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stage is acquired through, and is often equivalent to, sensation or action. The infant is 
described as lacking the capacity for mental representation. Thus, all experience must 
happen in the here and now and must be centered on things that are present.

The implications of this description are profound. They suggest that infants 
experience the world in ways completely different from those of older children 
or adults. Older children can have thoughts, conscious recollections of past expe-
riences, and ideas about the past and future. All these abilities, however, require 
the capacity for mental representation. The infant, lacking the capacity for mental 
representation, cannot have any of these things. For the infant, thought is action 
or sensation because there is no means of representing thought except through 
action or sensation.

Piaget saw all cognitive development as beginning with the infant’s biological  
heritage: a simple set of reflexes such as sucking and rooting (moving the head in the 
direction of a touch on the cheek). This primitive “mental equipment” slowly changes 
and evolves as the infant matures and acquires many experiences in the world. Sucking, 
for instance, is applied to many different objects—fingers, toys, keys, strands of hair—
demonstrating assimilation of new objects to the sucking scheme. Each of these objects 
has a different shape, size, and texture, so the way the infant sucks on each one is slightly 
different, forcing accommodation of the sucking scheme.

Gradually, over a period of 18 months, the schemes grow more complex, are exe-
cuted more smoothly and more efficiently, and become integrated with other develop-
ing schemes. At first, for example, infants may suck only on objects placed near their 
mouth. Later in infancy, they learn how to grasp objects in front of them. As these two 
schemes—sucking and grasping—develop, they can also be coordinated so that older 
infants can reach out for an interesting novel object, pull it toward them, and place it 
in their mouth as a new thing to suck on.

One of the important developments during the sensorimotor stage is the acquisition 
of the concept of object permanence, shown in Figure 13.1. An adult holds a novel and 
interesting toy in front of a seated infant, attracting his attention. As the infant reaches 
for the toy, however, the adult frustrates his attempts to grab it by first moving it out 
of reach and then blocking the infant’s view by placing a screen between the infant and 
the toy. The reaction of the 4-month-old is quite surprising: A few seconds after the 
toy disappears from sight, the infant looks away and shows no inclination to search for 
it. Piaget interpreted this reaction as follows: Having no capacity for mental represen-
tation, the infant experiences objects only when they are present in the here and now. 
Quite literally, objects out of sight are also objects out of mind.

 Figure 13.1: Object permanence during infancy.


