SPECIAL FEATURE ON RESEARCH

MATH COMES EASILY TO BABIES
Eight-month-old babies intuitively
understand statistical math concepts
without explicit teaching.

R

esearchers at the University of British
Columbia set up six different experiments
to compare the numerical intuition of infants with that of adults. They found that babies share adult abilities to predict information
about large populations from small samples,
and vice versa.
Such intuitive statistical ability seems to
develop in babies at about the age of eight
months, says lead researcher Fei Xu. “When we
conducted our experiments on six-month-old

babies, they did not perform well. By the time
they reached eight months old, most of them
were just as capable of rational thinking as the
adults were.”
To test the ability of both babies and adults,
researchers set up a series of magic shows in
which actors manipulated coloured ping pong
balls in surprising and predictable ways. In one
test, for example, participants were shown the
interiors of two boxes. One box contained lots
of red balls interspersed with a few white
balls, while in the other were white balls interspersed with red. The actor then pulled five
ping pong balls out of each of the boxes. Four
red balls and one white ball coming from the
box containing more red balls would be predictable. The opposite was a surprise.
Sixteen adults rated the predictability of

each case on a scale of one to seven. Then, 20
seven-and-a-half to eight-and-a-half monthold infants watched the show. The length of
time they looked at each case was recorded
with video cameras. Researchers found that babies’ reactions matched parent ratings in that
babies looked significantly longer at unexpected situations.
“Our findings were quite surprising, which
is why we kept replicating experiments to
make sure that they were robust,” says Xu.
“We hope these ideas will inform parents about
their infants’ natural learning abilities. Children
are not afraid of math. They like numbers. They
like thinking about simple calculations. That’s
important for our society to know.”
BY TRACEY ARIAL
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