
 
 

 
 

sensation 

The process of organizing and 
interpreting sensory 

information, enabling us to 
recognize meaningful objects 

and events 

 

 
 

sensory adaptation 

 
The process by which our 

sensory receptors and nervous 
system receive and represent 

stimulus energies from our 
environment 

 
 

 

 
 
 

receptors 

Diminished sensitivity of receptors 
due to exposure to a constant, 

unchanging stimulus 

 

 
 

 

perception 

Specialized cells that convert 
one form of energy into 

another (electrochemical 
impulse) 

 
 

absolute/detection threshold 

Wait! The longer you 
are around me, the 

less I smell! 



 
 

The minimum stimulation 
needed to detect a particular 

stimulus 50 percent of the time 
 

 
 

 
1 

 
 

 
2 

 
 
 

Weber’s Law 

Predicts when we detect the 
presence of faint stimuli amid 
background stimulation.  Our 

experience, expectations, 
motivation, and alertness all 

influence detection  

 

             
Just Noticeable Difference or 

difference threshold 

The principle that, to be 
perceived as different, two 

stimuli must differ by a 
constant percentage. 

 
 

top-down processing 
 
 

The minimum difference 
between two stimuli needed 

for detection 50 percent of the 
time 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

Signal Detection Theory 

Information processing guided by 
internal stimulation and higher-

level mental processing; 
perceptions drawn from 

expectations 

Did that bird 
just chirp 
louder? 

I can tell 2 is 
heavier because it 
changed by more 

than 2%  

I expect to see a 
man playing a 
saxophone so I 
interpret the 

image that way 



 
 

start 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
finish 
 

bottom-up processing 

The principle that one sense 
may influence another, as 

when the smell of food 
influences its taste 

 

 
 
 

Place Theory 
 

Analysis that begins with the 
sensory receptors and works 

up to the brain’s integration of 
sensory information; 

information processing guided 
by external stimuli 

 
 

 

 
 
 

Opponent-Process Theory of 
Color Vision 

The theory that links the pitch 
we hear with the spot where 

the cochlea’s basilar 
membrane is stimulated 

 

 
 

sensory interaction 

The theory that opposing 
retinal processes (red-green, 

blue-yellow, black-white) 
enable color vision 

 

 
 
 

gate-control theory 

I taste so 
delicious 
because I 
smell so 
delicious 



 
 

Theory that the spinal cord 
contains a neurological “gate” 

that blocks pain signals or 
allows them to pass on to the 

brain.  The “gate” is opened by 
activity of small neural fibers 

and closed by large fibers 
 

 

 
 
 

vestibular sense 

Focusing of conscious 
awareness on a particular 

stimulus 

 

 
kinesthesis 

The sense of body movement 
and position, including the 

sense of balance 

 

 
 

inattentional blindness 
 
 
 

The system for sensing the 
position and movement of 

individual body parts 
 
 
 

 
 

 

                               
selective attention 

Failing to see visible objects 
when our attention is directed 

elsewhere 



 
 

 
 

gestalt 

A laboratory device for testing 
depth perception in infants 

and young animals 
 

 

 
figure-ground perception 

 
An organized whole; our brain 

has a tendency to organize 
pieces of information into 

meaningful wholes 
 

 

 
 
 

grouping 

Organizing stimuli by 
separating the target stimulus 

from surrounding stimuli 

 

 
 
 

 

visual cliff  

The perceptual tendency to 
organize stimuli into coherent 

groups, either by proximity, 
similarity, connectedness, 

continuity, or closure   
 

depth perception 



 

 
The ability to see objects in 

three dimensions although the 
images that strike the retina 

are two-dimensional; allows us 
to judge distance 

 
 

 

 
 
 

monocular cues 

Perceiving objects as 
unchanging (having consistent 

size, shape, lightness, and 
color) even as illumination and 

retinal images change 

 

 
 

binocular cues 

Depth cues, such as 
interposition and linear 

perspective, available to either 
eye or alone 

 

 
 

perceptual Set 

 
 

 

Depth cues, such as retinal 
disparity and convergence, 

that depend on the use of two 
eyes 

 
 

 

 
 

perceptual constancy 

A mental predisposition to 
perceive one thing and not 

another 



Sensation and Perception:  Do Our Senses Trick Us? 
 

Instructions: 
1.  Pair each picture/word with its appropriate definition or description.  When you have this completed, check 

with your instructor to determine your accuracy. 
2. Remove all the definition/description cards and place them to the side.  With the picture cards try the following: 

 Sensory processing:  using the receptor card, each group member should pick a sense and explain how 
that particular sensory process works, including the stimulus energy, relative anatomical structures, and 
specialized pathways in the brain 

 Pick two:  each person picks two cards and explains to the others how they relate (no sharing cards) 
 Pick two opposites:  each person picks two cards and explains to the others how they are opposite (no 

sharing cards) 
 Most important to least important:  Order your cards from most important to least important 
 Most confident to least confident:  Separate your cards into two piles- concepts you are most confident 

about and concepts you are least confident about.  If there is disagreement among group members, help 
explain the concepts to each other. 

 
 


