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All faculty, research associates, and students who wish to conduct observations and/or 
research in the Children's School must follow these six steps. 
 
Step 1:  Becoming Research Eligible 
The Carnegie Mellon Institutional Review Board stipulates that all individuals conducting 
research with human subjects must complete the on-line ethics course entitled “Human 
Participant Protections Education for Research Teams” developed by the National 
Institute of Health.  Access the course at http://cme.nci.nih.gov/ and present your 
completion certificate to Dr. Carver along with the other documents described below. 
 
Researchers at the Children’s School are also required to provide certificates 
demonstrating criminal record and child abuse clearance.  Forms for requesting 
clearances from the State of Pennsylvania are available in the Children’s School office. 
 
Step 2:  Obtaining Research Approval 
 
Dr. Sharon Carver (8-1499) must approve all requests to make observations or conduct 
research at The Children's School.  Research requests must be accompanied by an 
abstract describing the project, a copy of the Institutional Review Board form with 
signatures of approval, and a short study description appropriate for distribution to 
parents.  Make sure the following questions are clearly addressed so that the costs and 
benefits of the study can be evaluated. 
 • What is the specific research question and its relevance? 
 • Exactly how will the study be conducted? 
 • Will all of the children be observed or participating?  If not, what are the    

criteria for selection? 
 • How often will each child be observed or asked to work with you? 
 • How long will each session take?   

We require that sessions not exceed 20 minutes. 
 
Dr. Carver will also evaluate the project for consistency with our philosophy and 
negotiate the rough time schedule for each project to assure adequate access to the 
children and research space without undue disruption (i.e., 4 studies run one week and 
none the next). 
 
Step 3:  Reviewing the Study with the Teachers 
 
Researchers who will be interacting with large numbers of children or doing longitudinal 
studies (i.e., as opposed to merely observing or doing a pilot study of a few children) 



must attend a Friday afternoon staff meeting to describe the study and discuss ways to 
run it smoothly in the Children's School context.  This meeting can be scheduled with 
Dr. Carver during the initial approval process. 
 
Step 4:  Establishing Rapport with the Children 
 
Prior to beginning each study that will involve direct interaction with children (i.e., as 
opposed to pure observation), each researcher must schedule a time to meet and 
interact with the children (e.g., read a story to them, have snack with them, etc.) in 
each of the groups that will participate in the study.  It is important to establish 
rapport with the children so that they will behave as naturally as possible in the 
experimental situation.   
 
• To schedule familiarization sessions, call Mrs. Annie Smith (8-2199).  The sessions 
are typically scheduled Monday through Thursday at the children's snack or lunch times 
(see schedule below).  Note that these times are different from the research times listed 
below.  No Friday sessions are scheduled. 
 
Familiarization Schedule 2007 - 2008 
 MON TUES WED THURS 
AM Preschool 
3 10:15 10:15 10:35 10:35 
4 10:35 10:35 10:10 10:10 
PM Preschool 
3 2:00 2:00 2:20 2:20 
4 2:30 2:30 1:55 1:55 
Kindergarten 
5 11:15 (lunch) ** preferred time 

1:15 (snack) 
Extended Morning 
3 & 4 12:30 (lunch) 
 
• Plan to arrive at the Children’s School at least 5 minutes before your scheduled 
familiarization time.  You will need to buzz at the entrance to gain admittance to the 
school.   
 
• When you enter the school, go to the office to sign the log book and get your 
nametag.  You must wear the nametag at all times during your visit to the school. 
 
• Turn off your cell phone.  Cell phone use is not permitted in classrooms or labs.  If 
you must make a call while in the office suite, please ask Mrs. Smith for an unobtrusive 
place to do so. 
 



• Wait in the office until Mrs. Smith, or another Children’s School staff person is 
available to walk you into the classroom.  You may leave your belongings in the office. 
 
• Plan to spend about 20 minutes talking with the children.  Try to spend a little time at 
each table and be actively involved with the children (without causing disruption) so that 
they will remember you when you come for your research sessions.  This is also a good 
time to observe the teachers to learn effective ways to interact with young children. 
 
• To engage young children in conversation, use very specific topics that are within 
their experience.  During snack, talk about foods (e.g., favorite foods, how foods are 
grown, colors and shapes of foods, etc.).  Ask about the activities the child has done 
that day (e.g., Did you hear a story today?  Tell me about it. OR  Did you play in the red 
room today?  Tell me what you played.).  Once the child is sharing experiences, you can 
share yours and extend the conversation (e.g., I like to read stories about animals.  
What animals do you like?  OR  I like sand too, especially at the beach.  Did you ever go 
to the beach?). 
 
• When you are finished with your familiarization session, return to the office.  When 
you are ready, ask a staff member to deactivate the alarm before you leave.  Otherwise, 
the alarm will sound when you exit the school. 
 
******* Hints for maintaining good relations with the Children's School Staff ******* 

• Speak, behave, and dress in a professional manner. 
• Make arrangements well ahead of time. 
• Remember that you might want to conduct additional studies at the Children's 

School, so work on developing a good reputation here.  
 
Step 5:  Scheduling / Conducting Research Sessions 
 
• To schedule research sessions, call Mrs. Smith (8-2199) before noon on the Friday 
before the week that you want to conduct the study.  When you call, be sure to indicate 
the specific group of children you want as subjects and the particular time slot (see 
schedule below).  The teachers are only responsible for having children available during 
the scheduled times that they are given on Friday afternoons for the following week.  
Students should be willing to flexibly adjust to the unavoidable fluctuations in the daily 
schedule.   
 
• Follow the same entry, sign-in, and exit procedures as described in Step 4. 
 
General Guidelines for Classroom Observation 
 
• Any Time, with the following understanding: 

• No more than two observers may enter the classroom at a time. 



 (Three can use the kindergarten observation window and eight   
  can use the preschool observation room.) 

• Be as unobtrusive as possible. 
• Turn off your cell phone. 
• Watch from a distance, preferably in a sitting position.  Do not join the  
 group circle or interfere with children's activities. 
• Cooperate with the teachers and refrain from talking. 
• If a child approaches you for help (e.g., shoe tying) or conversation,  

keep the interaction as brief as politely possible. 
 

• Use the photo attendance chart in the classroom to identify the children you are 
assigned to observe before you begin.  Most students find it helpful to note the clothing 
each child is wearing on a given day.  Mrs. Smith or the classroom teacher can also 
help identify children if you have trouble. 
 
General Guidelines for working with young children 
 
• Please review and follow the attached guidelines. 
 
General Guidelines for Individual or Small Group Testing 
 
• Children can participate in only one study each day. 
 
• During most of the following time blocks, the teacher will conduct one “circle time” that 
involves gathering all of the children to discuss the school day.  Since this time is both 
important and short, we ask that researchers refrain from taking children during that 
time.  Kindergarten circle time typically begins shortly after 9:15am, and preschool circle 
times begin at 9:15am and 1:05pm for the 4’s and 9:30am and 1:15 for the 3’s.  Feel 
free to ask the teacher about circle time plans when you enter the classroom to get a 
more precise estimate for that day.   
 
Research Schedule 2007 - 2008 
 
 MON TUES WED THURS 
AM Preschool 
3 8:45-9:50 

(no circle) 
8:45-9:50 
(no circle) 

8:45-10:30 8:45-10:30 

4 8:30-10:10 8:30-10:10 8:30-9:45 
(no circle) 

8:30-9:45 
(no circle) 

PM Preschool 
3 
 

12:30-1:35 
(no circle) 

12:30-1:35 
(no circle) 

12:30-2:15 12:30-2:15 

4 12:30-2:10 12:30-2:10 12:30-1:30 
(no circle) 

12:30-1:30 
(no circle) 



Kindergarten 
5 8:40-11:00 

1:25-2:25 
Extended Morning 
3 & 4 11:45-12:30 
 
Note:  Research Groups that work well at the Children’s School may be offered 
additional timeslots for final project research, depending on availability. 
 
• Select one or two subjects from the Eligible Subjects Box in the office. Check the 
participation list to make sure that the child has not already been tested that day or is 
not reserved for a longitudinal study.  Do not test a child whose photo card is not in the 
box or who already has a code written in the space beside his/her name for that day. 
 
• Enter the preschool or kindergarten and use the photo cards to identify the child 
you wish to test.  Do not test a child who is already wearing a participation sticker. 
 
• Be sensitive when choosing a child to participate.  Choose children who are at free 
play stations before those at stations with specified activities/products to be completed 
and those who can quickly bring closure to an activity rather than those who are far from 
finishing.  Please don't hover over the child as she finishes or rush her unnecessarily. 
 
• Use the phrase "Name, it's your turn to play my _____ game now.  Let me help you 
put the blocks away (or whatever closure seems reasonable) and then we'll go." 
 
• Place the photo card for the subject on the Research Participation Board when you 
take the child from the classroom.  If possible, inform a teacher when you take a child to 
participate in a study and then return the child to a teacher, so he or she knows the child 
is back in the classroom.   
 
• Each child has the right to refuse to participate in the study.  If the child declines  
participation, simply place that child’s photo card in the envelope marked  
“Research Refusals” on the Research Participation Board, and then approach another 
child. 
 
• On your way to the lab with a participant, enter your code number beside the name 
of the subject on the Research Participation List posted in the office. 
 
• Always keep the door open while working with a child. 
 
• At the end of the session, put a "participation sticker" on the child to alert the 
parents that the child has been in a study.  The sticker should give the parents a clue for 
asking the child about the activity, such as, "Ask me about the lemonade stand game." 
 



• Put the child’s name on a copy of your Parent Experiment Description.  Have the 
child walk with you to his/her locker before returning to an activity so that you can put a 
copy of your experiment description in the child’s backpack.  Sample descriptions 
are attached. 
 
• When you return with the child to the classroom, move his or her picture from the 
Research Participation Board into the envelope marked “Research Participants”.  
The term “participant” applies even if the child did not complete the session. 
 
• All participants receive the “participation sticker” and Parent Experiment Description, 
even if the child chooses to end the game early.  If the child does not complete the 
session, use the red pen hanging by the Research Participation List to put an X next to 
the code number that you entered for that child earlier. 
 
NOTE: If the Fire Alarm rings while you are testing a child, take the child 

immediately to the nearest playground exit to join his/her class by the 
tennis court fence.  We will make every effort to avoid fire drills during 
testing sessions, so assume that an alarm is signaling a fire. 

 
Step 6:  Reporting Results 
 
After a study has been approved, Dr. Carver will post a description of it on the research 
bulletin board and print a copy in our monthly newsletter.  As soon as possible 
thereafter, the observer/researcher is responsible for submitting a report of the results to 
Dr. Carver, so that she can either post it along with the initial description or write a 
shorter version for the bulletin board and newsletter.  The observer/researcher should 
also send copies of all papers written about the studies conducted at the Children's 
School to Dr. Carver.  She will make them available to parents and teachers and/or may 
ask you to lead a discussion of your research at the school. 



Sample Experiment Descriptions from 2001 
 
Make sure the description includes a “game name” that will be memorable to the 
children, the researcher’s and professor’s names, and information about the purpose, 
design, procedure, and relevance of the study.  Including pictures of sample stimuli 
often helps with the explanation.  NOTE: Please use a 12pt font and double spacing. 
 
• The Sinking and Floating Game 
Holly Brosnahan, a senior psychology double major, is working with Dr. Carver and Mrs. 
Bird on a senior honors thesis.  Holly is comparing the effects of different styles of 
teaching, including teacher directed instruction and guided discovery, on children’s 
concepts of why some objects sink and others float in water.  Each of the Extended 
Morning 4’s and Kindergarten children will participate in the Sinking and Floating Game 
three times, once before Mrs. Bird begins her lessons on the topic, once after the first 
two lessons, and once after the 4th lesson.  Each group of children will have two lessons 
taught using a guided discovery approach and two taught via direct instruction.  During 
the Sinking and Floating Game, the child is simply asked to predict whether a given 
object will sink or float and to explain why.  After placing the object in water, the child is 
asked to explain what happened.  Some of the objects are ones that were discussed 
during Mrs. Bird’s lessons and others are novel.  This study will help us to understand 
which teaching methods or combinations of teaching methods help young children to 
learn basic science concepts. 
 
• The Computer Shape Game 
Byron Kohut, a research assistant working with Dr. Marlene Behrmann, is investigating 
how children integrate elements from a visual display into a coherent shape.  For 
example, how do adults and children see a square when the stimulus is four single 
lines?  Moreover, do we still perceive a square when the lines are slightly disconnected?  
Byron first shows the children a pair of shapes on a computer screen and asks the 
children to decide whether the two shapes (for example, two squares or two crosses or 
a square and a cross) are the same or different.  The children’s time to make this 
decision is recorded, as well as their accuracy in making the same/different judgement.  
What is critical is that before the pair of shapes appears, a square is presented briefly 
and the children are told to ignore it.  If children are doing more than simply attending to 
the four lines of this briefly presented square, they will be faster if it precedes the pair of 
squares than if it precedes the pair of crosses, because they are able to extract the 
‘squareness’ and use that to help speed their decision when the pair appears.  This 
study will help us understand how perception develops in children and whether it differs 
in any way from that of adults. 
 
• The Growing Game 
Issandra Rodriquez, an undergraduate student working with Dr. Lisa Gershkoff-Stowe, 
is studying how children use different types of information to make judgements 
about the characteristics of living things.  For instance, when learning about an 



animal they have never seen before, children will rely on its name, physical appearance, 
and previous knowledge to determine category membership.  This study examines the 
particular cues that children use to decide about the properties of novel creatures, for 
example, whether they have the same kind of blood or wear the same kind of shoes.  In 
particular, the child hears stories about a baby creature, its parent, and its friend and 
then answers a series of questions about whether the baby will be more similar to the 
parent or friend on a range of properties.  These properties include both biological 
properties and behavioral properties (e.g., warm or cold blood vs. clothing preference).  
These studies of children’s early understanding of living things yields insight into 
children’s scientific intuitions, which has practical applications for the development of 
science education tools. 
 


