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This procedure continued until each person correctly identified each of, and only, the
four copies of the original.

When J. J. Gibson and E. J. Gibson (1955) analyzed the errors participants made on 
this task, they found that the errors were not random. Rather, the number of errors 
seemed to depend most on the number of similarities a stimulus shared with the orig-
inal. Participants were more likely to falsely recognize a stimulus that had the same 
number of coils and was oriented in the same direction as the original than to falsely 
recognize a stimulus that only had the same number of coils.

Over time, participants seemed to notice more about the figures, responding to fea-
tures of the stimuli they apparently had not noticed earlier. This explanation accords 
with other everyday examples of perceptual learning. Take wine tasting as an example.
Experienced wine tasters will tell you that one needs much practice to taste subtle 
differences. Novice wine tasters may be able to distinguish (by taste!) between a red 
and white wine or even between a fruity and dry white wine. Experts, by contrast, may 
be able to identify the vineyard that bottled a wine in a particular year. Novices simply 
miss this information—their taste buds may work exactly as do those of experts, but 
some information seems to be overlooked.

What exactly is going on? Apparently, perceptually practiced individuals learn what aspects 
of the stimulus to attend to and try harder to consciously distinguish between different kinds 
of stimuli. With regard to top-down processes, a perceiver’s experience appears to help guide
what aspects of the stimulus to focus on and facilitate the “pickup” of more information 
(Gauthier & Tarr, 1997a, 1997b; Gauthier, Williams,Tarr, & Tanaka, 1998).

THE WORD SUPERIORITY EFFECT

A study by Reicher (1969) illustrates another top-down phenomenon—the effects of 
context on perception in practiced perceivers. The basic task was simple. Participants 
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 Figure 3.19: Stimulus 
displays and procedures 
used by Reicher (1969).

Copyright © 1969 by the American Psychological 
Association. Reproduced with permission. 
Reicher, G. M. (1969). Perceptual recognition as a 
function of meaningfulness of stimulus material. 
Journal of Experimental Psychology, 81, p. 277. 
The use of APA information does not imply 
endorsement by the APA.


