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Kia ora whānau,

We have had a productive year at the Infant and 
Child Cognition Lab, and we appreciate all the 
contributions from our wonderful participating 
families as well as the broader community 
supporting our research. In our newsletter this year 
we update you on the progress of the many studies 
that we have been running since our last newsletter, 
with some intriguing new findings from quite a few! 

We have had some exciting developments in our 
lab over the past year. We are expanding our 
community outreach by continuing to attend events 
like the Baby Expo, as well as by developing 
relationships with family-oriented organisations all 
around Wellington. We are especially happy to 
share with you that we are running some of our 
child studies at Te Papa as well as the Wellington 
Zoo, providing the opportunity for children and 
their parents or guardians to participate in short, 
fun studies with our friendly researchers while 
visiting these great places. These relationships are 
so important for supporting child development 
research and we look forward to strengthening our 
existing partnerships, and building new ones within 
our community going forward!

I am delighted to update you on the progress of 
our many wonderful students in their research over 
the past year. Honours student Michaela Dresel has 
completed 3 experiments in a study looking at 
babies’ understanding of others’ goals and will be 
starting a new summer scholarship with us in 
November. PhD student Laura Anderson has

completed two sets of studies on children’s 
perspective-taking and is writing up papers on her 
findings; she will continue her exciting research this 
summer along with our second summer scholarship 
winner, Charlotte Anderson. Lab coordinator Mary 
Beth Neff has wrapped up her experiments looking 
at babies’ expectations about communication and 
will soon be submitting her findings for publication. 
Also, our project student Liam Crowley is beginning 
a brand new study that parents and children can 
participate in online! These are just some of the 
great students and projects in our lab, and you will 
learn about more of them in the coming pages. 

We hope you enjoy our 2019 newsletter and that 
you will be able to recognize some of the studies 
your child might have participated in! As always, we 
maintain the privacy of our individual participants 
and their families by reporting results for the entire 
group of children we tested on average.

We welcome you to share our newsletter with 
anyone who might be interested in learning more 
about or participating in child development 
research! We would love to hear from schools, 
playcentres, and any organisations working with 
parents and children who would like to form 
partnerships or get involved. Please get in touch 
with us if you have any questions about our 
research at any time.

Ngā mihi,
The Infant and Child Cognition Lab Team

Alia Martin Mary Beth Neff
Lab Director Lab Coordinator
alia.martin@vuw.ac.nz babylab@vuw.ac.nz
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Do babies know what other people 

know?

In this study, we are interested in how 15-month-
olds think about how other people’s knowledge 
influences their actions. At the end of last year, we 
showed 32 babies a video in which an actor placed 
a toy fruit into one of two boxes, then watches as 
the toy moved into the other box. 

If babies understand that the actor saw the toy 
move and should know where it is, they should 
expect her to search in the box where the toy just 
went. However, babies looked for the same 
amount of time whether the actor reached into 
the box she saw the toy move to, or into the box 
where she had originally placed the toy. 

This year we ran a second version of this study 
using a live-action puppet show which we thought 
might be more interesting and engaging for 
babies. As well as examining how long babies 
looked at each scene, we are also looking at 
whether they pointed out the location of the toy 
to a second actor who did not get to see where 
the toy went. We are still working on the results of 
this study, so stay tuned for updates!

How do children react to other peoples’ 

beliefs?

As adults, we often make inferences about other 
people’s beliefs from their speech and behaviour. 
For example, if you were staring at one of 
Wellington’s incomprehensible parking meters 
after 6 pm and trying to work out how to pay, you 
might be grateful when some stranger informs you 
that parking is now free (I know I was). Based on 
your behaviour, this stranger has concluded that 
you hold a false belief (that you ought to pay for 
parking) and has reacted accordingly.

To investigate whether three-year-olds understand 
other people’s beliefs, we are presenting a series 
of puppet shows in which the characters hold true 
or false beliefs about the quantity, state, or 
identity of objects that are stored in an opaque 
box. For example, in one story, Wolf leaves his 
favourite ball in a box while he goes away, only for 
Rabbit to find it and lose it in his absence. When 
Wolf returns, he falsely believes that his favourite 
ball remains inside the box, when in reality the box 
contains a smaller ball that Rabbit left as a 
replacement. While children watch our puppet 
shows, we watch for expressions of suspense, 
concern, or excitement that might indicate an 
understanding of the characters’ knowledge or 
beliefs.

We are still running this study, so if you know a 
three-year-old who would be interested in 
participating, feel free to get in touch!
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Are you talking to me? Face-to-face 

interactions help 6-month-olds to make 

sense of communication

Speech is useful but it isn’t the only thing that 
makes communication work. If a waiter asked for 
your order, it would be surprising for a customer at 
another table to yell out, “I’ll have the fish!” 
because responding only becomes appropriate 
when someone’s speech is directed at you. We 
wanted to know whether babies also notice where 
people are looking while they’re communicating.

Forty-eight 5- to 6-month-olds watched a play on 
our puppet stage. We first introduced them to an 
actor and her favorite object. Later on, this actor 
couldn’t reach her favourite object anymore but a 
new actor was now on the stage and able to reach! 
The first actor (the Speaker) turned to the second 
actor (the Listener) and said a word. When she 
spoke, the actors were either facing each other, the 
Speaker was turned away from the Listener, or the 
Listener was turned away from the Speaker. 

We know from previous research that when the 
Speaker and Listener are face-to-face, babies 
usually expect the Listener to give the Speaker her 
favourite object. We found the same result, but 
only when the two actors were facing each other 
during speech. 

Our findings suggest that face-to-face 
interactions might help babies to make sense of 
what’s going on when they observe people trying 
to communicate. We are currently writing the 
paper for this study and are also working on a 
version with 12-month-olds!

How do babies think about other 

people’s actions?

Many of our everyday actions are guided by the 
goals we want to achieve, such as picking up a pen 
because you want to write down a phone number. 
We are doing a study to look at whether 10- to 12-
month-olds understand that a person’s actions can 
be influenced by their overarching goals.

In the first study, babies saw an actor repeatedly 
choose a cup over a spoon. Even when we 
swapped the positions of the objects, babies 
expected the actor to continue to reach for the 
cup, suggesting that they understood the actor’s 
goal. 

In the second study, we showed babies that the 
cup could be used with a teapot for the goal of 
drinking, and the spoon could be used with a bowl 
for the goal of eating. Then, our actor again 
repeatedly reached for the cup while the teapot 
was present on the stage. Now, when the teapot 
was removed, babies showed no expectation that 
the actor would continue to choose the cup over 
the spoon. Babies may have reasoned that the 
actor’s choice was specifically connected to her 
goal of using the teapot. 

We are now running a new version of this study 
where the teapot is present but hidden from the 
actor by a box, to see whether babies are taking 
the actor’s knowledge of the scene into account 
when interpreting her actions. We have just 
finished this third study and hope to update you 
soon!
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Seeing someone else’s point of view: 

Can babies consider other people’s 

perspectives?

If my friend and I were at a café and I asked her to 
grab “the scone,” if there are a lot of scones to 
choose from, she might use my visual perspective 
to figure out what I meant. For example, there 
might only be one scone on the counter I can see, 
while the rest of the scones might be on the other 
counter behind me. We are interested in when 
babies learn how to use what someone else can 
and cannot see to make sense of communication.

In a series of studies, we showed babies (17- to 
24-months) a play on our puppet stage. In the 
play, there were two actors (the Speaker and the 
Listener) and two nearly identical objects. One of 
the objects could be seen by both actors and the 
baby, while the other object was hidden from the 
Speaker’s view. The Speaker always asked the 
Listener for “the object,” indicating that she 
wanted a specific object, and the Listener either 
gave her the object that everyone could see or the 
object that was hidden from the Speaker. 

Babies often pay more attention when 
something surprises them, so we measured how 
long they looked  to see what they expected the 
Listener to do. Babies in our studies didn’t seem to 
expect the Listener to respond in a particular way, 
which might suggest they weren’t relying on 
perspective to make sense of the interaction. We 
are now starting a new study—where instead of 
watching a play, babies have to help another 
person—to investigate why that might be! This 
study is brand new, so if you know a baby who 
might be interested, please get in touch! 

Taking your parent’s perspective: How 

do kids think about mum or dad’s point 

of view?

To follow up on our study we finished last year, we 
wanted to look at whether children’s perspective-
taking is different for people they know well and 
feel close to. 

Fifty 4- to 6-year-olds played a communication 
game where they had to move different items 
around a shelf. Children could see everything in 
the shelf, but their game partner could only see 
some of the things, so children had to take their 
partner’s perspective to select the object their 
partner could also see. To see whether feeling 
close to someone affects how children consider 
their point of view, children either played with 
their parent or guardian (someone they are close 
to) or with one of our research assistants 
(someone they are not close to). 

If children are worse at perspective-taking when 
they play with their parent or close family 
member, it may mean that being close to someone 
leads children to believe that their perspectives 
are more similar than they actually are. However, if 
children are better at perspective-taking when 
they play with their guardian, it may show that 
being familiar with someone helps children to 
consider their perspective. 

We are still analysing the results of this study, so 
keep an eye on our Facebook page for further 
updates! 
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What do toddlers think is important 

when helping someone else?

Deciding how to help someone else can be really 
tricky, especially if you have to consider many 
different pieces of information to make the best 
choice. This is because what is helpful to someone 
depends on the situation that they are in—giving 
someone a cup to drink from might be helpful if 
they are thirsty, but if you know the cup doesn’t 
have any water inside, it would be much less 
helpful!

Toddlers are usually willing and able to help 
other people when it’s clear what they want, and 
3-year-olds can start to consider lots of different 
factors when choosing the best way to help. We 
wanted to explore the types of things that 2-year-
olds consider when choosing how best to help 
someone else, and whether they think that some 
pieces of information are more useful to consider 
than others. 

Forty 2-year-olds were shown an opaque 
container of blocks (hidden blocks) and a 
transparent container of blocks (visible blocks). 
Toddlers were then shown a colourful tube and 
told that they could make music by putting blocks 
inside the tube. For some of the 2-year-olds, both 
the hidden and visible blocks played music, but for 
the other 2-year-olds, only the hidden blocks 
worked. Then, a new person entered the room 
and asked toddlers for help playing music. 

When both of the blocks worked, toddlers gave 
this new person the block that she could see 95% 
of the time. However, when the block that this 
new person could see didn’t work, toddlers 
responded differently and 75% of participants 
gave this person the hidden block that played 
music instead. 

This demonstrates that by age 2, toddlers can 
consider what someone can see and what their 
goal is when deciding how to help another person, 
and that they understand that sometimes it is 
important to prioritize certain information (what 
someone’s goals are) over others (what someone 
can see). 

To make sure that 2-year-olds were really 
considering the other person’s goal (and not just 
wanting to make music themselves!), we ran 
another study where the new person asked for 
help building a block tower instead of playing 
music. In this study, 90% of toddlers offered a 
block to build a block tower, showing that they 
were paying attention to what the person wanted, 
but they had no preference for which block they 
gave her.

It seems that toddlers are able to consider what 
someone else wants, and weigh up conflicting 
information when deciding how to best help 
another person!
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In the know: Can our tamariki predict 

what other people know?

Every person knows different things. The 
knowledge we have is built from our experiences, 
learning from people who are like us, and general 
information that almost everyone shares. This 
study asked whether 3- to 6-year-old children 
understand that different people often know 
different things, and whether they can estimate 
the knowledge people are likely to have using 
different information about them. 

By age 4, children were pretty good at using the 
right kinds of information to estimate someone 
else’s knowledge (like saying that someone who 
lives in Wellington would know how to count to 10 
in Te Reo), and they could ignore information that 
wasn’t helpful when trying to estimate someone 
else’s knowledge (like recognizing that someone 
who has the same colour sticker as you is no more 
likely than someone else to know what Te Papa is).

Children in this study didn’t use the information 
we presented when predicting general knowledge 
that most people likely share (like recognizing that 
someone from Wellington is no more likely than 
someone else to know what sound a dog makes).

In a second version of this study, we were 
interested in whether children have learned that 
many people in Wellington know certain things

(like what Te Papa is), or whether they can also 
think about the kinds of knowledge that are 
typically shared between people that live in the 
same place (like well-known landmarks, e.g., 
museums), even if it’s not the same place the child 
is from. 

Eighty 3- to 6-year-olds participated in this 
study. This time, they were told about other 
children who either came from the same country 
or different countries, and all of the questions we 
asked were about made-up knowledge (like asking 
whether two people from the same country are 
more likely to share knowledge about the museum 
called Zayah). 

We’ve only just finished running this study, but 
the preliminary findings suggest that by age 5, 
children expect this unfamiliar knowledge to be 
shared between people who are in the same 
group! 

Overall, our findings suggest that young children 
can think about different types of knowledge, and 
can distinguish between some things that should 
be shared between different groups, and those 
that should not be! 

Communication is key: Children use 

their knowledge of others to help 

communicate

As a follow-up, we’re now investigating what 
information children choose to share with other 
people when communicating with them. For 
example, who they’d like to share more 
information with! This study is almost ready to 
start running and we’ll post on our Facebook page 
to let you know when!

Hi! 
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Surprise! Do children find it surprising 

when people know things they 

shouldn’t know?

Understanding what other people might know and 
not know is an important skill for making sense of 
other people’s actions, as well as for figuring out 
who to learn from about different topics. In one 
study designed for children and a stage play 
adapted for babies, we are examining how we 
begin to develop an understanding of knowledge 
and ignorance.

In our child study, 4- to 6-year-old children were 
shown a series of pictures telling a story about a 
girl who left her toy on a table while she went 
outside to play. Another girl came in and put the 
toy into a box. In one version, there were 6 boxes 
on the table that she could have put it into, and in 
another, there were only 2 boxes. The first girl 
came back and reached into a box to find her toy. 
Sometimes she got the right box on her first go, 
and sometimes she picked the wrong one. We 
asked children how surprised they were by the 
ending of the story.

We are finding in this study that children on 
average say that it’s more surprising for the actor 
to find the toy right away than to get it wrong, no 
matter how many boxes there were to search in. 
This could mean that children understand that the 
ignorant actor shouldn’t know where her toy is, 
and are surprised when she seems to know right 
away. It could also mean that children think 
“surprise” means something good is happening, 
and that they’re saying it’s more surprising for the

cccccc

actor to choose the right box because this will 
make the actor happy! We’ll be following up on 
these results soon with new studies.

Do babies think about what people 

know in a hiding game?

We have modified our child study for 19- to 21-
month-old babies to see how they think about 
other people’s knowledge and ignorance. In the 
adaptation, babies sit on their caregiver’s lap and 
watch two people play a game of Hide and Seek 
on our puppet stage. In the game, sometimes the 
Finder peeks and sees where the Hider hides the 
toy—so knows where she hid it—other times the 
Hider sneakily hides the toy when the Finder’s 
back is turned, so the Finder doesn’t know where 
it was hidden. The game always ends with the 
Finder looking for the toy. 

We are interested in how babies react to the 
Finder’s searching, to see whether or not they 
expect her to react differently depending on 
whether she peeked during the hiding. We are still 
working on this study and will post an update on 
our Facebook page when it is up and running!
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Inside the mind of an animal?

In collaboration with Wellington Zoo, this new 
study explores how 3- to 8-year-olds think about 
the minds of animals. Do children believe animals 
can feel emotion, make moral judgements, and 
remember their past? Do children’s beliefs vary 
based on whether the animal is a mammal, an 
insect, or a reptile? This study aims to find out!

What’s that song for? How children 

categorise songs

In collaboration with The Music Lab at Harvard 
University, our project student Liam Crowley is 
working on an online experiment looking at what 
children think different songs might be used for. 
Children play a game where they listen to songs 
recorded in small-scale societies all around the 
world. After hearing each song, children guess 
what the song was used for in its original setting! 
Previous research has demonstrated that adults 
are quite good at guessing what an unfamiliar 
song was originally used for—we’re excited to 
learn what children think! If you and your child 
would like to play the game, keep an eye on our 
Facebook page as we will post the link to the game 
there soon!

Speaking and singing for babies

We tend to speak differently to babies than we do 
to other adults, and this kind of “infant-directed 
speech” is used all around the world! We have 
been involved in a few collaborative studies to look 
at whether there are cross-cultural similarities in 
this type of speech, and whether the way we sing 
to babies also has unique features.

One of the collaborations we have contributed 
to looked at whether babies, in many different labs 
in different countries, show a preference for 
listening to infant-directed speech over the kind of 
speech we usually use when talking to other 
adults. It turns out that they do! These results 
have just been published. 

A follow-up collaboration has been looking at 
how babies’ preferences for infant-directed speech 
might be related to their language learning, by 
asking parents to tell us about their babies’ 
growing vocabulary at a few different ages. Our 
collaborators are almost finished collecting the 
data and we should be able to share the findings 
with you in our next newsletter. 

We are always coming up with new and exciting studies! 

Our research focuses on how babies and children learn about the social world. We are always coming 
up with a wide variety of new studies for all different age groups (ranging anywhere from newborn to 
8 years). We do our best to make our studies fun and engaging for both parents and children, and 
everyone gets a little gift to take home at the end of their visit.

Check out our website to stay up to date on all of our fun research: www.vuwbabylab.com
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Engaging with the Community: Exciting 

New Partnerships

The Infant and Child Cognition Lab has been 
fortunate to form some wonderful new 
relationships this year in our Wellington 
community. Our goal was to increase the reach of 
our lab and spread the word about the research 
that we do and how children and their families can 
be involved. 

The first way that we have expanded our 
community relationships is by partnering up with 
key antenatal groups across the Wellington region. 
Thanks to Birth Wise, Johnsonville Antenatal, 
Compass Child Birth Classes, and Wellington South
Parents’ Centre, many parents-to-be across the city 
will now have a chance to learn more about child 
development research and sign up to be part of 

our research once their child is born! 
We have also been able to run some research 

out in the community thanks to Te Papa, Capital E, 
and the Wellington Zoo! We love having the 
opportunity to take our research out in the 
community to allow families to participate in a 
quick study while out and about having fun. You 
might have spotted our friendly researchers or 
have a child who took part in one of our studies at 
one of these fun destinations! 

We hope that initiatives such as these will allow 
us to reach more families and give more children 
the chance to be involved in our fun and 
interactive research! 

We provide regular updates about our activities 
on our Facebook page so follow us to learn more 
about where you can find us!

https://www.facebook.com/vuwbabylab

SPREAD THE WORD 

At the VUW Infant and Child Cognition Lab, we are 
always looking for more baby and child scientists to 
join in on our fun research! If you know anyone who 

would be interested please refer them to our 
website: www.vuwbabylab.com

or to our Facebook page:
www.facebook.com/vuwbabylab
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Take a look at what the Infant and Child Cognition Lab has been up to over the past year! 

Nov ‘18 KiwiCAM Conference

Several of our students 
presented at the Kiwi 
Cognition and Memory 
conference hosted by the 
University of Waikato. Our 
Lab coordinator, Mary 
Beth, even won Best Talk!

Feb ‘19

March

April

May

June

Aug

Oct

Our PhD candidate Laura 
Anderson had her proposal 
approved on the 7th of 
February. Well done!

In late February we began a 
partnership with Capital E!

Laura’s PhD Approved & formed

partnership with Capital E!

Newtown Festival 

At the 2019 Newtown 
Festival, we got to meet 
new families and also had a 
lot of children participate 
in our studies!

Child Development Biennial 

Meeting in Baltimore 

Alia, Mary Beth, and Laura 
travelled to Baltimore to 
present research at the 
Society for Research in 
Child Development 2019 
Biennial Meeting!

Wellington Baby Expo

We loved meeting all 
of the new and 
expecting families at 
the 2019 Baby Expo!Formed new partnership 

with Wellington Zoo

Formed new partnership 

with Te Papa

Michaela’s Honours 

Poster Presentation 
Cognitive Development Society 

Biennial Meeting

Our Honour's student, 
Michaela, presented her 
research at the VUW 
Honours Poster Session!

Alia, Mary Beth, and Laura are travelling 
to the US to present some of our studies 
at the CDS conference in Kentucky!

Research Presentation Sept
Lab coordinator Mary Beth Neff 
presented some of her findings at 
the University of Oslo, Norway
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