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A related, and classic, study by Hunt, 
Lunneborg, and Lewis (1975) examined
a specific hypothesized component of
intelligence, verbal ability. These authors
examined two groups of undergraduate 
students: those with relatively high scores 
on a verbal subtest of a standardized test 
similar to the College Board’s SAT and 
those with relatively low scores on the 
same test. (The authors pointed out that
the latter group had scores that would be 
considered “average” in the general popu-
lation.) The aim of the study was to inves-
tigate whether differences in verbal ability, 
as reflected in standardized scores, might
be explained by differences in basic cog-
nitive skills.

One of the many cognitive tasks Hunt et al. (1975) assigned to the participants was 
based on a perceptual matching task created by Posner, Boies, Eichelman, and Taylor 
(1969). In this task, participants are presented with two letters—for example, A and B, 
A and a, or A and A. They are to decide, as quickly as possible, whether the two letters 
presented are the same. In one condition (called “physical match”), they are instructed 
to respond yes only when the two stimuli match exactly—“A A” or “a a,” for example,
but not “A a.” In another condition (called “name 
match”), participants are instructed to respond yes 
if the two stimuli refer to the same letter, so that “A 
A,” “a a,” and “A a” all should receive yes responses.

Hunt et al. (1975) designed their experiment 
according to the following logic: A person’s being 
highly verbal ought to imply “an ability to inter-
pret arbitrary stimuli” and, in particular, an ability 
to translate “from an arbitrary visual code to its 
name” (p. 200). Thus, they expected the highly 
verbal students to be especially adept in the name 
match condition relative to the students of less 
verbal ability.

Indeed, as Figure 14.2 indicates, this is what 
they found. Both groups were approximately

rapidly between a physical stimulus and a 
ognition of the particular letters.

Psychologists and educators debate fiercely the issue of whether intelligence is one 
thing or several things. A controversial book aimed at the general public, The Bell 
Curve (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994), stirred a simmering pot of contention when it 
appeared, making the following strong assertions (among others):
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 Figure 14.1: Mean reaction
times in a memory-scanning 
task for children of different 
ages and abilities.

Source: Keating, D. P., & Bobbitt, B. L. (1978). 
Individual and developmental differences in 
cognitive-processing components of mental 
ability. Child Development,49, p. 161.
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 Figure 14.2: Mean 
reaction times for high- and 
low-verbal participants in a 
perceptual matching task.

Source: Adapted from Hunt, E., Lunneborg, C., & 
Lewis, J. (1975). What does it mean to be highly 
verbal? Cognitive Psychology, 7, 194–227.


