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levels-of-processing approach does not posit different memory stores (such as STM 
and LTM) but rather posits different kinds of cognitive processing that people per-
form when they encode information.

The fundamental assumption is that retention and coding of information depends 
on the kind of perceptual analysis done on the material at encoding. Some kinds of 
processing, done at a superficial or “shallow” level, do not lead to very good retention. 
Other kinds of “deeper” (more meaningful or semantic) processing improve retention. 
According to the levels-of-processing view, improvement in memory comes not from 
rehearsal and repetition but rather from greater depth of analysis of the material.

Craik and Tulving (1975) performed a typical levels-of-processing investigation. 
Participants were presented with a series of questions about particular words. Each 
word was preceded by a question, and participants were asked to respond to the ques-
tions as quickly as possible; no mention was made of memory or learning. Any learning 
that is not in accord with participants’ purpose is called incidental learning.

In one experiment, three kinds of questions were used. One kind asked participants 
whether the word was printed in capital letters. Another kind asked whether the target 
word rhymed with another word. The third kind asked whether the word fit into a 
particular sentence (e.g., “The girl placed the _____ on the table”). The three kinds of 
questions were meant to induce different kinds of processing. To answer the first kind 
of question, you need to look only at the typeface (physical processing). To answer 
the second, you need to read the word and think about what it sounds like (acoustic 
processing). To answer the third, you need to retrieve and evaluate the word’s meaning 
(semantic processing). Presumably, the “depth” of the processing needed is greatest for 
the third kind of question and is least for the first kind of question.

As predicted, Craik and Tulving (1975) found that on a surprise memory test later, words 
processed semantically were remembered best, followed by words processed acoustically. 
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 Figure 6.3: Recall of the 
names of U.S. presidents 
as a function of their ordinal 
position.
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