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WHY DOES A  SAILBOA T G O WIT H A  POSTMAN? SCRIP T 

JUSTIFICATIONS OF 5-YR-OLDS & ADULTS 

S. Farnham-Diggory 
Universit y o f  Delawar e 

This report addresses the general question of how we expand 
or  contrac t  schemat a o f  everyda y event s t o tak e accoun t  o f  ne w 
factors .  Schemat a fo r  mai l  deliver y i n suburba n setting s seldo m 
includ e sailboats ,  bu t  i f  aske d "Ho w coul d a  sailboa t  g o wit h a 
postman? "  yo u coul d easil y thin k o f  severa l  way s — th e postma n 
coul d g o sailin g o n hi s da y off ,  mai l  coul d b e delivere d t o 
island s o n sailboats ,  walkin g aroun d t o delive r  mai l  an d sailin g 
ar e bot h form s o f  movement ,  etc .  Alternatively ,  yo u coul d i f 
necessar y exclud e item s tha t  ar e normall y par t  o f  everyda y 
scripts .  Aske d "Ho w coul d a  lette r  no t  g o wit h a  postman? "  yo u 
woul d probabl y cit e compute r  mai l  — bu t  not e tha t  wha t  yo u di d 
was generat e a  whol e alternativ e scrip t  aroun d th e letter .  Th e 
question s befor e us :  Ca n genera l  strategie s fo r  scrip t  expansio n 
or  contractio n b e identified ? And ,  i f  so ,  d o the y develop ? 

By way of background, in addition to the sparse current 
literatur e o n scrip t  developmen t  (e.g. .  Nelson ,  1978 ;  Schank , 
1982 )  ther e i s a n olde r  literatur e o n over -  an d under-inclusio n 
stemmin g fro m attempt s t o diagnos e defectiv e thinkin g fro m 
categorizatio n behavio r  (e.g. ,  Goldstei n &  Scheerer ,  1941) .  Thi s 
was eventuall y absorbe d int o th e mor e comple x model s o f  categor y 
decisio n makin g tha t  w e hav e toda y (Rosc h &  Lloyd ,  1978 ;  se e 
especiall y th e articl e b y Mil ler ,  1978) . 

Procedure 
The studie s reporte d her e use d th e followin g procedures : 

subject s firs t  sa w a  slid e o f  a n everyda y scen e familia r  eve n 
t o 5-yr-old s (e.g. ,  a  postma n deliverin g mai l ,  a  gir l  combin g 
her  hair ,  a  bab y i n a  tub ,  a  dentis t  i n hi s off ice ,  e t c . ) . 
Followin g th e scene ,  subject s wer e show n a  slid e o f  a n objec t 
whic h bor e (i n th e opinio n o f  judges )  a  varyin g degre e o f 
relationshi p t o th e scene .  Typ e A  object s (e.g. ,  postman :  letter ; 
baby :  towel )  wer e clearl y par t  o f  th e scen e thoug h no t  visibl e 
i n th e precedin g slide ;  Typ e B  object s (postman :  mailtruck ; 
baby :  sink )  wer e les s clearl y related ;  Typ e C  object s (postman : 
sailboat ;  baby :  bab y carriage )  coul d no t  b e par t  o f  th e scene ; 
and Typ e D  object s (postman :  tricycle ;  baby :  stove )  wer e eve n 
more remote .  Ther e wer e 1 0 scene s an d 4  type s o f  object s fo r 
each ,  randoml y interspersed . 

There were free choice and forced choice studies. In the 
fre e choic e study ,  subject s decide d whethe r  o r  no t  a n objec t 
went  wit h a  scene ,  an d the n explaine d th e basi s o f  thei r  decision s 
Decisio n time s fro m onse t  o f  th e objec t  slid e t o th e subject' s 
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"yes "  o r  "no "  vocalizatio n wer e obtained .  Justif icatio n proto -
col s wer e the n requested . 

In the forced choice study, subjects were required to give 
reason s wh y al l  object s eithe r  di d (inclusio n condition )  o r  di d 
no t  (exclusio n condit ion )  g o wit h th e precedin g scene .  Onl y 
justif icatio n protocol s wer e col lected ,  decisio n tim e varianc e 
bein g typicall y overwhelme d b y respons e se t  factors . 

Results 
I n th e fre e choic e study ,  th e patter n o f  inclusio n an d 

exclusio n decision s wer e predictabl e function s o f  th e degre e o f 
objec t  relatednes s (Typ e A  throug h D ) .  O f  mai n interes t  wer e 
th e natur e o f  th e justi f ications ,  th e decisio n time s tha t  pre -
cede d them ,  an d developmenta l  effects .  Justif ication s fel l 
reliabl y int o 3  overal l  categories : 

1.  Give n Scrip t  justif ication s — th e initia l  scen e i s 
th e referen t  an d th e objec t  i s  teste d fo r  inclusio n suitability . 
E.g. ,  give n Gir l  Combin g Hai r  followe d b y Pl iers : 

Adul t :  No. . .  Sh e wouldn' t  b e 
usin g pl ier s fo r  an y sor t  o f  grooming . 

Child: No... She doesn't use the 
pl ier s t o brus h he r  hair . 

2.  Ne w Scrip t  justif ication s - -  a  ne w scrip t  i s  generate d 
aroun d th e object ;  thi s ne w scrip t  become s th e referent ,  an d th e 
agen t  o f  th e precedin g scen e i s teste d fo r  inclusio n suitability . 
E.g. ,  give n th e abov e sequence : 

Adult: No... They're rather sophisticated 
cuttin g tool s whic h I  don' t  thin k a  chil d woul d 
use . 

Child: No... Because she isn't cutting any 
f lowers . 

Note that the role of the object in both Given and New scripts 
ca n b e classifie d a s objec t  o f  a  direc t  action ,  instrumental , 
or  par t  o f  th e genera l  scene . 

3. Dual Script justifications — both given and new scripts 
ar e constructed ,  an d thei r  compatibil it y  i s  tested .  I f  i t  i s 
decide d the y ar e incompatible ,  exclusio n results .  E.g. ,  Gir l 
Combin g Hai r  followe d b y Book : 

Adult: No... A little girl combing her hair 
probabl y wouldn' t  b e ver y intereste d i n readin g a 
book ,  a t  th e sam e tim e anyway . 

Child: No... Because she can't read a book if 
she' s combin g he r  hair . 
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However ,  subject s coul d als o construc t  a  higher-orde r 
scrip t  tha t  relate s th e give n an d ne w scripts .  E.g. ,  Dentis t 
at  Wor k o n a  Patien t  followe d b y Kleene x box : 

Adult: Yes... Because if the poor fellow starts 
cryin g fro m th e pai n he'l l  hav e t o blo w hi s nos e 
an d wip e hi s eyes . 

Child: Yes... If he wants to blow his nose while 
th e dentis t  clean s hi s teet h h e could . 

As the examples suggest, children produced about the same 
percentag e o f  Give n Script ,  Ne w Scrip t  an d Dua l  Scrip t  justif ica -
tion s a s adult s did .  However ,  childre n wer e mor e likel y t o bas e 
Give n Scrip t  justification s o n th e direc t  objec t  rol e o f  th e ite m 
bein g tested . 

Decision times for both groups reflected the mental sequence 
of  firs t  representin g th e give n script ,  the n generatin g th e ne w 
one ,  an d the n comparin g th e two .  I n th e adul t  grou p bu t  les s s o 
i n th e children' s grou p ther e wa s als o a n effec t  o f  negation . 

The forced choice study corrected for scene-specific response 
patterns .  I f  eithe r  inclusio n o r  exclusio n wer e require d fo r  al l 
scene-objec t  pairs ,  woul d th e sam e frequenc y o f  justification s 
appear ? 

In general, across the object types (A to D), children were 
lik e adult s i n bot h inclusiv e an d exclusiv e Give n Scrip t  justif i -
cations .  However ,  the y wer e fa r  mor e likel y tha n adult s t o 
us e Ne w Scrip t  justif ications ,  an d les s likel y t o us e Dua l  Scrip t 
justifications . 

The general implication is that 5-yr-olds are well-equipped 
wit h th e logica l  reasonin g mechanism s neede d fo r  expandin g an d 
tunin g schemat a fo r  everyda y events .  Thei r  conceptua l  developmen t 
woul d thu s b e primaril y a  functio n o f  th e experientia l  opportunitie s 
availabl e t o them . 



151 

Reference s 

Goldstein, K. & Sheerer, M. (1941) Abstract and concrete behavior: 
an experimenta l  stud y wit h specia l  tests .  Psychologica l 
Monographs ,  53 ,  No ,  2 . 

Miller, G. A. (1978) In E. Rosch & B. Lloyd (Eds.) Cognition 
& categorizat ion .  Hi l lsdale :  Erlbaum . 

Nelson, K. (19 78) How children represent knowledge of their world 
i n an d ou t  o f  language :  a  preliminar y report .  I n R .  S .  Siegle r 
(Ed. )  Children' s thinking :  Wha t  develops ? Hil lsdale :  Erlbaum . 

Rosch, E. & Lloyd, B. (1978) Cognition & categorization. Hillsdale: 
Erlbaum . 

Schank, R. C. (1982) Reading and understanding. Hillsdale: Erlbaum, 


	cogsci_1984_148-151

