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Earlier this year, Professor Debbie Riby 

and Dr Mary Hanley had the pleasure 

of going to Mount Pleasant Primary 

School in Darlington to deliver a 

workshop to 30 staff on Autism. The 

aim of the session was to provide an 

overview of our current understanding 

of Autism and to highlight key issues 

from the scientific evidence. The 

other important aim was to give staff 

the opportunity to think about and 

discuss approaches to supporting 

children with autism in their school.  

 

The workshop lasted nearly 2 hours 

and much of it was driven by the 

enthusiastic interest and questions 

from staff. Issues discussed included 

the profile of strengths and difficulties 

associated with autism, in particular, 

social-communication, sensory 

issues, anxiety and repetitive 

behaviour. We also discussed some 

of the work of CDD on attention and 

learning in the classroom for children 

with Autism (including the research of 

our PhD researchers Emily McDougal 

and Liz Jones).  

The feedback from the staff was 

exceptionally positive. We were  

particularly pleased that despite the 

vast expertise among the staff, 

everyone reported having learned 

something new. Staff also appreciated 

the time and space to come together 

to discuss supporting children with 

autism in their school. 

SENSORY EXPERIENCES AND 

CLASSROOM ACHIEVEMENT 

For the first study of Liz Jones’ PhD, parents, 

teachers and autistic adults participated in an 

online questionnaire that explored 

understanding of sensory processing, type 

of sensory experiences encountered at 

school, impact on learning, and the factors 

that facilitate or inhibit positive sensory 

experiences in the classroom.  

Despite considerable variability in the 

experiences perceived as enjoyable/

distressing, on the whole parents and 

teachers reported that sensory experiences 

at school were frequently negative. These 

sensory differences affected learning, by 

causing distraction, distress, anxiety, and 

withdrawal.  Factors including predictability 

of sensory input, school resources, and staff 

knowledge minimised sensory disruption.  

We aim to build on these findings to inform 

teacher training and develop programmes 

to enhance learning for pupils with different 

sensory needs. The next phase of this project 

will investigate the relationship between 

patterns of sensory processing, classroom 

behaviour and academic achievement. We 

are working with schools across the North 

East and Merseyside and aim to have 

preliminary findings by early 2019.  

ATTENTION AND LEARNING 

Emily McDougal has recently finished collecting data for her eye-tracking study 

that investigates attention and learning! Children watched short video lessons 

while their eye movements were recorded, after which they were asked 

questions about the lesson content, to evaluate how much they had learned. 

Children also completed a computerised attention task to assess their attention 

skills.  

We are interested to know whether where a child looks during the video has 

an impact on how much they learn from the lesson, and whether their 

attention skills play a role in this relationship.  

We worked with over 60 children in 

total, both autistic and typically 

developing, from across the North East. 

A huge THANK YOU to all the children 

who took part, and to the schools and 

families for their support; eye-tracking 

research can be highly challenging and 

would not be possible without the 

support of schools and families.  

We are currently analysing the data, to find out what impact attention has on 

learning, and are looking forward to sharing our findings soon. 
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CDD NEWS... 
WELCOME!   

 

In June 2018, we 
welcomed Dr Sarah 
Thompson as a 
research associate 
on our NIHR-funded 
autism intervention targeting 
the most challenging restrictive 
and repetitive behaviours. This 
project is a large multi-site 
randomised controlled trial 
study with Newcastle and 
Edinburgh Universities. We are 
really pleased that Sarah will be 
working on this project with us 
as she has excellent research 
skills, having completed her PhD 
in the Wales Autism Research 
Centre.  

 

Having recently completed her 
MA Research Methods in Dev 
Psychology with us here at 

Durham, we 
are thrilled 
to welcome 
Ellen Ridley 
back as a 
PhD 

student. Ellen’s PhD will utilise a 
multi-methods approach to 
explore the pathways to social 
vulnerability in Autism and 
Williams syndrome. Ellen is 
funded by a prestigious Baily 
Thomas Doctoral Fellowship and 
will collaborate with the 
Williams Syndrome Foundation 
over the 3 years of her PhD. 

 

We also welcome Dr Jo Arciuli 
(Associate Professor; University 
of Sydney, Australia) to Durham 
on a Visiting IAS Research 
Fellow. Dr Arciuli will be visiting 
from October-December 2018 
to conduct new collaborative 
research with us on sleep and 
implicit learning in children with 
Autism and those with Williams 
syndrome. We very much look 
forward to working with Dr 
Arciuli! 

 

 

 

 

CONFERENCES 

We had a busy summer 
attending a number of excellent 
conferences for research on 
developmental disabilities. In 
June, CDD lab members  
attended the 
Neurodevelopmental Disorders 
Annual Seminar at Coventry 
University.  

Emily McDougal (PhD student) 
attended the International 
Society for Autism Research 
conference (the largest Autism 
conference in the world) where 
she presented work on 
attention in the classroom and 
links to academic achievement 
for autistic primary school 
pupils. Well done Emily! 

 

 

 

 

CONGRATULATIONS! 

Huge congratulations to MJ 
Derges, now officially MSc(Res) 
for his thesis on the own-race 
effect in face perception in 
Autism, supervised by Dr Mary 
Hanley. 

Well done to Emine Gurbuz on 
her first PhD paper published in 
the Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders: 
‘University Students with 
Autism: Social and Academic 
Experiences of University in the 
UK’. This timely, open access 
paper has been downloaded 
over 570 times in the first 
month of its’ publication! 

9  MSc students conducted 
research with us this year and 
submitted their dissertation in 
September 2018. For the 
coming academic year we 
welcome another 4 excellent 
MSc students.  

EVENTS 

Public lecture: Dr Jo Arciuli, 
6th December 2018, 17:30-
18:30, Sheraton Park, Ustinov 
College. What is statistical 
learning and how does it relate 
to language acquisition in 
typically developing children and 
those with developmental 
disabilities?  

RESPONSE TO SOCIAL JUDGEMENTS 

Emine Gurbuz recently published a study focusing on the 

social and academic experiences of University students 

with and without autism. To follow up on some of the 

social experiences that were reported, Emine is now  

investigating behavioural and psychophysiological 

responses to social judgements in adults with and 

without autism. Preliminary findings suggest that autistic 

individuals display different psychophysiological 

responses to being judged by others, compared to non-

autistic individuals. The autistic adults also reported 

higher anxiety and depression, and these mental health 

issues were  associated with the expectation that they 

would be rejected with others (in the social judgement 

task). In the next study of her PhD, Emine will be looking 

at different social motivation profiles and friendship 

experiences  for adults with and without autism using 

both quantitative and qualitative methodologies. 

READING DISABILITY/DYSLEXIA 

CONFERENCE 

Two recent two day conferences have been held at 

Durham University for educational psychologists and 

specialist teachers on the topic of reading disability / 

dyslexia. Their particular focus was on using scientific 

understandings to inform appropriate forms of 

assessment and intervention, and the development of 

policies to ensure that children’s educational needs are 

adequately met.  

On the opening day of each conference, Professor Julian 

Elliott updated delegates on the recent scientific 

literature on reading disability/dyslexia across the field of 

genetics, neuroscience, cognitive and education 

psychology, education and social policy. He highlighted 

a number of misunderstandings in each of these fields in 

relation to clinical and educational intervention with 

struggling readers. On the second day, Julian spoke about 

recent developments in the United States and the 

disconnect between these and best educational practice 

as currently understood.  

Several local authority educational psychologists offered 

accounts of their teams’ work in developing effective 

policies. The ubiquitous tensions between media 

parental desires for their children, and the difficulty of 

ensuring that resources were made available to all 

children who required help, were a common theme in 

these presentations. The difficulties of navigating SEN 

Tribunals, and the often unhelpful effects of their 

outcomes upon local authority practice were also 

frequently addressed. 

Colleagues at these conferences agreed to continue to 

consult with and advise one another on the 

development of their policies and practices. Julian will 

be on the road next year speaking with local authority 

E.P Services across the country. 


