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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Lexical Organization, Semantic Memory, and Reading Comprehension
by
Billy E. Vaughn
Doctor of Philosophy in Psychclogy
University of California, San Diego, 1986
Professor Michael Cole, Chair

Professor Jean Mandler, Co-Chair

A microcomputer task was designed on the basis of a theory of
how lexical items can be related and how these lexical organizing
factors facilitate semantic memory, vocabulary instruction, and reading
comprehension. The task was employed in a study that examined three
issues: (1) the utility of the microcomputer lexical decision task for
pre-reading instruction, (2) the benefits of presenting the task under
speeded constraints, and (3) the differential effects of varying
semantic structure on lexical organization and reading comprehension.
Two vocabulary treatments, chosen to contrast varying amounts of speeded
instructional constraints, and a control condition were used with fourth
graders who were reading at grade level or below. Speed ¢of instruection
was studied in interaction with three types of semantic word list
structures (taxonomic, thematic, and a mix of the two). The training
produced significantly higher scores on two vecabulary tests and one of
two reading comprehension measures, indicating that the instruction had
a significant effect on both comprehension and vocabulary learning.

Although the literature suggests that recall of thematic lists is



greater than for taxonomic lists, no differences were found in the
present study. In addition, semantic list differences did not
differentially affect performance on the various tests of vocabulary

knowledge and reading comprehension.



