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The Implications of the Suffix Effect for Precategorical Acoustic Store (PAS)


Memory allows us to retrieve stored information that we have gathered through our senses. It is a vital part of our everyday existence since so many things that we encounter have to be recalled at various times in order to continue our survival. There are two types of memory that are often investigated together—echoic and iconic. Echoic memory is the ability to immediately recall auditory information and iconic memory is the brief visual trace that persists after visually presented stimuli. Echoic memory is so named because Neisser (1967) felt that auditory information may last longer than an echo because we often can recall something that was said moments after thinking that we did not hear the specific information (Neath, 1998). In past studies comparing echoic and iconic memory, it has been found that echoic memory does not store as much information, but it does persist longer.


Efron (1970) presented participants with a tone that would last from 30 to 100 ms. He then asked the participants to turn on a light when the tone ended. He found that no matter how long the tone was presented, the participant experienced it for 130 ms (Neath, 1998). In another study by Cowan in 1984, he predicted that there were two types of echoic storage. One type that can hold information up to 300 ms and another that can save information for longer periods (Neath, 1998). Studies that have investigated the modality and suffix effects further support the suggestion of a longer lasting storage. 


In a classic study of the suffix effect, Crowder (1969) auditorily presented strings of 9 characters at a rate of 2 digits per second. In the first group, subjects were simply asked to write down the string in order after the experimenter finished reading the list. In the second group, subjects were asked to write down the string in order after the experimenter spoke a suffix, i.e., a verbal cue to begin recall. This non-crucial suffix had significant effects on recall performance. Serial position data demonstrated that the adverse effects of the suffix increased directly with the serial position, occurring most often with the terminal item.

Crowder and Morton (1969) explained the suffix effect by hypothesizing the existence of the Precategorical Acoustic Store (PAS). In this theory, PAS briefly stores a limited amount of speech-based information. Items that are newly entering PAS replace or interfere with previously stored items. However, this only occurs if the new information is similar to the old information. Therefore, any forgetting that occurs in PAS would be due to retroactive interference, meaning that more recently presented items act backwards to disrupt recall for similar previously learned items. 


In the current experiment, I will attempt to replicate Crowder’s classic 1969 study. Specifically, I will investigate just how many digits, on average, can be immediately recalled according to serial position in both a suffix condition and a non-suffix control condition. Auditorily presenting participants with items to be remembered and using a spoken cue that is similar to the critical items should cause a disturbance in PAS. In particular, recall for the last few serial positions should be significantly worse than recall for the other serial positions. 
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