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Tachistoscopic word recognition can be conceptualized as a situation
in which S has to select a previously learned response from a set of
alternative responses. Information from various sources can be used
by S in arriving at the correct response. 3 experiments, in which recog-
nition thresholds for target words were correlated with measures of
information content and degree of congruity of their pre-exposure con-
texts, were conducted to evaluate the hypothesis that the amount of
information that S needs from the tachistoscopically presented stimulus
varies inversely with the amount of available relevant contextual in-
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formation.
support for the hypothesis.

While it is perhaps rash to suggest
that the human organism is nothing
but a communication channel, con-
ceptual analyses of behavior are often
aided by analogies between experi-
mental paradigms and communication
situations. Consider, for instance,
the experiment in which recognition
thresholds are determined for tachis-
toscopically presented words. The
S's task in the experiment can be
conceived of as the selection of re-
sponses from a more or less well-
defined set of previously learned and
integrated responses. This response
selection is guided by various sources
of information, both controlled and
uncontrolled, that are available to S.
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Data from the experiments were interpreted as providing

One such source of information lies
in the tachistoscopically presented
stimulus word. Probability of correct
response increases monotonically with
exposure duration, expressing the
direct relation between amount of
stimulus information available from
the tachistoscopic exposure and the
duration of the exposure, but the
amount of information available is
relatively independent of the amount
of information contained in the stimu-
lus (Miller, Bruner, & Postman, 1954 ;
Tulving, 1963).

Given a systematic relation between
exposure duration and the amount of
information available from the stimu-
lus, measures of recognition threshold
can be thought of as reflecting the
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amount of stimulus information that
S needs for response selection. In
these terms, then, all systematic
variability in recognition thresholds
indicates differential availability of
information from other sources.

The S can sometimes select the
correct response in the complete
absence of stimulus information (Gol-
diamond & Hawkins, 1958 ; Smock &
Kanfer, 1961). This observation, and
the fact that complete but incorrect
responses conveying some information
often occur prior to the veridical
report (Bricker & Chapanis, 1953),
provide ample evidence for the uti-
lization of information from other
sources. The existence of thesc
sources has long been known, and
terms such as set, hypothesis, and
expectancy have been used to refer
to them.

It is reasonable to assume that
different sources of information are
complementary to one another in
the sense that if one source provides
much information then less informa-
tion is needed from other sources.
The experiments reported in the
present paper were designed to evalu-
ate the hypothesis that visual dura-
tion threshold (VDT), reflecting the
amount of stimulus information
needed by S, varies inversely with the
amount of information provided by
the context of the target word. In
the first experiment, VDT was meas-
ured as a function of length of pre-
exposure contexts that were either
congruous or incongruous with the
target word. The second experiment
provided quantitative measures of
two properties of contexts: informa-
tion content, and degree of congruity
with the target word. In the third
experiment, covariations among VDT
of target words and the two dimen-
sions of contexts were examined.
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[xpERrRIMENT 1

Grammatical sequences of words
and letters are redundant : S can often
guess the word or letter that follows
a given sequence. The accuracy of
such guesses increases with increasing
length of preceding context, up to a
limit of 5-10 words (Aborn, Ruben-
stein, & Sterling, 1939) or 30-35
letters (Burton & Licklider, 1955).
Increasing the length of context nar-
rows the range of possible alternatives
or increases the amount of information
that is available to S about the target
word. If, in a tachistoscopic experi-
ment, VDT is directly related to the
amount of stimulus information
needed by S to make the correct
response, and if the amount of this
information varies inversely with the
amount of relevant information avail-
able from other sources, then it would
be expected that VDT for words ap-
pearing in presence of context would
decrease with increasing length of the
context.

Increasing the length of context
increases the amount of relevant
information about the target word
only if the context is congruous with
the target word, that is, if the word
following a given context does not
violate the rules of the language with
which Ss are familiar. 1f the target
word is incongruous with the context,
then increasing the length of the con-
text would be expected to decrease
the amount of relevant information
and to increase recognition threshold
for the target word shown tachis-
toscopically.

Method

General design—Thresholds for target
words were determined under 10 experimental
conditions provided by orthogonal combina-
tions of five lengths (0, 1, 2, 4, and 8 words)
and two levels of congruity (*‘congruous’’ and
“incongruous’) of context. FEach of the 10
Ss employed in the experiment was tested
























