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of this social and economic revolution, 
some of the residents attended liter-
acy programs. Luria compared, on a 
variety of perceptual, reasoning, and 
classification tasks, the performance 
of people who had and had not partic-
ipated in a literacy program. He found
the following consistent group differ-
ences. Nonliterate people were most
likely to respond to tasks in a con-
crete, perceptual, and context-bound 
manner; the schooled group showed 
greater ability or propensity to deal
with materials more abstractly and 
conceptually. The schooled group 
could reason from premises and draw 
inferences based on something other 
than their own experience.

One problem in interpreting Luria’s 
(1976) findings is that two 
founded: literacy and schooling. 

pants were unschooled.

What effects might schooling have on cognition? First of all, it is worth noting the 
somewhat bizarre demands that school itself places on students. School is one of the 
few places where one person (the teacher) asks other people (the students) to answer 
questions that she or he already knows the answer to. Think how incongruous this 
situation would be in other contexts. Imagine someone walking up to you to ask direc-
tions to the library. Being a local resident, you know the way and provide a set of 
directions such as “Go two blocks to the light, take a right, then take your first left, go 
halfway down the block, and you’ll see it.” Next, your conversation partner tells you 
your directions are faulty—that there is a simpler way to go. Would you consider this 
conversation “normal” or “typical”? Only in school-like situations can a teacher pose 
questions to assess students’ knowledge rather than to obtain information. This some-
what removes the school context from everyday life.

School differs from everyday contexts in a number of other respects. The subjects 
taught often make little contact with everyday life; students learning about, say, geog-
raphy or history might never have the chance to experience the phenomena being 
discussed. Some of the subjects taught are abstract (such as arithmetic and geometry) 
and make few direct appearances in day-to-day living.

The motivation to complete a task in school—for example, learning a spelling list—is 
not intrinsic to the task itself in the way that motivation is for an everyday task—for 
example, learning to ride a bike. In the latter case, you learn because the task itself is 
important to you; in the former case, students often learn because the teacher or par-
ent tells them to. Bruner (1966) argued that schooling therefore provides practice in 
thinking about abstract topics in a decontextualized way—that is, removed from the 
current context of here and now.

Scribner and Cole (1981) carried out a series of studies to disentangle the effects of lit-
eracy from the effects of schooling. They worked with the Vai people in Liberia during 

 Photo 15.4: Schooling has 
been shown in many studies 
to affect performance on a 
variety of cognitive tasks.
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