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A Neologism Learning Test

By RALPH HETHERINGTON

Shapiro and Nelson (i@@@)suggested that an
important factor in the cognitive impairment of
psychiatric patients was a diminution of present
learning ability. They devised a new test in
which the subject had to learn and retain the
meanings of fivepreviouslyunknown words.
Walton and Black (i@@z) developed this tech
nique in their Modified Word Learning Test
(MWLT). In this test, the patient is given the
Terman-Merrill Vocabulary until he is unable
torecallthemeaningsoftenconsecutivewords.
He isthentoldthemeaningsofthesetenwords.
If, immediately afterwards, he fails to give the
definitions of at least six of them, the meanings
ofalltenwords aregivenagain,changingthe
wording to avoid rote learning.

It is clear from these instructions that the
subject has genuinely to learn the meanings of
at leastsixof ten previouslyunknown words.
The test is thus not supposed to be a paired
associate learning task, as in the tests devised
by Inglis@ Kendrick (1965) and Williams
(1967); but is designed to assess whether subjects
can form new concepts in the shape of meanings
of previously unknown words.

In its present form there are some difficulties
with the MWLT. The definitions given to the
wordsinsuccessivelessonsarenotstandardized,
so that the quality of the teaching is uncertain.
In the case of well-educatedsubjects,it is
difficultto find ten words from standard
vocabulary lists which they cannot define.
Moreover, the words finallychosen for the
subjectto learnarenot necessarilycompletely
unknown to him. Although he may not be able

todefinethem,he may wellhave a vague idea
of what some of them mean, and may even
recognize a Latin or Greek root which may

greatly help him to recall the definition later.
Names of concrete objects are easier to define
thannames ofabstractconcepts,irrespectiveof
whethertheyareknown tothesubject.Thus the

word â€œ¿�phrontisteryâ€•,which means a thinkery
ora placetothinkin,may wellbe unknown to
thesubject.Butitiseasytodefineand remember
once the meaning has been given. On the other
hand the word â€œ¿�fascinateâ€•,which may well be
familiar to the subject, continues to be difficult to
define.
Thesedifficultiesmay be overcomeby having

the subjectlearnthe meanings of a specially
preparedlistof neologisms.The same listcan
be used for everyone, there is no risk that any

will be known to the subject, and the words can
be carefully constructed for easy pronouncea

bility, suitable length, and degree of difficulty of
meaning.

The testmaterial

METHOD

A list of ten neologisins was compiled con

sisting of four nouns, three adjectives and three
verbs.Allareeasytopronounce,and eachhasa
meaning comprising two ideas. For example:

Banty means irregularly rounded;
Direnniment means food left over;

and Gebinate means to take things apart carefully.

Fivestandarddefinitionsweremade up foreach
neologism (see Appendix i).
The subjectistaughtthe meanings of the

neologisms in a series of ten lessons, for each of
which thesubjecthasa listoftheneologismsin
frontof him. In order to avoid serialorder
effects,thewords are presentedin a standard
but differentrandom orderforeachlesson(see
Appendix 2). For the first five lessons the five
standard definitions of each word are used in
turn. These definitions are then used again for
thesecondfivelessons.Therearetenpresentation
sheets with the neologisms printed in the
standard order for each of the ten lessons. The
appropriate sheet is handed to the subject for
each lesson.
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Instructions

The subject is seated comfortably within easy
hearing distance of the psychologist. The
psychologist hands him the first Presentation
Sheet on which is duplicated thelist of neologisms
in the correct order for the first lesson. He says:

â€œ¿�Hereis a list of words which you will not find in the
dictionary because they have all been invented specially
for the test. Each word has been given a definite meaning
which I am now going to teach you. It is unlikely that you
will remember many of them to start with, although later
you will begin to learn what some of them mean.â€•

The psychologist then reads out the first
standard definition for each neologism. Im
mediately afterwards the subject is asked to
recall the definition of each word in turn, in the
same order as they appear on the Presentation
Sheet which he still holds. If the subject gives a
correct definition, the psychologist says : â€œ¿�Good!
That's right !â€œ.If the subject gives a partially
correct answer, he is told that it is nearly but
not quite right, and he is asked to try and
improve on it. He is not allowed to guess. If the
subjectgivesa wrong definition,he istoldthatit
is wrong, but he is not told the correct answer.

At the end of the first lesson and the sub

sequent recall, the subject exchanges the first
Presentation Sheet for the second, and he is then
taughtthesecondstandarddefinitionforeach
word in the order that it appears on the sheet.
At this stage it can be explained to the subject
that he is being taught the meanings of the
same words, but in a different order, and with

the meanings expressed in a different way. This
procedure is followed with subsequent Presenta
tion Sheets until the patient correctly recalls a
total of six definitions or has had ten lessons,

whichever happens first.

The meaning of the neologism is not regarded
as having been learned until both parts of the
concepthave been recalledat the same time.
For example, â€œ¿�Mappleâ€•must be recalled as
making a secret sign, not just as making a sign,
or doing something secretly. The subject may
use any form of words that covers the meaning
of the neologism, although these were not used

in the lesson. Thus â€œ¿�joistsâ€•would do for â€œ¿�ponti
culeâ€• or â€œ¿�bacon-rindon the plateâ€• for â€œ¿�dir
rennimentâ€•, or â€œ¿�hermit-likeâ€•for â€œ¿�sackanticâ€•.
The subject's score is simply the total number of
neologisms learned in the ten lessons. If the
subject reaches the criterion of six neologisms
correctly defined before the ten lessons are
completed, he is credited with io marks for
each lesson not given. In this way subjects who
learn quickly are credited for speed of learning
(see Table I).

TABlE I

Examples of Scoring

* Test terminated at this point.

RESULTS

The testwas givento 20 normal people,20
psychotics (io depressed and io schizophrenic),
20 neurotics (io introverted and io extraverted)

and 20 organicpatients(@ localizedbrain
injury, 3 brain tumours, 2 cerebral atrophy, 2
cerebral arteriosclerosis, i cerebral haemor
rhage, i carbon monoxide poisoning, i epilepsy,
I encephalitis, i Huntington's chorea and i

disseminated sclerosis).
Table II gives the mean age and mean Mill

Hill Vocabulary score (MHV) of each group,
and Table III gives the mean Neologism
Learning Test (NLT) score of each group.

TAaut II
Mean Ages and VocabularyScores
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Group N. MeanS.D.Normal

.. .. .. 20 83@3 I2@4O
Psychotic .. .. 20 6o @822@36Neurotic

.. .. 20 72@6 23@98
Organic.. .. .. 20 29@86@49The

rangesof the scoresin each grouparegiven
inTable IV.TABUS

IVRange
of N.L. T.ScoresRange

Normal Psychotic NeuroticOrganic91â€”100

5 2 4

8iâ€”@jo 8 2 5 I
71â€”80 3 3 5 I
61â€”70 3 3 3 I
51â€”60I41â€”5031â€”40

2421â€”30

2 2711â€”20

I I20â€”10

4

N 20 20 20 20
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again this difference between the normal and
psychiatric groups, if present, might not be
important.

In choosing organic cases, it was stipulated
that they should be between 20 and 6o years of
age, and showing no signs of psychosis or pre
senile dementia.

The mean NLT score for the organic group is
significantly lower than any other group, and
the mean score of the psychotic group is
significantly lower than the normal group. All
other differences are insignificant (Table III).

If we take @oas the cut-off for brain damage
(Table IV), we get 8 out of6o (or 13 per cent.)
misciassifications of non-organic cases. Of these,
5 are psychotic. It could be that poor scores in
these cases were due to thought-disorder, since
two were schizophrenic ; or to ECT since all five
patients had had ECT in the past, although not
recently.

There were 3 out of 20 ( I5 per cent.) mis
classifications amongst the organic group. This
degree of discrimination between organic and
non-organic groups is sufficiently good to

warrant further study of this technique.

SUMMARY

In order to avoid certain problems arising with
the use of word learning tests, neologisms were
substituted for dictionary words. This proved
a useful test for detecting difficulty in the learn
ing of new concepts in the form of the meanings
of previously unknown words. This difficulty is
associated with brain damage, and may also be
associated with thought disorder.

AcxNowi.as)o@r@rrs

Thanks are due to Misses Cockayne, Ellison, and
Schlemo, and to Messrs. Burland and Burns, who carried
out all the testing while post-graduate students in the
Department of Psychology at Liverpool; and to Dr.

J. P. N. Phillips for working out the random order of

presentation.
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a. To make a secret sign.
b. To nod furtively.
c. To wink so that others do not notice.
d. To wave secretly.
a. To nudge gently.

7. PoNTICULE

a.Floorsupport.
b.What holdsup a floor.
c.Foundationsofa floor.
d.Underpartsofa floor.
e.What a floorrestson.

8. SACKANTIC

a.Dislikesbeingwithotherpeople.
b.Preferstobealone.
c.Solitaryby choice.
d. Bashful in company.
e. Likes to be apart from others.

(Verb)

APPENDIX I

6. MAPPLE

(Adjective)

a.Irregularlyrounded.
b. Unevenly curved.
c.When somethinghasan oddlycurvedsurface.
d. Curving up and down.
e. Rounded, but not smoothly so.

2. DIRENNIMENT

(Noun)

a.Leftovenfroma meal.
b.What isleftoveraftera mealisfinished.
c.Foodleftover.
d.Uneatenremainsofa meal.
e.Uneatenfood,leftbehind.

3. FOMINAL

(Adjective)

a.Capableofseeingajokeatsomeoneelse'sexpense.
b.Havinga twistedsenseofhumour.
c.Seeingthefunnysideofa mishap.
d. Easily amused at other people's misfortunes.
e.Humorouslyinclinedwhen thingsgowrong.

a.To takethingsapartcarefully.
b. To dismantle with care.
c.To taketopiecesslowly.
d.To takea thingdown pieceby piece.
a. To undo something bit by bit.

5. NEBOY

a.A widebrimmedhat.
b. A large shady hat.
c.A hatwitha largebrim.
d. A large hat that shades the face.
a. A wide hat with a brim.

(Verb)

(Noun)

(Adjective)

g. TuNn@

a.To pushsomethingalong.
b.To trundleanobjectby heavingandshoving.
c.To manhandlesomething.
d.To pull,pushordragan object.
a. To haul a thing along by brute force.

10. VARDISTY

(Noun)

a.The actofbeingrudeata distance.
b.Beingdistantlyinsulting.
c.Beingcheekyata safedistance.
d.Insultsfromsomeonefaraway.
a. When someone is being nasty from the other side

of the street.

4. GEBINATE
(Verb)

(Noun)
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APPENDIX II

STANDARD RANDOM Oanans FOR TEN LEssoNs

I 2 3 4 5
Banty Direnniment Gebinate Sackantic Neboy
Direnniment Gebinate Sackantic Neboy Vardisty
Fominal Mapple Banty Direnniment Gebinate
Gebinate Sackantic Neboy Vardisty Tuniandle
Neboy Vardisty Tumandle Ponticule Fominal
Mapple Banty Direnniment Gebinate Sackantic
Ponticule Fominal Mapple Banty Direnniment
Sackantic Neboy Vardisty Tumandle Ponticule
Tumandle Ponticule Fominal Mapple Banty
Vardisty Tumandle Ponticule Fominal Mapple

6 7 8 9 10
Vardisty Tumandle Ponticule Fominal Mapple
Tumandle Ponticule Fominal Mapple Banty
Sackantic Neboy Vardisty Tumandle Ponticule
Ponticule Fominal Mapple Banty Direnniment
Mapple Banty Direnniment Gebinate Sackantic
Neboy Vardisty Tumandle Ponticule Fominal
Gebinate Sackantic Neboy Vardisty Tumandle
Fominal Mapple Banty Direnniment Gebinate
Direnniinent Gebmate Sackantic Neboy Vardisty
Banty Direnniment Gebinate Sackantic Neboy
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