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You can think of a template as a kind
of stencil—one of the art supplies 
you probably owned as a child. If
you remember, those stencils let you 
trace as many copies as you wanted 
of the same thing. Templates work
like stencils in reverse. An unknown
incoming pattern is compared with 
all of the templates (stencils) on hand 
and is identified by the template that 
best matches it.

As a model of perception, template 

-
tion with the templates we have stored and looking for a match. If a number of tem-
plates match or come close, we need to engage in further processing to sort out which 
template is most appropriate. Notice that this model implies that somewhere in our 
knowledge base we’ve stored millions of different templates—one for every distinct 
object or pattern we can recognize.

As may already be apparent to
you, template-matching models
cannot completely explain how 
perception works. First, for such 
a model to provide a complete 
explanation, we would need to
have stored an impossibly large 
number of templates. Second, as 
technology develops and our expe-
riences change, we become capable

of recognizing new objects such as DVDs, laptop computers, and smartphones.
Template-matching models thus need to explain how and when templates are
created and how we keep track of an ever-growing number of templates.

A third problem is that people recognize many patterns as more or less the same 
thing even when the stimulus patterns differ greatly. Figure 3.9 illustrates this point. I 
constructed this figure by having 14 people write the sentence “Cognitive psychology 
rocks!” in their own handwriting. You can read each sentence despite the wide varia-
tion in the size, shape, orientation, and spacing of letters.

How can a template-matching model explain your recognition that all 14 people have 
written the “same” sentence? In everyday life, much of the stimulus information we 
perceive is far from regular, whether because of deliberate alteration, degradation, or 
an unfamiliar orientation (compare an overturned cup or bicycle with one that is right 
side up). Is a separate template needed for each variation? And how is the perceiver to 
know whether an object should be rotated or otherwise adjusted before she or he tries 
to match it to a template? Remember, matching information to templates is supposed 
to tell the perceiver what the object is. The perceiver can’t know ahead of time whether 
an input pattern should be adjusted before she or he tries to match it to different tem-
plates because presumably the perceiver does not yet know what the object is!

PAY TO THE
ORDER OF

MEMO

DOLLARS

20

$

9000

99-0000/9999

 Figure 3.7: A sample bank 
check. Note the numbers at 
the bottom.
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 Figure 3.8: Illustration
of template matching. The 
input “4” is compared either 
serially or simultaneously 
with all of the available 
templates. The match to “4” 
is the best.




