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Introduction 
 

 
 
Click on the tabs to examine concepts, prototypes, and symbols.  
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Concepts 
 

 
 
Concepts are mental groupings of similar objects, people, or events. What comes to mind when 
you think about the concept of a bird? Do you think of types of birds and their common features? 
Do you visualize any images? “Bird” is a mental grouping for all types, sizes, and varieties of an 
animal with feathers, wings, and a beak. Concepts can also influence and determine behavior. 
For example, you might assume it is appropriate to pet an animal after determining it is a dog, but 
you would behave differently if you classified the animal as a wolf. Many animals can also 
categorize and form concepts. For example, pigeons can sort objects.  
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Prototypes 
 

 
 
Concepts are often formed by developing prototypes. These are mental images, or best 
examples of a concept.  When you think “bird,” the prototype that comes to mind might be a robin 
or a cardinal. Sorting and matching items into categories provides an easy method to thinking 
quickly.  
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Symbols 
 

 
 
Symbols are visual representations of concepts. They can also represent abstract thoughts. For 
example, written language is made up of symbols consisting of letters and words. Without the 
symbols, it would be difficult to think about concepts that are not present.   
 


