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Schooling, in contrast, did produce a number 
of effects. The most evident effect was that 
schooling, especially with English instruction, 
increased the ability to provide verbal explana-
tions and justifications. The participants who 
had attended school were much better able to 
provide coherent explanations of their answers 
than those who hadn’t attended school. The 
group differences in explanations were some-
times evident even when the schooled and 
unschooled groups did not differ in perfor-
mance. In other words, schooling affected not 
so much which responses were chosen but 
rather the skill with which respondents could 
explain and justify their choices.

Scribner and Cole (1981) did, however, dis-
cover literacy effects on some specific tasks. 
Most had to do with knowledge of language 
literate participants 
matical sentences in V
eled after children’
Scribner and Cole used these 
to both Vai-literate (unschooled) and 

What can we make 
tional wisdom, their studies do not support the idea that either literacy or schooling 
has profound effects on the ways cognitive processes operate. Although on some tasks 
schooled and/or literate participants outperformed unschooled nonliterate partici-
pants, the latter group often performed just as well as, or only slightly worse than, than 
the former groups. However, both literacy and schooling do apparently affect the ways 
some cognitive tasks are carried out, at least in some circumstances. So apparently both 
schooling and literacy make a difference to cognition, at least sometimes.

Reviewing all their findings, Scribner and Cole (1981) developed a “practice account of 
literacy” as a framework for understanding the experimental results. By practice, they 
refer to “a recurrent, goal-directed sequence of activities using a particular technology 
and particular systems of knowledge” (p. 236). These authors examined the knowledge 
and skills required for literacy and the knowledge and skills that the practice of literacy 
enables. What one does to become literate and what one does when one practices his 
or her literacy (say, by reading or writing a letter) strengthen some very specific skills. 
Scribner and Cole asserted that literacy does not promote broad, general cognitive 
changes but rather promotes more localized and task-specific contextualized changes.

The same kind of argument might account for the effects of schooling. Recall that 
schooled Vai outperformed unschooled Vai only on tasks requiring verbal explana-
tions. Scribner and Cole (1981) pointed to the “practice” of schooling, particularly 
English schooling, as a potent cause. Schools are places where a premium is placed on 
the ability to offer an articulate set of reasons for one’s responses and to figure out ways 
to approach and master tasks removed from practical experience (Bruner, 1966). No 
wonder, then, that those with the most experience in this setting show the most ability 
to apply the specific skills this setting promotes in other circumstances.
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 Figure 15.10: Example of 
a rebus puzzle. Translation: 
In flower beds, watch out for 
bees.

SOURCE: Adapted from Scribner, S., & Cole, M. 
(1981). The psychology of literacy. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press. Figure is on 
p. 167.


