
Skill-Based Learned Oculomotor Avoidance

Tsion A. Eshetu1 & Brad T. Stilwell1
1Wake Forest University, Department of Psychology

Search Task

RT Results

First Fixation Results

General Method

Introduction

1. Theeuwes (1992). Perception & Psychophysics
2. Anderson et al. (2021). Neuroscience & 

Biobehavioral Reviews
3. Gaspelin et al. (2017). AP&P
4. Wang & Theeuwes (2018). JEP:HPP
5. Stilwell & Vecera (2022). AP&P

We thank the members of our research 
team, the SLAP Lab, for their hard 

work on this project. 

General Aim: 
This study tests the real-time 

dynamics of how we learn to suppress 
color singletons using eye tracking.

Key Finding
Oculomotor Suppression: Participants got better at 

avoiding the singleton over time.

These findings support both the oculomotor suppression hypothesis and 
rapid disengagement hypothesis, which we and others have termed this combined 
mechanism as learned oculomotor avoidance. This mechanism aligns with negative 
reinforcement in the animal learning literature, such as avoidance and escape learning.

Participants were 
less distracted 
over time and 

more so for the 
high- than low-

frequency colors.

Conclusions

• Salient distractors (e.g., color singleton) capture 
attention during a visual search task for a target (e.g., 
shape singleton).1

• Evidence suggests experience can be used to learn 
to suppress salient distractors.2

• The mechanism underlying this suppression remains 
unclear.
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Key Finding 

Key Finding 

Rapid Disengagement: Participants got better at 
disengaging from the singleton over time. 
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• Hypotheses:
• Oculomotor Suppression3

• Rapid Disengagement4

• Learned Oculomotor Avoidance5


