Thinking & Language

I. Cognition – the mental activities associated with thinking, knowing, remembering, and communicating.


A. Concepts – a mental grouping of similar objects, events, people, or ideas.



- provide us with much information without much cognitive effort (objects (ball) & emotions (angry))



1. We form our concepts by developing prototypes – a mental image or best example of a category




- a dog may be a good example of the concept of “four-legged animals”




- think about our prototype for gender discrimination. do we always recognize it?


B. Solving Problems



1. Algorithm – a methodical, logical rule or procedure that guarantees solving a particular problem.



2. Heuristics – a simple thinking strategy that often allows us to make judgments and solve





problems efficiently; speedier, but more error-prone than algorithms




- example: OSPLOYCHYG






- algorithm: generate 907,200 possible letter combinations






- heuristics: exclude letter combinations & apply trial and error



3. Insight – a sudden and often novel realization of the solution to a problem; contrasted with




       strategy-based solutions. “A-ha” moments.




- 10-year-old figures out how to save a robin trapped in a 30-inch-deep hole in a cement




   block wall; construction workers were stumped



4. Obstacles to Problem Solving




a. Confirmation bias – a tendency to search for information that confirms one’s perceptions





- business mangers tracking successful careers of those they hired vs.





  achievements of those they rejected – confirming their awesome hiring ability





- jurors constructing stories that seem confirmed by presented evidence are





  surprised to discover that other jurors view evidence in different contexts




b. Fixation – the inability to see a problem from a new perspective





i. mental set – a tendency to approach a problem in a particular way, especially a






            way that has been successful in the past (but may not be helpful in






            solving a new problem).





ii. functional fixedness – the tendency to think of things only in terms of their usual








   functions






- need to turn a screw, but can’t find a screwdriver


C. Making Decisions and Forming Judgments



1. Using and Misusing Heuristics




a. Representativeness Heuristic – judging the likelihood of things in terms of how well they








      seem to represent, or match, particular prototypes; may








       lead one to ignore other relevant information




b. Availability Heuristic – estimating the likelihood of events based on their availability in







    memory; if instances come readily to mind, we presume such







    events are common





- buying life/theft insurance





- Jessica McClure case – fell into a Texas well and was trapped for 3 days






- more than 100,000 children died during that same period from preventable






   starvation, diarrhea, and disease



2. Overconfidence – the tendency to be more confident than correct – to overestimate the accuracy





         of one’s beliefs and judgments.




- Hitler invading Russia; LBJ waging war with North Vietnam; playing the stock market



3. Framing – the way an issue is posed; how an issue is framed can significantly affect decisions




          and judgments




- explaining the risks of surgery

- describing the fat content of beef (“lean” vs. “fat”)




- retailers marking up merchandise before it goes on sale




- FedEx doesn’t charge extra to pick up at your door; they offer a “drop-off discount.”


D. Belief bias – the tendency for one’s preexisting beliefs to distort logical reasoning, sometimes by making




 invalid conclusions seem valid, or valid conclusions seem invalid.



1. Belief perseverance – clinging to one’s initial conceptions after the basis on which they are






   formed has been discredited; prejudice persists




- labeling students as “gifted” or “learning disabled” or “special education”

II. Language – our spoken, written, or signed words and the ways we combine them to communicate meaning.


A. Structure



1. Phonemes – the smallest distinctive sound unit; languages have varying numbers of phonemes;



the English language has about 40



2. Morpheme – the smallest unit that carries meaning; may be a word or part of a word (prefix)



3. Grammar – a system of rules that enables us to communicate with and understand others




a. Semantics – the set of rules by which we derive meaning from morphemes, words, and






sentences in a given language; the study of meaning





- adding ed to some verbs means that it happened in the past




b. Syntax – the rules for combining words into grammatically sensible sentences





- in English, adjectives come before nouns; in Spanish, they come after


B. Language Development



1. Acquiring Language




a. babbling stage – beginning at 3 to 4 months, the stage of speech development in which






        the infant spontaneously utters various sounds at first unrelated to the






        native language





- initially includes phoneme sounds from many languages; by 10 months, phoneme





  sounds outside the infant’s native language begin to disappear




b. one-word stage – from about age 1 to 2, the stage in speech development during which






         a child speaks mostly in single words.




c. two-word stage – beginning at age 2, the stage in speech development during which a






        child speaks mostly two-word statements.





i. telegraphic speech – child’s speech is like a telegram – using mostly nouns and








 verbs and omitting auxiliary words. (“want juice”)



2. Explaining Language Development




a. Skinner & Operant Learning (nurture viewpoint)





- argued that babies learn to talk in many the same ways that animals learn to peck





  keys or press bars





- development explained with familiar learning principles, such as association,





  imitation, and reinforcement




b. Chomsky & Inborn Universal Grammar (nature viewpoint)





- argued that our brains are prewired for the dialects of the “universal grammar”





- expose children to language and they will soak it up





- if raised in isolation, they develop without language





- if not exposed to language, a group of children will, however, make up their own

III. Language Influences Thinking


A. Whorf’s linguistic determinism – hypothesis that language determines the way we think



- English has a rich vocabulary for self-focused emotions (anger), a reflection of our emphasis on



  individualism


- Japanese has many words for interpersonal emotions (sympathy), a reflection of their emphasis on



  collectivism


- how do we characterize other languages?  how might you see the world differently?

