Some indispensable guiding spirit 

Came into the hearts

of humankind and coaxed you out of the shadows. 

This joyous birth

Is a ripple away from the impossible.

While you nudge your brood 

Into thicker, safer confines, 

We sang songs once again 

Worshipping the ground 

You walk on--

And all the animals came dancing.

Loew:

And that's our program for this week.  Next Thursday, we'll have reports on the reasons for the ever-growing backlog of work at the State Crime Lab.  And what some people without health insurance are resorting to in order to pay the doctor bills.  

Both issues, health insurance and the crime lab, are expected to be addressed by Governor Jim Doyle next Tuesday in the State Budget Address.  You can watch the address live here on Wisconsin Public Television, February 13 at 7:00 p.m.  You can also watch live streaming of the address on our station's Web site.  The address is wpt.org.  

We leave you now with a walk-through the Frog Lake and Pine State Natural Area in Iron County.  For "in Wisconsin," I'm Patty Loew.  See you next time.  
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