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A discussion about Native learning styles in the literature is reviewed, and it is argued
that the term is ambiguous, and that several of the studies and propositions about
Native learning styles go beyond cognitive and interactional categories to further
confuse the issue. Nonetheless, the literature can provide some general indications for
teachers, not in defining attributions or characteristics of Native learners, but in
suggesting things that teachers might be sensitive to, in order to accommodate to a
specific situation.

In approaching the issue of Native learning styles, we are confronted with a
range of problems and dangers. One of the primary problems is defining exactly
what we mean by learning styles. Swisher and Dehley (1989) conclude that

In summary the body of research which examined learning styles of American Indian students,
although small, does present some converging evidence that suggests common patterns or methods
in the way these students come to know or understand the world. They approach tasks visually, seem
to prefer to leam by careful observation which precedes performance, and seem to leam in their
natural settings experientially. Research with other student groups has clearly illustrated differences
in learning styles ... can result in "academic disorientation” ... what is clear from the research is...that
American Indian students come to leam about the world in ways that are different from mainstream
students, (p. 5)

Kleinfeld (1988), however, remains unconvinced.

Good teachers always adapt to the culture of the children and the culture of the school. Nothing is
lost by using the term "learning style" to denote such teaching adaptations, but little is gained.
"Learning style" becomes a vague and ambiguous concept without significant heuristic value, (p. 95)
Indeed, an examination of the literature on Native learning styles offers a
bewildering array of perspectives on exactly what is meant by learning styles,
many of which seem to have little to do with the generally accepted view that
learning style relates to students’ cognitive patterns—"distinctive ways in which
individuals leam from their environment” (Walker, Dodd, & Bigelow, 1989).
The most commonly accepted and widely publicized Native learning style
characteristic is the often reported preference for visual (as opposed to verbal and
kinaesthetic) learning. Kaulback (1984) cites numerous studies that point to a
visual learning preference, and he attributes this visual orientation to child rearing
practices that emphasize observation and imitation. Guilmet (1976) looks at both
anthropological accounts and contemporary examples to conclude that Indian
students leam primarily through nonverbal mechanisms. He suggests, however,
that Indian students’ tendency to be less verbal in the classroom is also
attributable to "interference theory"— Indian students speak less because
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classrooms are not structured to allow Native students to display their verbal
competence.

Dumont (1972) further supports the interference theory concept, observing
that classrooms that emphasize teacher dominance, formal lecturing, spotlighting,
and low tolerance for dialogue produce what she calls "the mask of silence."
Here the lines blur between learning styles, the ways students process
information, and teaching styles, the things instructors do (and don’t do) to
accommodate students’ backgrounds, behaviours, and culturally based
communication patterns.

Henry and Pepper (1988) further obscure the meaning of learning styles
while emphasizing the teaching accommodations we need to make for culturally
based student characteristics. They begin by concluding again that Native
students prefer observation versus verbal learning, which, they say, places the
Native student at a disadvantage in school "where teaching methods tend to cater
to the auditory learner," and then go on to list 21 characteristics of the Indian
learner. Many of these (for example, "They may have difficulty with the correct
verb" and "many Indian children have a low self-image") are not even remotely
related to learning styles, though they are listed as "learning style inclinations."
The authors then suggest 22 teaching strategies to accommodate the "learning
styles" factors noted.

In a study that does look at learning style as strict cognitive preferences,
Diessner and Walker (1986), using data from the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for
Children (WISC) and Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS) tests
administered to Yakima Indian students, combined with previous research
elsewhere, suggest that Native students may have a "typical cognitive pattern™:
spatial ability is greater than sequential ability which is greater than verbal
conceptual ability. They conclude that "it would be warranted to search for
curriculum materials that use a spatial, visually presented format" for Native
students.

More (1987) moves in different directions when addressing learning styles.
He suggests four learning style bipolarities—global vs. analytic (or simultaneous
rather that successive) processing, imaginal vs. verbal coding, concrete vs.
abstract learning, and trial and error vs. "think- (or watch) then-do" patterns. He
suggests that Native students tend toward the global, imaginal, concrete, and
think-then-do poles.

Wauters, Bruce, Black, & Hocker (1989) used the adult version of the Dunn
Learning Style Inventory to conclude that the Alaskan Native students they tested
desired more teacher-student interaction, were more peer-oriented (thus were
more oriented to collaborative and small group tasks) and preferred kinaesthetic
and visual learning. Walker et al. (1989), employing yet another set of learning
style descriptors, the Walker Learning Preference scale, demonstrated some
preference for "patterned symbols" learning among Native students. These
learners prefer small group participation, allowance for personal interpretations,
a cooperative learning environment, and integrating new information with what
they already know. As in many similar studies, it is significant to note that the
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sample was very small (28 participants), and the "patterned symbol" learning
pattern (one of four) was actually preferred by just over half of the sample.

Kleinfeld (1988) takes much of this research to task. While acknowledging
that Native learners may indeed have a visual learning preference, for instance,
she examines several studies that failed to demonstrate increased learning on the
part of Native students when the information was bolstered by visual materials.
While the studies she cites are few, sketchy and suspect (only still visuals were
used to reinforce narrow, very possibly irrelevant content), she argues
persuasively that the real value of research into Native learning patterns "does
not lie ... in telling teachers to ‘match’ instruction to high/low verbal ability
patterns. It lies rather in helping teachers understand the cultural context in which
they are working so that they can respond with better judgement.”

She suggests that we may be better off looking at teaching approaches that
teachers have found work with Native students, approaches, she points out, that
rarely include visually based instructional techniques.

Such an examination reveals a great deal about accommodating Native
students. Several researchers (Dumont, 1972; Phillips, 1983) concluded that the
cultural incongruity between the home and school—especially the school’s
tendency to isolate control in the hands of the instructors—caused Native student
resistance and lack of participation. Dumont (1972) found classroom teachers
who shared social control and employed warmer and more personal teaching
styles were more effective.

Pacing—the ability of the instructor to adapt to the speed and movements of
the students—was identified as an important factor in working successfully with
Native students by Collier (1979), Erickson and Mohatt (1981), Barnhardt
(1981), and others. Erickson and Mohatt (1981) also identified the importance
of being sensitive to non-verbal cues; avoiding spotlighting (singling students out
for praise, criticism, or recitation); accepting silence; and using more small group
instruction.

Arbess (1981) speaks of the need to have instructors "negotiate a culture of
the classroom" where cultural differences and learning and communication
patterns are discussed and understood and a real negotiation of the operation of
the class is carried out through genuine dialogue. He also warns against
stereotyping or making assumptions about Indian learning or behaviour patterns.
These must be verified.

In a seminal study, Kleinfeld (1975) concluded that effective instructors of
Native students displayed two primary characteristics: personal warmth (vs.
professional distance) and active demandingness (vs. passive understanding).
Because, she suggests, learning for Native students tends to be more of an
interpersonal activity (as opposed to goal-oriented, impersonal activity),
establishing close personal relations with Native students is essential if an
instructor is to be effective. On the other hand, if the instructor is not actively
demanding—expecting and pushing for excellence—students whose school
experiences have been negative and whose self-esteem has been battered may
avoid academic situations and work below their capacity.
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Phillips (1983) concluded that certain classroom participation structures
produced different degrees of Native student involvement and that those most
frequently used in schools (teacher lecturing and teacher directed small groups)
produce the least Native student participation, while the least used (individual
work and self-run small groups) produce the greatest participation.

Bamhardt (1981) advocates what he calls "culturally eclectic" curriculum that
can adjust to the realities and world view of the Native student and uses
traditional culture as a basis for examining and adapting to changing conditions.
He points out that conventional curricula are culture-bound as they segment,
classify and view the world in a manner that is culturally based. His curriculum
incorporates four characteristics: it is process centred, community based, utilizes
group learning situations, and emphasizes experiential learning.

Swisher and Deyhle (1989) bring the issue full circle by arguing that while
there is ample evidence that Native students come to school with an approach to
learning that is "culturally influenced" and often different from mainstream
students, our teaching approaches tend to remain the same. They suggest that
teachers first know their own cultural biases and personal learning and teaching
styles. Then they make specific suggestions that "have special significance for
teachers of Indian students": (1) discuss learning style and why students do what
they do in learning situations; (2) be aware of student background knowledge and
experiences; (3) be aware of appropriate pacing; (4) be aware of the discourse
patterns and discussion style of your students; (5) avoid singling students out;
(6) use multi-sensory instruction; (7) provide time for practice before expecting
performance; (8) be aware of proximity and other non-verbal preferences; (9)
Become part of the community: "observe and ask questions so that genuine
caring and concern is communicated."

Even this cursory review of the literature suggests some of the problems of
the learning style debate: wildly differing definitions, the inclusion of cultural
and personal factors beyond the usual view of learning style as cognitive
patterns, dangerously generalized conclusions, and a confusion between student
learning styles and teacher behaviours.

Perhaps the most useful way of looking at the issue is to abandon a narrow
definition of learning styles for a more inclusive view. As Kleinfeld (1988) puts
it, "[‘Learning style’] has become a short-hand reference for a wide variety of
instructional adaptations necessary in a cross-cultural context." In this view, we
look beyond the narrow debate over the meaning of the term to the broader
instructional practices that result in greater Native student success.

When viewed this way, the learning style/teaching style literature provides
a rich array of suggestions for creating more effective, successful class rooms for
Native students. Specifically, research suggests that successful instructors of
Native students tend to
1. share classroom control and responsibility;
reduce formal lecturing;
avoid "spotlighting"—singling students out for praise, criticism, or response;
allow students to retain control over their learning;

allow students to privately rehearse a skill before demonstrating competency publicly;
accommodate visual learning preferences, especially for new and difficult material;

o0k~ wWN

102



Learning Styles: Adaptations Sawyer

7. use more student-directed small groups;

8. de-emphasize academic competition;

9.  assist students to integrate and synthesize new material with prior knowledge and experience;

10. favour essay tests over objective exams;

11. emphasize cooperative and collaborative learning;

12. allow students to discuss information in a non-competitive atmosphere;

13. use more global, holistic instructional approaches;

14. utilize warmer and more personal teaching styles;

15. establish close personal relationships with students;

16. actively demand while remaining personally warm;

17. be sensitive to nonverbal cues;

18. accept silence;

19. allow longer pauses after asking questions;

20. establish a pace and flow consistent with that of the students;

21. use smooth, less abrupt transitions between lessons;

22. utilize slower, more personal helping modes;

23. avoid excess verbalization;

24. listen as well as talk;

25. utilize minimal teacher direction;

26. negotiate a "culture of the classroom™;

27. become part of the community;

28. use experiential learning techniques;

29. discuss learning style with students;

30. be sensitive to student backgrounds and experiences;

31. be aware of discourse patterns and discussion styles of their students;

32. use multimodal instruction;

33. be aware of proximity and other nonverbal preferences;

34. emphasize development of self-esteem, confidence, empowerment, and capacity to affect change;

35. help students understand the need to "dccontextualize” thought in writing and provide the skills
to do it;

36. emphasize dialogue based on mutual respect;

37. use a whole language, integrated approach that emphasizes the words and experiences of the
students;

38. recognize potential conflicts between student language/cultural backgrounds and school-based
expectations (e.g., linear theses-support essays) and discuss these formal expectations with
students;

39. emphasize a writing process approach rather than a grammar-based subskills method to writing
instruction;

40. provide appropriate, effective, and adequate counselling and support services;

41. build life skills into programs;

42. avoid stereotyping: they consider all of the above as mere tendencies, and validate everything
for themselves.

In conclusion, the Native learning style debate—do Native students have
specific, generalizable learning preferences, and exactly what do we mean by
learning styles anyway?—has tended to obscure the real value of the research.
In the view advocated here, Native students are belter served when we as
instructors abandon the attempt to identify a definitive answer to the question
"How do Native students learn?" for answers to the question "What teaching
accommodations have proven most effective in helping Native students succeed
in educational settings?" In this context, the learning style literature offers an
important array of techniques and approaches that may help instructors better
understand the "cultural context" they are working in and how to accommodate
it. Understanding that the research offers only tendencies observed by others in
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other situations, sensitive instructors will use the perspectives provided in the
literature as mere starting points—suggestions of possible differences in
communication patterns, world view, ways of processing information, and
relating to one another—that must be verified for themselves.

References

Allen, T.D. (1982). Writing to create ourselves. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press.

Arbess, Saul. (1981). New strategies in Indian education. Victoria: British Columbia Ministry of
Education.

Bamhardt, Ray. (1981). Culture, community and the curriculum. Fairbanks, AK: Center for Cross
Cultural Studies, University of Alaska.

Barwell, Jay. (1981) Strategies for teaching composition to Native Indians. (ERIC Document
Reproduction Service No. ED 199 761)

Boloz, Sigmund, & Loughrin, Patricia. (1984). A long time ago there was a marvellous canyon.
(ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 248 076)

Collier, Malcolm. (1979). Afilm study of classrooms in Western Alaska. Fairbanks, AK: Center for
Cross Cultural Studies, University of Alaska.

Diessner, R., & Walker, J.L. (1986). A cogntive pattern of the Yakima Indian students. Journal of
American Indian Education, 25(2), 39-43.

Dumont, R. (1972). Learning English and how to be silent: Studies in Sioux and Cherokee
classrooms. In C. Cazden & D. Hymes (Eds.), Functions of Language in the Classroom, (pp.
344-369). New York: Teachers’ College Press.

Elsasser, Norma, & John-Steiner, Vera. (1977). An intcractionist approach to advancing literacy.
Harvard Educational Review, 47(3), 355-369.

Erickson, Frederick, & Mohatt, Carol. (1981). The social organization ofparticipation structures in
three Athapaskan cross cultural classrooms. Fairbanks, AK: Center for Cross Cultural Studies.
University of Alaska, 1981. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 231 571)

Gregory, George Ann. (1989). Composing processes of Native Americans: Six case studies of
Navaho speakers. Journal of American Indian Education, 28(2), 1-6.

Guilmet, George M. (1976). The nonverbal American Indian child in the classroom. (ERIC
Document Reproduction Service No. ED 255 336)

Henry, Steven, & Pepper, Floy. (1988). Cognitive, social and cultural effects on Indian learning style:
Classroom implications. Selected Papers from the 1986 Mokakit Conference. Vancouver
University of British Columbia.

Kaulback, Brent. (1984). Styles of learning among Native children: A review of the research.
Canadian Journal of Native Education, 11(3), 21-31.

Kleinfield, Judith. (1975). Effective teachers of Eskimo and Indian students. School Review, 83(2),
301-344.

Kleinfeld, Judith. (1988). Adapting instruction to Native Americans’ learning style: An iconoclastic
view. In Walter Lonner & Vernon Tyler (Eds.), Cultural and ethnic factors in learning and
motivation: Implications for education (pp. 83-101). Bellingham, WA: Western Washington
University.

Macias, Cathaleene. (1989). American Indian academic success: The role of indigenous learning
strategies. Journal of American Indian Education, Special Issue, 43-53.

More, Arthur. (1987). Native learning styles: A review for researchers and teachers. Journal of
American Indian Education, 27(1), 17-29.

Phillips, Susan. (1983). The invisible culture. New York: Longmans.

Redbird-Salem, Helen, & Chatham, Ronald. (1972). Indian adult education and the volunteer sector.
Church Women United. Unpublished Conference Report, Oregon College of Education. (ERIC
Document Reproduction Service No. 723 333)

Scollon, Ron, & Scollon, Suzanne. (1982). Athapaskan-English Interethnic Communication.
Fairbanks, AK: Alaska Native Language Center.

Swisher, Karen, & Deyhle, Donna. (1989). The styles of learning are different, but the teaching is
just the same. Journal of American Indian Education, Special Issue, 1-14.

104



Learning Styles: Adaptations Sawyer

Walker, B., Dodd, J., & Bigelow, R. (1989). Learning preferences of capable American Indians of
two tribes. Journal of American Indian Education, Special Issue, 63-71.

Wauters, J., Bruce, J.M., Black, D.R., & llocker, P.N. (1989). Learning styles: A study of Alaska
Native and non-native students. Journal of American Indian Education, Special Issue, 53-62.

105



Canadian Journal of Native Education Volume 18 Number 1
Contributors to this issue. . .

Patrick Brady has just completed the M.Ed. degree in the School of Education,
Lakehead University. He was a teacher with Indian and Northern Affairs in
Lansdowne House, Ontario, for eight years (1981-89), after teaching for two years
with Canadian University Service Overseas in northern Nigeria.

Heather Devine’s educational background includes classroom teaching in Northern
Alberta, sessional instructor work in curriculum and instruction, and an M.Ed. in
Secondary Education (Educational Media) from the University of Alberta. She is
currently employed as Education Officer with the Archaeology and Ethnology Section
of the Provincial Museum of Alberta, where she continues to pursue a long-standing
personal interest in Native history, genealogy, and education, in the context of her
regular program responsibilities.

Kathleen Foreman is assistant professor in the Developmental/Performance Drama
Division of the Department of Drama at the University of Calgary. She is a founding
member of the Loose Moose Theatre Company, and has spent the past 15 years
performing and teaching spontaneous drama. She is currently researching cross-
cultural facilitation techniques in the Canada Asia Partnership’ course development
program and is helping to organize "Breaking the Surface: An Interactive Festi-
val/Conference on Women, Theatre and Social Action," to be held in November. She
has been involved in the Plains Indian Cultural Survival School and the University
of Calgary’s Outreach teacher education program.

Francois Larose has been working as a consultant in psychology and education for
various Algonquin and Montagnais Band Councils since 1982. Dr. Larose is now
teaching at the Universite de Quebec a Montreal in the Faculty of Education, and is
conducting research focused mainly on learning disability, motivational problems, and
learned hopelessness within the northern reserve context.

Paul Madak is an assistant professor in the Department of Educational Psychology,
University of Manitoba.

David Cruise Malloy is an assistant professor in the Faculty of Physical Activity
Studies at the University of Regina. His research interests include the impact of
culture and philosophy on leadership and administration in sport and recreation.

Ralph Nilson is Assistant Dean (Academic), Faculty of Physical Activity Studies at
the University of Regina. Dr. Nilson’s research interests include managerial stress
and demographics in sport and recreation.

Paul Proulx has made a significant contribution to the literature in historical and
comparative linguistics during the 1980%. His work has focused upon languages that
are part of one of Canada’s most widespread language families, Algonquian, in the
context of a study of language typology and language universals. Dr. Proulx’s work
in Native language pedagogy has taken him to several Canadian universities, and to
Australia.

106



Contributors to this issue

Don Sawyer is the curriculum director of the Native Adult Education Resource
Centre, a program of Okanagan College in Salmon Arm, B.C. He has 18 years
experience in Native education as a public school teacher, coordinator of the
Spallumcheen Adult Education Program, faculty associate in charge of Simon Fraser
University’s North Okanagan Native Teacher Education Program, consultant to bands,
tribal councils and schools, and adult basic education instructor for Okanagan
College. He has coordinated several major curriculum projects for the B.C. Ministry
of Advanced Education, Training and Technology, including the Native Adult
Literacy and Life Skills Curriculum Guidelines, and is the author of several books
and articles relating to Native education.

Joe Sheridan is a doctoral candidate in the Department of Educational Foundations
at the University of Alberta. He has collected and written about the folklore and
history of the International Workers of the World. He holds master’s degrees in
folklore from the University of California at Los Angeles, and in literacy, from
Harvard University; and has studied media at New York University. His current
research addresses learning about the natural environment in the terms of oral
cultures.

Cheryl Senior Wall holds the M.Ed. degree in educational psychology from the
University of Manitoba. She is currently a teacher in the Winnipeg School Division
No. 1, Winnipeg, Manitoba.

Len Zarry is Field Experience Supervisor in the Program for the Education of
Native Teachers at Brandon University. Dr. Zarry has taught courses in language arts
and early childhood education at Brandon, and his book, Literacy Through Whole
Language, is to be published by Peguis Publishers in Winnipeg, in early summer
1991.

107



