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A second factor involves the 
learning situation. In many real-life 
situations, instances are not presented 

in many laboratory experiments).

section of Chapter 3 on perceptual learning. A fourth factor is that in real-life con-
cept learning, instances may belong to a number of categories all at the same time.
Rover might belong to any of the following categories: “dog,” “family pet,” “partner 
to take to obedience classes,” “source of mud on rainy days,” or even “incurrer of large 
food bills.” Finally, Brooks (1978) pointed out that in natural settings we learn about 
instances without knowing how we will be called on to use the information later.

THE SCHEMATA/SCRIPTS VIEW OF CONCEPTS AND CATEGORIZATION

Another proposal for the way people represent knowledge and concepts invokes the 
notion of a schema. This approach dates back to Sir Frederic Bartlett (1932), as we 
saw in Chapter 7. The term schema usually refers to something larger than an indi-
vidual concept. Schemata (the plural of schema) incorporate both general knowledge 
about the world and information about particular events. Bartlett defined a schema as
an “active organization of past reactions, or of past experiences, which must always be
supposed to be operating in any well-adapted organic response” (p. 201). The key term 
here is organization. A schema is thought to be a large unit of organized information
used for representing concepts, situations, events, and actions in memory (Rumelhart &
Norman, 1988).

Rumelhart and Ortony (1977) viewed schemata as the fundamental building blocks 
of cognition, units of organized knowledge analogous to theories. In general, they 
saw schemata as “packets of information” that contain both variables and a fixed part.
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 Figure 8.8: Stimuli from 
Brooks’s (1978) experiments.
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