The Differences between Results And Interpretations In Research In Infant Cognition

INTRODUCTION

Infant cognition research involves investigating what babies know and understand about the world.  Because they can’t talk or write like adults, researches have to use non-verbal actions in this research.    There are many different methods which researches have used to interpret actions and behaviors into theories, and one famous method is the Preferential looking paradigm, which is when babies look for longer at novel stimuli than familiar stimuli (eg. review by Spelke, 1985 in Baillrgeon, 1995).

I argue here in this paper that the research in infant cognition sometimes overinterprets the results of studies by experimenters - the results are correct but the jump between the data and when experimenters write interpretations sometimes those are not.  I will use an example of studies by Baillargeon to show this point. 

Rotating Drawbridge studies

In famous experiments, R Baillargeon (1987) used the preferential looking paradigm as part of her study. She argues that infants can representation of objects including object properties & can reason about those object.  Baillargeon made an experimental display which used a drawbridge which rotated and a solid object which could be put in the way or taken away.  Two conditions, one of which was ‘physically possible’ when the drawbridge rotating until it was stopped by the object and the other which was impossible when the drawbridge appeared to rotate through the object were shown to 3 and a half to 4 ½ months of age children.  Two control groups saw rotations of the drawbridge of the same degrees (180 and 112 degrees) as the experimental groups.  All children were habituated to the full rotation of the drawbridge. Baillargeon (1987) has all the details of the procedure.
The results found that there was no difference in how long they looked for contrasted the two control groups and that the subjects looked longer at the impossible condition than the possible condition and Baillargeon argued that this preferential looking at the impossible condition by participants is due to the violation of the “believes” that infants about solid objects.  She argues that infants understand the properties of objects and the operations that can be performed on them and that babies’ in this experiment looked for longer at the impossible condition because it violated their understandings about objects.

These studies results show that infants have some knowledge of the objects, but what if they do not understand exactly what the experimenter says they did? For instance, what if they looked for longer not because they knew that it was impossible but because they’ve never seen it before?.  This is very different phenomenon.  

An experiment by Rivera, R. Wakely & Langer (1999) shows that Billargeons’ interpretation of the results was wrong when they reexamined the study and found that babies prefer 180 degree rotations and therefore this is a major problem with Baillargeons’ studies.  Rivera et al (1999) argue that it is just preference by infants and not that they actually understand the properties of knowledge about objects.  So these theories provide more simple examples of explanations for these results than the interpretations by R Baillargeon.

CONCLUSION
All of psychology in all universities around the world has to be carefully not to interpret their results incorrectly just because they think a certain theory is right. This is particularly true in research into Infant Cognition because the infants can’t talk and tell the researcher what they are thinking.  In this paper I have made sure everyone is aware of this possible pitfall of experiments so they remember that results and interpretation is not the same thing.  
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