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A framework for interpreting recency effects
in immediate serial recall
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A descriptive framework is offered for the interpretation of recency effects in immediate serial
recall. Basic to the framework is a distinction between two types of trace features: (1) modality-
dependent features, which represent the perceptual qualities of presentation, and (2) modality-
independent features, which result from the set of encoding operations known as the “inner voice.”
Recency and modality effects emerge because certain types of modality-dependent (i.e., language-
based) features are typically not subject to postlist interfering events and are likely to be sam-
pled as discriminative cues in recall. The framework is used to interpret problematic findings
in the modality effect literature, such as the effects of visual presentation, lipreading, mouthing,
and stimulus class on the recall of recency items.

The question of how we remember recently presented
information as it recedes backward in time has occupied
the attention of memory theorists for some time. The typi-
cal finding that items near the end of a list are remem-
bered best has served as an empirical cornerstone for a
number of memory issues; for example, the separation
between primary and secondary memory stores has re-
lied on variations in the recency effect in free recall for
much of its empirical base (see Greene, 1986, for a
review). The concern of the present article, however, is
with the recency effect in immediate serial recall, a proce-
dure in which subjects are presented with relatively short
lists of items to be recalled immediately in the exact order
of presentation. Of particular interest is the finding that
the size of the recency effect in immediate serial recall
is dramatically affected by the specific modality of stimu-
lus presentation. The modality effect, as it is termed, refers
to the fact that recency performance is enhanced for au-
ditorally presented items relative to silent visual controls
(Conrad & Hull, 1968; Corballis, 1966; Craik, 1969;
Murdock & Walker, 1969; Murray, 1966).

Although the modality effect has been the subject of
a great deal of empirical research over the past 20 years,
its theoretical basis has been artributed nearly universally
to the inherent mnemonic superiority of auditory, usuaily
sensory, memory traces. The most popular of these ac-
counts has been the Precategorical Acoustic Storage (PAS)
model (Crowder & Morton, 1969) in which the auditory
recency advantage is proposed to accrue because storage
time in auditory sensory memory (PAS) exceeds that of
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visual, or iconic, sensory memory. The PAS model has
proven capable of explaining a wide range of empirical
results (see Crowder, 1976, 1978a, for reviews), although
recent demonstrations of substantial auditory-like serial
recall patterns with nonauditory stimuli that are lipread
(Campbell & Dodd, 1980; Spoehr & Corin, 1978) or si-
lendy mouthed (Greene & Crowder, 1984; Nairne &
Walters, 1983) have proven difficult for the theory to han-
dle. The theoretical underpinnings of the modality effect
are therefore at issue, and some new accounts have been
proposed. For example, Campbell and Dodd (1980) sug-
gested that changing-state stimuli, through unstated
mechanisms, may determine when recency effects are ob-
tained; alternatively, Shand and Klima (1981) proposed
that recency effects will be found whenever to-be-recalled
stimuli are presented int a format that is compatible with
the subject’s normal dominant coding format in short-term
memory. Despite some local success with the reported
data at hand, neither of these pYoposals has proven capa-
ble of explaining the broad range of presentation condi-
tions that can affect recency. ~..

The purpose of the present article is to propose a general
theoretical framework in which recency effects and, in
particular, the modality effect might be explained. My
intention is to provide a more extensive set of assump-
tions than those of Campbell and Dodd (1980) and Shand
and Klima (1981), although the discussion remains at a
qualitative level of analysis. As a result, I am not propos-
ing a formal theory of immedite serial recall, but rather
a set of ideas relevant to the interpretation of recency.
My goal is to account for a wide range of problematic
findings in the modality effect literature and, as a conse-
quence, to act as a spur for further empirical work. The
article is divided into two major sections: The first
describes the theoretical assumptions in some detail, and
the second applies those assumptions to particular empir-
ical domains.

Copyright {988 Psychonomic Society, Inc.






