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On Orenstein’s and Meighan’s finding of left
visual field recognition superiority for bilaterally
presented words

WALTER F. McKEEVER
Bowling Green State University, Bowling Green, Ohio 43408

Orenstein and Meighan failed to control, or in any way monitor, the subjects’ point of fixation. Ample
evidence attests to the importance of insuring the intended fixation in bilateral presentation studies of
half-field word recognition differences. When fixation control is insured, right, not left, visual field
superiority obtains. Orenstein and Meighan's experiment offers no evidence against the “lateral
dominance” hypothesis regarding visual half-field recognition performance differences.

Orenstein and Meighan (1976) reported that words
presented bilaterally, relative to the fixation point,
were recognized significantly better in the left visual
field (LVF) than in the right visual field (RVF). Their
experiment was prompted by an earlier one (Ellis &
Shepherd, 1974) which found RVF superiority for both
“abstract” and ‘“concrete” words and significantly
greater recognition of ‘“‘concrete” than of ‘“‘abstract”
words within the LVF. Orenstein and Meighan found
their LVF superiority to be independent of variations
in either “concreteness” or the printed frequencies of
the words.

The authors concluded that their results were not
compatible with a cerebral dominance model but were
compatible with Heron’s (1957) well-known directional
scanning model. Specifically, they noted, “It is clear
that the present results, while in direct contrast to
those reported by Ellis and Shepherd (1974), are in
accord with the majority of evidence concerning verbal
material presented bilaterally (see Paivio, 1971; White,
1969).” They also noted that their results appeared
“to contradict those reported by McKeever (1971)”
but suggested that the much briefer exposures of the
McKeever experiment might have obviated the sequen-
tial processing of the stimulus array. It should be noted
that the “majority of evidence’ the authors cited as in
accord with their findings was all conducted prior to
1971 and consistently failed to control or monitor the
actual fixation point adopted by subjects.

The finding I wish to take issue with is that of LVF
superiority. Whether concrete or abstract words are
differentially recognizable in the half-fields is an open
question. Specifically, the points I wish to make are:
(a) that assurance regarding the subjects’ fixation is an
essential requirement of such bilateral presentation
experiments, and (b) that when such assurance has
been secured, the evidence for RVF, not LVF, recogni-
tion superiority is rather overwhelming.

Failure to control, or at least monitor, the subjects’
fixation constitutes a critical weakness in the Orenstein
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and Meighan experiment. The naive assumption—charac-
teristic, I regret to say, of nearly the entirety of work
on “serial position effects” in recognition of tachisto-
scopically presented letter arrays for a period of about
50 years—should not be perpetuated in 1976. Strong
habits to look to the “beginning” of the letter array
undoubtedly exist, as Heron (1957) rightly hypoth-
esized. Subjects free to look where they choose will
deviate their fixation from the intended fixation point
in accordance with the “payoff matrix” of the experi-
ment, which is typically to simply recognize as many
stimuli as possible. When the subject knows that words
will appear bilaterally on every trial, the strategy of
moving one’s fixation to or toward the point corres-
ponding to the beginning (leftmost element) of the array
is maximally effective for overall recognition perform-
ance, since all words then fall within the RVF. The fact
that LVF superiority obtains only under conditions of
uncontrolled and/or unmonitored fixation offers strong
support for the validity of this explanation. The
Orenstein and Meighan study, like that of Hines (1972),
provides only more recent evidence than cited by
Orenstein and Meighan for the probable operation of
this strategy.

When care has been taken to insure the intended
fixation, or when the location of the stimulus words
is not predictable, so that midfield fixation is maximally
effective, RVF superiority clearly obtains. Numerous
experiments, utilizing a wide range of exposure times,
attest to this central fact. Thus, strong RVF superiority
has been found when fixation is controlled by a require-
ment that subjects report a small digit appearing at the
fixation point on all bilateral stimulus trails (Gill &
McKeever, 1974; Hines, 1972, 1975; Klein, Moscovitch,
& Vigna, 1976; Mackavey, Curcio, & Rosen, 1975;
McKeever, 1971; McKeever & Huling, 1971a,b; and
others). When subjects are required to report a digit
that “might appear” at fixation (actually appearing
50% of the time), RVF superiority is just as great as
when digits appear on every trial (McKeever, Suberi,
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& VanDeventer, 1972). Finally, when the subject
cannot predict where the words will appear (unilateral
and bilateral trials intermixed), strong RVF superiority
obtains for both unilateral and bilateral trials without
any stimulus appearing at fixation at all (Kerschner &
Gwan-Rong Jeng, 1972; Olson, 1973).

Orenstein and Meighan’s conclusion that, as a model
for explaining lateral recognition asymmetries, “the
concept of cerebral dominance may be only an in-
appropriate label applied to a group of factors related
to sequential aspects of perceptual processing” is un-
justified. Their experiment lacked the power to assess
the model.
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