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PREFACE

Cognitive psychology is a challenging area in which to do research.
The subject matter is exciting: it raises questions about how the mind
works—how we perceive people, events, and things; how and what we
remember; how we mentally organize information; how we call on our
mental information and resources to make important decisions. These ques-
tions have fascinated me for years.

For me, even more of a challenge than doing research is teaching
cognitive psychology to undergraduate students while conveying to them
my own excitement about the field. Although cognitive psychologists find
topics within the area deeply puzzling, important, and stimulating to think
about, some students regard these topics as boring or mechanical. My pri-
mary goals in writing this book were to address this perceptual gap and to
show the relationships between elegant, sophisticated theoretical models
and everyday cognitive experiences. To attain these goals, I have used many
examples drawn from personal experience.

A textbook author can choose either to be comprehensive and strive
for encyclopedic coverage or to be selective and omit many worthwhile top-
ics and studies. I hope to have struck a balance between these extremes but
must confess to a preference for the latter. Again, this reflects my own
teaching goals; I like to supplement textbook chapters with primary litera-
ture from journals. I have tried to keep chapters relatively short in the hope
that instructors will supplement the text with other readings. My firm belief
is that the best courses are those in which instructors are enthusiastic about
the material; the relative brevity of the text is intended to encourage
instructors to supplement and customize it with added coverage on topics
they find especially interesting.

Finally, I hope to encourage instructors and students alike to con-
sider cognitive phenomena as having contexts that both foster and constrain
their occurrence. Too often, topics in cognitive psychology are presented
as absolute, unchanging aspects of everyone's experience. Recent work in
developmental psychology, cross-cultural psychology, and individual
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differences strongly suggests that this presentation is at best,
oversimplification; at worst, fiction. I hope newer work in cognitive psy-
chology can retain its rigor and elegance but can frame questions and issues
more inclusively, reflecting a recognition of the ways in which people and
situations differ, as well as share similarities.

This book is intended for a one-semester or one-term course for stu-
dents who have already completed an introductory psychology course. The
book is organized into five parts. The first, containing the introductory
chapter, locates the field historically, theoretically, and methodologically.
In Part I, I introduce the major schools of thought that underlie the field of
cognitive psychology. Part II is a review of topics that would generally be
regarded as core aspects of cognition: perception, attention, and memory.
The emphasis in these chapters is to review both the “classic” studies that
define the field and the newer approaches that challenge long-standing
assumptions. The focus of Part III is on knowledge representation and orga-
nization. These chapters focus on questions of how we mentally represent
and store the vast amounts of information we acquire throughout our lives.
Part IV covers topics such as reasoning and decision-making perhaps more
extensively than in other books, probably due to my own research interests.
In these chapters, I have tried to draw several connections between labora-
tory-based models and real-world problems.

Part V is the one that departs most from a “prototypical” cognitive
psychology textbook. The last two chapters, on individual differences and
cross-cultural approaches, include material not often covered in cognitive
psychology courses. I feel strongly that these topics belong with a thorough
examination of cognitive phenomena. Although it is true that traditional
cognitive psychologists don’t always consider these issues in their work, I
believe they ought to and, in the future, will.
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Traditions Within
Coanifive Psucholog

his book is about cognitive psychology—rthat branch of psy-
chology concerned with how people acquire, store, transform, use,
and communicafe information. Put differenty, cognifive psychology
deals with our mental life—ruwhat goes on inside our heads when we
perceive, attend, remember, think, categorize, reason, decide, and o
forth. To gef a better feel for the domain of cognifive psychologu, let's
consider a few examples of cognifive activify.

You're walking along a dark, unfamiliar city street. It’s raining and
foggy, and you are cold and a bit apprehensive. As you walk past a small
alley, you catch some movement out of the corner of your eye. You turn to
look down the alley and start to make out a shape coming toward you. As
the shape draws nearer, you are able to make out more and more features
and you suddenly realize thatit’s . . .

What cognitive processes are going on in this admittedly melodra-
matic example? In general, this example illustrates the initial acquisition
and processing of information. In particular, the cognitive processes
depicted include attention, mentally focusing on some stimulus (the myste-
rious shape); perception, interpreting sensory information to yield mean-
ingful information; and pattern recognition, classifying a stimulus into a
known category. In recognizing the shape as something familiar, you no
doubt called on memory, the storage facilities and retrieval processes of
cognition. All of this processing occurred rapidly, probably within a few
seconds or less. Most of the cognitive processing in this example appears so
effortless and automatic that we usually take it for granted.
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PART |

Overview

An ordinary activity, such as reading a map, involves a great deal of cognitive pro-
cessing.

Here’s another example.

You're in a crowded, public place, such as a shopping mall during
the holiday season. Throngs of people push past you, and you’re hot and
tired. You head for a nearby bench, aiming to combine some rest with some
people-watching. As you make your way, a young woman about your age
jostles up against you. You both offer polite apologies (“Oh, excuse me!”
“Sorry!”), glancing at each other as you do. She immediately exclaims, “Oh,
it’s you! How are you? I never thought I'd run into anyone I know here—
can you believe it?” You immediately paste a friendly but vague smile on
your face, to cover your frantic mental search: Who is this woman? She
looks familiar, but why? Is she a former classmate? Did you and she attend
camp together? Is she saying anything you can use as a clue to place her?

This example illustrates your use of memory processes, including
recognition (you see the woman as familiar) and recall (you try to deter-
mine where you know her from). Other cognitive processes are involved
here, too, although they play a lesser role. For instance, you perceive the
entity talking to you as a person, specifically a woman, more specifically a
vaguely familiar woman. You pay attention to her. You may be using vari-



