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apparent superiority of biological knowledge among U.S. children. They argued that 
various nature shows, magazines, and picture books are more common in the United 
States than in Japan or Israel and that these may be an influential determinant of chil-
dren’s conceptual knowledge, especially among kindergartners. Of course, this is not 
the only possible explanation, and it warrants further investigation.

Taken together, the studies reviewed in this section suggest that using familiar materials 
helps to uncover cognitive competence, a principle originally discussed in Chapter 13. 
Once again, the results described here provide reasons for caution in interpreting cog-
nitive abilities, especially cross-culturally. People tend to believe there is only one (or 
only one correct) way of processing information in a cognitive task. The results of the 
several studies described in this chapter remind us that people may have considerably 
more flexibility in their cognitive processing and that the ways they approach a task 
depend on the context, the instructions, and even the stimulus materials.

CROSS-CULTURAL STUDIES OF REASONING

We saw in Chapter 12 that formal reasoning involves drawing conclusions based solely 
on the given information, or premises. Many psychologists and philosophers have 
assumed that such processing underlies the kinds of reasoning and thinking that occur 
frequently—that problems such as “All men are mortal; Socrates is a man; (therefore) 
Socrates is mortal” are basic and therefore rather easy to deal with.

A. R. Luria (1976), a student of the Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky, examined how 
farmers living in Central Asia, some literate and some not, approached such verbal syl-
logisms. Some of the syllogisms had familiar practical content but required the partic-
ipant to apply a familiar principle to a new environment. Here is an example: “Cotton 
grows where it is hot and humid. England is cold and damp. Can cotton grow there or 
not?” Here is another example: “In the Far North, where there is snow, all bears are 
white. Novaya Zemlya is in the Far North. What color are the bears there?”
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 Figure 15.7: Percentage 
of children who adopted 
each rule regarding the 
classification of various 
entities as animate.
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