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Implici t  m e m o r y i n children :  A r e ther e age-relate d i m p r o v e m e n t s i n a 
conceptua l  tes t  o f  implici t  m e m o r y ? 

Almu t  Hupbac h (hupbach@cogpsy.uni-trier.de ) 
Silvi a Mecklenbriiuke r  (mccklen@cogpsy.uni-trier.de ) 

Werner  Wippic h (wippich@cogpsy.uni-trier.de ) 
Universit y o f  Trier ;  Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 

5428 6 Trier ,  German y 

I n recen t  years ,  implici t  test s o f  memor y hav e becom e ver y 
popular .  I n a n implici t  test ,  participant s ar e no t  aske d t o 
repor t  o n memor y fo r  a n even t  a s the y woul d i n a n explici t 
test ;  rather ,  the y engag e i n som e tas k tha t  ca n indirecfl y 
reflec t  memor y fo r  th e occurrenc e o f  tha t  event .  Fo r  in -
stance ,  the y ar e presente d wit h categor y name s an d ar e aske d 
t o produc e th e first  exemplar s o f  tha t  categor y tha t  come s t o 
mind .  Th e finding  i s  tha t  prio r  presentatio n o f  a  categor y 
exempla r  increase s th e likelihoo d o f  tha t  wor d bein g name d 
as a  categor y instance .  Thi s facilitatio n o f  performanc e i s a 
phenomeno n know n a s priming .  Primin g effect s hav e at -
tracte d considerabl e interes t  becaus e experimenta l  manipula -
tion s (e.g. ,  varyin g dept h o f  processing )  an d subjec t  vari -
able s ca n dissociat e the m fro m explici t  tes t  performanc e (fo r 
a review ,  se e Roedige r  &  McDermott ,  1993) .  Fo r  instance , 
age-relate d dissociation s hav e bee n found .  Age-relate d differ -
ence s betwee n youn g an d olde r  childre n typicall y observe d 
on explici t  memor y test s ar e largel y reduce d wit h implici t 
memory testing s (fo r  a  review ,  see ,  e.g. ,  Parkin ,  1993) . 
Thi s conclusion ,  however ,  i s base d o n relativel y fe w studie s 
tha t  hav e mainl y use d pictur e identificatio n tasks .  Ye t  t o 
dra w conclusion s abou t  th e developmenta l  invarianc e o f 
primin g fro m findings  o n on e singl e typ e o f  implici t  m e m-
or y tes t  seem s problemati c becaus e o f  dissociation s observe d 
betwee n differen t  implici t  tests .  Thes e dissociation s hav e le d 
researcher s t o classif y memor y task s accordin g t o th e form s 
of  informatio n the y acces s o r  th e typ e o f  processin g the y 
requir e (se e Roedige r  &  McDermott ,  1993) .  So-calle d per -
ceptua l  test s ar e distinguishe d fro m so-calle d conceptua l 
tests .  Perceptua l  implici t  test s ta p th e perceptua l  recor d o f 
past  experience .  Th e perceptua l  similarit y betwee n stud y an d 
tes t  event s affect s performance ,  bu t  manipulation s o f  level s 
of  encodin g usuall y d o not .  Th e revers e i s tru e fo r  mos t  con -
ceptua l  test s (e.g. ,  genera l  knowledg e question s o r  categor y 
production) .  Thes e test s emphasiz e th e semanti c relation -
ship s betwee n th e studie d an d teste d item .  The y requir e con -
ceptuall y drive n processin g b y relyin g o n th e encode d mean -
in g o f  concepts ,  o r  o n semanti c processing ,  elaborativ e en -
coding ,  an d th e like . 

Result s fro m th e fe w studie s tha t  examin e developmenta l 
trend s i n primin g usin g conceptua l  measure s o f  implici t 
memory als o usuall y indicat e tha t  primin g i s  age-invarian t 
(e.g. ,  Anooshian ,  1997) .  Thes e findings  ar e inconsisten t 
wit h theoretica l  account s o f  implici t  memor y an d knowledg e 
development .  Developmenta l  researc h ha s extensivel y dem -
onstrate d tha t  existin g semanti c knowledg e i s a  crucia l  facto r 
i n accountin g fo r  age-relate d difference s i n explici t  memor y 
performanc e (e.g. ,  Bjorklund ,  1987) .  W e expec t  tha t  th e 

developin g knowledg e bas e ha s simila r  effect s o n conceptua l 
priming . 

T wo experiment s examinin g th e developmen t  o f  concep -
tua l  primin g i n childhoo d usin g a  category-productio n tas k 
wer e conducted .  Four -  an d 6-year-ol d preschooler s an d 8 -  an d 
10-year-ol d elementar y schoo l  childre n studie d exemplar s 
(pictures )  o f  differen t  categorie s an d wer e require d t o sponta -
neousl y produc e exemplar s o f  studie d an d unstudie d catego -
rie s a t  test .  I n Experimen t  1 ,  a  significan t  bu t  rathe r  smal l 
age-relate d improvemen t  fro m preschoo l  t o schoo l  ag e wa s 
demonstrate d whic h wa s neithe r  affecte d b y stud y task s (wit h 
or  withou t  referenc e t o categor y information )  no r  b y cate -
gory-exempla r  typicality .  However ,  bot h variable s wer e im -
portan t  inasmuc h a s preschooler s onl y showe d significan t 
primin g o f  atypica l  exemplar s whe n th e categor y name s 
wer e availabl e a t  study .  I n Experimen t  2 ,  whe n usin g a  be -
tween-subject s manipulatio n o f  ite m typicalit y an d givin g 
th e categor y name s a t  study ,  reliabl e age-relate d improve -
ment  i n primin g o f  atypica l  exemplar s coul d b e observed .  I t 
i s  conclude d tha t  th e notio n o f  developmenta l  invarianc e o f 
primin g shoul d b e modified .  Th e importan t  researc h questio n 
i s no t  whethe r  ther e i s ag e constanc y o f  conceptua l  primin g 
i n childhood .  Rather ,  th e condition s shoul d b e studie d i n 
whic h age-relate d difference s ca n b e observe d a s wel l  a s wha t 
kin d o f  conceptua l  knowledg e an d conceptua l  processe s ar e 
responsibl e fo r  thes e differences .  Fo r  th e category-productio n 
task ,  (1 )  identifyin g th e categor y names ,  (2 )  strengthenin g 
th e association s betwee n categor y an d exempla r  or ,  fo r 
atypica l  exemplars ,  formin g ne w associations ,  an d (3 )  organ -
izin g th e exemplar s accordin g t o conceptua l  categorie s al l 
see m t o b e relevan t  processe s a t  encoding . 
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