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An examination of models which have been employed in
making predictions about the interference effect is made. It is
pointed out that investigators mainly have relied upon the
paired-associate model borrowed from classical studies in the field
of verbal lt,)arnIng. This basic patadigm, represented as A-B, A-C,
A-s, has produced fairly consistent results with learning tasks
consisting of words ard nonsense syllahles, but has not served as an
effective model in making predictions when meaningful passages of
prose have beep involved. The possibilities of another model from
verbal learning are studief:. It is suggested that subjective
organization, which has been useful in predicting retention in free
recall tasks, may also have relevance for explaining the forgetting
of prose material. The notion that retroactive interference or
facilitation might be predicted on the basis of passage organization
was suggested in a recent study in which an artificial structure was

imposed on the prose materials by constructing passages on the basis
of Vann diagramz. It is concluded that if prose materials having an
inherent hierarchial structure are used in a study of retroaction,
the same type of thing may happen between the original and
interpolated learning phases. That is, recall may suffer if subjects
are forced to rearrange the elements of an established hierarchical

structure. Outhor/CK)
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The lack of agreement in the findings of studies dealing with interference

and prose learning suggests that it may be advisable to take a closer look at the

particulev -r.ndtdo 'which have been employed in making predictions about the inter-

ference effect. For the most part, investigators have relied heavily upon the

paired-assouiate model borrawed from classical studies in the field of verbal

learning. This basic paradigm, represented as A-B, A-C, A-B, has produced

fairly consistent results wfth learning tasks conuisting of words and nonsense

syllables, but has not served as an effective model in making predictions when

meaningful passages of prose have been involved. Part of the problem, in addition

to trying tc dray a distinction between rote and meaningful learning, is trying

to identify just what the stimulus and response elements are in a prose passage.

In some studies they have been defined in terms of test questions based on the

passages (Anderson and Myrow, 1970, Anderson, 1970). Other attempts at oper-

ationally defining these elements have included considering the subject of a

sentence the stimulus and the predicate the response (Peairs, 1958). Not only

is there a need to place much greater emphasis upon improving operational defi-

nitions in this type of research, but an effort should also be made to break

away from our reliance upon the paired-associele model and consider other models

that mayhems more relevance to what actually occurs in the wocess of forgetting.

This does mot necessarily mean that interference cannot be explained in terms

of the retroaction paradigm., but that variables such as similarity my have to

be considered in a new light.

In order to demonstrate that we need not restrict our thinking to one basic
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model, it may be interesting to consider the possibilities of another model from

verbal learning that may be much more reasonable when considering prose materials.

It is suggested that subjective organization, which has been useful in predict-

ing retention in free recall tasks, may also have relevance for explainlng the

forgetting of prose material. There appears to be sufficient evidence now that

subjects do organize in some way what they read (Prase, 1969).

Before considering how the interference effect occurs in a retroaction ex-

periment, it seems essential that an attempt be made to establish whether or not

subjects develop organizational strategies for remembering what they learn from

reading the original passage and whether or not these strategies are similar

to those developed in a free recall task. In other words, does the interdepen-

dence hypothesis formulated by Tulving (1962) help to explain the retention of

prose material? Does the subject develop higi :r-order S-units so that within

each unit the recall of one word influences the recall uf others? When a subject

reads a passage, does he organize what he has read into conceptual categories as

part of a general retrieval strategy? Although learning the content of a passage

is certainly different from learning a list of words, it seems reasonable to sus-

pect that when subjects are faced with the need to retain passage content over a

period of time, they will attempt to identify words in the passage that are essen-

tial for retrieval of the important information. If this occurs in the game way

that it appears to in free recall (Bower, 1970), it is likely that the words

recalled first may be those that identify major concepts or superordinate cate-

gories.

The notion that retroactive interference or facilitation might be predicted

on the basis of passage organization was suggested in a recent study conducted

by the author (Anderson, 1970). In this experiment an artificial structure was

imposed on the prose materials by constructing passages on the basis of Venn

z
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Tarticular_raethod.ology_wae_employed_e_a___a_way_of

operationally defining -che variable of similarity. The passages were written

so that the subject could imposc an organization on each one that would aid

him in remembering its content. Each passage was structured on the basl.s of

two or three main sets which could be organized by the subject as higher-order

memory units and retrieved later as separate clusters. In learning the passage

the subject could use the name of the main set as a mediator or common associate.

The name assigned to each set and subset in the passage was associated with cer-

tain attributes, and each subset was considered to possess all the attilbutes of

the larger sets to which it belonged. In this way associations could be formed

between the name of the main set and all of its subsets and all of the attributes

assigned to each set and subset. Through practice the subject could store more

information in the form of higher-order memory units and develop an organization

that would aid him in remembering the content of the passage in the form of major

clusters. Since the name of each of the main sets represented a superordinate

category it could be used as a means of cuing the recall of subordinate categories

within it along with thd.r attributes. These major set names thus could mediate

the recall of the entire passage and serve as the principal components of a gen-

eral retrieval strategy.

The highly similar passage in the interpolated learning phase was based on a

Venn diagram only slightly different from that used in original learning, while

the dissimilar passage was completely different. As part of the final retention

test subjects were asked to reconstruct the Venn diagram used in writing the

original learniug passage. Subjects who read the highly similar passage performed

significantly better on this test. This could have resulted from their being

allowed to maintain basically the same structural organization in each passage

read. While 6ubjects in the dissimilar condition were developing a whole,new
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organization for remembering the content of the interpolated passa.13,1, the organi-

zation they developed during the original learning phase may have b6en extin-

guished.

A findimg such as this suggests that what is really needed it prose studies

of this kind is a means of determining just what is happening at the time the

subject reads the original and interpolated passages. If the sUbject does indeed

formulate some type of organization at each stage it would be helpful to know

something about its nature. It would be of considerable interest to know whether

or not the organizational structure developed by the subject resembles the

structure imposed on the materials by the experimenter.

The set relations methodology described above is an attempt at finding a

means of doing this. For instance, subjects could be asked to represent their

schemes for remembering passage content by constructing their own Venn diagrams

at each stage in the experiment. Other procedures, such as a free recall test,

could be given after each passage using a list that would include ail the names

and identifying attributes found in the passage. With each practice trial in

reading the passage there should be an increasing amount of clustering for those

items that are related to each other through their set relations structure. A

free association test could also be used to determine if other words which are

part of the same logical structure as the stimulus word would be given as asso-

ciates. To.some extent these methods should provide a means of determining how

associative structures change during each phase of a retroaction experiment and

how highly developed the sbructures are at each point. It maybe that a re-

trieval strategy may consist of a hierara:Iical arrangement of elements, some not

even included in the passage itself.

Instead of focusing so much attention upan similarity as an important vari-

able in predicting interference, as is done using tho paired associate model, it
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f
ma be more uzeill to try to explain forgetting in terms of what factors affect

the subject's ability to develop stable clusters or groupings. If subjects or-

ganize prose luaterial in the same way they organize a list of words in a free

recall task it is likely that one factor may be the extent to which stable clus-

teis are allowed to develop through practice. Using groupings of unrelated con-

crete nouns in a free recall experiment, Bower (1970) found that whether they

originated with the experimenter or the subject recall decreased if new groupings

were imposed on the subject on subsequent trials. If prose materials having an

inherent hierarchical structure are used in a study of retroaction it seems rea-

sonable to expect that the same type of thing may happen between the original and

interpolated leaming phases. That is, recall may suffer if subjects are forced

to rearrange the elements of an established hierarchical structure.

What has been suggested here is that the research which has been done on sub-

jective organization may have a great deal of relevance for explaining the retention

of prose material. If organizational factors are found to play an important role

in the retention of prose, it would seem that investigators interested in the inter-

ference effect will be in a much better position to evaluate the role of similarity

as an important variable. However, before it can be determined how one passage of

prose may influence the retention of another, more must be known about the nature

of retrieval strategies for individual passages. In the beginning stages of this

research it seems that these organizational processes might best be studied by em-

ploying experimental materials with a pre-determined structure. This would help to

answer some important questions, such as whether or not subjects tend to organize

prose material in a way similar to that imposed by the experimenter and whether the

organization is of a hierarchical nature. A number of questions such as this need

to be answered before much can be said about how this research will ultimately

affect the design of instructional materials.
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