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Welcome to the fifth newsletter of the Developing Minds Lab! Since our last
newsletter, we have been busy hosting a number of events. We have
presented our latest research findings related to COVID-19 at webinars and
we also recently held our Virtual Young Scientist Event. You can read about
these events on pages 3-6. Our next webinar will be in November 2021 so
please remember to join our mailing list and like our facebook page to
receive further details.
Our feature article is written by Dr Birsu Kandemirci and it is about the use
of technology during COVID-19 and can be found on pages 7-9. You and
your child may also be interested in participating in some of our current
research studies on pages 13-17. You can also read about Hayley Spurin’s
research findings from one of her PhD studies about autism on pages 18-20,
as well as reading about some activities to keep your children occupied and
entertained during the summer holidays on page 25.
We would also like to say a fond goodbye to Aroosa Bano who has been
gaining research experience within our lab and is now about to start her
Clinical Doctorate training in September. We wish her all the best! We
would like to welcome a new member of the Developing Minds Lab at
Kingston University, Konami Groves, who will be working on various
research projects, please see page 12.
We hope you have an enjoyable summer.
Kind regards,
Dr Elisa Back
Director of the Developing Minds Lab
e.back@kingston.ac.uk
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Young Scientist Virtual Event
1st - 4th June 2021
Thank you to those of you who attended
our Virtual Young Scientist Event in June
half-term. Children and adolescents (aged
4-17) took part in a number of research
tasks that were part of staff, PhD, MSc and
BSc Psychology students’ research.
This was an exciting opportunity for
children to take part in age-appropriate
psychology research, learn about
psychology, and discover what
psychologists do. Children were asked to
participate in a number of tasks, varying
between 20-60 minutes each,
investigating the way in which children
process information such as words,
shapes, and emotions.
Each day started with an introductory
group session where attendees learnt
about Developmental Psychology and
were given an overview of the event.
Attendees then took part in individual live Some of these tasks require
video calls with researchers and there
a few more participants so if
were also tasks that could be completed
your children are interested
online in their own time.

in taking part please see
details in pages 13-17.
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The impact of Covid-19 on children and their caregivers:
An international perspective.
3rd February 2021
The Developing Minds Lab hosted a virtual event that focused on the
impact of COVID-19 on the lives of children with and without Special
Educational Needs (SEN) and their caregivers. During the webinar, we
shared the current research from our lab and other academic institutions
to gain an international perspective on children's experiences facing a
pandemic in different countries, cultures, and educational settings.
The evening started with a talk from Dr. Birsu Kandemirci,
Lecturer at KU, focusing on young children and their
caregivers' lockdown experiences in Turkey and England.
Together with her collaborator Dr. Hale Ögel-Balaban, from
Istanbul Bahcesehir University, they talked about the
different lockdown restrictions in the two countries and
discuss parental efficacy and satisfaction during these
challenging times.
This was followed by a talk from Dr. L. Penny Rosenblum,
an expert in the field of visual impairment and Director of
Research at the American Foundation for the Blind (AFB),
who presented part of her current research on the
changes in education routines during COVID-19 and their
effects on the mental health of students with visual
impairments and their families.
This event closed with a presentation from Ifigeneia
Manitsa, Psychology Researcher at KU focusing on the
importance of the provision of appropriate support to
students with and without SEN, their teachers and parents
in these challenging times.
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COVID-19: Perspectives from across the lifespan.
31st March 2021
This event disseminated research undertaken by the
Developing Minds Lab and the Department of Psychology
related to the impact of COVID-19 across the lifespan.
The first talk by Dr Birsu Kandemirci focused on young children
and their caregivers' lockdown experiences in England and
Turkey. It discussed issues of technology use during lockdown,
online education, children's activities indoors and outdoors, and
parental satisfaction and efficacy in the face of challenging
circumstances such as increased responsibilities with home
schooling.
The second talk by Ifigeneia Manitsa addressed the role that
habilitation services played in the mental health and well-being
of children and adolescents with visual impairments during the
first COVID-19 lockdown in the UK. In addition, it highlighted the
challenges that teachers and habilitation services faced and the
importance of the provision of support to students with and
without Special Educational Needs (SEN) and their parents in
these challenging times.
The third talk by Dr Elisa Back discussed preliminary findings
regarding the use of face masks and emotion recognition
abilities in adults. This study was conducted during the third
COVID-19 lockdown in England and compared those with
higher and lower levels of autism traits and their recognition
of both basic and complex emotions from dynamic facial
expressions.
The final talk by Dr Laila Alidu & Dr Tushna Vandrevala
explored the understanding of older people from ethnic
minority communities towards COVID-19, their lived
experiences and the challenges faced during the pandemic.
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Pint of Science – Making Creativity Visible
18th May 2021
Pint of Science is a worldwide science
festival which brings researchers to local
pub/cafe/space to share their scientific
discoveries. During 17-20 May nearly 70
live online shows from over 30 cities across the
UK were broadcasted.
Dr Birsu Kandemirci, a member of our
Developing Minds lab, was a huge driving force
to bring Pint of Science to Kingston University
this year. She hosted the event, alongside two
other DM members behind the scene – Milani
Pathmanathan, as the producer and Ifigeneia
Manitsa as the ‘Master of Comments’.
The presenter for this event was KU Professor
Frédéric Vallée-Tourangeau with a talk entitled
‘The Materiality of New Ideas: Making Creativity
Visible’.
Given the importance of action in creativity, it’s
strange to note that psychologists often ignore
actions in creative cognition. His presentation
demystified creativity by unveiling its material
traces, explaining how new ideas come about.
He discussed insight problems and how
interacting with the environment enacts creative
ideas.

It was a great pleasure hosting and being part of these events this
year and we look forward to many more to come. Please make
sure to join our mailing list and social media to stay updated on
our events. We hope to see you at our next event, very soon!
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Written by: Dr Birsu Kandemirci

The COVID-19 pandemic, and the lockdowns
that followed it have changed many aspects
of our lives. Daily routines we did not think
much about, such as going outside for a walk,
booking a restaurant to have a family dinner,
or commuting to work and school have all
been impacted. Starting from the first
lockdown in the UK, which was introduced in
March 2020, the adaptation process has
been challenging for families due to the swift
and unprecedented changes. One of the
most significant changes has been the
extensive inclusion of technology to our daily
lives.
For many, work has shifted mostly or
completely to an online environment.
Similarly, in-person education at schools had
stopped or was severely impacted, and
children and adolescents had to adjust to an
online learning environment. In addition to
this, most social interactions started taking
place in the form of video calls. There were
also limitations to extracurricular activities
that children would normally take part in,
which contributed to extended screen time
(e.g., Shahidi et al., 2020). These significant
shifts in children’s interaction with digital
devices has created concern among parents
about their children’s screen time (e.g.,
Hartshorne et al., 2021).
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Screen time is a concept whereby the time an
individual spends in front of a
computer/laptop/tablet/mobile phone is estimated.
There are various recommendations about how long
screen time should be, especially for children and
adolescents. One of the most widely known
guidelines on screen time is American Academy of
Paediatrics (AAP)’s Policy Statement (2016).
According to this statement, screen time should be
avoided (except for video-calls) for children younger
than 2 years of age. For children between 2 to 5
years old, screen time should be limited to one hour
a day. Similarly, World Health Organisation (WHO,
2019) published guidelines on young children’s
technology use and sedentary behaviour, which also
discouraged any screen time before the age of 2
years and recommended one hour for children
between ages of 3 and 5 years. For adolescents, AAP
(2016) provides a Family Media Plan for parents to
calculate screen time based on their age and needs.
While these regulations were designed to inform and support
families, following these guidelines, especially in the
pandemic situation may not be realistic. Additionally, thinking
of technology use purely as “screen time” can be misleading
for parents and educators. Given that the reliance on
technology has risen since March 2020, it becomes more
informative to judge children’s technology use based on the
activities that they take part in online. Blum-Ross and
Livingstone (2017, p.4) suggested that “the context (where,
when and how digital media are accessed), content (what is
being watched or used), and connections (whether and how
relationships are facilitated or impeded)” should be taken into
account. For instance, attending an online lesson cannot be
considered equal to watching non-educational content on
technological devices, although both contributes to the
overall “screen time”. Additionally, screen time no longer
equals to sedentary behaviour as online participation in
physical activities and exercise has become widespread.
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Covid-19 pandemic introduced new challenges for parents, educators, and
children. While the increase in technology use might be considered as one
of these challenges, parents’ and educators’ approach to what “screen
time” constitutes becomes important:
1) Understanding children’s unique situation during this period and
supporting their adaptation to moving their social, educational, and
extracurricular activities online will help families manage and support
children’s technology use optimally.
2) Parental inclusion to online activities where possible could be a good
start to make online resources more effective learning opportunities.
Research suggests that when parents/caregivers take part in “joint media
engagement”, this supports infants’ ability to learn from touchscreen
devices and transfer this knowledge to physical world (Zack & Barr, 2016).
3) Finally, acknowledging the hardship children and adolescents are going
through while navigating these new circumstances, openly discussing the
changes to normal (pre-pandemic) online and offline behaviours with
them, and discussing and deciding on online behaviour where the child is
also a decision-making agent might make this transition easier than
merely setting time-limits and strict rules.
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As you may now know, Developing Minds is a research group consisting of
academics, PhD students and researchers with a broad range of interests and
expertise in how children learn and develop.
We are very happy to tell you more about Senior Lecturer Dr Maria Livanou in an
interview.
Maria, your research has primarily focused on young people
moving from adolescent forensic services to adult-oriented
settings including adult forensic inpatient care and
community accommodations. Please tell us how you became
interested in psychological research and particularly this
field?
My research interest in (forensic) child and adolescent mental
health sparked during my undergraduate years where I had
the opportunity to join several psychology labs as a research
assistant at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, New York. The
first project I worked on was about PTSD in children growing
up in violent communities. I was very interested to
understand the impact of such traumatic events on the
development of children and adolescents as well as the link to
delinquent behaviour later in life and developmental trauma.
What research project are you working on currently?
I am currently working on several projects with PhD
students from Kingston University (Ifigeneia Manitsa,
Marcus Bully, Amy Montague) including the impact of
Covid-19 on families/parents with children presenting
with conduct problems and the experiences of LGBTQ+
youth with special education needs and disabilities.
I am very excited about both projects!
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Why is it important to conduct this
research?

What challenges do you face researching
this field?

The findings will help us reflect on the
unique experiences of different groups
to further understandings on what
supportive mechanisms should be in
place. For the conduct disorder project,
we want to know how Covid-19 has
changed or not family dynamics and
practice for vulnerable families.
Currently, there is very limited evidence
on the impact of social distancing and
isolation, social restrictions,
educational achievements and homeschooling on parents and young people
with conduct problems and other
comorbid mental health problems. The
findings will inform a future larger scale
study, a psychosocial intervention. For
the LGBTQ+ project, the findings will
help to explore this group’s experiences
in-depth and to promote service
inclusivity by acknowledging the
multitude needs of this group.

This is a particularly challenging field
because we need to work with young
people presenting with multiple needs
such as mental health disorders,
neurodevelopmental problems, and risk to
self/others, along with complex trauma
histories. At the same time, this group of
young people has been in the system for a
while and/or in contact with social
services; these young people have been
overlooked in research and clinical
practice. It is quite difficult to engage them
in research and build rapport; it takes time
and effort when it comes to recruitment.

What is the most exciting discovery you
have made during your research?
I was very pleased to see the impact of
my contributions in the transition of care
and mental health policy research field to
be integrated in a recently published NHS
report. A few years ago, I collaborated
with the National Adult Secure and
CAMHS Secure Transitions Task and Finish
Group established by NHS England, and
we developed a practice guidance,
recently published, for young people
moving from adolescent secure services
to adult inpatient hospitals.

What do you like to do when you are not
working on research?
Other than teaching haha! I enjoy yoga and
my ballet dance classes J these are my
everyday escapes!
Finally, do you have any advice for
individuals considering the academic
career path?
I think as academics, we can all
acknowledge the challenges throughout
this long journey, but it is definitely a
worthy effort. Joining academia can be an
especially transformative experience. It is
a very exciting and fulfilling career path
with ongoing learning opportunities
though it requires patience! Perseverance
and determination are two major
attributes to hold.
11

New member’s
short presentation:
Konami Groves
Research Assistant
Supervisor: Dr Elisa Back
Hi! I'm Konami Groves and I'm
from Okinawa, Japan!
I recently graduated from my
BSc (Hons) Psychology course
at Kingston University and I
am planning to apply for a
PhD soon. I'm interested in
developmental psychology
and neuropsychology. I was
also a researcher for the
Emotion Understanding study
during the virtual Young
Scientist Event. I will be
working with Dr Elisa Back and
members of the Developing
Minds Lab on a variety of
research projects!
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A study investigating
the effectiveness of
fidget toys
Why is it important?
Sensory atypicalities are involved in the diagnosis of
Autism Spectrum Disorder, yet there is limited research
understanding the benefits of fidget toys. This
research aims to understand the effectiveness of fidget
toys in areas of learning.

Who can take part?
Typically developing or children diagnosed with
Autism Spectrum Disorder aged 7-11.

What does it require?
Online questionnaires for parents to complete.
Online personality and behavioural tasks for children
to complete.

If interested, please contact:
Marianne White k1711245@kingston.ac.uk Millie Nelson –
k1704212@kingston.ac.uk
Project supervisor (Dr Elisa Back)– e.back@kingston.ac.uk
Link:
https://qsharingeu.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8nVBS4z2ffHyhGm
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We need your help!
We are always grateful for any help in recruiting participants for our
studies which aim to understand how minds develop.

We are looking for participants to take part in a research study
about the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on parenting,
families, and behaviour in adolescents.
To take part in this study, you must be a parent/guardian to a
child aged between 11-18 years old who also co-habits with
you in your place of residence.
Participants will be asked to complete a questionnaire taking
approximately 20-30 minutes. The questionnaire will ask about
family mental health, and the behaviours of your children.
Participants may also be invited to follow-up interviews which
will last approximately 40-60 minutes. Interview questions will
be centred around the impact of COVID-19 and how this
pandemic has affected family dynamics and parenting practice.
Your participation in this study will contribute to further our
understandings on the impact of COVID-19 on parenting young
people with challenging behaviour. Participants will have the
opportunity to enter a draw for £5 Amazon vouchers!
http://kingston.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_cSKwoW9uisUkLT
o
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Ge in ol ed in o r
A ism research!
£
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The study is exploring how caregivers and children perceive
humour. A link will be sent to care givers, and they will be
kindly asked to complete before the online video call a
questionnaire that measures their humour style and a
questionnaire regarding their relationship with the child.
Caregivers should also sign a consent form before they take
part in the study. During the video call children will be
presented with some short, animated clips and then will be
asked to rate how funny each clip was. Caregivers will be
present during a video call, but they will be requested to not
make any comments that would influence the child's
response.
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HOME SCHOOLING
DURING THE
PANDEMIC

PRIZE DRAW
TWO £10
AMAZON
VOUCHERS TO BE
WON

You are invited to take part in an online research about parents/carers
and children’s experiences whilst home schooling during the
COVID-19 pandemic.
For more information and to take part
Please click on the link below:
HTTP://KINGSTON.EU.QUALTRICS.COM/JFE/FORM/SV_5YV3IBPYPUQD3JO

Until 18th July 2021
Every participant that gives their email address will be entered into the prize draw.

Hayley Spurin is a PhD student, supervised by
Dr Back. Her research involves studying facial
emotion recognition and facial emotion
production in children and adolescents with ASD.
Using video footage from the 2011 silent film, The
Artist, Hayley has recorded eye movements using
an eye-tracker to investigate the differences
between clinical groups. During watching these
scenes, participants were asked to talk about
what was happening within the scenes paying
particular attention to what the characters were
thinking and feeling. It was the focus of this part
of her PhD to understand how talking in real
concurrent time could inhibit ASD participants
language production and descriptive terms.

Mean Length of Utterance (MLU)
MLU is a measure of the amount of language that
was produced during watching and talking about
the scenes. There was a difference in the length
of language produced between ASD and NT
participants. ASD produced significantly less
language compared to their NT peers.
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Descriptive Language
Descriptive language was measured by comparing
complex metal states compared to basic emotions.
Complex mental states are those that reflect a
thought process within a person, like, but not
limited to contempt, recognize, threaten, regret,
astonished, worried, distrust, revenge, wary, guilt,
and scheme (Baron – Cohen, 1996). Basic emotions
are terms that are universally understood across
developmental age groups and cultures. These are
anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness and
surprise (Ekman & Friesen, 1971).
The amount of complex versus basic emotion words used was measured and
compared between groups. Generally, NT participants used more complex
and basic language across the three scenes. It was questioned whether
participants with ASD would use more words like happy and sad to describe
the thoughts and feelings of the participants, rather than more complex
descriptors. However, participants with ASD did use more complex language,
rather than basic terms. Another strength was that production across the
scenes was in the same direction as NT participants, meaning that the ASD
participants were mirroring NT performance, just at a reduced rate.
Theory of Mind (Understanding what others are thinking
and feeling)
Finally, the quality of Theory of Mind understanding was
measured and compared between the groups. The results
showed that there was a significant difference between
the level of understanding about how other’s think and
feel (Theory of Mind) with ASD participants missing some
key parts of the scene that included understanding the
behaviour choices and thoughts involved between the
actors in the scenes.
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It is concluded that an important aspect of effective communication is
cognitive processing time for people with ASD. This perception is drawn
from comparative results of other studies that measure language
production between groups. Freeth et al. (2011) have shown that given
time to consider a picture, language production is equal to NT
participants and comparable levels of complex mental states reflecting
Theory of Mind were found. Findings from Spurin and colleagues
study shows that impairment in social communication for those with
ASD happens within real time scenarios. Their study demonstrates that
communicating in real-time could inhibit the quality of social
communication for people with ASD. Spurin's research emphasises the
importance of thinking time to support improved communication for
people with ASD. The emphasis of this work is to move away from a
view that people with ASD don’t have the capacity to communicate
equally to their peers.

Implications for teachers and parents working with children with ASD is to
allow children more thinking time to process verbal communication. This
could also improve behaviour by resolving frustration levels for young
children during communication. Also, children and adolescents with ASD
could be more supported to be equally included in social communication if
reciprocal partners understand the level of impairment that can occur
within the natural time parameters of a simple conversation.
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We have included some useful links to activities to do over the
summer – many of these will be fun not only for the children, but the
entire family! The outdoor activities are based local to the university.
The Developing Minds Team hope that you have a lovely summer and
make lots of great new memories.
Ofsted-registered activity day camp childcare for
children aged 4-14 during the school holidays: HERE

Fun things to do in Kingston upon Thames for you
and the family to discover, including indoor and soft
play areas, museums and art galleries and tourist
attractions: HERE

Nature and parks in Kingston upon Thames: HERE

Indoor and outdoor places in Kingston upon
Thames: HERE

Kingston Children's Holiday Clubs & Sports Camps:
HERE

Sensory play activities and ideas: HERE

Online activities from grade 1-8: HERE
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Let us know if you have any
questions.
You can leave a comment on our
FB page or tweet us
Did you read our previous
newsletter? You can find it here

Let us know what you would like
to read in our next newsletter
Stay tuned: more updates and
events will follow
Follow us on
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