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I have left my comments in this first version of an anonymous student’s paper so you can see 

what I will comment on – it hopefully puts my comments on your paper in perspective – this is 

already a very well done paper, but even this paper is not perfect and thus has some “red 

electronic ink” on it.  I hope that you don’t mind me doing the same thing to you ;-) 
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Abstract 

The brain is an incredible organ that develops quickly during the first few years of life.  Infants 

are born with basic knowledge already intact, but they are also are wired to learn as they absorb 

and process the sensory inputs they receive.  Within a few years they are capable of speaking 

fluently, asking relevant questions, writing their names, memorizing their phone number, and 

forming social relationships with peers.  Processes that are already in place in a newborn’s brain, 

which result in this vast amount of learning in the early years, have been theorized and 

researched with some interesting findings.  This paper explores the recent work of three 

specialists in childhood cognitive development to explain what infants already know or are 

preprogrammed to learn quickly when they are born. 

 

Great abstract – very well done. I am not sure whether you want to keep my insertion in there – 

maybe it is really on the thing they are born with that you are interested in.... 
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Early Cognitive Development:  What Infants Know at Birth   

 Our understanding of early developmental psychology has progressed greatly over the 

past 30 years.  Philosophers and scientists, from Greek times until the 1970s, believed that 

children were born into this world as blank slates, helpless, mindless little squirming bundles 

whose primitive brains were incapable of even feeling pain (Gopnik, Meltzoff, & Kuhl, 1999).  

For this reason, no scientific experiments with infants were attempted in order to find out how 

much they actually know. But some on learning – the little Albert studies come to mind When 

scientists began looking at babies and children, testing their abilities and cognitive capacities, the 

results were astounding to all.  Babies can discriminate differences in faces, voices, sounds, and 

can imitate facial expressions within the first few days of life, showing that there is more going 

on in their brains than anyone had previously imagined. 

 The three findings that Gopnik, Meltzoff and Kuhl (1999) stress in their book The 

Scientist in the Crib are that 1) babies are born with cognitive capacities and wiring already in 

place, 2) that they learn quickly through their interactions with the environment, and 3) that 

other people naturally act in ways that promote learning in children.  The focus of this paper will 

be on the research that has shown how much babies already know when they are born.  The three 

topics that apply to early knowledge include what they know about people (the Other Minds 

Problem), things (the External World Problem), and language (the Language Problem).  I would 

italicize these things 

 The book begins by comparing children’s minds to a special type of computer.  This is 

consistent with class lectures, wrong emphasis – no one cares what lecturers have told you in 

class (especially this one), so you don’t have to put it in here. You can bring up the point without 

talking about class  which have pointed out that the analogies for the human brain change 
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according to the technology of the day.  The authors state use present tense – i am not going to 

comment on that one further down that “success in science is often a matter of finding the right 

analogies, and the computer gave us a new one” (Gopnik et al., 1999).  The analogy of the 

computer justified the need to study the brain more thoroughly, especially the brain during the 

early years, when a vast amount of development and learning takes place.  Hence, developmental 

psychology got a jump start in the scientific field, and many studies have been conducted in this 

new area of research. 

 Scientists have discovered that babies are born with innate knowledge of (the existence?) 

other people already present.  Habituation studies, where a baby will gaze at a familiar object for 

a shorter amount of time than a novel one, have shown that babies can distinguish human faces 

and voices from other visual and auditory stimuli, and that they prefer them (Gopnik et al., 

1999).  While videotaping a baby’s face, a researcher presented him with different stimuli and 

recorded how long the baby gazed at each one.  Babies prefer human faces to other objects, but 

they can also distinguish differences between familiar and unfamiliar faces, and happy and sad 

faces.  Another interesting finding was that newborns, less than a day old, can imitate human 

facial expressions.  The researcher looked at the baby and either stuck out his tongue or opened 

his mouth.  Later, neutral research assistants watch the video that was only taken of the baby, and 

recorded whether the baby opened her mouth or stuck out her tongue instead of citing the book 

over and over, you should state at the onset of the paper that this is all based on the book and 

you will indicate other sources when appropriate. That way you don’t have to wrorry about it 

any more  The babies imitated the facial expression that they had been exposed to.  Imitation 

involves understanding the external stimuli (a face) and an internal feeling (kinesthesia) that your 

own face is producing the same result (Gopnik et al., 1999).  These two concepts are already 
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linked together in the minds of infants, a phenomenon that is a very recent discovery.   

 At birth, infants also have an understanding of objects.  They know how to divide a static 

visual image into separate objects.  In one study, the eye movements of infants where recorded 

when they were presented with a complicated picture; they traced the outside edges of the 

separate objects (Gopnik et al., 1999).  This is the reason that babies pay attention to high 

contrasts in pictures and on toys.  It is not because their eyes are undeveloped and they can only 

focus on objects that have high contrast, as most people believe, but it is because the contrast 

gives them clues about how to separate their visual space into different objects.  Movement is 

also an important cue for determining which objects are separate.  Infants have a sense of the 

gestalt law of common fate; they believe that when parts move together, they comprise one 

object.  They also understand distance and size constancy, showing that we don’t have to have 

tactile experience with the world in order to understand how it works (Gopnik et al., 1999).  An 

experiment that showed this was performed by presenting a ball, then presenting it again twice as 

far away from the baby.  The baby did not show interest at the second presentation, believing it 

to be the same ball, even though the object’s size on the retina was half the size.  However, when 

presented with a ball that was twice the size but twice as far away, the baby paid attention and 

looked at it longer, knowing that this ball was larger and therefore a different one than the first 

ball (Gopnik et al., 1999).  It would be nice if you could mention the original researchers for 

these types of studies – even if you have not read the originals, this would allow others / readers 

to go back and find them more easily.  You would cite them as (Yonas, 1984, as cited in Gopnik 

et al.)  I am not sure whether you then also have to provide the original reference in the 

reference section – i don’t believe so, but maybe you do (look into the APA manual for that) 

 You might consider using sub-headings to structure your text body a little more – even 
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though it is only 5 pages, it might help make things more accessible Another concept that babies 

have an innate understanding of is language.  Even before they begin babbling, babies pay 

attention to the sounds of language around them and can differentiate between them.  An 

interesting study was performed to determine when babies began to distinguish between the 

sounds used in their native language, only it found that one-month-old babies differentiated 

between similar sounds perfectly, and could even do so for any language they were tested on 

(Gopnik et al., 1999).  This amazed scientists, and many replications of this experiment 

followed.  It was amazing because it was believed that a person learns the distinctions of his 

native language over time.  However, they found out that it works the other way.  Babies can 

discriminate all different sounds, but they learn that only the ones used in their native language 

are relevant.  As we age, we lose the ability to discriminate between similar foreign sounds, 

which is why it is so difficult to speak without an accent when we learn another language as a 

teenager or adult (Gopnik et al, 1999).  You can now refer to the concept of allophones within a 

language – or phones – if you want to spice this up more technically... 

 In conclusion, scientists have learned how complex and organized the human brain is at 

birth, which is a recent finding.  The brain of a newborn is already a highly developed organ that 

tells them how to make sense of the world, and what stimuli around them are the most important 

to pay attention to.  Because of this system that is already intact, babies can easily take in 

external stimuli, process it, and make sense of it.      
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Anonymous – 

Great paper.  It is already acceptable as a B+ for your final paper, but with a few small changes 

you will get an A, so you should probably make those changes ;-) 

First, introducing a little more structure through 2-3 subheadings would be good. It makes it 

easier to read. IN addition, your paper really is already structured that way so you just have to 

label the paragraphs correctly 

Second, including the references for the experiments you focus on would be very nice and 

helpful.  I commented on that in the text. 

Third, your weakest part at this point is the conclusion – you should try to spice that up a little 

and maybe relate it to our view of infant’s cognitive abilities but also on implications for 

education etc. (if you see any there).  Just try to not have the paper fade away at the end, but 

instead end it with a strong and clear message 

Lastly – your references to Gopnik et al should be reduced if not mostly eliminated and the best 

way to do that is by explaining the nature of your paper and its relation to the book in the 

beginning. 

Best, 

steffen 


