STUDENTSHIP ONE: Lateralisation of language processing in deaf children 

The aim of this studentship is to explore lateralisation of language processing in deaf children. Studies of adults who are right-handed native signers suggest that the left hemisphere is largely dominant for sign language processing in deaf adults, just as it is for speech processing in hearing adults (see MacSweeney et al., 2008 for review). However, currently there is little information about the neurobiology of language processing in children born deaf. 

This studentship will use a relatively new technique to explore lateralisation of language processing in deaf adults. This technique uses ultrasound to establish a measure of blood flow through a target artery and is called Functional Transcranial Doppler sonography (fTCD). It is a non-invasive, fast, safe and easy way of establishing hemispheric dominance during cognitive tasks such as word fluency (e.g., Deppe et al., 2004). 

FTCD is becoming an increasingly popular technique with which to explore basic questions about language lateralisation. Initially used with a simple internal word generation task, the suitability of this technique for collecting laterality data from more sophisticated tasks such as sentence construction, visual memory, semantic decision, reading aloud (see Stroobant et al., 2009; Whitehouse and Bishop, 2009) has now been established. Furthermore, Bishop and colleagues at the University of Oxford have made great progress in using this technique with children. For example, they have recently validated the use of this technique using an animation description task with children as young as four years old (Bishop et al., 2009).

The main aim of the studentship is to examine lateralisation of reading, spoken language and sign language processing in deaf children. Tasks tapping each of these skills will be administered to deaf children from two different age groups (5/6 year olds and 9/10 year olds) and from different language backgrounds (e.g., native signers, those with cochlear implants). The extent to which lateralisation of each of these language skills is linked to behavioural measures of language processing (BSL skill, reading, speechreading) will also be examined.

The primary supervisor of this project will be Dr. Mairéad MacSweeney. Second supervisor will be Prof. Bencie Woll 

For more details or informal enquires please contact Dr. Mairéad MacSweeney at m.macsweeney@ucl.ac.uk
STUDENTSHIP TWO: Reading with Deaf eyes 

The use of eye-tracking to investigate reading of hearing individuals has provided evidence of (a) the characteristics of eye movements, (b) perceptual span, (c) integration of information across saccades, (d) eye movement control, and (e) individual differences (including dyslexia). Eye movement data from eye-tracking are critical because they reflect moment-to-moment cognitive processes allowing a much greater understanding of the reading process. Nonetheless, to date, there are no known eye-tracking studies exploring the nature of reading for Deaf individuals. Moreover very little is known about similarities and differences in eye movements for first and second language readers (whether deaf or hearing). 

Currently very little is known about the nature of reading for Deaf adults. For example, we know that, for hearing individuals, mapping the phonology of a spoken language onto the orthography of the written language is a critical stage in learning how to read (see Rayner, 1998 for review).  However, the reading task is likely approached in a different way by deaf individuals. Specifically, knowledge of spoken language phonology is necessarily different for deaf individuals who have little or no access to the sounds of a spoken language and there is some evidence that oral training, or phonological training is not a good predictor of reading success (Golden-Meadow & Mayberry, 2001). Further, orally trained deaf children do not always make use of phonological information during reading (Waters & Doehring, 1990; Nemeth, 1992). What little data there is, in fact, suggests that reading ability may be more closely linked to sign language skills – despite the fact that a sign language offers no information about spoken language phonology (Padden & Ramsey, 2000). 

The holder of the proposed PhD studentship will investigate orthographic, phonological, morphological and semantic processing during word recognition in deaf readers of English and relate these results to British Sign Language and English proficiency. The overarching goal will be to achieve a better overall understanding of reading skills in deaf individuals and the possible predictors that contribute to these skills. Research will make use of eye-tracking coupled with other experimental techniques (i.e., behavioural studies) to gain detailed information about the time course of reading and factors known to be important for reading (e.g., eye movements, perceptual span).

The primary supervisor of this project will be Prof. Gabriella Vigliocco. Second supervisor will be Dr. Robin Thompson 

For more details or informal enquires please contact Prof. Vigliocco - g.vigliocco@ucl.ac.uk
