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academlc d;sc;g;;nés. L;nguiﬁ?ékygy ask whether llteracy hassany
: Effect on meptal functioning®,If literacy is defined as the ability
to record what can be spaken, decode what is written, and avaluate
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'R\F z: iﬂi};-‘HigﬂEt Educatiﬂﬁ has, of, late, bgmaaned the putpafted decliné*in studénts __;
;Yfli'. ability to write Ehe English laﬂguage._ Colléges across the. land have begun courses
;%bi.{,;‘fﬁ'"Banehead Ehglish",-and Students may spend as'much time in wtiting lab as’ in

‘; ﬂ.\ chémistry 1ab : _ R A R R

R é’ﬂii Why the 5udden concern with writing abilitias? Sceptics argue that noﬁhingi

: "gz‘ has happanéd ;ﬁ;t "back to- basics mévements appear inm- academia with the '

?Q: F regulafity af the 17 year locust.v Pundits in the liberal arts tlaim thgt a. EESI '

13 i dgc lne 15 upgn us,: and they cautioﬂ us that wrlting prav1des Ehe ‘foundation far a
liberal arts educatian - Sl@ppy writing bespeaks slappy thinklng This latter day'
vefsiﬁn of lgth century faculty psychalcgy pfesumes, fitst ‘that writiﬁg is the

priﬁéry contéxt in’ which one 1aarns to "think" and secﬂnd , that_once "t hinking" 15 
devéloped in the cmntext of 1itefacy, it can be genaralized to Dﬁher rea;ms of
acade ia from philosgphy to phy51cs. ’ : : .
k .What does this have to do with 1inguistics? o -‘*_fk e, _
As_lingdlsts -we gtudy,‘among other things, the relation gh P betwégé ldnguage’

and thought. Thcugh most -of our efforts. have ‘focused ‘on pas ible linkagés'betweeﬁ_

spéech and cognitive activity, we may, also ask whether lltéracy ab;lltie§ have any
='/ a2 -

‘; effecﬁ upon genefal mental functioning. ’ ’§ s . : _ | '

Théré is a bufgeanlng literature on the pussible impact of literacy\un human

Ehaughta Grandloae ﬁlalms have been put forth, genéralizations emerge on the basis

of isolatéd’ historical instaﬁces, and-testable hypﬂtheses are few and ﬁaf between.

Yét I sdggest that if such EQHJEEﬁufES can be clearly articulated, the‘ mlght help

: us evaluate cgﬁtempafary mutterings in academia that poor wrltlng abi'ltles a sure
! Sign of stuﬂted mental grgwth ’ ,f_ ) . E e

Befofe EQﬂSlﬂering ‘the benéflt of iiteraﬁy and. evgiuating :g;m.in l%ght of
educated middle class America, wé will need worklng deflnitions Df‘”litefécy"-and
thlnklﬁg . We will défine literacy as v _
(l) *the abllity to. record. in writlng anything one is capablé of saying :
(2) ghe ab;liﬁy to decode the equivalent of what one has WfiEtEﬂA

\’aﬂd ‘ ) (’" - Par = : ‘., ) T ) .

o (3) the abllity tm create:'mew'" language in a durable medium-:f

e

It is this third CfitEIlQﬁ which T take to separate "basic" literacy (iaé-gthg
ability to read and write) from the -higher 1itetacyg1 g v

. As Wé-ioak at Ehe liﬁef;EuTé _on literacy» we see thinklng" idantlfled w1ch a
, flost of diffefent ablllt es - the ability .to maké taxonomies; -to canstruct ot

eq;lua,e an argument; to talk about language; to be creative. For purpoge of

#
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thisldiscﬁssion;zwe‘iilﬂﬁﬁnéluderéll f these abilimies whénrfe talk abaut "thinking

- A ,

i

; i Hypstheses abauc che Eff&cﬁs'ﬁf Litefééf upon Thinging

_ adly spéaking, twa genres of hypdtheses have been prﬂpcsed abgut the
; ‘f éffects ﬁf 1itefacy upcn human chcught.gv The first are phylcgenétic or hisﬁnrical
. in characte:i4 what civilizing effecﬁs dges literacy have upon peaple in‘generél, or nE
'how have develcpments in li;eracy at a particular time altered the subsequens EQUTSE.-
of human his;ory? The cher appfaaﬁh is Dntagenetic when ‘a giVEn individaal - ,
becemés li;ers;e,shaw daes his or hér\cagnitive fuﬂctianing alter?. Unfartunatelf,;"
_histafical arguments have tended to beccme canfusad w1§h synchronlc arguments |
(Sﬂribnar and Cnlgg 1978) TD avaid false univarsalizatlan, we will need to deter—
; mine, which hisﬁarlcal argumeﬂts have béaring on cgngemparary timas, and which
, ” R 9nﬁngneti: data hgve bggfingian‘ghe deyglapment Df,the higher lit Faéy amang adults
. L a :

L.

“rfhylagenetic Hypotheses

_ The intellectual roots af the phylﬂgenetic hypnth251s can be found in the -~
iwrlﬁlngs of Durkheim (19150, Lavy—Eruhl (1966) and Levi*Strauss (1966) .° TD Qvezﬂv
simpllfy the argument one Egﬁséistingulsh between ?primitlve" thought and -
"domes t ted" thought among peoples of the world, Primitive thought is concrete,

e f} A myth;cal, and nct logical. Dcmegtidated thought is cépable of abstraction, .,
:historlcal undErstaﬂdlng, and lagig While such a- dlchntcmy is cleafly too rigid .
_(e g. Evans— Pritchafd praved that thefAiande of the Sudan have highly logical belief

T ';:systemsi western man is often illoglcal Jand mythical =~ see Goody and Watt 1968 43),

f -"V"Jack Goody and lan Watt (1968 43=44) hav suggested that the traditional distinction -

=‘L"‘f_between prlmltive and civilized thiﬂking may actually ‘be a3 dlﬁhntgmy between non-

i,literata rﬁd literate societies. _ ;” . : : ' L o ,)
o What does 11Eeracy do for a° paDplE According to Goody and Wat#, it enables ‘

+ Y

them -
i ‘(1). ta zanstfuct formal ‘definitions of words in 1aﬂguage (Slnce wurds
, can be used whén the réfEfEﬂts to wh;ch they are applied are not
physlcally pfesent words aEqulrE meaﬁlngs of their own which are
not cantextﬁdependent) E : ‘

() to Separate the past from- the pregant (Re eco orded history

'rEWflttEn ag can oral traditon.)

. - 1Gnger be manipulated and
- (3) to be critlcal of a cultural traditlon (DHCE a cultural tfadltion
: r
_is Wfltﬁén*dGWﬂ, one can see’ 1ngnn51sten21es whicH were not

|

evident in verbal transm;551mn D) N

* Eric Havelcek (1963 1973 1976, l976 -77) has argued that many af these effects

N
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pf 1iterecy fir?t e'erged in a epeeifie context: 'tﬁe develppment of Ehe Greek alphes'
Eee ereuﬁa 750 B. C. | Once Greeke edded symbple fpr vcwele to. the Pheenicieﬂ EEI%EE#gf

%i+l - (l) it b came ppeeible tp repreeent epeeeh unembigupuely (be ause there"
A T @ee written eymbol for every epund in” epeeeh pnlike_t@e earlier
l " Usyll bic eyeteme of Mes sopotamia or the vowelless e;epeﬁapf the
Semi-ie languagee) e ' e @.‘ ' » -'_ . v
‘-Virté) ?it beeeme poee&ble fpr a 1arge number of ‘people to becpme liéerete ) -
?L:; * éé "(einee the - eefipt was easy to learn end eeey to deeipher) ;! o 4
R . . .
o - *"(3) people were able to break out of conventional modes of thinking and

to. deV'lep’new’ideae

. This leep ppint heeds explenetipn. A strong prel treditipn eentered arpund ;;fﬁ

dpmineted Greek eulture frpm eometime eround IDDD B.C. dewn

*A!o eieeeieel Athens (Sth c B C ). The epics were perpetuated thrpugh oral feeitatipn,

ppt ‘being written’ dDWﬂ until at leeet 750 or 700 B. C ‘ We know from: the werk of
*ﬁilmeﬁ Parry (1930, 1932) and Albert Lprd (1960) thet the epmpeeitlpn = epd

LT’memberlng = nf lengthy poems such as these is: ppeelble through use of fprmuleiee S

Y

Ehet ie, etylleed,Arepeeteble ways for repreeenting infprmetlon.é In ,,,elly the new .

Greek alphabet was ueed ‘to write down eerlier formuldic oral epmposi i ns (e. 8: the
';;;aé}.- Later, however, it reeprded whet eonteﬁporary people sald - and what they

were hinking about. Hence, eleime Havelpek, theé development of Greek and ppec.Greek

ience and phllpepphy o ) o o -

The last step in this ergumeﬁt is emplrieally end loglcelly unwarrepsed

More jueplfleble is Heveloek e general argument that objeetifylng our thoughts in a

i
]
|-|v.

form that allpwe them to be epntempleted and scrutinized by pufeelvee and by others
feetere ereatlvity If eeienee ie the meking of eepjeeturee which, upon examlmetlpn,
fﬂé then decide eipher to fete;n or reject (Pppper, 1963), then Wfltlﬂg aids us in the
preetlee of- SEIentific thlnking. o . . _ T P
David .0lson (1977). develepe the phylpgeﬁetlc argument alpng more strictly )
1iﬁguietie lines. Huch like Cpedy*end Wett § argument thet literaeg eneblee us to
define words eeperately frpm Ehe contexte in, Wh;eh they are ueed Qleop dletinEULehee‘
Atbetweeﬁ utterenee me‘nlpg (l e. meaﬁlng which is clear Dniy ffpm the ecntext in
which an’ utterence is made) end text meenlng '~ (meaning which-1is lﬁtElllglble without
referenee to Fcnteﬁ>) The development of literacy (and text meening) allows. greeter
__clerity of thinking by meklng the writef mpre aware of the logical structure of hia

6. . . .
=languege. : . ; A o Coe .

7
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*
]



3 e .,-f" s .Q_‘ \1 .

. Hypotheses: .. T R ST

" . . : . * + .
; . i .- . & ¥ E e
* i : vk

ight' global pronouncements about the effects of literacy on thinking "

d0-with eentemeefery pedple 1e§’ ng to write? ‘The queetien can be eekeﬂ'|
eﬁa typee of pepulatigne- fitet, peep], ﬂeeoming litetete in eulturee whieh \
Iatgely Gf whelly non-litefete (e g- Afric ): '”end-eeeand, ehildren leerning

tﬁ fﬁed~end write whe:e litefeey is the norm (e.g. the U.S.). Tedey we enly heve.t

e

+ime to discues the - first group. - . v
Jereme Erené?fend Petrieia Greenfreld (e ‘g, Greenfleld 1972) have inveetigetedi

‘ﬁéee cultural differencee in- dagnltive develapﬁent Cempering three populatione A

ef Wolof children in Senegal (uneehneled schooled but.living in the bueh eehonleﬂ

end lLving in urben Deker), Gteenfield ;eneludee khat literaey dimproves, ehildten -

eegnitive development ee meeeured by (,en—written) eetegerizetien teeke Child:en

were eeked to -group items tegethet and
e u eeheoled nen—llterete ehildren Greenfield

the echeeled -children out= perfefmeé

e

'guee thet theee eegnitive effeete refle;t imptoved generel mentel eepeeity

‘a
. ,: Litereey leade to the develepment of "written' (ee eppeeed to erel") speech.

Perellellng Dleon 5 dletinctieﬂ between utterenee meaning and text- meeniﬁg; "oral

epeeeh is hlghlyeeentext bound, while * written epeeeh" allows the epeekef=te make

eegent teferenee to thiﬁge not preeent . _
On the face of thlﬂge theee and othet8 fofmelly'exeeuted peyehelegieel etudiee._

_ suggest that 11tefaey does heye a’ poeitive effeet upon our ability tn Ehink The:. \

\ historical hypotheses of Goody and Wettr Haveleek, ‘and Olson ,would seem to have found ‘
& empirical validation.. ! . o o oo
B " . § . ° ¥ .

But the story is not cqmplete. s ' :
sole (e g 1978) ‘point up a methede}ﬂgieal pfeblem

‘ Sylﬁia'Setibnef and Michael
.feith eeflier,etoeeseulturel etedike— the conflation of eehebling and Piteracy. = _
’Might Greenfie ld"_teeults reflect \the effeete ef formel Schonllﬂg on ccgnitive '
behavior rather Eheﬂ the effeete ef llterecng;; se? -, The Vai of Liberia present an

ideel :Dntext for prab;ng this hypetheele, in that they heve developed end pgrs

petuated an ;ndlgeneue eerlpt outside of the context of fnfmal eeheellng Therefora,

o ; 1t is peeelble to be eure of etudying the effeete of. litefeey (and not schoo %ing) on -
; L cognitien by eempering neniechooled iitetate'and nen—eeﬁbeled nnnslltegete Vai %f-

S edults ; o ' s . ’ . “

{i.*- , Seribnef and Cole' 's expetlmente yield eeemingly CDﬂEdeiCE@f? fESUltSf On some .

e teeks the llterete Vai ehawed euperier petfermenee, while on Dthereﬂj}itEtepy made
11tﬁ1e difference. * For exemple on eertlﬁg and verbal - reeeenlng teeke of the type
Greenfield did with the Wolof, literacy had little effeet upon performance. Good,
eearee cerreleted only with amount of SEhDDllﬂg In. experiments designed to teet

’ vmetellnguietie‘ekille (e.gv ebility te separate an object frem its ngme, reasoning

o
. El

[:R$f: ; ‘e-gl-lfb- A . _-i f; | | B 3 .




mcst commen. use af the Vai script is in- let;et writing, which Encails ﬂommunic ting

, a message ta aﬁ iﬂﬁEleQuEQf wha is ﬁot prasent; When subjects were’ asked to

- !
.+ explain algame (withauﬁ the’ game belng pfesent) tQ a naive 1istener, aé to dig tata

the same information in a le Lter to-an absent intérloautot, the 1itefa;e Val sur—

passed tﬁeir nanelitetate tribesmeni ¢ ‘ _' , i , i
‘ . It is therefage mlsleading.ta Speak Gf litéracy as haviﬁg s0me gEneral mental
v.'; ',séffacts Qn peaple such as' abstraet thiﬂking or "legical Qperatians (bcribner and:
B CDIE,‘197B 451). Rather what litefany Entslls is a set 6f specifié skills which .

”is - such as. expla;ning the ru}es of a"n;

T game w1§hcut the gama be;ng pfa ent. Schotllng Leaches ancthef set of skills,-same

Thus, for example -metalingulstic skills

k4

may nead to be Expllc;tly taught‘ We cannot aSSum;ﬂggey will spantaneausly emefge
e must dEQFfmlnE what elsa wex

of- which in relate with literacy. skéllss;

frcm Childfaﬁ s learniﬁg to reacfd speech on*paper

are teaching wh en we each thldren to be literate It is fruitlesg to expect that

'allrattfibutésicf Ehaught w1§h which one m;ght asseclate literaLy will ﬂegEbsagi;j

:sufface‘éach §ime p on merely lgarns to’ read and wt;;a : ’ el
\l' Lo ; o ‘ : ‘/; .-ﬂr.i .. I C . *

) i R ) V = B . _ = ?‘, _ " i- = ‘_:: . -! : - i;-lii l

IIT. The: Highef Ligéracy AT : - s - Y

‘Which brings us to the issue with which we began: tie writing abiliyies of:
- 5 ’ = e

mparafy ccllege—eduzatad adults "‘ S _ S R C

ﬂ

American cellege studanta fall between the phylogénetlg Dr ontagenetlc stools.

- They are not’ cumparabla to Eha Creeké ar Afrlcans who are develaplﬁg literacy fcr the

Eifst time, nor EB Amerlcan six year olds leatﬁrﬂg to read and write within a- milieu'

ofrllﬁeracy. Returnlﬁg to our original’ deanlthn nf litefacy, callege students can

record and dezade ;ﬁg‘equ;valent of -speech. "Buty cag they Efeate hew" langqage in a

durable medlum?- It is. here that*;@gﬁitiﬁe gffects of lite acy come 1nta play in

. higher educatlan M, s . : .

¥

g( - We have seen that literacy (perh%pSAQDupled withisghéallng, perhaps coupled }ith
: unspecified social fofcés) ha% been cred1ted with having a number of mental effects,,

“Taken ‘together, thgse can be: viéwed as;means of d}sﬂancing language’ Eygm oneself:"
oy, S . .

7

1. *separation of language from contextrr

%

‘The leSt level of linguistlc diﬂtanciﬁg thfgugh llteracy gnables Ehé W

Jin
. _turn, to det&meﬁE his contextual clnse%ess or dlstance ffom his reade}g '

Y




_ability - to_ talk abnut ianguag_ ‘ S
é “,,t ley el nf 1inggistic distancing thrnugh literaty enables the.

[ %]
=
‘m .

:*-sl-ij

wr i ( or; speaker) tn use Ianguage to talk about- language = to distinguish
‘b t

P T : . . ' [

ween thing and name, tﬂ talk abnut grammatitaiity, tn define wnrds, etc.
..'5%"‘_*'3;* the ability to evaluate nne 's .own_use. of ianguagaxrg." - ". ;;'>’t‘ ‘&
-i* - Tha final =" and' mnst diffitult - level of 11nguistit distancing thrnugh

} ':ix ‘literacy bles the writer tc nrganize, evalua%ﬁi and generate 1nfnfmati@n.,

" This entails :'; T - L

. E, the ability tb Evaluate an atgument whith has baen mada nbjective l §<

“in print (either Dne s owh br, snmeone Else 5)

<. '7;, .C. the pntential fnr tnming up with snmething new

;A The experiments Gf SEfibﬂEftand Cole suggest that literacy creates a rudimentary'

sepatatinn “of 1anguage from tnntext. Their experiments also inditaté that formal.

o Sthnnliné may be needed fn: 1eafning to talk. about 1anguage " Outside of Gi cenfield’s:

—

éxpétiménts.shn%ing'effects of séhnnlingﬂand literacy. on the most basic’ forms of

téxnnnmy, we iatk éxterimental avidente on the rcle nf literacy. in evaluatinrjnur own

use nf language . S S
. . Ak F
L. If*we leave aside grammar corrections and suggestinns about style, it is E
1atk of this self- trititism that tcllege teathers most . fault EhElf students
writingi And yet, ‘upon reflettiﬁn it seems we have made a curious historical
L3

transference in our thinking: whilé historically litaraty may have Jggglgrisiblé'
thlg kind of evaluation of one’ sh?wn language, we have begun to assume that highet
L . : . Ve
evaluative abilities.

literaty:nénéSSQEiiyngntailsasuti;
. As gdutatots, we might ask nﬁrselves th%ee-quegtinns. .
. 1. DD we need tajgzéig our.students in these 1it taty”falated skills?.
N '(And if so, what kind of training should it be?)
2. gDo stu&éntsfhave;aﬁy immediatély relevant contexts in their own
" non-academic éxperiennesitd Qnith'they tan_gEneralize this 1eétning?"

3. Are there other forces which work agéingt sﬁtthinguistit distancing?

If we do not teach students how tp tsxnnnmize or evaluate -arguments, or to tomé up
with new ideas, can we teasnnably expect that because litetfacy in Etinnlgle allows_

. ,. such evaluatidn it will necessarily appeat? If students' non-academic (or post

. academic) lives have few contexts which patallei the writing of fntﬁai témpdsitinns

- or term papers, should we:believezstudents will generalize whatever literacy skills
* , f . B . . = . T

i 1,
H - 5y

) g b f» 3 - i




we;have taught thaﬁ in formal tantéxts ta these structurally uﬂrelated tantexts?
i»If:students take spoken language'as their model for wrtting, and u@ntemparary spe ECE.
'jsgtiddled with tlithes, might nat the canteﬁpatary 5tudent attempts to, break the .
‘canfines of ritualistit thaught resamble .those of Epitebnund Gth E Gteeté?'\ B
Until ‘we learn to distinguish those dagnitive skills literacy may

=make pgssible from thnse literaﬁj necassarilz entails, we tannat

' determlng how much af highet edu;atlcn is bound up with learning to- wrﬂte ,ﬁd;how

‘much invalves kills of a dlffétent sort.’ Ey attempting to undetstand tﬁél ' -

w

lingulstlc and, ccgnltlve variables invalved in the higher literaty, we.- méy end uprl
sauiﬁg teacﬂ!%s and Etudents a great deal of unnec essary painif'Wh,t S.marég we

may put ‘the talents Df academltally,;tfvgc mlnded llnguists ta gccd use. S

' *

g
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3.

4,

Footmotes ' o ULt T L

-In aéher societies, the meaning of "1iteracy has been;even more rescricﬁive
In early modern Eurape, one might be COﬁSidEfEd literate if one knew how to '

read but not how to ygigeg In ather cases, kﬂowing how to- sign one's name

ﬁfaced onie ‘among the. litérate. The critericn that ganaral 1iteracy requires

Resnlck and Resnick (1977) RUNREI P ’ , f ':_, "
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as well Gaoig and Watt (1963) suggest that 1itéracy enables people

(a) to deparate indlviduai experienge frnm activity of the graup

-‘,é *  (Individuals. can now recofd their personal Exploits,ﬁfaelings
‘Ehd interprecations ) _ o , , f' ! ,
(b) to bfeak ddﬂn social stratiflcatian (Dnce Writing is available
“" to the prulat:e at ilarge, 1aws can be made publix: to all, andig
1the average pefson can make use of writing for running his -
gersuﬁal aff a rs. In thE process, argue Goody and Watt. and ‘
- ‘David Harvey {1966), the devalapménﬁ of palitical demazra&y»was
fostered in 5th’ cantu;y Athens = although see Hayelﬂckv(1976) for

Y a'can;rary”viaﬂ,l

~one ‘to- be able to Ereata samething new if written laﬁguage is very rezeat,“.geen

' There is not time in the present diScussiDn to deal with the.social impliﬁéﬁigﬂs

of literacy
In.a somewhat different context, see also the work of Max Weber. |
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Havelock (1963) argues that Plato's objection to the poets (im the RéEubllC)

,was that_they perpetuated. the stylized thinking of old, #hrough the use of

formulaics, and dil ot allow new ideas to be articulated throagh unrestricted -

. prose.. L _ S .

HaYvey (1978). argues; for example that Mesopotamia .had earlier developed

impdrtaﬂt'new ideas ‘without the benefit of alphabetic writing, .and that ‘the.

Arabs and Chinese would make impogtaﬁt contributions to science despite non-
. - - . \‘

1 - . [

“alphabetic scripts. ‘ o ’ . .

o

The emphasis on-written prose (in Greece)... permitted the abstraction
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-ijective truth were in fact dcing 1iEtle more than datecting thegﬁ
‘properties implicit in their native tongue.’ -Their_rules, for mind were
not rules for thinking but. rather rules for using language consistently; L
the abstract properties of their category system were not true or ° T
‘unbiased descriptions of reality but’ tather invariants in thé Structure.

of their 1anguagé. GDISQR 1977 267) - - ., L ..
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7. This distin tion, &80 Greenfleld afgues, is equ ily ,pplicable to cgﬁtempafafy:
Westerﬁ sac ety. Lawer glass children (and pafents) in ‘the United States and.
. ,England usé more context-— bDund speech than do their middlé class cou tetpartsik_ﬂ
8. ;Aaditiénal cr@ssfcaitutél evideﬁte suﬁpofté GrEEﬁfield' thesis\that llterate
1spe§kers dﬂ better on select ccgnlgive tasks Ehan do their nDﬁ—literate )
countéfparts Cole, Gay, and Glick (1969) | (cited by Creenfféld 1972)\cumpared
- .the abiliﬁles of two Libefian tr;bes, the erllg aﬁd the" Vai 'tq ;GmEUﬁicate
'inférmatlon acrgss a visual barrier. The Vai, who were lltefaté i'ithis case,
‘were unlformly better cammuniﬁatcrs than the erlle, who were nDt. -AﬂofhEE
'vstudy by Cole, Gljck, and Sharp (1971) found. that on a memory Eask llterate
. . :Terlle femembered-more items than dldvnonsllterate Kpelle, and ligerate_Vai g
- ‘fémemﬁéted more i&emé than did their non-literate tribal counterpg®ts.
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