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Background from Cognitive Science 
 
Working memory 
For humans and other mammals, perception, action and cognition are controlled and 
coordinated in a structure known as working memory. 
 
Information from the senses is processed and associated in working memory.  It is 
easily documented that the humans can retain from 5 to 9 elements of information in 
working memory at one time. This can be demonstrated by asking people to retain a 
series of random letters or numbers.  The average person can retain no more than 7 
letters in working memory. Some individuals can hold 8, or even 9. Others are 
limited to 6 or 5.  Without rehearsal working memory decays in about a second, with 
an exponential probability. This can be demonstrated by asking someone to retain a 
letter while distracting them with a different task.   Unless the person refreshes 
working memory by internal repetition (rehearsal), elements in working memory tend 
to decay within a minute.  
 
There is evidence that that working memory is located in an organ at the center of the 
brain known as the hippocampus, although this controversial, with some authors 
arguing that working memory is distributed. The hippocampus is known to be 
involved in relational reasoning, particularly with relations of space and time.  For 
example, the hippocampus of rats can be shown to hold a network of places, and 
there are demonstrations in which researchers drive a rat through a maze by 
stimulating different regions of the hippocampus with electrodes.  
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Perception is active, Action is perceptive 
Information from the various senses is processed by specialized regions of the brain 
and integrated in working memory.  In most cases, sensory information takes the 
form of a spatio-temporal map that is processed and combined by a series of neural 
layers to produce interpretations.  
 
Recognition is an active process, with hypotheses in working memory driving a 
generative process that generates a synthetic image that is compared (top-down) to 
the sensor image.  When the synthetic image and the perceived image match, the 
concept is reinforced.  Errors in matching reduce the activation and cause the process 
to examine other hypotheses. Similar active processes are involved in perception 
from all of the senses including hearing (auditory perception), touch (tactile 
perception), Taste (gustatory perception) and smell (olfactory perception).  A similar 
phenomena occurs with action, as the results of muscle movements are felt through a 
phenomena called "proprioception".  Internal organs are sensed through the somatic 
system.  

Short Term and Long Term Memory 
 

 
Most models of human cognition include the working memory as the location where 
sensory information (phenomena) are associated with real or synthetic memories 
(episodes), actions, procedures (procedural knowledge), concept and other 
perceptions.  
 
Long-term memory (LTM) provides several different cognitive abilities:  

• Episodic Memories: recordings of significant sensory experiences 
• Semantic Memory: Abstract representations for sensory experiences  
• Procedural Memory: Sequences of operations to accomplish goals 
• Spatial memory (e.g. network of places as in the hippocampus) 
• Auditory memory (Sounds, words, music) 
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Spreading Activation 
 
Spreading activation is a mechanism for associating cognitive units and controlling 
the contents of the working memory.  Most cognitive theories assume a form of 
Hebbian memory, where associations are performed by some form of "spreading 
activation" (Anderson 83) in which activation energy propagates through a network 
of cognitive "units".   Units that receive energy from several other units can become 
"activated" and can replace one of the 7±2 active units in working memory.  
 

Long%Term%Memory%(LTM)%

Short%Term%Memory%(STM)%

Procedural%
Knowledge%

Episodic%
Memory%

Concepts%

 
For example, Kintch explains that when we read a word, we use frequency of 
occurence of word sequences (other words that frequently co-occur with that word) to 
activate many possible interpretations. As additional words are perceived, the 
associations are correlated and the most activated association provides meaning.  
 
Activation energy spreads from working memory to other elements of working 
memory and to long-term memory including concept memory, episodic memory, 
procedural knowledge, etc. Activated units then spread their energy to other units 
where it can arrive from multiple paths and accumulate. At the same time the energy 
decays with time. Theories differ in describing how activation energy propagates and 
how this propagation can be controlled by emotions and physiological state. 
 
The limited size of short-term memory appears to be a primary bottleneck for 
cognition.  However, the limitation is actually an advantage, because it forces 
abstraction and formation of new concepts, in a process called "chunking".  
 

Chunking 
Chunking is a process of hierarchically grouping cognitive units into larger 
composite units.  Chunking allows multiple cognitive units to be held as a single 
element in short term memory, overcoming the 7±2  limit. However, associations for 
a chunk in WM are with the chunk and not its individual elements.    
 
To say more, we need to define what we mean by a cognitive "unit".  
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Conceptual Knowledge 
 
Working memory elements are called "entities".  Entities are instances of concepts. 
The structure (the set of associations) for an entity are defined by its concept.    
 

Concepts 
Concepts are mental constructs that represent abstract or generic ideas generalized 
from particular instances. Concepts are the basic elements of cognition.  Concepts 
provide abstractions for reasoning by associations with different forms of LTM, as 
well as  symbols for  communications . 
 
Concepts arise as abstractions or generalizations from experience or from the   
transformation of existing concepts.  For human's, concepts can be learned from 
experience, or by communication. Concepts can represent words, actions, perceived 
phenomena, experiences, feelings, etc.  
 
A concept is instantiated (reified) by a collection of memories of actual or imagined 
phenomena. These memories may be images, sounds, image sequences, feelings, or 
any other perceived phenomena (e.g. taste, smell, etc).  
 
In cognitive psychology, Concepts are studied as the units of human cognition.  In 
philosophy, concepts are studied in the field of ontology, as part of the question of 
what entities may be said to exist and how such entities may be identified and 
associated. The study of ontologies has been carried over to informatics and semantic  
web where an ontology defines the elements of a domain.  
 

Schema  
Schema are declarative structures for representing concepts.  The term Schema and 
was originally proposed by Emmanual Kant in "Critique of Pure Reason (1781).  
Schema have been used in philosophy and cognition psychology since the 19th 
centurey to represent concepts for reasoning, perception, problem solving and natural 
language interaction.     
 
A schema (plural schemata or schemas) describes a pattern of thought that organizes 
information.  A key property of Schema is the association of concepts with 
procedures for perception, action and reasoning.  
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Schemas represent concepts as data structures with slots that define the properties of 
the concept and associate the concept with other concepts. 
 
A typical Schema for a concept has  
1) A name.  
2) A definition. 
3) Meanings: memories of examples of the concept 
4) Roles: Operations or procedures that are enabled or prevented by the concept. 
5) Relations to other concepts and other elements in LTM.  
(In many schema systems, meaning and roles are part of the list of associations).  
 
The definition of a concept can be Intensional or Extensional.   
 
An intensional definition specifies a test (or set of tests) that determine if an entity is 
an instance of the concept.  (The recognition function studied in the first 9 lectures of 
this course provides intensional definition of concepts for perception).  
 
An extensional definition provides a list of entities that can be identified as belonging 
to the concept.  
 
A meaning typically denotes memories that serve as examples. Meanings can be from 
actual examples or can be imagined.  Meanings can be visual, episodic, auditory, 
olfactory,  emotional or examples of feelings.  
 
Roles are operations or procedures (procedural knowledge) that are enabled or 
prevented by the concept. Roles can also refer to uses that the concept can have.  
 
For Example:  Consider the number 5.  
 
The number 5 has  
1) a name:  (five in english, cinq in french etc).  
2) a definition   (the name of a set of all sets with 5 elements) 
 
This is an intentional definition that may implemented either by counting the 
elements (5 comes after 4) or by direct recognition.  
 
3) Meanings:  Experiences with examples of the concept 5. (visual pattern, sounds).  
 
4) Roles: Operations such as addition, subtraction, division, etc that are made 
possible.  (Example 5 can not be directly divided by 2).  
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5) Relations.  
 
Multiple kinds of relations are possible:  
ISA and AKO:  Identifies the concept as a member of a larger class.   
(AKO = A Kind Of). Examples:   (5 ISA number)  (5 ISA integer) (5 ISA odd)  
Part-Of:  Identifies the concept as a component of a larger concept  
(5 is a part of the number 15, 5 is a part of the formula 15/3) 
Order Relations :  (5 < 6), (3 < 5), Time relations  5h is before 6h.  
 

Relations 
Relations organize concepts and associate concepts with perception, action, LTM and 
STM.  
 
Examples include temporal relations, spatial relations, Part-whole relations, family 
relations, social relations, administrative organizations, military hierarchies, and class 
hierarchies.   
 

Kinds of Relations 
A non-exhaustive list of relations between concepts includes:  

1) Class membership (ISA, AKO) relations  
2) Structural (Part-of) Relations 
3) Ordinal relations (bigger-than, smaller than) 
4) Spatial Relations (right-of, left-of, above, below, in-front-of, behind, etc) 
5) Temporal relations (Allen's 13 relations between intervals).  
6) Organizational relations (team member, leader, etc) 
7) Family (parents, brothers, sisters, etc) 
8) Causal (action A caused phenomena P) 

 
This list is NON-EXHAUSTIVE. Relations can be defined as needed by a domain.   
 
Class membership (is-a) are useful as part of the definition of a schema.  
Other relations can be Over the schema:    
on(knife, table), in(coffee, coffee-pot), before(cook, eat).  
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Predicates 
 
Relations are formalized as Predicates (Truth functions).  
 
A predicates is function that associates concepts.   Traditionally, predicates are 
assumed to be Boolean functions, but  probabilistic predicates are increasingly used 
to represent relations.  
 
A predicates is a function that tells whether or not a relation is valid for a set of 
entities. Classically, predicates are treated as Boolean functions that can only return a 
value of   TRUE or FALSE.  As we have seen, in probabilistic reasoning, predicates 
represent the likelihood that the relation holds, with a value between 0 and 1.   
 

Relations as N-Ary Predicates 
 
The "Arity" of a relation is the number of arguments. Arity represents the number of 
entities associated by the relation.  Relations may have an arity of 0 or more 
arguments.  
 
The valence or Arity of a relation is the number of entities that it associates.   
Nullary:   Friday()      ;;  a statement.  An assertion. An axiom. 
Unary:      Man(Bob)   ;;  Bob is a human of  of gender male 
Binary  Brother(Bob, Chris) ;;   Bob and Chris are brothers 
Ternary  Triangle(A, B, C)  ;; a geometric relation associating points or lines 
 
In some systems it is possible to have functions with variable arity.  These are called 
polyadic functions or variadic functions. Set(A, B, C, D) 
 
The philosopher CS Pierce (1871) demonstrated that any system of relations could be 
reduced to a hierarchy of binary relations by chunking.  This is used in the widely 
used notation:  (Subject Relation Object).  
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Implicit vs Explicit representations for Relations 
 
Relations can be represented "implicitly" or "explicitly".   
 
Implicit representation 
Most programming systems for structured knowledge representation provide data 
structures that represent cognitive units as "objects" or instances of a class.  
 
In such a system, each object is a list of named slots. Slots  can have types, default 
values, possible ranges and other defining information.    Slots can contain values for 
properties, contain pointers to other units or pointers to code that can be executed.  
Cognitive units are organised in class hierarchies, providing inheritance of structures 
and procedures.  
 
Such structures are typically accompanied by a number of procedures (methods), and 
are implemented as a form of object-oriented programming system.  
 
In such systems, the cognitive unit associates properties, code and other units 
"implicitly".   With an implicit representation, the relation is represented as a pointer 
in a slot.  
 
For example, the following is a Class for  family relations:  
 
(defclass PERSON (slot NAME) (slot FATHER) (slot MOTHER) ).  
John <- (make-instance PERSON (NAME John) (FATHER Joe) (MOTHER Jane)) 
 
The slot FATHER contains a pointer to an object of the class PERSON that 
represents the father of the person. The pointer is the object address.  
 

 Person  
 Name  
 Father 
 Mother 

Person 
 Name 
 Father 
 Mother  

 
Implicit representations are simple and more efficient in computing and memory.   
 
However, with an implicit (slot based) representation for a concept, the set of 
relations is fixed and cannot change dynamically.  
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An implicit (slot based) representation for relations is not easily completed with meta 
information.  Some forms of reasoning are much easier with an explicit 
representation.  
 
Explicit representation  
 
With an explicit representation, relations are represented by a schema whose 
arguments are concepts.  
 
Explicit Representations for relations can be changed dynamically without changing 
the underlying concept.  
 
(defclass PERSON (slot NAME) ) 
(defclass Brothersp (slot person1), (slot person2), (slot person2)) 
 
A slot holds a pointer to the object that represents the relation.  This object can then 
provide additional information about the object, such as what, where, why, when, 
who and how.  

 

Brothers 
 Person-1 
 Person-2
 Person-3 
 

Person: 
 Name 
  

 
 P2 
  

Person: 
 Name 
  

 
 P2 
  

Person: 
 Name 
  

 
 P2 
  

 
With an explicit representation for relations, it is possible to write a set of general 
procedures for acquiring (learning),  reasoning, and explaining that apply to all 
relations.  
 
With an implicit representation, such procedures would be specific to each class. 
Thus explicit relations support generalized methods acquiring (learning),  reasoning, 
and explaining about relations.  
 
For example, Allen’s temporal reasoning is much easier to program using explicit 
models of relations because the set of relations between intervals changes 
dynamically.  
 
We will see more about this in the following lectures.  


