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Three experiments were conducted to investigate the effect 
of drawing method on the subsequent discriminability of 
hand-drawn characters. A novel set of eight characters 
and two drawing rules were developed for use in these 
experiments. In Experiment 1, angle measurements per­
formed on hand-drawn characters indicated that members 
of characters pairs drawn using dissimilar stroke direc­
tions became more differentiated while members of char­
acter pairs drawn using similar stroke directions remained 
relatively undifferentiated. In Experiment 2, subjects were 
better able to distinguish between members of differenti­
ated characters pairs than between members of undiffer­
entiated character pairs. In Experiment 3, subjects also 
appeared to be better at distinguishing between members 
of character pairs which had been drawn using their own 
drawing rule, though such a finding may depend on the 
exact nature of the task. 

Deciphering handwritten script is a task that most of us 
undertake on a daily basis. In most cases, the writer has 
encoded the message fairly legibly and we are able to 
unscramble the complex stimulus material with remarka­
bly little effort. However, if the writer's note is hurriedly 
scribbled, the task becomes much more complicated. We 
attempt to piece together the meaning of the passage from 
the most legible words and use the resulting context to 
inform our attempts at deciphering the more ambiguous 
text. Pressing still further, we might focus on the features 
of troublesome letters or mentally retrace the path of the 
writer's pen in an effort to uncover the process which led 
to the distorted traces on the paper. Finally, we may ask 
for the assistance of others, waiting patiently as they go 
through a similar sequence of steps. 

There are several aspects of this process that are interest­
ing to psychologists. First, there is the process through 
which the ambiguous script is generated in the first place. 
Does illegibility result from random distortions of ac­
cepted letter forms or are the distortions partially deter-
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mined by the stroke sequence used to create the letters? 
Can we predict which letters or letter combinations will 
become ambiguous by looking at the forms of undistorted 
characters or the accepted stroke sequences for writing 
them? Does the use of a nonstandard stroke sequence lead 
to distortions that are substantially different from those 
that follow from the standard stroke sequence? 

Second, what are the cognitive processes involved in 
deciphering ambiguous script? Context certainly plays a 
role, but context alone rarely supplies sufficient informa­
tion to decipher a truly ambiguous word; more fine­
grained perceptual processes are also called upon. How do 
these processes work? Do we maintain a cognitive cata­
logue of accepted or familiar distortions for each letter or 
letter combination or do we consciously or unconsciously 
retrace the path of the writer's pen? In other words, is the 
decoding process a static, feature-based approach, or is it 
more dynamic, like the encoding process of the original 
writer? In either case, how important is it for the writer 
and reader to share a common writing method? 

In this paper, we attempt to answer three of these ques­
tions . First, we ask whether differences in writing meth­
ods (e.g., differences in stroke direction) determine the 
types of distortions that are generated from a set of charac­
ters . Second, we ask whether these distortions are impor­
tant determinants of the ambiguity or illegibility of hand­
written characters. Finally, we ask whether familiarity 
with the method in which characters are created facilitates 
recognition of ambiguous characters. 

Previous Research 
Examples of Ambiguous Characters 
There are several factors which might account for the 
difficulty of correctly identifying individual letters in 
handwritten script. According to Wing and colleagues, 
different writers may use different forms for a given letter 
(Wing, 1979) and individual writers may use different 
forms of the same letter depending upon the surrounding 
letter context and the position of the letter in a word 
(Wing, 1979; Wing, Nimmo-Smith and Eldridge, 1983). In 
addition, slight distortions of some common letter forms 
often render the letters indistinguishable from similar 
forms of other letters or letter combinations. For example, 
script forms of the letters i and r orb and f can be difficult 
to distinguish (see panel A of figure 1). Thus, ilr and b/f 
can be called confusable characters pairs.1 Sommer (1977) 

provides a number of other examples in which characters 
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F I G U R E 1. Examples of ambiguous character pairs and 
ambiguous words. 
Panel A: Ambiguous character pairs i/r and b/f. 

Panel B: Ambiguous cha racter pairs bi/lr, bu/lri, by/bij/lrj, ur/wi, urj/wy, 
u/ii and d/cl and ambiguous words w in/urn, twin/turn and twined/ 
turned. 

Panel C: Ambiguous words went/event that results from the 
ambiguous character pair w/ev. 

Panel A examples from "Variability in Handwritten Characters," by A.M. Wing, 1979, Visible Language 13:3, 284. Panel B examples from 
"A Note on 'Graphonyms"' by R. Sommer, American Journal of Psychology, 90, 527-528. © 1977 by the University of Il linois Press 
Reprinted by permission . Panel C example from "An Interactive Model of Reading" by D.E. Rummelhart. InS. Dornic, ed . Attention and 
Performance VI: Proceedings of the Sixth International Symposium on Attention and Performance, 579. Reprinted by permission, © 1977 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc 

or combinations of characters are confused with other 
combinations of characters, sometimes creating ambiguous 
words (see panel B of figure 1). Nash-Weber (1975) provides 
yet another example in which an ambiguous word results 
from a simple distortion (the actual script in panel C of 
figure 1 is Rumelhart's 1977 adaptation of Nash-Weber 's 
example). 

Confusions like those represented in figure 1 occur only if 
the writer is somewhat sloppy. If the writer properly dots 
his i's and j's and properly closes his d's, the ambiguities 
begin to disappear. However, because most of us write in a 
sloppy manner from time to time, especially when we are in 
a hurry, it seems reasonable to expect that minor distortions 
will occasionally result in ambiguous words or letters. 
Moreover, the examples presented in figure 1 do not ex­
haust the set of possible ambiguous character distortions. 
Suen's (1983) confusion matrices for print, manuscript and 
cursive letters provide evidence for a wide variety of am­
biguous letter forms. For example, the most common confu­
sions for cursive script are c/e, c/i, e/i, g/q, g/y, h/b, k/h, n/ 
w, o/a, q/g, r/i, v/u and w/u, few of which are represented 
in figure 1. One can imagine the number of confusable letter 
combinations that might arise from these individual letters. 
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Drawing Method as a Source of Ambiguity 
Why might some pairs of hand-drawn2 characters be more 
or less distinguishable? We propose that the discrimin­
ability of graphically similar characters depends on the 
method in which they are drawn. Specifically, we hy­
pothesize that hand-drawn versions of two graphically 
similar characters will become more differentiated if they 
are drawn in dissimilar ways (e.g., using a different stroke 
order or direction). 3 

Such a finding would be consistent with Macleod and 
Procter's (1979) suggestion that the "process used to create 
cursive script has subtle yet profound effects on the ap­
pearance of the product" (p. 29, italics added). Lindsey 
and Beck (1984) also cite confusion with directionality as 
a major source of handwriting difficulties. Given Macleod 
and Procter's observation that incorrect stroke order and 
direction lead to a progressive deteriorization from the 
standard form, it is plausible to hypothesize that differ­
ences in the dynamics of character formation could lead to 
differences in the discriminability of certain character 
pairs. 

Mirror reversals. Other evidence suggests that there is a 
similar connection between the writing process and the 
discriminability of written products for the printed alpha­
bet. Goodnow and Levine (1973) have hypothesized that 
certain printing errors are linked to the rules children use 
when copying simple characters. Specifically, they attrib­
ute the asymmetry in the number of reversals forb- and d­
shaped figures to subjects' adherence to rules specifying 
that figures should begin with a vertical line and then 
progress from left to right. Thus, the method in which the 
characters were drawn is thought to be responsible for 
errors in which one member of a character pair was drawn 
as the other member of the pair. However, since adherence 
to drawing rules was examined only for a different set of 
four characters and not for the b-and d-shaped figures 
themselves, it is not possible to be certain that such errors 
were due to the way in which the individual characters 
were drawn. 

However, there appears to be some disagreement as to 
whether children's drawing rules extend to printing. 
Lewis and Lewis (1965) have reported a mirror reversal 
asymmetry for printing and Cohn and Stricker (1979) have 
reported a similar effect for reading. In addition, Nihei 
(1983) has found that Japanese preschoolers' mirror rever­
sals of nonletters have a left to right bias. Although the 
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author does not examine mirror reversals for Japanese 
letters (Hiragana), he does demonstrate that the covert 
principles for the organization of strokes follows the same 
developmental pattern for drawing and handwriting. 
However, Nihei's study used only right-handed subjects. 

In contrast, Simner (1984) reported that both left- and 
right-handed kindergarten children reverse b-type letters 
more than d-type letters. This result contradicts Lehman 
and Goodnow's (1975) assertion that the two groups 
should use opposing motor rules when drawing letters. 
Furthermore, Simner shows that the left-to-right mirror 
reversals made by left-handed subjects when printing are 
not the result of a general left-to-right preference for hori­
zontal strokes. Thus, his results cannot be explained by 
assuming that left- and right-handed subjects have differ­
ent rules for drawing but a common left-to-right rule for 
printing. Following the arguments of Frith (1971), Simner 
suggests that the mirror reversal asymmetries may be the 
result of familiarity effects arising from the greater fre­
quency of b-type letters in the alphabet. Children may be 
more likely to write or read b-and d-type characters as b­
type characters for unconscious reasons (because children 
are simply more familiar with the characteristics of b-type 
letters) or conscious reasons (in order to capitalize on 
chance). 

In summary, evidence for the notion that mirror reversals 
are the result of the application of a particular set of draw­
ing rules is mixed at best. Still , a method- or rule-based 
explanation of b/ d reversals appears to have been one of 
the main forces behind the creation of the D'Nealian al­
phabet (Thurber, 1983, 1984). In D'Nealian manuscript, b's 
and d's are formed more differently than in traditional 
ball-and-stick systems. Research presented by Thurber 
(1984) indicates that the D'Nealian approach is successful 
in reducing the number of mirror reversals. 

More subtle distortions. Of course, the difficulties in­
volved in deciphering handwritten messages usually do 
not arise from such gross errors as the reversal of individ­
ual characters. For example, the ambiguous characters of 
figure 1 and the confusion matrices in Suen 's (1983) ar­
ticle reflect errors that are less severe than outright rever­
sal. Ullmann (1974) refers to most of these more subtle 
distortions as continuous because the distorted characters 
are "related to the ideal characters by stylistic variations 
and random combinations of dilation, translation, and 
rotation" (p . 294). Mirror reversals, as well as a few of the 

V /SIBLE LANGUAGE 2 5 . 4 381 



382 

more subtle errors (e.g., failure to dot ani), can be thought 
of as discontinuous distortions. 

Freyd (1983) has taken the notion of continuous distortions 
one step further by suggesting that distortions are not solely 
the products of random processes. She suggests that the 
likely form of a distorted character is rooted in the method 
(e.g., stroke direction) used to draw the character. For 
example, strokes may be lengthened or connecting strokes 
added in a way that is consistent with the drawing method. 
Thus, different drawing methods may be expected to pro­
duce different distortions. Such distortions may be gener­
ated purposefully by the experimenter (as in Freyd, 1983) 

or unintentionally by naive subjects (as in Babcock and 
Freyd, 1988). Interestingly, a computer model for the gen­
eration of continuous trajectories from discrete stroke 
instructions has been developed by Morasso, Ivaldi and 
Guggiero (1983). Continuous trajectories can lead to con­
necting strokes within characters (as in Freyd's studies) or 
between characters (as in cursive writing). 

While any distorted character is likely to be more difficult 
to recognize than an undistorted one, a truly ambiguous 
character results only when the distortion of the character 
corresponds to a possible distortion of another character. 
The more likely the distorte.d versions of the two charac­
ters, the more likely either character will be drawn in an 
ambiguous fashion. 

Knowledge of the Drawing Method as a Key to Deciphering 
Ambiguous Characters 
There is an interesting corollary to the notion that ambigu­
ous characters may result from the method used to create 
those characters. Specifically, we suggest that ambiguous 
characters will be easier to decipher if the reader has 
knowledge of the ml 'l-tod that was used to create the char­
acters in the first place. In practical terms, this means that 
persons who have learned the same method for creating a 
set of characters will have less trouble communicating than 
persons who have learned to create the same characters in 
different ways. We refer to this corollary as the "common 
method hypothesis." 

We should note that the plausibility of this hypothesis does 
not depend on whether characters are perceived in a static 
manner, by comparing the features of the characters to 
those of undistorted prototypes, or in a more dynamic 
manner, by mentally retracing the strokes of the writer's 
instrument. Static feature-analytic theories, such as those 
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reviewed by Gibson and Levine (1975), would predict 
better performance for readers who share the writer's 
production system because the distortions made by the 
writer are similar to distortions that the readers make 
when they write. This is true even if the distortions are the 
direct result of the drawing method used to create the 
characters. If the characters look familiar , they will be 
easier to recognize. Alternatively, a theory which empha­
sizes dynamic cues would consider many of the configura! 
properties of the distorted characters to be dynamic in 
origin. Therefore, the presence of such cues would serve 
to convey information about the method in which the 
characters were drawn. This methodological information 
could later be tapped by readers, regardless of their famili­
arity with the drawing method. However, such informa­
tion would clearly be most useful if the characters were 
drawn in the reader's own method, since only familiar 
cues would be present. 

The dynamics of character perception. Although it would 
be folly to suggest that the static features of characters are 
not a very important part of the character recognition 
process and, indeed, the reading process as a whole, re­
cent research indicates that dynamic processes may also 
be at work. For example, Kosslyn, Cave, Provost and von 
Gierke (1988) have shown that mental images ofletters 
and letter-like forms are created in a dynamic fashion. 
Furthermore, the way that novel letter-like forms are 
imaged depends upon the order in which the strokes are 
initially learned. In their study, the time it took subjects to 
decide whether a probe fell on images of letter-like forms 
increased steadily for segments farther along in the se­
quence. This result is consistent with Zimmer's (1982) 

finding that subjects' images of certain script letters are 
more accurate when the subjects are asked to image them 
in a dynamic fashion (visually, kinesthetically or both) 
than when they are asked to image the letters in a static 
form. It is also worth mentioning that some optical charac­
ter recognition programs have used contour- and stream­
following models which attempt to identify characters by 
sequentially retracing the original writing process (see 
Ullmann, 1974, for references). Presumably, these models 
are able to use dynamic information resident in the static 
character trace. 

However, not all of the evidence supports a dynamic 
model of character perception. In a study by Calis , Teul­
ings and Keuss (1983), subjects viewed two component 
letters (e.g., c and i) , which together composed a third 
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letter (e.g., a), and identified the most salient letter or 
letters of the three. The letters were presented in typing 
and writing modes in forward (left-to-right) and reverse 
(right-to-left) directions. Although the results of their three 
experiments are rather difficult to summarize, the authors 
claim that there were "no effects due to typing versus 
writing that would suggest the existence of a handwriting­
like activity in the recognition phase of letter perception" 
(p. 313). 

On the other hand, if characters are mentally represented 
in terms of dynamic processes rather than as sets of static 
features , it is not surprising that dynamic presentations of 
letters and letter-like characters facilitate more accurate 
copying. For example, copying performance is increased 
when letters are presented using animation (Wright and 
Wright, 1980) or live modelling (LaNunziata, Cooper, Hill 
and Trap-Potter, 1985). Similarly, copying performance is 
improved for nonletters when videotape is accompanied 
by the teacher's hand motion (S0vik, 1976) and when 
projected images are presented close to the subject in a 
dynamic fashion (S0vik, 1979). It is important to note that 
performance is not improved by some static techniques 
(e.g. , the use of overlays by students to correct their own 
handwriting illegibilities; Burkhalter and Wright, 1984), 

even though the procedures are plausible on the surface 
and involving for the students. These results suggest that 
more dynamic methods could be profitably employed to 
teach proper letter formation in elementary schools. 

Tests of the common method hypothesis. There have been 
several studies which bear on the common method hy­
pothesis. For instance, Freyd (1983) has shown that cer­
tain types of distortions make characters more difficult to 
identify than do others. In her experiment, subjects 
viewed novel characters as they were drawn on a com­
puter graphics screen in one of two methods (e.g., stroke 
directions). Later, subjects were asked to identify distorted 
and undistorted versions of the characters they had 
learned. Results indicated that subjects performed better 
on undistorted characters and on characters which were 
distorted in a way that was consistent with their learning 
method. In addition, one category of consistently distorted 
characters , "sloppy lines ," actually facilitated character 
recognition, suggesting that some distortions might con­
tain useful information. Presumably, subjects' tacit knowl­
edge of the method in which the characters were drawn 
during the learning task aided their recognition of the 
distorted forms when the distortions could reasonably 
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result from the original drawing method. These results 
suggest that readers will perform better when they share 
the writer's production system. However, it should be 
noted that the distorted characters used in the recognition 
task were created by the experimenter and not by subjects 
trained in a particular drawing method. 

More recently, Babcock and Freyd (1988) have demon­
strated that some information about the method in which 
characters are drawn is available to others who later view 
the static character traces. Their study included an im­
plicit detection task, in which subjects who learned static 
characters that had been drawn in a particular method 
(e.g., stroke direction) were more likely to draw the char­
acters in a similar fashion, and an explicit detection task, 
in which subjects demonstrated an ability to recreate the 
stroke pattern in which the static characters had been 
drawn. Although these results indicate that information 
regarding the drawing method had been incorporated into 
the static character traces, the exact nature of the informa­
tion was not investigated in a systematic fashion. More­
over, the experimenters did not look for an effect of these 
method-based differences on the recognizability of the 
characters, so there was no test of the common method 
hypothesis. However, the very presence of discernable 
method-based differences in a set of hand-drawn charac­
ters suggests that such a test is possible. 

A more direct test of the common method hypothesis is 
found in Suen's (1983) article. One group ofleft- and 
right-handed subjects generated a large number of charac­
ters by writing a sentence in each of three styles: printing, 
manuscript and cursive. After the sentences had been 
dissected into individual letters, a second group of left­
and right-handed subjects were required to identify each 
of the letters. If one considers the letters produced by left­
and right-handed subjects to be written using different 
methods, then the common method hypothesis would 
predict that left-handed readers would be better at recog­
nizing letters written by left-handed writers and that right­
handed readers would be better at recognizing characters 
written by right-handed writers. The implied interaction 
between the handedness of the writer and the handedness 
of the reader was not found. 

However, there are at least two reasons that this test of the 
common method hypothesis was not a strong one. First, it 
is not clear that the left- and right-handed writers used 
entirely different methods for forming the letters in the 
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first place. Another experiment in the same paper investi­
gated the actual methods (e.g., stroke orders and direc­
tions) used by the same group of subjects when writing 
characters in boxes. The quickest method for writing a 
particular letter was the same for left- and right-handed 
subjects in twenty-one of twenty-six cases (the most com­
mon method used by the two groups to form each charac­
ter is not reported). Second, data regarding the writing 
methods used by readers was not collected. Thus, it is 
possible that the group of left- and right-handed readers 
used different writing methods than their same-handed 
writer counterparts. In fact, it is entirely possible that 
there was as much variability within handedness groups 
across writing and reading conditions as between handed­
ness groups within writing and reading conditions. A 
stronger test of the common method hypothesis would use 
writers and readers whose writing methods are known and 
a set of characters known to be produced in different ways 
by the two method groups. 

In summary, the data regarding the common method 
hypothesis are equivocal at best. On the positive side, 
Freyd's (1983) experiment suggests that readers are better 
at recognizing distortions that are consistent with their 
"writing" method, but the distortions were generated by 
the experimenter and the subjects never actually wrote 
any characters themselves. Babcock and Freyd's (1988) 

study indicates that readers are sensitive to method-based 
information present in the static traces of characters. In 
principle, such information could form the basis for a 
common method effect if such characters were used in a 
recognition task similar to that in Freyd's (1983) study and 
if subjects in the recognition task were practiced in one of 
the two drawing methods. On the negative side, Suen 
(1983) reports that there is no interaction between the 
handedness of writers and readers in a character recogni­
tion task. However, the investigator was primarily inter­
ested in other questions, so the test of the hypothesis was 
rather weak. 

The Current Research 
Unanswered Questions 
In this paper we focus on three related questions. First, 
does the ambiguity of hand-drawn characters vary with 
the methods in which the characters are drawn? Freyd's 
(1983) finding that some types of distortion facilitate 
character recognition suggests the possibility that some 
character pairs might be distorted in ways which make the 
members of the pairs more distinguishable, whereas the 
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finding that other types of distortion make character recog­
nition more difficult suggests that characters pairs might 
also be distorted in ways that make members of the pairs 
less distinguishable. In other words, if character distor­
tions are somewhat predictable on the basis of drawing 
method, it should be possible to demonstate that the use 
of a common drawing method for two graphically similar 
characters leads to ambiguity, whereas the use of different 
drawing methods for the two characters leads to character 
differentiation. We hypothesize that any marked differ­
ences between character pairs drawn using similar and 
dissimilar methods should be evident in the appearance of 
the hand-drawn characters themselves. We should be able 
to measure these differences using a quantitative geomet­
ric scale. 

Perhaps more importantly, does the use of different draw­
ing methods for members of character pairs lead to dis­
torted versions of the characters that are more distinguish­
able to humans than the distorted versions of the charac­
ters that result from the use of similar drawing methods? 
In other words, are the effects of drawing method large 
enough to enable humans to distinguish characters that 
result from different methods, and are the characters that 
result from similar methods truly ambiguous to humans? 
This is really the same question as the first, but the meas­
ure of character differentiation is human performance in a 
recognition task rather than a geometric assessment of the 
characters. We prefer to keep the questions separate be­
cause human performance may be better or worse than 
geometric measures of character differentiation lead one to 
predict. 

Finally, there is our question about the importance of a 
shared character production system. Is a subject's ability 
to correctly identify hand-drawn characters dependent 
upon the consistency between the method he or she uses 
when learning the characters and the method used by 
other subjects when producing the stimuli to be identi­
fied? The common method hypothesis suggests that recog­
nition should be better when the writer and reader share a 
common method for writing the characters. Freyd's (1983) 

finding needs to be replicated using more naturalistic 
hand-drawn distortions instead of computerized forms. 
The results of Babcock and Freyd (1 988) suggest that 
hand-drawn characters might contain enough information 
to be used as test stimuli in a recognition task similar to 
that in Freyd's original study. 
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We should point out that distinguishing between dynamic 
and static theories of character perception is not one of the 
goals of this work. Thus, the results of our experiments are 
consistent with either theoretical stance. 

• An Experimental Approach 

388 

We believe that many of the difficulties associated with 
much of the research cited above can be overcome if a 
more experimental approach is used. For instance, we 
believe that one of the major problems with the mirror 
reversal research is that the studies are correlational in 
nature. Except for the D'Nealian research, the drawing 
"rules" are inferred from the behavior of the subjects and 
used to predict the kinds of errors that should occur if 
those rules are overused. In the case of D'Nealian manu­
script, there ate many variables that could be responsible 
for the decrease in mirror reversals. It remains to be dem­
onstrated that the use of particular drawing rules actually 
causes any errors at all. It doesn't matter whether the 
errrors are mirror reversals or more subtle distortions like 
those in figure 1. Drawing rules needs to be experimen­
tally manipulated before one can come to any concrete 
conclusions about the causal relation between rules and 
errors. 

Thus, we believe that subjects should be randomly as­
signed to drawing rules. Because our college-level subjects 
already have extensive experience with the methods for 
writing letters and numbers and in recognizing the distor­
tions that may result from different writing methods, the 
creation of novel drawing rules necessitates the use of 
novel characters as well. The use of nonletters is not 
without its benefits, however. Frith (1971) and Simner 
(1984) have suggested that the English alphabet is biased 
toward certain types of characters, leading to alternative 
explanations of effects once thought to be rule-based. The 
use of nonletters allows us to eliminate such alternative 
explanations in the experiments that follow. Frith (1974) 

also reports that adults have acquired "schemata" for 
letters that affect both production and recognition proc­
esses. These familiarity effects can also be avoided if 
nonletters are used. Also, it has been suggested elsewhere 
(e.g., van Galen, 1984) that more research is needed with 
artificially constructed graphemes. 

Finally, we choose to study individual characters rather 
than groups of characters because it simplifies the experi­
mental process. Thus, the results of our experiments are 
more applicable to the study of letter formation and recog-
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nition than to higher processes involved in writing and 
reading. We are, of course, aware that letter formation and 
recognition are dependent on the surrounding context 
(Gibson and Levine, 1975; Rumelhart, 1977; Wing, 1979; 
Wing, Nimmo-Smith and Eldridge, 1983). However, a 
large body of research has shown that the formation of 
individual letters is the single most important determinant 
of handwriting legibility (Graham, 1986a, 1986b; Graham, 
Boyer-Shick and Tippets, 1989; Graham and Miller, 1980; 
Quant, 1946; Rondinella, 1963). It therefore seems reason­
able to ask our questions at the individual character level. 

Experiment 1 
The primary purpose of the first experiment was to deter­
mine if the methods used to draw graphically similar 
characters affect the extent to which such characters be­
come differentiated. A secondary goal of this study was to 
generate a large pool of naturalistic stimuli to be used in 
subsequent experiments. 

In principle, a drawing method for a particular character 
or set of characters might have several important aspects, 
such as stroke order, stroke direction, or the inclusion or 
exclusion of connecting lines between successive strokes. 
However, in the interest of simplicity, we varied only 
stroke direction in the present study. Since it is plausible 
to expect that the inclusion of additional differences in 
drawing method might contribute to a higher level of 
discriminability in the hand-drawn products, the ap­
proach taken here is conservative. 

We created pairs of graphically similar characters which 
we thought would remain undifferentiated if drawn using 
similar stroke directions but would become differentiated 
if drawn using dissimilar stroke directions. Figure 2 illus­
trates the manner in which different stroke directions 
might affect the discriminability of one pair of graphically 
similar characters. The letters A and B indicate stroke 
order (A first, then B) and the arrows indicate stroke direc­
tion. 

When the two characters are drawn using similar stroke 
directions, as in the top portion of the figure , there is little 
reason to expect any method-based differences in the 
appearance of the hand-drawn versions of these two char­
acters, even if they are practiced repeatedly. This is be­
cause the drawing methods for the two characters are as 
similar as possible given the slight difference in the angle 
o£ the short stroke, B. We expected this pair to remain 
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F I G U R E 2. The possible effects of stroke direction on the 
discriminability of a pair of characters . When drawn using similar 
stroke directions, the characters are expected to remain relatively 
undifferentiated. When drawn using dissimilar stroke directions the 
characters are expected to become differentiated. The hand-drawn 
examples were selected from those produced by subjects in 
Experiment 1 . 

Similar stroke directions 

Undistorted characters 

Hand-drawn samples 
(undifferentiated) 

Dissimilar stroke directions 

Undistorted characters 

Hand-drawn samples 
(differentiated) 

Character 1 

AIL 
B~ 

/_ 
i 
B~ 

;_ 
relatively undifferentiated if drawn using similar stroke 
directions. When the two characters are drawn using 
dissimilar stroke directions, as in the bottom portion of 
the figure, we anticipated method-based differences in the 
appearance of the hand-drawn characters. We expected 
that the difference in direction of the short stroke, B, if 
practiced repeatedly, would enhance the subtle angle 
difference present in the original characters. Specifically, 
we expected that the acute angle between the two strokes 
A and B would change for one or both of the characters in 
a way that would make the characters more distinguish­
able. Since these angles differ for the undistorted charac­
ters (the acute angle of character 1 is larger than the acute 
angle of character 2 by 14 degrees), an enhancement of 
this difference could lead to a larger angle in hand-drawn 
versions of character 1 , a smaller angle in hand-drawn 
versions of character 2, or both. In any case, such distor­
tions would result in the acute angle of character 1 being 
larger than the acute angle of character 2 by an amount 
that is greater than 14 degrees. Thus, we expected this 
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character pair to become differentiated if drawn using 
dissimilar stroke directions. 

• Method 
Subjects. Ten right-handed subjects from the University of 
Oregon community were paid for their participation in 
this study. Left-handed subjects were excluded in an effort 
to simplify the experimental design. This simplification 
becomes increasingly important in later experiments. 

Character construction. Eight two-stroke characters were 
created and paired with the numbers one through eight 
(see figure 3). However, subjects in this experiment were 
not aware that the characters were numbered. Each of the 
characters has at least one diagonal with a positive slope. 
This is a key feature which allows for a stroke to be drawn 
in two different directions without feeling awkward. 

Two drawing rules were created for each character: a "top­
to-bottom" rule and a "left-to-right" rule. Complete state­
ments of these two rules are given in table 1. When either 
drawing rule is applied to the entire eight-character set, 
the result is that two character pairs are drawn using simi­
lar stroke directions and two character pairs are drawn 
using dissimilar stroke directions (see figure 3). Thus, it 
was possible to investigate stroke directions (similar or 
dissimilar) as a within-subjects variable while requiring 

T A B L E 1. Complete statements of the two drawing rules. 

Drawing rule 

Top-to-bottom 

Left-to-right 

Statement of rule 

Draw the long stroke before the short stroke. 
Draw all strokes from top-to-bottom unless they 
are exactly horizontal. 
Draw exactly horizontal strokes from left-to-right. 

Draw the long stroke before the short stroke. 
Draw all strokes from left-to-right unless they are 
exactly vertical. 
Draw exactly vertical strokes from bottom-to-top. 

that individual subjects learn only one of the two drawing 
rules. 

Practice and test booklets. Two booklets for each drawing 
rule were created: a practice booklet, illustrating the novel 
characters and the proper methods for drawing them, and 
a test booklet. The characters measured approximately 1 x 
1 inch and were composed of lines approximately 1/16th 
inch wide. Space was provided in the booklets so that 
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F I G U R E 3. For each of the eight characters in the two drawing rules, stroke order is 
indicated with the letters A and B (A first. then B) and stroke direction is indicated with arrows. 
Members of character pairs drawn using dissimilar stroke directions differ in the direction of one 
of the two strokes, whereas members of character pairs drawn using similar stroke directions do 
not differ in the direction of either stroke. 

character pair 1 2 

character number 1 2 3 4 

AiAi ll \\ 
similar stroke directions ~B ~B 

drawing rule left-to-right top-to-bottom 

'LA tl \\ ~~~B dissimilar stroke directions B..,;r n~ 

drawing ru le top-to-bottom left-to-right 

3 4 

5 6 7 8 

A A 

0t0\ A~ /_I A;:::::;--./_1 
B B 

top-to-bottom left-to-right 

#L'i'\\ A~_/ B ~A_/ B 

-,1 -----~~ 

left-to-right top-to-bottom 



subjects could copy the characters in close proximity to 
the exemplar characters. The nineteen-page practice book­
let consisted of three sections separated by blank pages. 
The first section contained eight pages, one for each char­
acter, presented in numerical order. One character was 
presented at the top center of each page, along with the 
letters A and B to indicate stroke order, and two arrows to 
indicate stroke direction. The rest of the page was blank. 
The second section was two pages long and consisted of 
twenty-four characters presented in a random order. Char­
acters were arranged twelve to a page in three lines of four 
characters each. Letters and arrows were not shown in this 

section. The third section was seven pages long and con­
sisted of eighty characters (ten copies of each character) 
presented in a random order. Presentation of the charac­
ters was the same as in the previous section, except that 
there were only two rows of characters on the last page. 
The test booklet was identical to the third section of the 
practice booklet. 

Experimental procedure. The experiment lasted approxi­
mately one hour, including instructions and debriefing. 
Subjects were tested individually. Five subjects were 
assigned to each of the two drawing rules (top-to-bottom 
or left-to-right) and completed a practice booklet and a test 
booklet using that rule. Subjects used a black roll-tip pen 
to copy the characters. 

After subjects had finished reading the instructions for the 
entire experiment, they were briefly told one of the two 
drawing rules and presented with the appropriate practice 
booklet. In the first section of the booklet, subjects prac­
ticed the first character in the correct method for one 
minute before being told to go on to the next page. This 
process continued until all eight characters had been 
practiced. 

For the second section of the booklet, subjects were told to 
copy each row of characters in the space provided beneath 
that row. Each character was to be copied once using the 
correct stroke order and direction. This section was in­
eluded to make sure that the subjects were reasonably 
familiar with the drawing method before proceeding to the 
speeded copying in the third section. If the subject made 
an error when drawing a character, the experimenter im­
mediately pointed out the error and asked the subject to 
draw the character again in the correct manner. No criteria 
were set for the appearance of completed characters; only 
errors of method were corrected. 4 
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The procedures used in the third section of the booklet were 
the same as those used in the second section, except that, in 
addition to correcting the subject, the experimenter re­
corded the total number of errors made and the total time 
spent on the eighty-character copying task. Subjects were 
told that this was a speeded copying task in which they 
would be penalized ten seconds for each error made. It was 
made clear that time and method were of the utmost impor­
tance. (A speeded copying task was used because we 
wanted to maximize the natural distortions that subjects 
would make in copying the characters.) The procedu~es 
used in the test booklet were identical to those used in the 
third section of the practice booklet. Only data from the test 
booklet were used in the following analyses. 

Angle measurement. The angle of each stroke (relative to 
the page) was later measured for each of the hand-drawn 
characters in the test booklets using a protractor and T­
square. If a subject had made an error, only strokes from the 
second, correctly drawn character were measured. Individ­
ual subject means for each stroke of each of the eight char­
acters were then computed. Individual subject means for 
the acute angle between the two strokes of each character 
were then computed by subtracting the mean angle of one 
stroke from the mean angle of the other stroke. Finally, 
composite means for each of the eight characters drawn 
using similar and dissimilar stroke directions were com­
puted from the individual subject means. 5 

Results and Discussion 
Composite means for the acute angles of the eight characters 
drawn using similar and dissimilar stroke directions are 
presented in table 2. The difference between these angles is 
also given for each pair of characters (larger differences 
indicate that the members of the pair are more differenti­
ated). Within each character pair, the character which has 
the larger acute angle in the undistorted version (see figure 
3) also has the larger angle in the distorted hand-drawn 
versions of the characters, regardless of whether the charac­
ters were drawn using similar or dissimilar stroke direc­
tions. 

However, it was the size of these differences that we pre­
dicted would vary with the stroke directions used. As pre­
dicted, the angle differences between members of character 
pairs are greater when the characters are drawn using dis­
similar stroke directions than when they are drawn using 
similar stroke directions. Thus, for character pairs 1 and 4, 
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T A 8 L E 2. Differences between mean acute angles for character 
pairs drawn using similar and dissimilar stroke directions. 

Character Similar stroke 
directions 

Dissimilar stroke 
directions 

Pair Number Acute angle Differences Acute angle Differences 
(degrees) (degrees) (degrees) (degrees) 

1 45.6 15.4 59 .3 32.3 
2 30.2 27.0 

left-to-right top-to-bottom 

2 3 49.8 11.4 50.5 34.3 
4 61.2 84.4 

top-to-bottom left-to-right 

3 5 33.3 21.3 30.2 39.9 
6 54.6 70.1 

top-to-bottom left-to-right 

4 7 46 .3 17.2 59.3 27.6 
8 29.1 31.7 

left-to-right top-to-bottom 

Note: Larger differences indicate that the members of the pairs are more distinguishable. 
Regardless of the drawing rule used, angle differences are greater when the character pairs 
are drawn using dissimilar stroke directions . 

the angle differences between the members of the pairs are 
greater when the characters are drawn using the top-to­
bottom rule. For character pairs 2 and 3, the angle differ­
ences are greater when the characters are drawn using the 
left-to-right rule. 

Angle differences between the members of character pairs 
were subjected to a two-way analysis of variance (ANOvA) 

using drawing rule (top-to-bottom or left-to-right) as a 
between-subjects factor and stroke directions (similar or 
dissimilar) as a within-subjects factor. As expected, the 
results indicated that drawing rule was not significant 
[F(1,8) = 1.16, p = 0.314]. However, the angle difference 
between members of character pairs drawn using dissimi­
lar stroke directions (M = 33.6 degrees) was significantly 
greater than the angle difference between members of 
character pairs drawn using similar stroke directions [M = 
16.3 degrees; F(1,8) = 74.70, p<O.OOl]. The effect of stroke 
directions was larger for character pairs drawn using the 
left-to-right rule than for character pairs drawn using the 
top-to-bottom rule, but this interaction was not significant 
[F(1,8) = 3.22, p = 0.111]. The main effect of stroke direc­
tions was significant for the top-to-bottom drawing rule 
[F(1,4) = 22.82, p<O.Ol]] and for the left-to-right drawing 
rule [F(1,4) = 56.03, p<0.01]. 6 These results are depicted in 
figure 4. 
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Since the difference between the acute angles of two 
members of the same character pair is the same for all 
pairs of undistorted characters (14 degrees) , it was mean­
ingful to compare angle differences for character pairs 
drawn using similar and dissimilar stroke directions to 
this value. Single distribution t tests revealed that the 
angle differences for pairs drawn using dissimilar stroke 
directions were signficantly greater than 14 degrees [t(9) = 
9.06, p<0.001]. The angle differences for pairs drawn 
using similar stroke directions were also greater than 14 
degrees, but the difference was not significant [t(9) = 1.24, 
p = 0.247]. The results are similar when the two drawing 
rules are considered individually. For the character pairs 
drawnusing the top-to-bottom rule, the angle differences 
for pairs drawn using dissimilar stroke directions were 
significantly greater than 14 degrees [t(4) = 4.90, p<0.01], 
whereas the angle differences for pairs drawn using simi­
lar stroke directions were not [t(4) = 0.617, p = 0.571]. 
Analogous results were obtained for character pairs drawn 
using the left-to-right rule [t(4) = 11.81, p<0.001 and t(4) = 
2.08, p = 0.106 for pairs drawn using dissimilar and simi­
lar stroke directions , respectively; see note 6]. 

In summary, these results indicate that only those charac­
ter pairs which were drawn using dissimilar stroke direc­
tions actually became more differentiated, at least as 
evidenced by differences in angle measurements. Thus, 
drawing any of the character pairs using dissimilar stroke 
directions differentiates the members of the pair in the 
process, whereas drawing the same character pairs using 
similar stroke directions leaves the pairs relatively undif­
ferentiated. It is important to remember that the labels 
differentiated and undifferentiated refer only to the dis­
torted hand-drawn versions of the character pairs and not 
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F I G U R E 4. Mean differences in the acute angle for character 
pairs drawn using similar and dissimilar stroke directions in each 
drawing rule . The line at 14 degrees represents the acute angle 
difference for all pairs of original , undistorted characters. 

Mean difference in 
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to the original undistorted pairs or to the drawing methods 
that might have facilitated or hindered differentiation. 

Experiment 2 
This experiment was designed to investigate whether the 
perceptions of subjects would mirror the results of Experi­
ment 1. That is, would subjects actually be better able to 
distinguish between members of character pairs drawn 
using dissimilar stroke directions in the previous study? To 
answer this question, we developed a forced-choice tachis­
toscope task emphasizing within-pair choices. We hypothe­
sized that subjects would be better able to recognize mem­
bers of pairs drawn using dissimilar stroke directions than 
members of pairs drawn using similar stroke directions. 
Secondly, using the Experiment 1 characters as stimuli in a 
recognition task provides an opportunity to test the com­
mon method hypothesis. We thought that subjects might be 
more accurate when identifying characters which were 
drawn using their own drawing rule than when identifying 
characters which were drawn using the other drawing rule. 

Given the results of Experiment 1, it may seem that our first 
prediction is a foregone conclusion. However, the fact that 
angle differences are greater when pairs of characters are 
drawn using dissimilar stroke directions than when the 
same pairs are drawn using similar stroke directions does 
not imply that subjects will be able to perceive these differ­
ences. For instance, subjects might recognize individual 
characters without reference to knowledge about other 
characters in the set. Even if subjects do perceive the angle 
differences measured in Experiment 1, there is no reason to 
believe that this is the only criterion subjects would use in 
identifying characters. Other character features (such as 
stroke length, hooked strokes, or the angle of one stroke 
relative to the page) might diminish the saliency of the 
angle between the two strokes. Since we measured only 
stroke angles in Experiment 1, it is impossible to predict the 
pattern of discriminability that might arise from subjects' 
focusing on other character features in the recognition task. 
This is not to say that a prediction based on the similarity 
of stroke directions is unwarranted, but rather that any such 
prediction needs to be tested experimentally. 

• Method 
Subjects. Twenty-one right-handed subjects from the Uni­
versity of Oregon community took part in this study: thir­
teen received course credit in introductory psychology and 
eight were paid for their participation. Of those receiving 
course credit, two were excluded because they failed to 
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meet the pre-set accuracy criterion described below and 
three chose not to complete the experiment because it was 
"too difficult." 

Practice and criterion booklets. One twenty-page practice 
booklet was created for each drawing rule. The first sec­
tion was four pages long and consisted of two repetitions 
of the character set. The characters and their correspond­
ing numerals were presented in order, four per page. 
Letters and arrows were shown to indicate stroke order 
and direction. Space was provided to the right so that 
subjects could copy the characters and numerals. In the 
second section, characters were presented with their 
corresponding numerals, but without letters and arrows. 
Four repetitions of the character set were shown in a 
mixed order in which no character ever appeared twice on 
the same page. The third section showed characters with­
out letters, arrows or numerals. Four repetitions of the set 
were shown in a different mixed order. A two-page crite­
rion booklet was also created for use in screening subjects. 
One repetition of the character set was shown in a random 
order with no letters, arrows or numerals. 

Stimulus and choice cards. Two sets of eighty stimulus 
cards were created from the characters generated by sub­
jects in Experiment 1: one set composed of characters 
drawn using the top-to-bottom rule and one set composed 
of characters drawn using the left-to-right rule. Two ex­
amples of each character were selected from the center 
portion of each of the test booklets in Experiment 1. The 
characters came from exactly the same locations in each of 
the ten test booklets. No characters were excluded because 
they did not look right. If a subject had made an error, 
only the second, correctly drawn character was used. The 
individual characters were enlarged by approximately 
sixty-one percent to a size of about 1 x 1 inch and 
mounted in the bottom center of 4 x 6-inch tachistoscopic 
cards. Twenty percent of the characters in the test booklets 
of Experiment 1 were used to make stimulus cards. A 
statistical analysis of the selected characters revealed all of 
the trends previously found for the entire character set 
(see figure 5). 7 

In addition to the two sets of stimulus cards, a set of fifty­
six choice cards was also created. One sixty-point Helvet­
ica numeral appeared in each of the top corners of each 
choice card. These cards represented all possible presenta­
tions of non-redundant digit pairs using the numerals one 
through eight. 
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One-inch squares were cut from the top corners of the 
stimulus cards so that one stimulus card and one choice 
card could be presented simultaneously, the stimulus card 
in front of the choice card, using only one tachistoscope 
field. This procedure allowed the experimenter to select 
individual examples of characters independently from the 
choice cards. 

Experimental procedure. The entire experimental proce­
dure lasted about one hour. Subjects were tested individu­
ally. Of the sixteen subjects retained in the experiment, 
eight completed booklets using the top-to-bottom drawing 
rule and eight completed booklets using the left-to-right 
drawing rule. 

For the practice booklet, subjects were instructed to copy 
each character once in the correct manner and to write 
the corresponding numeral beside the character they had 
drawn. This task remained the same throughout the three­
section booklet. The experimenter corrected drawing 
errors as in the previous experiment. If the subject wrote 
an incorrect numeral beside the character, the experi­
menter pointed out the error and told the subject the 
correct number. Depending on the type of error, the sub­
ject either re-drew the character in the correct manner or 
wrote the correct numeral. 

After the practice booklet had been completed, the subject 
participated in a forced-choice task on the tachistoscope. 
There was one twenty-trial practice block followed by two 
eighty-trial experimental blocks. Each experimental block 
used characters from one of the two drawing rules. The 
order of the experimental blocks was counter-balanced 
across subjects. The practice block used the same stimulus 
cards as the first experimental block. Subjects were not 
told when the practice block was over and the first experi­
mental block began. 

In each trial, one stimulus card (showing a hand-drawn 
character) and one choice card (showing two numerals) 
were presented on the tachistoscope. 8 The subject 's task 
was to decide which of the two numerals corresponded to 
the hand-drawn character, and to respond by pressing one 
of two hand-held buttons (the left button if the correct 
numeral appeared on the left, and the right button if the 
correct numeral appears on the right). As soon as the 
subject responded, the cards disappeared and the com­
puter recorded the subject's answer and response time. If 
the subject did not respond within three seconds, the 
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F I G U R E 5. Mean differences in the acute angle for character 
pairs drawn using similar and dissimilar stroke directions in each 
drawing rule. Only data from characters used as stimuli in the 
recognition task of Experiment 2 are included. The line at 14 degrees 
represents the acute angle difference for all pairs of original, 
undistorted characters. 
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computer beeped, the cards disappeared and no responses 
were recorded. Other than this limit on response time, no 
feedback was given during this portion of the experiment. 

In each experimental block, the trials were chosen ran­
domly and without replacement from an eighty-trial file 
that had been skewed in favor of within-pair choices. Of 
the ten stimulus cards created for each character, four 
were shown with choice cards depicting within-pair 
choices and six were shown with choice cards depicting 
the six possible between-pair choices. The side on which 
the correct answer appeared was balanced across each of 
these two trial types. The procedure for the practice block 
was the same except that only twenty trials were selected 
from the file. Because the stimulus cards used in the 
practice block were reused in the first experimental block, 
it is fairly likely that at least one of these stimulus cards 
was presented with the same choice card in both blocks (a 
77.3 percent chance). However, such occurences were not 
expected to affect the results of the experiment. 

After the tachistoscope task, subjects completed the two­
page criterion booklet. Subjects were asked to write the 
correct numeral by each character in the booklet in any 
order they wished. They were not required to copy any of 
the characters. If the subject did not correctly identify all 
of the undistorted characters, his or her data from the 
forced-choice task were excluded from the analyses below. 

Results and Discussion 
Since we were primarily interested in determining which 
character pairs were more distinguishable, only within­
pair choices were included in the analyses . The fraction of 
within-pair responses that were correct and the mean 
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response time for these correct responses were computed 
for each character pair in each experimental block. Trials in 
which subjects' response times were less than 250 ms or 
greater than three seconds were not included in these com­
putations. Less than one percent of the data were excluded 
on this basis. 

Two separate analyses of variance (ANOvAs) were per­
formed: one for the fraction of responses which were cor­
rect and one for the mean response time for correct re­
sponses. In both ANOvAs, learning rule (top-to-bottom or 
left-to-right) was a between-subjects factor and test rule 
(top-to-bottom or left-to-right) and stroke directions (similar 
or dissimilar) were within-subjects factors. Learning rule 
refers to the drawing rule that the subject used in his or her 
practice booklet, whereas test rule refers to the drawing rule 
used to create the characters that were shown on the tachis­
toscope. Initially, block order was also considered as a 
between-subjects factor. However, since there were no 
significant main effects or interactions involving this factor, 
the data were collapsed across block order for these analy­
ses. 

There were no signficant main effects or interactions when 
response time was used as the dependent measure. How­
ever, several interesting trends were evident in the accuracy 
data. As predicted, subjects were significantly more accu­
rate when considering members of character pairs drawn 
using dissimilar stroke directions (M = 86.5 percent correct) 
than when considering members of character pairs drawn 
using similar stroke directions [M = 71.5 percent correct; 
F(1,14) = 44.43, p<0.001]. There was also a significant main 
effect of test rule [F(1,14) = 13.59, p<0.01]. Subjects were 
more accurate on characters drawn using the left-to-right 
rule (M = 83.8 percent correct) than on characters drawn 
using the top-to-bottom rule (M = 74.3 percent correct). 

The interaction between these factors was also significant 
[F(1,14) = 53.84, p<0.001]. The accuracy difference between 
members of character pairs drawn using similar and dis­
similar stroke directions was much greater when the pairs 
were drawn using the top-to-bottom rule (28.2 percent) than 
when the pairs were drawn using the left-to-right rule (1.9 
percent). These results are shown in figure 6. 

As expected, there was no main effect of learning rule 
(F<1). However, the expected interaction between learning 
rule and test rule was also absent (F<1). Thus, the results of 
this experiment do not support the hypothesis that recogni-
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F I G U R E 6. Accuracy levels of Experiment 2 subjects viewing 
members of character pairs drawn using similar and dissimilar stroke 
directions in each test rule. Data are shown for each of the two test 
rules, but have been collapsed across learning rule and block order. 
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tion is improved when readers and writers share a com­
mon production system. However, it may be that in this 
instance the predicted interaction was masked by the 
unexpectedly large main effect of test rule. Alternatively, 
subjects may not have been given enough practice at 
drawing the characters to fully master the drawing rules. 
This is quite possible, since the practice booklet used in 
this experiment contained only ten repetitions of the 
character set, compared to well over thirty repetitions 
(more or less, depending on the number of characters 
drawn in the first section of the practice booklet) in the 
booklets of Experiment 1. If the subjects failed to learn a 
particular drawing rule adequately during the practice 
booklet, there would be no reason to expect that they 
would perform better on characters which had been drawn 
using the same rule. 

The main effect of test rule and the interaction between 
the test rule and stroke directions factors both appear to be 
primarily the result of subjects' unexpectedly high level of 
accuracy on trials depicting members of character pairs 
drawn using similar stroke directions and the left-to-right 
drawing rule (i.e., the trials represented by the upper left­
hand point in figure 6) . Why were subjects so accuracte 
when viewing these characters? 

One possible explanation is evident from figure 5 . The 
members of these character pairs have acute angles that 
differ by 19.2 degrees whereas the members of character 
pairs drawn using similar stroke directions and the top-to­
bottom drawing rule have acute angles that differ by only 
12.1 degrees. Neither of these means is significantly differ-
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ent from the 14-degree value for undistorted characters, 
especially if the Scheffe correction for post hoc compari­
sons is employed [t(4) = 2.06, p = 0.108 and t(4) = -0.42, p 
= 0.694, respectively; see note 6]. However, this difference 
only gives us a measure of the amount of additional differ­
entiation, if any, that resulted from the drawing rule. Such 
a comparison is much less useful here than in Experiment 
1. Perhaps the minimum angle difference that is sufficient 
for subjects to adequately distinguish hand-drawn ver­
sions of similar characters in this character set lies some­
where between 12 and 19 degrees. 

Alternatively, subjects may have used some other factor to 
distinguish between members of similar character pairs in 
the recognition task. For example, subjects may have been 
sensitive to the angle of one stroke relative to the page 
rather than to the angle between the two strokes of each 
character. To test this hypothesis, a second analysis of the 
subset of Experiment 1 characters used in Experiment 2 
was conducted using the angle of one stroke (relative to 
the page) as the dependent measure. For each character 
pair, only the stroke which distinguished between mem­
bers in the dissimilar stroke directions condition was 
considered. In character pair 1, for example, only the 
angle of stroke B was considered. We reasoned that sub­
jects might use only the angle of stroke B (and not the 
angle between strokes A and B) to distinguish the mem­
bers of pair 1. Likewise, stroke B was considered for pair 
3, and stroke A was considered for pairs 2 and 4 (see 
bottom row of figure 3 for distinguishing strokes). 

Using this measure, members of character pairs drawn 
using the left-to-right rule (test rule in Experiment 2) and 
similar stroke directions were found to be signficantly 
more differentiated than their undistorted counterparts 
[t(4) = 13.68, p<0.001; see note 6]. All other results were 
the same as in the original analysis of the characters used 
in Experiment 2. In other words, some pairs of characters 
found to be undifferentiated using the "acute angle be­
tween strokes" measure were found to be differentiated 
using the "angle of distinguishing stroke" measure. Thus, 
it is entirely possible that the subjects' use of criteria other 
than the difference in acute angle may have resulted in 
improved performance on the characters in question. 
Subjects may have used other criteria throughout the 
recognition task, either in conjunction with, or instead of, 
the difference in acute angle, or they may have resorted to 
other criteria only when the difference in acute angle 
failed to adequately distinguish between similar charac-
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ters. The angle of the distinguishing stroke is one such 
alternative criterion that may have improved subjects' 
performance on members of character pairs drawn using 
similar stroke directions and the left-to-right drawing rule. 

In summary, the results of this experiment lend support to 
the hypothesis that subjects are better at distinguishing 
members of pairs labelled differentiated in Experiment 1. 

However, this was only true for character pairs drawn 
using the top-to-bottom rule. Apparently, members of all 
character pairs drawn using the left-to-right rule were 
differentiated to a sufficient extent to make the forced­
choice task relatively easy for subjects in this study, re­
gardless of whether the characters were drawn using 
similar or dissimilar stroke directions. 

The anticipated interaction between learning rule and test 
rule was not observed. Thus, there is no evidence for a 
common method effect in these data. However, it once 
again seems likely that the high degree of differentiation 
in character pairs drawn using the left-to-right rule made 
choices between members of those character pairs easier 
for all subjects regardless of their learning rule. On the 
other hand, the practice booklet may have been too short 
for subjects to adequately learn a drawing rule before 
progressing to the tachistoscope task. The next experiment 
was designed to investigate the possibility of a common 
method effect while avoiding these problems. 

Experiment 3 
The purpose of this experiment was to retest the hypothe­
sis that subjects would be more accurate when identifying 
characters which were drawn using a familiar rule than 
when identifying characters which were drawn using an 
unfamiliar rule. In order to avoid possible ceiling effects 
resulting from subjects' high level of performance on 
characters drawn using the left-to-right rule, we decided to 
use only those stimulus cards which depicted characters 
drawn using the top-to-bottom rule. Subjects learned half 
of the character set using the top-to-bottom rule and half 
of the character set using the left-to-right rule. Because test 
rule was not varied in this experiment, the hypothesized 
relationship between learning rule and test rule (the com­
mon method effect) would be seen as a main effect of 
learning rule. To insure that subjects adequately learned 
the correct drawing rule for each character pair, a longer 
practice booklet, similar in form to the booklets used in 
Experiment 1, was used in this experiment. We were 
also interested in determining the time-course of 
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such learning rule effect, if it existed. For instance, subjects 
might learn to identify characters drawn using one rule 
more quickly than those drawn using another. Alterna­
tively, there might be no change in the magnitude of a 
learning rule effect over time. Since we had no reason to 
suspect that either of these possibilities was more likely 

than the other, we made no predictions regarding the time­
course of the anticipated learning rule effect. 

• Method 
Subjects. Fifty-nine right-handed University of Oregon 
undergraduates received course credit in introductory 

psychology for participating in this study. Data from 
twenty-seven of these subjects were excluded from the 
analysis because the subjects failed to meet the pre-set 
accuracy criterion, described below. 

Accuracy criterion. Our pre-set accuracy criterion, designed 
to be independent of the experimental factors of interest, 
was that a 75 percent overall accuracy rate be achieved by 
the end of the recognition task. This accuracy level repre­
sents the half-way point between chance and perfection. 
Although we suspected that the brevity of the recognition 
task (one eighty-trial block with no practice) might present 
some difficulty for subjects, we did not anticipate that it 
would be necessary to test fifty-nine subjects in order to get 
the planned thirty-two subjects (eight subjects in each of 
four conditions). In fact, we thought that greater familiarity 
with the characters (resulting from longer practice booklets) 
would offset the brevity of the tachistoscope task. A post 
hoc inspection of the data collected on the twenty-seven 

excluded subjects suggests that the high percentage of 
excluded subjects did not affect the experimental results. 

Learning rules. We required that each subject learn one 
character pair using similar stroke directions and one char­
acter pair using dissimilar stroke directions in each of the 
two drawing rules. Eight subjects completed the experi­
ment in each of four learning rule/stroke direction combi­
nations . 

Practice booklets. Subjects practiced drawing the characters 
in booklets very similar to practice and test booklets used 
in Experiment 1 . However, characters in the first section 
of the booklet were not presented in numerical order as in 
that experiment. Instead, characters were presented in a 
mixed order in which members of the same pair were 
grouped together. The exact presentation order used for the 
eight characters in this experiment was 6, 5, 7, 8, 4, 3, 1, 2. 
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The test booklet of Experiment 1 was included as a fourth 
section of the practice booklet in this experiment to insure 
that subjects had as much practice at drawing the charac­
ters as did the subjects who generated the characters used 
for the stimulus cards. There was no test booklet in this 
experiment. 

Stimulus and choice cards. Only those stimulus cards 
from Experiment 2 which depicted characters drawn using 
the top-to-bottom rule were used. All of the choice cards 
from that experiment were used. In addition, one set of 
eight cards depicting the undistorted characters was made. 
These characters were identical to those in the booklets. 
Each of the undistorted characters was mounted in the 
bottom center of a 4 x 6-inch tachistoscope card. The top 
corners were not cut out of these cards as they were not 
intended to be shown simultaneously with choice cards. 

Experimental procedure. As before, the individually­
tested subjects completed the experiment in about one 
hour. Because the experimenter was required to monitor 
the subjects' drawing methods and quickly correct sub­
jects if they made any mistakes, it was not possible to run 
subjects from the four learning rule/stroke direction condi­
tions in a random order. Instead, the experimenter contin­
ued running subjects in one condition until eight subjects 
had met the pre-set accuracy criterion. Only then did he 
move on to the next condition. 

Subjects completed the practice booklet according to the 
procedure in Experiment 1. However, since the subjects 
learned half of the characters using the top-to-bottom rule 
and half using the left-to-right rule, it was not possible to 
tell them a simple drawing rule which applied to all of the 
characters. This made completion of the practice booklet 
somewhat more difficult. The experimenter corrected 
subjects' errors in the last three sections and timed the 
subjects in the last two sections of the booklet, just as in 
Experiment 1. 

After the subjects completed the practice booklet, they 
participated in a forced-choice task on the tachistoscope. 9 

The task was very similar to that described in Experiment 
2. There were several important differences, however. 
The subjects' task was to learn to pair the numerals one 
through eight with the characters they had already prac­
ticed. To facilitate this learning task, subjects were given 
auditory feedback by the computer. If the response was 
correct, a short, high-pitched tone (250 ms, 1800Hz) was 
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played. If the response was incorrect, a longer, lower tone 
was played (1000 ms, 600Hz). In either case, the stimulus 
and choice cards disappeared as soon as the subject re­
sponded. If no response was made within three seconds, the 
cards disappeared and a pulsing tone was played (five 50-
ms, 1200-Hz tones separated by 50 ms of silence, for a total 
duration of 950 ms). These tones were demonstrated to the 
subjects before the task began. 

Also, to reduce the amount of guessing during the initial 
trials, cards depicting the undistorted characters were 
shown in order, one through eight. Each card appeared in 
the viewing field for three seconds. During this time, the 
experimenter told the subject the number that corresponded 
to the character being shown. The test trials began immedi­
ately thereafter. 

Individual trials were indentical to those in the previous 
experiment. However, the eighty experimental trials were 
divided into five blocks of sixteen trials each so that the 
time-course of subjects' learning might be investigated. 
Subjects were not aware that the trials had been divided in 
this way. Since we were interested in monitoring subjects' 
progress beginning with the very first trial, there were no 
practice trials in this experiment. Within each of the five 
blocks of experimental trials, there were eight within-pair 
choices and eight between-pair choices. Each character 
appeared once in each of these trial types. The side on 
which the correct numeral appeared was chosen randomly 
for each trial. 

The fraction of responses that were correct and the mean 
response time for correct responses were computed for 
within-pair choices for each of the four character pairs in all 
five blocks of the experiment. In addition, the fraction of 
responses that were correct was computed over all trials 
(including within-pair and between-pair choices) in each of 
the five blocks. As before, trials in which subjects' response 
times were less than 250 ms or greater than three seconds 
were not included in these computations. Less than three 
percent of the data were excluded on this basis. 

The fractions of responses that were correct (computed over 
all trials) for the last two blocks were averaged for each 
subject and the resulting fraction was used as a criterion for 
inclusion in this study. Data from subjects who did not 
average 75 percent correct responses over all trials in the 
last two blocks were excluded from the analysis below. 
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Results and Discussion 
As before, only within-pair choices were considered in the 
data analysis. Because of the large number of cells in 
which individual subjects made no correct responses, we 
were unable to consider the mean response time for cor­
rect responses as a dependent measure. Hence, data were 
analyzed using only the fraction of responses that were 
correct. A three-way ANOVA was conducted using learning 
rule (top-to-bottom or left-to-right), stroke directions (simi­
lar or dissimilar) and block number (1, 2, 3, 4 or 5) as 
within-subjects factors . 

In contrast to Experiment 2, the results of this experiment 
indicate a significant common method effect, which 
shows up here as an effect oflearning rule [F(1,31) = 5.76, 
p<0.05]. Subjects were more accurate when viewing mem­
bers of characters pairs they had learned using the top-to­
bottom rule (M = 69.7 percent correct) than when viewing 
menibers of character pairs they had learned using the left­
to-right rule (M = 63.8 percent correct). In other words, 
subjects were significantly more accurate when viewing 
characters which had been drawn using the rule they had 
learned during the practice session. This effect of learning 
rule was in the predicted direction for all four character 
pairs. The effect of stroke direction was also significant 
[F(1,31) = 51.94, p<0.001]. Subjects were more accurate 
when viewing members of pairs drawn using dissimilar 
stroke directions (M = 77.2 percent correct) than when 
viewing members of pairs drawn using similar stroke 
directions (M = 56.2 percent correct). These results are 
depicted in figure 7. 

DE K A Y & FREYD 

FIG U R E 7. Accuracy levels of Experiment 3 subjects viewing 
members of character pairs drawn using similar and dissimilar stroke 
directions in the top-to-bottom rule. Data are shown for each of the 
two learning rules, but have been collapsed across block order. 
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Block order also yielded a significant effect [F(4,124) = 

6.52, p<0.001]. Subjects became more accurate as the ex­
periment progressed. There were no interactions between 
any of the three factors. 

The results of this experiment indicate that the method in 

which subjects practice drawing characters significantly 
affects their ability to pair those characters with their 
corresponding numerals. This common method effect 
holds for all four character pairs in the study. However, 
there was no indication that the method in which subjects 
practiced drawing the characters had any bearing on the 

time course in which the corresponding numbers were 
learned. It should also be noted that subjects in this experi­
ment learned the characters and their names (in this case, 
their corresponding numerals) in an unusual way. Nor­
mally, people would be expected to practice the character 
name simultaneously with the drawing method, as in 
Experiment 2. We deviated from this procedure in Experi­
ment 3 so that we could monitor the time-course of the 
learning process for the corresponding numbers. Thus, we 
have demonstrated only that learning to draw characters in 
a particular method affects subjects' ability to learn the 
corresponding numerals in a later task. It remains to be 
demonstrated that a similar common method effect occurs 

when the characters and their corresponding numbers are 
learned simultaneously. 

General Discussion 
The answers to the first two of the three questions raised at 
the beginning of this paper now seem fairly clear. First, 

drawing method can affect the appearance of individual 
characters and the differentiation of character pairs in a 
predictable manner. Second, these differences can be 
shown to affect the performance of human subjects in a 
character recognition task. Thus, the results of the first two 
experiments provide further confirmation of Babcock and 

Freyd's (1988) finding that the method in which characters 
are drawn affects the final static traces of the characters. 
However, these results extend their findings in two impor­
tant ways. First, the method in which the characters were 
drawn was shown to affect their appearance in a way 
which was quantifiable by a simple geometric measure, 
whereas Babcock and Freyd's study relied only on subjects ' 
perceptions to demonstrate differences in the static charac­
ter traces. Second, these results show, for the first time, 
that drawing method can affect the discriminability of 
character pairs. Differences in character pair discriminabil­
ity were found when the character pairs were measured 
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geometrically and when subjects identified members of 
the character pairs in a forced-choice tachistoscope task. 

On the other hand, the answer to our third question is 
much less clear because Experiments 2 and 3 provide 
conflicting information about the presence of a common 
method effect. Although Experiment 2 provides no evi­
dence for such an effect, there are several alternative 
explanations for the negative finding. In Experiment 3, the 
finding that subjects are better able to correctly pair char­
acters with their corresponding numbers when viewing 
characters which were drawn in their own method is 
consistent with the results of Freyd's (1983) study and the 
notion that recognition performance is increased when 
readers and writers share a common production system. 
However, this result must be interpreted cautiously be­
cause subjects learned the characters in an unusual way. 
Still, these results represent the first evidence of recogni­
tion differences which are directly related to the dynamics 
of the learning method for hand-drawn characters. 

The common method effect of Experiment 3 does not 
distinguish between static and dynamic theories of charac­
ter perception, however, because subjects saw not only the 
undistorted characters in the learning process (as in 
Freyd's 1983 experiment), but also many examples of their 
own distortions. Therefore, the observed common method 
effect is consistent with theories of either type. Static 
feature-analytic theories would predict enhanced perform­
ance for members of differentiated pairs on the basis of 
real configura! differences like those shown to exist in the 
first experiment, even though such differences were 
clearly the result of the different methods used to create 
the characters. Likewise, subjects would be better at recog­
nizing characters drawn in their own method, since such 
characters would look more like the ones that the subjects 
generated themselves. 

In contrast, a dynamic theory of character perception 
would consider any configura! differences in characters 
generated in Experiment 1 to be dynamic in origin. There­
fore, the presence of such cues would serve to convey 
information about the method in which the characters 
were drawn (as in Babcock and Freyd, 1988) . This meth­
odological information could be later tapped by subjects 
in the character recognition task. Clearly, such informa­
tion would be most useful in recognizing characters which 
were drawn in the subject's own learning method (since 
only familiar dynamic cues would be present) and in 
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recognizing members of character pairs drawn using dis­
similar stroke directions (since members of these pairs 
would contain different, and therefore distinguishing 
dynamic cues). Thus, these experiments do not provide 
any information which favors either static or dynamic 
theories of characters perception per se. However, the 
results presented do echo previous suggestions that the 
dynamics of the learning process are indeed important. 

Although in the strictest sense the results of these experi­
ments are generalizable only to novel character pairs 
which are highly confusable, we feel that these conditions 
will be met by certain character pairs in the English alpha­
bet. Specifically, we feel that the results are applicable to 
confusable character combinations like those presented 
earlier because those characters may be considered novel 
to a child who is just learning the alphabet. It is not 
known how long the reported effects may persist in the 
face of continued experience with the character set. 

Even so, the finding that the drawing method in the learn­
ing process affects both the appearance of the characters 
and the writer's perceptions of characters drawn by other 
individuals may have implications for the teaching of 
handwriting. The results of Experiments 1 and 2 suggest 
that confusion between similar characters will be reduced 
if different stroke orders or directions are used for those 
characters. Thus, the confusion between the script ver­
sions of b and for d and cl might be reduced by altering 
the method of production for one of the members in each 
confusable pair. 

However, Freyd's (1983) results and the results of Experi­
ment 3 suggest that creating new drawing methods for 
characters might make those characters more difficult to 
recognize for individuals who have already learned to 
form them in the currently accepted way. It might not 
prove beneficial to create new drawing methods to disam­
biguate similar characters since such a change might lead 
to confusions for the individual characters themselves. 

Nonetheless, if there were ever a broad-based movement 
to standardize the methods of character production, say, 
for English script or Arabic numerals, it is possible that 
such confusions would be short-lived. The interim diffi­
culties might be outweighed by the long-term benefits of a 
more unified vehicle for communication, just as the bene­
fits of adopting the metric system in the United States 
would probably outweigh the costs of the changeover. In 
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any case, it seems clear that there should be more empha­
sis on teaching students a common writing method and 
less emphasis on students' ability to conform to the stan­
dard model for each character. 

ENDNOTES 
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1 Character pair refers to two characters that may be confused with 
each other (i.e., the c/e character pair) and not to two linked characters 
(i.e., cl) that may be confused with another character (d, in this case). 
2 We use the term hand-drawn rather than handwritten because we 
are interested in non letters as well as letters. Nonletters are used in 
the experiments reported in this paper. 
3 The terms differentiate, distingu ish and discriminate have very 
similar meanings, as do their derivatives. Throughout this paper, we 
use the term differentiated to refer to pairs of characters that, as the 
result of the writing process, have become more different from each 
other than were the original, undistorted exemplars. We describe the 
characters as distinguishable if such differentiation is noticeable to later 
observers. If the differentiation is noticeable, then the characters (or 
character pairs) are said to have the property of discriminability. 
4 Two types of errors were considered drawing method errors: er;rors 
of stroke order and errors of stroke direction. If a stroke drawn in 
roughly the same direction as the long stroke, A, was followed by a 
stroke drawn in roughly the same direction as the short stroke, B, the 
character was considered to be drawn using the correct method. 
Stroke direction was determined by comparison of the beginning and 
ending points of the stroke and was based on experimenter judgment. 
In princip le, this cou ld have presented a problem in the case of lines 
that were drawn nearly perpendicular to the correct stroke direction. 
However, since no hand-drawn strokes differed from the correct angle 
by more than about 45 degrees, such judgments were not difficu lt and 
do not represent a source of bias in the final set of hand-drawn 
characters. Incorrect stroke length or placement were not errors of 
method since they did not violate the drawing rule. Such errors were 
not corrected by the experimenter. All of the characters accepted by 
the experimenter could be described as "reasonable distortions" of the 
characters being copied. Other authors (e.g., Suen, 1983) have also 
used experimenter judgment as a basis for real-time error correction. 
5 The angle between the two strokes was determined by subtraction 
rather than direct measurement because the strokes usual ly did not 
intersect. Direct measurement would have requi red extending the 
strokes to their point of intersection, potentia lly introducing greater 
measurement error. Subtraction always resulted in a measure for the 
angle that corresponded to the acute angle between the strokes of the 
undistorted character, even though this angle may have been greater 
than 90 degrees for some individual hand-drawn characters. Sub­
tracting the mean angle of one stroke from the mean angle of the other 
stroke yie lds the same result as subtracting first and then computing 
the mean. 
6 For all significant post hoc comparisons, F va lues for simple effects 
and F values that correspond to stated t values (F = t 2

) exceed the 
Scheffe adjusted critical value for F [for example, the adjusted critical 
value equals 3 x Fcritica

1
(3,16) = 9.72 in the first case]. 

7 A table analogous to table 2 is available from the f irst author. 
8 Stimulus and choice cards were presented using a Gerbrands G 1135 
four-field tachistoscope equipped with a Gerbrands 404A lamp driver. 
The tachistoscope was controlled through a Gerbrands G1157 com­
puter interface that had been adapted for use with an IBM PC/XT. 
9 The tachistoscope and computer w ere the same as used in 
Experiment 2. 
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Language and Typography. Cal Swann. New York: Van 
Nostrand, 1991. 94 pages, large format, amply illustrated, 
many photos, black and white. $19.95 

Cal Swann's book, Language and Typography, is a useful, 
concise and well-illustrated contribution to the array of 
introductory works published about document design. It 
is , as its back cover states, "a[n] introduction to the basic 
theories of language and its visible transmission as typog­
raphy." Swann aims his book at "students of design and 
language and all those who seek an opening into either or 
both of the two fields."(9) With this focus on language and 
design, Swann's central thesis is to suggest how typogra­
phy operates on both linguistic and graphic levels. He 
ultimately prescribes that the creator of visible language 
should pay greater attention to and even investigate fur­
ther how the basic principles of these two subjects are 
intertwined in visible language. 

Swann divides his book into five chapters, each dedicated 
to important concepts about creating visual communica­
tion. Chapter 1, "Introduction to Language as Human 
Communication," is the first of two chapters he uses to 
establish a foundation of knowledge for the readers he 
targets. He addresses fundamental concepts about lan­
guage and communication- defining what language is 
and what its components are, describing the evolution of 
world languages, and explaining the communication pro­
cess and communication codes. The focus of this chapter 
is to show how verbal language and printed, visual sym­
bols of a language are linked. It also introduces the impor­
tance of context to any act of communication, especially 
as symbolically designed messages are fixed in the context 
of their written/printed/painted forms. 

In chapter 2, "A Developing and Living Language," Swann 
completes his introductory material by exploring in more 
detail the historical development of language, especially 
in the typographic forms that have evolved over the centu­
ries. He explains the global impact that English has had 
and how certain Americanisms have permeated other 
cultures. Swann's objective is to show how the changes in 
language also affect the typographic, symbolic presenta­
tions of it. 

Typographic and orthographic systems manage how well 
messages are sent and aperceived in print. Chapter 3, "The 
Visual System," begins the substance of Swann's work. He 
explains some general guidelines for spatial and contex-
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tual use of typographic elements. Swann uses many visual 
examples of the concepts he describes, many of which 
come from signs, logos , marquees and others from every­
day use. Dovetailing with his earlier discussion in chapter 
1 about the connection between verbal and visual lan­
guage, and applying his analysis about the historical 

development of symbols for language, Swann explains the 
sensory reception of language through the human body's 
aural and visual systems. The most notable segment on the 
aural-visual connection between language and typography 
is the discussion about "prosodic visual cues." As Swann 
states, "In speech, variations in pitch, loudness and speed 

are referred to as 'prosody.' In print different letter forms 
have been used to signify stress or emphasis ... The small 
variations in weight or style of type may have little effect 
upon the legibility of the visible language, but they can 
have an important effect on the tone and attitudes which 
the author wishes to convey." (48) Swann discusses the 
impact of various formats to illustrate his analysis about 
the visual system of language. He examines the usability 
of list formats in a telephone book and a train schedule, 
the artistic rendering of words to form shapes in visual 
poetry, the design offorms for bureaucratic purposes, and 
the visual explanation of a process shown in a flow chart. 

Swann's fourth chapter, "Forms and Connotation," takes a 
significant leap into his argument about the relationship 
between the symbols of language and the visual presenta­
tion of a message. He argues that "Content and form are 
essential elements in making a message .... Placed in an 
appropriate context as the important third element, com­
munication can take place .... Written language and 
typography have parallel levels of content, form and con­
text. The content is the spelling, syntax and semantic 
structure of the words and the form is the visual nature 
and arrangement of the typography." (54) Similarly, the 
context of a visual message is established through "[t]he 
style of the letterforms, size, weight and spatial distribu­
tion." (54) Swann takes this analysis through various 
examples to show how the visual aspects of a written/ 
printed message contribute to a reader's reception of a 
message and lead to understanding its meaning, including 
the impact of aesthetic appeal, size and space of typo­
graphical elements, form versus function, and function 
versus form of typographical design. 

Swann's fifth and final chapter, "Visible Speech," ties 
together his preceding analyses about the linguistic con­
nections between the spoken work and its printed forms. 
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He argues that there is an "aural and [a] visual literacy" 
that we only begin to develop when we are very young 
that comes from our mastering, first, the grapheme shapes 
of a language, and second, the motor skills to form them 
(75). However, Swann feels that teaching the visual, gra­
phical importance of a written/printed message should be 

done beyond the rudimentary mastery of orthographic 
skills. Our schools separate aesthetic judgment of written/ 
printed discourse into "art teaching" and "English" as 
separated subject areas (75). Rather than striking a balance 
between the two types of literacy, aural literacy, which is 
focused on training people to read, write, and speak a 

common language competently, is favored largely over 
visual literacy, which involves skills that are typically 
reserved for training specialists in design. To illustrate 
this point, Swann presents five examples of variously 
effective signs created by people with varying levels of 
skill and competence in rendering graphic communica­

tion. He analyzes them for both their linguistic and their 
visual effectiveness as they relate their content and form 
to the context of the situation in which they are read. 

Swann concludes the fifth chapter and his book by phi­
losophizing about how visible language can best be ana­

lyzed. He suggests a scheme for analysis that requires 
making specific assessments about five sucessive catego­
ries or aspects of "visible language." It is comprised of "a 
first-stage 'overview' to describe the item and a final stage 
for conclusions [about its effectiveness], [between which] 
there are three main areas concerned with the physical 
structure [or, the visual and textual elements of a written/ 

printed form], the sociological context [or, the cultural, 
subcultural, stereotypical, and ideological contexts of the 
form], and the psychological states of the sender and 
receiver"(89). Swann then applies this scheme by analyz­
ing an advertisement. 

Clearly, Swann's book is a treatise on the visual presenta­
tion of language using typographic elements. The design 
of the book itself, one would presume, is meant to illus­
trate the concepts he addresses, to present pertinent ex­
amples and to counsel us about creating visible messages. 
It is ironic, however, that his book has some important 
design problems. Although the page design is at first 
glance attractive, it is difficult to use. The page layout 
typically reserves the top portion of the pages (each meas­
uring 11 3/4 inches by 8 1/4 inches) for text, which is 
placed in two columns on the right half of each page, and 
the lower portion of the pages for illustrations. This layout 
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in itself is not problematic, but the poor judgment to place 
the text very close to the right edge of the page results in it 
running into the gutter on all even-numbered, left-hand 
pages. I found it inconvenient to have to bend the book 
abnormally open to see the text that is hidden in the gut­
ter. Furthermore, since all pages have the text placed on 
the right half of the upper portion of the pages, the run­
ning heads are difficult to find (if, for example, you flip 
through the pages to find specific topics), because they are 
essentially placed around the top-center ofthe pages. I 
also found that the visual breaks between chapters were 
poor. Because each chapter begins immediately after one 
concludes, this problem is linked to, I believe, an ineffec­
tive use of typographic emphasis for the chapter titles and 
subsequent headings to signal the beginning of each chap­
ter. Even though Swann uses space around these titles and 
headings, the weight of their typefaces is identical to the 
weight of the text type. Chapter titles, headings, and sub­
headings would be more effective if he used boldfaced and 
enlarged typefaces. 

On a scholarly level, I found that Swann does a poor job 
documenting his sources. There are instances when he 
quotes or otherwise paraphrases other scholars and does 
not give complete citations elsewhere in the book (neither 
in his "Recommended Reading" sections that follow each 
chapter, nor in his "Bibliography" at the end of his book). 
So his bibliography does not reflect all the sources he used 
in the text or in his recommended reading lists. Perhaps 
he should have used two separate lists to better manage 
his references at the end of the book-one as an annotated 
list for recommended reading and another for the works 
cited. These problems may not be easily overlooked by 
more experienced and demanding readers. Perhaps Swann 
felt that they may not be important in an introduction of 
typography to beginning, less experienced, and less de­
manding students of the subject. Yet there is no substitute 
for good scholarship and good document design for any 
reader regardless of their level of familiarity with the 
subject. 

As you read Swann's book, you will see that he teases you 
with complex issues like discourse communities, recep­
tion theory, schema theory and intertextuality in very 
simple deconstructionist terms. He also skims the surface 
of semiotics and rhetoric as they apply to typographic 
design and visible language. His linguistic approach to­
ward analyzing visible language almost seems related to 
the general semantics movement championed by the likes 
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of Alfred Korzybski and S.l. Hayakawa. If you are a willing 
reader who would forgive the design and scholarly flaws 
of this book, you will certainly come away with interest­
ing and somewhat innovative ways to look at the visible 
language that bombards us daily. If you or anyone you 
know design documents, especially if a novice in this 
field, Swann's book would be a very useful and succinct 
thought-starter for creating visible language. 

BOOK REVIEW 

Reviewed by Peter M. Smudde, a Ph.D. candidate in Communication 
at Wayne State University. He was formerly a technical editor for 
training materials at AT&T and is currently a developer of owner use 
and care information for General Motors Corporation. 

Andrew Carstairs-McCarthy 
Current Morphology 
London and New York: Routledge, 1992 

290 pages, paper, $22 .50; cloth, $77.50 

ISBN 0-415-07118-6 

Influential developments in theoretical linguistic ap­
proaches to morphology during the past twenty years are 
the focus of this survey. The book addresses questions 
relating to morphology and the shape of universal grammar 
as well as morphological issues as distinguished from 
lexical, phonological and syntactic issues . The audience 
for this volume is not the novice or those interested 
primarily in generative work. 

Giorgio Fano 
The Origins and Nature of Language 
(Translated by Susan Petrilli) 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992 

333 pages, cloth, $57.50 

ISBN 0-253-32121-2 

This is the first English translation of Fano's Saggio sulle 
origini dellinguaggio. His goal in this book is to outline a 
general theory of expressive signs by examining research 
that explores the relationship between semantics, aesthet­
ics and logic. While langugage origins remain a realm of 
speculation, this author advances the theory that the basis 
of verbal language is mimetic/gestural. It is characterized 
by structure, indexicality (the gesture) and iconicity 
(mimicry, similarity, images). The author brings together 
many theoretical and evidentiary threads among which 
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are: child language invention, mimetic languages created 
by uneducated deaf-mutes, observation of anthropoid 
apes' expressive capacity, conclusions from analyses of 
diverse writing systems, reviews of various language 
theories from the Greeks to artificial intelligence and 
problems of spirituality and expression in language. 

Bob Gill 
Graphic Design Made Difficult 
New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1992 

160 pages, illustrated, paper, $29.95 

ISBN 0-442-01098-2 

The author/designer presents his design process in which 
he underscores the need to communicate with clarity and 
vitality. The primary idea is to redefine the communica­
tion problem in order to release its creative and/or 
communicative potential. This is a book for looking rather 
than reading as Gill gives verbal and visual examples for 
his redefined one-liners. 

Philip B. Gough, Linnea C. Ehri and Rebecca Treiman 
Reading Acquisition 
Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1992 

384 pages, cloth, $69.95 

ISBN 0-8058-0113-8 

Twelve international papers from the English-speaking 
world are presented. The authors are psychologists 
involved in basic research in learning to read. They cover 
such topics as: learning the alphabetic cipher, phonologi­
cal awareness , syntactic awareness, comprehension and 
metalinguistic awareness. Other discussion within this 
volume includes constructions of the research/testing 
configuration and examination of the pros and cons of 
teaching reading with the whole language approach or the 
code emphasis approach. 

Victor Margolin 
Design Discourse, History Theory Criticism 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press , 1989 

292 pages, cloth, $55.00; paper, $17.95 

ISBN 0-226-50514-6 

Victor Margolin is one of the founding editors of the 
journal Design Discourse. In this book he collects twenty 
essays from the journal, organizing them under three 
frameworks: examination of design in relation to critical 
strategies; investigation of new methods to interpret and 
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analyze design; and design in relation to history. The 
middle section, Interpretation of Design, contains articles 
of interest to readers of Visible Language. Articles such as 
Abraham Moles' "The Legibility of the World: A Project of 
Graphic Design"; Ellen Lupton's "Reading Isotype"; Jack 
Williamson's "The Grid: History, Use and Meaning"; and 
Robin Kinross' "The Rhetoric of Neutrality" indicate the 
nature of this section. 

W. Barnett Pearce 
Communication and the Human Condition 
Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1989 

220 pages, cloth, $16.95; paper, $10.95 

ISBNB 0-8093-1412-6 

The author defends the thesis that communication is not 
only central to the human condition, but that the specific 
forms of communication used, based on culture or historic 
period, alter their user's way of being human. Alternate 
forms of communication are not benign, but comprise 
various approaches to specifically defining humanity. 
Pearce goes beneath the surface of communication to 
explore the values and controls which underpin the social 
exchange. His discussion of "modern" and "cosmopolitan" 
communication deserves particular attention. 

Marie-Laure Ryan 
Possible Worlds, Artificial Intelligence, and Narrative 
Theory 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991 

291 pages, cloth, $35.00 

ISBN 0-253-35004-2 

Textual semiotics from an interdisciplinary standpoint is 
at the core of this book. Its conceptual framework consists 
of the theory of possible worlds (a formal model developed 
by logicians) and artificial intelligence. Within this 
framework, the first section defines fictionality and the 
second investigates the semantics of narrativity. Ryan 
explores the heuristics of automatic story generation. Tree­
structures and flow-charts deliver structural clarity in her 
description of mystery narratives with their alternative 
outcomes. 
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Christopher Seeley 
A History of Writing in Japan 
Leiden, Holland: E.J. Brill, 1991 

254 pages, illustrated, cloth, $85.00 

ISBN 90-04-09081-9 

The beauty and complexity of written Japanese have 
fascinated many. A History of Writing in Japan examines 
nearly two thousand years of writing development with 
its movement toward simplified visual form and orthogra­
phy. While this book is directed to readers with some 
familiarity with Japanese or Chinese language, readers 
lacking such a background, while at a disadvantage, will 
not be lost. The author moves out from his primary topic 
to touch upon other aspects of Japanese culture-its 
history, literature, religion and institutions. 

Claudia Thompson 
Recycled Papers, The Essential Guide 
Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1992 

200 pages, illustrated, cloth, $40.00; paper, $25.00 

ISBN 0-262-20089-9 

The paperless office has not materialized-paper 
consumption continues to grow-and in recent years a 
print aesthetic has developed which holds in high regard 
super-coated, bright white papers which ultimately are 
densely coated with ink. The author presents all the facts: 
a brief history of paper, diagrams, statistics, definitions 
and standards, and in the appendix, a list of paper mills 
with recycled products. This is the book for which many 
ecologically concerned designers and publishers have 
been waiting. 
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READER COMMENTS 

• We have different opinions about typography. A scientific 
journal like Visible Language should not be used as a 
playground for funny typographic ideas. Typography­
and type design for text faces-has a utilitarian function. 
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I have nothing against new solutions or experimental 
design, but the layout of volume 24:3/4 of Visible 
Language is badly done. The handling of the oversized 
headlines is not in a balanced relationship with the small 
text type and extremely tiny size of the type for the notes. 
The letterfit is too tight, reducing legibility. There is a lot 
of white space on the page, which could have been used to 
produce a more readable layout. 

Take a look, for example, at the folios or the handling of 
the initials on page 242 or 247 in Albert Kapr's excellent 
article on Gutenberg. Typographers should not push 
themselves into the foreground by using a text to show off 
through the use of gimmicky effects, ignoring the basic 
rules of legibility and functional typography. 

Hermann Zapf, Darmstadt, Germany 

Before addressing the specific comments in your letter, I 

would like to put this journal into its pragmatic context, 

although not as a way of displacing your criticism or of side­

stepping my own final responsibility for its publication. The 

journal has a history (25 years) of exploring the concepts of 

visible language both in its content and in its form. Explora­

tion of typographic configurations and alternative ways to 

structure information is an important attribute of the journal. 

Most issues are designed by one or two students at the 

Rhode Island School of Design. While they are paid for this 

work, the journal cannot pay them sufficiently. As a result, 

the educational nature of the activity becomes important. 

Design education tends to focus on either a master/ 

apprentice relationship or on a more open-ended process of 

discovery. The students who work on the design of the 

journal operate from the second point of view. For the 

journal to be published, they must hit a threshold in their 

performance. Some, of course, far exceed this level (see, for 

example, volume 24:2 or volume 23:4), and some simply 

cross this threshold. This is not ideal, but it is practical and 

optimistic with regard to student performance. 



The real point of departure in our views is philosophical. You 

believe typography has a serving function . I agree with this, 

but the difference lies in our definitions of what constitutes a 

serving function. It is necessary to put this within the context 

of contemporary readers. People read less, they obtain more 

of their information from other media, and even people who 

read a journal such as this are struggling with a deluge of 

print, i.e., they read many journals and they process much 

information. This context seems to demand more interesting, 

more responsive typography. Typography in the classic 

crystal goblet mode may not be the best solution for 

contemporary readers who are distracted by more dynamic 

modes of presentation. 

The typographer as reader may be able to interpret through 

structure and emphasis the importance of the author's 

manuscript. I am also seeing more authors who are beginning 

to think typographically: they are beginning to think more 

fluidly about structure; they are going beyond the confines of 

dumping their particular information into a set of standard 

conventions. Both the typographer as reader/interpreter and 

the author as designer/typographer have limitations. This 

suggests to me the need for better crossover knowledge 

between the verbal and visual disciplines. 

Another aspect of what we might call content-responsive 

typography is stimulation. This is the attribute on which the 

designer of volume 24:3/4 focused. Since it was a general 

issue, he wanted to develop a magazine format to present 

each article in a distinctive way. In retrospect, he may have 

tried too many things-some worked well, some not so well. 

Perhaps I should have reined him in . As you can see, my 

roles as teacher and as publisher are sometimes in conflict. 

The point at which these two perspectives meet is at the 

threshold of student typographic performance. 

The editor 

• I should like to make two observations [with regard to 
Visible Language 24 :1, the special issue The Origin of 
Visible Language in the New World]: 
1) Assuming that this journal is intended for an interna­
tional audience and, in this case, also for scholars in Latin 
America, close attention should be given to the correct 
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usage of accent marks in Spanish words. These are 
missing altogether except for the brief bibliography for 
Beatriz de la Fuente (not Funtenta!), 
2) Occasionally, writers have deplored that European 
publications on Mesoamerican subjects are frequently 
ignored in the United States, even if they appear in 
English. A case in point is Brian Stross' iconographic 
essay on Stela 1, La Mojarra (cover illustration and pp. 46-

56), which completely overlooks the 30-page article 
"Some Observations of Stela 1, La Mojarra, Veracruz," by 
Thomas Barthel and H. von Winning, in Tribus no. 38, 
December 1989, Linden Museum, Stuttgart, Germany, pp. 
91-120. Hence an opportunity for discussion of some 
divergent viewpoints has been missed. 

Hans von Winning, Hollywood, California 

READER COMMENTS 

Dr. von Winning's second point is well taken. When writing 

the essay on the La Mojarra Stela, I was quite unaware of 

his excellent collaboration with Thomas Barthel that 

appeared in Tribus in 1989. I would have greatly appreciated 

the opportunity to discuss some of the divergent viewpoints 

that it contains. The fact that the library at my university had 

cut the journa!Tribus from its subscription list because of 

the budget crunch affecting libraries everywhere in the 

United States may help to explain why I unintentionally 

overlooked it, and in turn we can see one of the potential 

losses to scholarship in this country that may be exacer­

bated in the future because of dwindling library resources. 

Brian Stross, Austin, Texas 

• It's time to say adieu-I'm not renewing my subscription 
as I am now a senior citizen. I've taken the publication 
since the very start and I've given the whole collection to 
the Design Archive at the University of Illinois/Chicago 
Library-Special Collections. 
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I do want to add that I think the articles are a lot more 
readable and interesting in the past few years. With all 
respect to Merald Wrolstad, in the beginning he must have 
had difficulties in getting a variety of articles, and from 
my viewpoint, the majority of them ended up focusing on 
different ways to measure reading ability, including all the 
statistics. Since I was designing materials for elementary 
education, I tried very hard to understand it all. I did 
mention the esoteric language to Merald. Nevertheless , his 



journal was probably the first in the design community to 
deal with all aspects of language. 

Muriel Underwood, Chicago, Illinois 

Merald had, what surprisingly continues to be, a unique 

vision: communication between the humanities and 

sciences in a genuine interdisciplinary spirit of discovery. His 

particular mission, bringing good research information to the 

design/communication practitioner with the goal of 

improving both the focus of research and the intelligence of 

practice, continues to be explored by the journal. 

The editor 
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