June 2013

Dear Parents and Teachers,

Thank you once again for participating in our research. We’ve had another very successful year, thanks to your participation. In this newsletter we’re highlighting some key findings from our work with children.

Lindsey Short completed data collection for her PhD and is now busy writing her dissertation. In one study, she investigated how young children organize faces based on social categories. Adults’ expertise in face processing has been attributed to their use of norm-based coding. Each time adults encounter a face they compare that face to their norm/prototype (i.e., the average of all faces previously seen). These norms influence how accurately we recognize people as well as our perceptions of attractiveness. Faces similar to the norm are rated as most attractive. Scientists have discovered that adults possess several face norms, each of which represents the average of a particular social category (e.g., males vs. females; children vs. adults; Caucasians vs. Asians). These norms influence how accurately adults recognize faces from different categories as well as our social interactions. Lindsey wanted to find out when these category-specific norms develop. 

To do that, she read 5-year-old children a storybook in which faces from two different categories (e.g., male/female) were distorted in opposite directions. For example, in one storybook all of the children had faces with compressed features and all of the adults had faces with expanded features (like the faces we see when we look into a convex or concave mirror). After reading this book, adults’ attractiveness judgements shift in opposite directions; they report that children’s faces look more attractive when compressed but that adults’ faces look more attractive when expanded. This is evidence of separate norms for each facial age group; presumably their new norm for children’s faces is slightly compressed whereas their new norm for adults’ faces is slightly expanded. Lindsey tested 5-year-olds with various face categories (sex, age, and race) and found no evidence that children possess these category-specific norms. Her findings suggest one reason why children make more errors than adults when asked to recognize faces and are helping us to understand the development of social categories.
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Figure 1. Some sample pages from our storybook in which boys’ and girls’ faces are distorted in opposite directions.
Nicole Nelson joined our lab as a Postdoctoral Fellow after earning her PhD from Boston College. She is investigating how children learn to recognize how other people are feeling. Much of what we know about children’s attention to facial and postural expressions of emotion has been discovered using still photographs of people showing expressions, but this is obviously not how children see expressions in daily life!  Children see people moving when they show emotion, so we created video clips of happy, sad, angry, and fearful expressions that included both facial and body expression information (Figure 2).  We showed 4-5- and 8-9-year-olds either the moving expressions or the still expressions.  While children decided how each person was feeling, we tracked where they were looking on the screen with an eye-tracker.  We found that children looked at faces much more when the expressions were moving than when they were still (Figure 3). We also found that children looked at bodies more when the expressions were still than when they were moving.  Together these findings suggest that the way children look at emotional expressions changes, depending on whether the expression is moving or still; when it is moving, children look almost exclusively at the face, but when it is still, they can divide their attention more between the face and body.  This suggests that the way children look at expressions is different when they are, for example, reading a book, than when they interact with other people in daily life.  Our next step is to find out how accurately children perceive information conveyed by faces and bodies when the stimuli are moving.
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We would welcome a visit from your family over the summer months. We are investigating children’s ability to recognize faces of older adults (Grammas vs Mommies), their ability to use emotional expressions to guess what someone else found when they opened a ‘surprise box’, and where children look when shown videos of scenes comprising buildings, objects, children, and adults.

We look forward to working with you next year when we welcome a new PhD student (from China) and a new Postdoctoral Fellow (from the UK).
Figure 3. Children looked more to the head and less to the body when expressions were moving than when they were still.








Figure 2. We divided expressions into 2 parts: the head (yellow) and the body (orange).











