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Abstract
In the psychological field, increasing attention has been

focused recently on the area of implicit learning. In general
terms, the phrase implies learning that is independent of
conscious awareness and recollection. More specifically, it
refers to the ability to leam incidentally new complex
information. To measure this ability, implicit leamning tasks
have initially been conducted on normal subjects, but lately
they have also been investigated from a neuropsychological

perspective. [t has been shown that ammnesic patients who are
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severely impaired in explicit memory tasks (such as recall or
recognition) show normal performance in various mmplicit
learning situations. Linguistically, this kind of evidence has
been of particular interest to the debate on the nature of second
language acquisition. I start with an introduction on the
distinction between implicit and explicit memory w (1), data
from implicit learning tasks on ammnesics is reviewed in (2);
what conclusions can be drawn from this data about the nature
of implicit learning in (3); the implications on Second
Language Acquisition (SLA) in (4). Section (5) is the

conclusion.

1. Implicit and Explicit Memory

One important division to be established relevant to implicit
learning is that between implicit and explicit memory. Explicit
memory 1S supposedly characterized by a conscious intentional

attempt to retrieve a specific event or episode. Implicit
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memory, on the other hand, refers to performance on tasks that
do not require deliberate recollection of prior experience (e.g.
word completion and fragment identification). Conscious
awareness plays a major role in this distinction. Amnesics are
an intriguing area of research because it has been found that,
global amnesia, for example, affects performance on explicit
memory tasks, while leaving implicit memory intact. For our
purposes in the current discussion, emphasis will be given to

evidence from implicit learning tasks.

2. Nature of Evidence: Implicit Learning Tasks:

An examination of the implicit literature reveals a great
variety of paradigms. In order to understand the properties of
implicit learning tasks, it is useful to consider them in contrast
to those that investigate explicit learning. Explicit retrieval
tasks (such as recall and recognition) require intentional

reference to the episode of the study. Implicit retrieval tasks, on
3



the other hand, do not require this intentional access; rather,
learning is inferred from a change in behaviour attributed to the
study episode.

Although it 1s obviously not possible to give an
exhaustive account of the various tests run on amnesics in such
a paper, I shall discuss the evidence from some of the most

commonly mvestigated tasks in the following section.

2.1 Repetition Priming Tasks:' Word-Stem Completion

Graf et al (1985) asked amnesics and normal subjects to study
a list of words, and then presented them with three-letter stems,
Some subjects were asked to complete the stems with any

words while others were asked to complete it with a word from

' Repetition priming refers to the change in speed. accuracy, or bias in processing a

previously experienced stimulus relative to a current appropriate bascline. Several
repetition priming tasks have been conducted on amnesics, where the subjects’ memory
for material that has been previously experienced is shown, even though thev do not
consciously remember having recently studied the material. Implicit learning is shown
by the subjects responding more rapidly and accurately to repeated stimuli than to new
material.
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the studied list. It was supposed that the presentation of a word *
in the study-list would strengthen the pre-existing letter-to-
word associations in both amnesics and normals. However,
when asked to give only stem completions that were on the
study list, ammesics could not. They also exhibitéd large
numbers of intrusion errors. It has been suggested that this
result implies that amnesics are unable to monitor or suppress
competing words that the stem cue evokes.

This evidence suggests that reliance on implicit memory
alone does not permit the control (increase or suppression) of
competition influences from other words, an essential skill in
recognition and in production. Mapping a concept onto the
appropriate word requires inhibition of other words co1ﬁpeting
to express that concept. It appears that explicit knowledge 1s

required for such a task.
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2.2 Learning Novel Information: The Ability to form
Generalizations

On the other hand, evidence opposing this conclusion has also
been found. Amnesics have been shown to exhibit equal
degrees of priming in the perceptual identification of pseudo-
words, as do normal controls. Such results were found for the
amnesic patient HM., who showed normal perceptual priming
with pronounceable pseudo-words in an experiment by Keane,
Gabrieli, Mapstone, Johnson and Corkin (1995).

Even more interesting is a finding by Keane, Gabriell,
Noland and McNealy (1995), who found normal perceptual
poming of orthographically unpronounceable strings of three-
to-five consonants in amnesics.

Both these results seem to point to the possibility of

achieving a degree of imnplicit learning.
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2.2 Vocabulary Leaming: New Information and Pre-
existing Knowledge

Hirst, Phelps, Johnson and Volpe (1998) attempting to teach an
amnesic a second language also conducted an interesting
experiment. The amnesic patient, C.S., was given lessons in
French. She demonstrated an unimpaired ability to learn this
second language.

This suggests that the recognition and access of already-
existing vocabulary can be achieved through umplicit
processes. (However, generalization is difficult in this case,
because C.S. had a previous knowledge of Spanish, English
and Italian, so she could have been building on her previous

knowledge of these languages)

2.3 Skill Learning: Improvement of Reading Speed
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