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The purpose of this investigation was to examine the effects of a new 
methodology in the study of acquired meaning. Over a 15-day period, 20 boys 
and girls in a sixth-grade classroom learned to associate CVC nonsense syllables 
with classroom activities (e.g., lunch and recess). The syllables were employed as 
tickets of permission to participate in associated activities. Subsequently, 
measures were made of the semantic properties acquired by the syllabi es. The 
findings demonstrate the feasibility of employing this naturalistic methodology 
for the study of acquired meaning. 

For many centuries now, theorists 
have placed primary importance on 
simple associative processes in 
explaining how meanings are 
developed for words and material 
things. Thus, the meaning of the word 
"dog" is generated, in large measure, 
by hearing the word in the presence of 
Rover, Prince, and other canine 
denizens of the neighborhood; the 
meaning of the word "test" is 
generated from vicarious and direct 
experience with tests of different 
kinds. Nearly all experimentation with 
the associative factors in the 
acquisition of meanings has been in 
rather restrictive laboratory-like 
settings, such as the work of Nunnally 
and his colleagues (e.g., Nunnally & 
Faw, 1968) and the work of Staats 
and Staats (see Staats, 1968). The 
purpose of the study reported here 
was to explore the use of a more 
na tu ralistic methodology for 
investigating the associative factors in 
aequired meanings. Such a 
methodology eould be used to expand 
upon the findings of traditional 
laboratory investigations. 

The speeific purpose of the 
investigation was to interject neutral 
stimuli into a "real-Iife" situation to 
determine if the differences among 
syllabi es whieh have been found in 
laboratory investigations would also be 
found in a natural setting. For this 
purpose, live CVC nonsense syllabi es 
were incorporated into the daily 
routine of a sixth-grade classroom. 
Three of the syllabi es were used as 
"tickets of permission " to participate 
in three separate classroom activities 
(i.e., lunch, recess, and spelling). One 
syllable was designated to remain 
neutral in order to provide a basis of 
eomparison with the syllables 
associated with aetivities. For this 

*The study was supported, in part, by a 
research grant from the National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development, 
No. HD03083. to the second author. The 
authors wish to express their thanks to 
Dr. Keith N. Clayton and Mrs. Rebecca 
Smith for their assistance in this 
experiment. 

Psychon. Sei., 1971, Vol. 23 (2) 

reason, the fourth syllable was only 
introdueed to the class but was not 
used in conjunetion with any activity. 
The fifth syllable, introdueed after the 
study was in progress, was associated 
with Easter vacation. Except for this 
last sYllable, which was seen for only 1 
day, all the syllabi es were seen each 
school day for 3 weeks. 

SUBJECTS 
The Ss were 15 boys and 15 girls 

from a sixth-grade class In the 
Metropolitan Nashville School System. 
Only 20 Ss provided complete data for 
final analysis. 

APPARATUS AND PROCEDURE 
Stimuli 

The stimuli were five nonsense 
syllabies: FIP, PAQ, WEX, YUN, and 
ZOL. Each was determined by Noble 
(1961) to have a similar low level of 
meaningfulness. In addition, each was 
selected from a list of syllabi es which 
had previously been rated on a scale of 
pleasantness by other children (not 
used in this study). The syllables 
chosen were those which had been 
rated as neutral on this scale. Each 
syllable was placed on a card 
(1 x 2 in.) and covered with plastic. 
The syllables were assigned randomly 
to roles (i.e., vacation, recess, lunch, 
speIling, and neutral) and were the 
same f or all Ss. 

A small folder with four pockets in 
it was employed to hold the lunch, 
recess, spelling, and neutral syllabi es 
on eaeh S's desk. The folder employed 
during the first week had the activities 
typed in large letters across the top, 
and the syllable to be associated with 
each activity was typed directly under 
that activity. Because there was no 
"neutral activity," the space over the 
neutral syllable was left blank. Folders 
were made with all possible orderings 
of the four syllabi es. A second folder 
was employed for the second and third 
weeks of the association period. It was 
exactly the same as the first folder, 
except that it did not have the role of 
the syllables labeled. 

Four white cardboard boxes were 
placed at the front of the room. On 

each box, a syllable was printed in 
large letters. The syllables were those 
for recess, lunch, speIling, and neutral. 
No box was employed for the vacation 
syllable. Before participating in each 
activity, Ss were required to remove a 
syllable from their folder and place it 
in the appropriate box. The teacher 
was instructed that, if a S made an 
error, he should be required to return 
to his desk and select the proper 
syllable. 

Each day the folders were refilled 
and rotated about the room. The 
rotation was intended to prevent the 
acquisition of position habits. 

On Friday of the first week (which 
was the Friday before Easter 
vacation), the fifth syllable was 
handed out. The Ss were told that this 
new card was the one they would use 
to go horne for vacation and that they 
must turn this card in to their teacher 
before leaving at the end of the day. 

DEPENDENT MEASURES 
For the dependent measures, each S 

was seen individually in a specially 
equipped mobile lab for 
approximately 20 min. Three separate 
measures were given. The order of 
presenting the measures was 
randomized for each S. 

Semantic AppraiSafMeasure 
In this measure, adopted from 

Rileigh & Nunnally (1970), Ss were 
asked to rank order the syllables on 
each of 10 questions from three 
semantic scales. These questions were 
related to pleasantness, curio~ity value, 
and understandability. All the 
questions had the form: "Which one 
of these words (referring to the 
syllabies) reminds you most of 
something __ . ___ ?" The blank in 
each case was filled with a word or 
phrase related to the particular scale. 
Examples of each scale are as folIows: 
"Which of these words reminds you 
most of something nice?" " ... tllat 
you wonder about?" " ... that is easy 
to figure out?" The order of 
presenting the quest ions was 
randomized for each S. 

Semantic Differential 
Three items on each of three scales 

were selected from the semantic 
differential (Nunnally, 1967, 
pp. 535-544). The three scales were: 
evaluation, activity, and 
understandabiIity. The nine items were 
printed on each page of the rating 
form, with six response intervals for 
each item. The syllable to be rated was 
placed at the top of the page in large 
letters. The order of rating the 
syllabi es was randomized, with the 
restrietion that no two Ss were 
permitted to have the same order. 

Choice Behavior 
This measure determined the extent 

to which the syllabi es can influence 
the actual choices of objects. The 
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Table 1 
Summary Table for Mean Ranks for Syllablea on the Semantic Appraisal Measure 

Syllables 

Scale Vacation Lunch Recess Spelling Neutral 

Pleasantness 4.037 
Curlosity 2.550 
Understandability 3.117 

procedure followed was to place five 
identical prizes on cards in front of the 
S. Each card had one syllable printed 
on it. The S was asked, "If you had 
your choir,e of any one of these 
pencils, wh'ch one would you select?" 
After his first choice, the S was given a 
second, third, and fourth choice, each 
time removing the one just chosen 
from the range of selections. This 
procedure was repeated three tim es, 
each time with a different set of prizes 
(e.g., pencils, rulers, and erasers). The 
S was given his first choice from each 
of the three replications, but only 
after all other measures were 
completed. 

RESULTS 
Only 20 Ss provided complete data 

for the final analysis. Analyses 
indicated there were no differences 
due to day of testing or sex; therefore, 
only the results of the within-S factor 
(cue syllable) will be presented. 

Semantic Appraisal Measure 
A score of 5, 4, 3, 2, or 1 was given 

to each cue syllable, depending upon 
the rank order in which the syllable 
was chosen. (A score of 5 was given to 
the syllable chosen first. A score of 1 
was given to the first choice on reverse 
scale items, e.g., "Which of these 
words reminds you most of something 
you do not like?") A separate analysis 
of variance was calculated for each 
scale on this measure. 

Pleasantness. The cue-syllable factor 
was significant [F(4,72) = 12.466, 
P < .01]. Newrnan-Keuls comparisons 
indicated that the mean of the 
vacation syllable was different from all 
others (p < .01). The spelling and 
recess syllabI es were different from the 
neutral syllable (p < .05), and the 
syllable associated with lunch was 
different from the neutral syllable 
(p< .01). 

Curiosity. The cue-syllable factor 
was significant [F(4,72) = 4.747, 
p < .01]. A Newman-Keuls test 
revealed that the mean of the neutral 
syllable differed from all others 

150 

3.255 2.937 2.737 2.062 
2.650 2.733 3.167 3.900 
3.300 3.150 3.583 1.850 

(p < .01), except for the spelling 
syllable, where the difference was 
significant at p < .05. 

Understandability . The cue-syllable 
factor was significant 
[F(4,72) = 10.542, p< .01]. A 
Newman-Keuls analysis revealed that 
the neutral syllable was different from 
all others (p < .01). 

Table 1 presents the means for the 
five syllables on each of the semantic 
scales. 

The me ans for each S on each of the 
three scales were calculated, and a 3 
(scales) by 5 (cue syllable) analysis of 
variance was performed to determine 
if a significant interaction of these 
factors had occurred. The interaction 
was significant [F(8,152) = 9.389, 
p< .001]. 

Semantic Differential 
The results of this measure closely 

paralleled those of the semantic 
appraisal measure; therefore, they will 
not be discussed (see Wilson, 1970). 

Choice Behavior 
The same method of assigning 

scores used in the measure of semantic 
appraisal was employed for this 
measure. The cue-syllable factor was 
significant [F(4,72) = 4.645, P < .01]. 
A Newrnan-Keuls test showed that the 
me an of the vacation syllable was 
different from the neutral syllable 
(p < .01) and from the lunch and 
spelling syllabi es (p < .05). The me an 
ranks for the five syllabi es were: 3.800 
(vacation), 3.217 (recess), 2.817 
(lunch), 2.700 (spelling), 2.467 
(neutral ). 

DISCUSSION 
From both a theoretical and a 

methodological point of view. one 
rather important finding is the 
interaction observed in the semantic 
appraisal measure (i.e., Semantic 
Scales by Cue Syllable). This finding 
attests to the usefulness of the new 
semantic measures developed by 
Rileigh & Nunnally (1970). It suggests 
th a t the three types of scales 
employed provide differential 

"diagnostic" information about 
changes in meaning. Secondly, this 
finding suggests that the methodology 
employed in this study produces more 
than a change in affective tone (Le., 
pleasantness ). 

There were two unexpected 
findings. First, the syllable associated 
with spelling was rated as affectively 
neutral. Spelling had been specifically 
chosen to provide negative 
associations; however, analyses 
indicated spelling to. be relatively 
neutral activity. The second surprising 
resuIt concerns the supposedly neutral 
syllable. Familiarizing Ss with the 
neutral syllable in order to prevent it 
from being a novel stimulus during 
testing is a practice which has been 
employed routinely in previous 
studies. Apparently, this practice 
backfired because the neutral syllable 
actually became negative and an object 
of curiosity. During the investigation, 
there were some indications that this 
might be the case. Ss made numerous 
re marks to their teacher about this 
syllable, questioning its purpose. They 
apparently were confused and 
irritated, and these reactions became 
associated with the syll~ble. 

Although some of the differences 
found in the acquired meanings of 
syllabi es came as surprises, the major 
finding from the study was that the 
methodology appeared to function 
effectively, in the sense that some 
striking effects were obtained. This 
should encoJlrage those who are 
involved in the study of -acquired 
meaning to make use of .naturalistic 
settings. 
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