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Behavioral studies reveal an attentional bias to the location of threatening stimuli in both adults and children as young as 9 years old.  Additionally, as early as age 4, children demonstrate an ability to discriminate between emotional faces, and this ability becomes increasingly automatic with age. However, it is unclear whether preschoolers’ abilities to discriminate emotional faces may contribute to decreased spatial attention to emotional faces. The present project addressed this by studying 5-year-old participants who performed a modified dot probe task.  Two faces (from Gur et al, 2002) were simultaneously presented (500 ms) to the left and right of fixation and were followed by a target cartoon character appearing in one of the two locations.  The children’s task was to indicate the location of the cartoon character as quickly as possible by pressing a button on the left or right side of the keyboard.  Spatial attention trials consisted of one emotional and one neutral face.  Participants produced faster reaction times for emotional congruent (target cartoon appearing on the same side as the emotional face) compared to incongruent trial types in the right visual field (RVF).  This is the first such study of 5-year-olds.  Most adult spatial attention studies have found congruency effects either bilaterally or in the left visual field .  The presence of a RVF effect in preschoolers may represent an early developmental left-hemisphere mechanism that matures as processing becomes more automatic with age.
