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“The hypothesis that the mediating effect
of words on behavior is deficient in an early
stage of concept formation was suggested by
Margaret Kuenne in the Journal of
Experimental Psychology in 1946,1 but it
was ignored because experimental
psychology at that time dealt with animals
and college students rather than children,
and developmental psychology had not yet
become experimental. I mentioned her
hypothesis in my master’s thesis in 1955, but
I did not recognize its developmental
significance until later. On February 11,
1960, I addressed a seminar at McMaster
University on behavioristic theories of
cognition, and discussed Kuenne’s
hypothesis as a possible explanation of why
parrots can talk but not think —a problem for
these theories mentioned by Dollard and

Performance in many tasks can be
‘mediated’ (facilitated or suppressed) by
verbal behavior such as naming the
stimuli presented. Preschool children
often fail to exhibit predicted mediational
effects, thus exhibiting ‘mediational
deficiency’ (failure to use potential
mediators). Older children exhibit
mediational deficiency in some situations.
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Miller.2 Later that month, the hypothesis was
independently revived by Kendler, Kendler,
and Wells,3 but with respect to stages of
ontogeny rather than of concept formation. I
began a review of the literature, and as a sort
of pilot study decided to reanalyze my
master’s thesis data after dividing the
samples into younger and older
preschoolers. I had not made any age split in
the thesis, but I discovered that I had
matched the experimental groups on
median age and consequently the study
provided not merely pilot data but a
particularly convincing test in that the data
were collected five years before the outcome
was predicted. The results supported the
hypothesis. The literature review had
become too long to serve as the introduction
to the report of the results, and therefore I
submitted it for separate publication. It was
accepted without revision (except for
changing ‘these Ss’ learning’ to ‘the learning
of these Ss’) and eventually became the
Citation Classic under discussion here. “The
impact of the paper may be attributable to its
timing. Experimental child psychology had
only recently emerged as a distinct
movement—the journal of Experimental
Child Psychology began publication in 1964
—and although age differences in learning
were already well established, the
mediational deficiency hypothesis was the
movement’s first developmental principle
with enough scope to be generally
interesting. It led to much research, and
production and mediational deficiency
(John H. Flavell’s4 refinements of my general
term) are still active and fruitful topics of
investigation. Recent reviews have been
published by Kendler5 and Zivin.”6
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