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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 second 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 
 

About People 
 

• This summer Ashleigh Rutherford and 
Marissa Fierro (’16) are working as 
research assistants in the lab. Both Marissa 
and Ashleigh are rising seniors writing their 
honors theses.  

• Rachel Tannenbaum (’15) wrote an honors 
thesis in the lab last year and is working in 
the Canine Cognition lab at Yale this 
summer! 

 
Recent Publications 
• Palmquist, C.M., & Jaswal, V.K. (in press). 

Preschoolers’ inferences about pointers and 
labelers: The modality matters. Cognitive 
Development.  
 

Non-Verbal Communication 
 
Infants and young children rely on the people 
around them for information. To date, there has 
been extensive research on how children use 
others’ verbal communication to determine 
future reliability. However, the gestures that 
accompany these interactions, such as gaze-
following and pointing, are understudied. 
Research has shown that children pay more 
attention to things that have been highlighted 
by a communicative cue such as pointing. Little 
is known about children’s use, expectations, 
and thoughts about gestures and those who use 
them. We seek to answer some of these 
questions in the following studies. 

 
Are good pointers also good speakers? 
 

 
  
Previous research in our lab has found that 
children do not expect accurate pointers to be 
accurate speakers if the pointers have shared 
episodic knowledge (i.e., information that is 
relevant in a specific situation, like the location 
of a hidden object). Since the type of 
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knowledge being shared might be an important 
factor in considering future accuracy, we are 
exploring whether children will be more 
willing to assume that an accurate pointer who 
shares semantic information (i.e., information 
that is relevant in multiple contexts, like the 
function of an object), will be an accurate 
speaker.  

To test this, children are introduced to 
two experimenters, one who always points 
inaccurately and one who always points 
accurately. For some children, experimenters 
share episodic knowledge by pointing to the 
location of several hidden objects; for other 
children, the experimenters share semantic 
knowledge by pointing to identify the functions 
of various objects. For example, when told, 
“Let’s show which one cuts paper,” one 
experimenter points to scissors while the other 
points to a spoon. Next, children see pictures of 
novel objects and are asked which of the two 
pointers they would like to ask for help in 
identifying the names of the objects. We expect 
that children who saw semantic pointing, but 
not those that saw episodic pointing, will prefer 
the accurate person when learning labels of 
novel objects. This would suggest that children 
generalize accuracy in the nonverbal domain to 
the verbal domain, but only if pointing is used 
to demonstrate broadly applicable (semantic) 
knowledge. If children do not show a 
preference for the accurate pointer in either 
situation, it would suggest that pointing is 
unique in its communicative properties such 
that children do not generalize nonverbal 
accuracy to other domains.  
 
Are children sensitive to our gestures, 
or the intentions behind them?  
 
Previous research has found that children have 
difficulty ignoring deceptive pointing. In these 
studies, preschoolers play a hiding game in 
which an experimenter always points to the 
incorrect location of a hidden object and then 
asks children to search. Interestingly, even after 
playing the hiding game many times, children 

continue to look in the location to which the 
experimenter points (the wrong location). 
Researchers have been interested in why 
children have difficulty ignoring this deceptive 
gesture. One perspective argues that children 
have a lot of experience with other people 
pointing truthfully, and therefore come to 
expect pointing to be correct and have a 
difficult time ignoring it, even when it is 
incorrect. Another perspective argues that it’s 
not pointing, specifically, that children have 
trouble ignoring, but rather it’s any cue that 
someone uses to purposefully share 
information. That is, any communication that 
someone clearly intends to share, children tend 
to believe.  
 In the current series of studies, we are 
exploring which of these two hypotheses may 
be correct by having 3-year-olds play a similar 
hiding game where experimenters use various 
cues to indicate the location of hidden objects. 
We are manipulating how intentional this 
communication may seem by sometimes 
having the experimenters look directly at the 
child when sharing information, and sometimes 
having them look away. Of interest is whether 
the specific cue (pointing, a ball, etc.) or the 
intention behind that cue (looking or not) is 
important in predicting whether children will 
be able to ignore inaccurate information. This 
study is still in progress, so we look forward to 
sharing specific results with you in the next 
newsletter!  
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Another angle on deceptive pointing 
 

 
  
Our lab also has a different set of studies 
exploring why children have difficulty ignoring 
deceptive pointing. In this line of research, we 
ask whether children tend to follow pointing 
(even if it’s deceptive) because 1) they expect it 
to be true, 2) they expect it to be affirmative 
(showing where something is, rather than 
where something is not), or 3) whether both 
expectations play a role in children’s 
willingness to follow the gesture. To do this, in 
the context of a hiding game, we used a unique 
form of pointing called a “true negative” in 
which an experimenter told children, “I’m 
going to point to where the sticker is not 
hidden, and it will be your job to find it,” and 
then pointed to the empty cup and waited for 
the child to search. This particular form of 
pointing helped to answer our question because 
it is similar to deceptive pointing in that it is 
not affirmative (it indicates where something is 
not), but it is truthful because the experimenter 
told children in advance that she would indicate 
the empty cup so they would know to search in 
the opposite location. In other words, this true 
negative pointing violates children’s 
expectation that pointing should be affirmative, 
but not their expectation that pointing should be 
truthful. Therefore, if children have difficulty 
ignoring true negative pointing just as they do 
deceptive pointing, then their expectations 
about the affirmative nature of the gesture may 
be the reason they have trouble ignoring it. If 
children do not have difficulty interpreting true 

negative pointing, it would suggest that only 
when pointing violates their expectations of 
truthfulness do children have trouble 
interpreting it correctly (and ignoring it in the 
case of deceptive pointing).  
 Interestingly, our current results suggest 
that children are quite capable of correctly 
interpreting true negative points and searching 
in the location not indicated by the gesture to 
find the hidden objects. This suggests that 
children may not always need pointing to be 
affirmative in order to interpret it correctly, but 
that they may need it to be truthful.   
 

Overconfidence 
 
Does children’s prior success always 
affect their help-seeking behavior?  

 
In a study we conducted over the past year, we 
explored how children’s confidence affects 
their help-seeking behavior. Children were 
asked to find a toy hidden underneath one of 
two boxes. In some situations, we boosted 
children’s confidence by rigging the outcome 
so that they always searched correctly. Other 
children were sometimes correct, and 
sometimes incorrect. Next, they were asked to 
choose between a previously helpful actor (who 
seemed like the obvious choice as a helper) and 
a stranger to help them find more toys. We 
found that when children’s confidence had 
been boosted, they chose equally between the 
helper and the stranger. Children who did not 
have their confidence boosted, and sometimes 
did not find the hidden objects in the first part 
of the game, preferred the helpful actor to the 
stranger. Interestingly, when tested in the same 
paradigm, adults preferred the helpful 
informant even when their confidence had been 
boosted. Anecdotally, adults were likely to 
explicitly say things like “Even though I always 
found it, I was probably just lucky, so I’ll get 
help from the helpful person.” One possible 
explanation for this age difference is that 4- and 
5-year-old children do not yet understand the 
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concept of luck. Instead, they tend to attribute 
their success to their own ability, and therefore 
do not feel that they need to seek information 
from the best source because they can solve 
problems themselves. Contrastingly, children 
who did not find the hidden toy on every try are 
savvier about finding the best possible helper 
because they know that they could fail without 
help. We have begun a follow-up study to test 
this hypothesis using 7- and 8-year-olds (an age 
shown to understand the concept of luck) as 
well, and have included a personality test to 
examine individual differences between 
children of both age groups. 
 

 
 

Sources of Information 
 
Do children trust information more 
from individuals or groups?  
 
Children can absorb knowledge from others 
through individual testimony (what another 
person tells them) or institutional testimony 
(information such as text or symbols that come 
from a greater body of knowledge). Research 
shows that children who have just started to 
read are more likely to trust inaccurate written 
text over inaccurate spoken language, 
suggesting they may be more sensitive to 
information that has been vetted by a larger 
source. Alternatively, it could be the case that 
these early readers trust text more because it is 
novel. The current study explored these 
theories by comparing children’s preferences 
for other forms of institutional testimony (e.g., 

an arrow sign) to their preferences for 
individual testimony (e.g., a pointing adult).    

In this study, children navigated 
through a virtual maze containing several turns. 
At each turn, children had the choice to follow 
an individual’s point in one direction, or an 
arrow pointing in the opposite direction. 
Preliminary results show that while 4-year-olds 
prefer to follow the person who pointed in 
order to reach the end of the maze, 5-year-olds 
were more likely to follow the arrow. This 
suggests that as children age, they may be more 
sensitive to all forms of institutional testimony, 
not just the written word. Follow-up work will 
examine why exactly older children may prefer 
the arrow over the pointer, by asking them 
where the arrows may have come from and 
why they might have been put in the maze.  
 

 
 
Past and Future Events 
 
  
In the last year, our lab has attended many 
community events in the interest of meeting 
families in the surrounding area who might be 
interested in participating in our studies. We 
have been to many libraries and children’s 
events, attending story hours and playgroups. 
We’ve been to Jones, Wendell, Sunderland, and 
the Leverett Public Library, as well as the 
Franklin King Memorial Children’s Series at 
Look Park. This summer, we have visited many 
preschools, including Fort Hill, Sunnyside, and 
Gorse. 
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Rachel presenting her thesis research at the Society for 
Research in Child Development Conference. 

The members of 
the CLAD Lab 
celebrate the 

end of the 2014-
2015 school 

year.  

Many of our participants are also found 
thanks to the generous support of local 
children’s museums. We have visited the 
Children’s Museum in Holyoke several times 
this year, and we look forward to working with 
the Springfield Museums in the near future. We 
will be at both museums to share our work with 
visiting families and, if families have children 
who want to take part in our research, we will 
be running studies at the museums as well!  

We will be attending a few more story 
hours and playgroups this summer. If you see 
us there, feel free to say hi! We love chatting 
and are always prepared with some flyers and 
registration cards, should you be interested in 
learning more about our work or registering 
your family! 

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.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Kids Corner! 

 
Insight straight from the mouths of 
your children! 
 
• For the complex question of what makes 

you happy, five children had the same 
simple answer: ice cream! 

• A 4-year-old’s response to “What makes 
you feel good?”: coffee! 

• Another 4-year-old’s idea of what makes 
teachers angry was “If kids get into 
mischief and explode the school with a 
cannon.”  

• One child, though, said that “Not following 
the rules, like putting sunscreen on your 
face with no help” could make teachers 
unhappy.  

• We asked children what made other kids 
unhappy, and one responded, “Being naked 
when you go to school!” 

• When we asked children what made moms 
or dads love them, many responded with 
something along the lines of: They love me 
just because I’m their kid! 

• That being said, snuggling, kisses, and hugs 
took the cake for children’s answers about 
what makes mothers and fathers happy. 

 
Overall, your children have been a pleasure to 
work with over the past year. We look forward 
to continued work with you and your family! 

 


