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Thi s stud y addresse s tw o relate d issue s o f  curren t  debate : 
th e coherenc e o f  intuitiv e knowledg e structure s an d th e us e 
of  "vitalistic "  explanation s i n th e domai n o f  biology .  Ha -
tan o an d Inagak i  (1994 )  propose d tha t  earl y theorie s i n thi s 
domai n ar e characterize d b y a  uniqu e typ e o f  explanation : 
vitalisti c  explanatio n (VE) .  Wit h V E ,  a  biologica l  phe -
nomenon i s explaine d b y th e activit y o f  a n interna l  orga n a s 
i f  th e orga n i s a  (semi- )  autonomou s agent ,  functionin g in -
dependentl v o f  th e person' s intentions .  V E i s fundamentall y 
differen t  fro m intentiona l  explanatio n (IE )  an d mechanisti c 
explanatio n ( M E ) .  Th e typ e o f  explanatio n use d i s  impor -
tan t  wit h respec t  t o th e natur e o f  cognitiv e chang e (e.g . 
Gutheil ,  Ver a &  Keil ,  1998) .  Th e biologica l  functio n tha t 
was primaril y targete d i n thi s stud y wa s digestion .  W e wer e 
intereste d i n th e coherenc e o f  knowledg e whe n explainin g 
th e digestio n o f  "goo d stuff '  (mil k an d bread )  an d "ba d 
stuff '  (alcohol ,  generall y regarde d "bad" ,  Wiers ,  Gunning , 
& Sergeant ,  1998 )  an d th e type s o f  explanation s used . 

Methods 

Participant s Te n girl s an d te n boy s fro m a  primar y schoo l 
(7-1 2 year s old) ,  eleve n girl s an d eigh t  boy s fro m a  secon -
dar y schoo l  (12-1 8 years )  an d fou r  femal e an d eigh t  mal e 
psycholog y student s (18-2 5 year s old )  participated .  Materi -
al s A  serai-structure d intervie w wa s develope d consistin g o f 
factua l  an d generativ e questions .  Procedure-Scorin g Par -
ticipant s wer e interviewe d individually .  Afte r  scorin g th e 
transcribe d interview s a t  th e questio n level ,  th e overal l 
framework s use d an d th e type s o f  explanatio n use d wer e 
score d (a s i n Samarapungava n &  Wiers ,  1997) .  Protocol s 
wer e score d b y tw o independen t  judges ,  wit h 9 2 % agree -
ment .  Disagreement s wer e resolve d throug h discussion . 

Results 

Thre e theorie s wer e foun d (framewor k level) :  1 .  food s an d 
drink s remai n i n th e alimentar y canal ;  2 .  onl y goo d stuf f 
enter s th e body ;  3 .  goo d an d ba d stuf f  enter s th e body .  Ad -
herenc e shifte d wit h ag e fro m theor y 1  t o 3 .  Counte r  intui -
tively ,  primar y schoo l  childre n responde d significantl y 
mor e consisten t  whe n compare d wit h secondar y schoo l 
childre n an d students ,  x 2 (I )  =  7.0 ,  p  <  .0 1 (Tabl e 1) . 

Tabl e 1 :  Consisten t  an d inconsisten t  us e o f  a  theor y 

Grou p 

Prima r 

Secon 
Adul t 

Theor y 1 

Consi s 

2 
I  neon s 

2 

Theor y 2 

Consi s 

12 
8 

I 

Incon s 
4 
11 
10 

Theor y 3 

Consi s 

1 

Incon s 

We hypothesize d tha t  youn g childre n remaine d mor e con -
sisten t  du e t o thei r  mor e frequen t  us e o f  V E whe n con -
fronte d wit h anomalie s suc h as :  h o w doe s alcoho l  influenc e 
behavio r  whe n i t  doe s no t  leav e th e alimentar y cana l  (a s a 
bad stuff) ? Indeed ,  youn g childre n use d mor e V E ,  an d olde r 
participant s mor e M E ,  x 2 (4 )  =  11.6 ,  e  <  0 5 (Tabl e 2) . 

Table 2: Types of explanations used 

Grou p 
Prima r 

Secon 
Adul t 

Intentiona l  -  I E 

3 
2 

Vatalisti c -  V E 
16 
11 
5 

Mechanistic-M E 

1 
6 
7 

Discuss io n 

W h en confronte d wit h a n anomal y i n th e domai n o f  biol -
ogy ,  youn g childre n remai n mor e coheren t  tha n olde r  chil -
dren .  Thi s i s probabl y du e t o thei r  mor e frequent  us e o f  V E , 
whic h wa s highe r  her e tha n i n Hatan o &  Inagak i  (1994) . 
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