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A young child can tell when someone is just teasing.
Fouf-year‘old Michael's grandmother had a game she really enjoyed playing with him when he was in a bad mood. If
Michael sulked or acted angry, she would say "Oh! I hear something at the window! It might be the bear that eats bad
boys." She would go to the window and peek out cautiously, telling Michael, "I'm not sure, but I think I see him out there.
There's something furry just around the corner." The grandmother thought this was a funny way to put Michael back in a
good humor, and would elaborate on her story at length. But to her surprise and annoyance Michael did not think it was
funny, became even more distressed, and would run to his father if possible. The grandmother was disgusted with this
behavior and said to Tom, Michael's father, "He knows perfectly well that I'm just teasing. He just likes to put on a drama

- and get your attention." Tom knew Michael's moods pretty well and thought the child was really upset, but at the same time

he couldn't imagine that Michael thought his grandmother was serious about bears in an urban neighborhood.

Could Michael tell that his grandmother was teasing him when she talked about bears?

Teasing is a form of social interaction in which one individual, the teaser, makes statements to another, the teasee,
which the teaser represents as true although he or she knows they are false. These statements may refer to events that the
teasee would like, but whic£ are actually not going to happen, or to events the teasee fears or dislikes, but which again are not
going to happen. The teasee's confusion and concern provide amusement for the teaser, and mild and familiar forms of
teasing may be amusing for the teasee as well. However, teasing about serious matters may be distressing for the teasee.
Adults generally tease children rather than the other way around, and an adult may be offended or annoyed by a child's
display of distress when teased, rath.er than sympathetic or apologetic. Adult teasing of children may be a form of
veiled hostility in response to a child's bad mood, as in the case of Michael's grandmother.

It would be impossible to tease a normal adolescent or an adult by talking about bears in an urbén setting. The
older individual knows not only that bears are rarely found in residential areas, but that it is possible for people
knowingly to make false statements with intentions other than to communicate information. The older person has
mastered Theory of Mind, a way of thinking about others' behavior that interprets the behavior in terms of what
the other person knows, wants, and intends. Although toddlers understand to some extent that people's actions are

affected by their beliefs (Onishi & Baillargeon, 2005), ‘they are far from having a complete understanding of what

others want or believe.
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.Even preschool children are only beginning to undersfand that behavior is shaped not only by what another
person wants, but by what they know or do not know, and that false statements can be made intentionally even
though the speaker knows they are false. Because that understanding is not yet well-developed, preschool children
are easily teased to the point of distress. They only gradually develop the ability to understand others' intentions
and knowledge.

One important study devised a scale that assessed how well a child's theory of mind had developed (Wellman,
Fang, & Peterson, 2011). The authors considered skills that a preschool child had to attain before being able to
interpret others' intentions reasonably well. The skills developed in a predictable order. First, children became
capable of understanding diverse desires—that different people might want different things with respect to the
same object, for example sorﬁething to eat that one liked and the other did not. Second, they come to understand
that people may believe different things about something—for instance, thinking that something is good to eat
or not good to eat—even though the child does not know which one is right. Third, they learn that a person who
does nlot have access to knowledge (for example, not being able to see what is in a box) does not know for sure what
someone else can know if he or she has access to knowledge. Fourth, preschool children come to be able to judge
whether another person does or does not know something that the child does know. The final step in this progression
is that the child knows that people can hide their emotions and that their behavior does not necessarily indicate what
they really feel or want.

How is this theory of mind scale related to teasing? Children who do not understand diverse desires will be
confused by the apparent attitudes of a teaser roward events the child either wants or fears and dislikes. The
teaser's apparent nonchalance about these emotionally colored events will be in particular contrast to the
sensitivity and responsiveness of caregivers that are an important part of early relationships. Children who do not,
understand diverse beliefs would not be able to interpret a teasing statement that contradicts their own beliefs.
Children who have not yet grasped the roles of lack of knowledge or of false beliefs will not be able to understand that
an adult could accidentally or intentionally make an inaccurate statement. And children who do not understand that
emotion can be hidden or simulated will not understand the apparent blandness or cheerful manner of an adult who

is talking about what should be a distressing subject.

A further step in the development of theory of mind seems necessary for an explanation of preschooler s responses
to teasmg When do young children learn that people can want to trick or fool others, for reasons of their own? A
study by Vanderbilt, Liu, and Heyman (2011) looked at children's ability to learn from experiences of seeing an actor

pretend that he or she did not know where something was and mislead another person who was looking for the object.
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Three-year-olds in this study were trusting of the information they got from adults, and it did not matter very
much to them whether they had seen the actor trick people by giving them false information, or help them by
giving correct information. Both 4-year-olds and 5-year-olds trusted the "helpers" a bit more than fhe "trickers," but
only the 5-year-olds cou_ld correctly describe as "nice" the helpful people rather than t‘he tricking people. That
individuals may be trustworthy or untrustworthy as a rule is a concept that comes into play only toward the end of
the preschool period, so it is not until that time that children are likely to understand that one person
characteristically teases and should not be taken seriously.

Does the gradual development of theory of mind mean that nobody should ever tease preschoolers? Can children learn
anything from experiences of teasing? There seems to be little that is positive in a situation where adults get angry
when a child they have teased is upset, and a child who experiences this may learn to distrust the teasing adult in
general, or to imitate that adult by teasing younger children. However, mild teasing is not very far from pretending, and
pretend play is an important achievement of the preschool years. Pretending and mild teasing may bé ways to practice

theory of mind and to develop greater empathy with others' thoughts and feelings.

H 88 : Used with permission of SAGE College, from Thinking Critically About Child Development by Jean Mercer, Stephen D. A.
Hupp, Jeremy Jewell, Fourth Edition, 2019; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.
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