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memory in desert Australian Aboriginal children and adolescents, presented partici-
pants with tasks in which they viewed arrays of objects for 30 seconds and then, after 
the objects were scrambled, reconstructed the arrays. Kearins’s rationale was as fol-
lows. Traditional desert living requires a great deal of movement among widely spaced 
sites, many of which are “visually unremarkable.” For various reasons having to do 
with unpredictable rainfall and the requirements of hunting and other food gathering, 
the routes between sites are rarely duplicated exactly. Presumably, this requires kinds 
of spatial knowledge other than route knowledge. One possibility is a greater ability to 
remember spatial relationships:

Memory for a single environmental feature would be unlikely to have been a reliable 
identifier of any particular spot, both because outstanding features are rare in this 
region of many recurring features, and because of the need for approach from any 
direction. But particular spatial relationships between several features could uniquely 
specify a location, more or less regardless of orientation. Accurate memory for such 
relationships is thus likely to have been of considerable value both in movement 
between water sources and in daily foraging movements from a base camp. (p. 438)

Kearins (1981) presented both Aboriginal and White Australian children with four 
conditions. In each one, they saw a collection of 20 familiar objects. In two of the 
conditions, the objects were human-made artifacts (e.g., knife, thimble); in the other 
two, the objects were naturally occurring objects (e.g., feather, rock). In two of the 
conditions, all the objects were of the same type (e.g., all rocks, all bottles); in the other 
two conditions, they were of different types (e.g., knife, eraser, thimble). Testing took 
place on benches in playgrounds or under trees, and care was taken to minimize the 
“test-like” nature of the task. Children viewed each array for 30 seconds, then closed 
their eyes while the objects were jumbled in a heap, and then were asked to reconstruct 
the array with no time limit.

Results, shown in Figure 15.5, revealed that Aboriginal adolescents outperformed their 
White age mates in every condition. Kearins (1981) commented that the task seemed 
almost too easy for the Aboriginal children; a significant portion (ranging from 14% 

to 54% in different conditions com-
pared with an average of 4.5% for the 
White children) made no errors.

Observation of the Aboriginal partic-
ipants revealed that they tended to sit 
very still while viewing arrays and did 
not show any evidence of rehearsal. 
White children and adolescents were 
much more likely to move around in 
their seats, to pick up objects, and to 
“mutter.” During the reconstruction 
phase, Aboriginal children placed 
objects at a steady deliberate pace and 
made few changes as they worked. 
White Australian children began 
the reconstruction phase “in great 
haste” and subsequently made many 
changes in where the objects were 
placed. Kearins (1981) believed the 
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 Figure 15.5: Results from Kearins (1981).

Source: Kearins, J. M. (1981). Visual spatial memory in Australian Aboriginal children of desert regions. Cognitive Psychology, 13, p. 441.


