Dr. Alexandra Perovic, research projects for non-clinical degrees

1. What is the link between language and numeracy in individuals with Williams syndrome? 
Dr Alexandra Perovic and Dr Chris Donlan, University College London
It is well known that people with Williams syndrome have difficulties with counting and number skills.  However, the language abilities of people with Williams syndrome are known to be relatively good, and often superior to their number abilities. The question that we would like to explore is whether people with Williams are able to use and understand words referring to quantity (known as ‘quantifiers’): every, all, some, in addition to the actual number words (‘numerals’): one, two, three, four. We also want to see how this knowledge is related to practical counting skills. Quantifiers and numerals are similar in terms of their language function, and research with typically developing children shows that the language of number is interwoven with the development of number concepts and skills. Our study aims to explore this question further, and to examine the relation between language and number in people with Williams syndrome. This study will help us to understand the reasons for their particular difficulties with number, and will help teachers and families to support number learning more effectively. 

The study began in September 2010, thus the ethics approval is already in place. So far around 35 typically developing control children have been tested, and 2 adolescents with WS. We need to test further 15 typically developing children, aged 6-8, and around 20 children and adolescents with WS. 

Individuals with WS are being recruited with the help of Williams Syndrome Foundation, but typically developing controls will be recruited by the students on this project. We need one more MSc student, CRB checked, to join our team: Alex and Chris, the principal investigators, and Emily, Year B student, MSc Speech Sciences. 

2. Complex Grammar in Autism Spectrum Disorders 

Dr Alexandra Perovic, University College London, Dr Vikki Janke, University of Kent

This project investigates aspects of complex grammar in children with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) and typically developing children, in particular, the ‘control’ structures, involving verbs such as ‘promise’ and ‘persuade’ (Homer promised Marge to read a book, vs. Homer persuaded Marge to read a book).  

Comparisons of language abilities in different populations help answer the more general question of how syndrome-specific impairments can affect language acquisition, and especially which modules of the language faculty (e.g. syntax vs. pragmatics) are most affected. An understanding of the interaction between language and cognition in ASD will also provide insight into how these systems interact in typical development. In this experimental study, children with ASD will be compared to typically developing children on measures of non-verbal abilities, as well as verbal abilities. 

The project has been approved by UCL Ethics Committee and has been running for several months now. The students who join our team will have to obtain CRB clearance. They will be responsible for administering standardized tests of verbal and non-verbal abilities and the language task (shown to participants on a laptop computer) to 10-20 typically developing children, aged 6-9, and potentially to several children with autism (aged 12-18). The recruitment of children with autism and typically developing controls has already started, and some children have been tested on both the standardized tests and the experimental task. The students will be trained in how to administer all the tasks, and will be accompanied by Alex and Vikki if testing children with autism. 
3. Metaphor comprehension in Autism Spectrum Disorder

Dr Alexandra Perovic, Dr Nausicaa Pouscoulous 

This study examines autistic children’s understanding of metaphors - linguistic expressions whose interpretation goes beyond literal meaning, for which both syntactic and pragmatic abilities are utilized. Known for their impaired pragmatic abilities, individuals with autism generally have difficulties with interpreting metaphors. This study will be the first to use the method of novel metaphor, used by Dr. Nausicaa Pouscoulous in her work with TD children. 

Comparisons of language abilities in different populations will help answer the more general question of how syndrome-specific impairments can affect language acquisition, and especially which modules of the language faculty (e.g. syntax vs. pragmatics) are most affected. An understanding of the interaction between language and cognition in ASD will also provide insight into how these systems interact in typical development. In this experimental study, children with ASD will be compared to typically developing children on measures of non-verbal abilities, as well as verbal abilities. 

The project has been approved by UCL Ethics Committee and has been running for several months now. The student who joins our team will have to obtain CRB clearance and will be responsible for administering standardized tests of verbal and non-verbal abilities and the metaphor task to typically developing children, aged 6-9, and to several children with autism, aged 12-18. The recruitment of participants has already started. We need one more MSc student to join our team: Alex and Nausicaa, the principal investigators, and Anisa, Year B student, MSc Speech Sciences. 

