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Introduction -
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Selective Learning of Prose Passages Due to

Aggression Content -

s

”
’ - »

- \_

Today I'm going to describe a test of the selectiye learning hypothesis, -

This hypothesis states' that "people;s learning for verbal materials will be

affected in varyingtways by the material's threatening or unpleasant content.”
. . . [N

In other Wo'rds, if you present a story about murder and you présent a storj

about, nashed.iotatoes, people will Iearn the stgry'about murder differently be-

"

cause of its threat, , .

'Y -

This area has been studied for at least 70 years, and the first thing I'll

discuss is the history of the hypothesis.

The second thing I'l1l discuss_is

the methodologlcal d1ff1cu1ty of studying the area,.and the third and last

3

thing I'dl discuss is the present experiment.

i1,

l -

-

®

l

Histoiy.of the Hypothesis

I

-

L

A. Origin,

/ﬁ'

The first selective learning experiments in this country be-
. - I

gan in’ the 1910*s and bf 1930, roughly 30 studiés were reviewed in a paper b{

1 { . . [

Meltzer Typlcally, in, these expennments, an experrmenter‘presented some

threaten1ng verbal materlalstzusually threatenlng words in word lists, and also.
CooA

to participamts.

+ F ——i

presented some matched non-threatening materials,

menters then tested if the Iearnlng_of partlcipants would be 1n£1uenced by the

threaten1ng content of the st1muli . ' s
e S *
_Early experimenters identifled this sélectrve learning research as a test

L)

The expen-

- L

They had some Justifrcation in this. In

of Freud's theory of repression

he~refers.Jxmjinittpn_naterial which,

Fieud's P3ychopathoiogy of Everyday L1fe,

s

-

because of some 1nputation or content, may be learned less well or forgotten.
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In other words, Freud theorized that some written material.could pe kept out’

.
‘ ¥ .

o¥ consefiousness because of the unacceptable sexual or aggréssi

L] h .

instinctual

drives ‘it called forth. e\ v In the Interpretationyof Dreams

-
" . a -
.

and elsewhere rEIQggqpostulated many intervening, mechan1sms wh1ch would bring

e mmam m——

L . .

»
-abvut this response, " . . " . .

r
- - »

In the 1950's, researchers'split-gger whether the laboratory selective

. S . 1 . — ’
learning experiment 1s.an adequate‘pr reasonable test_of repression, That R

[y ” . ~ v e

ebate his cont1nued to the present, with artlcles by Aeller 1n 1950 Holmes in

1974 and Erdelyi 1n 1979, But I'm going to concentrate }p th1s paper only'on

- ‘\'
measurement of the selective learning behav1or itself, and not on’ 1ts 1mp11ca-

tions for various personality theories. .
\i , ¥, . ) -..
. . /"‘ ‘ ’ ) T.t
111, Methodological Review ' ‘. . . : . .

u

. . b « 7
A. Results: "Up to now, I have not mentioned the results of these studies.

\Perhaps you have anticipated, even if you are mot ‘familiar with the area, thét
3 -t
the results are mixed, Several e;per1mentersjbnd reviewers have fide attempts

[ Y

v ey
to tome to terms with these'mixed results, Zeller, for instance

n'ﬁis ex- . -

ce11ent 1950 review of .the area, suggested that d1ffer1ng results may be due tb
-

*,

*

.

the differing age, sex, socioeconomic status, and so forth, of the part1c;pants

- - - .7 - ' LI
involved in iﬁfse experimernts. : .. - ..
. LY - N - L] . - *

_ While, th1s is poss1b1e 1 be11eve it is more 11ke1y that differences in',

- -

exper1menta1 des1gn may cause d1f¥er1ng results, At f1rst glance, the area

,seems simple enough to research in. All ohe need do, s get some part1c1pants .t
,,

. and show them verbzl st1mu11 with threaten1ng content, and verbal stimuli with-

out it, and check for“differences in learning the stimuli, Its been done many
. 1 " -, . p
times, Theré are several problems with this, however. Let us say that the

4
ﬁxperimentmiscconducted and threaten1ng verbal materials' are 1earned less ggll

Many attributes. of the words aside from threatening_content may be K/h51ng the T J

e




. . ¢ g ) \ .
, . ] » & 2 .
« ’ [} 2 ’ o
* - Fhd " 4 = ’ [ 4 ) %
- X > " ?: - &
» ' ‘; L . . ~ _ .
‘- differences in learming. For instance, have the words been equated on fre- ‘

. ¢ s

- N ’ - s -
- quency of occurence? Have_they been equated in imagery, meaningfulness, and

LI - . . . . .
so‘on? All of ‘these attributes influence retention. Furthér, Underwood dem- ' .

_oftrated that’Eelationships between each word and all the other words in a ¢

; . list pffects 1earn1ng (1949) And, if words are combined into prose pasgages,*

problems of equatlng become even ‘more complex. ) . ‘

- t

. The question mightt bé raised as to whether there is a bet

can be usedto answer the research question. . .

» - 2 -~ .
. » . - - »

. . 'Individual differences. The answeri suggested as early as 1930 by

n
. ®

® 0 —_ e

¢ " Meltzer, is to look at 1nd1ﬁ1dua1 differences. Say a threatening and non-

Y

threatehing word list are J ven to péople Say,\also, that some people learn

the non-threaten1ng 1ist best,. wh1Lé otHér pe0p1e show a stat15t12a11y signif-

-

- icant opposite learning. @hen gne finds a result such as this, it is clear . \

“ '

! that there are differences amomng the people. This is the case whether or not
’ . : ’ + o d - * oy
the stimuli are equated.on httrﬁbutes other than threat, becausé with the same ..
. PN
v - stnpul:., equated or not, d'1fferences a:ce found 3.the. people. Of course 1t

|
s - ‘

may be p0551b1e though "less likely, that individual differences are in re-
. " f F Y.
ey sponse to othef formal a7er1bute§' But thez should exist,if threat has ap
. . » ’

N effect . . . .
LY . P4 . // B ]

' Hlstpn;cally, individual dlfferences hav® been measured by coming up with t

* . -

. a simple di ¢e score for an,individual. The score on 3 person's learning

[ - N - »

the threatening material is subtracted from their score on learning the non- , ‘
|
|

- . . WL . y . . P R
- threatening material to credte a difference score. The intent is that this
%o * hd -

v difference score represents the differenée in learning due tp aggressive con-

. M L]
..\' .

> ’
. tent in the words. This resulting difference score is then gorrelated with an

f | x - . . :
o . £ - 5 : * . s - |
independent personalitx attribute thought related tb selective lgarning. Now,
K ,_.)" ‘ b= j o,
—_ . in many:respects-thls—apprbachqappears_to bq.a.supez;qx procedure berause
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equatxng df §t1mu11 becomes relatively un1mportant.

")

l
s 4
that difference scores are often unreliable measures,

The only d1ff1cu1ty one m1ght get 1nto‘1s mathemati/al

— —— e

It is well known

When they are reliable,

they often ggptesent variance of the single scores which make them up, and

l.. 7 LY

F ad

[ —

little of the variance of the true difference itself. Thus, it sh0u1d not be

N

Ullman, and others report mited results.

)

A precaytion against spurious reSults,.whlch has not

» » LN

»

1

-

V10u51y, is to check wheﬁier learning for the threatening and non-

surpiiang that difference studies by Eriksen, Smith, Holzberg, McReynolds and

en reported pre-

. ”

hreatening

-

,

-t

material is equivalent, that is,

3
“if the true scores have a correiat1on of 1. 0

+

The equation for the reliability of\d1fference scores states that, other things,

being equal, as the correlation between the two learnming measures rises, the .

- A

reliability of the ‘resulting difference score goes down. In the extfeme-ce§e,

if the two tests corredate 1.0, the reliability of the difference between them

equals 0. This makes 1ntu1t1ve sense in that, when the correlation between two

-
[ *

tests is 1. 0 the two tests are measur1ng\:he exaCt same thing, and there is
¥

i

no detectabie d1fference between them to make a score out of.

«
. et ’

¢

r 4 ]

In the present.exper1ment 1 expected that the selective learning truly

¢

existed, ;hnd that the effect needed to be ferretted out,

¢

1V. Present Egperiment .

Stimuli used in this

case. were prose passages. _Artifactual results would be avoided by the use of

-
»

a preliminary check for equivalence of learning for the two stimuli sets,
] s »

A,

Selection of prose’passaggih,‘ﬁrose passageysets” were selected from

w oL . /
relatively unfamiliar literature. At first, f.judged'each set as being com-
posed'df one non-threatening and one aggres?ive passage between 190 and 250

. words in 1ength

—_— e, e =

"Each passage in a set was wr1tten by the same author or taken

e e e b e i e

-
. ¥
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)
- ’ - ".'6 » L L]
* T (Y .
. -
[




L ! . v [ * .
.“ ! ..5 * .
v . -

. ;f »
from a magazine such as "Newsweek't with a highly consistent §ty1e. Each pas-
- [ R . - v

- . ”

- sage was adapted to a 200-word framework so that is was coherent”ana_éhsy to
]

N .
:****:MLHWHh{gﬁﬁiﬁﬂ{}ﬂgﬁ;}acceptq? for aggressixgﬁmqteria! if At was gggrg}si;e.% 0?, it ' .
was toned down in threat if it was non-threatening. MNames and loEQEion§ were . -
) chaqged in the.ét?ries so they would be unrecognizeablé to anyone Who‘may by o o
chance have read.tﬂém before..;hftér this procedure, four passa%e ;ets were ; '

. chosen by'the experimenter on the basis of the coherencg of the writing, as
{ adapted to the 200-word framework., - o ’ : .

B, Passage ratings. “Egghfpas§§§9 was rated by three ¢linical psycholoﬁk : -

ly—~—r———————— . .

e - e

‘q‘ L} : [§ . - L
‘ graduate students at Case Western Reserve University on both their aggressive

' . .

content, and their threatening content. Detailed instructions were given, and

raters used a2 5-point scale to rate the materials. Agreement among the raters

~

- .

. was quite high, Correlatiqgfhgfffeen the three raters across the é!Eﬂt pas- '

.
£ - "

, sages ranged from .92 to .95 on aggression and from .77 to .98 on threat, '
. -

In fact, the non-threaténing passages had a meaﬂ rating on hﬁgréséivity
4 of 1,4 on a 5-point scale, with the high passage rating being 1.8, Aggressivé. :

. passages, on the other hand, had a mean rating on agg;ess%&ify bf‘4.4, with the ‘

+
-

low passage rating being 4.3 on this S5-point séale, X '
' L)

‘E C. Passage procedure, One passage set was eliminated due to its diffi- ) .-

_ culty, and thé rqui;ing three passage sets of six prose épssaées we:é re%ayc
to be used in a test of the selécfﬁve learning h}ngthesis. Learning was[as- ..
sessed using the "Cloze" progedu;e, ; technique developed by.Taylor.in the

. 1950's which operates in téis manner. You present a passage, first in'its | .

P L

complete fbrm, for people to learh. After a study period, you take aWa{.th}s
complete passage. Then, you present a ‘second copy of the passage, but this )
4 r» » -
» P .
time with certain words deleted, see how many of these deleted words a . .

-

)

|
|
i
|
|
|
|
|

’ 4 |
person can supply. For each passage, every third word was, deleted, with dif- ‘ .

—— ————
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. ’ fe'rent starting points. The' cloze procedure has been found to be correlated

hrough;y in the .80's’with othér iesg§_of cbmprehgnsioﬁ.

N . :
. D. Participants, Ninéteen students from Case Western Reserve University

- T

1

a '6
_were presented with these six pagsages, and instructions to learn them, After

’

they studied each bassage for 3 minutes, they were given 7 minutes to complete

]
rd

- the cloze test of learning, -
» ¢ ) ° ' ’
s E. Results.l Responses to the #Moze test were recorded item by item so

-
L ’

. + that some measures of internal consistency of the tests could be taken. Per-’
- >

centage recall was 64% of ghe_ﬁggzg§§§ye’géssages and 67% of the non-threaten-

LIS .

ing passages, That\YEE}ﬂs a difference in recald'pf 3% which was not statis.
- {. L] .

rl . N
’ tically significant, ’

It turned out that the cdirelagion between the summed aggressive and the

A ’

-

LI Y

S
. LR , A

sumped fion-threatening tests was .§3, with a 95% confidence interval from .82

. \ “ T

| . .* to" .97, '
»

' An hfq;rnative scoring procedure was also used, In*this alyernative

t e -

' — I
method, certain items were not scored that had been guessed by another group

- = " -

of participaats who had never before seen the complete passages, Using this
[} ¥l LY

‘selective scoring procedure, the intercorrelation actually rose to .97, This

i

. . 4
v » second scoring procedure was rather informal and I wo@ﬂdn't want to put too
" ’ » . v .

. much emphasiL on it, '

>
’ » 3

P Let's.go back to the first correlation of ,93. That is the estimated .

- population correlatiph’fbg the prediction of leafhiﬁg of aggressive prose pas-.

Y ]
} .
sages from non-threatening prose passages. But that's using unreliable meas-
t ]

- > ’ »

J b i - - - -
ures. What might the intercorrelation be between learning for aggressive and
» - .

non-threatening. passages with perfectly reliable measures? To find(p:ﬁ fhe'

« correlation was corrected for attenuation due to unreliable measures. Once

-
S -

the .93 correlation was corrected for the unreliable, measures Which make it up,

w - . L
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the best estimate of it is .99, This corrected dorreletion has a 95% confi- .
. - - — i} '___ . H_l . . .
_dence intervaI”from .92 to 1,00, . " . N
. - . . P . . LS .
. . In other words, the best estimate of the intercorrelation between these -

~ s ] '

¥

two tests is .99, or, that they are equivalent, within sampling variation,

- This would strongly imply that there are no individual differences in'

4

learning in respons¢ to aggressive content in prose passages, That is, learn- ,

™ . . * N
ing for prose passages seems unaffected by aggressive content. We know this

because performance on aggressive prose passages can be predicted almost ex- .

actly from performancq on non-threatening passages. And when that is the case,

there can be no reliable indifidqal differences’ between thenm,

. » L *
d . . M ied

. V. ‘Summary .- v . .
The selective learning hypothesis states that people's learning of verbal

. .stimuli may be affected by threatening cortent of such verbal material. Six

d . I'd . . ra
prose passages, three aggressive and three nen-threatening, were shown to’
] - . "

=

. peﬁgie. A previously unused, buF more. accurate statistical approach was/zseg

(L4

to analyze the data, The best estima{i was that learning for the two differ-
i

. o) *
. ent types of stimuli was equivalent within sampling variation. ,

\ . H
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