
22  Cognitive Psychology In and Out of the Laboratory 

THE ECOLOGICAL APPROACH AND EMBODIED COGNITION

A fourth major approach to the study of cognition comes from philosophers, psychol-
ogists, and anthropologists and overlaps much more with the evolutionary approach 
than it does with either the information-processing or connectionist approach. The 
central tenet of this approach is that cognition does not occur in isolation from larger 
cultural contexts; all cognitive activities are shaped by the culture and context in which 
they occur.

Jean Lave, a current theorist in this tradition, has conducted some fascinating work 
that illustrates the ecological approach. Lave (1988) described the results of the Adult 
Math Project as “an observational and experimental investigation of everyday arith-
metic practices” (p. 1). Lave, Murtaugh, and de la Rocha (1984) studied how people 
used arithmetic in their everyday lives. In one study, they followed people on grocery- 
shopping trips to analyze how and when people calculate “best buys.” They found that 
people’s methods of calculation varied with the context. This was somewhat surprising 
because students in our culture are taught to use the same specified formulas on all 
problems of a given type to yield one definite numerical answer. To illustrate, compare 
a typical third-grade arithmetic problem presented by teachers to students—“Brandi 
had eight seashells. Nikki had five more. How many seashells did the two of them have 
together?”—with the following problem, posed and solved by one of the grocery shop-
pers, regarding the number of apples she should purchase for her family for the week:

There’s only about three or four [apples] at home, and I have four kids, so you figure at 
least two apiece in the next three days. These are the kinds of things I have to resup-
ply. I only have a certain amount of storage space in the refrigerator, so I can’t load it 
up totally. . . . Now that I’m home in the summertime, this is a good snack food. And 
I like an apple sometimes at lunchtime when I come home. (Murtaugh, 1985, p. 188)

Lave (1988) pointed out a number 
of contrasts between this arithmetic 
problem solving and the kind used 
in solving school problems. First, 
the second example has many possi-
ble answers (e.g., 5, 6, 9), unlike the 
first problem, which has one (13). 
Second, the first problem is given to 
the problem solver to solve; the sec-
ond is constructed by the problem 
solver herself. Third, the first prob-
lem is somewhat disconnected from 
personal experience, goals, and inter-
ests, whereas the second comes out of 
practical daily living.

Although there has been much recent 
interest in the ecological approach, 
the idea of studying cognition in 
everyday contexts actually arose sev-
eral years earlier. A major proponent 
of this viewpoint was J. J. Gibson, 
whose work on perception will be 

	

 Photo 1.3: Research in the ecological tradition uses everyday settings, such as a 
grocery store expedition, to study cognitive processing.
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