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Spring 2021

Kia ora whānau,
ggg

We are delighted to share with you our annual
newsletter with updates on our past year in the
Infant and Child Cognition Lab. Our research
team has greatly appreciated the participation and
engagement of all families this year despite
ongoing uncertainties. We send you our thanks
and wish you all joyful times with your loved ones
in the year ahead.
We have been working on a number of studies
focusing on babies’ and children’s developing
social cognition and their understanding of
communication. In this newsletter you will learn
about new findings from the series of studies
conducted by Laura Anderson, who has recently
become Dr. Anderson upon successfully
defending her PhD thesis in September 2021!
Many of Laura’s exciting findings about children’s
understanding of others’ knowledge, and how
they use this understanding to hone their
communication skills, are now being written up
for publication. Thank you to all our child
scientists for helping with this research!
Our newsletter also contains updates on a
growing line of research by PhD student and lab
manager Michaela Dresel, looking at babies’ and
toddlers’ understanding of others’ actions and
goals. These ongoing studies will provide insight
into how young children begin to make sense of
behaviour and how they might use their
understanding to guide their own choices. This
research ties into other work going on in our lab
examining how babies and children think about
others’ actions and knowledge.
We have been working on sharing our research
this year at conferences and in manuscripts we

Kia Ora Whānau

are writing up to publish. Both Laura and
Michaela have presented their research at online
conferences this year, including the Budapest
Central European University Conference on
Cognitive Development and the Society for
Research on Child Development Biennial Meeting.
Michaela also presented at New Zealand’s own
yearly KiwiCAM (Cognition and Memory)
conference in December 2020, and our lab’s
undergraduate student Jessica Hawthorne won
Best Poster for her poster on children’s
inferences about animal mental states!
We are planning for a productive summer
running studies in the lab, with a number of health
and safety measures to ensure everyone remains
safe and comfortable. We are also working on
online studies to invite children to participate at
home, and hope to provide more details soon.
We hope you enjoy learning from our
newsletter about the studies your child has
participated in, as well as others! We always
maintain the privacy of all of our participants and
their families, only reporting average results for
the entire group of children we tested in a study
so no individual baby or child can be identified.
We welcome you to share our newsletter with
anyone who might be interested in learning more
about or participating in our research! Please get
in touch with us if you have any questions or
would like to get involved.
Warm regards,
The Infant and Child Cognition Lab Team

Alia Martin
Michaela Dresel
Lab Director
Lab Manager
alia.martin@vuw.ac.nz babylab@vuw.ac.nz
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Partner Interactions

the box!” or “Can you get the ball out now?”.
We were interested in which listener participants
thought the speaker was talking to. To do this,
we looked at which of the two listeners
participants looked to first!
In our most recent version of this study, adults
and 2-year-olds showed no expectation of which
listener the speaker was talking to when
informing them of the ball’s location. However,
when the speaker asked for the ball, both adults
and 2-year-olds looked to the ignorant actor. We
think that this might be because the actor had
only just reappeared, and you typically address
someone new to a scene. We are still looking at
the data for the 4-year-olds, and we can’t wait to
be able to update you!

Naughty or Nice; Who do babies
prefer?

How do people track knowledge in
communication?
We often rely on the knowledge of other
people when working out how to communicate
with them. For example, it would be odd to tell
your neighbour how to find the street you live
on, but much less odd to tell a friend visiting from
out of town. As adults, we can keep track of
these different levels of knowledge in out day-today conversations. In this study, we were
interested in how this ability develops!
Adults, 4-year-olds, and 2-year-olds were
shown a video of three actors playing with a ball
(one speaker and two listeners). Halfway through,
one of the listeners had to leave to take a phone
call, and while she was gone, the speaker hid the
ball in one of three containers. This meant that
one listener knew where the ball was, while the
other did not. When the ignorant listener
returned, the speaker’s face was covered so
participants couldn’t see which way they were
facing. The speaker then either said “The ball is in

From 6-months-old, babies prefer characters
that are helpful over those than hinder others.
We are part of an international study looking at
whether babies from different countries around
the world share this preference.
In this study, babies will watch a short video
depicting three characters; a circle trying to get
up a hill, a triangle who helps the circle up the hill,
and a square who pushes the circle back down
the hill. Babies will then be shown the characters,
and we are interested to see which one they
choose to play with. We are hoping that this
study will be up and running in the new year, so
keep an eye out for an update on our Facebook
page when it is ready to go!
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Goals and Preferences

How do babies think about other
people’s preferences?
Many of our everyday choices are driven by our
preferences, such as when picking what sandwich
to eat for lunch. Sometimes, we rationalise our
choices by devaluing the option we didn’t choose.
For example, if we choose a peanut butter
sandwich over a jam sandwich, we might
rationalise this choice by saying “It’s okay, I don’t
like jam anyway”.
This year, we started a new study looking at
how 10- to 12-month-olds think other people’s
choices affect their future preferences. Babies
watched a play where an actor repeatedly chose a
toy car over a crayon. Once babies were bored
of this, we then replaced the preferred toy car
with a block and were interested to see which
object babies thought the actor would now
choose; the previously ignored crayon, or the
new block.
Babies looked for the same amount of time no
matter which object the actor chose, which
suggests that babies this age did not expect
someone’s previous choices to affect futures
choices. We are now planning a new version of
this study to see if adding facial expressions (like
smiling) and verbal cues (like “I love this toy!”)
will change how babies think about these choices.

Little Imitators: How do toddlers
think about others’ actions?
We all learn things by watching others. When
adults imitate a complex series of actions, such as
replicating a complex recipe from a cooking
show, we can modify the steps to fit our current
environment. For example, if the chef says to
melt chocolate in the microwave but your kitchen
doesn’t have a microwave, you might adjust your
actions by melting chocolate over the stove
instead. We want to know how this skill of
adjusting our imitation develops!
In this study, 3-year-olds play an imitation game
with an actor. We show them the actor playing
with a set of toys, before giving them a turn to
play themselves. Sometimes, we give toddlers the
same toys as the actor, but sometimes we give
them a new additional toy that could help them
to complete the series of actions. We want to
know whether toddlers will imitate the actor
exactly and ignore the extra toy, or whether they
will adjust their imitation to include it. This study
is almost ready to go, and we can’t wait to be
able to share it with you!
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Cultural Knowledge

children had been to, and another was the child’s
house. We then looked at how children’s
descriptions of their pictures differed between
the local partner and the overseas partner.
We found that children gave a more detailed
description of their museum to the overseas
partner than to the local partner, suggesting they
thought the local partner was more likely to
know about their museum than the overseas
partner. However, when describing their house,
they gave an equally detailed description to both
partners, showing they understood that neither
partner was likely to know about their house.
This suggests that 7-year-olds can predict which
knowledge is or isn’t shared with a conversational
partner and can then use this to adjust their
communication to effectively communicate with
different people!

How do children think about widely
shared knowledge?
“Do you know Te Papa?”: 7-yearolds adjust their communication to
suit their partner
In everyday interactions we use predictions of
what other people know to adjust our
communication. For example, when talking about
Te Papa with someone who we know is from
Wellington, we would use the proper name (e.g.,
“I went to Te Papa!”) as they would likely know
what this is. However, a person who is from
overseas is unlikely to share this knowledge, so
you would more likely start by explaining to them
that Te Papa is a museum in Wellington.
We were interested in whether 7-year olds can
also predict which pieces of knowledge are
shared whilst communicating with a partner and
adjust their communication accordingly. Over the
past year, we had 7-year-olds play a drawing game
over zoom, playing either with someone from the
same city as them, or someone from overseas.
We asked them to draw three different types of
buildings and to describe them to their partner.
One of the buildings was a museum which

Some pieces of information might be shared
with everyone on Earth, such as the fact that
humans need to sleep when tired. However,
some pieces of information are widely shared, but
only within specific groups; for instance, only
people from New Zealand would be likely to
know the words to the New Zealand national
anthem. In this new study, we are interested in
how children think about these different types of
knowledge! Four-year-olds will be read a story
about two different planets of aliens and will be
asked some questions about what they think
these aliens might know about. We hope that this
study will be running soon, so if you know a 4year-old who might like to participate please let
us know!
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Predicting Knowledge

Do children overestimate the
knowledge of others?
Some kinds of knowledge are typically shared
between groups of people (like the story of ‘Maui
and the Sun’, or what ‘Fairy Bread’ is) but other
things people should not know unless they were
there or were told about them (like the fact you
ate ‘Fairy bread’ or read ‘Maui and the Sun’ last
weekend). Last year, we ran a study asking
whether 4- to 6-year-old children understand that
sometimes other people shouldn’t know the same
things that you know. Children thought that while
someone else would know about well-known
characters (e.g., Elsa), they wouldn’t know about
a character that the children had just made up.
However, children were unsure about stories,
with most 4-year-olds thinking that someone else
would know about a story they’d just made up.
We decided to test whether this is because
stories are often shared between groups of
people, but knowledge of individual people is
often not. In this study, 42 4- to 6-year-olds
created a picture of a well-known food (pizza), or
a food that they made up on the spot, and we
asked whether someone else would know about
the food in the picture. While 6-year-olds
thought that someone else wouldn’t know about
a food they had just invented, 4-year-olds thought
that they would! While 4-year-olds did
overestimate who should share their knowledge
of food and stories, this actually gives us evidence
that 4-year-olds are thinking adaptively about
which types of information tend to be more
widely shared (like knowledge of stories and
foods) when predicting others’ knowledge!

How do children know what other
people know?
There are some pieces of knowledge which are
commonly shared between people; like the
knowledge that grass is green and the sky is blue.
However, there are other types of knowledge
that you need access to, in order to know. For
example, not everyone knows what you had for
breakfast this morning! This study is looking at
the circumstances in which children believe you
have to have had access to a piece of knowledge
in order to know it.
In this study, 4-year-olds are read a story about
two friendly aliens and their adventures together.
In some of the adventures the aliens are together,
and in others they are apart. Each story has a
focus on either an episodic event (e.g., a unique
personal experience like what time you went to
bed) or a cultural event (e.g., like counting to 10
in Te Reo Māori). Afterwards, children are asked
whether one of the aliens would know about the
events that had occurred for the other alien.
This study is still running, so if you think your 4year-old would enjoy participating we would love
to hear from you!
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Predicting Behaviour

How does ignorance affect
children’s predictions of behaviour?

Do toddlers know what other
people know?
Over the past few years, we have been running
a study looking at how babies think other
people’s knowledge influences their actions. This
year, we wanted to know whether toddlers could
use an actor’s knowledge of a toy’s location to
anticipate where the actor would reach.
Forty 2-year-olds watched a short video where
an actor and a puppet played a hide and seek
game with a toy. Sometimes, the puppet would
place the toy in one of two boxes before letting
the actor reach for it, but sometimes the puppet
would change its mind and swap the toy’s hiding
place while the actor watched. We then looked
to see if toddlers would anticipate which box the
actor would reach into to get the toy! So far, it
looks like toddlers could anticipate the actor’s
reach when the toy didn’t move but had no
expectations of where the actor would look
when the puppet moved the toy. We are now
exploring how the movement of the toy changes
toddlers’ expectations!

Lacking information is different than having
misinformation and can cause you to behave
differently. While misinformation refers to
information that is untrue or incorrect (such as
thinking your car keys are on the kitchen counter,
when really they are by the door), ignorance
refers to someone not possessing any relevant
information at all (such as losing your car keys
completely!). We want to know how children
think someone should act when they lack
information about a task. To investigate this, we
are designing a fun online study that children can
participate in from home! This study will involve
reading an interactive story about a character
who loses her toy. Children will then be asked
questions about how they think this character
should act. This study will be up and running
soon, and we will post the details on our website
and our Facebook page!

We are always coming up with
new and exciting studies!

Keep up to date by checking out:

Want to know when we start
running a new study?

vuwbabylab.com/current-studies

facebook.com/vuwbabylab
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Year at a Glance

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

Oct ‘20
Nov

Alia and her partner Sam
welcomed baby Eva to their
family!

We had a great time meeting
families at the 2020
Wellington Baby Expo!

Dec
A group of us
attended KiwiCAM in
Wellington, with Jess
winning best poster!

Jan ‘21
Laura presented at the
Budapest CEU
Conference on Cognitive
Development!

April
Laura and Michaela
presented at the Society for
Research in Child
Development Conference!

May
We had a great time
meeting families at the 2021
Wellington Baby Expo!

Sept
Laura successfully
defended her PhD
thesis!

Oct
Millie presented at the
School of Psychology
Honours Poster Session
and handed in her thesis!
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Our Team

Top Row: Alia Martin, Jessica Hawthorne, Liam Crowley, Jamie Gannaway
2nd Row: Michaela Dresel, Georgia Bueno, Laura Anderson, Millie Jennings
3rd Row: Jessica van Niekerk, Tian Daniels, Breana Lawson, Lucie Bardoul
Bottom Row: Jackson Angell, Devon Rogers, Caitlin Booth-Richards, Amber Fisher

Meet our tiniest lab members!
Last year in October, Alia and her
partner Sam welcomed baby Eva to their
family! Eva has now just turned one, and
her brother Theo is coming up to his
fourth birthday. We are excited to see
them both grow and change over the
next year!

See what our team is up to by following our Facebook page!
facebook.com/vuwbabylab
9
Theme by: korolyok/123RF

