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This study explored the relations between 5- and 6-year-olds’ (N = 40) past social ex-
periences, social knowledge, and interpretation and recall of social situations.
Children were read stories depicting a fictional child’s behaviors, and path analyses
related children’s impressions of the story character and story recall to their expecta-
tions about social situations and parent reports of their behavioral histories.
Children’s behavioral histories predicted their social expectations, which predicted
their impressions of the character, and their impressions shaped their memories of the
character’s behaviors. These links, however, varied according to the complexity of
social knowledge. The findings suggest that individual differences in children’s in-
terpretation and recall of identical events may be partially explained by variations in
past experience and background knowledge.

It is not unusual for different people to have divergent recollections of the same
event. This study explores the factors that lead to such differences in people’s inter-
pretation and recall of identical events. We specifically focused on past social ex-
perience and prior social knowledge about social interactions as sources of indi-
vidual differences in children’s memories for another person’s actions. From an
applied perspective, children’s memory for another person’s behaviors is of con-
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siderable interest, as most events about which children are asked to testify center
around the behavior of a particular person. Thus, this work is motivated by both
real-world issues surrounding children’s event memory and testimony and theoret-
ical questions about the factors that influence children’s interpretation and recall of
information.

This investigation is grounded in the literature on knowledge and memory,
which indicates that knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs can have a dramatic effect on
the encoding, storage, and retrieval of information (e.g., Myles-Worsely, Cromer,
& Dodd, 1986; Ornstein et al., 1998). Although knowledge generally enhances re-
call when an event is consistent with expectations, it can lead to constructive errors
in remembering when an event is ambiguous or does not conform to expectations,
particularly over long delays. For instance, Ornstein et al. reported that when 4-
and 6-year-olds were asked to recall a mock checkup that included several atypical
procedures (e.g., cleansing belly button) after a 12-week delay, they tended to for-
get the atypical procedures and frequently “recalled” more typical procedures that
had not actually been administered (e.g., listening to heart).

Consistent with research on the links between knowledge and memory, a grow-
ing body of research suggests that children’s person schemas, or their knowledge
and beliefs about the personality and behavioral characteristics of an individual,
can shape their recall of that person’s actions (Bigler & Liben, 1993; Clarke-
Stewart, Thompson, & Lepore, 1989; Dodge & Frame, 1982; Greenhoot, 2000;
Leichtman & Ceci, 1995; Liben & Signorella, 1980). Research on the relation be-
tween memory and stereotypes, or person schemas about social groups, indicates
that stories that are consistent with children’s gender and racial stereotypes tend to
be remembered better than counterstereotypic stories (Bigler & Liben, 1993;
Liben & Signorella, 1980; Welch-Ross & Schmidt, 1996). Moreover, children of-
ten distort such stories in recall so that they are consistent with their stereotypes
and attitudes. For instance, Levy (2000) reported that African American and White
children with greater race-based peer preferences were more likely than other chil-
dren to distort stereotype-inconsistent portrayals of peers in recall such that what
was remembered was stereotype consistent. Leichtman and Ceci showed that a ste-
reotype about a specific individual may distort children’s recall of an actual experi-
ence involving that person. They manipulated 3- and 6-year-olds’ expectations
about the personality of a male stranger prior to his visit to their classrooms. When
questioned about the man’s visit, children who had been given prior expectations
of the man as a clumsy and bumbling individual were more likely to make false re-
ports about clumsy, bumbling acts than children given no expectations, especially
when they also were exposed to suggestive, misleading questions prior to the final
memory interview.

In previous work in our laboratory, manipulations of 5- and 6-year-olds’ views
of a story character dramatically affected their recall of the character’s behaviors in
the stories (Greenhoot, 2000). For example, children who were told that the story
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character was an “unfriendly” and “mean” child with few friends (the negative
group) interpreted the character’s behaviors more negatively and “remembered”
more negative or antisocial behaviors, often distorting or elaborating on the story
to be consistent with their negative views, than children who were told that the
character was “friendly” and “nice” and had many friends (the positive group). In-
deed, children in these two groups generated quite different reports of identical
stories. Interestingly, the average performance in the control group, a group of
children who received no background information about the story character, sug-
gested that these children formed neutral views of the protagonist and his or her be-
havior, but follow-up analyses revealed pronounced within-group variations in the
children’s impressions; more than half of these children formed clearly positive
impressions of the character, about one fourth formed clearly negative impres-
sions, and the remaining children formed more neutral impressions. Moreover,
these spontaneously formed views were related to story recall in much the same
way as the experimentally manipulated views. These results suggest that when
children were not provided explicit background information about the character,
there were substantial individual differences in their interpretations and memories
for identical events.

One question that emerged from this work is, what factors might have led chil-
dren to form particular impressions of the character in the absence of explicit de-
scriptions? One obvious candidate is children’s preexisting knowledge and atti-
tudes about other people and social situations. Consistent with this view, the
literature on social information processing suggests that children’s interpretations
of social situations are affected by their past social experiences and social knowl-
edge structures (e.g., Crick & Dodge, 1994; Dodge, Laird, Lochman, & Zelli,
2002; Yoon, Hughes, Gauer, & Thompson, 1999). The social information-
processing model was developed to explain the cognitive mechanisms underlying
children’s social behavior—particularly aggressive behavior—and suggests that
social behavior is determined by several mental steps, such as encoding social situ-
ational cues, interpreting and representing cues, and searching for and evaluating
potential responses. According to the model, these information-processing steps
are influenced by knowledge derived from past social experiences with peers. Spe-
cifically, children develop social knowledge structures through generalizations of
past experiences with peers stored in long-term memory, and these social knowl-
edge structures affect how social information is encoded, represented in memory,
and retrieved from memory, especially when the social information and provoca-
tion context are ambiguous. Thus, children with more negative expectations about
peer interactions are more likely to interpret ambiguous social situations with
peers as hostile, and therefore respond aggressively, than children with positive ex-
pectations. Moreover, their interpretations are stored in memory and further influ-
ence social knowledge structures, leading to reciprocal relations between social
adjustment, social knowledge, and social information processing.
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In support of this model, several studies suggest that children’s past experiences
are related to the way they interpret new social experiences. For example, children
with histories of physical abuse are more likely than nonabused children to inter-
pret ambiguous social behaviors in peer interactions as being hostile (Dodge,
Bates, & Pettit, 1990), whereas children with histories of prosocial behavior, or be-
haviors that benefit others without expectation of personal reward, tend to interpret
ambiguous actions as being benign (Nelson & Crick, 1999). The tendency to at-
tribute hostile intent to peers in ambiguous situations, in turn, is associated with
higher levels of retaliatory or reactive aggression in the future (e.g., Dodge et al.,
1990). This work suggests that individual differences in children’s interpretation
and memories of social situations might be partially accounted for by variations in
their own past experiences with peers and the general social knowledge that they
derive from these experiences.

The investigation presented here was designed to follow up on the unexpected
results from Greenhoot (2000). As in the previous study, this study focused on 5-
and 6-year-olds’ recall of the behaviors of a fictional child depicted in a series of
stories. Drawing on the social information-processing literature, we sought to
account for individual differences in children’s interpretation and recall of the
character’s actions by examining children’s past social experiences with peers,
or behavioral histories, and their general social knowledge about peer interac-
tions. In contrast to research conducted within the social information-processing
framework, however, the focus of this investigation was memory per se. In most
studies of social information processing, children are asked to infer peer intent
and generate possible responses to hypothetical social situations (Crick &
Dodge, 1994), but relatively little is known about how children come to remem-
ber these situations over time. In addition, whereas most studies of social infor-
mation processing evaluate children’s processing of vignettes involving anony-
mous, hypothetical peers (i.e., “a kid”), we were interested in children’s
interpretation and recall of the behaviors of a particular individual to whom they
are repeatedly exposed over time, as this type of scenario is quite common in
children’s lives. We suggest that in such person-specific situations, children’s
general knowledge about peer interactions may activate person schemas and lead
them to form particular impressions of the peer, which in turn influence the way
his or her behaviors are remembered. In an attempt to simulate this sort of sce-
nario, we presented children three stories involving the child character over a
1-week period. We examined changes over time in children’s impressions of the
character and assessed their memories for the character’s behaviors at the end of
the 1-week period.

Figure 1 illustrates our conceptual model. Path A in this model indicates that
we expected the children’s behavioral histories to predict their general social
knowledge or expectations about peer interactions; that is, children who get
along well with peers were expected to have more positive social knowledge
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than children who have more difficulty with peers. When children were pre-
sented the first story, their social knowledge about peers was expected to activate
their person schemas, leading them to form particular interpretations or views of
the story character (Path B in Figure 1). For example, children with positive so-
cial expectations were expected to spontaneously form more positive impres-
sions of the story character than children with more negative expectations. Al-
though we anticipated some change in the children’s impressions as they were
presented additional stories, we expected their views at each session to predict
their views at each subsequent session (Paths C and D in Figure 1). Finally, the
children’s views of the protagonist were expected to affect the types of infer-
ences and assumptions they made about his or her behaviors and therefore their
recall of those behaviors (Paths E through G in Figure 1). For instance, we
thought that children with negative views of the protagonist would “remember”
more hostile and fewer prosocial behaviors than children who believed the pro-
tagonist was a nice child. As represented by Path H in Figure 1, we also hypoth-
esized that social knowledge might directly affect story recall; as children forgot
specific story events they might make inferences or guesses about what hap-
pened based on their expectations about similar types of events.

We also were interested in how the associations among past experiences, gen-
eral social knowledge, and memory change developmentally. Specifically, one
might expect these linkages to change as children acquire more elaborate, so-
phisticated, and organized knowledge about the social world. Indeed, several re-
searchers have argued that the extent to which the knowledge base influences
memory and other cognitive functions depends on the status of the knowledge
base itself (Chi, Hutchinson, & Robin, 1989; Farrar & Boyer-Pennington, 1999;
Farrar & Goodman, 1992; Welch-Ross & Schmidt, 1996). For example, the
schema-confirmation-deployment model generally suggests that well-established
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schemas have greater influence on encoding and recall than schemas that are
still in the early stages of acquisition (Farrar & Boyer-Pennington, 1999; Farrar
& Goodman, 1992; Welch-Ross & Schmidt, 1996). Similarly, Chi and her col-
leagues argue that a more elaborate, hierarchically organized and cohesive
knowledge base increases the likelihood that a child will use background knowl-
edge to generate casual explanations and inferences about new situations (e.g.,
Chi et al., 1989).

In this study, we wanted to explore the possibility that differences in the com-
plexity of children’s social knowledge, regardless of the valence of their expecta-
tions, might moderate the links between their social expectations and their inter-
pretation and recall of the stories. Drawing on the work of Chi and her
colleagues (Chi & Ceci, 1987; Chi et al., 1989) as well as research on script ac-
quisition (e.g., Slackman & Nelson, 1984), we conceptualized social knowledge
complexity in terms of elaborateness, hierarchical structure, and coherence.
Children with more complex social knowledge should be aware of more behav-
ioral responses to particular social situations and show greater understanding of
the conditional nature of alternative responses. Based on previous research (e.g.,
Chi et al., 1989; Welch-Ross & Schmidt, 1996), we expected a stronger connec-
tion between general social knowledge and children’s interpretations of and
memories for social situations (paths B and H in Figure 1) among children with
more complex social knowledge, as indicated by more elaborate, conditional,
and coherent statements about their general social expectations. In other words,
children with more sophisticated social knowledge were expected to form inter-
pretations and memories for the stories that were more closely linked to their
general social expectations than those of children with less complex social
knowledge.

It also seems possible that children with more sophisticated social knowledge
actually may show a weaker connection between their own behavioral histories
and their general social knowledge or expectations (Path A in Figure 1). Children
with more sophisticated social knowledge realize that social behavior varies across
situations and depends on factors such as context and mood, and they are aware of
a wider array of behavioral alternatives for any one situation. Consequently, com-
pared with children with less sophisticated knowledge, children with more com-
plex knowledge might be more likely to draw on sources of information outside
their own past experiences (e.g., the experiences of others) in constructing general
expectations about the social world.

In sum, this study focused on individual differences in children’s memories for
social events and had two major goals: (a) to examine the links between children’s
behavioral histories, general social knowledge, and memories for social situations
depicted in stories, and (b) to determine whether these links vary as a function of
the complexity of the social knowledge base.
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METHOD

Participants

A total of 44 kindergartners (5- and 6-year-olds) from four public elementary
schools in a small Midwestern city began participation in the study. Three of these
children were dropped from the sample because they were absent for one or more
of the experimental sessions, and 1 was excluded because he chose not to partici-
pate in one of the sessions. Thus, the final sample size was 40. The mean age of the
children in the final sample was 71 months (SD = 3.8), ranging from 66 to 77
months. Sixty percent of the children were female. The children came from a vari-
ety of ethnic origins: 50% were Caucasian, 8% were African American, 3% were
Asian American, 5% were Native American, 18% were of mixed ethnicity, and
18% of parents did not specify their children’s ethnicity. The four participating
schools generally served low- to middle-income families. The mean level of edu-
cation of the participants’ parents was 13.7 years (SD = 1.8), ranging from 7 to 18
years.

Design

Participants met individually with one of three experimenters trained to follow a
standard procedural protocol for a series of three sessions over a 3- to 8-day period
(M = 5 days). All sessions were videotaped for subsequent analysis, and children
were aware that the sessions were being recorded. At the beginning of the first ses-
sion, an experimenter questioned each child about his or her general social knowl-
edge in the Social Knowledge Interview. The experimenter then read the child one
of three stories about two children engaging in various activities together, such as
going to the playground or attending school. Following the story, the child’s im-
pression of the story protagonist was assessed with the Person Impression Inter-
view. Session 2 took place 1 to 6 days (M = 3 days) after Session 1. During this ses-
sion, the experimenter read the child a second story. After the story, the child’s
impression of the main character was again assessed with the Person Impression
Interview. One to 6 days later in Session 3 (M = 3 days), a third story was read, fol-
lowed by a third Person Impression Interview. The child was then asked to recall
all three stories in the Memory Interview. The Memory Interview was conducted
by a naive experimenter, or an experimenter who had not been involved in the
story-reading activity. Each of these interviews is described in detail in subsequent
sections.

Social Knowledge Interview. The Social Knowledge Interview was con-
structed for this investigation and measured the children’s background knowledge
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about children and social situations similar to those depicted in the stories. Re-
search on children’s event schemas indicates that even children as young as 3 years
of age are able to provide organized, generalized accounts of what typically occurs
during familiar events (e.g., Nelson & Gruendel, 1981). Thus, the first seven ques-
tions asked children to describe what usually happens in each of seven hypotheti-
cal situations at school (e.g., “What happens when one child is playing with a re-
ally neat toy, and another child wants to play with it?”). These questions were
followed by a series of six questions in which children were prompted to describe
the typical behaviors of “nice” boys or girls (matched to the gender of the partici-
pant) and “mean” boys or girls (e.g., “What kinds of things do nice girls like to
do?”). Although we expected some variation in the sophistication of children’s re-
sponses about “nice” and “mean” children, the questions were designed to be gen-
erally age appropriate for 5- and 6-year-olds. When describing themselves, other
people, or friendships, young children frequently mention personality traits that
are global, stereotyped, and evaluative (e.g., “bad,” “mean,” “nice”), and they show
some awareness that certain behaviors and traits go together (e.g., Bauer, Liebl, &
Stennes, 1998; Peevers & Secord, 1973). Throughout the Social Knowledge Inter-
view, follow-up probes, such as, “Tell me more about that,” were used to encourage
children to provide as much detail as possible. All 13 questions are presented, in
the order in which they were asked, in Table 1.
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TABLE 1
Questions in the Social Knowledge Interview

Question Number Question Text

1 What happens when two children play together?
2 What happens when one child is playing with a really neat toy and another

child wants to play with it?
3 What happens when one child finishes working on a project and another

child comes over to see it?
4 What happens when a child can’t find his/her toy?
5 What happens when one child leaves his/her toy sitting around where

other children might see it?
6 What happens when one child is having trouble with his/her work and the

teacher is not around?
7 What happens when one child does something wrong and another child

sees him/her?
8 How do nice boys/girls act?
9 How do nice boys/girls treat other children?

10 What kinds of things do nice boys/girls like to do?
11 How do mean boys/girls act?
12 What kinds of things do mean boys/girls like to do?
13 How do mean boys/girls treat other children?



Stories. Each story described a series of seven events or brief social encoun-
ters between either Anne, the protagonist, and Nancy (for female participants) or
Eric, the protagonist, and Charlie (for male participants). The children were read
stories about characters that matched their own gender because previous research
has demonstrated that children have better recall for same-sex characters (Halpern,
1985). Each story took place in one of three settings: school, a playground, or a day
camp. Each of the seven events in each story involved an outcome for Nancy or
Charlie, for which the protagonist, Anne or Eric, might or might not have been re-
sponsible. Some of the outcomes were negative (e.g., her or his recently completed
puzzle was destroyed), some were positive (e.g., successfully crafting a bird out of
clay), and some were ambiguous (e.g., seeing Anne or Eric holding her or his miss-
ing lunch). Within each story, there were slightly more negative (three or four) than
positive (two) or ambiguous (two or three) outcomes, and the three outcome types
were randomly distributed within each story. Although the outcomes were clearly
described, for a majority of the events the protagonist’s role in producing the out-
come was not explicitly described, so that his or her behavior could be interpreted
in a variety of ways. For example, during the Puzzle event in the School story, one
character (Nancy/Charlie) was looking for the teacher after completing a puzzle
and returned to find the puzzle in pieces on the floor and the protagonist (Anne/
Eric) standing in close proximity to it. Thus, the protagonist’s behaviors could be
interpreted as being hostile, prosocial, or neutral. Several of the interactions, or
story events, were adapted from scenarios used by Dodge and his colleagues in
studies of social information processing (e.g., Dodge & Frame, 1982). The text of a
sample story is presented in the Appendix. All of the stories were illustrated, with
two colored cartoon illustrations for each of the seven events in each story. The il-
lustrations did not explicitly depict the protagonist’s behavior so that the protago-
nist’s behavior remained ambiguously described. The illustrations were drawn and
colored to be ambiguous with respect to ethnicity. A sample set of illustrations,
corresponding to the Puzzle event, is shown in Figure 2. The order of presentation
of the stories was counterbalanced across participants.

Person Impression Interview. The Person Impression Interview consisted
of a series of eight questions about the protagonist’s characteristics and his or her
relationship with the other story character. The interview contained both
open-ended probes (e.g., “What kind of girl is Anne?”) and specific questions
(e.g., “Is Anne nice or mean?”). In addition, the children were asked to justify their
positions on the protagonist (e.g., “Why do you think Anne likes Nancy?”). The
children also were asked to predict how the protagonist would behave in a novel
situation, with the specific situation varying across the three interviews. Table 2
presents the entire set of questions. The validity of this measure for capturing chil-
dren’s impressions of another child has been established in previous research
(Greenhoot, 2000).
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Memory Interview. In the Memory Interview, open-ended questions at three
levels of specificity were used to prompt children’s recall of each story feature.
The children were first asked to recall the most recently read story (Story 3), fol-
lowed by Story 2 and Story 1. Children were asked about the most recently pre-
sented story first because the Memory Interview took place almost immediately af-
ter the presentation of Story 3, and it might have been confusing for the children if
the interview began with questions about a different story. For each of the three sto-
ries, the children were asked to provide as much information as possible in re-
sponse to the most general questions (Level 1 questions, e.g., “What happened in
the story about Anne and Nancy going to school?”) before more specific, Level 2
questions were asked about each story event (e.g., “What happened when they
were playing with puzzles?”). Similarly, Level 3 questions (e.g., “What happened
when Nancy finished her puzzle?”) were asked only for those events not already
recalled in response to Level 1 or Level 2 questions.

Parent questionnaire. To provide information regarding the children’s past
social experiences and behavioral histories, parents were asked to complete the
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Parent Form of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1991), a widely
used assessment for evaluating 4- to 17-year-old children’s competencies and
problem behaviors. This measure lists 113 problem behavior items (e.g., “Doesn’t
get along with other kids,” “Gets in many fights,” and “Gets teased a lot”), and par-
ents are asked to indicate the extent to which each item accurately describes their
children’s behaviors in the past 6 months, each scored on a 3-point scale where 0 =
Not True, 1 = Somewhat or Sometimes True, and 2 = Very True or Often True. The
CBCL yields scores on 8 subscales, as well as composite scores of Internalizing
and Externalizing problems. Because this study primarily was concerned with so-
cial behaviors, only the Aggression and Social Problems subscales were used.
These subscales have been shown to have good psychometric properties, including
adequate levels of internal consistency, test–retest reliability, and interparent
agreement (Achenbach, 1991). We followed Achenbach’s recommendation that
raw scores, rather than t scores, be used for research purposes. Cronbach’s alpha
computed on the current data indicated excellent internal consistency reliability
for the Aggression subscale (α = .93). Internal consistency for the Social Problems
subscale was considerably lower (α = .64) but acceptable according to the most le-
nient of recommended standards in the social sciences (recommendations range
from .60 to .80). Because the raw scores on these two subscales were highly corre-
lated (r = .67, p < .0001), we calculated an overall measure of problem behaviors as
the average of each child’s mean aggression score and mean social problems score.
Internal consistency for this overall score was adequate (α = .80). The problem be-
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TABLE 2
Questions in the Person Impression Interview

Question
Number Session(s) Question Text

1 1, 2, & 3 What do you think about Eric/Anne now?
2 1, 2, & 3 What kind of a boy/girl is Eric/Anne?
3 1, 2, & 3 Is Eric/Anne nice or mean?
4 1, 2, & 3 Is s/he friendly or unfriendly?
5 1, 2, & 3 Does s/he like to help and share?
6 1, 2, & 3 Do you think Eric/Anne likes Charlie/Nancy? Why?
7 1, 2, & 3 Why do you think Eric/Anne acts the way s/he does/does the

things s/he does?
8 1 What do you think would happen if Charlie/Nancy asked Eric/

Anne to help him/her learn how to play a new computer game?
Why?

8 2 What do you think would happen if Charlie/Nancy asked Eric/
Anne to hold his/her place in line at the slide? Why?

8 3 What do you think would happen if Eric/Anne had some gum and
Charlie/Nancy wanted a piece? Why?



haviors score can be interpreted in much the same way as the original 3-point scale,
with scores close to 0 indicating very little history of problem behaviors and scores
closer to 2 indicating frequent problem behaviors.

Coding

All Social Knowledge, Person Impression, and Memory Interviews were tran-
scribed from the videotapes and coded. The coding was completed by a master
coder who scored all interview transcripts and a second coder who scored 20% of
the master coder’s work for reliability purposes. The specific coding procedures
for each type of interview are described in the sections that follow.

Social Knowledge Interview. At the first session, the children’s responses
to each question in the Social Knowledge Interview were coded as positive, nega-
tive, or neutral. To illustrate, in response to the question, “What happens when one
child is playing with a really neat toy and another child wants to play with it?” re-
sponses that involved prosocial or desirable social behaviors such as positive social
interactions between people or actions that have positive implications (e.g., “The
children share the toy”) were coded as positive. Statements that involved antisocial
or undesirable social behaviors, such as, “The other child will steal the toy from
him,” were categorized as negative, and responses that did not suggest either a pos-
itive or negative behavior by a child (e.g., “The teacher tells him to wait”) were
coded as neutral. When the children mentioned several behaviors in response to the
same question, their answers were broken into idea units or propositions and each
was counted and coded separately. For example, the response, “The other child
steals the toy and then gives it back” was coded as one positive proposition and one
negative proposition, whereas the answer, “The other child steals the toy and hides
it where they won’t find it” was coded as two negative propositions. For each child,
the proportions of responses that were negative and positive were calculated, and a
social bias score was formed by subtracting the proportion of negative responses
from the proportion of positive responses. These scores ranged from –1 to 1, with
scores close to –1 reflecting mostly negative responses, scores close to 1 indicating
mostly positive responses, and scores around 0 reflecting mixed responses. Thus,
social bias scores provided a general indication of the degree to which children had
positive versus negative expectations of the social world. Agreement between the
master coder and reliability coder was quite high, as indicated by a kappa of .93.

Responses to the Social Knowledge Interview also were coded for social
knowledge complexity on a scale ranging from 0 to 3, with 3 representing the most
complex social knowledge response. Specifically, “I don’t know” responses and
no response were coded 0, statements that mentioned only one potential behavior
or response with no elaboration (e.g., “They are nice” or “They play”) were scored
1, answers in which more than one behavior was mentioned (e.g., “They share and
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they don’t tattle”) or included a conditional statement without elaboration or expla-
nation (“If people ask if they can play, they say yes” or “They fight over it because
other people snatch it”) were scored 2, and answers that involved alternative be-
haviors in different situations and provided explanations for the alternatives (e.g.,
“They play ball. They play different things if someone else wants to play with the
ball,” or “If no teacher is there, you should go help them. It would be nice. If you
are a good friend, you would do that unless you want to be bad and mean.”) were
scored 3. Thus, highly complex responses involved the mention of alternative so-
cial behaviors, included statements about the conditionality of those alternatives,
and were causally coherent. For each child, an overall social knowledge complex-
ity score was calculated as the mean score across all of the questions in the Social
Knowledge Interview. Interrater agreement on this coding dimension, also indexed
by kappa, was high (κ = .90).

Person Impression Interview. At each of the three sessions, the children’s
responses to all questions about the protagonist in the Person Impression Interview
were coded as positive, negative, or neutral with respect to the main character us-
ing criteria similar to those used for the Social Knowledge Interview. Specifically,
responses that mentioned positive social behaviors (e.g., “Anne likes to share”),
desirable personal characteristics (e.g., “Anne is nice”), or a positive social rela-
tionship (e.g., “Anne is Nancy’s friend”) were coded as positive. Statements about
antisocial behaviors (e.g., “Anne wrecks everything”), undesirable attributes (e.g.,
“Anne is unfriendly”), or a negative social relationship (e.g., “She’s not friends
with Nancy anymore”) were coded as negative. Finally, comments about the char-
acter’s appearance or clothing or that were otherwise unrelated to his or her per-
sonality and behavioral characteristics (e.g., “She has a pink shirt” or “She is
shorter than Nancy”) were coded as neutral. A kappa of .90 indicated a high level
of agreement between the master coder and the reliability coder. About 10% of the
children’s responses at each interview were classified as neutral; because these
comments typically had little to do with the personality and behavioral characteris-
tics of the protagonist, our analyses focused on the relative frequencies of positive
and negative responses. For each child, the proportions of responses coded as neg-
ative and positive were calculated. Person impression scores were formed by sub-
tracting the proportion of negative responses from the proportion of positive re-
sponses. Like the social bias scores, the person impression scores ranged from –1
to 1, with scores close to –1 reflecting mostly negative responses, scores close to 1
indicating mostly positive responses, and scores around 0 reflecting mixed re-
sponses. Thus, these scores provided an overall indication of the children’s impres-
sions of the main character. For example, children with scores close to 1 most
likely viewed the protagonist as a kind child who got along well with the other
story character.
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Memory Interview. The coding of the Memory Interview involved assess-
ments of the protagonist’s role in each of the remembered actions and the accuracy
of each of the reported actions. Each action that was reported was classified as be-
ing negative, positive, or neutral with respect to the protagonist. Statements about
antisocial behaviors by the protagonist or behaviors that should have negative so-
cial consequences were coded as negative. For example, the statement, “Anne
knocked down Nancy’s puzzle” was coded as recall of a negative behavior for the
Puzzle event described previously. Alternatively, an action was coded as positive if
it involved a prosocial behavior or behavior with positive social implications by the
protagonist. Thus, the response, “Anne helped Nancy make a new puzzle” was
classified as recall of a positive behavior. Reports of accidental behaviors (e.g.,
“Anne was trying to help Nancy finish the puzzle and it fell apart”) were also in-
cluded in the positive category because they assigned the protagonist responsibil-
ity for the outcome but excused him or her from blame. Statements such as,
“Nancy found her broken puzzle and Anne was nearby,” in which no clear blame or
credit was assigned to the protagonist, were classified as neutral recall. Children
occasionally reported two conceptually different (although not necessarily differ-
ently valenced) actions by the protagonist for the same event (e.g., “Anne took
Nancy’s puzzle apart. And she stole it,” or, “Anne took Nancy’s puzzle apart, and
then she helped her put it back together.”). In these instances, each reported action
was coded separately.

Children’s reports of these three types of behaviors also were classified into those
that were reported literally, or as they had been described in the text (literal recall)
and those that involved going beyond the information provided in the text (construc-
tive recall). Returning to the Puzzle example, the statement, “Nancy found her bro-
ken puzzle and Anne was nearby” was included in literal recall. Constructive recall
included (a) inferences or reported behaviors that could easily be inferred but were
not actually stated in the text (e.g., “Anne took the puzzle apart”); (b) elaborations, or
reportedbehaviors forwhich theparticipantaddedsomeconceptuallyconsistentde-
tails not actually stated in the text (e.g., “Anne broke the puzzle up; she knocked it off
the table”); (c) distortions, or reports of behaviors mentioned in the stories that were
inaccurate (e.g., “Nancy threw her puzzle across the room”); and (d) intrusions, or
incorrect reports of behaviors that had not occurred in the stories (e.g., “Nancy and
Anne went to McDonald’s”). The kappa index of interrater reliability was .84 for the
valence codes (i.e., positive, negative, and neutral recall), and .81 for the accuracy
codes (i.e., literal versus constructive recall).

RESULTS

Preliminary analyses involved using a multivariate general linear model to evalu-
ate the effects of age (in months), school, story reader, interviewer, child ethnicity,
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and child gender on measures of behavioral history, social knowledge, person im-
pressions, and story recall. No significant effects of these variables were revealed
on any of the variables of interest, and they were excluded from further analyses.
Although the children generally remembered the events in the most recently heard
story better than the story heard at Session 2, which was remembered better than
the story heard at Session 1, preliminary analyses also indicated that the particular
presentation order of the three stories (e.g., school-playground-camp versus
camp-school-playground and so on) did not affect recall performance. Because the
order of story presentation was counterbalanced across participants, and we exam-
ined children’s recall performance across stories, recency effects in story recall
were not of consequence in the analyses.

The main analyses were carried out in two phases. The first stage involved con-
ducting descriptive analyses to examine measures of central tendency and variabil-
ity for the indicators of behavioral history, social knowledge, person impressions,
and story recall. In the second phase, the hypothesized direct and indirect links be-
tween these variables were tested using a path analytic strategy. Specifically, we
first evaluated the fit of a general model of the links between behavioral history, so-
cial bias, person impressions, and story recall, as specified in the conceptual model
presented in Figure 1. We then tested a developmental model, designed to deter-
mine whether the links between these variables differed according to the complex-
ity of children’s social knowledge.

Descriptive Analyses

The mean scores, standard deviations, and ranges were calculated for all endoge-
nous variables (i.e., predictor variables) to be used in the path analyses, including
measures of behavioral history (i.e., the problem behaviors score derived from the
CBCL), social knowledge, and person impressions. These data are displayed in
Table 3. As the mean problem behaviors score suggests, most children had a his-
tory of few problem behaviors according to their parents, although the standard de-
viation and range indicate substantial variation between children such that some
children did score in the high range. Social knowledge complexity also was rela-
tively low for the sample as a whole, but the measures of variation indicate that sev-
eral children did receive high scores (i.e., scores of 2 and 3) on some responses by
providing conditional and complex statements in the Social Knowledge Interview.
Finally, although the mean social bias scores and the average person impression
scores at each session were close to 0, suggesting that the children had relatively
neutral social expectations and had formed neutral impressions of the protagonist,
examination of the distributions of these scores illustrates that these means mask
considerable variability between children, with some children reporting distinctly
positive social expectations or impressions of the protagonist and others reporting
highly negative expectations or views.

CHILDREN’S MEMORIES FOR SOCIAL SITUATIONS 327



Children’s story recall performance is summarized in the bottom half of Table
3. To provide information about how well the children remembered the stories, the
frequencies of literal and constructive recall were calculated. Because the total
number of events described in the three stories was 21, the maximum for literal re-
call was 21. The frequency of constructive recall (and therefore total recall), how-
ever, could exceed 21 due to the possibility of intrusions and the occasional recall
of more than one action by the protagonist for a single event. A comparison of the
frequencies of constructive versus literal recall indicates that children were highly
constructive in their memory reports, often going far beyond the literal information
provided in the story texts by making inferences, distortions, and intrusions. A
t test confirmed that the children produced significantly more constructive recall
than literal recall, t(39) = 7.29, p < .001. This high level of constructive recall is not
all that surprising given that the stories were designed to promote constructive pro-
cessing. The frequencies of literal and constructive recall were not associated with
measures of behavioral history, social knowledge, or person impressions; there-
fore, they were not included in further analyses. For this study, we were particu-
larly interested in the types of behaviors that children recalled. To this end, we cal-
culated the proportions of reported story events that were coded as positive,
negative, and neutral. These data are presented in the bottom three rows of Table 3.
The means indicate that, on average, the children “remembered” more negative be-
haviors and neutral behaviors than positive behaviors, and t tests confirmed these
differences, ts(39) > 2.44, ps < .02. Inspection of the standard deviations and
ranges illustrates that, as with the measures of social bias and person impressions,
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TABLE 3
Descriptive Statistics for Measures of Behavioral History, Social

Knowledge, Person Impressions, and Recall Performance

M SD Range

Problem behavior score 0.35 0.31 0 – 1.40
Social knowledge complexity 1.33 0.43 0.23 – 2.23
Social bias score 0.08 0.31 –0.45 – 1.00
Person impression scores

Session 1 0.14 0.72 –1.00 – 1.00
Session 2 –0.02 0.76 –1.00 – 1.00
Session 3 0.21 0.68 –1.00 – 1.00

Measures of recall performance
Frequency of literal recall 5.33 2.90 1 – 13
Frequency of constructive recall 13.90 5.60 1 – 26
Proportion of positive recall 0.25 0.16 0 – 0.74
Proportion of negative recall 0.34 0.22 0 – 0.84
Proportion of neutral recall 0.40 0.17 0.13 – 0.81



there was considerable variation between children in the proportions of positive,
negative, and neutral recall.

Explaining Individual Differences in Story Recall

To examine the role of behavioral histories and general social knowledge in ac-
counting for individual differences in children’s views of the story character and
recall of his or her behaviors, we carried out a series of path analyses. For the out-
come measure in these analyses, we constructed a composite measure of recall
bias similar to those constructed for person impressions and social bias. For each
child, his or her proportion of negative recall was subtracted from the sum of his or
her proportions of positive and neutral recall, such that positive recall bias scores
indicated proportionally more positive and neutral than negative recall, whereas
negative scores indicated more negative than nonnegative recall.1 The path analy-
ses were conducted as a variation of structural equation modeling in which only
observed variables, as opposed to latent variables, were specified (Bollen, 1989).
Because of the small sample size, we selected generalized least squares, rather
than maximum likelihood, as the estimation procedure and used chi-square tests to
assess the overall fit of the models (Bollen, 1989). It is also worth mentioning that a
series of general linear models predicting each variable in the model revealed find-
ings that were highly convergent with those of the path analyses.

To provide an initial look at the structure of the relations between measures of
behavioral history, social knowledge, person impressions, and story recall, and to
provide information about which paths were reasonable to include in our path
model, we first calculated Pearson correlation coefficients between all variables.
These correlations are displayed in Table 4. Of importance, the measures of social
bias and social knowledge complexity were uncorrelated, suggesting that these
scores measured independent dimensions of children’s social knowledge. More-
over, social knowledge complexity was not significantly associated with any of the
other variables (i.e., problem behaviors, person impression scores, or recall bias
scores). The analyses also revealed the expected patterns of associations between
problem behaviors, social bias, and person impressions. Children with histories of
more behavior problems tended to have more negative expectations about hypo-
thetical social situations (i.e., more negative social bias scores) than children with
fewer behavior problems. Children’s social bias scores, in turn, were highly posi-
tively correlated with their person impression scores measured at the same session
(i.e., at Session 1), moderately correlated with their views of the protagonist at Ses-
sion 2, and not significantly correlated with their views at the third and final ses-
sion. Person impression scores were highly intercorrelated across sessions, al-
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though the associations were strongest between consecutive sessions. Finally, as
expected, recall bias was positively associated with person impression scores, es-
pecially at the third session.

Path analyses were conducted to simultaneously test the system of relations be-
tween these variables. The initial path analysis tested the conceptual model pre-
sented in Figure 1, which specified that children’s social expectations, derived
from their behavioral histories, would predict their story recall both indirectly,
through the formation of their impressions of the story protagonist, and directly.
Thus, the model included a path from problem behaviors to social bias, and paths
from social bias to recall bias and to person impression scores at the first session.
Paths were also included between person impression scores at each session and
scores at the subsequent session, as well as between person impression scores at
each session and recall bias. Overall then, the model tested eight paths. The
Chi-square test indicated good overall model fit, χ2(7) = 9.20, p = .24. Inspection
of the parameter estimates corresponding to each path, however, indicated that the
direct link from social bias to recall bias was negligible and nonsignificant. In ad-
dition, even though the correlational analysis indicated that person impression
scores at Sessions 1 and 2 were associated with recall scores, when tested in the
path model they did not significantly contribute to the prediction of recall bias over
and above Session 3 scores. Figure 3 shows a simplified model in which only the
significant paths between variables are represented. The Chi-square test for this
model indicated very good overall fit, χ2(10) = 12.5, p > .25, and the R2 for the pre-
diction of recall bias indicated that the model accounted for 39% of the variance in
recall bias scores. This model suggests that compared with children with many be-
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TABLE 4
Pearson Correlations Between Measures of Behavioral History, Social

Knowledge, Person Impressions, and Recall Performance

Measures 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Problem behaviors —
Social knowledge

Complexity –.11 —
Social bias score –.43** –.26 —
Person impression

Score session 1 –.03 –.09 .46** —
Person impression

Score session 2 –.12 .03 .33* .77*** —
Person impression

Score session 3 .01 .09 .20 .71*** .74*** —
Recall bias score –.12 –.08 .09 .47** .53*** .65*** —

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.



havior problems, children who got along well with peers tended to have more posi-
tive social expectations about their social experiences. Moreover, their more posi-
tive expectations led them to form more positive impressions of the story
protagonist, which in turn led them to recall his or her behavior in the story more
positively.

A second set of path analyses was conducted to test predictions about the role of
children’s social knowledge complexity in moderating the relations between be-
havior history, social knowledge, and recall. In these analyses, we tested whether
the link between children’s own behavioral histories and their general social ex-
pectations varied for children with more or less sophisticated social knowledge, as
children with more complex knowledge bases might draw less directly on their
own personal experiences in setting social expectations than children with less so-
phisticated social knowledge. At the same time, we also expected children with
more complex social knowledge bases to show stronger associations between their
general expectations and their interpretation of the main character and memory for
his or her behaviors. To test these hypotheses, we categorized the children accord-
ing to their social knowledge complexity scores using a median split. Specifically,
we constructed a dichotomous indicator of high social knowledge complexity such
that children with scores higher than 1.33 were assigned a 1 on this indicator and
children with scores at or lower than 1.33 were assigned a 0 (i.e., low social knowl-
edge complexity).

We tested our hypotheses about the moderating effects of social knowledge
complexity by adding the following terms to the general model displayed in Figure
3: a main effect of high social knowledge complexity and an interaction between
this variable and problem behaviors in the prediction of social bias, and a main ef-
fect of high social knowledge complexity and an interaction with social bias in the
prediction of person impression scores at Session 1. The results indicated, how-
ever, that the overall fit of this developmental model was poor, χ2(21) = 57.6, p <
.0001, most likely because of nonsignificant paths involving high social knowl-
edge complexity, social bias, and person impressions at Session 1. In other words,
there was no evidence that social knowledge complexity moderated the relations
between social bias and person impressions. A reduced model, in which these
nonsignificant paths were eliminated, is illustrated in Figure 4. This model fit the
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χ2(10) = 12.5, ns; all parameter estimates shown are significant at p < .0001.

FIGURE 3 Standardized parameter estimates for the best fitting general model of the rela-
tions between behavioral history, social knowledge, and story recall.



data well, χ2(18) = 24.2, p = .15. The parameter estimates revealed that, contrary to
the results of the simple correlational analysis, high social knowledge complexity
was associated with more negative social bias scores. In addition, the significant
interaction between problem behaviors and high social knowledge complexity in
predicting social bias indicated that, consistent with predictions, social expecta-
tions were more strongly predicted by behavioral history among children with low
social knowledge complexity (β = –1.30) than among children with more complex
social knowledge (β = –0.42). Examination of the remaining parameter estimates
revealed patterns of relations between social expectations, person impressions, and
recall performance similar to those observed in the general model (Figure 4). Thus,
children with more positive social expectations had more positive views of the pro-
tagonist and remembered more positive and neutral behaviors than children with
more negative expectations. This model explained more than half the variation in
recall bias (R2 = .56); thus, relative to the more general model presented in Figure
3, this developmental model accounted for an additional 17% of the variation in re-
call bias.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study suggest that different children may interpret and remem-
ber the same events quite differently, and that these individual differences may be
partially explained by variations in children’s past experiences and background
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χ2(18) = 24.2, ns; all parameter estimates shown are significant at p < .0001.

FIGURE 4 Standardized parameter estimates for the best fitting developmental model of the
relations between behavioral history, social knowledge, and story recall.



knowledge. The data provide evidence for an indirect link between children’s gen-
eral social knowledge about peer interactions and their recall of another child’s be-
haviors. Compared with children with negative social expectations, those with
more positive social expectations formed more positive views of the story charac-
ter, and their more positive impressions led them to “remember” more positive and
fewer negative behaviors by the character. The fact that children’s general social
expectations about peers and their impressions of the protagonist biased their re-
call of his or her behavior is quite consistent with the literature on constructive
memory processes, which suggests that knowledge, attitudes, and goals or per-
sonal frames of reference may all influence how events are interpreted and en-
coded, as well as how memories are retrieved and reconstructed (e.g., Greenhoot,
2000; Levine, Stein, & Liwag, 1999; Levy, 2000; Ornstein et al., 1998; Stein,
Trabasso, & Liwag, 1994). For instance, children’s expectations about social
groups (e.g., ethnic or gender stereotypes) or about specific individuals have been
shown to shape their recollections of events involving other people (Bigler &
Liben, 1993; Leichtman & Ceci, 1995).

This study also extends previous research on constructive memory processes by
illustrating how children’s social expectations are associated with their previous
experiences with peers. The association between problem behaviors and social
bias is consistent with models of social information processing (e.g., Crick &
Dodge, 1994; Dodge et al., 2002; Yoon et al., 1999), which suggest that children
utilize their own past experiences and behaviors to generate expectations about hy-
pothetical social situations. As such, these results tie together findings from two
traditionally separate literatures, one on cognitive development and constructive
memory processes and the other on social development and social information
processing. Our results also expand on the social information-processing literature
by suggesting that the relation between children’s general social knowledge about
peers and their recollections of a specific individual’s actions may be mediated by
the impressions they form of that individual.

By using a path analytic strategy we were able to obtain a rich picture of the si-
multaneous direct and indirect relations between the variables of interest in this
study. Although our sample was small compared with many samples analyzed us-
ing structural equation modeling, several aspects of our approach (i.e., the specifi-
cation of only observed variables, the generalized least squares estimation proce-
dure, and the use of chi-square to assess model fit) were specifically selected for
the small sample size. That we were able to reject one model in favor of another,
and all paths in our final model were significantly different from 0, suggests that
we had sufficient power to test the models of interest in this study. Moreover, the
results of the correlational analysis and a series of general linear models provide
convergent evidence that the associations illustrated by the path analyses were not
spurious. Nevertheless, a larger sample might provide more power to test some of
the paths that failed to reach significance, such as the direct association between
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social knowledge and story recall. Direct links from problem behaviors to person
impressions and story recall also might have been revealed with a larger sample
size. Indeed, as one reviewer of this manuscript noted, the children’s conceptions
of the protagonist’s actions may actually reflect their memories for their own past
actions, particularly in light of the egocentric perspective that has been docu-
mented during early childhood.

The link between behavioral histories and social expectations is especially in-
teresting given that the former was reported by the parents, rather than the children
themselves, suggesting that these relations do not reflect a simple positive or nega-
tive reporting bias on the part of the child. Our results, however, might not extend
to research that relies on teacher reports or other informants from school settings,
as parent reports of child behavior tend to be only moderately correlated with
teacher reports (e.g., Achenbach, Dumenci, & Rescorla, 2002). On the other hand,
this study focused on social encounters that are more likely to occur at school than
at home, thus it seems more likely that school informants would increase the asso-
ciations between children’s behavioral histories, social knowledge, and recall of
the social encounters.

Taken together, these findings suggest that children’s memories for social situa-
tions may be shaped indirectly by their previous experiences in the social world
and the general social knowledge they acquire through those experiences. Given
the correlational nature of these data, longitudinal or experimental research is
needed to firmly establish the casual nature of these associations. For instance, it is
possible that children’s behavioral histories are an outcome, rather than a determi-
nant, of their social knowledge. Research on social information processing actu-
ally suggests a reciprocal relation between children’s experiences in the social
world and their social knowledge, such that children with many negative social ex-
periences are likely to have more negative social knowledge structures than chil-
dren with a history of more positive experiences, which influences future behavior
and increases the likelihood of additional negative experiences, and so on (Burks,
Laird, & Dodge, 1999; Dodge et al., 2002).

Our results also suggest that the relations between children’s past experience,
social knowledge, and memory differ as a function of the complexity or structural
properties of the social knowledge base. According to research on cognitive devel-
opment and knowledge acquisition, the knowledge base becomes more elaborate,
conditional, and hierarchically organized with both age and experience (Chi et al.,
1989; Slackman & Nelson, 1984), and these changes are thought to have important
implications for the ways in which the knowledge base is accessed and used (Chi et
al., 1989). Accordingly, in this study we assessed the complexity or sophistication
of social knowledge by examining the elaborateness, conditionality, and coher-
ence of children’s responses to the social knowledge interview, independent of the
valence of their social expectations. Children whose responses to the social knowl-
edge interview were more sophisticated according to these criteria had social bias
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scores that were less strongly connected to their own behavioral histories than chil-
dren whose responses were less complex. In other words, children with more so-
phisticated social knowledge were more objective in that their social expectations
were more independent of their own personal experiences, presumably because
they drew more on external sources of information (e.g., observations of or conver-
sations with other people). Given that social knowledge complexity should in-
crease with age and experience in the social world, these findings suggest that
older children’s knowledge and their interpretations and memories of social situa-
tions might be less heavily influenced by their own personal experiences in the so-
cial world than those of younger children. These results also provide an important
extension to the social information-processing literature, which traditionally has
focused on the valence of children’s social knowledge biases and has emphasized
direct experience as the primary source of those biases. Our findings suggest that
developmental and individual differences in the sophistication and organization of
social knowledge may modify the extent to which children’s interpretations of, and
therefore their responses to, social situations are biased by past experience.

One unexpected finding was that high social knowledge complexity was associ-
ated with more negative social expectations. Although we cannot offer a conclu-
sive explanation for this pattern, it seems possible that it might reflect the fact that
most of the children in this sample had positive behavioral histories. Thus, children
who were aware of more behavioral alternatives (one indicator of complexity)
might have been aware of more negative alternatives than children whose expecta-
tions were based more directly on their own positive behavioral histories.

Although several models of knowledge suggest that the degree to which the
knowledge base influences cognitive processes depends on its structure or organi-
zation (e.g., Chi et al., 1989; Farrar & Boyer-Pennington, 1999), we did not find
that complex social knowledge was more likely to influence interpretation and re-
call of the story character’s behaviors than less complex knowledge. This null find-
ing could be interpreted as evidence against these models, but an alternative expla-
nation is that because of the narrow age range of the sample we did not obtain the
sorts of variations in the social knowledge base that would result in variations in
knowledge–memory linkages. Alternatively, the small sample size might have
limited our power to detect an interaction between social knowledge complexity
and social bias.

The best fitting general and developmental path models explained a substantial
proportion of the individual differences in children’s recall of the protagonist’s be-
haviors (about 40% and 56%, respectively). Clearly, however, other factors con-
tribute to variations in remembering. Indeed, current views of cognitive develop-
ment emphasize that cognitive performance is the product of interactions between
factors across various time scales, including developmental history, the recent
past, and concurrent conditions (Lerner, 2002; Thelen & Smith, 1998). Thus, al-
though children’s social expectations, person impressions, and story recall were
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shown to be associated with their behavioral histories over the previous 6 months,
their recent social experiences (e.g., events taking place on the day of an experi-
mental session) might have primed them to process the events depicted in the sto-
ries in particular ways. Day-to-day variations in children’s emotions or levels of
physiological arousal also might influence children’s interpretation and recall of
the social encounters in the stories (Lemerise & Arsenio, 2000). For instance, re-
search on mood congruency in memory suggests that currently stressed individu-
als might be biased to remember more negative details or events than individuals in
positive moods (Blaney, 1986). Measures of day-to-day variations in social experi-
ences as well as physiological arousal and emotional states might further elucidate
the sources of individual differences in children’s recall of social situations.

Additional research is necessary to test the boundary conditions of the model
developed in this investigation. For example, the presence of a video camera in the
testing room, although necessary to accurately record the children’s responses to
the interviews, might have increased socially desirable responses. Our findings
also might be specific to the particular stories used in this study. For instance, the
stories might have been especially amenable to negative interpretations because
the outcomes of the social encounters depicted in the stories were more often nega-
tive than positive. Future research should examine whether the density of positive
versus negative social encounters moderates the links between past peer experi-
ence, social knowledge, and interpretation and memory of social situations. Addi-
tional research is also needed to generalize the results of our path models to actual
social experiences. Real-life events in which children are participants may activate
emotions and goals that are not set into motion by stories, and these emotional
states and goals might increase the degree to which social knowledge and person
impressions lead to memory biases (Levine et al., 1999; Stein et al., 1994). On the
other hand, research on the facilitative effects of action and participation on mem-
ory (e.g., Engelkamp & Dehn, 2000; Rudy & Goodman, 1991) suggests that
real-life events may be more salient and better remembered than stories, thus re-
ducing the degree of recall bias.

Although the generality of our findings to actual experiences must be tested,
they have obvious implications for discussions of the accuracy of children’s testi-
mony about others’ actions. Previous research demonstrates that stereotype induc-
tions, or manipulations of children’s views of a specific person, can dramatically
influence children’s recall of that person’s behaviors (e.g., Clarke-Stewart et
al.,1989; Greenhoot, 2000; Leichtman & Ceci, 1995). The results presented here
build on this work by suggesting that children’s spontaneously formed impressions
of other people, perhaps based on their day-to-day experiences with others, also
might influence their recollections of others’ actions. Our results also have impli-
cations for understanding children’s social behavior, as the social information-pro-
cessing literature suggests that children’s behaviors are guided, in part, by their
memories of past experiences (Burks et al., 1999; Dodge et al., 2002). Consistent
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with this argument, research on the influence of reputational bias on children’s be-
haviors toward peers suggests that children’s representations of their peers do in-
fluence the way they interact with them (Hymel, Wagner, & Butler, 1990).

In sum, these results illustrate that children’s experience with and understand-
ing of the social world is integrated with the way that they process and remember
events depicted in stories. As such, this work is consistent with an emerging em-
phasis on the social and emotional functions of memory and the implications of
such functions for memory development (e.g., Nelson & Fivush, 2004). These and
other findings suggest that our understanding of memory functioning can be en-
hanced by an analysis of its interplay with other aspects of cognitive and social
functioning.
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APPENDIX

Sample Story: Nancy and Anne go to School

School Bus Event. One morning Anne and Nancy were waiting for the
school bus together. Anne was swinging her backpack around and around in big
circles next to Nancy. She was spinning faster and faster all over the place. All of a
sudden, Nancy’s lunchbox fell out of her hand, and the food spilled out all over the
sidewalk! Nancy and Anne picked the lunch up off the sidewalk just before the bus
got there.

Free Time Event. After they got to school, the class practiced writing let-
ters. After they had practiced writing for a long time, the teacher told them they
could have some free time. Anne decided to play with a cash register. Nancy
played with a doll for a while, but she really wanted to play with the cash register.
She asked Anne if she could have a turn playing with the cash register. Anne an-
swered her right away, and Nancy played with the doll some more, thinking that
she would play with the cash register a little later.

Show and Tell Event. Just then the teacher rang the bell and told the chil-
dren that free time was over and they should all put away the toys. She asked every-
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one to gather on the rug for Show and Tell. When it was Nancy’s turn, she showed
the class her shell collection. She talked about it and then she put it on the shelf
where everyone puts the things they bring for Show and Tell. A little later, Anne
walked by the shelf where the shell collection was and she noticed that Nancy’s
shell collection was hanging off the edge of the shelf. The children heard a crash!
They all looked over and saw the shell collection on the floor next to Anne’s feet.
Nancy ran over and was disappointed to see that many of the pieces were broken.
The teacher said, “That is too bad about the shell collection. Can somebody help
Nancy pick up the pieces?”

Lunch Event. The children were ready for lunch. Nancy went into the cubby
room to get her lunchbox, but it wasn’t there. She looked all over and could not find
it anywhere. The teacher asked the class if anyone had seen it, but nobody had seen
Nancy’s lunchbox. Nancy was upset. Anne walked into the room and Nancy was
very surprised to see that she was holding Nancy’s lunchbox! The class could now
eat lunch.

Clay Event. After lunch, the class worked on art projects. They were making
things with clay. Nancy really wanted to make a bird with her clay, but she did not
know how to do it. She saw that Anne was making a bird already. When Nancy fin-
ished her bird, she was very proud of it. She thought she would take it home to
show her parents.

Woodworking Event. After art and cleanup it was time for the children to go
to centers. Nancy and Anne went to the woodworking center. They were both ham-
mering nails when Nancy accidentally knocked the bucket of nails onto the
ground. Nails went everywhere! Nancy ran off to find a broom. When Nancy came
back with the broom, she was surprised to see that the nails were already cleaned
up and back in the bucket! Nancy and Anne finished hammering the nails.

Puzzle Event. When the class was finished with center time, the teacher said
it was puzzle and game afternoon. Some children pulled out puzzles and others
pulled out games. Nancy decided to work on a puzzle. It was a puzzle of her favor-
ite kind of dinosaur. She worked very hard on it, and when she was done, she ran
over to see if the teacher could take a look at it. After Nancy walked away, Anne
went over to Nancy’s table to see her puzzle. The class heard a crash! They looked
over and saw that Nancy’s puzzle had fallen on the ground. The teacher told Nancy
she was sorry she had not gotten to see the puzzle. She said that if she wanted, an-
other child could help her put it back together. At the end of the day, Anne and
Nancy walked home from the bus stop together just like they always did. When
they got to their houses, they said goodbye and went inside to play.
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