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Kia ora whānau,
We hope you are all staying safe, healthy, and 

happy during this strange and unpredictable 
year! We have appreciated the support of our 
community of families as our research has 
paused and restarted a few times since COVID 
arrived in March. This year’s newsletter 
contains an update on the progress of all the 
studies that we have been running since our 
last newsletter, as well as some upcoming 
studies! We have continued to enjoy a 
partnership with the Wellington Zoo finding 
out how children think about animals, and we 
have conducted a number of studies in our lab 
examining how babies and children think about 
their social world. We are even planning some 
online studies so we can continue research 
during all alert levels and reach out to 
interested families who are not able to come 
into the lab to participate. Keep an eye on our 
Facebook page for some of our brand new 
studies coming up!

Despite COVID setbacks, our students and 
staff have made great accomplishments this 
year. Senior PhD student Laura Anderson has 
submitted a paper for publication looking at 
how children think about others’ knowledge 
and is beginning to write up her PhD thesis. 
Research assistant Mary Beth Neff has also 
finished a paper on her work looking at 6-
month-olds’ understanding of communication. 
New PhD student and lab coordinator Michaela 

Dresel is writing a paper on her summer 
scholarship research looking at how babies 
reason about other people’s actions and goals. 
Undergraduate student Liam Crowley has also 
been writing a paper about his study focusing 
on children’s intuitions about music. We look 
forward to sharing our papers as soon as they 
have been published.

We hope you enjoy learning about the 
studies your child has participated in as well as 
others! We report on every study from those 
at the early stages to those that are now 
complete. We maintain the privacy of all of our 
participants and their families, always reporting 
results for the entire group of children we 
tested.

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

With thanks and kindest regards,
The Infant and Child Cognition Lab Team

Alia Martin Michaela Dresel
Lab Director Lab Coordinator 
alia.martin@vuw.ac.nz babylab@vuw.ac.nz
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Words with Friends: Babies’ 
reasoning about communication

Last year we ran a study to see what babies 
pay attention to when watching people 
communicate. We found that babies only 
expected people to successfully communicate 
when they were face-to-face during 
conversation (vs when one was facing away 
from the other). These results suggest that 
face-to-face interactions may help young babies 
make sense of conversations. 

This year, we wanted to see whether babies 
can only make sense of face-to-face interactions 
or whether they can reason about any 
communication as long as the people 
conversing appear engaged with the interaction.

We showed 16 6-month-olds a play where an 
actor plays with her favourite object (one of 
two objects on the stage). By the end of the 
play, the actor couldn’t reach her favourite
object anymore, but there was now another 
actor on stage who could. The first actor then 
looked towards the toys, said the word ‘Koba’, 
with the play ending as the other actor gives 
her either her favourite toy or the other one. 

If babies can reason about communication as 
long as people seem engaged with one another, 
then babies should expect the second actor to 
give the first actor her favourite toy. However, 
if babies can only make sense of face-to-face 
communications, then they should have no 
expectations about what the second actor 
should do. We are still looking into the results 
of this study and hope to update you soon!

Guess Who?: How do adults think 
about knowledge in conversations?

As adults, we can keep track of different 
levels of knowledge to inform our day-to-day 
conversations. For example, it would be odd to 
tell a barista how to make a flat white but 
normal to ask them to make one for you. We 
wanted to know if adults can use these abilities 
to keep track of who is talking to whom in the 
conversations they observe.

To find out, we showed adults a video of one 
speaker and two listeners playing with a ball. 
While playing, one of the listeners leaves to 
take a call. In her absence, the speaker places 
the ball into one of three containers, leaving 
one listener knowledgeable of the ball’s 
location and one ignorant. In the final scene, all 
three are on stage but the speaker's face is 
covered so participants can’t tell where they 
are facing. The speaker then either asks “can 
you get the ball?” or states “the ball is in the 
box!”. We measured how long people looked 
to each listener after the speaker spoke. 

We expect adults to look less to the 
knowledgeable listener following the statement 
and more following the request. This is because 
requests are usually directed towards people 
who are knowledgeable of something, whereas 
informative statements are usually directed 
toward people who are not. 

This study is still ongoing and we are also 
adapting this study for babies to see when 
these abilities develop!

https://www.freepik.com/free-vector/undefined


Infant and Child Cognition Lab at Victoria University of Wellington

Spring 2020 Goals and Helping

4

Theme by: lesyaskripak/Freepik

Pass the Parcel: Helpful toddlers will 
override someone’s request if they 
know better 

Last year, we ran a study looking at how 2-
year-olds decide to help others. This study 
showed that toddlers consider what someone 
can see when deciding how to help (so will give 
them toys that they can see as opposed to 
hidden toys). However, when the visible toys 
were broken, toddlers would instead help by 
giving their partner the hidden (but working) 
toys. This shows that toddlers are really 
thinking about what they’re doing when they 
try to help people! They seem to value fulfilling 
someone’s goal, rather than just giving them 
what they’ve asked for. 

This year, we ran a follow-up study looking at 
how toddlers help someone when that person 
already knows about both the visible and the 
hidden toys. When playing together, toddlers 
still showed a preference for giving their 
partner the visible toys, but when toddlers 
were left to play by themselves, they no longer 
showed a preference for either of the toys! 
This could be because toddlers have no 
preference for either toy when they’re playing 
by themselves but are trying to consider what 
another person wants when someone else is 
present! This study is currently being written 
up to publish, so keep your eyes out for that!

Capture the Flag: How do babies 
think about the goals of others?

Many everyday actions are guided by goals we 
want to achieve, such as picking up a pen to 
write down a phone number. This year, we 
finished a series of studies with 84 babies 
looking at whether 10- to 12- month-olds 
understand that a person’s actions may be 
influenced by an overarching goal. 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 her goal.

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

Two more studies showed that if the teapot 
was hidden from the actor or a different actor 
showed the object functions, babies didn’t 
expect them to have an overarching goal. This 
suggests they are thinking specifically about 
what each actor can see and wants to do. 
These studies are being written up as a paper 
and we can’t wait to be able to share it with 
you!
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Hide and Seek: Do babies know 
what other people know? 

In this study, we are interested in how babies 
think other people’s knowledge influences their 
actions. Last year, 17 15-month-olds watched a 
play where an actor placed a toy watermelon 
into one of two boxes, then watched as the toy 
moved into the other box. If they understood 
that the actor saw the toy move and knows 
where it is, they should expect him to search in 
the box where the toy just went. However, 
babies in our study looked for the same 
amount of time when the actor reached into 
either of the two boxes. This could suggest 
that babies of this age had trouble tracking a 
change in the toy’s location.

This year, we are working on a follow up 
study with 2-year-olds to see whether they will 
anticipate (by looking to one of the two boxes) 
where an actor in this situation might reach to 
find their toy. This study is almost ready and 
we will post an update on our Facebook page 
when it is up and running!

Puppet Play: Are children surprised 
when surprising things happen to 
other people?

As adults, we often anticipate how other 
people will react to different events. For 
example, if I see you reaching into the cookie 
jar but I know that I ate the last cookie 10 
minutes ago, I would probably expect you to 
react with surprise and perhaps 
disappointment! This is because I understand 
that you believe there is a cookie in the jar and 
can anticipate your response when your belief 
is violated upon finding the jar empty.

Sixteen 3-year-olds participated in a study in 
our lab to investigate whether kids also seem 
to anticipate someone’s reaction when their 
belief is violated. For example, in one story, a 
puppet named Wolf left his favourite ball in a 
box while he went away for a few moments, 
only for Rabbit to find the ball and lose it 
during Wolf’s absence. When Wolf returned 
he falsely believed that his favourite ball was 
still inside the box. Children’s facial expressions 
while Wolf approached the now-empty box 
were video recorded in order to see whether 
children show any expressions of suspense, 
concern, or excitement that might indicate 
anticipation of the character’s reaction. 

We are still looking at the data to see if there 
might be any signs of children’s expectations 
that our beliefs influence our behaviour and 
responses!
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Cluedo: Can children predict others’ 
knowledge?

Over the last 2 years, we’ve run a series of 
studies looking at how 3- to 6-year-olds predict 
what other people are likely to know about. 
120 children participated in our most recent 
study looking at how children think different 
types of knowledge are shared with others. We 
presented children with 3 types of knowledge 
and asked who would be likely to share each 
kind of knowledge; cultural (e.g., how to speak 
a language), episodic (e.g., what you ate for 
breakfast this morning) and procedural (e.g., 
how to ride a bike). 

Children thought that people who lived in the 
same place would share cultural knowledge, 
while people of the same age would share 
procedural knowledge. This is exciting because 
we presented them with abstract information 
about the people we asked about (i.e., we told 
them that two people lived in the ‘same place’ 
rather than telling them exactly where they 
lived). This means that children already have 
some understanding about the kinds of 
knowledge different people share and can even 
apply this to new people and unfamiliar pieces 
of knowledge! Surprisingly, children also 
thought that people from the same place would 
be likely to share episodic knowledge. We’re 
currently running follow-up studies for 4- to 7-
year-olds investigating this further. This study 
has been written as a paper and is being 
reviewed by a journal at the moment - keep an 
eye out for the final article! 

Pictionary: Do children understand 
what others shouldn’t know? 

Some things are typically shared between 
groups of people (like how to play the card 
game ‘Snap’) but other things people should not 
know unless they were there or you told them 
about it (like the fact you won the game of 
Snap you played with your brother on Sunday). 
Do children understand that sometimes other 
people shouldn’t know the same things that 
you know? 

70 4- and 6-year-olds participated in a study 
where they created a character or a story. 
Sometimes we asked them to create a well-
known exemplar (like Elsa, or the Gruffalo) and 
sometimes we asked them to create a 
completely new one from scratch. Then we 
asked whether another child would know 
about their creation. Children were really good
at deciding that while a new child would know 
about Elsa, this new child wouldn’t know about 
a character that they’d just made up. Children 
in this study were unsure about stories though, 
with some children thinking that a new child 
would know about a story they’d just made up. 

We’re now running a follow-up study to 
investigate whether this is because stories are 
typically known by many other people, even if 
you don’t know them personally (unlike 
someone’s name). This may be making it harder 
to reason that a new child wouldn’t know 
about a made-up story! If your 4- or 6-year-old 
wants to participate, get in touch! 
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Simon Says: How do children take 
the perspectives of different people?

Are we better or worse at considering the 
perspectives of the people we know well? Last 
year, fifty 4- to 6-year-olds played a 
communication game where they had to move 
different items around a shelf using a partner's 
instructions. Children could see everything in 
the shelf, but their 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. We wanted to see 
whether being close to someone affects how 
children consider their point of view, so 
children either played with their parent or 
caregiver (someone they are close to) or with 
one of our research assistants (someone they 
are not close to). 

We found that children were better at 
considering their partner’s perspective during 
this game when they played with a stranger 
than when they played with their parents. 
Children were faster to make decisions when 
playing with a stranger and chose the right 
objects more often. This might mean that 
children overestimated how similar their 
partner’s perspective was when playing with 
someone they know well (like their parent!). 
Adults show this same pattern in studies from 
other labs, suggesting that having shared 
experiences with a person might actually lead 
us to consider their unique perspective less! 
This study is currently being written up to 
publish, so keep your eyes out for that. 

Articulate!: Do children adjust their 
communication to suit their 
partner?

Now that we know kids as young as 3 years 
old are good at considering what other people 
might know, we’re interested in learning how 
kids use their predictions about who might 
know what when communicating with others.

As adults, we think about the knowledge that 
other people have when communicating with 
them: while a New Zealander would 
understand what you meant if you said ‘bring a 
plate’ to a party, someone from overseas might 
not and we would probably let them know it 
means to bring food and not crockery! We 
want to know how 4- to 7-year-old children 
start to adjust the way they describe things 
when thinking about what the person (or 
puppets!) they’re speaking with knows! 

If you have a 5- or 7-year-old who might be 
interested in playing a fun communication game 
for science, get in touch! 
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Hungry Hungry Hippos: How do 
children think about what animals 
think?

As adults, we often have strong intuitions 
about the mental states – like desires or 
emotions – that might drive an animal’s 
behaviour (e.g.,“That spider wanted to attack 
me!” ). We wanted to know how 3- to 8-year-
olds view an animal’s mental states and 
whether they think differently about different 
species. We showed 60 children three different 
animals (a mammal, a reptile, and an insect) and 
asked about different mental states (including 
feeling hungry, happy, knowing what is nice or 
mean, and remembering things).

Most children thought that all the animals 
could feel hunger and happiness. This may show 
that children think most animals experience 
physiological and emotional feelings. Children’s 
responses were more mixed when we asked 
about complex mental states such as knowing 
what is nice or mean (morality) or 
remembering events (memory). About half of 
children thought that all animals had a sense of 
morality, but only a few thought that any of the 
animals could remember things. It seems like 
children were especially hesitant to think that 
the reptile and insect could remember things.

We’re now running a follow-up study asking 
whether our predictions about an animal’s 
thoughts changes our feelings towards them or 
whether teaching kids about animals may 
change how they view animals’ mental states. 

Sing Star: Can children tell what 
songs are used for?

Songs from small-scale societies around the 
world often serve specific purposes e.g. singing 
a lullaby to soothe a baby. In collaboration with 
The Music Lab at Harvard University, we’re 
running an online experiment looking at what 
children aged 3-12 think different songs from 
around the world might be for. 

Children play a game where they listen to 
songs recorded in small-scale societies and have 
to guess what they think the song was used for 
in its original setting! Previous research has 
shown that adults are quite good at guessing 
what they think songs are used for, even if the 
style of the songs is unfamiliar to them. Turns 
out, children are too! 

So far, more than 2,000 children from around 
the world have played our online experiment 
and were just as good as adults at guessing 
what type of song they were listening to. 
Children and adults typically agreed about 
which songs belonged to a certain category, for 
example, if adults thought a song was being 
used as a lullaby, it was highly likely that 
children thought so too! 

If you would like to try out the game for 
yourself, head over to kids.themusiclab.org

https://www.freepik.com/free-vector/undefined


Infant and Child Cognition Lab at Victoria University of Wellington

Spring 2020 Year at a Glance

9

Take a look at what the Infant and Child Cognition Lab has been up to over the 
past year! 

Oct ‘19

A group of us went to KiwiCAM in 
Auckland, with Laura winning Best Talk 
and Michaela getting 3rd Best Poster!

Dec

April 

July

Aug
Laura presented some of 
her PhD research in the 
Victoria University 3 
minute thesis competition!

Charlotte and Michaela presented 
their summer research at the 
Victoria University Summer Gold 
competition!

Laura, Alia, and Mary Beth 
travelled to Kentucky to 
present at the Cognitive 
Development Society 
conference!

Laura and Michaela 
presented at the virtual 
International Congress 
of Infant Studies!

Laura and Alia 
published a report in 
the International Zoo 
Educator’s Journal!

Michaela presented at the 
virtual Australasian Human 
Development Conference!

March ‘20

Michaela took over as Lab 
Coordinator!

Oct
Alia and her partner Sam 
will be welcoming a little 
one to their family mid-
October!
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June
Alia and her son Theo 
had a cameo 
appearance on the 
Netflix show Babies!
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Top Row: Michaela Dresel, Liam Crowley, Jamie Gannaway, Katie Piper
Middle Row: Marie-Eve Bernier, Laura Anderson, Jess Hawthorne, Kamla Waila

Bottom Row: Jia Qi Ng, Alia Martin, Mary Beth Neff
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What did we get up to over lockdown?

We are always coming up with new and exciting studies! 
Check out our Facebook page to stay up to date on our fun research: facebook.com/vuwbabylab

Over lockdown, we stayed connected by 
holding our weekly lab meetings via Zoom and 
by sending updates on how we were doing.

We all improved on our baking and cooking, 
and some of us even took up gardening! 

By the end of it, our pets were thoroughly 
annoyed with our constant presence, though 
the pats and walks were a welcome reprieve 
from our computer screens. 

We hope you and your family had a safe and 
enjoyable lockdown!
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