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EXPERT/NOVICE DIFFERENCES

Throughout earlier chapters, we have seen that people with expertise in a certain 
realm often approach a cognitive task differently from novices. We first encountered 
this topic in Chapter 3 when we discussed perceptual learning. If you recall, the point 
was made there that experts and novices, given equal exposure to information, acquire 
or “pick up on” different amounts of it. In general, experts will perceive more distinc-
tions, especially subtle ones, than novices do. This point is illustrated by an example 
of an art historian and a layperson unfamiliar with art both standing before a Picasso 
painting. The layperson (novice) “sees” less information than the art historian (expert), 
who may be effortlessly picking up information about brushstrokes or composition 
that the novice simply cannot perceive.
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Unacceptable Evidence
In examples D through I, the same learning method optimized the mean test score

of both kinds of learners, thereby precluding the need to customize instruction.

Acceptable Evidence
In examples A, B, and C, the learning method that optimized the mean test score

of one kind of learner is different from the learning method that optimized
the mean test score of the other kind of learner.

 Figure 14.5: Acceptable and unacceptable evidence for the learning-styles hypothesis. In each 
of the hypothetical experiments, participants were first classified as having Learning Style A or B 
and then were randomly assigned to Learning Method 1 or 2. Later, all participants took the same 
test. The learning styles hypothesis is supported if and only if the learning method that optimized 
the mean test score of one group is different from the learning method that optimized the mean 
test score of the other group, as in (A), (B), and (C).

Source: Pashler, H., McDaniel, M., Rohrer, D., & Bjork, R. (2008). Learning styles: Concepts and evidence. Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 9, 105–119. 
Figure is on p. 110.


