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Abstract
Learning involves changing beliefs over time, but inducing belief change
can be difficult. Work in epistemic trust suggests that the expertise of the
person providing information can affect beliefs, but this work has largely
occurred in novel domains. The current study investigated whether
prompting children to think about sources’ expertise would induce belief
change in an academic domain. Hearing an initial theory about dinosaur
extinction from a relevant expert caused children to more strongly believe
that theory. However, presenting an initial theory from an irrelevant expert
led to a decrease in belief in that theory over time, and older children were
then more likely to believe an alternative theory presented by a relevant
expert. Thus, showing children, particularly older children, an initial theory
from an irrelevant expert can encourage consideration of multiple theories.

Background
• Learning involves changing beliefs over time as new information
is acquired.
• Revising beliefs is important for learning, but inducing belief
change can be difficult (e.g., Chinn & Brewer, 1993; diSessa,
1982; Kuhn, 1989; Masnick & Klahr, 2003).
• Past research focused on different ways to present content to
induce belief change, but who provides this content may also be
important.

Method
Participants
• 122 children at the Kentucky Science Center
• Range from 5.07 to 11.81 years old (M = 8.01 years, SD = 1.71,
57 females)

Materials
• Watched a 4-minute video of two informants presenting
competing theories of dinosaur extinction.
• In video, saw Informant A present the first theory that meteors led
to extinction, and then Informant B provided evidence
contradicting the first theory and presented an alternative theory
that volcanoes led to extinction (content adapted from Chinn &
Brewer, 1993).

Conditions
• Expert-first: Informant A had relevant expertise (paleontologist).
Informant B had irrelevant expertise (chef).
• Expert-second: Informant A had irrelevant expertise (chef).
Informant B had relevant expertise (paleontologist).
• No-expertise: Expertise information not provided about either
informant.

• This work on expertise is generally conducted in novel domains
where learners have few prior beliefs (i.e., novel words, novel
animals, novel objects).
• Research is needed in academic domains as well where learners
may arrive with many prior beliefs.
• The current study investigated whether prompting children to
think about sources’ expertise would induce belief change and
consideration of multiple theories.

UofL Design and Print

Conditions:
Belief Ratings
for 1st Theory at Time 1

Expert-first

Example stimuli of the relevant expert, irrelevant expert, and
informant with no expertise.

Procedure
• Children answered how they thought dinosaurs became extinct.
• Photos were used to introduce two informants and their expertise,
as applicable.
• Watched video from Informant A about first theory, and then rated
their belief in the theory on a 100-point slider scale.
• Watched video from Informant B about contradictory evidence
regarding the first theory and a description of the second theory,
and then rated their belief in the second theory and first theory.
• Answered memory check questions about informants.
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• Across ages, expert-first more strongly endorsed the 1st theory at Time 1 than other conditions. Thus, children attended to expertise and held stronger beliefs about a theory when it was presented by a relevant expert.
• Children who had a prior belief in the 1st theory rated the 1st theory significantly lower at Time 1 in expert-second than expert-first. Hence, even when children have a strong prior belief in a theory, having that theory presented
by an irrelevant expert may prevent them from becoming as entrenched in that theory.
• Across ages, expert-second was the only condition with a decrease in belief in the 1st Theory from Time 1 to Time 2 that was greater than 0. Presenting an initial theory from an irrelevant expert may have prevented children
from becoming as entrenched in the first theory.
• At Time 2, younger children had the highest endorsement of the 2nd theory in expertise-first, but older children had the highest endorsement of the 2nd theory in expertise-second. Consequently, older children were attending to
expertise and believed the 2nd theory more if it was presented by a relevant expert. However, younger children did not seem to attend to expertise in the same way.
• Across ages, expert-second had a preference for the 2nd theory, but expert-first had a preference for the 1st theory. Presenting an initial theory from an irrelevant expert may have encouraged children to consider both theories.
• Children who had a prior belief in the 1st theory showed a marginally stronger preference for the 1st theory in expert-first than expert-second. Again, even for children with a strong prior belief in one theory, presenting that
theory from an irrelevant expert may have prompted them to consider multiple theories.
5- and 6-year-olds

Discussion
• Showing children, particularly older children, an initial theory
from an irrelevant expert can encourage consideration of
multiple theories.

• Epistemic trust literature suggests learners’ beliefs about others’
expertise can affect the inferences they make about presented
information (e.g., Landrum et al., 2013; Lutz & Keil, 2002).
• Even preschoolers generally trust new information from someone
with the most relevant expertise (e.g., Boseovski & Thurman,
2014; Lutz & Keil, 2002; Sobel & Corriveau, 2010).

Results

• This result is counter to most intuition that presenting theories
from relevant experts would always be best.
• Initially hearing a theory from an irrelevant expert may prompt
children to more critically evaluate theories on their own and to
consider the merit of alternative theories.
• Unlike other epistemic trust paradigms, prior knowledge plays a
large role in what children believe about scientific theories.
• This prior knowledge in academic domains may weaken
experimental manipulations, but it is important to investigate
epistemic trust in these more complicated, but more
ecologically-valid, domains.

References
Boseovski, J. J., & Thurman, S. L. (2014). Evaluating and approaching a strange animal: Children’s
trust in informant testimony. Child Development, 85, 824-834.
Chinn, C. A., & Brewer, W. F. (1993). The role of anomalous data in knowledge acquisition: A
theoretical framework and implications for science instruction. Review of Educational Research,
63, 1-49.
diSessa, A. A. (1982). Unlearning Aristotelian physics: A study of knowledge-based learning.
Cognitive Science, 6, 37-75.
Kuhn, D. (1989). Children and adults as intuitive scientists. Psychological Review, 96, 674-689.
Landrum, A. R., Mills, C. M., & Johnston, A. M. (2013). When do children trust the expert?
Benevolence information influences children’s trust more than expertise. Developmental Science,
16, 622-638.
Lutz, D. J., & Keil, F. C. (2002). Early understanding of the division of cognitive labor. Child
Development, 73, 1073-1084.
Masnick, A. M., & Klahr, D. (2003). Error matters: An initial exploration of elementary school
children’s understanding of experimental error. Journal of Cognition and Development, 4, 67-98.
Sobel, D. M., & Corriveau, K. H. (2010). Children monitor individuals’ expertise for word learning.
Child Development, 81, 669-679.

Acknowledgments
• Thank you to the staff and families at the Kentucky Science Center for
their participation.
• This research was supported in part by funding from the National Science
Foundation, CAREER grant DRL-1149116 to PS.

Contact Information
• Kelley Durkin: kelley.durkin@gmail.com
• Asheley Landrum: landrumar@gmail.com

