
 

Why kids knock over drinks and must be
careful around cars

August 11 2017, by Olivia Carter

  
 

  

Illusions are fun to look at, but they also provide vision scientists with important
insights into the way children experience the world. My children found their
world changing colour during a recent visit to my lab.

It is a rare achievement to make it through dinner at our house without
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someone crying over spilt milk (or water, or any other liquid the kids are
drinking). As I mop up the evening mess, I suspect similar scenes are
played out at dinner tables around the country.

It doesn't seem to matter how many times you ask children to pay
attention or to be careful. Time and time again, an arm shoots out, milk
goes flying and a child protests, "it wasn't my fault!"

Next time you feel your parental frustration rising, it might be worth
considering what science has to say about this. It turns out children may
be less responsible for these accidents than you might assume.

Firstly, children do not develop adult levels of visual acuity until around
3-5 years of age. In other words, if young children were able to read they
would require much larger text than adults to distinguish the letters.

In addition to fine visual details appearing more blurry, there is
considerable evidence that the processing capacity of children is also
greatly diminished compared to adults. The concept of "capacity" refers
to the number of visual objects or features that a person is typically
aware of at any time.

People are often surprised to learn that the vast majority of information
in our visual environment normally goes unnoticed. This is particularly
the case in cluttered or dynamic environments where a range of
influences such as "crowding effects" impact the amount of information
we can process at a time.

The figure above is taken from a fantastic review on the topic that
describes crowding as a processing "bottleneck" that limits the number
of items that can be consciously perceived by an individual at any time.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/children/
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http://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamaophthalmology/fullarticle/262202
http://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamaophthalmology/fullarticle/262202
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/young+children/
http://jov.arvojournals.org/article.aspx?articleid=2322934
http://www.cell.com/trends/cognitive-sciences/fulltext/S1364-6613%2811%2900032-5


 

 

  

Items in your peripheral vision are often hard or impossible to detect if they are
surrounded by other objects. Credit: David Whitney and Dennis Levi TICS
(2011) 15(4):160-168

As shown in the figure if you fixate your eye position to look at the bull's
eye near the construction zone in (a) it is difficult or impossible to
recognize the child on the left-hand side of the road, simply because of
the presence of the nearby signs. Conversely, it is relatively easy to
recognize the child on the right-hand side.

Similarly in (b) if you keep your eyes fixated on the crosses,
identification of the middle shape, letter, or line orientation – or even the
number of tilted lines – is difficult or impossible on the bottom half of
the panel.

Compared to adults, children are both slower to process the identity of
new objects and also experience increased "crowding" in their peripheral
vision.Studies looking specifically at the development of visual function
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in children from 3-15 show greatly increased crowding in children up to
the age of 6 or 7. In young children (even up to the ages of 7-10 years)
the objects in their visual environment simply never make it into visual
awareness.

At the dinner table this reduction in visual capacity can lead to spilt milk
and tears. Unfortunately, when kids are playing near the road the
consequences can be much more catastrophic.

In both children and adults it is worth noting that the more attention is
focused on one thing (such as a conversation, or a ball bouncing away
from you) the more likely that other objects or events in your
environment will go unnoticed.

In the same way that talking on the phone or text messaging can greatly
impair our ability to detect unexpected events, a child chasing after a ball
may simply have insufficient processing capacity to detect and notice a
car driving down the road.

While my children have managed to avoid collisions with cars, such
single minded determination to catch a ball did recently cause my 5-year-
old Max to run blindly into his classmate. The full-speed collision left
Max without a tooth, his friend with a bloody forehead and a PE teacher
very impressed by the boys' commitment to the ball!

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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