Demonstration: The Serial Position Effect

   The original version of this, using words associated with sleep and dreams, comes from Douglas Bernstein. We include our own second version, which evolved from many de-briefing discussions with students, in which we wondered whether learning about the typical elements of the serial position effect would improve future performance on such a task. To test that, we often conduct our second version at the end of this unit, and then compare performance on it to performance on the Bernstein version we did near the start of the unit. Typically, we find no significant difference, supporting the notion that short-term memory has a clear and limited capacity. Of course, at that point in the unit students will sometimes report using some version of a mnemonic device in encoding the list as it is read, and that can help some to do a bit better. 
   You can use this to illustrate the primacy effect, the recency effect, chunking, rehearsal, semantic distinctiveness and constructive memory. You may also ask your students how they would do if asked simply to recognize the words you’d read to them, as compared to recalling them. They will have little trouble internalizing the meanings of those two concepts in the course of answering that question.

   After reading the list provided, at a slow and even pace, we ask the students to write as many of the words as they can, in any order, writing any recalled words only once. This last direction forestalls some questions, especially about the one word on the list that you read more than once, which could otherwise cue recall of it for other members of the class.

   Ask your students to count how many words are on their recall list, and to write that number next to their list. The number is not that important, but it does give students the sense of going “on the record” which makes it less likely they will add items in the course of the de-briefing. We then write the words, one at a time, on the board, and students raise their hands if they have that word anywhere on their lists. You could also use a PowerPoint display for this purpose, although we still recommend showing the words one at a time. Write the number of “hits” next to each item. In a big class this may seem unwieldy, but it can go rather smoothly after you’ve done it a few times. 

   After all the words and recall rates have been tallied, ask students why they tended to do better on words read at the beginning and end of the list, while identifying the primacy and recency effects. Note also that students are very likely to recall ‘steal’, because of rehearsal, and elephant, because of its semantic distinctiveness. It is possible, though somewhat less likely, that some students will chunk words into meaningful combinations, as in throw and catch, pitch and catch, or balk and walk. Even though these were not read together, respondents might well have written them as a pair. Whether or not you find evidence for chunking, this still gives you the opportunity to inject a mini-chunking demonstration into your discussion. Briefly ask a student to face the back of the room or place her head on the desk, while you write something on the board. Then have her look at what you’ve written, quickly erasing it after 3 to 5 seconds. 
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   See if your volunteer can reproduce the list. You may get more good illustrations of the primacy effect and the recency effect here, but it is rare for the volunteers to do well on the entire array. However, you will find the rest of the class can do quite well, benefiting from increased rehearsal time but also in watching you write the array, which cues them as to what you are doing. Then have everyone in the class look away or put heads down,

and try one more version, such as:

1776186519452001

   Ask them all to write the array, and they will likely do very well, recognizing the array as chunks of dates, 1776, 1865, 1945, 2001.

   You will notice that the tenth word on the list is placed in a parenthesis. Do not read this word aloud, but do include it when conducting your survey. Over the years, we find that fully a third of respondents will “remember” that word though it was not actually read to them. This is a clear example of constructive memory.

The list we use follows: 

 
pitch
bunt
error
triple
catch
balk
sign
steal
curve
(hit)
throw
steal
elephant
out
steal
swing
walk

The original Bernstein version:
bed

quilt

dark

silence

fatigue

clock

(sleep)

snoring

night

toss

tired

night

artichoke

turn

night

rest

dream

   If you use this list, you’ll likely get a clear illustration of the primacy effect and the recency effect. The word ‘artichoke’ will undoubtedly be recalled by many students, because it doesn’t fit the schema of the list. Based on that schema, students may also construct memories of words like ‘sleep’ as they attempt to retrieve the list. Be sure to omit that word when you read the list to the students, but include it when you check on their recall. 

   You may get some evidence for chunking if students write ‘toss’ and ‘turn’ together, even though they were not originally read together. And most students will remember the word ‘night’ because of rehearsal.
