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Foreword

Welcome to our second newsletter of 2024!

Thank you to those of you who attended our Young Scientist Event.
Please see pages 4-9 for further information about some of the
research studies that your children took part in. We also hosted a
webinar earlier this year on the topic of sleep (please see page 3).

Our feature article by Dr Cici Lam is about the importance of

parental and teacher support in adolescents' development (see
pages 10-16).

You will be able to read about an interview with our lab member
Dr Jess Prior and her research interests (see pages 17-21 ).

For information about our other research activities then please see
pages 22-28.

We hope you have a lovely summer.
With very best wishes,

Dr Elisa Back
Director of the Developing Minds Lab

e.back@kingston.ac.uk
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I= Webinar: “A Guide to
— Understanding Autism and
Sleep Across Development”

This webinar in
February focused on the
prevalence and
progression of sleep

challenges that often ™ T urscay sth

. . ) = February 2024
begin early in the lives 12-1 pm
of autistic children and e o [
continue into o/ Awwwkingston SO
adolescence and g e o sl il
adulthood.

We explored how these sleep difficulties affect
social interactions and overall well-being.

The talk also covered the latest advancements in
sleep interventions and emphasized the importance
of involving the autism community in shaping future

research and treatment approaches.
P’



! ' Recent Events

Young Scientist Event
29t - 30" May 2024

Thank you to those who attended
our Young Scientist Event!

Children aged 4-11-years-old
spent half a day participating
in a variety of research tasks
that investigated how children
develop.

you SCIE M’l T
Depa tt’ ;

Some of these tasks are
summarised in the following pages.
Please read them to learn more
about research the tasks that your
child(ren) may have participated in

this year. '




Young Scientist Event
29t - 30t Mmay 2024




. Brain Challenge, 1
fe. Creative Canvas Challenge and Number B
’ Balance Quest /A

Dr Cici Lam

A pilot study was carried out investigating the creative thinking
abilities of children aged 4-8.

This research compared the children’s performance on two
different creativity tests: a general creativity test (Pictorial Multiple
Solutions) and a mathematical creativity test (Creating Equal
Number) and examined the relationships between general and
mathematical creative thinking across various cognitive measures,
including working memory, and attention.

The findings will shed light on understanding the divergent and
convergent creative thinking profile for young children with
autism and their neurotypical peers.




0000 Focus Group — AN
Friendships

Dr Katharine Clifford

The qualitative focus group research was aimed

at exploring experiences across development of
loneliness for primary aged school children in a post-
covid environment. In thinking about the role of
school and the social interactions of children, various
aspects of research have been investigated, such as
the types of play that children engage with in school
(Howard et al., 2017), and how teachers and staff
create a supportive environment for children (Cole et
al., 2023). However, the experiences of primary aged
school children in school continue to be studied
because of the links made to developmental
outcomes.

At the Young Scientist Event, several focus
groups were conducted with over 30 child
participants (aged 5-11).

Some key discussion points from the focus groups included:

* Most of the child participants identified playtime at
school as very important.

* Theyounger child participants discussed having more
play time in school and suggested they play with
different peers. Some children played with the same e
peers every day. G Sc]P T

* Older child participants joined lunch time clubs with )epal‘t é} g
their peers to avoid feeling alone at school. @ne‘”’s"

* Different views of what loneliness was were expressed
at varied ages, with older child participants placing
more emphasis on feeling part of a peer group.

* Some children across the age range expressed the
support they felt from teachers and assistant
teaching staff during playtime, if they were not
interested in playing with other children.

 Theimportance of lunchtime clubs and resource areas
to play with their peers was highlighted during the 7
research.




Wubbly’s Adventure, i),

Find the Toy and m

Brainy Bee Quiz

@

Dr Dina Spano

The study compares sleep and
memory patterns between
autistic and neurotypical
children. We expect to find a
strong connection between
sleep quality and memory
performance in both groups.

However, we also anticipate
that sleep difficulties in autistic
children may contribute to
differences in memory
performance compared to
neurotypical children.




Cyberspace Action /
3 VR Gesture

T—J
——

Dr Elisa Back and Dr Greg Mill —
g

This project investigates how sign YOUNG SCIENTIST “I
languages develop out of social Department of Psychology
interaction. Pairs of participants play
a collaborative game similar to
"charades", in virtual reality. On each
round, one participant is given an
emotion word that they need to

communicate, using only gestures, to We are currently using this
the other participant. Succeeding at approach to look at how

the task, therefore, requires participants develop shared sub-
participants to establish novel

gestures for each emotion.

languages for referring to
emotions, comparing
neurodivergent with neurotypical
populations. This will deepen our
understanding of how emotions
are communicated, and also to
inform the design of new virtual
reality interfaces.




Photo:
DISNEY/PIXAR

'Inside Out 2’: Get a closer look at the
teenage brain and why parents and

teachers are still important?
Written by: Dr Cici Lam

(44

There is so much going on inside a teenage brain that Disney’s Pixar

subsidiary made a whole movie about it.

In the Disney Pixar movie "Inside Out 2," we gain a vivid portrayal of
the teenage brain's complexities, showcasing the emotional
turbulence and cognitive growth that characterize adolescence. The
film's depiction of Riley, a 13-year-old girl as a main character, and
her experiences provide a relatable framework for understanding the
profound changes in teenager's puberty and their effect on mental
well-being. As Riley navigates new challenges and emotional
landscapes, the importance of support from parents and teachers
becomes evident. This article will describe what changes are
happening in the teenage brain during the transition and explain why
parent and teacher support is still crucial in helping teenagers
manage their evolving cognitive and emotional worlds, mitigating the
risks associated with this critical developmental stage, and fostering
resilience and healthy growth.




(44

“Inside Out 2” follows the main character, Riley, as she turns 13 and
experiences all the emotional changes that come with puberty: more
sensitivity, awareness of her place in her social circle, and a lot of
anxiety.

What is happening inside the teenage brain
during transition?

The teenage brain undergoes significant
structural and functional changes during e s
adolescence, profoundly affecting
teenagers' wellbeing. One of the most
crucial areas undergoing development is
the prefrontal cortex, responsible for
executive functions such as decision-
making, planning, and impulse control. This

region is one of the last to mature, often \C\w%\‘\))‘:"z
not reaching full development until the ?
mid-20s (Casey et al., 2019).

DISNEY/PIXAR

In "Inside Out 2," we see Riley
struggling with impulsive decisions
and risky behaviors, which are
depicted as the result of her
prefrontal cortex still developing. This
ongoing maturation process can lead
to behaviors that prioritize short-term
rewards over long-term
consequences, influencing various
aspects of their lives, from academic
performance to social interactions.

M



https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/collage-with-different-emotions-in-one-young-woman-gm1418234031-464996302
https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/collage-with-different-emotions-in-one-young-woman-gm1418234031-464996302

Simultaneously, the limbic system, integral to emotion regulation

and reward processing, matures earlier than the prefrontal cortex.

This discrepancy creates a neurological imbalance, leading to

heightened emotional responses and a stronger focus on reward-

seeking behaviors (Blakemore and Mills, 2014). In the film, Riley's
limbic system, represented by characters like Anxiety, Envy and

Embarrassment often overpowers her ability to think rationally,

illustrating her intense emotions and challenges in regulating them

effectively. This emotional volatility can exacerbate mental health

issues such as anxiety and depression, increasingly prevalent
among teenagers (Kessler et al., 2005).

Frontal lobe
Executive functions.
thinking, planning
organising and
problem solving
emotions and
behavioural control
personality

Motor cortex
Movement

e

Sensory cortex
Sensations

Parietal lobe

Perception, making
sense of the world,
- arithmetic, spelling

./_///]' )
]
: _/\:// Occlplital lobe

Temporal lobe

@J -
\
\\

Memory, understanding, /

language

During adolescence, the brain
undergoes synaptic pruning
and increased myelination,
enhancing neural efficiency
and cognitive abilities (Lebel
& Beaulieu, 2011). Synaptic
pruning involves eliminating
weaker neural connections to
streamline brain function,
while myelination insulates
nerve fibers to speed up
neural communication. These
changes support the
development of advanced
cognitive functions, such as
improved abstract thinking
and problem-solving skills.

However, in "Inside Out 2," Riley's brain restructuring is depicted
through her fluctuating memory islands, showing how these

processes can also render the brain more vulnerable if it does not
adapt optimally, potentially leading to cognitive and emotional
challenges. Indeed, the pressure to excel academically and socially

&

can overwhelm teenagers, negatively impacting their cognitive

functions and leading to increased stress and anxiety (Leblanc et al.,

2005).
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The ongoing development of the prefrontal
cortex and limbic system significantly
impacts teenagers' emotional regulation and
social dynamics. The heightened activity in
the limbic system, coupled with an
underdeveloped prefrontal cortex, makes it
difficult for teenagers to manage their
emotions effectively.

This imbalance can lead to
increased sensitivity to stress and
difficulties in controlling impulses,
affecting their overall emotional
wellbeing (Blakemore & Mills,
2014).

Furthermore, adolescents are more
susceptible to peer influence due to the
ongoing maturation of their social brain
networks.

In "Inside Out 2," Riley's interactions with
her peers and her desire for acceptance
illustrate how the desire for peer
acceptance and fear of social rejection can
drive behaviors that may not align with
their long-term wellbeing, such as risky
activities (Albert, Chein, & Steinberg, 2013).

M




Why is Parent and Teacher Support important for
Teenagers?

Parental and teacher support play crucial roles in promoting
teenagers' wellbeing during this critical period. Research
consistently highlights the importance of a stable and nurturing
environment in buffering against the negative effects of stress
and promoting emotional and social development (Masten,
2014).

In the movie, Riley's parents provide support and
guidance, helping her navigate her evolving
cognitive and emotional landscapes. Previous
research has shown that active involvement from
parents, characterized by open communication,
emotional warmth, and consistent discipline, has
been associated with better mental health
outcomes and reduced engagement in risky
behaviors (Steinberg, 2001). Similarly, teacher
support, through fostering a positive school
climate and providing academic and emotional
encouragement, can enhance students' academic
engagement and psychological wellbeing (Reddy,
Rhodes, & Mulhall, 2003).

Parents can support their teenagers by maintaining open lines of communication,
providing emotional validation, and setting appropriate boundaries. Encouraging
adolescents to express their feelings and thoughts helps them develop better
emotional regulation and problem-solving skills. Parental involvement in their
teenagers' lives, such as participating in school activities and being aware of their
social circles, also contributes to a sense of security and belonging (Fletcher, Steinberg,
& Sellers, 1999).
In "Inside Out 2," we see Riley's parents
l engaging with her, understanding her
cmlu struggles, and offering guidance, which
- significantly impacts her ability to cope
| ? with her emotions and challenges.
Additionally, consistent and fair discipline
\ helps teenagers develop self-control and
respect for rules, crucial for their long-term
success and wellbeing (Doe & Smith,
2022).

r
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Teachers can contribute to teenagers' wellbeing by
creating a supportive and inclusive classroom
environment. Building strong, positive relationships
with students can make a significant difference in
their academic motivation and emotional health.
Teachers can enhance pastoral care programs that
teach students skills like empathy, self-awareness,
and effective communication, essential for their
overall development (Purdy, 2024).

Furthermore, providing academic support
and recognizing individual student
achievements can boost self-esteem and
encourage a growth mindset, helping
students overcome academic and personal
challenges.

In summary, the teenage brain undergoes profound changes that affect
emotional regulation, social dynamics, risk-taking behavior, and cognitive
development. Understanding these changes and providing appropriate
support from parents and teachers can significantly enhance teenagers'
wellbeing during this critical period of their lives. The right interventions
and guidance from caregivers and educators can help mitigate the
challenges associated with these developmental shifts, fostering
resilience and promoting healthier emotional and cognitive growth.

And as Inside Out 2 reminds us, being a
supportive parent or teacher is a bit like
being the voice of reason among Riley’s
emotions: you might not always get a
standing ovation, but your patience and
guidance are the real backstage passes to
helping the teens navigate the ups and

downs of adolescence!
P’
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Exploring Cognitive Diversity

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 Dr Jessica Prior in this
interview.

Jess, your research focuses on children and
adolescents who look different and feel
different, including visible differences of the
face. Can you tell us more about this and
how/why you got interested in it?

In 1992 | won a research scholarship to study for my
PhD at the University of Westminster from the
Quintin Hogg Trust. My doctoral research focused on
young children's abilities to describe familiar and
unfamiliar faces. | was interested in how well
children aged 4-11 could describe faces compared to
adult participants, and how well these descriptions
could be used to identify the faces they were
describing. Somewhere along my doctoral studies |
became very interested in speaking to the children
themselves, and in naturally occurring conversations
- as part of what is now termed 'ecological validity'.

| wanted to look at faces and appearance in more real-world contexts, and |
promised myself that once my PhD was over, | would try to do this (and learn
more about qualitative methods!). After my PhD | collaborated with a national
charity called Changing Faces, in order to understand more about how children
and young people manage life with a visible difference, and | have continued to
look at many aspects of visible difference since then.

17




You have a long-standing interest in
the psychology of appearance
including attitudes to face transplants,
living with facial acne in emerging
adulthood and coping as a family
construct when a child as a visible
difference. Can you tell us more about
this and why it is important to
continue to investigate this?

Yes, | have always been interested in
the psychology of appearance. We all
look different, butas manyas1in5
people have a visible difference, so it
more common than people may
realise. Psychology and visible
difference | BPS We live in an
increasingly image conscious world,
and there are many pressures and
expectations to look attractive even
thought this may not always be
possible. Our appearance impacts on
how others see us, and importantly
how we see ourselves. Research on
appearance links to important ideas
and theories in psychology such as
identity, resilience, and stigma. |l am a
social developmental psychologist, and
it has often been helpful to consider
appearance in a lifespan perspective as
well.

18



https://www.bps.org.uk/psychologist/psychology-and-visible-difference
https://www.bps.org.uk/psychologist/psychology-and-visible-difference
https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/red-human-figure-surrounded-by-a-circle-of-people-leader-boss-and-leadership-gm1181496979-331402268
https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/conceptual-shot-of-acne-problem-skin-on-female-face-gm1462797594-496067194

Are there any research projects that
you are working on currently and if
so, could you tell us a bit about
it/them?

For the past four or five years we
have thinking about resilience and
visible differences and what it means
to be resilient. This has followed on
some projects | have been involved
with from Dr Katharine Clifford's
doctoral work, focusing on
secondary school transition for }g
children with a visible difference. |
This is an area | would like to A
continue researching.

| have also been collecting data
on university belonging, especially
for students who have a hidden
disability. University belonging is an
important factor that can contribute
to engaging with university,
academic success and enjoyment of
studying, and very little research has
been conducted in the UK in this
area.

19
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Of all the projects you have worked on
so far, which one is your favourite and
why?

That's a very hard question. | think |
would choose a book | wrote with Dr Jo
van Herwegen, as something that | am
especially proud of. | learned so much
about editing a book and liaising with
colleagues on the various chapters. It
was a steep learning curve, but the
book is something | am proud of.

Prior, J., & Van Herwegen, J. (Eds.).
(2016). Practical research with
children. UK: Taylor & Francis

Have you had any other jobs
besides being an academic?

| have had various jobs before |
started my PhD in 1991! |
worked in a pet shop, in a

pub, as an au pair, and in a
book shop during my PhD.

20



https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/businesswoman-leading-business-presentation-gm1992573936-559690055
https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/hand-with-pen-proofreading-gm508609021-45546846
https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/cute-golden-retriever-and-tibetan-terrier-in-pet-store-gm652776610-118541863
https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/real-ale-pub-welcome-gm1309001221-398846800

Finally, what advice would you
give to aspiring researchers,
researchers early in their career
and mature student researchers?

The best advice | can give is just to
make a start. As soon as you start a
project, even in a small way, it has
a habit of gaining momentum. Try
and keep an open mind about
methods, approaches and different
ideas and this can lead you in
some unexpected directions with
your thinking.

What do you like to do when you
are not working on research?

| am an outdoor person. |
volunteer at different nature
reserves, go on bat walks, watch
birds, and grow a few vegetables. |
also enjoy meals with friends, and
theatre trips, and my garden.

21
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Kingston

University Faculty for

Welpleloly @ Business and

Social Sciences

PARTICIPANTS WANTED

For neurodiversity business research investigating digital communication style,
preference and user experience in collaboration with Google

We aim to investigate:

e The communication needs and choices of neurodivergent and/or vision impaired
small-medium business owners and self-employed individuals (merchants)

Participants we are looking for: What you'll get from taking part:

 Adult neurodivergent A £20 online shopping voucher
and/or vision impaired

small-medium business
owners and self-
employed (merchants)

What taking part entails: How to take part:

 Sociodemographic questions, o To book interviews or ask any other
followed by an online interview questions related to the study, email
about your business communication the Research Assistant on

experiences (~30 minutes) adam kremis@kingston.ac.uk
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Are you interested in learning more
about your sleep patterns?

Kingston
University =
London

You can earnup to a

£145 Amazon Voucher by What will you be doing?
completing this study

The study involves wearing a watch
that tracks your sleep/wake patterns,
recording food intake, mood, etc.,
completing sleep diaries for 14 days
‘ and filling out questionnaires. In

?
looking for? addition, you’ll also have the

i are lookiipior ALTISHIC opportunity to share your unique
young adults between the sleep experience through an

ages of 18 to 30 years

Who are we

interview

Where will it be?

Our study includes two visits at
Kingston University. In the 14
days between visits, you’ll
carry out the study’s protocol
at home, wearing the sleep
watch and engaging in your
usual activities

SCAN THE QR CODE TO KNOW
MORE ABOUT OUR STUDY




Kingston

Kingston University [

London

Is your child between
7 and 11 years old?

Our study aims to study Sleep and Memory in
Autistic & Neurotypical Children.

Who are we looking for?

We are looking for Autistic and
Neurotypical participants between
the ages of 7 to 11.

You can earn a £20 Amazon
Voucher by completing this
study

* Participants will also
a receive a Sleep Report.

*Child must be willing to wear a wrist
sleep tracking device over 7 days.

What will you do?

Participants will be asked to
complete Cognitive and Memory
Tests. Parents will be asked to
complete Sleep Diary and other
Questionnaires.

Where will it be?

This study will be conducted at
Kingston University,
Penrhyn Road Campus.
*two visits of 45 mins each

Scan the QR Code to

n
] h{% ] know more about our
- research!
' ] |
o ]
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Developing University
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Exploring Cognitive Diversity
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Let us know if you have any
questions.
You can leave a comment on our
FB page or tweet us

here

Let us know what you would like
to read in our next newsletter

Follow us on 0 :
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