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screen for 50 milliseconds (one-twentieth of a second) and then asked sub-
jects to report what letters they had seen. Even with such a brief exposure,
subjects could consistently report three or four letters accurately.

Although this result seemed to indicate a limited processing capacity,
Sperling was able to show that, in fact, all of the letters had entered sensory
memory. He did this by using a partial report technique. That is, he used a
high, medium, or low tone to signal to subjects which row of the array they
were to report. Instead of a relatively poor performance (three or four of
twelve letters), subjects showed remarkably good performance, reliably re-
porting three or four letters in the row (so, three or four of four) no matter
which row was signaled. It appears, then, that sensory memory is tempo-
rally, rather than visually, limited. In other words, a great deal of visual in-
formation registers, but it decays very rapidly without further processing,
within a quarter of a second, according to Sperling’s experiments.

Relatively little is known about the sensory memories corresponding to
the other senses, but they are presumed to function in a similar way. Darwin,
Turvey, and Crowder (1972) replicated Sperling’s results with the auditory
system. They found, however, that the auditory sensory memory (or echo)
Jasted longer than the visual sensory memory (or icon), typically up to 4 sec-
onds under partial report conditions. An explanation for this difference is
thought to lie in the requirements for speech perception. In other words,
sounds must remain in sensory memory long enough for them to be com-
bined with other sounds so that speech may be understood.

Sperling’s use of the partial report technique also illustrates the effect
that attention has on information processing. The tone served as a cue to
focus attention on a particular part of the display so that it could be pro-
cessed further and recalled. Attention is a process that has been conceptual-
ized in a variety of ways. Instructors admonish students to pay attention in
class, but they also adopt measures to focus students’ attention on particular
features of instruction. Either way, a student who is not attentive misses
some of the information to be learned.

Cognitive psychologists, noting that some information always seems to
be lost in processing, initially thought that attention acted as a bottleneck or
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FIGURE 32 Visual Displays Similar to Those Used by Sperling (1960)
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