
 

Background & Intellectual Merit How do children use social information to make decisions? 
Do children use social and emotional cues to choose what objects and people to interact with? 
These are questions that excite me, but they are also questions that colored my childhood. I was 
born into a village of single mothers—three generations of them to be exact—who valued life 
skills over formal education. Much of my formative years was spent trying to find a balance 
between a love of learning and responsibility to my family. As the eldest of four children, I felt 
significant pressure to devote my free time to caring for my siblings. This marked my first 
memorable exploration of social decision making. How was I to decide how much time to devote 
to one group over another? Then, when I was 15, my mom lost her job, which was maybe a 
blessing in disguise; on the one hand our income was diminished drastically, but now my mother 
was home more often than not. Here is when these two areas of my life began to truly duel, and 
my own ability to make decisions about group dynamics was tested. My mother being home 
more resulted in my being home less, choosing to spend my time picking up extracurricular 
activities at school. My family found this choice less than thrilling; I was walking a fine line of 
prioritizing school over home. I began taking more challenging classes and bulking up on 
extracurricular activities. When I turned 16, to keep my balancing act alive, I took a retail job at 
a mall near my house to help pay for household expenses. Of course, a minimum-wage, 10 
hour/week job was not going to help our finances astronomically, but for the first time, my 
family understood the path I was on did not mean putting family second. When it was time to 
apply for college, I wanted to become a marriage and family therapist (MFT) because I thought 
that would allow me to aid families in their own balancing acts…and the employability rate of an 
MFT in Southern California was high enough for my family to support this endeavor. 
 I enrolled at Boston University, a school where most students came from families better 
off than mine. With a full course load and two jobs, my balancing act had followed me across the 
country. During my sophomore year, I became a research assistant in Dr. Melissa Kibbe’s 
Developing Minds Lab working to understand how infants and children use social interactions to 
explore and remember their world. I became entranced by questions of how children decide their 
in-group, make decisions based on social information, and how social referencing can impact 
memory. This was when I noticed I was beginning to lose balance again, shifting more towards 
research than classes or work. I spent more time in that lab than anything else. My days were 
filled with testing participants, thoughts of experimental design, and reading empirical papers 
about social cognition, executive functioning, and object representations. It was during this time 
that I realized that research integrated my passion for learning and the responsibility I felt to 
pursue a career with stability. I quickly fell in love with it. By the fall of my junior year, after a 
semester with Dr. Kibbe, a brief summer internship at UCLA working with Dr. Scott Johnson 
using eye-tracking to investigate children’s ability to discriminate others’ emotions and novel 
objects, and consuming copious amounts of socio-cognitive literature, I had honed my interest in 
children’s social development and its overlap with early understanding of emotion. 
 While I had put a lot of determination and hard work into this new-found interest, I still 
could not yet rule other research interest possibilities. In my junior year, I became a clinical 
assistant in the Parent-Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT) clinic at the Boston Child Study Center, 
while still working in Dr. Kibbe’s lab. It eventually became clear that clinical work lacked the 
research element and creativity that I revered in developmental science. I refined my interest in 
researching infants’ and children’s use of emotion understanding, and expanded it to the 
cognitive domain. How might children explore objects favored by their out-group, if at all? How 
can they use emotions to remember objects? These questions puzzled me deeply and it became 



 

clear that there were many more unanswered questions about how cognition and social-
emotional development intersect, further motivating me to investigate these domains.   
 When I returned to Dr. Kibbe’s lab the fall of my senior year, I threw myself as far into 
research as Dr. Kibbe would allow. I became her head research assistant, in charge of managing 
and mentoring several other undergraduate research assistants, executing lab protocols, and 
overseeing the progress of 11 distinct socio-cognitive projects. I also sought out the chance 
spearhead a project that needed to be reconstructed. In collaboration with Dr. Peter Blake and Dr. 
Kibbe, I designed three experiments that investigated what kinds of information children need in 
order to understand the demand of a particular item and how they use this information in 
decision making. For example, if you are deciding which object to pick between two similar 
groups and you know that other people have already picked between these groups, you may 
consider the amount remaining to be an indicator of which object is better, or more popular, 
because the group with less remaining is in higher demand. Do children use this information to 
make their decision? I applied and received research funding for two of these experiments from 
the BU Undergraduate Research Opportunities Program. We found a dissociation between 
children’s ability to infer a resource’s demand and application of demand inference in their 
decision-making processes. This project became my honors thesis during my senior year. Upon 
its completion, I was awarded the Richard Ely Honors in Psychology Award which is presented 
to the senior with the most prestigious thesis. I also presented the findings of this project at two 
national psychology conferences1,2. The manuscript for this set of experiments is presently under 
revision for publication in Cognition3. 

I completed my time in Boston with a total count of 2 laboratories, 1 clinical experience, 
3 jobs, 1 honors thesis, and 1 potential research interest uniting multiple disciplines. After my 
undergraduate degree, I sought further research opportunities that would allow me to pursue my 
intersectional research interest before attending graduate school. I found such a place working 
with Dr. Lisa Feigenson at the Johns Hopkins Lab for Child Development, as lab manager. Aside 
from daily administrative tasks, supervising undergraduate students, and executing various study 
protocols in language acquisition, working memory, and mathematical cognition, I also have 
developed projects investigating infants’ and children’s abilities to use emotional cues to 
understand other agents’ representations of the world. Presently, I am investigating the domain 
constraints of preschool children’s ability to represent false beliefs. Nearly all extant research on 
early false belief representation focuses on beliefs about object locations (e.g., She thinks the 
object is in the box, but it’s really in the basket.”). In this study I have been asking whether 3- to 
5-year old children can keep track of an agent’s false belief about another agent’s emotional 
state. Our first experiment seems to suggest that 3- to 5-year old children can track an agent’s 
false belief about another’s emotional state about as well as they can track a false belief about an 
object’s location4. Two experiments further investigating this capacity will follow once data 
collection for experiment one is complete. This experience has also motivated new questions that 
I would be excited to pursue in future work. How can infants use socio-emotional cues to parse a 
scene, and is one cue more powerful than the other? Do children represent others’ emotions 
when initiating prosocial interactions with peers?  I am eager to begin my graduate work so that I 
may have the opportunity to answer the burning questions about infants’ and children’s socio-
cognitive development that I yearn to explore.   
Broader Impacts My first week at BU, eager to be involved with the department, I joined the 
Undergraduate Psychology Association, which hosted workshops and panels with the goal of 
helping undergraduate students explore the field of psychology. The following year, I was 



 

elected to the executive board as Treasurer, and later President. In these positions, I was able to 
invite outside speakers to present different career options in psychology, and organize panels 
dedicated to research funding opportunities. My senior year, I was elected President of Psi Chi 
and I organized more ways to get undergraduate students involved in the field through hosting 
workshops and organizing panels with faculty from BU and other universities. During 
prospective student days, I represented the Psychological and Brain Sciences department and 
talked to parents and prospective students about research opportunities in the department, the 
academic rigor of the curriculum, and the benefits of the program.  

Additionally, mentoring has always been an enormous part of my research experience. 
During my senior year at BU, I hired and mentored a freshman undergraduate student in the 
Developing Minds Lab. She was able to apply and receive summer funding to continue working 
on her project, and presented a poster at the end of the summer5. Further, the Johns Hopkins Lab 
for Child Development runs an 8-week, intensive, child development research internship aimed 
at providing research opportunities to undergraduate students from teaching-based universities. 
This past summer, I mentored a sophomore undergraduate student from Wellesley who had no 
prior child development research experience. With my mentorship, she gained foundational 
knowledge of Theory of Mind research, collected data from over 100 3- to 5-year-olds, and 
presented her research at our internship’s poster symposium. I hope to continue mentoring 
undergraduate students throughout my graduate program.  

Throughout my research experiences I have made strong efforts to bring science from the 
lab into the community. Both at BU and Johns Hopkins, I designed an annual newsletter to be 
distributed to new and returning participant families. The newsletter summarizes the year’s 
projects and findings in a way that is accessible to caregivers of all backgrounds. At BU, I led 
field trips to the lab for local middle and high school students that gave them exposure to classic 
methodologies in psychology (e.g., looking time paradigms, eye-tracking). At Johns Hopkins, I 
helped to recruit participants at the Maryland Science Center, both with the intention to gather 
data and to inform the greater Baltimore community about child development research. My 
overall goal from these outreach activities and mentorship has been to excite students, children, 
and families about science and psychological research. I have been fortunate enough to interact 
with hundreds of families during my time in research and the field of psychology.   
Future Directions I hope to continue in academia exploring the integration of cognition and 
socio-emotional development as a principal investigator of a lab at a research university. The 
past four years of my life have been dedicated to research, outreach, and mentorship. Receiving 
this funding would allow me to continue on this path to becoming a better researcher and adding 
meaningfully to my field through mentoring other future scientists, making further efforts to 
involve the community in research, and disseminating my findings in journal publications and 
conference presentations. I believe I can make a critical impact in the developmental field and 
this funding would aid that progress substantially.  
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