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were probably not alternating their attention between the two tasks. If they were, then 
learning to take dictation while reading short stories should not transfer well to doing 
so while reading encyclopedia articles.

A second possible explanation for participants’ ability to learn to do two tasks at once 
is that one of the two tasks (e.g., the dictation task) is being performed automatically. 
According to one criteria for automaticity—that processing does not interfere with 
other mental activity—taking dictation in this study might be considered automatic. 
However, participants were clearly aware that words were being dictated, and they 
typically recognized about 80% of the dictated words on tests immediately following 
trials. Moreover, participants clearly intended to copy the dictated words. Therefore, 
taking dictation does not meet the other two criteria: lack of intention and lack of 
conscious awareness.

Hirst et al. (1980) also offered evidence against the possibility that one task becomes 
automatic and ceases to require attention. Participants trained to copy complete sen-
tences while reading were able to comprehend and recall those sentences, suggesting 
that the participants had processed the dictation task for meaning. This in turn sug-
gests they paid at least some attention to the dictation task given that most psychol-
ogists believe automatic processing occurs without comprehension. (We will discuss 
automaticity in greater detail later in the chapter.)

A third explanation for how participants were able to perform two tasks at once, which 
Hirst et al. (1980) favored, is that the participants learned to combine two separate 
tasks: reading and taking dictation. That is, practice with these two specific tasks 
caused the participants to perform the tasks differently than the way they did them 
at first. This implies that if either one of these tasks were combined with a third task 
(such as shadowing prose), additional practice would be needed before the two tasks 
could be done together efficiently.

Thus, practice appears to play an enormous role in performance and is one import-
ant determinant of how much attention any task requires. Studies such as those by 
Hirst et al. (1980) are not without critics (see Shiffrin, 1988). However, this work and 
related studies are beginning to change our understanding of the role that practice 
plays in cognitive tasks (see Pashler, Johnston, & Ruthruff, 2001, for a more detailed 
discussion).
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 Figure 4.5: Reading speeds during practice phase of learning to do two things at once. 
Weekly means and interquartile ranges of reading speeds are plotted for each week of 
practice for two participants, John and Diane.

Source: Adapted from Spelke, E., Hirst, W., & Neisser, U. (1976). Skills of divided attention. Cognition, 4, p. 220.


