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You may note here a connection to the research on the
word superiority effect described in Chapter 3. Recall
that people are generally faster to recognize a particu-
lar letter (such as D or K) in the context of a word (such
as WOR_) than they are to recognize it with no context
or in the context of a nonword (such as OWR_). The 
explanations offered went roughly along the follow-
ing lines. The word context helps letter recognition 
because a node corresponding to a word is activated in 
the former case. This automatic activation facilitates 
recognition of all parts of the word, thereby facilitat-
ing letter recognition. The Meyer and Schvaneveldt 
(1971) results extend this idea a little more: Individual 
nodes can be activated not just directly from external 
stimuli but also indirectly through spreading activa-
tion from related nodes.

Soon after Collins and Quillian 
that contradicted the model’s predictions.
diction of cognitive economy,
the highest and most general node possible.
contradict this assumption. Participants in 
no slower to respond to sentences such as “
move” or “An animal can move.” However,
predict that the property “can move” would be stored closest to the node for “ani-
mal” and thus that the three sentences would require decreasing amounts of time to 
verify. Conrad argued that the property “can move” is one frequently associated with 
“animal,” “shark,” and “fish” and that frequency of association, rather than cognitive 
economy, predicts reaction time.

A second prediction of Collins and Quillian’s (1969) model had to do with hierarchical 
structure. Presumably, if the network represents such words (which in turn represent 
concepts) as animals, mammals, and pigs, then it should do so by storing the node for 
“mammal” under the node for “animal” and storing the node for “pig” under the node 
for “mammal.” However, Rips, Shoben, and Smith (1973) showed that participants 
were faster to verify “A pig is an animal,” than to verify “A pig is a mammal,” thereby 
demonstrating a violation of the predicted hierarchical structure.

A third problem for the hierarchical network model was that it failed to explain other 
consistent findings. One such finding is the typicality effect. Rips et al. (1973) found 
that responses to sentences such as “A robin is a bird” were faster than responses to “A 
turkey is a bird” even though these sentences should have taken an equivalent amount 
of time to verify. In general, typical instances of a concept are responded to more 
quickly than atypical instances; in most people’s lives, robins are typical birds, whereas 
turkeys are not. The hierarchical network model did not predict typicality effects; 
instead, it predicted that all instances of a concept should be processed similarly.

Collins and Loftus (1975) presented an elaboration of the Collins and Quillian (1969) 
hierarchical network model that they called spreading activation theory. In general, these 
authors sought to both clarify and extend the assumptions made about the manner in 
which people process semantic information. They also conceived of semantic memory 
as a network, with nodes in the network corresponding to concepts. They also saw 
related concepts as connected by paths in the network. They further asserted that 
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 Figure 8.3: Depiction of 
spreading activation. Once 
the node for bread is excited, 
the activation travels to 
related nodes.


