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Historically, Native American students have not

achieved academic success; ethnic and racial stereotypes

are common explanations for the problem. Many perceive

the Native American student to be lacking either

academic preparation or socio-cultural support for

success.

A review of the literature showed emerging research

which indicates that significant differences can be shown

between the learning styles of Native American students

and their non-Native counterparts. It has been claimed

that these differences may account for some of the

differences in academic achievement.

The purpose of this study was an attempt to document

more thoroughly the differences between the learning

styles of Native American and non-Native university



students, employing the Group Embedded Figures Test

(GEFT). The GEFT measures degree of field sensitivity, a

measure of the degree to which an individual is affected

by the surrounding environment or situation within which

learning is to take place. It has been postulated that

Native American children tend to be reared in a culture

which promotes field dependent learning styles.

Conversely, children reared in families promoting strong

individual identity tend to be more field independent.

The results of administering the GEFT to a group of

Native American university students and to a comparison

group of non-Native students supported the theory. A

numerical difference of 2.1, on a scale of 1 to 18, was

found between the mean scores of the two study groups

with the Native American students scoring in the more

field dependent domain. The mean score for the Native

American student study group was 9.7, while that for the

comparison group was 11.8.

In addition to ethnic differences, the data from

this study showed differences from previously established

norms both by age and gender.

Based on the results of this study, educators may be

urged to consider the style in which a student learns

before categorizing him or her as academically deficient.

Further study of learning styles of Native American

students and concommitantly of teaching styles which are

best suited to Native American students is recommended.
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FIELD SENSITIVITY OF NATIVE AMERICAN STUDENTS AT OREGON

STATE UNIVERSITY, AS DETERMINED BY THE GROUP EMBEDDED

FIGURES TEST

Chapter I

Introduction

Europeans who settled in North America came armed

with a belief in their "divine right" to use the new

world as they saw fit (Duchene, 1988). Part of these

beliefs were views of inferiority and superiority

associated with human beings. These concepts enabled

Europeans to justify their actions toward the original

inhabitants of the continent.

The term "Indian" was coined by the first European

settlers in North America (Duchene, 1988). Once they had

labeled their discovery they then proceeded to classify

the Native Americans as inferior, denying them civil and

property rights. Denial of property rights allowed the

newcomers to conclude that all the lands were theirs for

the taking.

The effects of European colonization were

devastating to the indigenous peoples of the Americas.

Euro-American policy makers attacked the educational,

religious, social, and governmental structures of the

Native Americans. Nowhere was this seen more
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dramatically than in the attempts to educate the young in

non-Native ways.

The entire family structure of Native life was

placed under attack by White educators. Many children

were gathered up and sent off hundreds or thousands of

miles away from their homes to be enrolled in boarding

schools (Duchene, 1988). Many of the ills perpetrated

upon Native boarding school students have been

graphically described (Harlan, 1987; Herring, 1989;

Szasz, 1974). The young people were grouped with

children from many other tribes and ethnic groups, often

those whose families had been ancient enemies, and

treated as if they were all the same. English became

their only common language. Judith Kleinfeld (1973) in

studying Alaskan village students who entered three

representative boarding schools concluded that the

majority of village students she observed were developing

serious social and emotional problems as a result of

their high school experiences in these schools. Harlan

(1987) claimed that the boarding school system left many

Native Americans with a legacy of resentment toward the

educational system. As parents themselves, these former

boarding school students had little inclination to

inspire their own children to seek academic success.

It is with a history of these experiences that

today's young Native American students are entering post-
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secondary education. They have experienced an

educational system which paid little recognition to their

cultural heritage. Textbooks omitted Native

contributions to the history, teachers were ill-informed

about the cultural differences of Native groups, and the

exclusive use of English created problems for non-English

facile students. Kleinfeld (1973) found, on follow-up of

boarding school graduates that, in many cases, the

graduates had been, "Left with a set of self-defeating

ways for dealing with the world."

Background of the Problem

The Native American student enters a school system

with a background and set of values quite different from

the educational system itself (Sanders, 1987). Formal

education, to the Native student, is an experience

running contrary to the culture and to the social norms,

self-perceptions, and expected behaviors which have been

learned at home. Schools have a tendency to be at cross-

purposes with the Native American way of life. For

European American students school and home have a

continuity, with school being one of the accepted stages

in their lives. The system of education which both

groups enter reflects the competitive achievement-

oriented value system of the European population of the

country.
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Historically, Native American students have not

achieved academic success. Native Americans, on the

whole, have one of the lowest educational success levels

among all ethnic groups in the country (Lin, 1985.) Too

often ethnic and racial stereotypes have been used

instead of sound theoretical explanations for the

problem. As a consequence, the Native American student

is perceived as lacking the required mental preparation

or socio-cultural support from their environment for

success in school.

Emerging research (More, 1987) indicates that

important differences can be shown between the learning

styles of Native American students and their non-Native

counterparts. These differences in learning style may

account for some of the wide differences in academic

achievement. According to More (1987), the differences

are not consistent enough to propose a singular learning

style for Native Americans, but they occur often enough

to warrant careful attention.

Learning style and learning abilities are frequently

confused. Learning style usually refers to the

characteristic or usual strategies by which a student

learns. Learning abilities, on the other hand, refer to

how effectively a student learns. It will be learning

styles, and specifically field dependence/field

independence, of Native American post secondary students

with which this research is concerned. More (1987)
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defines learning style as, "The characteristic or usual

strategies of acquiring knowledge, skills and

understanding by an individual."

Problem Statement

Gilleland (1986) has identified a group of factors

which may be associated with the poor academic

achievement of Native American students. Difference in

learning style is one of the factors. Other authors

(Osborne 1985; Garner & Cole, 1986; Swisher & Deyhle,

1989) have also considered dissonance in learning style

to be a cause of lack of academic achievement among

Native American students. There are, however, few

definitive studies of field sensitivity or other measures

of learning style among Native American students. Field

sensitivity is a measure of the degree to which an

individual is affected by the surrounding field or

situation within which learning is to take place.

The study investigated field sensitivity among

Native American students enrolled at Oregon State

University during spring term 1990. The Group-Embedded-

Figures Test (GEFT) was used for this investigation.

Purpose of the Study

The primary purpose of the investigation is to

determine the degree of field sensitivity to be found in
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a group of Native American students enrolled in post

secondary education.

Three objectives can be met by such a study. First,

individual students can become aware of their own

learning styles and perhaps find explanation for problems

and successes they may have experienced during their

university matriculation. Secondly, counsellors of

Native American students can become aware of another tool

with which to aid Native American students in achieving

academic success. Finally, the results of the

investigation should contribute to the theoretical base

on which recommendations for further research can be

based.

Theoretical Basis for the Study

The Embedded Figures Test and the Group Embedded

Figures Test (GEFT) have been used for nearly three

decades and have been shown to be both valid and reliable

in measuring field sensitivity (Oltman, Raskin & Witkin,

1984).

Although degree of field sensitivity is one of the

most thoroughly researched dimensions of cognitive style,

there are few reports devoted to study of this dimension

with Native American students. The work of Ramirez and

Castaneda (1974) with Mexican-American children has

provided a framework for studying the impact of culture

on learning styles of Native American students. They
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postulate, as a result of their studies of field

sensitivity among Mexican-American students, that

Mexican-American youth tend to grow up in a culture in

which field dependent learning styles are promoted.

Conversely, children reared in families which promote

strong individual identity tend to be more field

independent. It has been postulated, based on this

theory, that Native American children tend to be more

field dependent.

Ogbu (1987) has portrayed three types of minorities

for purpose of cross-cultural study. One is autonomous

minorities, those people who are minorities primarily in

a numerical sense. Immigrant minorities are the second

group. These are people who have moved voluntarily to

the United States. Involuntary or caste-like minorities

make up the third group of minorities according to Ogbu's

definition. These involuntary minorities are those

people who were originally brought into the society

involuntarily through slavery, conquest, or colonization.

Native Americans, African Americans, and Native Hawaiians

are examples of the latter type. Immigrant Mexican

Americans were assigned the status of the original

conquered group in the southwestern United States. It is

through this association with other involuntary

minorities that Native Americans and Mexican Americans

can be considered as culturally similar.
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Those studies of Native American students which do

exist (Swisher & Deyhle, 1989) show some degree of

dissonance in learning style. The research does,

however, present evidence suggesting common methods or

styles in which Native American students come to know or

understand their world. The results of the proposed

study will add to the body of knowledge about how Native

American university students look at their world and

learn within the academic framework.

The original model of field sensitivity has been

criticized because field dependent learners are often

described in negative terms. Ramirez and Castaneda

(1974) use the term "field sensitive" rather than "field

dependent" in their study of Mexican American children.

Their concerns are that these children are being

penalized in schools which have historically been

oriented more toward field independent learners while the

Mexican-American culture is oriented more toward field

sensitive qualities.

The belief that Mexican American children, as well

as those of other involuntary minority groups such as

Native Americans, are more field sensitive may have

important implications for effective post secondary

education in the coming years. Hodgkinson (1985)

predicts that by around the beginning of the next century

one in every three Americans will be non-European

Americans.
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Type of Research Study

This study is descriptive in nature. It reports

the findings based upon administration of the GEFT to

a population of Native American university students. The

GEFT was also administered to a university class so

comparisons and contrasts could be drawn between the two

groups.

Study Outcomes

As shown by scores on the Group Embedded Figures

Test, field sensitivity of a group of Native American

students were determined. Variation in degree of field

sensitivity were related to traditional or non-

traditional lifestyle which were used as a measure of

acculturation. Comparisons and associations were made

between the Native American study group and the

University class which was considered to be the

comparison group.
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Chapter II

Review of Related Literature

Overview of the Problem

Authors in both educational and medical literature

(Duchene, 1988; Moore, Silverberg & Read, 1972) warn

about the danger of using the inclusive term "American

Indian" for the entire population of Native Americans.

This term does not imply a single Mendelian population

from the Arctic to the Rio Grande. Native Americans

constitute a tremendous number of language groups and

large numbers of people separated by geological,

ecological and cultural barriers. However, according to

Ogbu's (1987) typology, Native Americans are involuntary

minorities demonstrating a number of similarities in the

manner in which they process thought.

If, as Lin (1985) and Sanders (1987) show, Native

American students have the lowest academic achievement of

all ethnic groups, determining the related causes is

significant. While a percentage of Native American

students succeed through the educational system, the

formal educational process appears to have been largely

ineffective for a great number of Native American

students (Rhodes, 1988).

Huffman, Sill and Brokenleg (1986) report an

increased number of Native Americans being enrolled in
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postsecondary education programs over the last 20 years.

However, accompanying this increased number has been a

concommitant high rate of attrition, as high as 85

percent according to some studies (Huffman, Sill &

Brokenleg, 1986; Kleinfeld, Cooper & Kyle, 1987; Szasz,

1974). Kleinfeld and associates state that while 23

percent of the Caucasian population in the U.S. has

completed four or more years of college, only six percent

of the Native American population has done so. In

Alaska, according to Kleinfeld and associates, an even

greater difference exists in college completion rates of

the Caucasian and Native populations. They show that

while 25 percent of Alaska's Caucasian population has

completed four or more years of college, less than four

percent of the Native population has done so.

Too often ethnic and racial stereotypes of the

Native American people are used instead of sound

theoretical explanations of the problem of educational

success. As a consequence, the Native student is

perceived as lacking the required mental preparation for

success (as defined by European-American educators) in

school. Red Horse (1986) summarizes these thoughts as

follows: "While abundant research points to considerable

variation in learning styles among children from diverse

cultural groups, educators continue to view these

differences common to Indian children as educational

'deficiencies' or cultural 'deprivations.'"
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From the quantity of literature on the subject of

minority success in education two schools of thought can

be seen to have emerged. One is the pluralistic

viewpoint which explains successes and failures as being

due to cultural differences of minority students from the

majority population. Pluralists look upon cultural

differences as contributors of cultural enrichment to

education. On the other extreme are found those who

consider any problems due either to cultural deficits or

to genetically based differences. This group of

theorists put the blame on the culture, claiming it to be

at cross-purposes with the educational system (Ramirez &

Castaneda, 1974).

Rhodes (1988) indicates that little research has

been done to support those who claim, for example, that

lack of motivation, lack of appropriate career models,

language problems, or cultural difficulties in adapting

to a campus situation are contributing factors to lack of

academic success by Native American college students.

Rhodes, however, feels there is something more basic to

the problem. He proposes a difference in the thought

process required for survival on a reservation or within

a Native community and the thought processes required and

promoted by institutions of higher learning.

Differences in thought processes may be comparable to

differences in learning styles found among the Native and

non-Native populations of which a university is composed.
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Historical Background

Before looking at success or the lack thereof of

Native American students in postsecondary education, it

is important to look at the broader picture of what may

cause poor academic achievement among these students.

Gilleland (1986) has discussed potential causative

factors using elementary and secondary aged students as

examples. However, achievement in postsecondary

education is directly affected by success or lack of

success in education prior to enrolling in a post-

secondary program.

The factors Gilleland (1986) has identified are

primarily cultural differences between Native American

students and Anglo-American teachers. Gilleland compared

Native and non-Native cultural differences as seen in

Table 1.

Other studies have offered a variety of explanations

for low post-secondary academic achievement by Native

American students (Huffman, Sill & Brokenleg, 1986).

Most common among these explanations have been inadequate

primary and secondary education, low motivation for

achievement, low competition drive, and low family value

on education. These have been shown to lack precision as

indicators of success by Native American students. Other

factors which have been found to be related to college

achievement such as family socio-economic status, high
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school grade-point average, and parent's educational

level have proven to be equally poor predictors of Native

American college achievement.

Table 1

Cultural differences between Native American and Non-

Native people. (From Gilleland, 1986).

Native Non-Native

1. Gets along with the group
or conforms with the group.

2. Gets ahead for the group.

3. Concentrates on and en-
joys the now; the present.

4. Decides for himself,
following advice.

5. Faces hard things (embar-
rassing incidents, etc.)
without showing fear.

1. Gets ahead of or on top
of the group.

2. Gets ahead for oneself.

3. Concentrates on the
future.

4. Lets others decide for
him and force him.

5. Faces hard things, but
not always with an impass-
ive face.

6. Uses nature without losing 6. Uses nature for personal
reverence for nature. benefit.

7. Remains constantly aware
of God, so acts of religion
are spontaneous and at any
time.

8. Feels uneasy and fearful
toward non-Native world, but
hides it with an impassive
face.

7. Is aware of God "under-
neath" and periodically.
Religion is compartmental-
ized; acts of religion
restricted to certain
times, e.g., Sundays.

8.Feels comfortable in his/
her own world.
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According to Huffman and Associates (1986) the

college setting is simply an extension of the educational

and social institution of the White culture. It reflects

European-American middle class values and reinforces

prevailing attitudes about education. European-American

students do not enter a foreign culture but move deeper

into their own when enrolling in college.

Native American students tend to bring a strong

sense of their cultural identity with them when entering

college. They are frequently oriented toward a set of

values and goals, as has been seen in Gilleland's model,

which are different from those established by the college

or university (Edgewater, 1981). The challenge, then,

becomes one of being able to interact on two cultural

levels at the same time. Without forsaking their

traditional cultures, successful academic achievement by

Native American students requires functioning at both a

Native American cultural level and a college mainstream

level.

Academic Achievement among Native American Students

A key, according to Beaty and Chiste (1986), to

understanding some of the problems encountered by Native

American students is in recognizing that all of the

activities associated with university attendance are

going to be what Erickson (1976) has termed "gatekeeping

encounters." Gatekeeping encounters are face-to-face
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experiences in which one person can affect the social

mobility of another within an institution. Chances of

success can be affected by the presence or absence of

what Erickson calls "co-membership" with the gatekeeper

and with their individual communication style. Native

American communicative style usually differs from that of

the European-Americans who are gatekeepers at most

universities (Scollon & Scollon, 1981). Additionally,

Native American students, having grown up on reservations

or within Native villages, have had few chances of co-

membership with anyone at a university except other

Native American students.

As noted earlier, Ogbu (1987) has used the term

"involuntary minorities" to describe Native Americans.

These involuntary minorities are those who have been

brought into American society through either slavery,

conquest or colonization. This is in contrast to

"autonomous" minorities who choose to retain a distinct

identity while fully participating in the society. Ogbu

argues that involuntary minorities such as Native

Americans have persistently high rates of school failure

due to the difficulties encountered in crossing cultural

boundaries and to differences in cultural frames of

reference.
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Studies of Native American Postsecondary Achievement

Numerous studies have been reported in the

literature which have attempted to relate specific

factors to college achievement among Native American and

Anglo-American students (Huffman, Sill & Brokenleg, 1986;

Kerbo, 1981; Patton & Edington, 1973; Falk & Aitken,

1984; Lin, LaCounte & Eder, 1988; Scott, 1986; Rindone,

1988). A persistent theme in the literature when

discussing factors which contribute to academic success

of Native American students is that of maintaining

cultural identity. Although there are contradictions in

the literature, with few exceptions the majority of

authors have concluded that the close maintenance of

cultural traditions and the participation in Native

student organizations are factors which contribute to the

academic successes of Native American students.

Huffman, Sill and Brokenleg (1986) investigated

social, cultural and aspirational factors related to the

success of Sioux and White students at the University of

South Dakota. Sioux students were differentiated into

"traditional" and "non-traditional" groupings,

"traditional" students being those who follow more

closely Native cultural traditions as opposed to those

"non-traditional" students who do not. The investigators

hypothesized that social factors would be more predictive

of college achievement for White students, cultural
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factors more predictive for Sioux students, and that

aspirational factors would relate equally for both

groups. The study concluded that success for Sioux

students was related to cultural identity, the crucial

contributing factor to college achievement being with the

retention of cultural identity and heritage.

In an earlier study, Kerbo (1981) had also tested

for the importance of cultural factors and other factors

related to the concept of assimilation/acculturation

among Native Americans as predictors of college success

by Native American students. The study was conducted

with a sample of European-American and Native American

students attending universities in the state of Oklahoma

in 1978. Some of his conclusions were not substantiated

by the Huffman, Sill and Brokenleg (1986) investigation.

Kerbo (1981) found high school grade point average

to have the strongest relationship to college grade point

average in the study. Among Native American students,

however, Kerbo found racial identity to be the best

predictor of college grade point average with degree of

white blood and number of white friends positively

related to college grade point average. According to

Kerbo the best independent predictors of college success

among Native Americans fell into the categories of degree

of identification and social integration with whites.

Kerbo further theorized that when Native American

students come to identify themselves as more White and at
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the same time interact more often with Whites, they may

come to feel more accepted in the White community. When

this feeling of fitting in is achieved, he continued,

Native American students may come to feel they are

equally able to fit into the college milieu. Kerbo

concluded that the research findings seriously question

the importance of cultural values as a main factor in

academic success among Native American college students.

In these conclusions, Kerbo is in disagreement with

Huffman, Sill and Brokenleg (1986) and Patton and

Edington (1973). Patton and Edington (1973) investigated

a sample of Native American students who were classified

as persisters and non-persisters. According to these

authors, the three most important factors for classifying

persisting and non-persisting students were grade point

average, sex, and rank in high school. The factor having

the greatest influence was that of college grade point

average. According to the authors, "This is quite

logical, as those students who do well are the ones who

stay." They, however, found Indian club membership to be

a significant factor in college persistence as was having

a Native American roommate, further emphasizing the role

of maintaining cultural identity in academic success.

Further disproving the Kerbo hypothesis, a study by

Falk and Aitken (1984) found Native American students who

completed the most years of postsecondary education were

more likely to 1) enter college with a career goal, 2)
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attend Native student organization meetings, 3) report

that parents supported their field of study, and 4)

report that parents supported them financially when they

needed funds. In response to the open-ended question,

"What would you do to maximize retention of Indian

students?" the factor most often mentioned was an overt

commitment by the university to improving the retention

rate for Native American students.

Lin, LaCounte and Eder (1988), in considering the

role of the university in the success of Native American

students, examined the effect of school environment on

academic performance and graduation expectations of

Native American students enrolled in a predominantly

White college. The ten variables selected for study were

combined into four factors. The factors studied were:

attitude toward college education, attitude toward

professors, the perception of campus hostility, and the

feeling of isolation.

Findings indicated that among the Native American

students the factors of over-all attitude toward college

education and the feeling of isolation accounted for more

than 17 percent of the variance in academic performance

as measured by grade point average. The same two factors

further accounted for 23 percent of the variance for

expectation for graduation from college. These

environmental factors were found to explain twice as much

variance in grade point average of Native American
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students as of White students in the same college.

Further analyses seemed to indicate that the perception

of campus hostility and the feeling of isolation in a

predominantly White college contribute to the problems of

academic achievement encountered by Native American

students.

A study which adds to the controversy of cultural

relativity to academic success, and further supporting

Kerbo's thesis, is that of Scott (1986). As an attempt

to elaborate on what he termed the "difficult situation"

of Native Americans in American society, Scott examined

the academic success of all of the Native American

students who enrolled as freshmen at the University of

Oklahoma in 1975.

Scott's data showed two means by which academic

success by Native American students could be explained.

First was the traditional means of predicting success,

namely ACT composite scores and high school grade point

average. The second explanation considered factors which

are not strictly academic in nature. The findings showed

that close attachment to traditional Native culture

reduced the chances of academic success. Contrary to the

conclusions of other authors, Scott concluded that a

student who chooses to maintain cultural identity is more

likely to fail because he or she is less likely to become

integrated into the university community.
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Still another study of Native American college

achievement is by Rindone (1988). Rindone claims that

focusing on the Native American experience is essential

to find solutions to problems of academic success. He

disagrees with the conclusions of both Kerbo (1981) and

Scott (1986), and agrees with the findings of Huffman,

Sill and Brokenleg (1986), among others. Rindone claims

that a way to examine the Native American experience

would be to explore and identify those factors which

contribute to successful completion of a college degree.

To prove his theory, Rindone examined the backgrounds of

Navaho people who had completed at least a four-year

college degree.

From a population of 400 Navahos who met his

criteria, Rindone took a sample of 200 participants to be

surveyed by questionnaire. Of the 107 respondents, 11

had bachelor's degrees, 78 master's degrees, four a

doctoral degree, and 14 other degrees such as medical or

jurisprudence.

Of the respondents, 13 percent indicated they had

come from a totally acculturated home, while 50 percent

indicated theirs had been a traditional home with the

Navaho language predominant and the Navaho way

practiced. The majority of the respondents came from

homes whose family income levels were very low (53

percent below $5999) and where the father's occupation
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was that of laborer. More than half of the parents had

fewer than six years of schooling.

Rindone proposed that motivation to achieve and

aspirations toward academic achievement have been long-

held values among Native American and other minority

groups. It has been only recently, however, that Native

Americans have been able to achieve these goals.

Rindone's final conclusion was that the family, as

measured through the stability of traditional values, was

the key to the academic success of these high achieving

Navaho people. With the exception of Kerbo (1981) and

Scott (1986), the majority of authors have argued that

maintenance of cultural identity is a predictor of

academic success for Native American university students.

Gatekeeping

If the concept of a gatekeeping encounter (Erickson,

1976) is liberally applied, some of the difficulties seen

by Native American students during their college

experiences may be better understood. It is not just in

the face-to-face experiences where they meet obstacles.

The entire Western philosophy of education results in an

institution ordered according to rules which differ from

their own. The classroom itself is a gate and the

professor the gatekeeper.

Pottinger's (1989) study of the experience of Native

American students in higher education found attrition
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rates to be on the order of 50 percent higher than the

European-American population. Pottinger says the 50

percent difference in attrition rates between Native

American and European American students is unexplained.

He says a Zen philosopher might be needed to explain the

disjunction. Ogbu (1987) has expressed his belief that

reliable explanation of this sort of difference lies in

the "oppositional frame" and "oppositional identity"

which emerge in minority-majority contacts. Secondary

cultural differences, according to Ogbu, must account for

the failure of these students.

University survival depends on the student's ability

to take personal responsibility for his or her own

learning (Beaty & Chiste, 1986). Despite the importance

of maintaining cultural identity, it will be particularly

difficult for Native American students coming from a

traditional society with a different world view. In the

Gilleland model (1986) some of these differences were

examined. What may be seen by the university as a lack

of motivation and determination may in fact reflect a

cultural background different from that of the majority

of university students and professors, and a style of

learning which does not match the traditional teaching

style of most university faculties.
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How Native American Students Learn

None of the numerous studies detailing the failure

of Native American students in academia has looked into

the world of the Native American student deeply enough to

develop an adequate understanding of the socio-cultural

issues confronting Native American people (Cuch, 1987).

Cuch claims that much of the problem lies with the

failure of the dominant culture to acknowledge the

existence of a world view different from that of the

dominant European-American society, which makes Native

American people a distinct and culturally autonomous

group.

Ramirez and Castaneda (1974) contend that educators

have failed to consider current research findings having

to do with cultural differences, cognitive style, and

multi-sensory modes of learning. Cuch (1987) claims it

has been much too simple to judge, label and categorize

Native American children as problem learners and to hold

low expectations for them, thereby setting in motion a

self-fulfilling prophecy.

The need to provide more effective education for

Native American students, according to More (1987),

encourages teachers, researchers and Native American

parents to examine the concept of learning style both

carefully and critically. More indicates that recent

research has shown important differences in learning
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style between Native American students and their Anglo

counterparts.

More (1987) clarifies the difference between

learning style and learning ability. Learning style, he

claims, refers to the usual or characteristic strategies

by which a student learns. Learning ability, on the

other hand, refers to how effectively a student may

learn. Students tend to use their stronger learning

style most frequently. While More found most parents and

teachers defining learning style to include the

conditions surrounding the learner, type of instruction

and teacher-learner relationships, he also found that

many teachers did not clearly distinguish between the

learning style of their Native American students and the

educational problems facing those students.

More (1987) defines learning style as, "The

characteristic or usual strategies of acquiring

knowledge, skills, and understanding by an individual."

Gilleland (1988) suggests that the majority of urban

White students learn most easily when learning is done

step-by-step, with the parts leading to the whole, a

field independent behavior. They process information in

a sequential, linear, judgmental fashion. Native

American students, on the other hand, are whole concept

learners. They prefer to start with the whole and then

move to the details, a field dependent process.

Explanations are clearer to them when they move from the
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whole to its component parts. Native American students

are good at seeing the unity and harmony in the whole.

According to Gilleland, breaking up learning into a

series of single concept units can be very discouraging

to the Native American student who is unable to see the

broader picture.

Table 2 shows Gilleland's (1988) dichotomy of

Suburban-White learning styles compared to Native

American learning styles. It must be recognized,

however, that the descriptions represent only a mean for

each group. There is undoubtedly overlap between the two

populations. Some Native Americans will demonstrate

learning styles attributed to the Suburban-White student

while some Suburban-White students will demonstrate the

more global learning styles attributed to Native American

students.

In a report on Native American education, McDonald

(1989) describes the plight of Native American students

in trying to adapt to mainstream educational practices.

He shows how some have explained the dissonance between

schools and their Native American students to be due to

the failure of educators to grasp essential differences

in the way Native Americans view the world and adapt to

learning.
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Table 2

Learning styles of Suburban-White and Native American

students. (From Gilleland, 1988).

LEARNING STYLES

Suburban-White Native American

Well defined, organized.

Auditory learner, prefers verbal
instructions, explanations.

Listens to explanation, then
learns by trial and error.
Wants teacher as consultant.

Prefers direct instruction.
Likes trying new things.

Informal atmosphere.

Visual learner,
prefers demonstra-
tions, illustrations.
Observes carefully,
tries when he feels
secure in doing so.
Wants teacher as
model.

Prefers to be shown.
Likes learning through
stories, pictures,
activities.

Start with parts, specific facts; Starts with general
builds toward the whole. principles, holistic

view.

Insists on reason, logic, facts,
causes.

Competes for recognition.

Task oriented.

Impersonal, formal, structured.

Likes discovery approach.

Relies on language for thinking,
and remembering.

Accepts intuition,
coincidences,
feelings, emotions,
hunches.
Cooperates and
assists. Dislikes
competing
Socially oriented.

Personal, informal,
spontaneous.

Likes guided approach.

Relies on images for
thinking and
remembering.

Likes talking and writing. Likes drawing and
manipulation.
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Pepper (in McDonald, 1989), a Creek educational

consultant, has said, "A growing body of research

suggests that child-rearing practices of European-

Americans and Indian parents produce notably dissimilar

types of learning among their children." Pepper further

argues that sharing, cooperation, group harmony, modesty,

placidity, and patience are expected and valued behaviors

in Native American families. Competition with others and

attempts to draw notoriety to oneself are considered

embarrassing and dishonorable.

Competition between groups, says McDonald (1989),

may be enjoyed by Native Americans, but not by

individuals. In the same way, a Native American student

may choose to avoid answering a question which has been

missed by another student to avoid embarrassing his or

her peer. Native Americans have a tradition of decision

making by consensus and are group oriented as opposed to

the individualism engendered in Euro-American society.

In Native American homes (McDonald, 1989) many

children are still taught to respect elders and teachers

and to not speak until spoken to. These students are

caught in a dilemma when expected to volunteer answers or

participate in lengthy class discussions. Other conduct

learned from their parents which bring Native American

students into conflict in the classroom are such

behaviors as avoiding eye contact with elders and

responding to questions only after an appropriate pause.
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Medicine (1988) points out the dangers inherent in

stereotyping Native American students with all of the

behaviors suggested by McDonald. She shows that among

the Menominee eye contact was considered essential for

informal teaching to proceed. Lakota Sioux parents have

been heard to say, "Look me in the eye." She stresses

the importance of dispelling the theory that avoidance of

eye contact is traditional across all tribal boundaries.

It is important to remember that the traditions and

behaviors of Native people are not necessarily any more

alike than are those of other ethnic groups in the

country.

Continuing with some of McDonald's (1989) analysis

of how Native American students learn, he shows how

traditions, history and values were transmitted through

oral traditions and ceremonies. Visual learning was an

important part of the culture. Most education is based

on verbal learning so may actually work against the

analytical skills and highly refined spatial abilities of

Native American students.

The factor most commonly cited as an academic

obstacle for Native American students is language

(McDonald, 1989). While the retention of Native American

languages varies widely, their use remains widespread

among many Native American populations. To date,

according to Ovando (1990), some 206 Native American

languages have survived the overwhelming assimilation
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power of the English language. To many students,

English is considered a second language. Even when

Native American students are not fluent in their

ancestral language, they may be hampered due to the way

they learned English at home. English may have been

learned from parents or grandparents whose command of

English was determined by their traditional language

usage (Carroll, 1978).

McDonald (1989) accumulated his information from

interviewing educators, tribal officials, and parents in

a wide variety of locales. One of his interviewees, a

philosopher at a tribally run midwestern community

college said, "What's really needed is a massive program

to educate Whites about Indians."

Native Americans tend to disdain the formal

delegation of education to a particular time and place

(McQuiston & Brod, 1985). They prefer a design based on

individual need and experience. Within the Native

American cultural setting, one learns nature from being

in natural settings, not in a classroom. The format of

formal education is in contrast to a utilitarian and

experientially based system where education is obtained

as needed and relevant, one where the knowledge is used

from that point onward.

If education is to be for specific occupations or

professions rather than for life in the abstract sense,

substantially different educational philosophies will
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perforce be required of the Native American student. If

the folk philosophy presumes a global view of life, it is

nearly impossible to contemplate the educational need of

a specific occupational specialist (McQuiston & Brod,

1985). Nativ'e Americans tend to be very much present

oriented, concerned primarily with the here and now

(Haddox, 1973).

The family structure of the Native American student

demands that the student stay with the family (McQuiston

& Brod, 1985). This is in direct conflict with the

tradition of "going off to college" and then embarking on

a career in a locale distant from one's family. In the

view of many Native American families, if increased

education enhances the threat to the cohesiveness of the

family, education is an undesirable goal.

Herring (1989) in a paper concerned with potential

dissolution of the Native American family describes the

traditional Native American family as being an infinitely

flexible and extensive entity. Important and frequently

predominant roles are played by a wide variety of lineage

relatives. Most familial terms are more widely applied

than they are in European-American families. A series of

highly intricate relationships operate within the family.

Native American child rearing is very different from

European-American styles (Herring, 1989). Native

American parents direct the attention of their children

outward, toward the land, the sky, the tribe or clan, and
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its past, its customs and traditions. Children are

encouraged to be sensitive to their kin, their tribe or

clan,and their land, but not to themselves as

individuals.

According to Herring (1989) Native American culture

contrasts with European-American culture in the

constructs of patience and impatience, of indifference to

hardship and the compulsion to give pain, of happiness

and success, of sharing and owning, and of universal

religion and individualism. Native Americans also value

an individuality which conflicts with the European-

American emphasis on conformity.

How does a Native American student learn? It may be

summarized by what Gill (1983) says about the Eskimo. He

says, "To the Eskimo, truth is given through oral

tradition, mysticism, intuition, all cognition; not

simply by observation and measurement of physical

phenomena."

Learning Style Theory

In a monograph by Claxton and Murrell (1987), the

strands of learning and teaching are compared to an

onion. The layers of the onion are said to be analogous

to the different levels of a individual style. At the

center of the onion is style in the sense of basic

characteristics of personality. The second layer is

likened to information processing models, describing how
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people usually take in and process information. Social-

interaction models, dealing with how students interact in

the classroom, make up the third layer while learning

environments and instructional preferences make up the

fourth, or outer, layer. The traits are not considered

to be discrete, each level influencing the next.

Learning style might best be described as the interface

between the first two layers of the onion.

The concept of learning style, according to Claxton

and Murrell (1987), has both promise and problems

associated with it. They say some researchers believe

learning style may be the most important concept in

education, while others believe the concept has not been

fully established.

No one disagrees with the concept that people learn

differently (Fizzell 1984). Several common threads of

the evolution of the study of learning style have been

described by Claxton and Murrell (1987).

Field Sensitivity as a Measure of Learning Style

Interest in studying individual differences in

learning style did not achieve status among educational

researchers until Witkin's work in the late 1950's and

early 1960's (Claxton & Murrell, 1987).

While there are many processes by which learning

styles are evaluated, one of the most widely used forms

is that of Witkin's (Witkin, Moore, Goodenough, & Cox,
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1977; Witkin & Goodenough, 1981) field dependent/field

independent dimension. This is a measure of the extent

to which individuals are able to overcome effects of

distracting backgrounds when they attempt to

differentiate relevant parts of a given situation (Dembo,

1977). The more independent the person may be of

distracting elements, the more analytical, or field

independent he or she is considered to be. Conversely,

the more dependent or sensitive to the distracting

elements the person may be, the more global or field

dependent he or she is considered to be. The distinction

has been generalized to apply to mental style as a whole,

including understanding as well as seeing relevant

components of a situation.

According to Dembo (1977), the more generalized

meaning is better denoted by the terms "global" instead

of field dependent versus "analytic" or "articulated"

instead of field independent.

Those with an articulated style are likely to break

away from seeing a tool only for its intended usage and

use it instead for other purposes. Similarly, an

articulated style accompanies an ability to initiate new

structure where none is given, as in the Rorschach

inkblot test (Toye, 1989).

The global style is associated with a greater

tendency to stay within existing mental organizations and

to be less ready to impose a structure on ambiguous or
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open material. This style is positively associated with

greater attention and sensitivity to social cues. Field

dependent persons (Dembo, 1977) are particularly

attentive to the social field and will look to others in

defining their own attitudes and beliefs. They reflect a

considerable degree of social sensitivity. In contrast,

field independent people show greater interest in the

more impersonal and abstract aspects of various stimuli.

Cohen (1969) further dilineated the two modes of

cognition. She identified the field dependent or global

individual as using a descriptive mode of abstraction and

having a relational conceptual style. On the other hand,

she identified the field independent or articulated

individual as using a formal or analytic mode of

abstraction and having an analytic conceptual style.

Witkin and associates (1977) have summarized a

number of studies comparing learning styles with

particular reference to their bearing on education.

A summary of some of those findings is given in Table 3.
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Table 3

Global and articulated learning styles. (From Witkin et

al, 1977).

Global (Field Dependent) Articulated (Field
Independent)

Draws fewer distinctions Draws more distinctions
between concepts between concepts

Relatively poor at learning Successful with either
from a large-step program. large or small step
Successful with small-step programs.
programs giving frequent
subtests.

Tends to use a "spectator"
approach to concept
attainment tasks.

Tends to use active
hypothesis testing.
Shows sudden improvements.

Learns less well when motiva- Learns well under intrinsic
tion is intrinsic. Does motivation.
well when goals are
socially set.

Vulnerable to criticism. Copes more easily with
criticism.

Finds it harder to recall Less affected by order of
concepts when presented concept presentation.
in the subordinate->super- Less need for advance
ordinate order. Needs organizers.
advance organizers.

As a therapist or teacher
prefers to involve clients/
students. Values "good"
climate.

As a student learns better
from visual-modelling than
from verbal instruction.

More directive to clients/
students. Does more of the
talking. Less concerned
about climate.

Learns equally well by
either method.
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A frequent objection to the global/articulated or

field dependent/field independent distinction is that the

characteristics ascribed to the global style are those

lacking intellectual precision and that the distinction

being made is not bipolar but one of better or worse

(Toye, 1989). Toye expresses concerns that most

global/articulated measures are ability tests and not

assessment of style. Witkin and associates (1977) have

acknowledged this as a problem and recognize that most

tests in common usage require an articulated, or field

independent, approach for successful completion. They

argue, however, that the concept of bipolarity in

learning style is not compromised by acknowledging that

these are tests of ability. What is missing, according

to Witkin, is a corresponding range of tests concerned

primarily with social attentiveness which require a

global approach.

Learning Ability

There is no evidence that field dependent or field

independent persons differ in general learning ability

(Dembo, 1977). They do, however, appear to respond to

different stimuli. Field dependent (global) students are

better at learning and remembering social material while

field independent (articulated) students are better at

learning and remembering impersonal material. Another

difference is that social reinforcement has a greater
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impact on field dependent students. A third difference

is in response to structure. When the learning material

is unstructured, the learner must organize it, a

difficult process for the field dependent student. Field

independent students are able to internalize the

structure needed to organize and learn the material.

Field dependent and field independendent students are

equally matched in their learning abilities when

materials are structured.

An important aspect of this cognitive style

dimension is that it is influenced by the culture of the

individual. Witkin and Goodenough (1981) have found that

field sensitivity develops from socialization and

parenting practices. Their very early work led them to

determine that child rearing practices which encourage

separate autonomous functioning foster the development of

differentiation, a field independent cognitive style. In

comparison, child rearing practices which encourage

continued reliance on parental authority are likely to

make for less differentiation; a field dependent

cognitive style. Ramirez and Price-Williams (1974) and

Ramirez, Castaneda and Herold (1974) have shown that

Mexican-American children, reared in a traditional

culture, are more field dependent, whereas European-

American children are more field independent. It has

been postulated (Haddox, 1973) that Native American
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children follow the same pattern as Mexican-American

children.

Teaching Style

In their study of bicognitive development, Ramirez

and Castaneda (1974) describe field dependent and field

independent teaching styles which parallel student

learning styles. They say that while matching teaching

style of the teacher to the learning style of the student

is one reason for assessing teaching styles, it is even

more significant in the planning of teaching programs to

help teachers use both field dependent and field

independent strategies. Their observations showed that

the preferred learning style of the teacher may not be

the style used when teaching. Many teachers are affected

by situational variables such as the curriculum content,

school policy, or the teacher's concept of what role a

teacher should fill.

As a result of their investigation, Ramirez and

Castaneda (1974) developed instruments with which field

sensitivity of teachers could be measured. The behaviors

which they identified are shown in Tables 4 and 5.



41

Table 4

Field independent teaching style. (From Ramirez &

Castaneda, 1974).

Personal Behaviors

1. Is formal in student relationships; authority

figure

2. Focuses on instructional objectives; gives less
attention to social atmosphere

Instructional Behaviors

1. Emphasizes individual effort and independent
student behavior

2. Encourages competition between students

3. Adopts a consultant role; encourages students to
seek help only when they experience difficulty

4. Encourages learning through trial and error

5. Focuses attention on assigned tasks; task oriented

Curriculum related behaviors

1. Focuses on details of curriculum materials

2. Focuses on facts and principles; teaches problem
solving using short cuts and novel approaches

3. Emphasizes math and science abstractions; tends to
use graphs, charts, and formulae in all teaching

4. Emphasizes inductive learning and the discovery
approach; starts with isolated parts and slowly
assembles them
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Table 5

Field dependent teaching style. (From Ramirez &

Castaneda, 1974).

Personal Behaviors

1. Displays physical and verbal expressions of

approval and warmth

2. Strengthens relationship with students by using
personalized rewards

Instructional Behaviors

1. Expresses confidence in student's ability to
succeed; is sensitive to those having difficulty or
needing help

2. Gives guidance to students; makes purpose and main
principles of lessons obvious; clear lesson
presentation with clearly delineated steps

3. Encourages learning through modelling or imitation

4. Encourages cooperation and working together as a
unit

5. Holds informal class discussions; encourages
relating concepts to personal experiences

Curriculum Related Behaviors

1. Emphasizes global aspects of concepts; ensures that
students understand the performance objectives;
identifies generalizations

2. Personalizes curriculum; relates material to
interests and experiences of students and self

3. Humanizes curriculum

4. Uses teaching materials to elicit expression of
feelings from students; helps students apply
concepts to personal experiences
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The two styles of teaching described above may be

compared with two of the styles described by Kleinfeld

(1972) when describing successful and unsuccessful

teachers of Alaska Native students. The least successful

teacher, according to Kleinfeld, is the one she termed

the traditionalist. The traditionalist tends to

concentrate exclusively on the academic subject matter

and ignore the personal dimension of a classroom. They

prefer a formally presented, highly structured lesson

format. This can be seen to be very similar to the field

independent teaching style described by Ramirez and

Castaneda (1974).

According to Kleinfeld, the "Supportive Gadfly" (pp.

35-39) was the most successful teacher of Native American

students. The supportive gadfly, eliciting a high level

of intellectual participation, was able to emphasize

behaviors specific to the student population. Instead of

immediately beginning academic work, for example, these

teachers spent a substantial amount of time establishing

positive interpersonal behaviors within the class group.

It was only after rapport had been established that these

teachers became demanding. However, demands were always

made in a supportive manner. Their demands were not in

the form of commands, rather they were supportive of the

traditional relationships from which the students had

come.
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Many comparisons may be drawn from the work of

Ramirez and Castaneda (1974) and Kleinfeld (1972).

Ramirez and Castaneda showed the existence of two

different teaching styles while the work of Kleinfeld

showed the teaching styles of successful and unsuccessful

teachers of Native American students. There are many

similarities between the results of the two studies.

Measurement of Field Sensitivity

The program of research which led to the

articulation of field sensitivity and learning styles had

its origins in laboratory studies of perception of the

upright (Witkin & Goodenough, 1981). The very earliest

of these studies sought to determine how people locate

the vertical as quickly and accurately as they ordinarily

do. Unexpectedly, to the researchers, the studies

revealed that subjects were markedly different from one

another in their performance of assigned tasks. This

suggested to Witkin and his associates that people have

preferred ways of integrating the sources of information

used for locating the upright.

The experimental procedures used by Witkin and co-

workers included for one, the body-adjustment test in

which a subject was rotated within a room which was also

capable of being rotated and directed to assume or

indicate the vertical orientation. The second procedure

was the rod-and-frame test in which a rod within a frame
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was rotated either with the frame or separately from the

frame. The task was to adjust the rod to the upright

while the frame remained in its original tilted position.

In each of these procedures, people differed markedly in

the extent to which they were able to perform the tasks.

Taken with existing evidence, the observations from

the two tests suggested that individual differences in

performance were due to differences in extent of reliance

on impressions from the body or on the axes of the visual

field in determining the upright (Witkin & Goodenough,

1981). This led to determination that the terms "field

dependent" and "field independent" were appropriate

designations for these modes.

In further studies of self-consistency, Witkin and

co-workers studied the possibility that the orientation

tasks could also be found to involve separation of an

item (body or rod) from an organized field (room or

frame). This was studied in the context of perceptual

tasks requiring the subject to disembed an item from an

organized field of which it was part, but not involving

perception of the upright. The test found to be a valid

measure was the Embedded-Figures Test (Witkin, 1950), in

which the subject is shown a simple geometric figure and

then required to find the same figure in a complex design

that is so patterned that each component of the simple

figure is made part of a clear-cut portion of the

pattern; the simple figure is thus hidden. It was found
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that those who had difficulty separating the figure from

the complex design were the ones who could not easily

keep body or rod separate from room or frame in the

orientation tests, the field dependent subjects.

Conversely, those who were field independent in the

orientation tests easily found it possible to overcome

the influence of the complex design in locating the

simple figure embedded within it. Examples of items from

the Embedded Figures Test are shown in Figure 1.

Witkin's findings suggested that the dimension of

field sensitivity was more general than had appeared from

the data on orientation tasks. It was from these

findings that field sensitivity was conceived to be a

perceptual-analytical ability manifesting itself

throughout perceptual functioning of an individual.

Further studies of the scope of individual

difference in disembedding ability focused on two issues.

Research on the first issue was guided by the concept

that separating a part from the context in which it is

embedded is a feature of some kinds of problem solving

tasks. Field dependent subjects were found to have

greater difficulty in solving problems requiring taking

an element critical for solution out of the context in

which it is presented and restructuring the material so

the element is used in a different context.

Research on the second issue, the relation between

disembedding and structuring, was stimulated by the
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Figure 1. Simple and complex figures used in the

Embedded Figures test. (From Witkin, 1950).

A

P

A-1

P

A - 2

A 3

A-5

Note: The simple figures are designated by a letter; the

complex figures by a number and a letter corresponding to

the simple figure which it contains. The numbers in the

complex figures represent the different colors used in

the original test. Shadings of blue are used in these

areas of the Group Embedded Figures Test. Areas without

numbers are left uncolored.
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concept that underlying both factors is a tendency to

deal with the field in a more passive or active manner.

Witkin's studies (Witkin & Goodenough, 1981) using both

perceptual and problem solving tasks confirmed the

expectation that field independent people would impose

structure on such a field, therefore experiencing it as

organized information.

Subsequent research linked the individual

differences of field dependence and field independence to

a wide array of areas, including those areas ordinarily

assigned to personality, such as control and defenses,

body concept, and the self. It was from these studies

that the later studies relating field sensitivity to

cognitive/learning style evolved. The Embedded-Figures

Test and its successor, the Group-Embedded-Figures Test,

are now the instruments used for determining field

sensitivity.

Descriptive Research

Descriptive research involves collecting data in

order to test hypotheses or to answer questions about the

current status of the subject of the study (Gay, 1987).

Typical descriptive studies are concerned with the

assessment of attitudes, opinions, demographic

information, conditions, and procedures. The individual

engaged in descriptive research has no control over what

is, and can only measure what already exists.
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Descriptive research is aimed at discovering the

interrelationships among the dimensions of a problem,

describing them, and, if possible, determining any

associations of the relationships (Asher, 1976). The

broader the scope and depth of an inquiry, the higher the

quality of the research. The reliability and validity of

instrumentation must be high or data may be missed or

distorted.

Theory plays a major role in descriptive research.

According to Asher (1976), those embarking on descriptive

research must develop an elaborate and well explained

theory describing the problem and its ramifications

before embarking on a research study. Descriptive

research must be well supported by what others have

written about the problem. A good theory will attempt to

explain what the problem is, what the variables are that

constitute it, and how the two are related. The theory

tells what measuring instruments are needed and what

analyses will be made. In addition, a good theory

suggests what results might be expected and provides a

basis for interpretation of the analyses and alternative

explanations which might be suggested by the data.

Ecological and anthropological research methods have

been used to study and describe education (Asher, 1976).

Ecology is the area of science concerned with the

interrelationships between the organism and its

environment. In education, ecological studies consider
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such things as the way teachers create learning

environments, or the way students respond to the learning

environments.

Anthropologists do similar research by observing the

life surrounding them. Frequently they become

participant-observers and immerse themselves in a

particular culture. By being involved with a culture or

group long enough to gain rapport with the members of

that group, a participant-observer becomes able to ask

questions and determine the validity of the responses

based upon his or her personal observations.

Anthropological research methodology also is concerned

with investigating the interdependence of phenomena and

cultural patterns Investigators are interested in how

their findings merge with the socio-cultural matrix they

are studying.

Learning in Two Different Worlds: A Summary

Few will dispute the concept of Native American

children being required to learn in two different worlds.

They are forced to learn the ways of the dominant society

in school after they have begun to learn the ways of

their people at home. It is where the two modes are in

conflict that the student encounters difficulties. The

school is often a place where competition and teacher

directed idea exchange takes place; where helping your

friend may not be considered appropriate. On the other
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hand, learning at home is non-competetive, much learning

occurs by observation, and the learner is given the

opportunity to learn alone before being required to

demonstrate a newly learned skill or technique.

It has been shown that Native American children

learn by observation, manipulation, and trial-and-error

experimentation in their traditional settings. In the

classroom they are required to learn by verbal

instruction, reading, and writing. Those who succeed in

solving the problems at the interface of the two learning

modes may be those with the greatest adaptive abilities.

The academically successful students may be those about

whom Ramirez and Castaneda (1974) were writing when

presenting the concept of a bicognitive approach to

learning. They claim that cognitive flexibility offers

more ways in which schooling can be approached.

Bicognitive development and learning offer the means, for

example, for students to participate in both traditional

Native American and mainstream European American

cultures.

In addition to cultural conflicts with the

educational system, the student who enters school with

limited language ability may be at a serious disadvantage

as well. According to Cazden and John (1971), the Native

American child who has not had the chance to develop his

or her native language before being taught English may be

among those who show the poorest academic performance.
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One might postulate that the Native American students who

do not learn or hear a Native American language might

have an advantage in their educational experiences over

those with limited knowledge and exposure to their native

tongue. They may be the students Kerbo (1981) and Scott

(1986) were studying.

Summary

The foregoing detailed review of the literature has

shown that the style by which an individual learns is

governed by many factors. An investigation into the

learning style of Native American students will aid both

teachers and students in achieving greater success in

their academic roles.
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Chapter III

Research Procedures

Description of Study

The literature shows major cultural differences

existing between Native American and White students

(Gilleland 1986). Cultural differences have, in turn,

been shown to be related to how a student learns.

Witkin, Oltman, Raskin & Karp (1971) claim that differing

performance on the Group-Embedded-Figures Test (GEFT) is

related to family and cultural experiences. A study of

two culturally different populations should, therefore,

show differences in GEFT results.

Theoretical Basis for a Study of Native American Learning
Styles

Claxton and Murrell (1987) have called for several

different types of educational research. According to

these authors, the most pressing of these is that of

determining learning styles of minority students.

Secondly, they call for development of instruments which

have been validated for minority groups. In addition,

the authors call for research clarifying any differences

created when teaching methods are incongruent with

student learning styles. They summarize their

recommendations by calling for research into the
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connections and interactions between style, developmental

stages, and disciplinary perspectives.

In a position paper for the Alaska State Department

of Education (Travis, 1979), the author identified a list

of five recommendations for future research. Studies of

the cultural patterns of learning and how culture affects

learning style among Alaska Native students ranked second

only to sociolinguistic studies as a research priority.

In a paper composed of questions from teachers

attending workshops across Alaska, answers were provided

by Scollon (1981). One of the questions was, "How do

Native students learn?" The reply was, "I wish I could

give a simple answer but....there is no answer to this

question." Scollon suggests that very little is really

known about how people learn and if there were one

convincing theory all teaching would be done following

its precepts.

Methodology

Study Outcomes

Based upon the theoretical foundations proposed by

Witkin and associates (1981), an investigation into the

learning styles of a group of Native American university

students was conducted. The Group-Embedded-Figures Test

(GEFT) was administered to a group of Native American

students enrolled at Oregon State University during
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Spring Term 1990. The results were evaluated for field

sensitivity among the study population.

Scores for Native American students were compared to

norms established for White students at an Eastern

liberal arts college and to scores obtained from a

comparison group of students enrolled at Oregon State

University at the same time. Differentiation was made by

age and gender. Scores in each category were compared

with those of the university comparison group.

Variation in degree of field sensitivity was related

to traditional or non-traditional lifestyle by a two-by-

two matrix comparing number of field dependent and field

independent subjects to number of traditional and non-

traditional subjects.

The Group-Embedded-Figures Test

The Group-Embedded-Figures Test (GEFT) (Witkin,

Oltman, Raskin & Karp, 1971) was developed to provide a

group administered version of the Embedded-Figures Test

(EFT). The use of the individually administered EFT is

often impractical where large numbers of subjects must be

tested for field sensitivity. The GEFT has also been

found to be a better instrument for correlational

research in the field of personality. With the GEFT,

scores for a large group may be obtained in a single 20

minute testing session.
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After extensive studies with different figures and

color arrangements, Witkin and associates (1971) selected

24 complex and eight simple figures for the EFT. Two

criteria were used for selection of the figures. They

were, first, to produce a series of figures with graded

difficulties in disembedding, and, second, to have a

variety of simple figures so none of them would be

encountered a large number of times during the test. The

latter criteria was to reduce the effect of practice on

the responses.

The GEFT has been modelled as closely as possible to

the EFT with respect both to mode of presentation and to

format. It contains 18 complex figures, 17 of which were

taken from the EFT.

Items selected for the GEFT were based on an item

analysis study. Minor changes were made in preparing the

final test format. One item was discarded due to scoring

difficulties. Two items were deleted with one of them

being replaced by another from the original pool of

items. This was done to obtain a better distribution of

item difficulty.

Time limits based on pretesting of college samples

were established for each of the two sections of the

test. The time limits permitted a portion of subjects to

attempt every item and also yielded a normal-appearing

distribution with a wide range of test scores.
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The norms shown by Witkin and associates (1971) are

based on men and women college students from an Eastern

liberal arts college. For other than similar

populations, the authors suggest using the norms only as

a guide. Carter and Loo (1980) and Renna and Zenhausen

(1976) have shown large differences between the results

of their studies and those of Witkin and associates.

Carter and Loo conclude that the differences may reflect

the effect of different populations in regard to

educational settings and the effects of time. They

reason that the differences may represent cultural

changes in the treatment of males and females during the

period since the norms were first established.

An appropriate method of establishing reliability of

a test such as the GEFT is the correlation between

parallel forms with identical times (Witkin, Oltman,

Raskin & Karp, 1971). -Correlations between the scores of

the two sections of the GEFT produced a reliability

estimate of 0.82 for both males and females. According

to Witkin and associates, these estimates compare

favorably with the reliability estimates for the EFT.

In a study of test-retest reliability of the GEFT,

Kepner and Niemark (1984) concluded that the GEFT is a

highly reliable measure. They reported four correlation

coefficients which fell in the range of 0.784 to 0.918,

comparable to the 0.82 reported by Chalip (1979). In

addition, Kepner and Niemark reported some suggestion of



58

increased magnitude of the correlation increases with

length of retest interval and with number of repeated

measures. They warned that this upward shift should be a

warning for the need for adequate control groups in

intervention studies if improved performance is to be

attributed only to the intervention effects.

The most direct criterion measure of the validity of

the GEFT, according to Witkin and Associates (1971), is

the original form of the test, the EFT. As shown by

Witkin and associates, numerous studies have shown the

validity of performance on the EFT being related to

performance in a variety of other perceptual tests

involving the ability to overcome an embedding context

and to perform a variety of intellectual tasks involving

the same ability. These studies demonstrated that field

sensitivity, meaning perception of an item being

dominated by the surrounding context, is associated with

a less developed sense of separate identity. This is

reflected in a tendency for definition of self to be

strongly influenced by standards derived from the

prevailing social context, the culture (Witkin, Oltman,

Raskin & Karp, 1971).

Further studies reported by Witkin and associates

(1971) related performance on the EFT to differences in

family and cultural experiences. These studies suggest

that those with greater analytical ability on the EFT

have had the kinds of experiences in the family and their
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culture which encourages the development of self-

differentiation. These studies contributed to construct

validity of the test by demonstrating that the more

analytical functioning in the EFT is associated with

exposure to experiences during growth which are believed

to foster the development of differentiation.

In studies by Witkin and associates (1971) to

determine the validity of the GEFT, one group of subjects

was administered one section of the test in the group

form and the other section as an individually-

administered test. Another group was given the tests in

the reverse order. Correlations were -0.82 for men and

-0.63 for women. They concluded that the GEFT may be a

useful substitute for the EFT when individual testing is

determined to be impractical.

There are those (Kepner & Niemark, 1984; Carter &

Loo, 1980) who express some uncertainty about the use of

the 1971 data. They do not question the reliability and

validity of the GEFT. What they call for, however, are

norms which are more suitable for the various populations

being tested.

Administration of the Group Embedded Figures Test

The GEFT is a perceptual test. The task on each

trial is to locate a previously seen simple figure within

a larger complex figure. The complex figure has been

organized to obscure or embed the simple figure. Scores
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on the tests reflect competence at disembedding.

Individual differences in test performance appear to

relate to more than differences in perception. Those who

are better able to identify embedded figures appear to

demonstrate greater differentiation in other areas as

well.

Learning styles are the characteristic, self-

consistent modes by which individuals function in their

perceptual and intellectual activities (More, 1987). The

Embedded-Figures Test is a means to measure the style

with which an individual learns, to determine field

sensitivity.

Administration of the GEFT is done following a

protocol established by Witkin and associates (1971).

The subjects are first allowed to do a set of practice

problems. Once each subject has had a chance to do the

practice problems, the directions are reviewed for all

the subjects. If there are no questions, the person

administering the test indicates when the subjects are to

begin. Two minutes are allowed for the first seven

problems on the test. Subjects are directed to stop at

that time, regardless of degree of completion. Then,

following the direction to begin again, the subjects are

allowed two five minute periods in which they are to

complete the last two nine problem sets in the second and

third sections. After the final five minute period the

subjects are directed to stop and close the booklets.
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The GEFT score is the total number of simple forms

correctly traced on the two timed sections of the test.

Omitted items are scored as incorrect. In order to

receive credit for an item the complete simple figure

must be traced, including the inner lines of the simple

figure of a cube. The scorer must assure that no extra

lines have been added and that all incorrect lines have

been erased.

Population

Volunteer members of the Oregon State University

Native American Student Association (NASA) and the Oregon

State University section of the American Indian Science

and Engineering Society (AISES) were invited to

participate in the research. The entire group served as

the population from which the study sample was drawn.

Randomization is not possible due to the informal method

of determining membership and the non-existence of

membership rosters. In addition, there appears to be a

discrepancy between the number of those indicating

"Native American" on their university registration forms

and the number of students known to be of Native American

or Alaska Native birth.

The Oregon State University comparison group was an

Anthropology class, "Contemporary Indians."

The subjects and the comparison group were fully

informed in advance of the non-invasive nature of the



62

test and the anticipated outcomes. A waiver of the human

study requirement was obtained from the appropriate

university department. After the tests were scored each

subject was given the opportunity to learn his or her

score, thus degree of field sensitivity or

differentiation. The comparison group was shown their

scores during a discussion of the preliminary findings of

the study as part of class discussion on Native American

education.

A copy of the proposal submitted to the Native

American Student Association is found in Appendix A.

A single page of demographic information was

collected. A copy of the demographic questionnaire is

found in Appendix B. The demographic information was

used to determine traditionalism among the students.

Factors used in their research into Native American

college student success by Huffman, Sill and Brokenleg

(1986) and others (Kerbo, 1981; Kaulback, 1984; Scott,

1986; and Rindone, 1988) were used to determine

traditional lifestyle. From their studies of Native

American students, factors considered to be reliable

measures of traditionalism are: membership in a Native

American student association, Native language used at

home, knowledge of a Native language, identification of a

reservation or Native village as home, and participation

in traditional Native ceremonies. Positive responses to

one or more demographic items, in addition to student
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association membership and one or both parents being

Native American or Alaska Native, were the criteria for

determination of traditional Native American students.

It is necessary to determine Native American/Alaska

Native parentage because some members of the student

associations are not Native American/Alaska Native by

birth. They are students with an interest in Native

American heritage and lifestyle.

Data Processing and Analysis

While some authors (Kerbo, 1981; Scott, 1986) show

little or no relationship, several studies have shown a

direct relationship between a traditional home or

participation in Native student organizations and success

in the university (Patton & Edington, 1973; Falk &

Aitken, 1984; Huffman, Sill & Brokenleg, 1986; Lin,

LaCounte & Eder, 1988; Rindone, 1988). Final conclusions

from the current research were determined by the results

of administration of the GEFT and relationships between

those scores and the traditional lifestyle of the

students.

Data analysis includes determination of central

tendency and range of scores for the study group and the

comparison group as a whole. Means were determined by

age and gender for each group.

Comparisons with Witkin's norms of college

undergraduates (Witkin, Oltman, Raskin & Karp,
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1971) and with the findings from administration of the

GEFT to the Oregon State University comparison group will

include gender comparisons. Age comparisons were

possible only with the Oregon State University comparison

group. The Witkin norms do not show any age specific

data.
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Chapter IV

Results and Discussion

Populations Tested

Following the procedure described by Witkin and

associates (Witkin, Oltman, Raskin & Karp, 1971), the

Group-Embedded-Figures Test (GEFT) was administered to a

study group and a comparison group. There were a total

of 15 Native American students in the study group who met

the criteria of having one or both parents Native

American and being members of either the Native American

Student Association (NASA) or the American Indian Science

and Engineering Society (AISES). Eight were members of

AISES and seven were members of NASA. Five subjects

reported memberships in both organizations. The GEFT was

also administered to a comparison group consisting of a

total of 21 members of a University Anthropology class,

none of whom met the criteria for inclusion in the study

population.

Data Analysis

Since neither population was selected in a random

manner, limited quantitative statistics can be used to

show the results of the testing and the comparisons

between the groups. However, means were determined for

both groups and for various sub-groupings within each

group. Medians were determined for each group as well.
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Comparisons between and within each group were made as

were comparisons with the norms established by Witkin and

Associates (Witkin, Oltman, Raskin & Karp, 1971).

Comparisons between traditional and non-traditional

lifestyles of the study population were made.

Scoring the GEFT results in possible scores ranging

from 0 to 18. Those with the lowest numerical scores are

considered to be field dependent, or global, learners.

Those with higher numerical scores are considered to be

field independent, or articulated, learners.

Findings

As shown in Table 6, the mean score for the study

population was 9.7, with a range of 1 to 17. The mean

score for the comparison group was 11.8, with a range of

2 to 18. Median scores were 11.0 for the study

population and 14.0 for the comparison group.

The Witkin and associates' norms were established

separately for men and women. They are 12.0 for men and

10.8 for women. The gender differences within the study

population showed scores of 9.2 for men and 10.1 for

women. Among the comparison group, scores were 10.8 for

men and 12.4 for women.

No age differentiation was made in the 1971 norms

established by Witkin. The age related scores for the

study population were 11.6 for those under age 25 (n=5)

and 8.8 for those age 25 or over (n=10). Among the
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comparison group, the scores were 13.2 for those under

age 25 (n=11) and 10.2 for those age 25 or over (n=10).

Mean age of the study population was 30.4 years with a

range of 19 to 46 years. Mean age of the comparison

group was 29.8 years with a range of 19 to 57 years.

Among the study group there were only two subjects

with a non-traditional lifestyle. This was determined by

their only cultural identity being those of having one or

both parents Native American and membership in one of the

Native American student groups. The remaining 13 members

of the study group were determined to have lived a

traditional lifestyle based on the above two factors plus

one or more of the other factors used to determine

traditional lifestyle. These other factors are the use

of a Native American language either personally or in

their home, being raised on a Native American reservation

or in a Native American village, and participation in

traditional Native American ceremonies other than the

Oregon State University Pow-wow. Mean GEFT score for the

subjects determined to have lived a traditional lifestyle

was 9.9 while the mean score for the two non-traditional

subjects was 8.5.

Of the 15 study subjects, only two claimed any

competency with their native language. Both subjects

were female. One of the subjects could speak and

understand her Native language. The other could read and
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write in her Native language in addition to being fluent

in both speaking and understanding the language.

Table 6 shows the results of comparisons between the

two study groups. Table 7 shows the comparison of scores

for traditional and non-traditional Native American

students, while Table 8 shows numbers of field dependent

and field independent Native Americans as related to

their lifestyle, using their gender group mean (from

Table 6) as the determining factor.

Table 6

Comparison of GEFT mean scores for two populations

Mean GEFT Scores

Native American Comparison Norm

Study Group Group

(N=15) (N=21) (N=397)

All 9.7 11.8

Males 9.2 (n=6) 10.8 (n=8) 12.0 (n=155)

Females 10.1 (n=9) 12.4 (n=13) 10.8 (n=242)

<25 years 11.6 (n=5) 13.2 (n=11)

>/=25 years 8.8 (n=10) 10.2 (n=10)
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Table 7

Comparison of GEFT scores related to gender and

traditional and non-traditional lifestyle of Native

American study group

Lifestyle

Gender Traditional Non-Traditional Gender Mean

Male 8.2 (n=5) 14.0 (n=1) 9.2

Female 11.0 (n=8) 3.0 (n=1) 10.1

Table 8

Comparison of field sensitivity to traditional and non-

traditional lifestyle based on GEFT score means by gender

Field Sensitivity

Field Dependent

Male Female

Field Independent

Male Female

Lifestyle <9.2 <10.1 >9.2 >10.1

Traditional 3 3 2 5

Non-Traditional 0 1 1 0

Total 3 4 3 5

Comparison <10.8 <12.4 >10.8 >12.4
Group
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Discussion

The data as presented represent a population of

Native American university students. Within the limits

of the research, the question on which the research was

based has been answered. A numerical difference has been

shown to exist between the GEFT scores for Native

American students in the study group and those in both a

comparison group and a previously determined norm. It is

the significance, if any, of this difference which should

be discussed.

Ramirez, Castaneda and Herold (1974) in studying

field sensitivity of Mexican American students claim that

the GEFT only measures field independence and that

further examination of field dependence is necessary.

They contend that too much emphasis has been placed on

the advantages of field independence and disadvantages of

field dependence. The high level of frustration

experienced by those of the study population with the

lowest numerical scores on the GEFT may help confirm

these claims.

The mean score of 9.7 for the Native American study

group is 2.1 smaller than the mean score of 11.8 found

for the comparison group. The Native American students

tend to score more toward being field dependent while the

comparison group scored more toward the field independent

direction. Median scores of 11.0 for the study group and
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14.0 for the comparison group further support this

position.

The calculated mean from normative data is 11.3, as

determined by the calculation method shown in Appendix C.

Only gender specific means were given by Witken and

Associates in their 1971 syllabus. If this 11.3 is

accepted as a comparison for the mid-point in determining

field sensitivity, one could conclude that the Native

American study group tends to be field dependent while

the comparison group is more field independent.

Unlike the Witkin and Associates norms (1971), in

both the study population and the comparison population

the scores of females were larger than those for male

subjects. This held true for both the study and the

comparison groups. In both groups the male scores were

below the group means while the female scores were above

the group means. Witkin and Goodenough (1981) claim that

men were consistently found to be more field independent.

The findings from this study may serve to give

further credibility to those (Carter & Loo, 1980; Kepner

& Niemark, 1984) who have questioned the 1971 norms and

their applicability today. They have not questioned the

validity of the GEFT, only the use of 1970 data when

studying today's university students. Many studies are

necessary before this can be confirmed, but the

differences found between the study populations and the

Witkin norms must be considered as another important
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reason for updating the way in which GEFT score results

are evaluated.

Other interpretations may also be drawn from the

findings of the study. It is important to recognize that

the Native American students included in the study are

those who have succeeded in enrolling and continuing in

the university. They represent the 10 to 15 percent who

have not fallen victim to problems encountered in the

education system. They may not be representative of

those who have not succeeded in the university. It is

possible that those who have not succeeded in their

university endeavors, the remaining 85 to 90 percent of

Native American students who do not complete a university

degree, are even more field sensitive and would score

even lower numerical scores.

Another observation from the findings regards the

ages of the two groups. Among the Native American study

group, only five of the 15 subjects were under age 25.

Among the comparison group, 10 of the 21 subjects were 25

or older. Students under age 25 have commonly been

considered to be the traditional aged university students

and could be assumed to be the population studied by

Witkin and Associates (1974). This observation may also

serve to support the need for normative data which better

describes the university population of the 1990's.

Within group difference can be seen between the GEFT

scores of those under and over 25 years. Contrary to the
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conclusions drawn by Witkin and Goodenough (1981) that

human development proceeds from a state of field

dependence to one of field independence, the data from

this study show those age 25 and over to be more field

dependent than their younger associates. This is found

to be true in both the study group and the comparison

group. There may be other explanations beyond those of

development which will support these findings.

As recognized as recently as 1981 (Apps, 1981),

there has been an increased number of older than average

students entering the university to begin or complete a

university education. The older students in this study

may have been somehow impeded in earlier attempts to

attain a postsecondary degree. If their learning styles,

as the data show, are in the field dependent domain they

may have experienced lack of success or fear of failure

at an earlier age when attempting university classes.

With increasing age they may have learned adaptation

techniques which have given them the ability to succeed

in the university.

Looking further at within group differences, it can

be seen that there are no differences between numbers of

subjects who are field dependent (n=7) or field

independent (n=8) within the study group. What might be

found in another population of Dative American students

is left to speculation. Another study might be well

advised to follow a suggestion by Witkin and associates
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(1971) and adjust the time allowed for each of the two

GEFT sections. Another option might be to use the more

individualized form of the Embedded Figures Test. Much

more work is to be done before norms for given ethnic

groups can be conclusively established.

From a practical standpoint, educators should be

able to use the data from this study as counsel when

teaching Native American students. Native American

students do appear, in comparison with a group of non-

Native American students, to be more field dependent in

their learning style. Native American students will be

able to learn more effectively when given a more global

approach to learning. The traditional lecture format may

not be sufficient to meet their needs. More cooperative

forms of education may better facilitate their education.

A field dependent student generally uses a deductive

approach to learning, proceeding from the general to the

particular (Vasquez, 1990). They respond best when given

an overview of the objectives of a lesson or course

before specifics are presented, thus field dependent.

They are sensitive to the outcome of learning as well as

the process.

The relationships between field sensitivity and

other aspects of learning are yet to be investigated.

Kleinfeld (1972) has noted the difficulty some Native

American students have with coping with failure in a

classroom. Unlike some other groups, learning among
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Native American youth often occurs in private, using a

trial and error method. It is only after an acceptable

degree of mastery has been reached that the learner will

be willing to publicly demonstrate the new skill or

concept.

As Vasquez has pointed out (1990), traditional

classroom practice assumes that all learners approach

learning in the same way. Teachers regularly use

activities in which failure is inevitable. The struggle

of the Native American student to keep errors private,

combined with a lack of competitiveness, works to their

disadvantage in the classroom.

The need for a greater overview of the process and

increased time for a trial-and-error approach may explain

some of the concerns expressed by some of the study

population when taking the GEFT. Low numbers, such as

highly field dependent scores, have traditionally been

associated with failure and were seen as such by some of

those who scored as field dependent. Despite being

reassured that single scores should not be compared as

anything other than an indication of learning style,

those who scored highly field dependent expressed a

feeling of failure on the test. It was fortunate that

the small groups allowed a significant degree of

interchange between subjects and the investigator.

Immediate feed-back was possible, as was in-depth
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discussion of the results. Reassurance was an important

part of sharing the results.
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Chapter V

Conclusions and Recommendations

Further investigation into learning styles of Native

American students is essential if academic success of

those students is to be improved. Investigation into the

learning style of Native American students is called for

at all educational levels. The literature shows

commonality between Native American and Mexican American

learning styles. Further demonstration of the

differences between the learning styles of these

populations and the learning styles of mainstream

American students may contribute to increased school

retention among these groups.

Merely knowing something about the manner in which a

student learns is only half of the picture. Educators

must become sensitized to learning style differences as

being just that and not deficiencies. Educators of

Native American youth must be willing to become what

Kleinfeld (1972, pp.28) has termed "Supportive Gadflys"

when they teach. They must be academically demanding

within the framework of the teaching style best suited to

the students, yet must build a rapport with the students

which is personally warm yet respectful. They must know

how their students learn and practice the methods which

enhance learning.



78

From the data collected in this study differences in

degree of field sensitivity were shown between Native

American students in a study group and students from a

university class in a comparison group. While numbers

were small and not randomly selected, differences were

observed. In addition, differences from the previously

established norms were found. Further studies will add

to the validity of the findings.

However, when attempting to do further studies, much

more attention must be paid to the traditional methods by

which Native Americans choose to learn. Trial-and-error

methods are not practical with the group method of test

administration, thus use of an individualized test

process may alleviate much of the frustration seen among

the study population.

Further study into methods of teaching field

sensitive Native American students is recommended. If

academic success is to be improved within this

population, teaching must be suited to the learning style

of the learner. Educators should be given the

opportunity to determine their own learning style so they

may be able to have greater insight into their teaching

style. They, then, must have the opportunity to learn

and practice methods which are most successful for field

dependent learners.

Further research into teaching methods which are

suitable for the field dependent learner needs to be part
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of an academic program in teacher education. It is not

enough to know subject matter content. Knowing how to

make that content available to the learner is essential

to an effective educator.

It is up to educators to accept field sensitivity

and difference in learning style as an explanation for

how Native American students learn. Educators must

reject many of the European-American concepts of

deprivation and cultural loss among Native American

students. They must begin to look at Native American

students as the same as any other student, coming from

cultures which are rich in tradition, framing a learning

style which is different but not unteachable.

Acceptance is only part of the charge, however.

Once educators recognize the differences in learning

style of their students they must then begin to utilize

teaching methods which will give the Native American

student the same chances as all other learners. Much

research and practice will be necessary for many

educators to make the necessary changes. Policy issues

such as curricular reform and evaluation of teaching must

become responsive to the needs of a pluralistic student

population.

The study which has been reported and discussed here

should be considered a small step in the process of

empowering Native American students in achieving academic

success. Giving students the opportunity to know that
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the manner in which they learn is perfectly acceptable is

one step in empowering them. It will be the

responsibility of the educational system to recognize the

differences and provide the opportunity for further

empowerment to occur.
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Appendix A

PROPOSAL TO NATIVE STUDENT ASSOCIATION

Joan M. Pelto, Ed.D. Candidate in Post-Secondary Education

There is a growing concern among educators about the

apparent lack of success by Native American students

enrolled in colleges or universities. The attrition rate

for Native American students is double that for White

college and university students; ranging from about 50

percent at the University of Alaska and Haskell Institute to

85 percent at some state universities.

Much effort has been expended in trying to find a cause

for this high dropout rate. One of the primary reasons

being proposed is that of poor academic preparation in

elementary and secondary schools. Some of the blame has

been placed on poor teaching style. The theory being that

teachers are not sensitive to the differences found in

Native American students.

There must, however, be two sides to the dyad. While

some effort has been expended in improving teaching style,

few people are looking at the learning style of the student.

It has been theorized that Native American students,

resembling Mexican-American students in this regard, have a

learning style which differs from White students. Very

possibly better knowledge of how Native American students

learn will make more sense in relationship to improved

teaching style. It is in this subject area that the
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following proposal is presented to the OSU Native American

Student Association. With your cooperation it may be

possible to make a small contribution to the body of

knowledge about how people, and particularly Native American

people, learn.

With the administration of a test called the Group

Embedded Figures Test, taking about 20 to 30 minutes, it is

possible to determine what has been termed "Field

Sensitivity." The test has nothing to do with intelligence.

In fact, it has no correlation with any standard test of

intelligence. It does, however, provide educators and

learners with a clue about how students learn.

What is proposed is that, at a time selected by the

Native American Student Association, the test will be given

to the membership of the association. Since I hope to

complete the study as soon as possible I would request that

the time be designated as early as possible during Spring

term 1990. I would hope as many members as possible would

be willing to participate. A few demographic questions will

be asked to allow simple correlations to be drawn.

Evaluating the results of the tests must be done

individually, so it will take some time after the tests have

been completed for the results to be available. However, as

soon as possible after the scoring is done, I will be happy

to return to a meeting of the organization and present some

of the preliminary findings. Final analysis may take more
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time but individual scores will be available as soon as I

can do the scoring.

I taught Alaska Native students in the Altenative High

School in Juneau, Alaska, for six years. That, and my

experience as a public health nutritionist in Alaska,

convinced me there was more to learning than simply being

able to parrot back what a teacher said; that some people

just did their learning differently. I hope you will give

me the opportunity to expand the body of knowledge about how

Native Americans learn. It is possible that teaching styles

may be improved if teachers know more about the individual

learning styles of their students.
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Appendix B

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

(Circle correct answer)

1. Member of Native American Student Association
(NASA)

Yes No

2. Member of American Indian Science and
Engineering Society (AISES)

Yes No

3. Native American/Alaska Native parent

No Yes, if so: One Both Parent(s)

4. Native American/Alaska Native language used
at home

Yes No

5. Personal use of Native American/Alaska Native
language

Speak Understand Read/Write None

6. Location of home where you were raised

City Reservation Native Village Rural

7. Participation in traditional ceremonies other
than OSU Pow-wow

Yes No
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Appendix C

Process for calculation mean from normative data

X = Calculated mean

X = Female n x Female mean + Male n x Male mean
N

X = 242 x 10.8 + 155 x 12.0
397

X = 2613.6 + 1860 = 4473.6
397 397

X = 11.3


