
Prospective school psychology graduate students 

must take the GRE. Test takers often prioritize 

studying for the verbal section (Loken, et al., 2004). 

We explored the application of Brief Experimental 

Analysis (BEA) for selecting vocabulary 

interventions for graduate-school bound university 

students. BEA produced idiosyncratic results for 

each participant. Extended analyses revealed BEA-

indicated interventions increased participants’ 

correct definitions of vocabulary words.  

BEA is a tool that “test drives” different 

interventions to select a promising intervention for 

each participant, which can be implemented over 

time. Research indicates that for school-aged 

children Brief Experimental Analysis (BEA) can be 

used to select effective academic interventions, 

especially in oral reading fluency (Burns & Wagner, 

2008). On the GRE, university students emphasize 

the verbal component because they perceive it as 

especially difficult (Loken, Radlinsky, Crespi, Millet, 

& Cushing, 2004). 

We selected three interventions commonly used to 

teach word definitions: interspersal, incremental 

rehearsal, and traditional flashcard drill. Although 

traditional flashcard drill procedures have been 

used for vocabulary instruction (e.g., MacQuarrie, 

Tucker, Burns, & Hartman, 2002), research suggests 

that interspersal procedures yield better results 

than traditional flashcard drill procedures for 

definitional knowledge and retention of knowledge 

over time (Petersen-Brown & Burns, 2011).

We aimed to extend the traditional use of BEA to 

select an effective vocabulary intervention for 

college students. We then measured the 

effectiveness of this intervention across time in an 

extended analysis using a cumulative acquisition 

design. 

Our results add to our current understanding of BEA by 

providing evidence that BEA can be used to select an 

effective intervention for increasing vocabulary word 

knowledge among university students preparing for the 

GRE. Interestingly, the “winning” intervention in the BEA 

did not outperform the second best intervention in the 

extended analysis.  However, both interventions produced 

significant gains in vocabulary word knowledge over time. 

Past research on BEA has focused primarily on oral reading 

fluency in school-aged participants.  In addition, this study 

adds to the literature on effective study strategies for the 

GRE.  

Our results indicate that “one size does not fit all”; rather 

different strategies worked better for different students.  

Individualizing study strategies may help students more 

effectively and efficiently study unknown vocabulary 

words for tests such as the GRE. 

One limitation to the study is our small sample (n = 2). In 

single-case designs, small sample size is always considered 

a possible limitation. Another limitation to our study is 

selection bias—only students who were highly motivated 

to increase their advanced vocabulary knowledge 

volunteered to participate. Finally, we cannot be sure that 

participants did not study vocabulary words outside of the 

sessions, although we discouraged them from doing so. 
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Participants

2 (1 male, 1 female) undergraduates 

preparing to take the GRE participated in the 

study. Participants received extra credit for 

their time.

Interventions

Traditional Flashcard Drill:

• 6 unknown vocabulary words

• Participants orally state and define each word 

• Repeated for 9 trials total

Interspersal:

• 6 unknown words interspersed between 2 

known words 

• Unknowns are shuffled for random order

• Repeated for 9 trials total

Incremental Rehearsal:

• 6 unknown words and 9 known words 

• One unknown word is interspersed between an 

increasing amount of known words

• Repeated for 6 trials total

Procedure

Pretest. Participants took a multiple-choice 

pre-test to determine known and unknown 

words. The test was administered online and 

contained words taken from commercial GRE 

study materials. 

BEA. Unknown and known words identified 

in the pre-test were randomly selected for 

the intervention conditions. BEAs were 

conducted across two half-hour sessions. 

Interventions were delivered in a 

predetermined, random order. 

Immediate recall was tested 

after a 5-minute delay between each 

intervention. Delayed recall was performed 

approximately 24 hours after each BEA 

session. The two most successful 

interventions were carried out for the 

extended analysis. 

Extended Analysis. The interventions were 

counterbalanced (e.g. interspersal in session 

1, incremental rehearsal in session 2, 

interspersal rehearsal in session 3, and so 

on). Five minutes after the intervention, we 

tested the participant’s immediate recall of 

the words for that session. 

Prior to administering the 

intervention, we tested the participant’s 

delayed recall for all the unknown words 

they had learned during all prior sessions and 

graphed their cumulative retention as part of 

a cumulative acquisition design. 

The extended analysis was 

carried out for approximately 3 weeks—

approximately 72 unknown words total were 

introduced to each participant.

Outcome. Participants were tested on their 

cumulative retention of all the words 

presented across all sessions.
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