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DEVELOPMENTAL SCIENCE 

NEWSLETTER 

@DurhamDevelopmentalGroup  @Dur_DevPsy 

WE ARE LOOKING 

FOR VOLUNTEERS! 

We would not be able to conduct 

any of our research on 

development without the help of 

our wonderful volunteer families! 

Our research is conducted in child

-friendly research labs at the 

University Science Site, as well as 

in local schools. 

Trips to the Science Site can be 

as little as 30 minutes, and can be 

arranged at a time to suit you, 

including after school, weekends, 

and school holidays. Studies are 

always presented as fun games 

for children, and taking part gives 

your child hands-on experience 

with science! 

Registering your child as a 

volunteer is easy. You can simply 

fill in a short form at durham.ac.uk/

cdr, or email 

families@durham.ac.uk. We are 

always happy to answer any 

questions you may have. 

Thank you for your help! 

SUMMER 2019 

WELCOME 

Welcome to the Summer 2019 newsletter of the 

Developmental Science research group at the Durham 

University Department of Psychology. This is an update on 

some of our current research on child development. We are 

always very happy to hear from parents and schools who 

have questions or would like to be involved - get in touch!  

Prof Marko Nardini 

DEVELOPMENT OF EMPATHY IN EARLY 

CHILDHOOD 

Empathy, the ability to put 

ourselves in somebody 

else’s shoes, is an important 

part of what it means to be 

human. However, we know 

little about how this amazing 

capacity develops in early 

life. That is why Dr Zanna 

Clay (Associate Professor) 

and Diane Austry (PhD 

student) are studying how 

empathy develops in early 

childhood. 

For their project, the 

researchers are interested in 

how children experience 

emotions. They have been 

working with local Durham 

nurseries, including the 

Durham University Nursery, 

to study how children 

express and experience 

empathy. 

One way to do this is using a 

new contact-free method, 

known as thermal-imaging, 

to measure children’s facial 

temperatures when watching 

short empathy-eliciting video 

clips. The thermal-camera 

provides a heat-map of the 

face which indicates 

underlying emotional 

arousal. 

By investigating how children 

experience empathy, Zanna 

and Diane hope to extend 

our knowledge of how 

emotions are experienced 

and how these processes 

develop. 

Dr Zanna Clay & Diane Austry 

www.clipart.ema
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LEARNING NEW SENSES 

Prof Marko Nardini & Dr James Negen 

People perceive the world 

around them with a variety of 

senses, including vision, touch 

and hearing. Interestingly, our 

research on perceptual 

development shows that even 

seemingly-simple abilities such 

as correctly perceiving 3D 

layouts are learned and fine-

tuned over a long period in 

childhood. 

A current line of research in the 

lab is asking: since people 

learn to see in the usual ways, 

could they also learn new ways 

of seeing? Enhancing the 

human perceptual repertoire 

has many applications, 

especially for people with 

sensory impairments such as 

vision loss. 

 We know that many animals 

have senses we do not – some 

birds can sense magnetic 

north, and bats can “see” in the 

dark using sound echoes. In an 

initial study published last year, 

Prof Nardini’s group reported 

some promising abilities of 

people to learn to judge 

distance using sound and to 

combine this with their existing 

visual abilities to locate a target 

in virtual reality. This is work in 

collaboration with Dr Lore 

Thaler, also at the Durham 

Psychology department, an 

expert in this type of 

multisensory training. 

Prof Nardini’s group has now 

just started on a 5-year EUR 

2m project funded by the 

European Research Council to 

ask crucial further questions. 

Developments in technology 

and wearable devices make it 

increasingly easy to augment 

our eyes and ears with new 

sensors – but under which 

conditions can our brains learn 

to make sense of these? And 

can children, whose brains and 

perceptual systems are still 

developing, learn new skills 

like these better than adults? 

COMPENSATING FOR LIMB DIFFERENCES 

How does a child pack her 

school bag if she only has one 

hand? We are working on an 

exciting new project in 

collaboration with Reach, a 

charity supporting children born 

with an upper limb difference. 

Despite missing an upper limb 

these children show 

remarkable motor skills and 

functional capabilities 

successfully completing tasks 

most would take for granted, 

such as tying shoelaces. When 

faced with everyday challenges 

these children show 

extraordinary behaviours 

making use of their entire body 

to compensate for their missing 

limb.  

Our preliminary work this year 

has involved visiting families in 

their homes and observing the 

children complete some 

everyday activities including 

arts and crafts, packing a PE 

bag, and unpacking a lunch 

box. All children we worked 

with compensated for their 

missing limb by using other 

parts of the body, such as 

stabilising a bottle with their 

legs/feet and opening a 

banana with their mouths. We 

did however find that the 

younger children were much 

more variable in their approach 

to the tasks, with older children 

choosing to rely more on their 

residual limb and torso. 

We have some very exciting 

plans for this project, in the 

coming months we are hoping 

to use brain imaging 

techniques to investigate how 

these extraordinary behaviours 

are reflected in the developing 

brain.  

Dr Dorothy Cowie & Laura Bird 
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SENSORY DIFFERENCES & 

LEARNING IN THE 

CLASSROOM 

Dr Mary Hanley, Professor Deborah Riby  

& Liz Jones 

The typical classroom contains a multitude of 

rich sensory inputs, including colourful wall 

displays, fluorescent lights and the noisy chatter 

of children. Previous research has 

demonstrated that this type of environment can 

be detrimental for learning and classroom 

behaviour, even for neurotypical children. This 

can especially be the case for children on the 

autism spectrum.   

Research by PhD student Liz Jones is focussing 

on understanding the sensory experiences of 

children with and without autism in the 

classroom and how these experiences might 

impact upon academic achievement. For the 

first study of Liz’s PhD, parents and teachers (of 

children with autism) and autistic adults 

participated in an online questionnaire. 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. 

For the final study in Liz’s PhD she has 

designed an experiment to measure how 

different types of sensory input (e.g. visual 

displays, classroom sounds) impact on 

children’s ability to stay focussed on a task.  

We will use the findings from Liz’s work to 

inform teacher training and develop 

programmes to enhance learning for all pupils 

with different sensory needs. Thank you to all 

families and schools that have taken part in this 

research so far. We look forward to sharing the 

findings soon.  

THE DEVELOPING BODY 

Dr Dorothy Cowie 

The Cowie Lab has had a busy year, and thanks 

to all who have helped us! We’ve said au revoir 

to Dr Janna Gottwald, and hello to Dr Hayley 

Dewe, who joins us as a Postdoctoral 

researcher on our ESRC-funded project on 

children’s body representation. You may have 

taken part in this work on ’virtual hands’ at the 

Centre for Life! Hayley is an expert on skin 

conductance responses, so look out for studies 

which measure how excited your children get 

when they see the flying clouds, balls and fairies 

we show them in virtual environments. 

Meanwhile, ESRC- and Wellcome Trust-funded 

Laura Bird is developing an exciting new stream 

of work on children with limb differences (see 

page 2!). 

Finally, Rachel Mowbray will be moving into the 

final year of her PhD, and Sam Keenaghan into 

her second year. We are very thankful to all the 

families who have come into the lab for studies 

where you walk or dance in virtual reality, and 

we are looking forward to some more this year!   
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CENTRE FOR DEVELOPMENTAL DISORDERS NEWS 

It has been a busy year for the 

Centre for Developmental 

Disorders, not least because 

our team has grown. We are 

delighted to welcome Dr Sarah 

Thompson, Ellie Hemingway 

and Ellen Ridley on projects 

looking at various important 

issues in developmental 

disorders. Dr Sarah Thompson 

has joined us from the Wales 

Autism Research Centre and is 

working as a research 

associate on our NIHR-funded 

autism intervention targeting 

the most challenging restrictive 

and repetitive behaviours. Ellie 

Hemingway has just begun her 

PhD looking at how we identify 

autism in females, especially 

adults. Ellen Ridley’s PhD 

research involves exploring 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.  

For the last number of years, 

Professor Debbie Riby and Dr 

Mary Hanley have been 

developing links with 

researchers in Japan in order 

to conduct cross-cultural 

research on autism. In May, 

they took part in a newly 

established research 

consortium on autism in Tokyo. 

The consortium involved 

researchers from the UK and 

Japan from a variety of 

backgrounds (psychology, 

neuroscience, medicine) and it 

has some very exciting plans 

for joint research projects over 

the coming years – watch this 

space! 

 

For further updates from the 

Centre, you can visit our 

website durham.ac.uk/devdis 

or email cdd@durham.ac.uk 

@DurhamDevelopmentalGroup  @Dur_DevPsy 

To learn more about any of the research in this year’s newsletter, feel free to email the researchers. 

Development of empathy in early childhood: zanna.clay@durham.ac.uk, diane.a.austry@durham.ac.uk; Learning to 

compensate for limb differences: dorothy.cowie@durham.ac.uk, laura-ashleigh.bird@durham.ac.uk; Learning 

new senses: marko.nardini@durham.ac.uk, james.negen@durham.ac.uk; Sensory differences & learning in the 

classroom: mary.hanley@durham.ac.uk, deborah.riby@durham.ac.uk, e.k.jones@durham.ac.uk; The developing 

body: dorothy.cowie@durham.ac.uk; CDD News: mary.hanley@durham.ac.uk, deborah.riby@durham.ac.uk; Twins’ 

Fetal Development: n.n.reissland@durham.ac.uk 

In May I went to Japan and this 

time I stayed in Tokyo. Beside 

is a picture of the main 

entrance of Todai, Tokyo’s 

most prestigious University 

where I gave a talk to the 

Robotics and AI department, 

which is headed by Professor 

Yasuo Kuiyoshi. I presented 

data on twin touch (based on 

Becky Wood’s dissertation). 

The data have the potential to 

be used to create movements 

of fetal robots. Professor 

Kuniyoshi has invited me to 

present cross-cultural data next 

spring. The cross cultural data 

will be based on data which 

are currently collected in 

Teikyo Medical School. This 

study will test the hypothesis 

that fetal twin touch behaviours 

in Japan and the UK show the 

same developmental trajectory 

controlling for maternal stress, 

depression and anxiety. 

TWINS’ FETAL DEVELOPMENT 

Prof Nadja Reissland 

Prof Deborah Riby & Dr Mary Hanley 


