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Reber (1967, 1976) found, first, that 
participants learning letter strings 
that followed the grammar made 
fewer errors than control participants 
learning random letter strings. More 
surprising, participants who were told 
ahead of time that letter strings fol-
lowed certain complex rules remem-
bered strings less well than participants 
who were simply asked to memorize 
particular letter strings but were not 
told that the strings followed a struc-
ture. Reber concluded that when 
complex underlying structures exist 
(such as his grammar), people are bet-
ter off memorizing exemplars than 
trying to figure out what the structure 
is, primarily because participants who 
try to guess the structure often induce 
or invent incorrect rules or structures.

Brooks (1978, 1987) believed that the 
processes Reber (1967) had discov-
ered are at work much of the time in 
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paired-associates learning task, 

 as 
 Later they were 

unexpectedly given new strings, such as those in Figure 8.8(C), and were asked four 
questions: Does it fly? Is it big? Is it alive? Does it attack? Most of the participants 
reported they answered the questions by thinking of a previous example that looked 
similar. However, they generally couldn’t point to any particular symbol in the string 
as a basis for their response.

Brooks’s results pose a puzzle for cognitive psychologists. Apparently, participants 
sometimes explicitly test specific hypotheses when forming concepts. Sometimes 
they form prototypes (as in the Posner & Keele, 1968, experiments described in 
Chapter 3), and sometimes they memorize exemplars (as in the Reber, 1967, 1976, 
and Brooks, 1978, experiments). The question is, when and why do people adopt such 
different approaches?

Brooks (1978) believed the answer had to do with the concept formation task  
itself. Some simple laboratory tasks seem to lead participants to adopt an analytical 
hypothesis-testing framework. Other more complex stimuli lead people to abandon
this approach for another. Brooks went on to describe five factors that encourage 
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 Figure 8.7: Possible stimuli 
(A) and their underlying 
“grammar” (B) used by Reber 
(1967).

Source: Reprinted from Journal of Verbal 
Learning and Verbal Behavior, 6, A. S. Reber, 
Implicit learning of artificial grammars,  
p. 856. Copyright © 1967, with permission 
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