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Retroactiv e Inhibitio n Doe s No t  A lway s Occu r  Wi t h Simila r  Item s 

Jod y Gevin s Underwoo d {liNl>KRWjS@ t  IRVAX.VANDERBILT.EDU ) 
Learnin g Technolog y Center ,  Vanderbil t  Universit y 

Nashville ,  T N 3721 2 U S A 

The paired-associat e (PA )  learnin g metho d i s describe d i n 
detai l  i n Melto n (1970) .  I n essence ,  th e subjec t  i s  presente d 
wit h a  se t  o f  items .  Eac h ite m i s mad e u p o f  a  stimulu s an d 
respons e pair .  Eac h ite m i s introduce d t o th e subjec t  on e o r 
more time s an d the n th e memor y o f  th e respons e i s teste d b y 
th e presentatio n o f  th e stimulu s ter m alone .  Th e se t  i s 
considere d learne d i f  th e subjec t  correctl y identifie s th e 
respons e t o eac h stimulu s tw o consecutiv e time s throug h 
th e se t  (Barne s &  Underwood ,  1959) . 

Studie s i n P A learnin g hav e show n tha t  whe n a  stimulus -
respons e pai r  i n th e secon d se t  ha s a  stimulu s ite m tha t  i s 
ver y simila r  t o a  stimulu s ite m i n th e first  set ,  tha t  th e 
respons e fro m th e first  se t  i s  wipe d out .  Man y studie s hav e 
addresse d th e interlis t  effect s o f  a  rang e o f  simila r  stimulu s 
items ,  an d o f  retentio n o f  th e first  list .  Consistently ,  th e 
result s sho w tha t  wit h stimul i  identica l  an d response s 
runnin g fro m neutra l  t o differen t  ther e i s  retroactiv e 
interference ,  decreasin g i n magnitud e a s stimulu s similarit y 
decreases . 

However ,  th e literatur e doe s no t  addres s wha t  happen s i f 
th e subjec t  know s h e need s t o remembe r  th e first  list .  Whil e 
simplifyin g assumption s ar e ofte n mad e i n a n experiment , 
the y d o no t  necessaril y  validat e th e conclusion s tha t  ca n b e 
draw n fro m th e results .  I n particular ,  the y shoul d no t  b e s o 
simpl e tha t  the y d o no t  reflec t  reality .  I n mos t  cases , 
subject s i n P A experiment s d o no t  hav e t o remembe r  th e 
thing s the y first  lear n whe n learnin g ne w items .  Thi s place s 
a majo r  restrictio n o n ho w yo u lear n i n th e rea l  world — 
cumulatively .  No t  havin g t o lear n cumulativel y open s th e 
way fo r  interlis t  confusions ,  tha t  is ,  assignin g differen t 
association s t o simila r  stimuli ,  an d forgettin g th e item s i n 
th e first  list .  I f  on e ha s t o lear n cumulatively ,  a s i n th e rea l 
world ,  retroactiv e inhibitio n doe s no t  hol d i n th e wa y i t  ha s 
been reported . 

I n m y experiment ,  participant s learne d 1 6 character s o f  th e 
Japanes e Katakan a syllabary—eigh t  o n on e day ,  an d eigh t  o n 
th e followin g day .  Letter s wer e taugh t  usin g th e P A method . 
Si x o f  th e letter s i n th e secon d lis t  wer e rate d a s highl y 
simila r  t o si x letter s i n th e first  lis t  b y a n independen t  grou p 
of  judges .  Afte r  learnin g th e first  se t  o f  letters ,  th e subject s 
practice d b y readin g word s mad e o f  th e letters .  Th e letter s 
learne d o n th e first  da y wer e practice d agai n o n th e secon d 
day ,  an d the n th e secon d se t  presente d an d learned . 
Participant s di d no t  se e th e first  se t  o f  letter s whe n learnin g 
th e secon d set .  Afte r  learnin g bot h sets ,  participant s read  a 
passag e containin g al l  1 6 letters ,  eac h appearin g 2 5 times , 
fo r  a  tota l  o f  40 0 letters .  Th e result s presente d her e ar e base d 

on th e mistake s th e subject s mad e i n tha t  reading .  Thes e 
subject s mad e a n averag e o f  25. 8 confusion s betwee n th e 
highl y simila r  letters ,  an d a n averag e o f  24. 8 error s o f  othe r 
types .  A  confusio n i s  define d a s sayin g th e nam e o f  on e 
lette r  whe n seein g it s simila r  counterpart .  Thes e wer e bot h 
ver y hig h erro r  rate s compare d t o th e othe r  experimenta l 
groups .  (Becaus e th e othe r  experimenta l  condition s ar e no t 
relevan t  t o th e resul t  bein g presented ,  I  wil l  no t  g o int o 
more detai l  abou t  them. )  Base d o n previou s result s fro m 
researc h i n P A learning ,  on e woul d predic t  tha t  subject s 
woul d alway s sa y th e second-lis t  ite m whe n seein g eithe r  a 
first-  o r  second-lis t  item .  Thi s di d no t  happen .  Subject s 
incorrectl y sai d th e name s o f  first-list  item s whe n seein g 
second-lis t  item s 3 6 % o f  th e time ;  the y incorrectl y rea d first 
lis t  item s 6 4 % o f  th e time ,  sayin g th e second-lis t  ite m 
instead .  Tha t  is ,  subject s stil l  remembere d th e first  ite m 
somewhat .  N o subjec t  confuse d al l  si x simila r  pairs—mos t 
confuse d a t  leas t  th e tw o pair s tha t  wer e rate d a s th e mos t 
highl y similar .  O f  thos e pairs ,  confusion s wen t  i n bot h 
directions ;  ther e wa s als o a  simila r  rati o o f  readin g th e first-
and second-lis t  item s correctly . 

One possibl e explanatio n i s tha t  th e learner s remembered 
tha t  the y learne d th e first  item ,  an d tha t  whe n teste d late r 
wil l  tr y t o us e al l  th e informatio n tha t  the y learned .  I f  tha t 
wer e true ,  the n ther e woul d b e som e measur e o f  randomnes s 
i n ho w ofte n th e first-list  ite m wa s said .  Bu t  tha t  doe s no t 
see m t o b e th e case .  Th e first-lis t  ite m i s stil l  i n memory . 

I n summary ,  existin g researc h i n P A doe s no t  exten d 
outsid e o f  th e narro w rang e o f  task s i n whic h th e origina l 
association s ar e t o b e erased ,  o r  i n whic h stimulus-respons e 
pair s fo r  simila r  stimul i  ar e al l  t o b e retaine d indefinitely . 
Othe r  peopl e hav e mad e thi s criticis m o n genera l  principles , 
but  m y experimen t  offer s empirica l  evidenc e tha t  retroactiv e 
inhibitio n doe s no t  occu r  outsid e th e narro w limit s explore d 
by P A studie s s o far . 
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