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Dear Parents and Families,  

Welcome to the annual publication of 
the Child Learning and Development (CLAD) 
Lab’s newsletter! This summer, we are 
celebrating our fourth year of research in the 
lab, and are excited to share some our recent 
work with you! This newsletter reports on 
several of the studies conducted during the past 
year. I hope you enjoy reading about this work, 
especially the studies in which you and your 
children participated.  

Thank you for participating in the 
research being conducted in the lab. Without 
your support and participation, I would not be 
able to carry out my research or train the next 
generation of developmental scientists.  

To keep up to date on all things CLAD 
Lab-related, you can visit our Facebook page at 
www.facebook.com/cladlab or visit our website 
at bitly.com/cladlab. I hope to see you all in the 
lab again soon! 

 
Carolyn Palmquist 
Director, Child Learning and Development Lab 

 

Research Updates 

Are children sensitive to different 
types of knowledge? 

 
Knowledge can be separated into two 

broad categories: episodic knowledge and 
semantic knowledge. Episodic knowledge is 
currently relevant information that is specific to 
a particular situation, like knowing where 
something is and who put it there. Semantic 
knowledge is consistently relevant information 
that can be generalized and applied to multiple 
contexts, like knowing how something works 
or what it’s made out of. Two summers ago, 
our lab found that 4-year-olds prefer to learn 
new information from those who have shared 
accurate semantic information in the past, but 
not accurate episodic information, suggesting 
that they may differentiate between individuals 
with different kinds of knowledge. This 
summer, we are exploring whether individual 
differences between children make them more 
likely to demonstrate this preference. 

We have used a similar procedure for 
this entire series of studies. Children are first 
introduced to two actors. One actor always 
points to objects inaccurately and the other 
always points accurately. For some children, 
actors share episodic knowledge by pointing to 
the location of objects; for other children, the 
actors share semantic knowledge by pointing to 
identify the functions of objects. For example, 
when a neutral experimenter asks them to point 
to an object that cuts paper, the accurate actor 
points to scissors while the inaccurate actor 
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points to a spoon. Next, children see pictures of 
unfamiliar objects and are asked which of the 
two actors they would like to ask for help in 
identifying the names of the objects. Of interest 
is whether children, as in the previous study, 
will show a preference for the previously 
accurate actor, but only when she has shared 
semantic, not episodic, information in the past. 

We are also measuring children’s theory 
of mind (the ability to understand the mental 
states of others) to determine whether variation 
in this skill predicts children’s preferences for a 
particular actor in the first task. So far, we have 
found that children who have a better theory of 
mind prefer the previously accurate semantic 
actor more often than children with less-
developed theory of mind. This suggests that a 
better understanding of other people’s thoughts 
may support children’s ability to evaluate 
quality of knowledge.  

We hope this series of studies will help 
us better understand how children use different 
types of knowledge to identify reliable sources 
of information.  
 

Understanding deceptive pointing 

  
Children have difficulty ignoring 

deceptive pointing, and there are two 
hypotheses for why that might be. The 
possibilities are that deceptive pointing 
contradicts their expectation that pointing 
should be 1) truthful (pointing is done with 
honest intention); or 2) affirmative (showing 
where something is, rather than where 

something is not). We have just completed a 
multi-year project exploring which of these two 
hypotheses explain children’s difficulty with 
correctly interpreting deceptive pointing. 
 In this study, we compared children’s 
interpretations of deceptive pointing to their 
interpretations of what we call ‘true negative 
pointing’. Four-year-olds played a hiding game 
in which an experimenter hid stickers under 
one of two cups from behind a cardboard 
barrier, removed the barrier, and then pointed 
to the empty location before inviting children to 
search for the sticker. In the deceptive pointing 
version, the experimenter prefaced her point by 
telling children, “I’m going to show you where 
the sticker is hidden, and you need to find it!” 
In the true negative version of the study, the 
experimenter prefaced her point by telling 
children, “I’m going to show you where the 
sticker is not hidden, and you need to find it!” 
At the end of the deceptive version of the 
study, we also asked children whether the 
experimenter had tricked them during the 
study, if so, how she had done this. Therefore, 
deceptive pointing violated both of children’s 
expectations about pointing, and true negative 
pointing only violated children’s expectation 
that pointing should be affirmative. Comparing 
children’s interpretations of these kinds of 
pointing allowed us to determine which of 
these expectations were most important to 
children.  

We also measured individual 
differences in working memory (how many 
pieces of information a child can hold in mind 
for later use) and executive functioning (the 
ability to incorporate various rules 
simultaneously) to determine whether these 
cognitive abilities affect children’s ability to 
correctly interpret deceptive or true negative 
pointing. We found that children were more 
likely to find hidden stickers in the true 
negative version of the task than the deceptive 
version. This suggests that children have 
difficulty with ignoring pointing that violates 
their expectation that the gesture should be 
truthful (deceptive pointing), but not pointing 
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that is simply not affirmative (true negative 
pointing). We also found that although children 
with better executive functioning were more 
likely to correctly interpret true negative 
pointing, children who were better able to 
explicitly identify the bad or deceptive 
intentions of the deceptive pointer were better 
able to ignore deceptive pointing. This suggests 
that different abilities may help children 
succeed when encountering various forms of 
atypical pointing.  

 
 
Does success affect children’s help-
seeking behavior?  

 
In a recent study, we found that children 

who have been really successful on a task have 
difficulty identifying a more helpful person 
over a less helpful person (Palmquist, Jaswal, 
& Rutherford, 2016). In the study, 4- and 5-
year-olds played a hiding game in which a 
helpful actor and an unhelpful actor took turns 
hiding objects. Before children searched for 
each object, the helpful actor always briefly 
revealed its location, while the unhelpful actor 
never revealed its location. For half of the 
children, we rigged the game so that they were 
always successful in finding the hidden objects, 
no matter which actor they were interacting 
with. For the other half of children, we left the 
game to chance, so children found the hidden 
objects more often with the helpful actor than 
with the unhelpful one. Later, all children were 
asked which actor they wanted to ask for help 
finding other hidden objects. We found that 
preschool-aged children only preferred the 

helpful actor if they had been more successful 
when interacting with her. In the always-
successful condition, preschool-aged children 
selected equally between the two actors (even 
though one was clearly more helpful).  

One possible reason the always-
successful children showed no preference is 
because they developed what is called illusory 
control, a phenomenon that both adults and 
children experience in which they believe they 
have more control over events if those events 
go well than if they go poorly. Thus, the 
children in the always-successful condition 
may have believed that they had more control 
over their success than the children who were 
not always successful. Therefore, children’s 
sense of control may have led them to ignore 
the difference in helpfulness between the two 
actors and therefore showed no preference for 
one over the other. 

Currently, we are trying to pinpoint the 
mechanisms driving this formation of illusory 
control by exploring the individual differences 
that might predict children’s performance in 
our hiding game. We are running this study 
with 8-10-year-old children, adding 4 new 
measures: a questionnaire on magical thinking, 
a questionnaire on locus of control, a fantasy 
orientation test, and the Child Behavior 
Checklist (CBCL). We are focusing on children 
in this age group because they will likely reveal 
the most variability in responses and may be 
less susceptible to developing illusory control. 
Of interest is whether the school-aged children 
will prefer the previously helpful actor 
regardless of whether they have always been 
successful or not, or whether they will behave 
more like the 4- and 5-year-olds and only 
prefer the previously helpful actor when they 
had actually been more successful with her in 
the past. 

Preliminary data suggests that school-
aged children in the always-successful 
condition are not necessarily more or less likely 
to show a preference for the helpful actor, but 
that those who choose the helpful actor over the 
unhelpful actor are more likely to score low on 
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externality, measured by the locus of control 
questionnaire. Those who score low on 
externality tend to believe that they themselves, 
rather than outside forces, have control over 
their own lives, so perhaps these children are 
particularly aware of their level of control in 
this game and know when they need help. In 
choosing the helpful actor, these children are 
controlling the situation as best they can.  

We are excited to continue collecting 
data so that we can continue to pinpoint the 
predictors of illusory control for this age group 
and clarify our understanding of the 
relationship between externality and help-
seeking behavior. Ongoing research can then 
begin to investigate how these measures predict 
people’s perceptions of success across the 
lifespan.  

 
How much can children tell from 
someone’s face? 

 
Adults frequently use others’ 

appearance to make inferences about what kind 
of traits they have and how they might behave 
in the future (e.g. associating a strong jaw line 
with a dominant personality). Although 
children also demonstrate this tendency, our lab 
was interested in exactly how this process 
works and develops. We have just completed a 
study in collaboration with the Infant Cognition 
Lab at the University of Massachusetts 
Amherst to determine whether children expect 
more knowledgeable individuals to have 
different facial features than less 

knowledgeable individuals. Specifically, we 
chose to explore whether preschoolers would 
be more likely to associate competent-looking 
features or trustworthy-looking features with 
people who had behaved in a knowledgeable 
way in the past. Previous research has shown 
that children distinguish between trustworthy 
and untrustworthy-looking features from 
infancy, while it takes them several years to 
distinguish between competent and 
incompetent-looking features. Therefore, we 
were interested in whether a similar 
developmental pattern would occur in their 
associations of facial features with particular 
behaviors.  

In order to create typically competent-, 
incompetent-, trustworthy-, and untrustworthy-
looking faces, we used a computer program to 
generate faces that had features that adults had 
previously rated as appearing to have one of 
those qualities, and then we put the faces onto 
puppets. Four- and five-year-old children 
watched one masked puppet match objects with 
their functions correctly or incorrectly (e.g., an 
experimenter asked the puppet “Which one 
covers hands?” Correct: puppet indicates glove; 
Incorrect: puppet indicates hairbrush). Half of 
children were then shown the unmasked 
competent and incompetent puppet pair, and 
the other half of children were shown the 
unmasked trustworthy and untrustworthy 
puppet pair. All children were then asked to 
choose which puppet they had just watched 
interact with the objects. Interestingly, children 
assumed that knowledgeable behavior had been 
performed by the trustworthy-looking puppet, 
but did not make the same connection for the 
competent looking puppet. 

We found that children are indeed 
capable of using behavior and traits to make 
predictions about how a person might look. 
However, an interesting question arose from 
our findings: why do children have this 
association for trustworthy faces, but not for 
competent ones? We think that it might be 
because children are able to identify and label 
faces as trustworthy much earlier in their 
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development, so trustworthiness might be more 
familiar to them. This familiarity might allow 
them to more easily create the link between 
behavior and appearance. 

More broadly, this work suggests that 
children, like adults, may use others’ facial 
features to make snap predictions about their 
traits and potential future behaviors.  

What helps children ignore 
deception? 

 
Infants rely on those around them to 

learn about the world. As children reach the 
preschool years, their trust in others becomes 
more complex: they begin to rely on their own 
cognitive abilities and previous experience to 
establish trust in others. Current research on 
selective trust is split regarding the role of two 
specific cognitive abilities in children’s 
establishment of trust. Some research argues 
that theory of mind is important; other work 
suggests that inhibitory control is a more 
important factor. Theory of mind refers to a 
child’s ability to understand the mental states of 
others; inhibitory control refers to a child’s 
ability to delay initial impulses and consider 
multiple options before responding. In one 
ongoing study, we are interested exploring 
whether theory of mind and inhibitory control 
play different roles in how children interpret 
others’ deceptive information. We believe that 
theory of mind may only be relevant when 
children are tasked with interpreting deceptive 
information without any of their own pre-

existing knowledge, whereas inhibitory control 
may be relevant when children have their own 
knowledge that conflicts with the deceptive 
information they are receiving. Having a better 
theory of mind would allow children to 
interpret the intentions of the deceptive person 
and thus ignore the deception. Inhibitory 
control could allow children to stop themselves 
from following deceptive information in favor 
of their own existing knowledge.  

In this study, 3- and 4-year-olds played 
a game during which an experimenter dropped 
objects through one of two clear, criss-crossing 
tubes. These tubes ended in opaque cups so 
children could not see where the dropped 
objects landed. For some children, the tubes 
were visible and they could watch the objects 
as they were dropped through the tubes (i.e., 
they had knowledge about the event); for other 
children, a screen blocked the tubes from sight 
so they could not see the objects as they 
travelled through the tubes (i.e., they had no 
knowledge about the event). In both cases, the 
experimenter dropping the objects provided 
incorrect information about the objects’ 
locations. For example, if the object had fallen 
into the cup on the right of the experimenter, 
the experimenter said the object was located in 
the cup on the left. After hearing the incorrect 
information provided by the experimenter, 
children were then asked to choose where they 
thought the object had landed. Children also 
completed tasks to assess theory of mind and 
inhibitory control. 

We are excited to be able to share some 
preliminary results of this study with you. First, 
we found that 4-year-olds were relatively good 
at ignoring the deceptive information whether 
they had knowledge about the event or not, but 
that 3-year-olds were only able to overcome the 
deceptive information (and search in the 
opposite location) when they had seen the 
object fall (i.e., had knowledge about the 
event). Consistent with our earlier hypothesis, 
trends also suggest that inhibitory control may 
help both 3- and 4-year-olds ignore deceptive 
information when they have their own 
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knowledge to rely on, as children in the 
“knowledge” version of the task who had 
higher inhibitory control scores were more 
likely to ignore the deceptive experimenter than 
children with lower inhibitory control scores. 

Thus far, our data suggests that with 
age, children may improve in their ability to 
ignore deception. Additionally, we have found 
that cognitive abilities, like inhibitory control, 
may be particularly important to children’s 
development of this ability.  

 
Verbal instructions help toddlers 
visualize, and solve, difficult problems  

 
In 1995, Bruce Hood began studying 

how young children and toddlers understand 
gravity. To do so, he created an apparatus 
(featured above) that included several criss-
crossing tubes that ended in different cups. He 
hypothesized that if children really understood 
how gravity worked within the constraints of 
these tubes, they would be able to correctly 
predict how objects would travel through them 
and where they would land. Interestingly, he 
found (in many studies) that children 
repeatedly made incorrect predictions, stating 
that the object would “fall straight down” and 
land in the cup directly below, rather than in 
the cup that was at the end of the tube in which 
the object was dropped. Hood called this a 
“gravity bias”. He argued that children’s 
expectation that objects always fall straight 
down is so strong, it disrupts their ability to 

make correct predictions about how objects 
should travel through the tubes.  

In follow-up work, others have shown 
that giving young children the opportunity to 
visualize how the tubes worked, prior to 
making their predictions, improved their ability 
to correctly predict where objects would land. 
For example, children who were allowed to 
touch the tubes at the beginning of the study 
tended to make more correct predictions than 
children who were not allowed to touch the 
tubes.  

In the current study, with the help of 
three different groups of 2- and 3-year-olds, we 
asked whether simply hearing instructions 
about how to visualize the tubes would also 
improve children’s predictions. One group 
heard instructions that were designed to help 
them visualize the tubes: the experimenter told 
children to imagine the ball rolling down the 
tube before predicting where it would land. A 
second group heard verbal instructions that 
were not related to visualization: the 
experimenter told children that after she 
dropped the ball, it was going to “land in the 
cup on the other side”, and were then asked to 
predict where it would land. A third group of 
children heard no instructions, they were 
simply shown where the ball was going to be 
dropped from, and were then asked to predict 
where it would land.    

Interestingly, we found that only 
children who heard visualization instructions 
were able to make more correct predictions 
about where the ball would land. This suggests 
that although children are able to use others’ 
verbal instructions to learn new strategies, in 
the case of this task, the instructions needed to 
specifically include information about how to 
visualize the task to help children make correct 
predictions.  

This finding is particularly interesting 
because it suggests that even young children 
are able to internalize others’ simple statements 
to learn and adopt new problem-solving 
strategies.   
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Past and Future Events 
 
  

The Child Learning and Development 
Lab has been busy reaching out to area 
communities in order to connect with families 
with children ages birth to 10 years old.  This 
year we visited area libraries, made 
appearances at fun events like the Northampton 
Downtown Walk, Mead Family Days, Amherst 
LSSE Summer Camp Fair, Downtown Beats:  
Summer Concerts, Look Park Summer Concert 
Series, UMASS Preschool Fair, Hadley 
Asparagus Festival and Amherst’s Crafts on the 
Common, and took our student research 
assistants to work with preschoolers at the 
Holyoke Children’s Museum where we have an 
ongoing, collaborative relationship. 

 
Additionally, if you know of any fun 
community events that you and your family 
will be attending, be sure to let us know about 
them so we can attend them as well. You can 
email us at cladlab@amherst.edu with 
information. We are always looking for fun 
new events to go to! 

 
Register with us 
 
 

If you are interested in learning more 
about the lab, you can contact us by calling 
413-542-5670 or emailing 
cladlab@amherst.edu. If you are interested in 
participating in future research, visit our 
website at www.bitly.com/cladlab to register 
your family with our lab. If you register your 
family, we will contact you when there is a 
study that your child is of the right age to 
participate in. During the summer, we are open 
Monday through Friday, from 9am to 5 pm, 
and participation in a study usually takes no 
more than a 30-minute visit to our lab. 

 

Recent Publications 
• Palmquist, C.M., Jaswal, V.K., & 

Rutherford, A.V. (2016). Success inhibits 
preschoolers’ ability to establish selective 
trust. Journal of Experimental Child 
Psychology, 152, 192 – 204. DOI: 
10.1016/j.jecp.2016.07.015. 

 
Popular Press Coverage 
• New York Magazine: 

http://nymag.com/scienceofus/2016/11/one-
reason-why-parents-shouldnt-just-let-kids-
win-at-games.html 

 
• Wall Street Journal: 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/letting-
children-always-win-is-a-losing-strategy-
1478012703  

 

 
 

Some of the members of the Child Learning and 
Development Lab celebrate the end of the 2016-

2017 school year. 


