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this task is practice—I’ve added 2 and 
3 far more often than any 5-year-old 
has. Practice is thought to decrease 
the amount of mental effort a task 
requires.

Recall the earlier example of a novice 
automobile driver. The unpracticed 
task of controlling a car in motion 
requires so much mental effort that 
little capacity is available for other 
tasks such as tuning a radio and 
engaging in a conversation. Even 
coordinating driving with looking 
at the relevant instruments on the 
dashboard may be difficult because 
the novice driver’s mental energy is 
so intently focused. With just a few 
months’ practice, however, a driver 
needs to devote much less effort to 
the driving task itself. Mental capac-
ity is now available for other tasks, 

THE STROOP TASK

A famous demonstration of the effects of practice on the performance of cognitive 
tasks was given by John Ridley Stroop (1935). Stroop presented participants with a 
series of color bars (red, blue, green, brown, and purple) or color words (red, blue, green, 
brown, and purple) printed in conflicting colors (e.g., the word red might be printed in 
green ink). Figure 4.6 provides an example of stimuli that might be used in such a task.

Participants were asked to name, as quickly as possible, the ink color of each item in the 
series. When shown bars, they did so quickly with few errors and apparently little effort. 
Things changed dramatically, however, when the items consisted of words that named 
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 Figure 4.6: Example of stimuli similar to those used in the famous “Stroop” task. Try 
naming the colors of the ink that the words are printed in as fast as possible.

 Photo 4.4: As children 
acquire reading skills, 
they also start to show 
interference on the Stroop 
task.
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