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Introductio n 

It  i s nearl y a  truis m t o stat e tha t  meaningfulnes s improve s 
memory.  Stimulu s meaningfulnes s i s widel y reporte d t o 
improv e fre e recal l  (Bower ,  Clark ,  Lesgold ,  &  Winrenz , 
1969) ,  recognitio n memor y (Bac h &  Underwood ,  1970) ,  an d 
figure  recognitio n (Mandle r  &  Day ,  1987) .  W e prop)Os e tha t 
th e well-documente d advantag e o f  stimulu s meanin g i s no t 
absolut e an d tha t  th e exten t  t o whic h meanin g improve s 
memory greatl y depend s o n th e natur e o f  th e memor y task . 

Recent  researc h ha s explore d th e phenomeno n o f  fals e 
memory,  define d a s th e erroneou s retrieva l  o f  nonpresented . 
but  associated ,  informatio n wit h presente d stimul i  (Roedige r 
& McDennott ,  1995) .  TTii s stud y investigate d th e mediatin g 
rol e o f  meanin g o n th e incidenc e o f  suc h fals e memories . 

Specifically ,  w e sugges t  tha t  meaningfull y encodin g 
picture s ma y b e detrimenta l  t o recognitio n whe n distractor s 
ar e semanticall y relate d t o previousl y see n items .  I n thi s 
situation ,  w e expec t  semanti c distractor s t o b e falsel y 
remembered . 

Methods 

We assemble d a  se t  o f  1 6 tangra m picture s (Figur e 1) . 
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Figur e 1 :  Example s o f  tw o semanticall y relate d tangram s 
Al l  picture s wer e compose d o f  th e sam e seve n geometri c 
shapes . 

We varie d acces s t o meanin g b y presentin g tangram s 
crosse d o n thre e dimensions :  labelin g (labele d o r  unlabeled) , 
orientatio n (uprigh t  o r  upside-down) ,  an d difficult y (eas y o r 
har d t o interpret ,  a s determine d b y pretesting) . 

Participant s studie d a  serie s o f  targe t  tangram s presente d 
sequentiall y  o n a  compute r  monito r  fo r  1  sec .  "Labeled " 
tangram s wer e presente d wit h a  categor y labe l  identifyin g th e 
picture .  Participant s mad e old-ne w judgment s abou t  a  secon d 
set  tangram s includin g th e targe t  picture s an d tw o type s o f 
nonpresente d distractors .  Semanticall y relate d distractor s 

share d th e sam e identit y bu t  wer e differen t  instance s o f 
targets .  F(m -  example ,  whe n a  ca t  wa s th e target ,  a  differen t 
pictur e o f  a  ca t  woul d serv e a s it s semanti c distractor . 
Unrelate d distractor s depicte d object s conceptuall y distinc t 
from  th e targets . 

Results 

Preliminar y findings  reveale d that ,  a s predicted ,  increase d 
acces s t o meanin g increase d th e incidenc e o f  fals e memory . 
Correc t  response s o n th e old-ne w recognitio n tas k consiste d 
of  respondin g "old "  t o a  targe t  an d "new "  t o eithe r  typ e o f 
distractor .  Th e percentag e o f  correc t  response s wa s highe r  fo r 
targe t  item s fo r  al l  thre e picture s type s i n whic h acces s t o 
meanin g wa s hig h (i.e. .  upright ,  labeled ,  an d easy) . 

The (̂ posit e patter n hold s fo r  th e semanticall y relate d 
distractors .  Th e percentag e o f  correc t  response s wa s lowe r  fo r 
semanti c distractor s whe n acces s t o meanin g wa s high .  Tha t 
is ,  participant s faile d t o correctl y rejec t  semantlcally-relate d 
distractors .  Thes e fmding s sugges t  tha t  condition s tha t 
encourag e meaningfu l  encodin g ma y als o encourag e 
participant s t o falsel y recogniz e picture s tha t  wer e neve r 
presoited . 

Acknowledgments 

We than k Davi d Utta l  fo r  hi s generou s suppor t  an d advice . 
Thi s stud y wa s funde d i n par t  b y graduat e fellowship s t o 
bot h author s fro m Northwester n university . 

References 

Bach,  M .  J. ,  &  Underwood ,  B .  J .  (1970) .  Developmenta l 
change s i n memor y attributes .  Journa l  o f  Educationa l 

Psychplpgy .  4 .  292-296 . 

Bower ,  G .  H. ,  Clark ,  M .  C ,  Lesgold ,  A .  M. ,  &  Winzenz , 
D.  (1969) .  Hierarchica l  retrieva l  scheme s i n recal l  o f 
categorize d wor d lists .  Journa l  o f  Verba ]  Learnin g an d 

Veil̂ a l  Behavior .  8 .  323-343 . 

Mandler ,  J .  M. ,  &  Day ,  J .  (1975) .  Memor y fo r  orientatio n 
of  form s a s a  functio n o f  thei r  meaningfulnes s an d 
complexity .  Journa l  o f  Experimenta l  Chil d Psvcholoev . 

20.430-443 . 

Roediger ,  H .  L. ,  &  McDennott ,  K .  B .  (1995) .  Creatin g 
fals e memories :  Rememberin g word s no t  presente d i n 
lists .  Journa l  o f  Experimenta l  Psvchologv :  Leaminp . 

Memorv.  an d CogniUon .  21 .  803-814 . 

1257 


	cogsci_1998_1257



