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, : , ‘The contention that .among black people there is a
cognitive style which seems to require-a more active intervention B
"with the learring environment than what is needed by their white
counterpart is advanced in this discussion 'of cognitive style among
tlack Africans and black Americaris. Cognitive styles of blacks in the
infant, early schocl, ‘and young adulthood life stages are described..

In the infant stage, birth to 36 months, the African babies - T

_experiepce a parenting style of. socially active intimacy which :
appears to pr¢mote sensorimotor development superior to that of .

~ European infarts. The relationship,betueen';eaching'stréiegies and -

- black children's cognitive modes ‘are discussed in the light of ‘these
cognitive style differences. The decline of academic achievement of
klack elementary and\secondary school students is analyzed. . ‘
Childrearing practiceX in America are described for lower

. socioeconomic groups. The active. display of cognitive and motoric .
dosains cf black athletes are described. It: is suggested that ‘the: ..
nactive stream of cogniticn" cf young black adults has not been fully - ,

* tapped by education planners. Also, implications for social change o
which can emerge from a thecry cf grour differentiated sensorimotor

/development such as the one suggésted by this paper are suggested for
the areas of parenting, schcoling, therapy, space,-and natural . ,
‘groupings (peer group interaction). (Author/Jdp) -
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Cognitive style Variatibns haVe' attradted the attention o}'

-

'osychologlsts and educators since the mtrbd.uctlon of “the f1eld

dependence mdependence con;:ept ap;iroxmately 25 years ago, :

(9 . \ . .
"!

¥ E _The general notion of cognltlve stylmg suggeSts that there are

1nd1V1dua1 dlfferences among people in cognltlve patfems. related to ..‘
e - v --Judgmg, tﬂuﬂcmg, percelvmg and remembermg. Psychologlsts are "
o .‘Emterested prlmarlly in the re1at10nsh1p betweenéhe learnmg | ’.'

emuronment and the learner, and the mtpactuthat personallty mlght have

upon this encounter. Educators have been concer’ned about the cogmtlve

style of ti‘ne teacher and how compatlble theya mlght[be w1th cog(uture

~.

' styles demonstrated by school children. ’ cv .

.
\ .
. . - . -




;and must select the p1cture from among the 51x alternatlves which 1s

Y, @ - - - R '
o (. ‘ .
'.‘ \‘. - ' : ’ ‘ o, :’.
. \‘ . . ] . -t
The concerns of psychologists and educators often overlap because
. - : f . -
they are frequently the same persons--so, the aforémentioned‘separatc
_concerns are not as neatly compartmentallzcd as. they mlght seem. "In "
general " reséarchers in thls area are conccrned about how cognltlve
style might 1mpact upon ane's 1nte11ectual and acadﬁmlc competence. )

Presently, there are aporox1mate1y 9 dlfferent constructs of cogn1t1ve

styllng The most frequently.mentloned and historically the earllest .

,is the f1e1d dependence 1ndependence. The Preschool Embedded Figures
- Test (PEFT), is desagned to measure 1n ch11dren thelr ab111ty to’ |

.~separate an bbJect from the f1e1d in whlch it is embedded It is

N

assumed that the f1e1d-1ndependent ch11d is better able 'to overcome

‘complex situations in whlcd an 1tem 1s confused w1th the general field

] 1

or ground. . A second popular construct is thé,coonltlve style of- .

- reflectlon-lmpu151v1ty “The. test for this construct measures the €h11d'

and other 11ke1y response ch01ces. One test for chlldren is a v1sua1

v~matching construct~ca11ed the Matchlng‘Famlllar Flgures Test (MEF).

~In this test a child,is shown a standard st1nu1us and six 51n11ar ones

’

’ 1dent1ca1 to the standard ‘Variables scored are- latency to first respbnse

D

g and the number of errors., A . ,

’ .«v . . ’)v bl .‘\ . . ) LI
Recentlyg somme researchers have argued that field-independent and.
reflective cognitive styles are quite the'same‘because they ‘both -
require_systematic stanning ‘and comparisons: '
4 - -

'habltual speed of dec151on maklng in situations that allow for slmultaneousv

N



I mention these two styles, not as rcprcsentatlvc of thc rescarch
act1v1ty on this ]1vcl? subject, hrut rathe-r, to $ot the stage for the
mtroductmn of a cogmtlve style whlch seems prevalent among Anerlcan

- Black peoole and some othe1 persons ‘of African descent 0
Among Black peopie there is a cogn1t1ve sty{e Whl’Ch seems to require:

" a more act1ve mteractlon with the 1eam1ng env1ronment than what is

needed b}’ the1r whlte counterparts. ThlS cogn1t1ve style has dlsplays

at partlcular mtervals along the 11fe span.- - I wish to brmg a few of

' ‘ o . these: d,lsplays to your attentlon--one from birth to 36 months, another
from pre sc:hool to grade 3, and the last one durmg young adulthood
' " There has been much speculatlon among my colleagueus ’concernmg the
_relative contr1butrons of genetic$’ and culture to the advanced ,
sensorimotor development -among b1acks It is my view that given the
,'perer atmesphefre such questlons should be studied, This paper, however,.
will not address ba51c et1010g1ca1 1ssues. ) | |
0 'I'I'he f1rst dlSDlay along the bla.ck 11fe span that I W1sh to br1ng
to your attentlon begms w1th Harcelle r‘eber 's (1960) early reports of -
‘ ' advanced develoomont in Afrlcan neonates: durlng he'r observations of
mothers and the1r babies . in rural Ugandan comnumtles. A maJor aspect
of her dlscovery pomted out a parenting style of- soc1a11y actJ.ve :
1nt~1macy. For, a perlod of anprox1mate1y 36 month's thls mteractlon

. seemed, to promote a scnsorlmotor dnvnlopment superlox to s1m11ar

| develépment in European infants.

® . : . <
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As Geber's 1nvolvcment became more intensc she was ablo to. explore

some causative factors. _She 1d%1t1f1cd a hlgn level of social

- interaction between the child and his environment. Breast fecding was

the common practice and this occurred whenever the infant demonstrated ,
. . . ‘ : ..._ ' . ny . -/
a wish for it. Infants were encouraged to intcract with other family

,members and visitors. They were never confined to cribs, but allowed = -

<
to meve about the home using whatever means: were available to them

i

' commensurate W1th their stage of development.
Ainsworth (1967); in testing the Geber hypothesis found the' same .
basic pattern among a different'group of African neonates. From her ’

observations, ,urban .children whose parents followed European child
- .‘ . . . , . . \ . . ' ‘ . '
rearing patterns did not demonstrate early Sensorimotor development.

o ~ These babies appeared to develop 51mllar to. 1nfants of their: pagrents'

ot

JIEuropean colleagues and;neaghbors. Geber and A1nsworth suggest that an

aﬁpropritate interacting environment is crucial to the continuity of

-

high;levels.of' sensorimotor growth among African infants.‘ The absence

of thls sort of an en91ronment Wlll cause ‘decline among rural chlldren

and a leveling off to European norms by some urban Afrlcan chlldren.

Differences in sensorimotor development were also found to exist'

g

betyeen Amerlcan black 1nfants and their white. counterparts. Nancy Bayley

(1965), in maklng a comparlson of mental and motor1c>test scores

between black, whlte and Puerto Rlcan bables found no 51gn1f1cant group

. dlfferences 1n mental test scores. The black bab1es,~however, scored

hlgher than the Puerto Rican and whlte bab1es on’ the motor scale.

. v o~
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“ Supérior motor lleyclopment was observed in American <blackrinfan_ts '
a D . .

b); Pasaminick (1946). to cxist through the agc."of .24 months. Hec also

~reported that black and white ‘infants comparéd equally in other axeas of

. behavioral dcvelopment'.- Similar carly dovélopment was observed arﬁong

J/

- ¥ . :
black babies of Jamaican West Indian paremts. Curti and others. (1935),
reported- that these infants ‘surpassed American white mfants in -

. . “ S e, . - - s

g reathing lcei!tain' "'mlil'estones" like‘creeping, standang and walking.

P . o

’d

W1111ams and Scott (1953) 1n compar1ng 104 black 1nfants from o

Y

. morlerate income fam111es w1th 50 black infants from low income fam111es,

—

3

found s;xgn1f1cant dJ.fferences between the two groups in motor development.

Infants from the low SES families showed a-more -advanced motor development

- than those from hlgher income famllles..". | /

N\ o L / h {

Child rearmg practlces in our country have‘r1e somewhat over

the years, havmg been mfluenced prmarlly by m1ddle cIass noms Trends
wh1ch have been known to affect, parentmg stylps have bean introduced by
Chlld rearmg professmnals who are read and respected by members of

this socloeconomlc group Lower soc1oeconom1c families who are. str1v1/ng

for hlgher status readlly adopt attrlbutes wn1ch they 1dent1fy as

L]

‘ approprlate ‘to the group(s) above them. Lower soc1oeconom1c people are

"willing to acquire many sucb attributes ,to remove the barr1ers between,

themselves a.nd acceptance into. the mddle class . There are also many

. thmgs they are wlllmg t&forego in order that thev m],ght better S

D

resemble the more respected mldglle class
¢
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The most devastating conscqucncr:§4;1h1s is that black palcnt

N
hed

who arc fearful that th01r active children WLll not be able to

assimilatc into a socicty rhat they thcchlch have not been able to

h

assimilate Sn;B}\w111 supprcss their® ch11d's natural activeness to

’
conform to cxpected imtitutionaﬁbchavior norms,

. f
Black mothers ought to bé‘encouraged to play with their babics and
§hpre in thp enJoyment of actlve, frequent cye contact, and exc1t1ng
perlods of child rearing. .They need to be cncouraged to interact with

the1r 1nfant's motor ex c1tement and support their natural capabilities.

The mother's reciprocity is vital to a sustained growth environment for. ..

their baby because.of what appears to be cultural expectations. The

infant's rapid buildup early in life can be- expected to diminish if

T

" through adaptational stress, black parenté are fgrced to bring.their

family personalities into &gmliance with the dominant white culture.

/-

The second display along the life span seems to surface during fﬁi
: : 4 * . '
period from preschool to 3rd grade. , 3' (”’

t /

~;Igggher observatlons and my own experlence provide enough Teason to
be11eve that black chlldren in the United States enter schoe} for the
f1rst t1me with a great dealjof enthu51asm and p051t1ve sp1r1t. From -

the. flrst day of school to thn point hhere they rcach thlrd vrqde

» »

' there is a general upswing in their acaJEmlc achlevement. From about

the thlrd grade through the uﬁper érade/,there 1s ‘a steady decllne in

¢

" group measured capabilities of black ch11dren to do school work. .

b ] . " .

8
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lhls decline 1¢ moré consistent among "groups of blde chlldron in °.
. < .

“the South than 1n\fhc North. Why doos this dlfforcqtlatlon provuli?
: ‘" ! (O
I suspect that onc possible causc is the gencral restraint that the’

-
southern classroom atmosphere might imposc upon children. During

normal times thede clagsrooms promote an atmosphere that is_semewhere

- ‘. | . ’ =~ P .
betWeen the.‘northemn carly childhood, and secondary school environment.
That 1is, not as free and open as ‘the’ lower grades of . northorn schools,

but not as conkrolled and trad1t1ona1 as the1r Upper gradef’elther'\\

A'ieachiné sttateéies_and.the de' very. of basic;education‘in our

* country is generaliy~stratified accordiné to'teacher t#aining modes. .

Early childhood teachers-grades (K-3), seem to receive deeper and more

. concentrated tralnlng than do elementary grades (K—6) and secondary
‘education - grades K7 12) teachers. Early chlldhood educatlon has been
" a strong movement in our country for.some time and has rece1Ved

greater attention from parents than any other aspect of publlc schooling.
. o ¢ t . .

, 1

It is also true that over the years the general public has paid

)

'

more attention to kindergarten, preschool - and nursery than any other

51ng1e aspect of pre college educat1on and has had more wrltten for

.
them on the sWe Early Chlldhooa € as probably done
a great’deal to expose ch)ldren to a proper mix of affective aNd Lo

cognitiveveducation. ) e %’ '
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'Ihcrc is ulso a higher degree’ of s()c i l]lhltlon and téacher-child

\mtcxactmn in the ¢ arly chiddhoad gx.ldcs than in the others.  Nurturing

4

is a major forcc in the lcanung cnvironment. It is w1tlun this highly

15'

90c1a1ucd environment of thm (119[')1{1)’ pcrmd that black children scom.

LY

7
to progrcss at a régular ratce (ﬁ' learning. It .is important to note here

v that once out of the ca'rly childhc;ogl sphere of influence, there appears

to.be a‘s&dy decline in academic a‘chieveinexlt among black children. . g

Doc11e manegement ‘and demands fot quietgde produce sterile classrooiis

*_where many’black c}lildren, ’mostly m:iics, ckiscngage from the mainstrean

- of class discussions and academic 9551gnments. Teachers become resentful
when studénts balk at "school work. A troubled teacher -pupil relatlons‘up
ie the outcome. I am suggesting that 1n1t1a11y, these chlldrcn s use of

. _-_energy in this way is not intended to be c.haot1c or dlsruptl\re but

strategic to. the1r style of leammé School de51gned patterns of ‘
\knowledge de11very need to expand the -number of ways that knowlcdge ‘can -

_ properly be dlssemmated by the edutator, and received a:nd synthesued l{y

.

® the-learner. _ ’ _ . | - s
\ The Children's Defense Fund, a project of the Washington Researcii
Project, iled statisties directly' related to this subj They '

reported last year that more tnan one million children wexe suspended

from school Jone or more times durmg the 1972-73 acatl'*mc year. ¢
More than 63% of ‘the Slspensmns ere for minor offenses such as cutting
into the lunch line, smoking, truanc&i a.nd 51m11ar acts. In those

-, districts fron whlch thelr statistics were der1ved, one out of every 24

. students was suspended For black secondary school children, thc |
L - suspensmn rate was one out of every eight. '
_ e ' \
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The final display period that 1 wish to bring to your.qttcntion is |

a commoh occurence of national pxoporrlons. A casual observation of
hﬁskctball and footba]l would reveal at the top nél‘argc percentage oF
black athletes far in cxcess of their r;cproscntation in t.he general

population. : , . 3

~

It is also true that black athletes have transformed profcss onal

"hasketball into a fast, rocketing,.active game‘to fit ‘thcir own style

of athletic encounter. This contrasts sharply with the casual manner -of

the white dominated game of 15 ycars ago. The football positions that

require alert, immediate responses to the unfoldipg terraine while

| running, twisting, and turning, are ‘also dominated by black éth_ etes.

Top.perfonnance in cither of these sports reciuire high' levels of
cognitive and physical output-—smultaneously The individual player
must proceSs a vast amount of, information in an extremely short span of

\

time, then transform that information into behavior most smtable for.

the constantly changipg and unfblding terrain of activity. = This displays/

a compatible interdction between cognitive "(information processing), and

the mot_orit (physic:il, cutput) dgmajns--with circular reihforcement

. R : : . >
from one domain to the other. _
/ , N
& ‘
. )
/
a ‘ )
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. w . 'l'f\iS active sfrc:l_m of cognition has not beenfully ‘tappetl by -
cducation planners. In fact some school cownsclors and p.'u'cnt.*;‘ have
discouraged some students from participating in sports when these
students dcmo_nstratt;d an above average capability to do school work.

It is also truc that théy’ cncouraged certain other students to cnrofi\/

P in non-serious courses, suggested that this is necessary for a B

- successful sports career. This in part makes school athletic teams
. \

_havens for some students who can not do well academically, but also

many others who are brainwvashed igto belicving that their talerit in

sports automatically excludcs Hem from acadcmia.

s Many implications for soc1;11 change can cmer,ge from the thcory oP

*
group dlfferentmted sensorimotor devclopmcnt To name a few:

. o 1. Parcnting. Med1a programs could be designed to teach black
parents that the1r child's activeness is nomal and as the

child reSponds they should rec1procate and not suppress the

child's natural motoric interactions. ’_ J e e

LNy . -

2. hooll_ng' Teacher training, and school, adndﬁiétration | 3"
— . |
" could, be mformed of th1 dif ferentlatlon emerglng and de51gn

teachmg strategles and enV1ronments to be compatlble with

s : .u.- o

tne ch11d'$ need.
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-, 300 "Iheran-.n Diagnosis and 'treatment'c')f h)"'peractive children,

‘f'k:._x , - ;} ' .and the oeneral use of medlcatlon to modJ.ﬁ/ children's behaV1or A oy
| | . . "~ should b\e.re exammed since treatment 1s ac.ntm1stered on the ’
. _ | _ o ba515 of the chJ.ld's motor1c act1V1ty level.
' | - 4. _pglge_., Attentlonrslf&uld be dlrected to the des1gn of v
e ) ..classroom ai'ea, and placement of--and types of fum1ture--d351g11
S f‘ of act1v1ty space .and free space, ‘ahd the allocation of time. to

- be spent in ;these areas.

I S 5. Natural gi'oupmgs It appears that w‘ute females are. the

o | | least. act1ve when compared to black' females and all malesx T‘Ie |

' '::wh1te female s~ self-selection for peer group act1V1ty may not be

' sex1$t or rac1st when they select each other as group partners in’
%chool and play act1v1t1es. The same could be sa1d for black and
_'whlte Hiale cotmterparts. _ Durmg natural select1ons among stranger:

_groups wh1te fenales@az:égleast likely to cross the color line..
6 In ve‘f'ySfmdamental ways, teachers at all levels need to be

.able to dlp 1nto the learners stream of cognltlon without diverting.

,1tordanmu.ng1tup *—-/
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