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specify, in either of these examples, exactly how many 
cognitive processes occurred or in what sequence. 
This uncertainty typifies everyday situations: So much 
is going on so quickly that we can’t even be sure of 
what information is being received or used. How, then, 
can cognition be studied with any precision?

This kind of problem is one all scientists face: how 
to study a naturally occurring phenomenon with suffi-
cient experimental rigor to draw firm conclusions. The 
answer, for many, is to try to isolate the phenomenon 
and bring it (or some stripped-down version of it) into 
the laboratory. With this approach, the challenge is to 
decide what is essential and what is inessential about 
the phenomenon under study.

For example, in studying how memory works, psychol-
ogists have often used experiments in which people 
are presented with lists of words or nonsense syllables. 
The experimenters then control or systematically vary 
variables such as the complexity, length, frequency, 
meaningfulness, relatedness, and rate of presentation of 
items on the list along with the state of alertness, exper-
tise, practice, and interest of the research participants. 
The experimenters assume that factors that increase 
or decrease performance in the laboratory will also 
increase or decrease performance under less controlled 
conditions. Furthermore, the researchers assume that 
although in everyday life people do not encounter mate-
rial to be remembered in this manner, the processes of 
memory work in essentially the same ways in laboratory 
experiments as in everyday life. So if increasing the 
number of items to be remembered decreases memory 

performance in a laboratory, then we can expect that 
needing to remember more information is more difficult 
than remembering less in an everyday situation.

The key challenge for all scientists, however, is to 
make sure the laboratory tasks they develop preserve 
the essential workings of the processes under study. 
The most rigorously controlled experiment is of, at 
best, limited value if the phenomenon being studied 
does not occur or occurs in significantly different 
ways outside the laboratory. Unfortunately, there is no 
simple or guaranteed way to ensure that laboratory 
tasks model everyday tasks. Therefore, students and 
other “consumers” of science must take a critical 
stance when considering how experimental situations 
apply to everyday ones. Throughout this book, we will 
look at how laboratory models do or don’t accurately 
describe, explain, and predict cognitive processing in 
real life. We will also consider how situational and per-
sonal factors, such as people’s level of development, 
personality variables, degree of expertise, gender, and 
cultural background, affect cognitive processing.

Before we discuss specific cognitive processes, how-
ever, an overview of the field of cognitive psychology 
will provide a useful framework within which to consider 
specific topics, experiments, and findings in the field. 
We will first examine the historical roots of cognitive 
psychology to see how the field has developed. Next, we 
will look at traditional and common research methods 
used in cognitive psychology. Finally, we will consider 
four paradigms, or schools of thought, that represent the 
current streams of thought in the field.

INFLUENCES ON THE STUDY OF COGNITION..........................................

A complete treatise on how modern cognitive psychology has evolved over the course 
of human history could fill several volumes and would obviously be beyond our scope. 
Worth noting, however, is that several ideas about certain mental abilities date back to 
at least the Greek philosophers Aristotle and Plato (Murray, 1988). Both of these phi-
losophers wrote extensively on the nature of memory. Plato, for instance, likened stor-
ing something in memory to writing on a wax tablet. In other writings, he compared 
the mind to an aviary in which many birds are flying and compared memory retrieval 
to trying to catch a specific bird: Sometimes you can, but other times you can grab only 
a nearby bird. Similarly, when I try to recall the name of the girl who sat behind me in 
third grade, I have trouble latching on to exactly the right one (was it Joan? Joanne? 
Anne?), but my choices are probably pretty close.

Other historians of psychology trace the field’s roots to the philosophers of the 17th to 
19th centuries, including John Locke, David Hume, John Stuart Mill, René Descartes, 


