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Tell Me Everything You Discussed: Children’s
Memory for Dyadic Conversations after a
1-Week or a 3-Week Delay

Monica Lawson* and Kamala London†

In child abuse investigations, children are often asked to recount previous conversations
related to the allegations (i.e.,“conversational testimony”). To explore children’s ability to
provide conversational testimony, we staged a semi-structured novel dyadic conversation
between an adult researcher and 8-year-old children (n=90). Children’s gist recall and
recognition memory for their own statements, their conversational partner’s statements,
and question–answer pairs were tested after either a 1-week or a 3-week delay. The results
revealed that children recounted aminority of the conversation, although children recalled
more after a short delay (7%) than after a long delay (4%). A majority of children’s free
recall statements were accurate (68%); however, approximately one-third of their free
recall statements were incorrect. Children almost exclusively recounted their own
statements, and rarely recalled any of the adult’s statements or the question–answer pairs
during free recall. Reports of the adult’s statements and question–answer pairs increased
with cued recall questioning, but remainedminimal.During recognition testing, children
were able to distinguish between true and false recognition items for their own statements
and the adult’s statements, but performed at chance level on recognition items
concerning question–answer pairs. Forensic implications of the results are discussed.
Copyright # 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

Children’s recollection of conversations often plays a crucial role in both child
abuse investigations (Lyon & Ahern, 2010; Malloy, Brubacher, & Lamb, 2013;
Schaeffer, Leventhal, & Asnes, 2011) and criminal trials (Lyon & Stolzenberg,
2014; Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2014). Child abuse professionals often question chil-
dren about whether they remember anything the alleged perpetrator said to them.
Investigators are also interested in whether and to what extent children have talked
to others about the allegations under investigation. Although children’s ability to
accurately recount conversations plays an important role in child abuse investiga-
tion, children’s memory for conversations has gone ignored by researchers. In
the present study, we examined children’s memory for dyadic conversations (i.e.,
verbal interaction where the child actively converses with a partner) following a
1-week or 3-week delay.

During the investigative process, children frequently are asked to recount prior
conversations that might have occurred during the commission of the suspected
maltreatment (Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2014). For example, to determine whether genital
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430 M. Lawson and K. London
touching involved routine caregiving versus sexual intent, investigators may ask
children to recount any statements made by the alleged offender during questionable
interactions. Children may also be asked if the alleged perpetrator made any threats
or otherwise influenced them not to tell anyone about the maltreatment.

Investigators are encouraged to explore alternative hypotheses to abuse allegations
(American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children (APSAC) Task Force on Inves-
tigative Interviews in Cases of Alleged Child Abuse, 2002; Anderson et al., 2010; State of
Michigan Governor’s Task Force on Children’s Justice and Department of Human
Services, 2004), including whether any person could have exerted tainting influence upon
the child. The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD)
interviewing protocol, a developmentally appropriate and empirically supported protocol,
includes an “information about the disclosure” section where children are asked to provide
information regarding who they previously told about the allegations (Lamb et al., 2007). If
the child mentions a conversation, interviewers are instructed to follow up by stating, “Tell
me everything you talked about” (Lamb et al., 2007, p. 1230). In forensic practice, the
majority of interviewers trained to follow the NICHD protocol include these questions
when interviewing child witnesses (Malloy et al., 2013). Furthermore, legal professionals
frequently ask about maltreatment-related conversations when children are on the witness
stand (Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2014).

The reliability of children’s conversational testimony relies on their memory for the
conversation in question. A great deal of research has evaluated children’s memory for
events (for a review, see London & Kulkofsky, 2009). However, as previously noted,
children’s memory for conversation is largely neglected in the forensic developmental
literature. The cognitive demands in remembering conversations cannot be assumed
as equivalent to the cognitive processes involved in memory for experienced events
(see Duke, Lee, & Pager, 2007; Lyon & Stolzenberg, 2014). Duke et al. (2007) posited
that conversational memory might be more susceptible to erroneous encoding, rapid
decay, and source monitoring errors than event memory due to the high frequency of
daily conversations and the complexity of their nature (e.g., semantics, pragmatics).
Researchers have explored children’s memory for stimuli peripherally related to con-
versations, such as memory for written or verbal prose, including for individual
sentences (Hedelin & Hjelmquist, 1998; Reyna & Kiernan, 1994) or more elaborate
stories (Olson & Hildyard, 1981). However, little is known about children’s memory
for dyadic conversation (Davis & Friedman, 2007; Davis, Kemmelmeier, & Follette,
2005; Lyon & Stolzenberg, 2014).

To our knowledge, only one study has evaluated children’s ability to recall
dyadic conversations. Stolzenberg and Lyon (2015) evaluated 5- to 9-year-olds’
reports for details communicated during a conversation that co-occurred with a
play event. They also tested children’s memory for an interview that occurred after
the play session. Stolzenberg and Lyon (2015) concluded that children were able
to recall details from the conversations, and the majority of recalled details were
accurate after a 1-week delay. However, due to the initial inclusion of the play
session along with the conversation, it is impossible to distinguish between children’s
memory for what was said during the conversations and children’s memory for
what they did during the play session. For example, if the children recounted
talking about a broken toy, it is unclear if the children truly remembered talking
about a broken toy or if the children remembered seeing the broken toy and, thus,
concluded that they must have discussed the broken toy.
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Children’s memory for dyadic conversation 431
In the present study, we evaluated children’s memory for a dyadic conversation
independently from children’s memory for co-occurring actions or physical objects.
In this way, the current study approximates children’s pure memory for dyadic conver-
sation. The goal of the present study was to examine children’s memory reports of a
prior dyadic conversation after a 1- or 3-week delay. We were interested in the amount
of the conversation children reported and the characteristics of their reports in terms of
accuracy and utterance type. Children’s recall and recognition memory were examined
regarding three aspects of the conversation: child-generated utterances (i.e., statements
made by the child during a target conversation), adult-generated utterances (i.e., state-
ments made by the adult researcher during the target conversation), and question–
answer pairs (i.e., two utterances from the target conversation; an eliciting utterance
from the adult along with the child’s response). Children’s memory for conversation
was assessed by free recall, cued recall, and recognition testing in order to evaluate chil-
dren’s conversational reports across various eliciting formats. Our hypotheses were
largely guided by the adult memory for conversation literature and are discussed in
the following paragraphs.

We expected that children would report a low percentage of the conversation when
prompted to recall the conversation with free recall questioning (e.g., “Tell me what
you talked about”). In terms of gist recall, adult participants in Stafford and Daly’s
(1984) research reported approximately 10% of an introductory conversation after a
5-minute delay. Bruck, Ceci, and Francoeur (1999) found similar results when exam-
ining mothers’ memory for a conversation with their 4-year-old children that had oc-
curred about three days earlier. In terms of verbatim-like recall, mothers reported
approximately 5% of total utterances from the conversation.

Additionally, we expected that the quantity of children’s reports would decrease
across time (Ebbinghaus, 1885/1964). Stafford, Burggraf, and Sharkey (1987) re-
evaluated participants’ memory for conversations from Stafford and Daly’s (1984)
study a month after the conversation occurred and found that recall dropped from
10% to 4% of the conversation. We hypothesized that children in the 1-week delay con-
dition would recall significantly more of their conversations than children in the 3-week
delay condition, but all free recall reports were expected to be incomplete.

Although children’s conversational reports were expected to be limited in extent, we
hypothesized that their reports would be highly accurate. Adult’s reports of previous
conversations tend to be fairly accurate, although incomplete (Lamb et al., 2000). Ad-
ditionally, so long as children have not been exposed to misinformation, children’s
event reports are largely accurate when elicited with open-ended questioning (for a
review, see London & Kulkofsky, 2009). As such, we hypothesized that children’s
conversational reports would be mostly accurate regardless of delay condition.

We also expected that children’s memory for child-generated and adult-generated
utterances would be better than children’s memory for question–answer pairs across
free recall, cued recall, and recognition testing, regardless of delay. Children’s memory
for question–answer pairs was expected to be poor, as memory for question–answer
pairs requires recounting two consecutive utterances and depends on verbatim-like rec-
ollection. Adults often fail to recount question–answer pairs and frequently misrepre-
sent the formatting of questions that they do manage to recall (e.g., recount a
suggestive question as being open-ended; Bruck et al., 1999; Lamb et al., 2000; Warren
& Woodall, 1999). Specific hypotheses were not established regarding the directional-
ity of children’s reports for child-generated versus adult-generated utterances, as the
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adult memory for conversation literature has inconsistent findings concerning the supe-
riority of memory for self versus other utterances (Miller, deWinstanely, & Carey,
1996; Stafford & Daly, 1984).

METHOD

Participants

Because child–adult conversations change dramatically as a function of children’s de-
velopment (Bloom & Tinker, 2001; Bohannon & Bonvillian, 2001), we limited our
study to 8-year-old children in order to bolster the similarity (e.g., length, linguistic
complexity) of the target conversations across child participants. Ninety 8-year-old
children (Mage=8.07 years, SD=0.31) were recruited from a mid-sized Midwestern
city. The sample consisted of 43 females and was largely Caucasian (n=81), followed
by African American (n=7), and other (n=2). Parental consent was obtained for all
children prior to participation.

Design

All children participated in two separate sessions. In the first session, children engaged
in a target conversation. During the second session, children’s memory for the target
conversation was assessed. Children were randomly assigned to a 1-week (M=7days,
SD=0.83) or a 3-week (M=23days, SD=2.60) delay between the conversation and
the memory test.

Materials

A digital voice recorder was used to audio record both the target conversation and the
memory test. All recordings were then transcribed using Express Scribe software, and
a second transcriber verified the accuracy of the transcriptions. During Session 1,
participants were presented with a fabric box that contained a stuffed monkey and a
baseball. These objects served as props for the target conversation. Additionally, the
researcher wore a tall yellow stovepipe hat during Session 1 to increase the salience
of the conversational event.

Procedure

Session 1: Target Conversation

Children participated in a 5-minute (M=5.15minutes, SD=1.50) conversation with
an adult researcher. During the conversation, the child and the researcher worked
together to verbally compose a story about a monkey and a baseball. The researcher
presented herself to the child as a storyteller who likes to create stories with children.
She put on her yellow hat and explained the rules of the storytelling game: the child will
select two objects from the storytelling box, and she will ask the child questions to help
them create a story about the two selected items. After this explanation, all children
listened to a 2-minute pre-recorded story regarding a race car driving dinosaur. The
purpose of this story was to provide the children with an example of how to play the
Copyright # 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Behav. Sci. Law 33: 429–445 (2015)
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storytelling game. Upon completion of the pre-recorded story, children were instructed
to select two items from the storytelling box. Every child selected a monkey and a base-
ball, which were the only objects inside of the container. The adult researcher started the
conversation by asking the child, “What is your monkey’s name?” and the conversation
ensued.

The goal of the storytelling game was to encourage a unique dyadic conversation
between the child and the researcher while maximizing experimental control across
conversations. To guide the flow of the conversations, researchers were highly trained
to deliver 25 scripted questions about the monkey and/or the baseball during the target
conversations. Invitation prompts such as “Tell me more about that” were used to
encourage children to provide additional input for initially limited responses. Chil-
dren’s responses during the conversation were unique to each individual child and
varied across conversations. Researchers were instructed to keep the conversation as
natural as possible while adhering to the scripted questions. The only physical compo-
nents of the storytelling game were the storytellers’ yellow hat, the storytelling box, the
monkey stuffed animal, and the baseball. Because the conversational event had limited
co-occurring physical objects and actions, it can be assumed that children’s later mem-
ory reports for the target conversation were primarily based on their ability to recount
what was said during the conversation rather than what they did or saw.

Session 2: Memory Test

Free and cued recall. After the specified delay time (either 1-week or 3-weeks), an
unfamiliar researcher (one of three different trained research assistants, all blind to
study hypotheses) conducted a memory test with each child. There were three sections
to the memory test: free recall, cued recall, and recognition testing. First, children were
asked to recall their story (i.e., the target conversation), “Exactly the same way it hap-
pened from the very beginning to the end.” Invitations such as “Tell me more about
that” were used to encourage an exhaustive report from the child. During the cued
recall section, children were asked if the adult researcher asked questions during the
target conversation. Children were prompted to provide their original answer for every
question they recalled from the target conversation. Additional cued recall questions
were not asked if children reported the adult researcher did not ask them questions.

Recognition questions.Next, children were asked 30 forced-choice (i.e., yes/no) questions
concerning the content of the target conversation. The recognition test consisted of three
sections: child-generated utterances, adult-generated utterances, and question–answer
pairs. Child-generated recognition questions were derived from statements the child made
during the target conversation. Adult-generated recognition questions were derived from
statements made by the adult during the target conversation. Question–answer pairs
contained two consecutive statements from the target conversation: an eliciting question
from the adult and the child’s answer. Each recognition test section consisted of 10 ques-
tions. For each of the three sections, half the statements were made during the conversation
(i.e., true questions), and half the statements were not made during the conversation (i.e.,
false questions). Children were instructed to either confirm or deny that the designated de-
clarant said the utterance or question–answer pair during the target conversation.

True and false adult-generated question items and false child-generated question
items were standard across all recognition tests. The content of true and false
question–answer pair items and true child-generated question items varied according
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to the child’s original reply in the target conversation. However, the selection of state-
ments used for the true and false question–answer pair and true child-generated items
were standard across all tests. Children’s responses to a predetermined set of eliciting
questions during the target conversation were used to create these recognition test
items. For example, the child’s response to, “Is your monkey a girl or a boy?” during
the target conversation was used to create the recognition item, “Did you tell the story-
teller that ‘your monkey was a [boy/girl]?’”

The five true question–answer pair items comprised a researcher’s question from the
target conversation and the child’s original answer. For the five false question–answer pair
recognition items, questions that were directed by the researcher during the conversa-
tion were presented as open-ended, and statements that were open-ended in the
conversation were conveyed as directed in the recognition test. For example, the
researcher’s question, “How many brothers and sisters does your monkey have?”
during the target conversation was incorrectly represented during the false question–
answer recognition item as, “Did your monkey have one brother and two sisters?”

All recognition tests were counterbalanced so that each section (i.e., child-generated
utterances, adult-generated utterances, and question–answer pairs) had an equal
opportunity of appearing first during the recognition test. True and false recognition
items within each section were randomly ordered via a random number generator.
The ordering of items within each section was standard across all tests.

Data Coding

Target Conversation (Session 1) Coding

All transcripts were coded in a series of steps. First, false starts (e.g., um, ah) were
eliminated from all transcripts. Then, transcripts were parceled into utterances. An
utterance was operationally defined as a verb bounded by a pause (Bruck et al.,
1999). For example, a statement such as, “The monkey ran and he jumped” represents
two utterances [i.e., the monkey ran (1) and he jumped (2)]. However, occasionally, an
utterance was composed of one word (e.g., “Yes”) (see Bruck et al., 1999). Utterances
were classified as either child-generated (i.e., said by the child) or adult-generated (i.e.,
said by the adult). Question–answer pairs (i.e., an eliciting utterance from the adult and
the child’s response) were also identified. The number of total utterances, child-
generated utterances, adult-generated utterances, and questions-answer pairs stated
during the target conversations were tallied.

Memory Test (Session 2) Coding

Transcripts from the memory test were coded in a series of steps. Similarly to coding of
the target conversations, false starts (e.g., um, ah) were eliminated from transcripts.
Additionally, questions posed by children for clarification regarding various memory
test tasks were disregarded. Second, transcripts were divided into utterances. Utter-
ances produced during free and cued recall were operationally defined as recalled
utterances. All recalled utterances were classified as either a child-generated recalled
utterance (i.e., a statement the child said during the target conversation) or adult-
generated recalled utterance (i.e., a statement the adult said during the target conver-
sation). Recalled question–answer pairs were identified when the child recalled an
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eliciting utterance stated by the adult and the child’s original response from the target
conversation. Third, recalled topics were classified as a special category of recalled
utterances. Recalled topics were operationally defined as a recalled utterance that
reflected a semantic summary of multiple utterances stated during the target conversa-
tion. For example, the broad recall, “We talked about a monkey and a baseball,” was
coded as a recalled topic as this utterance summarizes what was generally discussed
during the target conversation rather than recalling the content of an individual
utterance that occurred in the conversation. Recalled topics were their own category
and were not combined with recalled utterances in the following analyses. The number
of topics within each conversation was limitless, as there are multiple variations in how
several utterances could be summarized.

In some instances, children repeatedly reported the same information during
memory testing. Repeated recalled utterances were disregarded in the analyses. The
number of total recalled topics, recalled utterances, child-generated recalled utterances,
adult-generated recalled utterances, and recalled questions–answer pairs were tallied.
Data Scoring

Free and Cued Recall Scoring

Recalled topics. Recalled topics were judged for accuracy by assessing overall topics
within the participants’ target conversation. Accurately recalled topics correctly sum-
marized multiple utterances from the target conversation (e.g., “We talked about a
monkey.”). Inaccurate recalled topics misrepresented what was discussed during the
target conversation (e.g., “We talked about the moon.”). If any part of an utterance
was inaccurate, then the utterance was categorized as inaccurate. Accurately and
inaccurately recalled topics were tallied. Recalled topics were analyzed separately from
recalled utterances and recalled question–answer pairs.

Recalled utterances. Recalled utterances were compared with utterances from the target
conversation to determine accuracy. Accurately recalled utterances contained at least the
gist of an utterance from the target conversation. Gist recall was operationally defined
as a semantic recall of an individual utterance from the target conversation (adapted
from Brainerd & Reyna, 2004). For example, “My monkey had a lot of siblings”
was coded as an accurate recollection of the original utterance, “My monkey has three
sisters and two brothers.”

Recalled utterances that did not match the gist of an individual utterance from the
target conversation were scored as inaccurate. Inaccurately recalled utterances were
classified into one of four mutually exclusive categories: elaborations, inferences,
factual errors, and speaker switches. Elaboration errors occurred when the content of
an incorrect recalled utterance added additional information above and beyond what
was said during the target conversation. Inference errors occurred when the content
of the recalled utterance was inferred from an utterance in the target conversation,
but was never actually said. Factual errors were inaccurate recalled utterances that
retained a kernel of truth from an utterance provided during the target conversation,
but the details were incorrect. Speaker switches occurred when the children incorrectly
claimed one of the utterances stated by the adult as their own and vice-versa. Examples
of errors are provided in Table 1.
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Table 1. Examples of inaccurate recalled utterance classification

Classification Utterance in the target conversation Recalled utterance

Elaboration error Recalled utterance does not match
any utterance from target conversation.

The monkey likes music.

Inference error He practices every day after school. My monkey loves baseball.
Factual error My monkey’s name is Jim. My monkey’s name was Bob.
Speaker switch How old is your monkey? [Stated by

the researcher]
I asked how old the monkey
was. [Child claims credit for
researcher’s utterance]

436 M. Lawson and K. London
Recalled question–answer pairs. An accurately recalled question–answer pair required
that the child accurately reported two utterances: the adult’s question and the child’s
answer. Any inclusion of an inaccurately recalled utterance deemed the entire recalled
question–answer pair as inaccurate.

Recognition Test Scoring

Accurate and inaccurate responses for true and false questions for each section of the
recognition test were tallied.

Inter-rater Reliability

Two researchers, blind to the study hypotheses and the experimental delay conditions,
coded and classified utterances from the target conversation transcripts. Another pair
of researchers, also blind to hypotheses and conditions, coded and scored all memory
test transcripts. Each member of the pair coded all transcripts. The interclass
correlation (ICC) was selected as the inter-rater reliability measure because transcripts
were coded twice and the data are continuous (Hallgren, 2012). The resulting ICCs
were in the excellent range, ICC≥ 0.99 (Cicchetti, 1994), reflecting a high degree of
coder agreement.

RESULTS

Preliminary analyses were conducted to examine the utterance composition of the
target conversations. The analyses revealed that, on average, the child and the adult
contributed equally to the target conversations in number of utterances produced.
The utterance composition of the target conversations did not significantly vary
between delay conditions (p-values>0.05). The storytelling game was successful in
producing dyadic conversations where the child and the adult were verbally productive
(Table 2).
Table 2. Means and standard deviations of utterances in the target conversations by utterance type and delay
condition

1-week delay (n= 49) 3-week delay (n= 41) Total (n= 90)

Child-generated 54.31 (26.60) 47.49 (16.19) 51.20 (22.61)
Adult-generated 51.55 (13.50) 51.51 (11.84) 51.53 (12.70)
Total utterances 105.86 (32.66) 98.76 (22.42) 102.62 (28.53)

Note. All differences between the 1-week and 3-week delay conditions were non-significant (p-values> 0.05).
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The results concerning children’s reports of the conversation during free recall,
cued recall, and recognition testing are provided in the following sections. First,
we report children’s recall regarding the topic of the conversation. Second, chil-
dren’s free recall reports are examined in raw numbers. Third, to gauge the com-
pleteness of children’s free recall, their reports were reanalyzed as a function of the
total number of utterances from the target conversation. Then, children’s reports
during cued recall are presented. Finally, children’s performance on the recogni-
tion test is reported.
Free Recall Reports

Recalled Topics

Virtually all participants (n=87 of 90) remembered, without specific prompting,
that the target conversation occurred (i.e., in response to an open-ended question
of “Did you talk to my friend, the storyteller?”). The majority of children (n=74)
spontaneously reported at least one topic of the conversation. All recalled topics
were accurate. However, the production of recalled topics was limited and did
not significantly differ between the 1-week (M=0.92 recalled topics, SD=0.61)
and the 3-week (M=1.17 recalled topics, SD=0.80) delay conditions [t(88)
=�1.70, p=0.09]. On average, children accurately recounted 1.26 (SD=0.57)
topics of the conversation during free recall questioning. As noted in the methods
section, each conversation had a limitless amount of topics as there are various
ways in which utterances could be summarized. Thus, proportion scores regarding
the percentage of topics that were recalled are not presented. The maximum num-
ber of recalled topics was four.
Raw Data

The following analyses of recalled utterances were computed with logarithm-
transformed data following guidelines provided by Field (2013), Howell (2013),
and Osborne (2002), as raw data violated the parametric assumption of normality.
Geometric means were computed by taking the antilog of the logarithmic mean
value and are used to interpret the results within this report. Effect sizes were
computed with transformed means and standard deviations.

Two participants in the 3-week delay condition failed to recall any utterances
from the target conversation during memory testing. All other participants
(n=88) produced at least one recalled utterance during the free recall task. Re-
gardless of accuracy, participants in the 1-week delay condition recounted signifi-
cantly more utterances in their free recall reports compared with participants in
the 3-week delay condition [t(88)=2.85, p<0.01, d=0.60]. The vast majority of
recalled utterances (98%) represented an utterance made by the child during the
target conversation. Children in the 1-week delay condition recalled significantly
more of their own original utterances than children in the 3-week delay condition
[t(88)=3.06, p=0.003, d=0.64], regardless of accuracy. Children in the short de-
lay condition reported significantly more accurately recalled utterances [t(71.87)
=3.45, p=0.001, d=0.74] and accurately recalled child-generated utterances
Copyright # 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Behav. Sci. Law 33: 429–445 (2015)
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[t(69.92)=3.67, p<0.001, d=0.79] than children in the long delay condition
(Table 3).

Adult-generated recalled utterances were extremely limited. Only six participants
recalled any adult-generated utterances during free recall. Further, only five partici-
pants spontaneously recalled question–answer pairs when prompted with open-ended
questioning.

Proportionate to the Target Conversation

The above analyses demonstrate that most children reported multiple utterances when
asked to recount the conversation. However, to appreciate children’s memory for the
entire conversation, children’s reports were contextualized by the total number of
utterances said during the target conversation. Proportion scores were computed for
each participant by dividing the number of accurately recalled utterances by the total
number of utterances within the child’s target conversation. These percentages were
utilized to examine the completeness of children’s free recall reports. Means and stan-
dard deviations are reported in Table 3.

Children in the 1-week delay condition accurately recalled a significantly higher
proportion of the overall conversation compared to children in the 3-week delay condi-
tion [t(64.78)=2.75, p<0.01, d=0.59]. Children in the 1-week delay condition
accurately recalled significantly more of their own utterances stated during the target
conversation than children in the 3-week delay condition [t(59.87)=3.14, p<0.01,
d=0.68]. As so few participants spontaneously recalled adult-generated utterances
and question–answer pairs, further statistical analyses were not conducted (Table 3).

Accuracy of Reports

The overall accuracy of free recall reports was examined. Accuracy proportion scores
were created by dividing the number of accurately recalled utterances by the total
Table 3. Means and standard deviations of recalled utterances in free recall reports by utterance type and
delay condition

1-week delay (n= 49) 3-week delay (n = 41)

Child-generated utterances
Accurately recalled a** 6.86 (4.80) 3.81 (3.77)
Total recalled a * 10.37 (8.40) 6.16 (6.44)
% of accurate recall to original a * 13.92 (8.60) 8.01 (8.36)
Adult-generated utterances
Accurately recalled 0.08 (0.40) 0.24 (1.09)
Total recalled 0.12 (0.44) 0.24 (1.09)
Total utterances
Accurately recalled a** 6.96 (4.77) 4.13 (3.70)
Total recalled a * 10.48 (8.43) 6.60 (6.28)
% of accurate recall to originala * 6.85 (4.27) 4.46 (4.44)

Note. a indicates that the analysis was conducted with logarithmic-transformed data and geometric means are
presented. * indicates statistically significant differences between delay conditions at p ≤ 0.01, ** represents
p ≤ 0.001. Percentage of accurate recall to original means were computed by averaging the number of
accurately recalled utterances divided by the number of utterances said within the target conversation for each
individual. Percentage of accurate recall to original is not reported for adult-generated utterances, as free
recall of this type was extensively limited.
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number of recalled utterances. The assumption of normality was not violated in this
analysis, and non-transformed percentages are reported. Participants who did not re-
call any utterances from the conversation were excluded from this analysis. Reports
made 1-week after the target conversation were more accurate (M=70.73%,
SD=22.74%) than reports collected 3-weeks after the conversation (M=65.43%,
SD=22.30%). However, this difference was not significant [t(86)=1.09, p=0.28]. Free
recall reports were 68.38% (SD=22.60%) accurate, on average. Additionally, the delay
condition did not significantly influence the accuracy of recalled child-generated utter-
ances (M=70.45%, SD=23.00% for the 1-week delay; M=64.16%, SD=32.63% for
the 3-week delay) [t(85)=1.30, p=0.19]. On average, children were 67.70%
(SD=22.51%) accurate in their reports of child-generated utterances in free recall.

Seventeen participants did not make any errors in their free recall reports. Of chil-
dren who made at least one error (n=73), children were most inclined to make elabo-
ration errors (67% of errors), followed by factual errors (24%), inference errors (9%),
and speaker-switches (<1%). The type of errors did not differ significantly by delay
condition (p-values>0.05).

Cued Recall Reports

One participant in the 3-week delay condition was not asked the cued recall question
during memory testing and was excluded from the following analyses. The majority
of participants (n=77) correctly reported that the adult researcher asked questions
during the target conversation when specifically asked about the adult’s involvement
(i.e., “Did the storyteller ask you questions to help you create your story?”). However,
reports of adult-generated utterances remained limited. Approximately a third of the
sample (n=28) did not recall any adult-generated utterances during cued questioning.
Of the children who reported at least one adult-generated utterance (n=61), 2.80
(SD=1.61) adult-generated utterances were recalled, on average, with 64.20%
(SD=34.84%) accuracy. The amount of adult-generated utterances recalled during
cued recall and accuracy of reports did not vary significantly by delay condition
[t(59)=0.01, p=0.99; t(59)=�0.57, p=0.57, respectively].

Additionally, recalled question–answer pairs were limited in cued recall reports from
children in both delay conditions. Over a third of the sample (n=32) did not report any
question–answer pairs from the target conversation when specifically prompted during
cued recall. Of participants who recalled at least one question–answer pair (n=57),
children reported 2.51 (SD=1.48) question–answer pairs and were 57.61%
(SD=39.03%) accurate, on average. The quantity and quality of reports regarding
question–answer pairs did not significantly differ between delay condition [t(54.90)
=0.44, p=0.66; t(55)=�0.40, p=0.69, respectively].

Recognition Test Performance

Recognition tests were constructed to include 30 questions. In some instances, adult-
generated statements used to create the individualized recognition test items were
not said during the target conversation due to researcher error. When this error
occurred, the recognition item was not included in the recognition test. Fifteen
children had a recognition test composed of 29 items, one child was asked 28 ques-
tions, and one child was asked 26 questions.
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The following analyses were conducted on raw data as parametric assumptions were
not violated. Children in the 1-week delay condition (M=74.28% correct,
SD=6.02%) significantly outperformed children in the 3-week delay condition
(M=68.08% correct, SD=7.50%) on overall recognition test scores [t(88)=4.35,
p<0.001, d=0.91]. To further explore recognition test performance by question type
and delay condition, a 2 (delay condition: 1-week, 3-week)×3 (question type:
child-generated, adult-generated, question–answer pairs) mixed-factorial ANOVA
with repeated measures on the last factor was conducted. There was a significant main
effect for question type [F(2, 176)=237.38, p<0.001, ηp2 = 0.73] and delay condition
[F(1, 88) = 18.94, p < 0.001, ηp2=0.18]. These main effects were qualified by a signif-
icant interaction [F(2, 176) = 4.47, p = 0.01, ηp2 = 0.05]. Bonferroni adjusted t-tests
showed that children in the 1-week delay condition performed significantly better on
the child-generated recognition items [t(69.93) = 3.13, p<0.01, d = 0.67] and the
adult-generated recognition items [t(88)=4.11, p < 0.001, d = 0.86] compared with
children in the 3-week delay condition. However, performance on the question–answer
pair recognition items did not significantly differ between delay conditions [t(88) =
0.25, p=0.80]. Percentages are reported in Table 4 for ease of interpretation.
DISCUSSION

A growing body of research demonstrates that child witnesses often are asked to recall abuse-
related conversations during forensic proceedings (Lyon & Stolzenberg, 2014; Malloy et al.,
2013; Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2014). Children’s ability to provide accurate conversational testi-
mony hinges on their ability to remember the conversation in question. The current study is
among the first to systematically evaluate children’s memory for dyadic conversation.

This research yielded a number of novel findings. First, all children recalled the con-
versation took place, and most were able to recall a general topic of conversation. This
finding was not surprising as the conversational event in this study was a special activity
for children, and the topic of the conversation was somewhat novel and unique. These
results suggest that children are able to recall the occurrence of unique and novel con-
versations and can accurately report the topic of discussion up to 3-weeks following the
conversation.

All but two children in the current study were able to report at least one utterance
from the target conversation during free recall. Most children provided several utter-
ances from the conversation in their free recall reports. The vast majority of children’s
recall pertained to statements they generated. Children rarely included adult-generated
utterances or question–answer pairs in their free recall reports of the conversation. This
finding is concerning from a forensic standpoint as investigators often want to know
both what the child said and how the child’s statement was elicited in allegation-related
Table 4. Means and standard deviations of recognition test performance by question type and delay
condition in percentages

Question type 1-week delay (n= 49) 3-week delay (n= 41) Total (n= 90)

Child-generated 84.30 (10.42) 75.70 (14.83) 80.38 (1.33)
Adult-generated 87.76 (10.06) 78.30 (11.81) 83.44 (11.82)
Question–answer 50.78 (10.40) 50.24 (9.61) 50.54 (10.00)
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conversations (Bruck et al., 1999). The current findings suggest that children have a
strong tendency to provide their own statements in free recall reports of conversations
and the structure of the conversation (i.e., question–answer pairs) is lost, even after a
delay as short as 1-week.

Although children were able to recall some specific content from the conversation
during free recall, their reports were not completely accurate. In the current study,
reports were judged by gist accuracy, and verbatim recollection was not necessary.
Regardless of delay condition, free recall reports were approximately 68% accurate.
Our hypothesis that children would produce highly accurate free recall reports was
partially supported. Children were mostly accurate in their reports, but approximately
one in every three recalled utterances was inaccurate. This result was surprising consid-
ering the large body of research demonstrating that children’s event reports are highly
accurate when prompted with open-ended questions (similar to the free recall prompt
used in the current study) (for review see London & Kulkofsky, 2009).

There are two potential explanations for this finding. One possibility is that the ac-
curacy of children’s conversational reports was an artifact of the conversation in this
study. The child and the adult researcher verbally created a fictitious story about a
monkey and a baseball during a single dyadic interaction. While recalling the conversa-
tion, children might have reported inaccurate information in efforts to tell a good story
rather than to recall the target conversation (see Kulkofsky & Klemfuss, 2008). This
explanation might also account for why most errors made by children were classified
as elaborations errors, where children recalled utterances that went above and beyond
the content of the target conversation. However, the unique conversational content was
intentionally devised in efforts to test children’s memory for a novel conversation. We
were interested in testing memory for the conversation while attempting to minimize
the role of scripted information the child might interpolate into their recollection. A
second possibility to account for the sizeable proportion of inaccurate statements
observed in our study is that children’s free recall reports of previous conversations
are truly less accurate than children’s reports for activities that occurred during a phys-
ical event (Duke et al., 2007). Future research is needed to explore this possibility as
the current study did not compare children’s memory for conversation versus chil-
dren’s memory for an event.

Children’s free recall reports of the conversation were far from complete. Children in
the 1-week delay condition accurately recalled significantly more of the conversation
(7%) than children in the 3-week delay condition (4%). This finding was expected, as
memory typically experiences a sharp decline before stabilizing across time (Ebbinghaus,
1885/1964). However, conversational recall was low for all children regardless of delay,
even when judged for gist accuracy (versus verbatim). This result suggests that, similar
to adult’s conversational memory, children’s ability to recall conversations in which they
have engaged will be a limited reflection of the actual conversation.

Approximately one-third of children in the current study did not report any adult-
generated and/or question–answer pairs, even when specifically prompted with cued
recall questioning. Children who did recall adult-generated and questions–answer pairs
accurately reported approximately two of each in cued recall. Although the number of
reported adult-generated and question–answer pairs increased with cued recall ques-
tions (compared with free recall), reports were still limited. During the target conversa-
tion, the adult’s role was to ask the children questions about the monkey and the
baseball rather than to provide information. Children were told to, “Tell me your story
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exactly the same way it happened from the very beginning to the end” as the free recall
prompt. The phrasing of this question might explain why children showed such a
strong tendency to report only their own utterances from the conversation rather than
the adult’s utterances or question–answer pairs in free recall reports. Children’s
increased ability to report adult-generated utterances during cued recall suggests that
children retained at least some of this information from the conversation. However,
children still recalled little of the adult-generated utterances and question–answer pairs
even when specifically asked to provide this information in cued recall. These findings
suggest that children’s free recall and cued recall reports of their conversational part-
ner’s utterances are quite limited.

Although children recalled a small minority of the target conversation during free re-
call testing, their performance on the recognition memory test indicates that they did
remember some of the conversation’s content. Children performed moderately well
in both the child-generated and adult-generated sections of the recognition test. Al-
though children in the 1-week delay condition outperformed children who experienced
a 3-week delay on these sections, children in both conditions performed fairly well in
identifying true from false items concerning both their own and their conversational
partner’s statements. However, children performed poorly in recognizing the specific
types of questions that elicited information from them during the conversation. Similar
to adults’ memory for conversation (Bruck et al., 1999; Lamb et al., 2000), our results
indicate that specific content and details about conversational turn-taking fades quickly
from children’s memory.
Limitations and Future Directions

The current study was among the first to examine children’s memory for a dyadic con-
versation, and there were limitations to it. First, the current study did not examine
developmental trends in children’s conversational memory. Developmental differences
in children’s reports of prior conversations are likely to occur given children’s develop-
ing understanding of conversations and cognitive capacities (see Bloom & Tinker,
2001; Bohannon & Bonvillian, 2001).

Second, while beyond the scope of the current study, evaluating children’s memory
for dyadic conversations after an extended delay is forensically relevant. Children often
delay telling others about abuse (London, Bruck, Ceci, & Shuman, 2005), and forensic
investigations often take a long time. In the current study, children’s memory for a
single target conversation was assessed either 1-week or 3-weeks after the target conver-
sation occurred. Future studies need to systematically evaluate children’s memory for
dyadic conversations after an extended delay.

Third, the finding that children had a strong preference in reporting their own utter-
ances from the target conversation as opposed to their conversational partner’s utter-
ances should be generalized within the confines of the dyadic conversation that
occurred. In the current study, children participated in a semi-structured dyadic con-
versation where their conversational partner was provided scripted lines to guide the
flow of the conversation. The use of a semi-structured conversation was a strength of
the research design, as it allowed for more control and internal validity across conver-
sations. The storyteller’s role in the conversation was to ask questions rather than to
contribute substantive information to the conversation. However, one possibility is that
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children did not recall the storyteller’s utterances (and the question–answer pairs) be-
cause the researcher did not provide direct information about the conversational topic.

Future studies should examine children’s memory for dyadic conversations within
varying contexts. The target conversation in this study did not contain contextual com-
ponents that may occur in abuse investigations (e.g., suggestibility, inclusion of sexual
subject matter). Children’s memory for conversations could vary according to the
content of the conversation, the context in which the conversation occurred, and the
context in which children are asked to recall the conversation.

Additionally, future studies need to evaluate children’s memory for conversations
with various conversational partners. In the present study, the storyteller and the child
were strangers. However, child witnesses are often asked to recount their disclosure
conversations as well as conversations between themselves and the perpetrator
(Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2014). Child sexual abuse victims usually know the perpetrator
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2013), and they typically disclose
abuse to their mother, peers, and/or other family members (London et al., 2005;
Malloy et al., 2013). Thus, evaluating children’s memory for conversations that occur
with a familiar conversational partner is of forensic importance.

Another future area of direction is exploring children’s source monitoring abilities as
a function of their memory for conversations. In source monitoring tasks, children are
asked to identify the source of their information as something that actually occurred
during an event or something they only heard (Johnson, Hashtroudi, & Lindsay,
1993). Children often perform poorly on source monitoring tasks and have the ten-
dency to say that non-experienced but heard details of an event actually happened
(Principe & Schindewolf, 2012). Source monitoring tasks inherently assume that chil-
dren remember the target conversation and are able to utilize it as a source of their
knowledge. The current study suggests that children are able to remember the general
topic of a conversation, but have difficulty reporting what was actually said during the
conversation. Future research is warranted to explore the relationship between source
monitoring performance and children’s memory for the conversation.

Children’s ability to recall conversations has long been overlooked in the develop-
mental literature. The current study was among the first study to systematically evalu-
ate children’s memory for a dyadic conversation and, specifically, children’s memory
for a dyadic conversation after delay. Generally, children remembered that the conver-
sation occurred and accurately reported its theme, but recalling what was said during
the conversation was difficult even after a short delay of 1-week. Further evaluation
of children’s memory for conversation is a fruitful area for future research.
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