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4 variety of claims has been made about the relationship between literacy and
intellectual development. Many developmental psychologists hold that skills in
reading and writing lead inevitably to major transformations in cognitive capac-
ities. Drawing from their observations of unschooled but literate adults, Sylvia
Scribner and Michael Cole have questioned some of the generalizations made 3
about the consequences of literacy. Their research among the Vai of Liberia,a §
people who have invented a syllabic writing system to represent their own lan-
guage, provides a unique opportunity to investigate the effects of becoming liter-
ate separtely from the effects of attending school.

In most discussions of schooling and literacy, the two are so closely intertwined
that they are virtually indistinguishable. Yet intellectual consequences have been
claimed for each as though they were clearly independent of one another. For sev-
eral years we have been studying the relation between schooling and literacy, par-
ticularly the psychological consequences of each and the extent to which they
substitute for each other. Our research among the Vai, a West African people for
whom schooling and the acquisition of literacy are separate activities, has led us to
reconsider the nature of literacy and its intellectual effects.

Over the centuries and across disciplines, there has been remarkable agreement
that the written word has its own peculiar psychological properties. Its relation. 3
ship to memory and thinking is claimed to be different from that of the spoken 1
word, but conceptions of this relationship are as diverse as the perspectives brought
to bear on the question.

Plato considered the issue within the context of basic educational goals and
values, suggesting that the relationship of writing to intellect be considered prob-
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lematic, rather than taken at face value. To the claim that letters would give men
better memories and make them wise, Socrates replied that, on the contrary, let-
ters would create forgetfulness. Learners would not use their memories but rely
instead on external aids for “reminiscence.” Disciples of the written word would
“have the show of wisdom without the reality” (Plato, p. 323). Plato, on the
other hand, was suspicious of education that relied solely on the oral mode of the
Homeric tradition. Oral thinking in this context was considered the enemy of
logic (Havelock, 1963).

‘The view that the relationship between writing and mental abilities is problem-
atic has given way to the dominant belief that literacy leads inevitably to higher
forms of thought. Oral and literate thought are often contrasted in a modern
version of the old dichotomy of primitive and civilized thought. Increasingly,
literacy instruction is justified not only as a means to material advancement for
the individual and society but also as a means of transforming minds. The
UNESCO Secretary-General has recently urged the acceleration of world-
wide literacy programs to overcome the deep psychological differences between
oral and literate thought (UNESCO, 1965). Similar arguments are made in peda-
gogical discussions here in the United States (Farrell, 1977).

Debates about the cognitive consequences of literacy play a role in determining
priorities for national investments in education and in defining the desired out-
comes of schooling. Moreover, the claims for consequences themselves have conse-
quences. If, for example, we believe that literacy is a precondition for abstract
thinking, how do we evaluate the intellectual skills of nonliterate people? Do we
consider them incapable of participating in modern society because they are lim-
ited to the particularistic and concrete? If we believe that writing and logical think-
ing are always mutually dependent, what do we conclude about the reasoning
abilities of a college student who writes an incoherent essay? Is this an automatic
sign of defective logic? Answers to these questions have implications for social and
educational policies that are at least as profound as those questions that concerned
Plato.

To examine some of these implications, we will consider recent work in experi-
mental psychology that brings an empirical perspective to these questions. We
will analyze how different investigators specify the relationships between literacy
and intellectual skills. Oversimplifying, we will contrast two perspectives: one
represented by the metaphor of literacy as development, and the other, by literacy
as practice. The developmental framework is an established theoretical tradition,
Its presuppositions implicitly or explicitly inform the great majority of literacy
and instructional writing programs. The framework of practice, or function, is
our own attempt at systematizing the knowledge we gained while investigating
literacy without schooling among the Vai. Although the two perspectives start from
similar questions, we will intentionally sharpen their contrasting features to
bring out their different implications for research and educational policy. The dif-
ferences lie both in the nature of the evidence considered crucial for developing
hypotheses about literacy and in the procedures for relating evidence to theory.
Our purpose is not to pose them as entirely antagonistic or to argue for the one
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best model. Rather we advocate an approach to literacy that moves beyond gen-
eralities to a consideration of the organization and use of literacy in different so-
cial contexts.

Literacy as Development

In the 1960s Greenfield and Bruner (1966) put forward the thesis that writing
promotes cognitive development. This was derived largely from Greenfield’s
(1966) studies in Senegal, comparing the performance of schooled and
unschooled Wolof children on experimental cognitive tasks. In one task, children
were required to sort pictures or objects into groups of things that belonged to-
gether and to explain the basis of their sorting. The items could be exhaustively
grouped by form, function, or color. Three aspects of performance were consid-
ered especially indicative of levels of abstract thinking. First, school children
more often shifted the basis of their grouping from one attribute to another
over trials. For example, if they sorted by color on the first trial, on the second
trial they might sort by function or form. Second, when asked to explain the basis
of their sorting, school children tended to state their reasons in sentences with
predication, saying, for example, “these are red,” instead of using a label “red” or
a phrase, “this red,” such as unschooled children tended to do. Finally, school
children could easily answer questions about why they thought items were alike
whereas unschooled children had difficulty doing this. Greenfield interpreted
these performance characteristics as measures of a general ability for context-
independent, abstract thinking that only school children displayed.

Greenfield (1972) suggested that oral language relies on context for the com-
munication of messages and is, therefore, a context-dependent language. In con-
trast, written language requires that meaning be made clear, independent of the
immediate reference. If one assumes that context-dependent speech is linked with
context-dependent thought, and context-dependent thought is the opposite of
abstract thought, it follows that abstract thought fails to develop in an oral cul-
ture. Put the other way around, societies with written language provide the means
for decontextualized abstract thinking; and since schooling relies primarily on writ-
ten language, those attending school get a greater push toward abstract thought
than those not going to school (Bruner, Olver, Greenfield, Hornsby, Kemey, Mac-
coby, Modiano, Mosher, Olson, Potter, Reisch, & Sonstroem, 1966, p. 318).

Bruner has presented the most general form of this argument—namely that
technologies available in a given culture determine the level and range of abilities
in its members. Environments with such symbolic technologies as a written lan-
guage “push cognitive growth better, earlier and longer than others” (Greenfield
& Bruner, 1966, p. 654).

Olson also believes that literacy and education push cognitive growth. In re-
cent essays (1975, 1977, in press) he contends that a unique form of logical com-
petency is linked to literacy. This competency involves the mastery of the logical
functions of language apart from its interpersonal functions. According to Olson,
literate individuals come to regard meaning as residing in the text. An example is
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the ability to derive from the sentence “John hit Mary” the logical implication
that “Mary was hit by John.” Another is drawing logical conclusions from pro-
positions solely from their linguistic evidence and without considering their factu-
al status. Such logical abilities are not universal, Olson (1977) maintains, but
are the endpoint of development in literate cultures. To secure evidence for liter-
acy-related logical processes, Olson and his colleagues (for example, Olson & Fil-
by, 1972) have conducted experimental studies of sentence comprehension and
reasoning, comparing the performance of preliterate, preschool youngsters with
school children of varying ages and with educated literate adults. Olson’s specula-
tions about how literacy develops these abilities come from historical analyses of
the cultural changes accompanying the invention of the alphabet and the print-
ing press. Both these inventions, Olson says, increase the explicitness of language,
biasing cultures toward the development of explicit formal systems and account-
ing for distinctive modes of thought in Western societies.

This brief summary fails to do justice to the full argument of these psychologists
but it does permit us to focus on what we conceive to be certain limitations and
difficulties of the developmental perspective. This work is important and innova-
tive, but we wish to caution against the notion that this evidence of the effects of
literacy can provide a foundation for educational programs and that it offers a
model strategy for future research.

A defining characteristic of the developmental perspective is that it specifies
literacy’s effects as the emergence of general mental capacities—abstract thinking,
for example, or logical operations—rather than specific skills. These abilities are
presumed to characterize the individual’s intellectual functioning across a wide
range of tasks. Thus, based on a limited sample of performance in experimental
contexts, the conclusion has been drawn that there is a great divide between the
intellectual competencies of people living in oral cultures and those in literate
cultures.

From this perspective the capacities generated by literacy are seen not merely
as different, but as higher-order capacities because they resemble the abilities that
psychological theories attribute to later stages in development. For decades,
developmental inquiry has been organized around the notion that children’s
thinking progresses from the concrete to the abstract. Olson specifically links
literacy-related logical operations to Piaget’s final stage of formal operational
thought. It is within this framework that statements are made about arrested
mental growth in cultures without literacy. Since this research compares children
of different ages as well as children and adults, a developmental interpretation
seems to have some validity. Can it be extrapolated, without further evidence, to
characterize changes in the intellectual operations of adolescents and adults?
Whether or not these changes are developmental, in a transformational sense,
should at the very least be considered an open question.

Perhaps the most serious problem with this work is its vagueness about the
mechanisms by which literacy promotes new intellectual capacities. Both Green-
field and Olson present plausible hypotheses about how literacy achieves its
effects, but they offer a multitude of possibilities and no systematic theory for select-

451

TR IR T







































