VIVIDNESS OF WORDS AND LEARNING TO LEARN IN
FREE-RECALL LEARNING!

ENDEL TULVING, JOHN A. McNULTY,? ano MARCIA OZIER
University of Toronto

ABSTRACT

Eighty-two words of approximately equal frequency-of-occurrence value were
rated for vividness (V) and meaningfulness (M) by two independent groups of 100
raters. From this set of words three lists of 16 words each were then constructed. The
lists varied in V, but were equal in M. They were used as learning materials in an
experiment that was designed (1) to investigate the relation between V and free
recall, and (2) to demonstrate learning to learn effects. The results showed that Ss
learned lists of higher V more readily than the list of low V, and subsequent lists
more readily than the first. Subjective organization (SO) scores were related to both
vividness and learning to learning to learn effects.

IT HAS BEEN THOUGHT FOR A LONG TIME that the vividness of an experience
is an important determinant of the ease with which the experience can be
remembered. In the laboratory, investigations of this problem have
usually taken the form of testing the recall for verbal materials varying in
vividness. Haagen (1949) had subjects rate pairs of adjectives for several
attributes, including vividness of connotation. Miller and Dost (1964)
used Haagen’s lists of high, medium, and low vivid adjectives in a
memory task and found that recognition of previously seen words was a
function of their vividness. Bowers (1931) found positive correlations
between rated imagery of words and their frequency of recall by groups
of subjects, and in another paper (Bowers, 1932) reported very reliable
ratings of “distinctness of visual images” for single letters and groups of
letters. These scattered experiments suggest that vividness of verbal units
can be assessed experimentally and that it is related to retention of these
units. The present experiment was designed to explore the relation
between vividness and free-recall learning of English nouns.

The study consisted of two parts. In the first, vividness (V) of a set of
82 nouns was measured by a rating-scale procedure. The same set of
words was also rated for meaningfulness (M). Rated meaningfulness of
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nonsense syllables has been shown to be closely related to meaningfulness
measured by other kinds of scaling methods (Noble, Stockwell, & Pryer,
1957), and to such variables as judged speed of learning, familiarity, and
pronunciability (Underwood & Schulz, 1960).

In the second part of the study, word lists at a fixed level of M and
frequency of occurrence, but varying in V, were used to determine the
relation between V and free-recall learning. The design of the experiment
also permitted an evaluation of learning to learn effects in free-recall
learning, a topic on which there exists conflicting evidence (Dallett, 1963;
Murdock, 1960).

MEASUREMENT OF VIVIDNESS

Method

A sample of 82 two-syllable nouns, 5 to 7 letters in length, was selected from among
the words in the Thorndike-Lorge word book (1944) whose G count was between
15 and 19. These words were listed in a haphazard order and mimeographed on two
sheets of paper. The two sheets (A and B), together with a face sheet containing
instructions, were stapled into three-page booklets used in obtaining ratings of V
and M. In half the booklets the sheets were in the order AB, in the other half they
were in the order BA.

In the instructions for rating vividness, vividness was defined as “the ease with
which you can picture something in your mind.” The raters were to indicate how
vivid each word was by indicating the position of the word on a seven-point scale on
which the rating of 1 corresponded to “no image” and 7 corresponded to “extreme
vividness.” The instructions for rating meaningfulness were similar to those on vivid-
ness. The raters were asked to indicate on a seven-point scale “how meaningful” each
word was to them. On the scale, 1 corresponded to “meaningless” and 7 to “extreme
meaningfulness.” In rating of both V and M, the raters were asked to use the full
range of the scale and to treat each word independently.

The ratings were obtained from a total of 200 Ss, consisting of 100 psychology
undergraduates (Group 1) and 100 premedical students (Group 2). In each of these
groups, 50 Ss rated the 82 words for V (Groups 1V and 2V), and 50 Ss rated the
words for M (Groups 1M and 2M).

Results

The rating procedure yielded 100 ratings of V and 100 ratings of M
for each of the 82 words. The V score of a given word was defined as the
mean of the V ratings from a given sample of raters, and the M score as
the mean of the M ratings.? In Table I are shown mean V scores and
mean M scores for all 82 words and their standard deviations for separate
groups of 50 raters as well as the total sample of raters. The important
fact in Table I concerns the variability of V and M scores. The variance
is greater for V than for M. The F test for the testing of the differences

3The complete list of 82 words and their V and M scores can be obtained from the
senior author.






























