Welcome to the fourth newsle0er of the Developing Minds Lab. Since our last
newsle0er, we have been busy seeking out innova@ve ways to carry out our
research during Covid-19 @mes. You can read about our sugges@ons and @ps for
working during the pandemic on page 4. Some of this guidance was co-produced by
those of you who a0ended our online Networking Event in October. This event was
well a0ended and had an interna@onal ﬂavour with people joining us from Europe,
Middle East and the USA. You can read more about the event on pages 3-5. We also
wore odd socks on 16th November to raise awareness of an@-bullying week and you
can read about our research in rela@on to bullying on pages 7-8.
Our feature ar@cle is about raising awareness of the abili@es of people with au@sm
in areas related to mind-reading, this can be found on pages 9-11. We would also
like to welcome a new member of the Developing Minds Lab at Kingston University,
Aroosa Bano, who is a research assistant and will be working on various projects
related to au@sm with Dr Elisa Back.
We will be hos@ng an upcoming webinar about the “impact of Covid-19 on children
and their caregivers: An interna@onal perspec@ve” on Wednesday 3rd February
2021 and a virtual Young Scien@sts event in April/May 2021. In the mean@me, you
can ﬁnd a list of online educa@onal resources to keep your children occupied and
entertained during Covid-19 @mes on pages 16-17.
Please remember you can keep up to date with our research ac@vi@es and events
by following our Facebook page and joining our mailing list.
We would like to wish you a joyful holiday season and a Happy New Year.
Kind regards,
Dr Elisa Back
Director of the Developing Minds Lab
e.back@kingston.ac.uk
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Our Virtual Networking Event took place
on the evening of 13th October 2020. We
were extremely excited to host this event
in-person earlier this year but due to the
pandemic, we decided to move it online.
This then meant that our event was not
only more accessible to par@cipants in
the UK but also from around the world.
We were very happy to connect with
researchers, teachers, students and
prac@@oners from countries such as the
USA, Netherlands, Lebanon, Saudi
Arabia, Turkey and Russia.
Dr Elisa Back started the event with a warm welcome and an explana@on of how the
event would work, since this was novel to most people, including us! Dr Alice Jones
Bartoli from Goldsmiths, University of London delivered her excellent keynote speech on
the impact of school exclusion, speciﬁcally for vulnerable popula@ons. Dr Jones Bartoli’s
work uses interdisciplinary methods to focus on school behaviour and mental health,
looking to understand the inﬂuences on socio-emo@onal development and func@oning
across a child’s school life. She has conducted transla@onal research, working with
schools and third sector organisa@ons to develop interven@on strategies that work for
students with complex and chronic diﬃcul@es, we were delighted to have Dr Jones
Bartoli share her knowledge and exper@se.
The keynote talk was followed by ques@ons from an enthusias@c audience and a plenary
session with contribu@ons from Dr Paty Paliokosta and Prof Muthanna Samara, who
both have exper@se in this ﬁeld. They stated that fundamental change was required in
how we address the needs of children. Dr Paliokosta men@oned policies and pinpointed
social and intersec@onal factors to consider in order to promote inclusive environments.
The complexity of this with increased demand and decreased funding was highlighted.
Prof Samara talked about the importance of keeping children engaged in school with
various ac@vi@es to avoid and reduce the likelihood of bullying occurring.
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The next part of the event was dedicated to a virtual networking session. The
participants were divided into smaller groups in separate virtual rooms, and in each
room, there was a networking leader to chair the session. Participants from different
research or practice interests came together to discuss ways in which networking can
be made possible in an online environment. In four different rooms chaired by Dr Fiona
Barlow-Brown, Dr Birsu Kandemirci, Hayley Hunt, and Erica Ranzato, participants shared
their ideas about how collaborations can be built in the current conditions where
networking opportunities such as conferences and seminars are all taking place online
as a result of Covid-19 restrictions.

Here are some ideas that were suggested:
•
•

•
•

Maintain communica@on with team/collaborators to avoid isola@on with virtual
mee@ngs.
Conduct research online! We can reach more par@cipants by using one of the many
online plakorms dedicated for research such as Qualtrics, Gorilla, Labvanced and
Inquisit.
Use video calling tools such as Skype, Zoom, MS Teams to collect qualita@ve data
through interviews and other experimental tasks can poten@ally be administered
during a video call.
A0end more online webinars and events such as this one!
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Finally, we provided links for a3endees
to ‘visit’ various research posters from
our lab, with researchers presen<ng
their work and answering ques<ons, as
they would at a face-to-face research
conference. We presented the work of
the following researchers aﬃliated to
the Developing Minds Lab:
Dr Elisa Back - ‘Adolescents with and
without au<sm use similar strategies
when inferring mental states from facial
expressions.’
Fatma Bakir - ‘The eﬀects of the Syrian
war on children, adolescents and
parents: Prevalence, predictors and
intergenera<onal transmission of
psychopathology.’
Angela Barhouch – ‘Emo<on
Understanding in children with ASD.’
Hayley Hunt – ‘Real <me language
produc<on and theory of mind
assessment in ASD.’
Mahitab Sherif- ‘The stability of bullying
and vic<misa<on over <me amongst
adolescents in schools.’

We tremendously enjoyed hos0ng
this virtual event - it combined the
presenta0on of key research as
well as networking to establish
contacts for future collabora0on.
We look forward to seeing you at
our next event!
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Odd Socks day was held on Monday, 16th November this year, on
the ﬁrst day of An>-Bullying Week. We encouraged everyone in the
Developing Minds Lab and those around us to wear odd socks. This
was a great way to highlight An>-Bullying Week and celebrate what
makes us all unique!
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The theme for Anti-Bullying Week
(16th-20th November 2020) was
United Against Bullying. AntiBullying Alliance produced a
manifesto for change: “Anti-Bullying
Week is no different. Bullying has a
long-lasting effect on those who
experience and witness it. But by
channelling our collective power,
through shared efforts and shared
ambitions, we can reduce bullying
together. From parents and carers,
to teachers and politicians, to
children and young people, we all
have a part to play in coming
together to make a difference.”[1]

Professor Muthanna Samara and
colleagues have recently published
two studies in rela>on to bullying.
In the ﬁrst study involving refugee
children aged 6–16 years and Bri>sh
born children revealed that young
refugee children reported more
peer problems, func>onal
impairment, physical health, and
psychosoma>c problems compared
to Bri>sh born children. The
diﬀerences between the groups
were explained by friendship
quality, number of friends, peer
bullying/vic>miza>on, or sibling
bullying/vic>miza>on (except for
physical health and psychosoma>c
problems). The study points to the
fact that social rela>onships
including friendship quality and
number of friends played an
essen>al protec>ve role.
Conversely, bullying was a risk
factor that explained many of the
refugees’ problems [2].
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In the second study with over 2,000 adolescents aged between 12 and
15 years in Ireland, it was found that sibling vic>ms at home were at
increased risk of becoming peer vic>ms of bullying at school. Poor
friendship quality, disliking school, and peer and sibling bullying
involvement predicted scores in the clinical range for outcome
measures of internalizing and externalizing problem [3].
These studies have clinical and
educa>onal implica>ons for working
with all important stakeholders (i.e.,
schools, parents, siblings, refugee
and an>-bullying chari>es and
organisa>ons) to reduce bullying
and improve mental health amongst
children and adolescents by
proposing relevant interven>on
schemes speciﬁcally tailored to
address their needs.
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[3] Foody, M., Samara, M. & O'Higgins Norman, J. (2020). Bullying by siblings
and peers: Impact on depression and psychological wellbeing. British Journal
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Wri$en by: Dr Elisa Back
It is important to consider that
au1sm is a heterogeneous condi1on
with a range of individual diﬀerences
in regards to characteris1cs. For
example, whilst some individuals
with au1sm have diﬃcul1es with
reciprocal social interac1ons, other
individuals are interested in engaging
with people in social situa1ons. One
prominent explana1on for the
diﬃcul1es that individuals with
au1sm experience in social
communica1on is an impairment in
understanding mental states (e.g.,
desires, beliefs, thoughts, inten1ons)
and using these mental states to
predict other people’s behaviour
(which has also been called Theory
of Mind) [1].
Theory of Mind is very important in
everyday life as oHen people do not
directly tell you what they are
thinking and therefore we have to
infer thoughts and feelings during
conversa1ons. It is also essen1al for
understanding emo1ons and
pragma1c language such as jokes
and sarcasm. Therefore a deﬁcit in
Theory of Mind could explain many
of the social communica1on
diﬃcul1es in au1sm.

However, there is mixed evidence
regarding the ability to infer mental
states in individuals with au1sm. The
classic view that people with au1sm have
a complete deﬁcit in this area has been
challenged as there is evidence that
some people with au1sm are able to infer
other people’s mental states from facial
expressions and understand that other
people can have diﬀerent beliefs to their
own.
Therefore, there is emerging evidence to
suggest that individuals with au1sm do
not have deﬁcits at the conceptual level
of Theory of Mind since their
understanding of mental states is not
necessarily impaired [2]. However, they
may have diﬃcul1es in applying Theory
of Mind abili1es in real-life situa1ons
such as in the school playground.
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There is evidence supporting a
developmental delay account, that
individuals with autism acquire a
theory of mind several years (e.g., on
average seven years)[3] later than
those without autism. This delay has
also been attributed to poorer verbal
abilities [4] and how often tasks used
to assess Theory of Mind abilities rely
on good verbal abilities as opposed to
using non-verbal tasks. The
relationship between language and
social abilities also needs to be taken
into consideration as without good
language abilities then individuals
tend to perform poorer on Theory of
Mind assessments.
However, research has suggested that
some individuals with autism use
compensatory strategies that could
help with social interactions such as
recalling previously learned social
rules as opposed to intuitive
understanding of social cues [5]. In
addition, even in typical development
adults do not have a fully-fledged
Theory of Mind [6] and mechanisms
related to mentalising and more
broadly social cognition are still
developing late in adolescence /
adulthood [7]. It is therefore
important to assess social cognition
across the lifespan in individuals with
autism.

It is impera1ve to examine the full social
cogni1ve proﬁle (e.g., cogn1ve and
aﬀec1ve Theory of Mind, empathy,
emo1on understanding, social aVen1on,
social mo1va1on, social learning,
imita1on [8]). The use of Theory of Mind
tasks (e.g., false belief, strange stories,
inferring mental states from faces) is just
one way of assessing social cogni1ve
abili1es and not all individuals with
au1sm have diﬃcul1es in areas such as,
interpre1ng mental states from facial
expressions [9] and they have similar
strategies to those without au1sm [10].
Therefore, social communica1on
interven1ons should be tailored
according to an individual’s social
cogni1ve proﬁle that can be characterised
by both strengths and areas that would
beneﬁt from further support using more
real-world interven1ons. For example,
using more naturalis1c dynamic faces
rather than sta1c when assessing facial
expression recogni1on abili1es and using
videoclips of social scenarios or staging
real-life social encounters to assess
empathy as opposed to vigneVes of social
stories.
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Recommenda.ons:
1. Consider the lifespan as social cogni>ve abili>es should be inves>gated
throughout development.
2. Target speciﬁc areas within Theory of Mind and social cogni>on that
require support on an individual basis.
3. Use more naturalis>c real-world tasks to assess social cogni>ve
abili>es.
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As you may now know, Developing Minds is a research group consis@ng of academics,
PhD students and researchers with a broad range of interests and exper@se in how
children learn and develop.
We are very happy to tell you more about our Associate Professor Dr Fiona BarlowBrown in an interview.

You are currently working with Sight
for Surrey. Please could you tell us
more about that?
Can you tell us about some of
the research you do and
how/why you got interested in
it?
One of my main areas of research
is trying to ﬁnd out more about
how blind children learn to read
braille. What are the cogni>ve
processes involved and how
similar or diﬀerent are they to
sighted children reading print? It
was actually a ﬂippant comment I
heard as an undergraduate that
prompted my passion into this
area and the more I worked with
children, the more I wanted to
ﬁnd ways and strategies that
would help children learn braille.

Yes! Sight for Surrey are a fantas>c
charity who work to support people
with a range of sensory impairments,
they won an award from the Na>onal
Locery Community Fund to support
our project looking at the impact of
specialist vision rehabilita>on services
on the lives of children and
adolescents with visual impairments.
Iﬁgeneia Manitsa and myself are
inves>ga>ng the important role that
rehabilita>on services play in
academic learning and socioemo>onal
development. This work nicely relates
to other research that we are doing
with respect to the academic and
social inclusion of visually impaired
children and adolescents.
12

How did you decide to get
into psychological research?
From the day I did my first
lab report on an A level
Psychology course I’ve been
addicted to research!
Have you ever had any
other jobs besides being an
academic?
Only part >me jobs before
(and whilst) studying at
University. Once I started my
degree I found a career
where I could combine a love
for teaching with a love for
research, I can’t imagine
doing anything else now!
What is the best thing about
being a
scienBst/researcher?
Every day is diﬀerent.

What is your favourite project you
have worked on so far and why?
There are too many ones I love to have
a favourite! I’ve been doing some
fascina>ng work into the common lecer
reversals that children frequently make
as they learn to read e.g. when they get
their b’s and d’s mixed up. Myself and a
colleague are wri>ng a paper for
publica>on at the moment that reports
an interven>on we did that might help
with this in young sighted children.

Please give us one piece of advice you
would give an early career researcher.
If you love it – s>ck at it! It’s hard work, it
can be intensely frustra>ng and pressurised
and the boundaries between work and
home life are frequently lost, but when you
discover something that will help others or
make a diﬀerence to those you work with –
then its all worthwhile. If you don’t
passionately love what you do then it
probably isn’t the career for you.
13

New member’s short
presenta0on:
Aroosa Bano
Research Assistant
Supervisor: Dr Elisa Back
Hello, my name is Aroosa Bano. I have
previously studied at Kingston University,
obtaining a BSc in Psychology and an MSc in
Clinical Applica>ons of Psychology. Since
gradua>ng, I have worked in the clinical
sector in a range of services including
substance misuse, psychiatric services and
community-based mental health services.
I am currently prac>sing as a Cogni>ve
Behavioural Therapist within the Adult
Community Mental Health Team. I am
delighted to be joining Kingston University
again and will soon begin working with Dr
Elisa Back on a variety of research projects
related to Au>sm.
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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.

Iﬁgeneia Manitsa, one of our PhD students, who is also working as a
Psychology researcher and assistant lecturer at Kingston University, is
currently conduc>ng her last two PhD studies focusing on the social
inclusion of adolescents with and without visual impairments. Iﬁgeneia
has conceptualised social inclusion as a mul>dimensional term which
refers to students’ social rela>onships with teachers and peers, their
par>cipa>on in school ac>vi>es and to the development of the sense of
belonging and acceptance in the school environment.
She is interested in involving in her studies adolescents with visual
impairments, aged 12-14 years, their sighted peers, parents, and
teachers.
If you would like to get involved, please click on the links below and
show your interest OR contact Iﬁgeneia to k1738620@kingston.ac.uk.
Link for adolescents with visual impairments, their parents and
teachers: here
Link for sighted adolescents, their parents and teachers: here
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We completely understand that the current situa3on has put a lot
of pressure on families, therefore we would like to do our best to
support you in these challenging 3mes. You can ﬁnd below a
number of useful links to children and adolescents’ educa3onal
ac3vi3es and educa3onal ar3cles for parents.

Helpful ar*cles for parents
A useful guide published by the UK
government for parents who are homeschooling their children: click here
Ideas for amusing and entertaining
children during self-isola3on: click here
Tips for developing rou3nes, schedule,
and an emergency plan during the COVID19 outbreak: click here
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Educational resources and fun activities for
children and adolescents
FunBrain offers a range of online school games for
students of all ages: click here
Free educational resources for parents who are
home-schooling their children and adolescents: click
here
Hundreds of indoor and outdoor activities for
families with children and adolescents: click here
and here
Natural activities for children and adolescents:
click here
Learning4Kids contains a list of sensory play activities
and ideas: click here
A portal for students, parents, and teachers, with
educational games for young children: click here
Fun activities for self-isolation with young children by
Kensington Mums: click here
Picto-Selector is a windows application for creating
visual schedules. It is used by many teachers and
parents: click here
Starsteam provides educational resources related to
COVID-19, such as social stories that can parents and
teachers use to explain the current situation to
children: click here
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Invited talks
Manitsa, I. (2020). Enterprise and
Entrepreneurship Educa/on: Students
with special educa/onal needs. Oral
remote presenta6on at the “Innova6on
and Entrepreneurship” event, IYDU
(Interna6onal Young Democrat Union).
ADer the sugges6ons discussed in the
"Innova6on and Entrepreneurship at
School" event, where she presented her
ideas on employment and
entrepreneurship of students with
special educa6onal needs, the Prime
Minister of Greece decided to include
youth entrepreneurship as a core
subject in all schools in the country.
Dr Birsu Kandemirci was invited to
deliver a workshop on “Tips to deal with
stress and homesickness during
uncertain 6mes” to interna6onal
students at Istanbul Aydin University.
This workshop took place on
01.05.2020. During the strict travel
restric6ons in Turkey, interna6onal
students were not able to travel back
home and their lectures switched to
online-only. They struggled with issues
such as homesickness, 6me
management, and how to keep ac6ve
and healthy. Dr Kandemirci provided
some 6ps for students to stay
academically organised and socially
connected while priori6sing their
wellbeing. The workshop was followed
by a discussion where students
exchanged ideas and strategies with
each other.

Dr Livanou, M. received an Early Career Grant from
KU in February 2020.
Montague, A., Manitsa, I. & Barlow-Brown, F.
Kingston University funding for the research project
"Factors which explain alcohol and cigarette
consumption among young adults aged 18-25 years
during the COVID-19 outbreak" (2020)
Professor Muthanna Samara has been awarded a
grant from QNRF with the amount of $574,000 US
dollars. The project will follow up premature
children at preschool period to investigate their
school readiness in comparison to full term
children. To obtain a detailed view of their school
readiness, the children will be assessed in the
following areas: physical development, learning
ability, early numeracy and literacy skills, general
problem-solving abilities and socio-emotional
development. In addition, their environmental
status with parents, siblings and peers will be
looked at. The purpose is to identify children at risk
of developing learning and behavioural difficulties
before they start school. The project has important
clinical implications for early screening of children
at risk in order to reduce the adverse effects of
preterm birth on school performance with early
intervention. The results will inform clinicians,
policy makers and parents and promote
standardized screening measures in order to
identify those at risk with early and personalized
interventions that focus on improving skills that
underpin school readiness.
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‘The impact of Covid-19 on children and their caregivers:
An interna*onal perspec*ve’
We are excited to announce that the Developing Minds Lab have
organised a webinar on Wednesday 3rd February 2021, 5-6:30pm.
Please make a note of this date and make sure to follow us on
social media to receive updates of all future events.

Academics
Dr Elisa Back
Dr Fiona Barlow-Brown
Dr Birsu Kandemirci
Dr Maria Livanou
Prof. Muthanna Samara

PhD Students

Research Assistant

Rashma Hirani
Hayley Hunt
Ifigeneia Manitsa
Milani Pathmanathan

Aroosa Bano
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Let us know if you have any
ques2ons. You can leave a
comment on our FB page
Did you read our previous
newsle?er? You can ﬁnd it here

Let us know what you would like
to read in our next newsle3er
Stay tuned: more updates and
events will follow
Follow us on
21

