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THIS PAPER REPORTS an experimental demonstration of the effect of
subjective organization on memorizing unrelated words. Subjective
organization refers to subjects’ tendency to recall in an invariant order
verbal items presented in varying orders from trial to trial. It has been
discussed and a method for its measurement has been described elsewhere
(Tulving, 1962).

There is some evidence (Tulving, 1961; Tulving, 1962) that subjective
organization and frequency of correct responses are positively correlated:
subjects who achieve high scores on subjective organization recall more
words than subjects with low organization scores, and increasing recall
over trials is accompanied by increasing organization: While it seems
plausible enough to assume that such a correlation between the two
response variables results from the effect of organization on performance,
alternative interpretations are not excluded. One could argue, for instance,
that organization and performance are two parallel, but independent
manifestations of “intelligence.” Thus, more intelligent subjects might
not only organize their recall more systematically than subjects of lower
intelligence, but also recall more words. Nor do other experiments, in
which recall is shown to be a function of organization inherent in the
material (for example, Bousfield, 1953; Miller & Selfridge, 1950), provide
unequivocal evidence as to the nature of the relation between the two
variables. When learning materials differ in degree of organization, they
may also differ in other variables relevant to ease of learning.

A more direct approach to the problem involves experimental manipu-
lation of subjective organization independently of changes in learning
materials or conditions of practice, If under these conditions changes in
organization lead to changes in performance, the latter variable can be
said to be dependent on the former. The experiment reported in this
paper used this general approach.

The design of the experiment was simple. Two groups of subjects
learned identical material under identical conditions of presentation and
recall, but under different sets of instructions. One group was told to
recall as many words as possible, the other group was given instructions
to organize their recall alphabetically.

1This research has been supported by the National Research Council of Canada
under Grant No. APA-39.

185
CaNabp. J. PsyceoL., 1962, 16(3)



186 ENDEL TULVING [Vol. 16, No. 3

METHOD
Subjects
Ninety-nine second-year pre-medical students enrolled in an introductory psychology

course served as Ss. The experiment was conducted as a part of the regular classroom
procedure. l

Materials

A list of 22 English nouns, covering a wide range of frequency of occurrence
values, constituted the learning material for both groups. The words, listed alpha-
betically, were: answer, buyer, cherub, despot, ether, fasces, gorget, hermit, journal,
letter, mantel, natron, orphan, person, question, rennin, satin, tempest, umbra,
vulture, windrow, and xylem. As can be seen, all words were five- to seven-letter
disyllables, and no two words had the same initial letter.

Procedure

Prior to the experiment, each S received a set of 12 recording slips with 22 con-
secutively numbered lines, and a folded sheet. The latter contained additional
instructions. The Ss were told not to look at these sheets.

The instructions given to all Ss before the first trial informed them that their task
was to memorize a list of 22 nouns which would be projected one by one on the
screen in front of the classroom. After all 22 words had been shown, they were to
record as many of the words as possible on the first recording slip. Then, when time
was called by E, they were to draw a line under the last word they had recorded,
place the slip, face down, under the pile of other slips, and be ready for the next
trial. The Ss were also informed that there were no restrictions on the order in which
they recalled the words, their main task was to recall as many words on each trial
as possible.

Words were projected with a Kodak Cavalcade 520 projector, at the rate of
approximately 1.5 sec. per word. The Ss had 90 sec. after each trial to record their
recall. The order of words in the stimulus list was changed after each trial in a
non-systematic manner. A total of 11 trials was given.

Differential Instructions

All Ss worked under identical instructions for the first three trials. After the Ss
had finished recording their recall following the third trial, E asked them to look at
the folded instruction sheets. For one-half of the total group, hereafter called the
Standard (S) Group, the instructions were: “This is just to inform you that you
have been assigned to the experimental group “S.” You should simply continue as
before, trying to do your very best on each recall trial and put down as many words
from the list as you can.”

For the other half of the Ss, hereafter referred to as the Alphabetical (A) Group,
the instruction sheets contained the following: “Try to organize your recalled words
alphabetically. When you look at the words on the screen, note their first letters, and
make an attempt to associate the word with the letter, When you write the words
down, go through the letters of the alphabet one at a time and try to remember the
word that goes with each letter.”

Thirty sec. were given Ss to read these additional instructions.

REesuLTs

In this experiment we were interested in comparing the performance
of two groups of subjects distinguished in terms of the organization of


















