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It also turned out that on-the-job training was necessary to develop this cognitive 
flexibility. “Novice” preloaders—that is, other workers in the dairy and a comparison 
group of ninth-grade students—were much less efficient and skilled, relative to the 
preloaders, at finding the optimal solution. Scribner (1984) constructed a simulation 
task with various orders and administered it to other dairy workers and to a group of 
ninth graders. When the optimal solution required some mental transformation of the 
order, preloaders found it about 72% of the time, inventory people (many of whom 
had some experience in working as a preloader) found it 65% of the time, clerks at 
the dairy (with little if any product assembly experience) found it 47% of the time, 
and ninth graders found it 25% of the time. Students in particular tended to be very 
“algorithmic” and “literal” in their approaches to problems, solving each problem in 
the same way and in the way specified on the load-out form even when much easier 
strategies (which required some mental transformations) were available.

Scribner (1986) found similar examples of cognitive flexibility in other experienced 
workers working at other jobs. She concluded that although formal problem solv-
ing—such as that required in school, on tests, and in many cognitive psychology  
experiments—requires or encourages set approaches and fixed rules, practical think-
ing does not. Instead, practical thinking “frequently hinges on an apt formulation or 
redefinition of the initial problem” (p. 21). Practical problem solving is flexible and 
requires different approaches to the “same” problem, with each approach tailored to 
the immediate context. Note the difference between this kind of thinking and “aca-
demic” thinking, which typically requires, or at least encourages, all instances of a 
problem to be solved in the same way.

Similar findings were reported in another work setting, a grocery store (Lave, 
Murtaugh, & de la Rocha, 1984). Although not generally part of a paying job, grocery 
shopping is an activity that must be completed frequently to maintain a family. Lave 
and associates used the grocery store as a setting for studies of cognitive processing 
in everyday life. These authors studied 25 grocery shoppers. Participants represented 

a range of socioeconomic statuses 
and had varying educational back-
grounds. Researchers accompanied 
shoppers throughout shopping trips 
and recorded conversations they had 
with shoppers.

Typical supermarkets contain about 
7,000 distinct items, and typical shop-
pers purchase about 50 items weekly 
(Lave et al., 1984). Obviously, then, 
the number of potential decisions 
is quite large. How does the typical 
shopper manage to finish in about 
1 hour? Again, the answer has to do 
with cognitive flexibility and adapt-
ing solutions to specific features of 
the problem.

One shopper, for example, found 
a package of cheese marked with a 
price that the shopper considered 

 Photo 15.5: Lave and associates (1984) used the grocery store as a setting for 
studies of cognitive processing in everyday life.
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