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Basic elementary skill

Unconscious memory system allows brain to prepare

By LORRAINE BROWN

Univerﬁity of Toronto psychology
professor Dr. Endel Tulving says the
human brain may have a separate,
primitive type of memory that
allows us to quickly recognize and
understand objects or words we've
seen before.

This unconscious memory system
is called “priming"’, referring to the
brain’s ability to prepare or
“prime”’ itself so that it can process
with a minimum of effort informa-
tion it has already taken in before.

Knowledge of how the system
works may be helpful in assessing
and treating certain perceptual
disorders - for example, reading dif-

ficulties In children - and some
amnesia patients,

Priming has been a subject of in-
tensive research since 1970, when
British researchers reported that
people with amnesia could recognize
lists of words they had seen a few
moments before, providing they
were given some visual cues in the
form of a few letters from the words.
(Normally, amnesiacs have no
recall of recent events}, Even
though these people could not
remember that they had been shown
the word. they showed a perfectly
normal ability o identify it when
given a visual cue,

This ability remained even in pro-

ple who suffered ‘organic’ amnesia -
a permanent amnesic caused by
brain damage - as well as paople
with ‘functional’ amnesia - caused
by psychological/emotional
trauma, and usually temporary.

On the basis of the work with
anmesia victims, researchers began
devising simple tests to measure
priming in people with normal
memaries. For example, Ltestees
were shown a list of words, then ask-
ed to recall them, as well as other
words that had not bee on the list,
some time later. The subjects were
given a few letters from each word
as clues.

The researchers found the sub-
jects were far more likely to
recognize the words that had been on
the earlier list. This simple test was
a demonstration of priming.

"“The whole point of priming is
that it comes about by virtue of a
person’s having seem a word or
shape once before,” said Dr. Tulv-
ing. "'t is entirely independent of the
person's ability to remember the
word, It's as if the two types of

could leed to new ways to treat
reading disorders.

“The reading process is very com-
plex, with priming being only one
facet of it,” says Tulving. “But now
we know that there are different
types of memory, a child who is hav-
ing trouble learning to read could be
given priming tests to determine
more exactly where the leaming
disorder exists.”

He adds that a former colleague of
his in Arizona i5 now using priming
as the key in a new system for
teaching basic life skills to organic
amnesia viclims. (Who don't retain
what they've been taught by any
conventional method).

Priming is also called the Percep-
tion Recognition System, because it
is 50 closely tied to the sense of vi-
sion. Tulving thinks that the priming
mechanism may be located in the
brain's occipital lobes - the portions
responsible for processing visual in-
formation from the optic nerve. But
similar priming effects also almost
certainly occur in the other senses,
such as hearing and smell, he adds.

Priming probably evolved before
higher funns of memory. There is
evidence that it occurs in other
mammals, and also in lower
vertebrate animals such- as bipds,
reptiles and fish.

Priming may have developed out
of animals’ need to be able to react
to dangerous situations without hav-
ing the entire picture in their brain.
For example, an antelope that has
been ‘primed’ because it has run
away from a tiger in the past will
react much more quickly the next
time it sees stripes moving in the
grass. For it to see the whole tiger is
not necessary.

Dr. Tulving's research is funded
by the Natural Sciences and
Engineering Research Counci)
(NSERC).

memory come from two parts of the
brain working independently.”

Priming is present in the very
young and the very old. Unlike other
forms of memory, it is unaffected by
the use of alecohol or other drugs. A
basic. elementary skill, it develops,
both in species and in individuals,
cither before or simultaneously,
with higher forms of learning, which
would be impossible without it, Tulv-
INE 5ays.

The identification of words is an
important example of priming in
children who are learning to read. A
better understanding of priming
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TODAY"S STYLISH KITCHEN SINKS not only look good. bul work hard.
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PERFECT HOME FOR THE

GROWING FAMILY
B--G, B-I-G, B-I-G, 4 bedroom townhouse.
Master bedroom has 2 pc. ensuite: finished
basement, new cupboard doors in kitchen
1989, new PT fence Aug. 90. new sidewalks
1989 in this sparkling condo complex. Parking
right behind house, playground close I::J safe

tor children. Call Iris for further details.
Asking $147,500. i
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AN ENTERTAINMENT AREA with a JenrAir single gas grill-range cooktop, bar
sink and Jenn-Air Wine Cellar is created outside the cook’s work area. It ia strategi-
cally located to be convenient to an outside deck and the dining room and yet can
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serve as 8 second cook's work station,

%@'@" HOMEOWNERS!

It giont “cloned” department-style
stores bore you and it Mega-Malls
"maul” you, then you are ready to ex-
perience Miltowne Vanity Fair. Our old
fashioned quality, good service, ond
real value set us apart from the ordinary.

Sinceyourhome retlectsyour personal
taste, we carry and Special Order
large variety of ftine Canadian and im-
ported linens for your table and bath, as
well as bedding and accessories.

Our personal service will ensure
your requirements are met o your very
satisfaction.
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TAKE THE LANDLORD OFF

YOUR PAYROLL

...by owning this cosy, detached, brick
bungalow on extra lorge lot. 2
baedrooms on main floor, 3rd in
basement along with another WR, New
FAG furnace tall of 1988, new shingles
and eavestrough July 1990. $75,000 first
mortgage at 11% % till July 1992,
Asking '133.m- "1
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CLASSIC COUNTRY

Just take o look at this gorgeous
custom Viceroy (2,460 sq. ft. approx.}
set on 28 acres just wast of Hillsburgh,
30 mins, trom 401. Gourmet kitchen,
sunken family rocom with tireploce,
LR, Master with Jacuzzi ensuite &
much more. 30'x48" metal-clad horse-
barn, 2 poddocks, trout stream.
R&dU'CE'd 1o ﬂﬂ.m. *%.174
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lci an parlae francais
Qul 3i porla ltalione

Sincerely,
Brenda Catalano (Mrs.)
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Fime Linen and Glits — Bridol Regilatry

246 Main St.E. MILTON




