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An experimental technique was introduced to in-
vestigate the mental processes whereby people
recognize printed words and retrieve their mean-
ings from semantic memory. Results of the tech-
nique, which involved measuring subjects’ reac-
tion times, provided early support for currently•
popular ‘spreading-activation’ models of human
information processing. (The Science Citation In-
dexe~(SCIe)and the Social Sciences Citation Indexe
(SSCI®) indicate that this paper has been cited in
over 200 publications since 1971.)
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“Like other Citation Classics, our original article
happened to come at the right time for having a
significant impact. Experimental psychology had
experienced a major paradigm shift during the
1960s, triggered by a confluence of new ideas from
communications theory, computer science, and
the formal study of language.’ There was, in par-
ticular, a growing concern about the speed of men-
tal processes and the mechanisms underlying hu-
man linguistic performance. Thus, the stage was
already set for our research on word recognition.

“We each began participating in these develop-
ments as graduate students at the Universities of
Michigan and Wisconsin. For example, our doctor-
al dissertations dealt, respectively, with semantic
memory, (that is, the representation and retrieval
of stored word meanings) and with choice reaction
time.
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However, the collaboration between us
started rather unexpectedly.

“This chance event occurred at a meeting of the
Psychonomic Society in San Antonio, Texas, dur-
ing November 1970. There, one of us (OEM) pre-
sented a paper summarizing some of his new ex-
periments on word recognition and reaction time
that were conducted at Bell Laboratories.
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ing the presentation, the other of us (RWS) came
up and casually mentioned some related experi-
ments that he was then conducting at the State
University of New York, Stony Brook. It turned out
that several studies in these two lines ofinvestiga-
tion, although conceived independently, had very
similar designs, results, and theoretical implica-
tions, We quickly hit It off professionally and per-
sonally and agreed to coauthor a joint report of
our findings. The agreement led directly to the
cited article. Upon receiving the article, David
Grant, then-editor of the Journal of Experimental
Psychology, accepted it withoutmuch question or
fanfare,

“We continued working together for five more
years before moving on to other positions. A num-
ber of additional papers were produced. These cul-
minated in a 1976 Science article and a collo-
quium paper presented at a meeting of the Ameri-
can Association for the Advancement of Science,
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“There are probably several reasons for the im-
pact that our work has had. It popularized a sim-
ple, yet informative, experimental technique for
studying the temporal properties of mental pro’
cesses in word recognition. The technique, calleda
‘lexical-decision’ procedure, involved measuring
how quickly people can decide whether rows of
letters are English words or nonwords. We showed
that such decisions are faster when one word (e.g.,
‘nurse’) is preceded by another semantically relat-
ed word (e.g., ‘doctor’). The time course of this fa-
cilitation, and its interaction with other experi-
mental factors such as the legibility of the stimuli,
were easy to replicate and had important implica-
tions concerning the dynamics of information-pro-
cessing mechanisms. Our experiments, therefore,
paved the way for exploringvarious facetsof mem-
ory organization and retrieval associated with
semantic memory.

“Furthermore, our theorizing Involved an in-
triguing metaphor drawn from neurophysiology.
We hypothesized that word recognition can be
characterized in terms of ‘spreading activation’
that flows through a complex network of nodes
and branches. This hypothesis has since gained
considerable favor among psychologists and other
cognitive scientists, as evidenced by a current pro-
liferation of spreading-activation models of hu-
man information processing.’
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