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Study suggests
habies need to learn
concept of object
permanence

By Elizabeth Matlern Clark
Camera Staff Wrirer

Play peek-a-boo with babies,
and theyTt be fixated because
an object — your face — seems
to impossibly disappear..

:  Emerging science at the Uni-
. versity of Colorado suggests
that infants gradually learn that
objects are permanent and
¢ don't disappear when they're
hidden. The prevailing thought
used o be that bahies were
i born with an understanding of
that “object permanence.”

New findings by Yuko Muna-
kata, an associate professor of
psychology at CU, and profes-
sor Jeanne Shinskey, of the
University of South Carolina,
could help change scientists’
understanding of how infants
jearn.

The study shows that
7-month-old babies will reach
for a familiar object more often
5 than a novel object when the
% toys are hidden in the dark.
- That counters what babies will
- do when toys are in plain view,
which is reach for the newer,
more novel object. .

. Munakata said the resulis
show that babies might gradu-
. ally learn the idea that objects
¢ are permanent and that they
first apply the concept to famil-
iar things, such as a bottle or 2
favorite toy.

“What's swrprising about
these results is that they sug-
gest infants might have a befter
sense of object permanence for
ohiects that are familiar” she
said. '

>eek-a-boo more

Scientists have thought that
the understanding that objects
ca’t disappear is inpate. Oth-
ers who have argued it is
learned have described it as al-
most a single “aha” moment of
understanding in infancy, Mu-
nakata said.

instead, her research shows
the understanding of object
permanence might be learned
over months or years.

“It. really ‘might be much

~ more gradual, and you first get
it for & really familiar thing like
a baby’s blanket,” she said.
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Infants 2s vyoung as 2%
months will fixdte on “impossi-
ble events,” such as an ohject
seemingly disappearing behind
another, the study said. But ba-
bies won't search for objects
hidden in the dark until they
are several months older, and
they -won't search for objects
hidden by covers until even lat-
er, the study said. :

Steven Reznick, a professor
who earned his doctorate at CU
and teaches about infant cogni-
tive development at the Univer-
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sity of North Carolina, said Mu-
nakata does “beautiful work” in
the field.

“The whole concept of ‘in-
nate’ is in need of a makeover,”
he said. “The debates about
whether something is innate or
not have really turtied out to be
futile. If the guestion is, ‘Is it
experience or biology? The an-
swer is yes.” -
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