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THE ACQUISITION OF PERCEPTUO-MOTOR SKILLS:
THE CURRENT STATUS OF ECOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENTAL THEORIES

SYMPOSIUM ORGANIZERS

Audrey L. H. van der MEER? and Blandine BriLb

a. Department of Psychology, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, Scotland, UK.
b. Cognition et Contexte, Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, Paris, France.

Within the ecological approach to development, two main approaches can be
discerned. First, there is the direct perception approach to perceptual learning and
development. A good example of research from within this approach is affordance
research (e.g., Adolph, Eppler, & Gibson, 1994), examining whether infants can detect
what the environment offers them in terms of their own changing action capabilities.
Second, there is the dynamical systems approach to development (e.g., Smith & Thelen,
1994). This approach exploits dynamical tools and concepts in an attempt to give a
comprehensive description of developmental phenomena.

Whatever the approach, the context of action is central to the analysis. Here
context includes "natural" components such as gravity as well as material or social
elements of the environment. An emphasis is made on the way these elements will shape
human experience since the very beginning of life: it offers possibilities for actions.
Learning, then, is viewed as the exploration of the perceptuo-motor workspace resulting
from the interplay between the environment, the task, and the organism (Newell, 1986).

A study of the recent literature enables one to conclude that infant research from
an ecological perspective is a very active area - one of the growth points within
ecological psychology (Gordon, 1989). However, some dissatisfied voices can now be
heard from within our own camp (Michaels & Beek, 1994). Is it enough for ecological
developmentalists to report that infants do as well as adults on a whole range of tasks?
Are the possibilities of pattern dynamics overestimated with respect to developmental
problems?

This symposium invites developmentalists to share their views on the state of
ecological theories of development and learning, to reflect on what we should aim to
achieve over the next few years, and to back up their ideas with novel empirical data.



