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.. .can we bring about an improvement in ed-
ucational outcomes for Black children with-
out recognizing their culture?

African Heritage
Theory and
Afro-American
Cognitive Styles

by Dr. Janice Hale-Benson
Cleveland State University

1 ask you my children

What did you learn today

did anyone tell you how to meet tomorrow
did anyone tell you why there are people
who don’t know you . . .

did anyone seem to know who you were

did anyone know that you have the blood of Africa

in your veins

or did they pretend to be blind to your color and thereby
deny its value.

What did you learn . ..

did anyone explain the nature of freedom
did anyone explain the nature of racism . . .

did anyone explain the nature of love

did anyone know anything about those things
did anyone know anything

What did you learn today?

—Ronald Coleman

The traditional American educational system has not
been effective in educating Black children. Consequently,
there is an achievement gap between Black and White chil-
dren that places Black children at risk in the schools of this
nation. A recent report by the National Alliance of Black
School Educators (NABSE, 1984) tells us that nearly 28 per-
cent of Afro-American high school students drop out before
graduation. This figure approaches 50 percent in some
large cities. For those who are in school, average achieve-
ment on standardized tests falls two or more grade levels
below the average of Euro-American students. Even though
Blacks are only slightly more than 10 percent of the popula-
tion, they make up 40 percent of the educable mentally re-
tarded population (p.18).

NABSE (1984) further points out that the difficulties
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Black children are experiencing in elementary and second-
ary schools are reflected in an erosion of their achievement
in higher education.

African-Americans represent about 13 percent of the
college age population (18-24 years). But African-American
students represented only 9 percent of the associate de-
grees, 6 percent of the bachelor's, 6 percent of the master's,
3 percent of the Doctorates, and 4 percent of the profes-
sional degrees in 1980. African-American participation in
graduate and professional education remains exceptionally
low and, in recent years, the situation has actually deterio-
rated (p. 20).

This report continues. One-third of Black students are
enrolled in community colleges and are in programs that do
not necessarily give credits toward a baccalaureate degree.
We also find that though about 75 percent of White high
school seniors go on to college, only about 20 percent of
Black seniors do so. Furthermaore, only about 12 percent of
the Black students who enter higher education complete
college and only 4 percent enter and complete a graduate
school.

Desegregation has been a focal peint for educational
reform that is designed to benefit Black children, However,
in most urban areas, there is a declining pool of White chil-
dren to integrate with inner-city Black children. Therefore,
the centralissue now is: How can we create schools that ed-
ucate Black children effectively? Early childhood is the time
to begin examining learning and care-giving environments.

A companion concern is ¢can we bring about an im-
provement in educational outcomes for Black children with-
out recognizing their culture? In this author's opinion, the
education of White children is relatively more successful
than that of Black children because the schools were estab-
lished for White children. As Hakim Rashid (1984) has
stated: “Children from non-European lower sociogconomic
status cultural groups are at a disadvantage in the schools
because the American educational system has evolved out
of a European philosophical, theoretical, and pedagogical
context” (p.56).

W. E. B. DuBois (1903} described the Black person in
America as having twe warring souls. On one hand, Black
people are the product of their African-American heritage
and culture. On the other hand, they are shaped by the de-
mands of Euro-American culture. Unfortunately, the Euro-
American influence has always been emphasized to the ex-
clusion of the African influence. Said another way, despite
the pressures of 400 years in America to do so, African-
Americans have not melted into the pot.

Rashid {1984) has pointed out that: “The cultural and bi-
ological history of African-Americans has resulted in an es-
sentially African group of people who must function in es-
sentially European schools. Failure to conceptualize Black
children within their cultural context has created the ex-
pectation that they are really White children in blackface”
{p. 59).

Social scientists engage in a type of chauvinistic eth-
nocentrism that perpetuates an image of normality when
describing White children and an image of pathology when
describing Black children. If “Johnny” can't read, educators
suggest that there is an inappropriate match between his
level of development and the curriculum or instructional
strategies. But if “Willie" can't read, the appropriateness of
instruction is generally not questioned. Rather, the explana-
tions offered are that he is genetically inferior, or he is cul-
turally deprived.

In order to bring about educational change, we must
begin to conceptualize Black children within the context of
theirculturein early child-care settings. We must devise ed-
ucational strategies that are appropriate for them. We must

Educational Considerations, Vol. 15, No. 1, Winter 1988



Educational Considerations, Vol. 15, No. 1[1988], Art. 4

create an interrelated learning environment where Afro-
American culture in all of its diversity is integrated through-
out the curriculum.

Accepting Black children within the context of their
culture means acknowledging that they have a culture, This
culture has roots in West Africaand has implications for the
ways in which Black children learn and think.

Consider The African Background

I have made the point elsewhere {Hale-Benson, 1986)
that some scholars who have attempted to study the Black
experience have identified inner-city ghettos as the labora-
tory for studying Black life. There are various other ways of
conceptualizing Black culture. Amuzie Chimezie {1983) of-
fers auseful review of theorists in this area. He believes the
theorists can be broadly divided into two categories: “Af-
firmative theorists support the view that there is a distinc-
tive Black culture even though they vary in the degree to
which it can be traced to the African heritage. Negative the-
orists deny the existence of adistinctive Black culture. They
attribute any differences between Blacks and Whites to dif-
ferences in class position, degree of poverty, and attendant
social pathologies” (p. 217).

This author ascribes to the African heritage theory. It
views Afro-American culture as distinct from White Euro-
American culture and views the vast majority of the distin-
guishing characteristics as explainable in terms of ele-
ments of African culture that Africans retained while slaves
in America. This theory acknowledges that many of the cul-
tural artifacts have been modified beyond easy recognition;
however, a careful scientific investigation involving close
comparison with African culture revel as their roots in Afro-
American culture (Chimezie, 1983).

The African heritage theory is based upon three main
facts:

—First, many of the distinctive cultural elements in-
volved are generally not characteristic of white American
Euro-centric culture {e.g., the extended family and Brer Rab-
bit stories).

—Second, they are found among virtually all Afro-
centric communities in the New World, especially in the
Caribbean.

—Third, those elements still characterize African cul-
ture today, especially West Africa, from where most of the
Africans were captured for enslavement. The widespread
presence of these distinctive culture elements in the Afro-
centric world {in Africa and diaspora) is one of the most per-
suasive arguments used by the proponents of the African-
heritage theory of Black culture {e.g., Chimezie, 1983:
Herskovits, 1958}, Africanisms abound in Black culture in
the United States. For example, Black dialect, including
South Carolina Gullah, has been identified as originating
with aspects of African languages retained by enslaved Afri-
cans. Other examples are Black folklore, aspects of Black
childrearing, Black music, and religious expressions.

The African heritage perspective highlights the advisa-
bility of creating linkages with investigations by African
scholars on the lzarning styles of children of Africa and of
the African diaspora.

In Africa, I had an opportunity to talk with Dr. Romanus
Ohuche of the University of Sierra Leone and other African
psychologists who are applying the work of Jean Piaget and
studying concept development among African children.
These psychologists believe that Piagetian theory and the
growing body of knowledge related to it, now provide a use-
ful framework within which to understand empirical re-
search and to apply research findings to curriculum design
theory. One of the reasons they look favorably upon Piaget's
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work is that the major aspects of his theory can be applied
to all human societies and groups, and differences in per-
formance can be accounted for without imputing inferiority
or deficiency.

At a1974 conference in Sierra Leone, West Africa, held
by UNICEF to study the development of mathematical and
scientific skills by African children, a group of African
scholars outlined areas of Piaget’s work that need further
investigation to describe concept development among Afri-
can children:

¢ the opportunities given for play and manipulative ac-
tivities among children and the relationship of such activi-
ties to concept development;

° appropriate interview procedures used to ascertain
the characteristics of African children’s thinking;

e the extent of bilingualism and multilingualism on the
development of concepts. {This was particularly interesting
to me because most of the children | encountered in Africa
spoke from three to seven languages.);

¢ in the context of environmental circumstances, to
what extent various wasting diseases and deficiency dis-
eases affect intellectual growth;

* against the different social and cultural back-
grounds, the extent to which African cosmology influences
the development of concepts. (African scholars have hy-
pothesized that the rituals and magico-religious beliefs
may affect the development of concepts in African chil-
dren.);

¢ the games, riddles, and proverbs found among Afri-
can groups and their effect on concept development;

= the concept of “intelligence” or “cleverness” as it is
understood among African groups;

* parental attitudes toward schooling and the influ-
ence these exert upon concept development. {Available evi-
dence suggests that parental attitudes seem to be more
important than family incomes in determining the per-
formance of children.);

¢ the development of relevant social concepts, such as
kinship, chieftaincy, presidency, and the like;

¢ the precocity of African babies and the extent to
which it is maintained over a period of time.

It is very appropriate to begin with a consideration of
the African heritage and the historical origins of Blacks as
anethnic groupin Americain discussing the learning styles
of Black children. Black Americans have a unique history in
America, and itis not unrelated to the difficulties Black chil-
dren are experiencing educationally. First of all, every other
ethnic group that immigrated to America came seeking a
better life. Africans were brought here forcibly and sub-
jected to a cruel and brutal form of slavery that was legally
instituted with the plan that it would continue forever. Even
when slavery ended, oppression in various forms was con-
tinual for African-Americans.

African-Americans also suffered as an ethnic group
because of their visibility and inability to “melt.” Other eth-
nic groups could blend into the American mainstream after
one generation. As pointed out by Havighurst (1976), certain
ethnic groups—those of northern European heritage, Euro-
pean-American, Jewish, Asian—are more easily able to as-
similate into the mainstream. Other groups, such as those
of southern European descent, Spanish speaking, and Afri-
can-Americans, are more at risk in moving into mainstream
institutions such as the schoels and the workplace.

Lieberman (1981) has pointed out that even though
other non-White ethnic groups have suffered oppression in
America, the measures and consequences were not as se-
vere as those for Blacks. For example, when Americans be-
came threatened by the number of Asian immigrants, immi-
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gration laws were changed to exclude them and control
their numbers. Likewise, Native Americans were relocated
and restricted to reservations. Whereas the numbers of
these non-Whites were restricted and controlled, Black im-
migration was forced, and a system of slavery was insti-
tuted with the assumption that it would exist indefinitely.

An explanation for the difficulties Black children expe-
rience in school may lie in the fact that they participate in a
culture that is different from the culture of the school. Else-
where (Hale-Benson, 1986), | delineate this culture and
identify points of mismatch between Afro-American culture
and Euro-American culture that may have educational con-
sequences for Black children.

Bicultural Socialization

A bicultural model was set forth by Charles Valentine
(1971} in an attempt to develop the cultural difference per-
spective. He objected to the inference that minority group
members were socialized in a totally distinct cultural con-
text. He felt this would preclude functioning within the ma-
jority institutions in the society. To more correctly concep-
tualize this process, Valentine postulated a dual
socialization model for minority groups’ enculturation
within their own cultural group and socialization within the
larger society.

Diane De Anda (1984) notes, “although the bicultural
model provides an overall conceptual framework, it offers
little information regarding the specific mechanisms
through which dual socialization occurs.” She sought to ex-
plain the process of bicultural socialization and to account
for variations among and within different ethnic groups in
their degree of biculturalism and successful interactions
with mainstream society (pp. 101-102).

De Anda lists six factors that can determine whether a
member of an ethnic minority is likely to become bicultural:

1. The degree of overlap or commonality between the
two cultures with regard to norms, values, beliefs, percep-
tions, and the like.

2. The availability of cultural translators, mediators,
and models.

3. Theamount and type (positive or negative) of correc-
tive feedback provided by each culture regarding attempts
to produce normative behaviors.

4. The conceptual style and problem-solving approach
of the minority individual and their mesh with the prevalent
or valued styles of the majority culture.

5. The individual’s degree of bilingualism.

6. The degree of dissimilarity in physical appearance
from the majority culture, such as skin color, facial features
and so forth (p. 102).

De Anda suggests that the variations and interaction
amongthese six factors can account for the extent to which
an individual is bicultural.

Early Childhood Education As Cultural Transition

Early childhood education can play an important role in
closing the achievement gap between African-American
and White children. One explanation for the difficulty Black
children experience in school is the fact that they are re-
quired to master at least two cultures in order to achieve up-
ward mobility in school and the workplace.

Itis possible that African-American males may have to
master three divergent cultures. | point out elsewhere
{Hale-Benson, 1986) that Afro-American males have a cul-
ture that is distinct from White male culture and Black fe-
male culture. This culture is not recognized and may even
be assaulted at school because it is not understood. Most
elementary classes are taught by women, therefore, there is

8

Published by New Prairie Press, 2017

a feminine orientation in the classroom.

Cornbleth and Korth {1980) studied teacher percep-
tions and teacher-student interaction in integrated class-
rooms. They rated White females as having the most desir-
able personal characteristics and the highest potential for
achievement. There was a trend toward rating White fe-
males highest, and rating White males, Black females and
Black males in descending order. The White females were
highest on efficient, organized, reserved, industrious, and
pleasant; they were lowest on outspoken and outgoing.
Generally, Black males were mirror reflections of the White
females—rating lowest on the former characteristics and
highest on the latter. White males and Black females were
between the two. These data suggest there is acultural con-
figuration in classrooms. The data also support the notion
that in order to achieve, Black males must acquire behav-
ioral characteristics that are incongruent with the culture
they bring to school.

It is important to acknowledge this dual socialization
required of Black children because early childhood educa-
tion can play an important role in fostering biculturalism in
African-American children, thereby reducing the conflict
within the child that depletes energy and clouds percep-
tions.

However, the “intervention” strategies of the 1960s are
passe. Recent research by Black scholars (Hale-Benson,
1986, Rashid, 1981) has rejected the notion that African-
American children are culturally or cognitively deprived.
They are seen as members of a culture endowed with spe-
cific modes of cognition.

Early childhood education needs to strive for cultural
continuity —not intervention.

Rashid {1984) suggests that: “The preschool experi-
ence must therefore provide a dynamic blend of African-
American culture and that culture which is reflected in
the Euro-American educational setting ... The African-
American educational setting ... The African-American
child who only sees the Euro-American cultural tradition
manifested in the preschool environment can only con-
clude that the absence of visual representation of his cul-
ture connotes his essential worthlessness” (p. 60).

Important questions to consider in seeking cultural
continuity are:

1. What is a unified approach to creating an interre-
lated learning environment for Black children that achieves
this cultural continuity?

2. How can an educational program be designed
that moves Black children away from a poverty/remedial
track and toward an academically oriented preschool
experience?

3. How can Black children be connected to the future
and acquire experiences with computers that are embed-
ded in their learning styles?

4. How can the Black community achieve a holistic ed-
ucation for Black children in which they are educated about
Afro-American culture and heritage in all of its diversity
throughout the curriculum at the same time that they learn
about other cultures?

5. How can standardized testing be de-mystified for
Black parents so that they can facilitate their children’s per-
formance on such measures?

6. How can the lower academic performance of Black
male children be improved? How can the overriding femi-
nine orientation of early childhood classrooms be reduced
and more tolerance of male culture and, specifically, Black
male culture be introduced?

7. How can more information be provided to Black par-
ents about how to provide a “road map to achievement” for
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their children? The high motivation that Black parents pro-
vide for their children to achieve has been well documented
by scholars. What seems to be missingis being able to iden-
tify the mechanisms for achievement and resolving stum-
bling blocks along the way.

8. How can parents and teachers assist Black children
in coping with the world in which they live as well as chang-
ing the world around us?

9. How can the existing patterns in teaching children
to handle aggression be improved so that aggression works
for them instead of against them? How can parents and
teachers teach social skills so that children learn non-
violent techniques of interpersonal conflict resolution?
How can social skills be taught in such a way that children
are able to negotiate mainstream institutions as well as
Afro-American culture?

There is a need to articulate a pedagogy that begins in
early childhood that includes an interrelated learning envi-
ronment drawn from African-American culture, teaching
strategies embedded in African-American learning styles,
and materials relevant to the African-American experience.

The schools, for cultural and educational reasons,
need to accommodate instruction to the learning styles of
Black children. Early child care settings need to build
bridges between the culture Black children bring to school
and the outcomes they must achieve in order to survive and
become upwardly mobile in American society.
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