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Patricia Greenfield, a collaborator of
Bruner’s, carried out similar studies 
with unschooled Wolof children in 
rural Senegal, West Africa (Greenfield, 
Reich, & Olver, 1966). Children (ages 
6–16 years) saw 10 familiar objects, 4
of which were red, 4 of which were
items of clothing, and 4 of which were
round (some objects had two or more 
of these properties). They were told 
to choose the objects that were “alike”
and then to say how they were alike.

The question was “Did children use
any of these bases in a systematic way, 
selecting all and only the red objects,
all and only the round objects, or all

children (typically more than 65%) 

In a second study with schooled and unschooled Wolof children (ages 6–13 years) and 
unschooled adults, Greenfield et al. (1966) presented sets of three pictured objects. 
Within each set, two objects shared a color, two objects shared a shape, and two objects 
shared a function. Figure 15.6 provides some examples. Participants were asked to 
show which two of the three objects in each set were “most alike” and to explain why.

Greenfield et al. (1966) examined the bases on which children and adults grouped 
items. Schooling was found to have a very powerful effect. First, unschooled partic-
ipants had more trouble in interpreting the pictures and recognizing the depicted 
objects, a finding consistent with the results reported by Hudson (1960) discussed 
earlier. Second, children who had attended school were much less likely to use color as 
a classification basis, and the decrease in preference for color was associated with years 
of schooling. Conversely, sorting on the basis of both form and function rose with 
years of schooling. In fact, the use of either form or function as a basis for sorting was 
“virtually nonexistent” for unschooled participants (Greenfield et al., 1966, p. 295). In 
general, the authors concluded that “schooling appears to be the single most powerful 
factor we have found in the stimulation of abstraction” (p. 315).

Sharp and Cole (1972, cited in Cole & Scribner, 1974), working with Mayan people in 
Yucatán, Mexico, wondered whether a preference for grouping by color necessarily pre-
cluded other bases for grouping. They presented participants (children in the first, third,
and sixth grades and adolescents with 3 or fewer years of school) with cards depicting var-
ious geometric figures that varied in color, shape, and number (such as one circle or two
circles). After the participants had sorted the cards, the experimenters asked them to re-sort
the cards on another dimension. The results showed, first, that the percentage of partici-
pants able to sort consistently on the basis of color, shape, or number rose dramatically with 
years of schooling. Second, the ability to reclassify also depended on schooling; first graders 
were almost completely unable to reclassify, and fewer than half of the third graders and 
adolescents (with 3 or fewer years of schooling) could reclassify. Of the sixth graders, 60%
were able to re-sort using a dimension different from that used in the first sorting.

Set 1
Color:

    yellow

Shape:
    round

Function:
    to eat

Set 2
Color:

orange

Shape:

Function:
   to wear

Set 3
Color:

blue

Shape:

Function:
     to ride
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 Figure 15.6: Stimuli used 
by Greenfield et al. (1966).
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