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Ever since Dr Peter Soba was a kid, he

wanted to be a scientist. Originally, he

was fascinated by nature documentaries

until he realized he had to be on

stakeouts for weeks, which he felt was

quite boring. Dr Soba turned to studying

chemistry to understand the elements of

live, again learning that what he was

really interested in was the nature of

living beings, not test tube reactions.

Thus, he finally turned to biology, where

he found his calling in trying to

understand nervous system function and

dysfunction. Originally studying the

molecules underlying Alzheimer’s

disease during his PhD, Dr Soba then

discovered his fascination for neuronal

network development and function. For

the questions that drive him, the

Drosophila model provides an exciting

playground that allows dissecting the

inner workings of a brain from the

molecular to the behavioral level.

How the nervous system develops and maintains its

function is a fundamental biological question. In particular,

the sensory systems of animals including our own develop

very early in life and remain functional throughout, even

while we are still growing. How incoming sensory

information is properly processed in a growing organism

with a still developing nervous system is not well

understood, yet highly relevant for understanding

neurodevelopmental disorders.

The work in my lab is focused on the somatosensory

system of the fruit fly Drosophila melanogaster, where we

have identified neuronal network mechanisms required to

encode escape responses towards different noxious

stimuli. I will give an overview of the recent efforts in my lab

to understand how these neuronal circuits function and

allow robust generation of appropriate behaviors.

Moreover, I will present our recent work of how conserved

molecular signals relevant for Autism Spectrum Disorders

control the integrity of these functional circuits during

development. I will highlight the relevance of our findings

for human disorders, which exemplifies how this simple

model system enables us to shed light on conserved

mechanisms of nervous system development and function.
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