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associated word (such as butter) than if it was an unrelated word (such as chair) or a 
nonword (such as rencle). One interpretation of this finding invokes the concept of 
spreading activation, the idea that excitation spreads along the connections of nodes in 
a semantic network. Presumably, when the person read the word bread, he or she acti-
vated the corresponding node in semantic memory. This activity primed, or changed 
the activation level of, the nodes corresponding to words related to bread. Thus, when 
processing of the word butter began, the node corresponding to it was already excited, 
and processing was consequently faster. This priming effect, originally discovered by 
Meyer and Schvaneveldt, has been widely replicated over the years since (see Neely, 
1991) and is a very important idea in understanding connectionist networks, to be 
described later.
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 Figure 8.2: Illustration of the Collins and Quillian (1969) experiment. In the two panels,  
(A) shows the hypothesized underlying semantic network, and (B) shows reaction times to 
verify sentences about information in the semantic network.

Source: Reprinted from Collins, A. M., & Quillian, M. R. (1969). Retrieval time from semantic memory. Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 8,  
p. 241. Copyright © 1969, with permission from Elsevier.


