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Chi and Koeske (1983) argued from 
these and other results that part of the 
reason why children typically perform 
so poorly on memory (and presumably 
other cognitive) tasks may be their 
relative lack of knowledge or exper-
tise regarding the information used 
in the tasks. Given the opportunity to
perform the same tasks with materi-
als they know well, their performance
improves dramatically. Presumably, 
familiar materials require less cogni-
tive effort to encode, retrieve relevant
information about, notice novel fea-
tures of, and so on.

Other work, by Katherine Nelson 
and her colleagues, looked in a 
slightly different way at how children 
store and organize knowledge,
The primary method here is to ask 
routines such as 
pens when you make cookies.”
(1981) obtained a variety of responses 

Well, you bake them and eat them. (a 3-year-old)

to

First you need a bowl, a bowl, and you need about two eggs and chocolate chips and 
an egg beater! And then you gotta crack the egg open and put it in a bowl and ya gotta
get the chips and mix it together. And put it in a stove for about 5 or 10 minutes, and
then you have cookies. Then ya eat them! (a child of 8 years 8 months) (p. 135)

First, clearly even 3-year-olds have some knowledge of this event. Nelson (1986) 
described the organization of this knowledge in terms of scripts, or generalized event rep-
resentations (GERs). From Chapter 8, you may remember that scripts contain informa-
tion organized temporally—that is, by the time in which each thing occurs in an event.
Notice how the children use temporal links from one step to another—for example, 
“First you do X, then Y, and after that you do Z.” One trend that appears with devel-
opment is that the scripts become longer and more elaborate. Fivush and Slackman 
(1986) also showed that as children become more familiar with an event (e.g., if the 
event is “going to kindergarten” and children are tested repeatedly as the school year 
goes on), their scripts also become more complex, specifying more conditional infor-
mation such as “If it’s raining, we play indoors.” Children’s organization becomes more 
hierarchical as children specify more options or choices for different activities (e.g., “I 
can play house, or I can draw, or I can read a book, until circle time”). Their organi-
zation also becomes more abstract; when describing their script, they mention fewer 
details specific to a certain day’s activity.

Nelson (1986) argued that scripts help to support many cognitive activities, includ-
ing comprehension, memory, and conversation. Scripts and GERs are said to provide 

 Photo 13.4: Chi’s work 
suggests that in domains 
where children have 
expertise, such as knowledge 
of toys, children demonstrate 
better memorial ability.
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