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DIVIDED ATTENTION.......................................

If attention is a flexible system for allocating resources, 
and if tasks differ in the amount of attention they require, 
then people should be able to learn to perform two tasks 
at once. Parents of teenagers, for example, often mar-
vel over how their children seem to be able to listen to
music, talk on the phone to their friends, and study all at 
the same time. How difficult is doing two or more tasks
at once, and on what factors does this ability depend?

DUAL-TASK PERFORMANCE

Spelke, Hirst, and Neisser (1976) examined this ques-
tion in a clever and demanding laboratory study. Two
Cornell University students were recruited as par-
ticipants. Five days a week for 17 weeks, working in
1-hour sessions, these students learned to write words
dictated while they read short stories. Their reading 
comprehension was periodically tested. After 6 weeks 
of practice, their reading rates (shown in Figure 4.5)
approached their normal speeds. Also by the end of  
6 weeks, their scores on the reading comprehension tests
were comparable whether they were only reading sto-
ries (and thus presumably giving the reading task their 
full attention) or reading stories while writing down 
dictated words. Further investigation revealed that par-
ticipants could also categorize the dictated words by 
meaning and could discover relations among the words 
without sacrificing reading speed or comprehension.
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rable whether or not they were taking dictation suggests that if they were alternat-

Hirst, Spelke, Reaves, Caharack, and Neisser (1980) found evidence against this alter-
nation hypothesis. Their participants were given training similar to that given to the 
participants in Spelke et al.’s (1976) experiment. All participants copied dictated words 
while reading. Some participants read short stories, presumably containing some 
redundant material and therefore requiring relatively little attention. Other partici-
pants read encyclopedia articles thought to contain less redundant material and thus 
to require more concentration. After participants reached normal reading speeds and 
reading comprehension during dictation, their tasks were switched; those who had 
been reading short stories were now given encyclopedia articles, and those who trained 
using encyclopedia articles now read short stories. Six of the seven participants per-
formed comparably with the new reading material, indicating that the participants 

 Photo 4.3: Teens seem to 
be particularly prone to try 
to multitask, dividing their 
attention between different 
activities simultaneously.
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