
190 Unit 3: Learning Theories

•• Bottom-up processing means that we begin with specific features of stimuli and auto-
matically piece those features together without using conscious awareness to experi-
ence an entire object. For example, we use basic features to help interpret a word when 
reading. Those basic features might include lines and curves, and when put together, 
the lines and curves are interpreted as a word. Figure 10.1 provides an example for 
the word “safe.” Lines can also help us interpret distance and size. Photo 10.1 shows a 
women standing in front of a skyline. Even though she is a larger object in the photo, 
we interpret her as smaller than the buildings but closer in distance.

•• We perceive the woman as smaller than the buildings because we use prior knowledge 
that skyscrapers are much taller than women to help us interpret the size and distance 
of the objects in Photo 10.1. Conscious use of our prior knowledge, expectations, or 
context to perceive stimuli is called top-down processing. For example, we can misspell 
a word when writing a paper and read over that paper a dozen times without noticing 
the misspelled word. This is because we use our prior knowledge of what we know the 
word should be and process the word as it was intended, not as it was misspelled. Here 
is another example:

Aoccdrnig to a rscheearch at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy, it deosn’t mttaer in waht oredr the 
ltteers in a wrod are, the olny iprmoetnt tihng is taht the frist and lsat ltteer be at the rghit 
pclae. The rset can be a toatl mses and you can sitll raed it wouthit porbelm. Tihs is bcuseae 
the huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by istlef but the wrod as a wlohe.

The example above suggests that what we pay attention to when reading is mostly the first 
and last letters of a word. This example also shows us that although we make the distinctions 
between top-down and bottom-up processing, the two often work in concert.

Attention is an important aspect of how we perceive the environment and how we pro-
cess information. Attention is the process of focusing on certain aspects of the environment. 
Because we cannot possibly attend to all the stimuli in our environment at one time, we select 
a small amount to focus on or attend to. One model of attention describes our limited amount 
of cognitive or mental resources (Kahneman, 1973). In this model, more difficult tasks require 
more cognitive resources, making it less likely for us to attend to multiple stimuli. For example,  
I have about a 30-minute commute to work each day and almost always have the radio on 

Attention: See Module 9

FIGURE 10.1      An Example of Bottom-Up Processing.
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Basic features of letters are detected by the visual system.
Then this information goes through a hierarchy of letters and then
words from the bottom up to eventually identify words.


