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A big thank you to all the young people, parents, school staff, speech and 
language therapists and parent support organisations who have taken 
part or assisted in our research. We really couldn’t do it without you!

Literacy Language and Communication (LiLaC) at Royal Holloway
The Literacy, Language and Communication Lab 
(LiLaC) is housed in the Department of Psychology 
at Royal Holloway, University of London and is led 
by Dr Courtenay Frazier Norbury. Our aims are to 
better understand the development of literacy, 
language and social communication skills in  typical 
development and in developmental disorders. Our 
research programmes encompass children with 
specific language impairments, autism and reading 
difficulties. Our new lab includes assessment 
facilities and a Tobii Tx120 eye-tracker. We would 
like to involve local young people and services in 
our research. If you are interested, visit our website 
or contact Courtenay directly. Courtenay and Tobii!

Memory systems in Specific Language Impairment 

Reading skills in children with language impairments and/or autism
Reading depends on good language skills, but reading also requires us to go beyond the 
written words and draw on our own knowledge and experiences. In collaboration with Kate 
Nation at Oxford University, we are investigating how children with language impairments 
develop reading skills over their first 3 years of school. We are also investigating reading 
skills of children with autism, because language skills in this group vary widely. We are just 
analysing these data, but hope to learn more about how language influences different parts 
of the reading system, from sounding out words to uncovering meaning. Watch this space!

Sara Hansford is a new PhD student studying different types of memory 
systems in SLI. One system helps us remember how to do things in 
sequence and is important for grammar. Another helps us remember 
what things are and is important for vocabulary. The wide variation found 
in children’s language abilities may be due to differences in these 
memory functions. Sara will be studying boys and girls aged 6-10 years 
old, with and without SLI. If you want to take part get in touch!



For further information visit our website for details of on-going research 
projects, opportunities in LiLaC, and our publications:

https://www.pc.rhul.ac.uk/sites/lilac

Get Involved!
We are always looking for children and young 
people aged 5-16 to take part in our studies. If 
you are interested and would like more 
information, please contact Courtenay Norbury: 
courtenay.norbury@rhul.ac.uk 01784 276 139.

Last but not least!
A big thank you to our funders, who 
make this research possible: The 
Nuffield Foundation, NAAR-Autism 
Speaks, Research Councils UK 
and Royal Holloway. THANK YOU!

Like our lab Logo?? A big thank you to Abby and Chris who designed the LiLaC logo!
Abby has speech and language difficulties which have informed her 
work. She graduated with a degree in Textile Design from Central Saint 
Martins College of Art and Design in 2006 and obtained a distinction for 
her degree dissertation "How Do We Understand Words?" She and 
partner Chris are now working in graphic design. Abigail can be 
contacted at AbigailRbeverly@aol.com mobile: 07951 726 990. 

(a) look at the kellow (b) look at the kellow (c) the  boy chose the dentip (d) the boy stirred the dentip

New word learning: what clues are helpful?

Social attention and social understanding

Children with language disorders have difficulty learning and remembering new words, but it 
is not always clear why. Courtenay and Helen Griffiths used eye-tracking to find out what 
clues children with language impairment or autism found most helpful when learning words. 
We compared social clues (looking) with language clues (sentences). All children found social 
clues most helpful in learning new (made-up) words, but children with language impairment 
struggled to remember the sounds that make up the word. Many children with autism are 
good at remembering the sounds. These findings indicate some ways we can support word 
learning for young children. Below are some of the new words and pictures we used.

What aspects of a social situation do teenagers with autism attend to? 
Does a language impairment influence where people look? We often 
focus on mouths if understanding what people say is tricky, but boys 
with autism and language impairment spent more time looking at eyes, 
just like their peers. However, other boys with autism looked more at 
unimportant scene details. Our findings suggest that teenagers with 
autism have difficulty linking different pieces of social information 
together, even though many of them look in the right place…
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