
420  Cognitive Psychology In and Out of the Laboratory  	

the 1970s. The Vai are an interesting people to study because they invented their own 
writing system, called Vai script, that they use for many commercial and personal 
transactions. Vai script is taught not in school but rather in the home. Although only 
about 7% of the entire population was literate in Vai script at the time of the study, it 
was the most common written language known by adult men, with 20% being literate 
in Vai script, 16% in Arabic (acquired mostly in the context of learning the Qur’an), 
and 6% in English, the official language of schools and government.

Interviews were held with 650 people, all aged 15 years or older. In addition to completing 
a lengthy autobiographical questionnaire (regarding demographic information, schooling 
and literacy status, family schooling and literacy status, occupation, etc.), all respondents 
participated in an hour-long session in which various cognitive tasks were administered. 
Included in these were sorting tasks (stimuli used included both geometric figures and 
familiar objects), memory tasks (such as recalling the names of objects used in the sorting 
tasks), a logic task (presenting syllogisms such as those described earlier), and a task of lin-
guistic awareness (such as being asked whether the names of the objects “sun” and “moon” 
could be switched and what the consequences of such a switch would be). For some tasks, 
respondents were asked to provide verbal explanations, which were later scored.

The participants were divided into seven groups. The first six groups included only 
men age 15 years and older: nonliterate men; men literate in Vai script only; men 
literate in Arabic only; men literate in both Arabic and Vai; men who had attended 
some school and were literate in English, Arabic, and Vai; and men who had attended 
10 years or more of school. The seventh group consisted of nonliterate women age  
15 years and older (the data from 11 literate Vai women were not reported, presumably 
because the women were quite atypical in their literacy).

The general design called for comparisons of nonliterates, Vai script literates, and 
schooled groups. The results, some of which are summarized in Table 15.3, were sur-
prising. For most of the cognitive tasks, there were only scattered and small effects of 
literacy per se. Scribner and Cole (1981) concluded that unschooled literacy (such as 
acquisition of Vai script literacy in the home) does not produce the general cognitive 
effects previously reported by Luria (1976) and others.

 Table 15.3: Results of Scribner and Cole’s (1981) Study

Tasks and Measures
Nonliterate 

Men
Vai Script 

Monoliterate
Arabic 

Monoliterate
Vai Arabic 
Biliterate

English 
Schooled Grade 10+

Nonliterate 
Women

Geometric sorting (number 
dimensions sorted out of 3)

Verbal explanation  
(max score = 12)

1.6 

5.3

2.0 

5.1

2.0 

5.8

1.9 

5.6

1.7 

5.6

  1.9 

  9.3

  1.7 

  4.9

Classification (max score = 6)

Verbal explanation  
(max score = 42)

3.4
31.5

3.5
31.2

3.0
29.0

3.5
29.5

  3.8
32.5

  3.9
34.6

  3.4
30.5

Memory (number recalled,  
max = 24)

16.2 16.0 16.2 16.2 17.1 14.9 16.5

Logic (number correct, max = 6)

Theoretic explanations (max = 10)

1.6
6.1

1.3
5.7

1.7
6.2

1.5
5.7

  3.0
  7.6

  3.9
  7.9

  1.7
  6.2

Language objectivity (max = 3) 0.7 0.5 0.9 1.2   1.3   1.3   0.7

Source: Adapted from Scribner, S., & Cole, M. (1981). The psychology of literacy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. Table is on p. 167.


