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This year we were delighted to host two Public Lectures, 
delivered by Dr Joni Holmes and Dr Willl Mandy—experts 
in  the field of developmental psy-
chology research. These events had 
a fantastic turnout of 180 attendees 
from teachers, to educational psy-
chologists, clinical psychologists, 
researchers, students and parents.  
It is great to have  such a diverse 
audience come together to learn 
about current findings in the area. 
In June, Dr Joni Holmes delivered a 
fascinating and inspiring talk which 
made us think about how we ap-
proach research  with children who 
may struggle in the classroom. Dr 
Holmes is Head of the Centre for 
Attention Learning and Memory (CALM) at the University 
of Cambridge.  

In December, Dr Will Mandy delivered a thought-provoking 
talk on a key topic in   Autism research “The Hidden Face of 

Autism: Understanding the Charac-
teristics and Needs of Autistic Girls 
and Women”.  Dr Mandy is a clinical 
psychologist and senior lecturer at 
University College London and his 
research focuses on improving the 
identification and care of females on 
the autism spectrum. Dr Mandy did 
some important myth-busting and 
spoke about moving to a 21st centu-
ry view of Autism. 

A huge thank you to everyone who 
has supported and attended our 
public lectures. We hope you found 

these talks useful. Stay tuned for news about our 2020 
Public Lecture! 
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TOM JOINS CDD! 
UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH ASSISTANT 
 

Hi, I’m Tom, a second year psychology undergradu-
ate and part of the research assistant 
scheme. I’m currently working to support 
Emine Gürbüz on her PhD, supervised by 
Mary Hanley. Her work examines social 
motivation in adults with ASD. I’m helping 
Emine to recruit participants to fill out an 
online questionnaire about their social 
motivations and experiences, and also to 
code these qualitative responses for the-

matic analysis.  

Being part of this scheme is a great opportunity, for 
a number of reasons. Firstly, the research is valua-
ble, as it questions current assumptions about ASD. 
Secondly, it’s brilliant to help relieve some of 
Emine’s workload pressure, even a little bit. Finally, 
it’s useful for me as a second year because not only 
does it give me ‘real-world’ research experience, 
but has also helped me to focus on my dissertation 
topic, and have a better understanding of how I 
might go about it.  

I was also invited to help with a departmental talk, 
and to sit in with team meetings, so I’ve met some 
brilliant people, learned about their research, and 
really started to feel like I belong in the depart-
ment. I cannot recommend a second-year RA place-
ment highly enough.  

Converging evidence suggests 
that Autistic Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) may be under-recognised 
in females with an IQ in the nor-
mal range (previously Asperger’s 
Syndrome).  

The male-to-female ratio in ASD 
is highly variable, ranging from 
around 7:1 in samples with an 
existing ASD diagnosis, to around 
3:1 in community samples. Girls 
are typically referred for assess-
ment later than boys and with-
out accompanying emotional / 
behavioural difficulties, are less 
likely to receive a diagnosis than 
boys with similar levels of autis-
tic symptoms.   

The Female Camouflaging Hy-
pothesis, where females mask or 
compensate autistic symptoms, 
has been suggested as one factor 
in the under-recognition of ASD 
in females.  

This project aims to use a multi-
methods approach to investigate 
how recognition of ASD in cogni-
tively able girls might be im-
proved, prior to referral for as-
sessment and during assessment 
itself. Two studies investigating 
teachers’ perceptions of sex 
differences of ASD in the class-
room will be underway in the 
New Year.  

Investigating autism in cognitively 

able females 

Meet Ellie! 

Ellie joined CDD as a PhD stu-
dent in May 2019 and will 
be leading this exciting 
research over the next few 
years. 

Ellie’s highlight of the 
year: Dr Will Mandy’s 
lecture! Dr Mandy’s 
work into autism in 
girls and women is a 
major inspiration for 
my PhD 

Two Inspiring Public Lectures in 2019 

https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=1068759038&ref=br_rs
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Neurodiversity in the classroom!Autistic people often feel alienated from the world, but find they can interact 
successfully with other autistic people, Little research has been done into autistic-autistic interactions, and how they differ 
from neurotypical-neuroptypical, or autistic-neurotypical interactions. Harriett Axbey’s project aims to investigate these 
similarities and differences, and what they might mean for helping all children in the classroom better understand each other 
and enjoy their school experience. Harriett is also interested in how different people perceive said interactions based on their 
diagnostic status. The research will involve both open and closed diffusion as a method of observing the methods, and 
effectiveness, of social transmission. For more information, please email harriet.a.axbey@durham.ac.uk or follow @axbey 

Emine reflects on 
first international 
conference! 
This year in May, I had the chance to attend 
my first international conference, Interna-
tional Society for Autism Research 
(INSAR), in Montreal, Canada. INSAR is the 
biggest international conference for autism 
research, with more than 3000 autism re-
searchers all around the world, and there-
fore, the best place to present your research 
and meet very well known autism research-
ers.  

I presented a poster on my experiment 
about behavioural and psychophysiological 
responses to social judgements in young 
adults with autism and received interest 
from many researchers and clinicians 
whom I am currently in touch with. I met 
one of our collaborators, Prof Mikle South 
and my previous supervisor, Dr Tim Zier-
mans, in INSAR and we had very interesting 
discussions about my current studies and 

possible future collaborations. I also met Dr 
Steven Kapp who is an advocate and autism 
researcher, and we discussed organizing a 
panel with autistic people/researchers for 
the next INSAR in 2020.  

Anyone who is interested in presenting their 
research and meet the stars of autism re-
search should attend INSAR at least once 
during their studies and be part of this 
unique experience!  

CDD NEWS... 
WELCOME!   

Alongside Ellie and Tom, we also have 
another 4 excellent MSc students 
working with us this academic year 
for their dissertations.  

 

CONGRATULATIONS! 

Huge congratulations to 
the soon-to-be DR Emily 
McDougal who success-
fully defended her thesis 
on attention and learn-
ing in Autism. Emily is 
now a post-doctoral researcher at 
Edinburgh University. We wish her 
every success!  

Well done to Harriet 
Axbey  for   proving a 
fantastic contribution 
to  Dr Sue Fletcher-
Watson and Professor 
Francessca Happe’s 
book: Autism A New 
Introduction to Psy-
chological Theory and 
Current Debate 

In September, Debbie was elected as 
Chair Elect of the Developmental Psy-
chology Section of the British Psychol-
ogy Society. Debbie will start as Chair 
of the section in September 2020!  

 

CONFERENCES 

We had another busy summer attend-
ing a number of excellent national 
and international conferences for 
research on developmental disabili-
ties.  

Emine Gurbuz and Ellen Ridley pre-
sented recent research findings at the 
International Society for Autism Re-
search  conference in Canada and at 
Autism Europe in Nice, France. 

In June, many CDD lab members 
attended the Neurodevelopmental 
Disorders Annual Seminar at the Uni-
versity of Surrey. 

Debbie Riby gave a talk at the BPS 
Developmental Psychology  

In September, we hosted a meeting of 
approx. 40 Williams Syndrome re-
searchers, in collaboration with the 
Williams Syndrome Foundation, UK 
(WSF). The meeting was a great op-
portunity to hear about new research 
projects and progress within the field 
of cognition, behaviour, and educa-
tion associated with WS. Alongside 
research, we heard  the views of par-
ents of children with WS in terms of 
impact and relevance to the real 
world experiences of families and 
individuals with WS.  

SENSORY DIFFERENCES IN THE 
CLASSROOM 

Over the last few months we have been asking junior 
scientists across the North East and Merseyside to 
take part in a study that aims to understand how 
sensory processing differences and classroom design 

impacts concentration and 
learning.  

By February we will have 
worked with 60 autistic and 
neurotypical children and will 
feed findings to schools and 
local authorities in 2020. Thank 
you to all schools, families and 
children who have taken part! 
Over the summer, I attended a 
conference in Guilford to 

present our work on autistic female’s sensory 
experiences at school and also our work on academic 
achievement and sensory differences.   

 

 

SUPPORTING WILLIAMS 
SYNDROME FAMILIES  

Mary has been working with 
Bundesverband Williams 
Beuren Syndrome (German 
WS Association) to  translate 
and distribute our Williams 
syndrome anxiety booklets to 
over 600 families in Germany. 
We are now analysing feed-
back from parents and teach-
ers to ensure these booklets 
are a useful resource. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In October, Debbie gave a talk 
to families from Serbia, Croa-
tia, and Bosnia at a meeting of 
the Federation of Williams 

Syndrome (FEWS) charities 
in Novi Sad. Debbie talked 
about anxiety in WS: recog-
nising anxiety triggers, 
supporting anxiety needs 
and the everyday impact 
of anxiety. 

 

Understanding Friendships in 
Williams Syndrome 
In November, Ellen invited a small group of young 
adults with Williams syndrome to reflect on their 
experiences of anxiety and friendships. The adults 
took part in activity-based discussion and mini 
individual interviews on social experiences.  

The adults voiced that they 
particularly enjoyed the 
opportunity to express their 
feelings and experiences 
alongside each other. We are 
thankful to the adults who took 
part, and their family members, for 


