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In recent years cognitive style has become the focus of 

much educational research. Many educators believe that in-

structional effectiveness can be maximized by utilizing the 

student's preferred cognitive style as a springboard for in-

troducing new concepts as well as by restructuring education-

al practices so that the child learns to deal effectively with 

diverse cognitive styles. Early research on cognitive style 

focused solely on behavioral indicators. Today many research-
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ers acknowledge that, in order to understand cognitive style, 

one must examine brain processing, as different styles of 

thinking result from the manner in which each hemisphere of 

the brain processes information. 

This study, based on the investigator's observations 

of reading behaviors of Mexican-American and Anglo-American 

children, and on an examination of available research on 

cognitive style and hemispheric functioning, has a threefold 

purpose: 

1) to identify learning styles as observed in the 
classroom, 

2) to define cognitive style in terms of neuropsy
chological research, and 

3) to identify major factors affecting cognitive style. 

Major factors investigated include language usage, lan-

guage structure, family organization, and socioeconomic var-

iables. Of these, language usage appears to be the most sig-

nificant factor; it, in turn, is influenced by socioeconomic 

level and family organizational practices. 

Cognitive styles depend upon stimulation for their 

proper development; social variables may determine the a-

mount and quality of stimulation afforded a particular hem

isphere. The data gathered is examined in light of its im-

plications for educational practices, and recommendations 

are made for utilizing the results of cognitive style re-

search in the classroom situation. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is the result of information gleaned from three years 

of graduate work and research in elementary education, and draws heav

ily from five years of personal experience in the field. It began with 

observations of children engaged in the reading process and ended with 

research into the cognitive processes involved in reading. 

Initial experience as a Title 1-M Teacher/Home-School Consultant 

entailed working as a resource person with migrant children, both in 

the school and in the home. Some were Anglo, but most were Mexican or 

Mexican-American. Some made the migrant circuit from California to 

Washington on a regular basis: others stayed while their families sought 

more steady work in the packing houses and light manufacturing plants. 

Frequent moves had disrupted the education of many of the children and 

a limited fluency in English often interfered with learning. As a re

su·,t a large number of these children were academically behind their 

~=ers and unable to function in the regular classroom without additional 

help. Teaching in the Title 1-M program involved teaching English as a 

second language and providing supplementary instruction in reading, math, 

and other basis subject areas. 

Working in small groups and on a one-to-one basis with these mig

rant children provided ample opportunity for informal observation of 

reading behaviors. Each child had his or her own mechanisms for coping 

with reading roadblocks. Maria, when stymied by a word, thumbed through 
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the book until she found where she had previously encountered it. She 

then returned to her original place and resumed reading. Hilda used a 

similar approach, except that she looked to bulletin boards and exper-

ience charts for help. Flora would read a word and repeat it in Span-

ish, holding up her hands to indicate the relative length of both words. 

Dunia would stand near the reading table for long periods of time, hold-

ing a copy of a primer and intoning, "This one looks like this one. 

They're the same," as she pointed to words and phrases. 

Perhaps the most intriguing approach was that of Pablo who, de-

spite three years of intensive instruction in phonics and direct in-

structional programs, still had not even a rudimentary knowledge of 

phoneme-grapheme correspondences. He was quite literally a non-reader. 

When an attempt was made to teach him whole words in context, he slowly 

began to read. His miscues were consistent, syntactically correct, yet 

often humorous. "Funny John" replaced "Silly Sam" in one story, and 

"the horse leaped over the creek" became "the pony jumped over the lake" 

in another. Interwoven through all of these examples was a cormnon 

thread: a reliance on the visual and contextual aspects of a word. 

These experiences in the migrant program contrasted sharply with 

those in the regular classroom. There seemed to be a marked contrast 

among the Mexican and Mexican-American and Anglo-American students. 

While the migrant children were attending to the visual similarities of 

s, phrases, and sentences and making syntactically-acceptable sub-

stitutions, the non-migrant Anglo children were teaching themselves to 

read by "sounding it out". Upon encountering the word "hill", for ex-

ample, the former might substitute "mountain", while the latter might be 

be more likely to respond, "H-i-1-1, hill 1.!' Phonics programs and direct 
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instruction were much more successful with the Anglo students than with 

their non-Anglo classmates. To use the textbook terminology, it seemed 

that the former were learning "analytically', piecing together words and 

phrases from component sounds, while the latter preferred a "synthetic" 

approach, beginning with whole words and phrases breaking them down. 

The purpose of this study is to explore the cognitive styles of 

reading behaviors of Mexican-American and Anglo-American children. To 

fulfill this purpose, the study will: 

1) identify learning styles as observed by the investigator, 

2) define cognitive style in terms of recent neuropsychological 
research, and 

3) identify major factors which affect cognitive style. 

Chapter II will define cognitive style in terms of recent neuro-

psychological research and will describe differences in cognitive pro-

cessing within the two subcultures. Chapters III, IV, and v will ex-

amine some of the major factors which are thought to have an effect on 

cognitive style. In Chapter VI the applications to reading instruction 

will be examined. 



CHAPTER II 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

COGNITIVE STYLE 

Cognitive style is not easy to define, since it deals with the 

mind. Because it is impossible to completely share another's experience 

--to literally "read one's mind"--one must rely upon observation of 

behavorial indicators. Perhaps for that reason much of the literature 

on cognitive style is descriptive rather than definitive in nature. Cog

nitive styles are contrasted, labelled, and described in detail, but 

attempts to define the nature of cognitive style are vague and elusive. 

Witkin (1967) states that cognitive styles refer to differences in how 

one perceives; he then proceeds to describe those differences. For 

example, field-dependent individuals have a superior memory for social 

information such as facial cues, while field-independent persons res

pond to stimuli independent of its environment, e.g. focusing on signi

ficant details as separate from the overall "big picture". Similarly, 

Wittrock (1979) describes cognitive style as "stable ways people differ 

in perception, encoding, and storage of information." 

Much of the earlier cognitive research focused on the perceptual 

dimension known as 'field-dependence/field-independence'. Although the 

term originally referred to an individual's spatial orientation, it be

came apparent that a person's perceptual style was indicative of his 

thinking or cognitive style (Dixon 1977) . 



Greater differentiation shows itself in the intellectual do
main .•. in a tendency to experience items as separate from con
text ••• with this extension to the picture of self-consistency 
from perceptual to intellectual domains, the label of 'cogni
tive styles' becomes appropriate as a more comprehensive con
cept than 'perceptual styles' (Witkin, Berry 1975). 

Gradually the list of dichotomies used to describe that area of intel-

lectual functioning grew: analytic/synthetic (Brooks 1978, Buriel 

1978, Wittrock 1977), global/articulated (Witkin 1967), serialistic/ 
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holistic (Entwhistle 1979) are a few of the more frequently-used labels. 

Labels differ, but the underlying concept is the same: descriptions 

of the ways in which an individual deals with information. Labels and 

descriptions are not definitions however. They tell what a certain 

cognitive style is like, but not what cognitive style itself actually is. 

HEMISPHERIC FUNCTION AND COGNITIVE STYLE 

In the past decade, great strides have been made in the field of 

neurology, yielding a better understanding of the way in which the brain 

functions. By observing the brain, it is possible to obtain information 

about the mind that would be otherwise inaccessible were one to rely, as 

in the past , upon language and behavior (Ornstein 1972) . The brain has 

become the passport to the mind. 

As early as the nineteenth century it has been known that the brain 

consists of two similar yet asymmetrically-functioning hemispheres (Cohen 

1977, Gazzaniga, LeDoux 1978). Early information about their functioning 

was derived from the study of brain-damaged individuals. Performance of 

patients with localized damage to one hemisphere was compared with that of 

persons sustaining similar damage in the opposite hemisphere. The kinds 

of deficits incurred varied according to which hemisphere sustained the 



damage. Right hemisphere lesions result in deficits of a different 

nature than those incurred by left hemisphere lesions (Cohen 1977) • 
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There are many limitations to this sort of research. Secondary 

complications may occur as a result of an injury,thus making it diffi

cult to clearly establish a causal relationship between the lesion and 

the resulting deficit. Because cases of left hemisphere injury must be 

closely matched with those of right hemisphere injury, and because 

additional factors such as age, I.Q., handedness, and sex must also be 

taken into consideration, the number of cases available for study is 

quite limited. The undamaged area is often able to partially compensate 

for deficits in the opposite hemisphere, making it difficult to assess 

the degree of overlap, and the percentage of individuals who differ as a 

result. Nevertheless, it has been established that, in most cases, 

right hemisphere lesions result in deficits in visual-spatial functioning 

and left hemisphere lesions are associated with deficits in the ability 

to perform verbal tasks (Cohen 1977) . 

Today evidence of hemispheric function is derived from two addi

tional sources: work with split-brain patients, and work with normal

brain subjects. While it is again possible to take issue with the method

ology and interpretation of the findings, the comparison of results in 

the three types of studies yields information which converges to such a 

great extent that "the general conclusions that different cognitive 

processes are subserved by different hemispheres are not in doubt" 

(Cohen 1977) . 

Results of work by Sperry and Gazzaniga (Cohen 1977, Springer 

and Deutsch 1981) with split-brain subjects reinforce conclusions made 

as a result of research with brain-damaged patients. At the same time, 



split-brain research avoids the problem of take-over functioning by the 

undamaged hemisphere. The corpus callosum of epileptic patients was 

surgically severed with the intent of reducing the severity of seizures 

by interrupting the communication network between the two hemispheres. 

By severing the tissue connecting the hemispheres, it was possible to 

assess the capabilities of each side in isolation because information 

could no longer be transferred from one side to the other. 
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Since the left hemisphere controls functioning of the right visual 

field and the right hemisphere controls functioning of the left visual 

field, researchers have devised experiments in which information is 

presented to one hemisphere via the contralateral visual field. In one 

such experiment, faces composed of two unmatching halves were shown to 

split-brain pati~nts. The left half, for example might be a boy's face 

while the right might be that of a woman. The "chimeric stimuli" was 

presented separately to each hemisphere. When the patient was asked to 

give a verbal description of what he saw, he reported the face in the 

right visual field. When asked to give a visual gestalt response 

(pointing) to the same question, he indicated the face in the left vis

ual field (Springer and Deutsch 1981 , Gazzaniga and LeDoux 1978) • By 

channeling stimuli to one or the other hemisphere through the contralat

eral visual field and observing the patient's res:ponse, Sperry, Gazzaniga, 

and others were able to demonstrate a left hemisphere preference for 

linguistic tasks and a right hemisphere preference for visual-spatial 

tasks. 

Problems may arise in interpretation of the findings. Commissur

otomy, or split-brain, patients involved in these studies were also 

epileptics, and it is difficult to ascertain what effects the disease 
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might have had on cerebral organization. Since the two hemispheres 

do not function independently in the normal brain, care must be exer-

cised in equating split-brain hemispheric functioning with that of the 

intact brain (Cohen 1977). Still, the correlation of findings in 

split-brain and unilateral-brain damage studies is too close to ignore. 

The efficiency of each hemisphere in a normal brain can be tested 

by channeling the stimuli primarily to one or the other hemisphere 

through the opposite visual or auditory pathway. The underlying assump-

tion in such studies is that the hemisphere which is best suited to a 

particular task will respond to the information more quickly than will 

the less adept hemisphere. These studies (Cohen 1977), Springer and 

Deutsch 1981, Gazzaniga and LeDoux 1978), although not without methodo-

logical difficulties, complement split-brain and unilateral-brain damage 

studies, bolstering the case for two hemispheres which are similar in 

structure, yet dissimilar in function. 

Each hemisphere has a specialized cognitive style; the left 
hemisphere utilizes a logical mode for which words are an excel
lent tool, and the right hemisphere uses a holistic, gestalt 
mode which is suited for spatial relations (Brooks 1978) . 

Robert Sylwester has dubbed the left hemisphere the "rational 

mind" because it "analyzes input sequentially, abstracts relevant de-

tails, and associates verbal symbols to arrive at a solution" (Sylwester 

1978). He describes the right hemisphere as the ''metaphoric mind." It 

processes all data simultaneously without going through logical steps. 

It seeks metaphors or analogies out of previous experiences. 

The left hemisphere has been described as the analytic, deductive, 

sequential, specific, verbal processor (Wittrock 1977). Many of the 

key words pertaining to left hemispheric processes are similarly used to 
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describe an articulated perceptual style in which an individual 

perceives specific details as discrete from the organized field (Witkin 

1967); field-independence, which is characterized by attention to de

tails within the overall framework; and an analytic cognitive style, 

which abstracts details from the whole and organizes them sequentially. 

The right brain has been described as the inductive, synthetic, 

simultaneous, visual processor (Wittrock 1977). These adjectives 

have also been applied to a field-dependent cognitive style which is 

characterized by sensitivity to the "big picture" rather than its compo

nent parts, and by a need for external direction and organization. These 

characteristic features of right-brain processing are similarly those 

ascribed to synthetic or holistic cognitive styles, which are defined 

in the literature by a lack of logical progression (Entwhistle 1979), 

a limited sense of psychological differentiation, and a gestalt ability 

to bridge gaps and fill in missing parts (Galin 1976) • 

For the purposes of this study, the term ''left-brain" cognitive 

style will be used as a label for the type of information-processing 

strategies associated with the left hemisphere. Similarly, the label 

"right-brain" cognitive style will refer to strategies associated with 

right hemispheric functioning. Table I sununarizes the aspects of right 

and left cognitive styles. 

It is important to note that the distinction between hemispheres 

is not based upon content but upon process variables. Laterality, or 

the tendency of one hemisphere to dominate information processing, is 

not task-specific. Rather, the hemisphere which is activated in any 

given situation is contingent upon the individual and the situation. 

Both sides are capable of processing the same information; if this were 



not true, hew could one explain the fact that the right hemisphere can 

be reprogrammed to sustain linguistic development following extensive 

early damage to the left hemisphere (Gazzaniga and LeDoux 1978)? 

TABLE I 

CHARACTERISTICS OF LEFT AND RIGHT 
HEMISPHERIC FUNCTIONING 

Left Right 

Governs language production, 
speech, writing 

Visual-spatial activities 
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Sequential, analytical, 
time-ordered, serial 

Simultaneous, holistic, synthetic 
thinking 

Relies on facts and relation
ship between them 

Inductive 

Analyzes information for de
tail 

Developed differentiation 

Organization of whole dominates 
perception of parts 

Deductive 

Analyzes for overall picture 

Governs perception of meaning 

To term the left hemisphere the verbal processor and the right 

hemisphere the picture processor is a vast oversimplification (Lutz 1980) • 

Both hemispheres work in synchrony to process information, but differ as 

to the approach they use. The left hemisphere analyzes input for speci-

fie detail, while the right hemisphere seeks out general characteristics 

and the total organization of the parts. 

The nature of the required response is frequently the catalyst 

which determines which hemisphere will be called into action. In an 
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experiment described by Springer and Deutsch (1981) , split-brain pat

ients were asked to match blocks with opened-up, two-dimensional repre

sentations. An error analysis showed that the right hand (left hemi

sphere) was more adept at matching patterns which could be described 

verbally, while the left hand (right hemisphere) made matches on the 

basis of visual properties not easily described verbally. This experi

ment is an example of how each hemisphere is programmed to process 

material in a particular manner. The critical factor seems to be the 

nature of the required response rather than the nature of the incoming 

information. 

To summarize, cognitive style might be defined as the tendency of 

an individual to use a particular hemisphere in perceiving and organizing 

his environment. This combines the research on lateralization with the 

classic descriptions of perceptual styles (field dependence/field-inde

pendence and cognitive styles (global/articulated, synthetic/analytic, 

serialistic/holistic. An individual with a left-brain cognitive style 

would tend to be more field-independent, to analyze information for gen

eral characteristics and to process it simultaneously without a logical 

step-by step progression. 

This is consistent with personal observations in both the migrant 

and regular classroom. Pablo, in substituting ''Funny John" for "Silly 

Sam" did indeed seem to be attending to the meaning of a word rather than 

its phonetic components. The next step was to examine the literature on 

cognitive style to see if there was any evidence supporting these observa

tions that Mexican-American and Anglo-American children process informa

tion differently. 

Several cross-cultural investigations have_ been conducted comparing 
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the perceptual style of Hispanics to that of non-Hispanics. Witkin and 

Berry (1975) found Mexican-American children performed in a more field

dependent manner than Anglo-American children. In a study measuring the 

relationship of field dependence to reading and math achievement, Anglo

American children were found to take a more analytic approach to stimuli 

than Mexican-American children, who favored a more global approach (Bur

iel 1978). Results of a study of the cognitive styles of three subcul

tural groups in Houston (Ramirez and Price-Williams 1974) again showed 

a higher degree of field dependence in blacks and Mexican-Americans. 

This tendency toward field dependence seemed to decrease with accul

turation (Castaneda, Ramirez, and Herold 1975). 

It is important to note, however, that "every human brain is 

capable of more than one kind of logical process but (that) cultures 

differ with respect to processes used to deal with various situations" 

(Springer and Deutsch 1981) . This is the nucleus around which this 

thesis will revolve. 



CHAPTER III 

THE EFFECTS OF LANGUAGE ON COGNITIVE STYLE 

Language is one factor cited as having a major effect on cognition. 

Language provides the labels (vocabulary) for the thing one wishes to 

talk about and the rules (granunar) for combining lexical units. That 

the world is perceived and experienced differently by individuals of 

different linguistic backgrounds gives rise to the theory that language 

is the source of perceptual differences. 

The discussion of the relationship between language and cognitive 

style will revolve around two central aspects of language: structure and 

usage. Structure refers to the actual linguistic forms, vocabulary and 

syntax, which comprise language. Usage, on the other hand, refers to the 

tendency of an individual to use certain of these forms in communicating 

his or her thoughts. More simply put, structure consists of those words 

and granunatical forms available to all speakers of a particular language. 

The words and granunatical structures which an individual chooses to use 

in the act of communication constitute usage. 

STRUCTURE 

Theories as to how linguistic structure affects cognition range 

from the relatively conservative position that language shapes neuro

logical pathways by nurturing, or failing to nurture, hemispheric differ

entiation to the more extreme position that language actually structures 

reality. 



As stated earlier, the left hemisphere is the center which con

trols orderly, rational thought. "Language is the first linearity in 

14 

a world controlled by logic, sequence, and interdependent structure" 

(Samples 1976) . The Western emphasis on logic and structure may nurture 

the differentiation of the two cerebral hemispheres. If this is true, 

one would expect to find less differentiation of cerebral functions in 

cultures without a dominant compulsion toward linear, rational thought 

(Samples 1976). 

This assumption is supported by the work of Tsunoda on brain 

function in East and West Cultures (Sibatani 1980). Working with speech 

damaged patients, Tsunoda devised a series of dichotic listening tests 

designed to function independently of the subject's conscious awareness. 

Tones triggered by a Morse-code tapping process were fed back directly 

to one ear while a slightly delayed signal was fed to the other. In 

addition to pure tones, words, animal noises,and Japanese and Western 

musical instruments were fed into each ear. The loudness of the signal 

was increased until it interfered with the subject's ability to continue 

the tapping process, The purpose was to "ascertain whether or not one 

hemisphere predominated in registering this interference " (Sibatani) . 

One of Tsunoda's discoveries was that the Japanese brain and the 

Western brain divide up the labor of processing sensory input in widely 

different ways. He found that the Japanese process far more sounds in a 

single hemisphere than do Westerners, placing a tremendous burden on the 

verbal hemisphere. 

There is reason to be cautious about unconditionally accepting all 

of Tsunoda's generalizations. His treatise The Japanese Brain: Brain 

Function and East-West Culture has not yet been translated into English, 



so its contents must be examined on the basis of secondary sources. 

However, if his theories are correct, the possible implication for 

sociobiology will have to be considered: the neuropsychological 

patterns of an individual's brain and the resulting cognitive orient

ation may be influenced by the structure of the language which he or 

she learns. 

LINGUISTIC DETERMINISM 

15 

At the other end of the spectrum is the theory of linguistic 

determinism, as embodied in the work of Benjamin Whorf. Whorf begins 

with the observation that individuals from different linguistic back

grounds perceive reality differently, and then proceeds to the generali

zation that language is the cause of these perceptual differences (Cole 

and Scribner 1974). Whorf contends that one's impressions of reality are 

organized according to one's linguistic structures and that these struc

tures are related to attitudes toward time, quantity, and other cultural 

variables. For example, the English language divides reality into 

"objects (nouns) which undergo or perform actions (verbs)", thus iso

lating the individual from his surroundings (Benderly 1981) . Whorf con

trasts the structure of English with that of Hopi which perceives exper

ience as a "flow of eventuations of varying lengths" (Benderly). Unlike 

English, Hopi structure tends to immerse the individual in the environ

ment, thus fostering a more holistic or right hemisphere cognitive style. 

A study conducted with persons of varied backgrounds and abilities showed 

that Hopis did indeed rely more heavily on right-brain processing than 

did Anglo subjects (Springer and Deutsch 1981). However Blacks were also 



found to favor right brain processing, suggesting that language struc

ture may not be the sole factor responsible for cognitive differences. 

Whorf's theory of linguistic determinism equates the presence 

or absence of a lexical distinction with the presence or absence of a 

corresponding perceptual distinction (Cole and Scribner 1974). "The 
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ease with which a distinction is expressed in a language is related to 

the frequency with which its referent perceptual distinction is required 

in everyday life" (Cole and Scribner) . The more than twenty Eskimo terms 

for snow are frequently cited as illustrative of-this principle. 

There are obvious flaws in this sort of logic. Eskimos need to make 

more judgments about snow; therefore, they have more words for it. Peo

ple from temperate climates do not need to make as many decisions about 

snow, but this does not ipso facto mean that non-Eskimos are unable to 

distinguish between the different kinds. The fact that the Eskimo terms 

can be translated into English refutes this assumption (Cole and Scribner). 

Since language is used as an instrument for assessing cognitive 

processes, it is easy to equate linguistic distinctions with perceptual 

distinctions, although such facile reasoning can lead to inaccurate con

clusions. Visitors to the Pacific Northwest are frequently unfamiliar 

with the nomenclature for pears, yet one should not assume that because 

they cannot make the verbal distinction they are similarly incapable of 

making the visual distinction between the long-necked russet Bose, the 

round green d'Anjou, and the classic shaped yellow Bartlett. While the 

presence of a lexical term may facilitate the expression of perceptual 

distinctions, it does not serve as proof their existence. 

Tentative support of linguistic determinism could be drawn from the 

results of the Castaneda study (1975) , which showed that cognitive style 
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changes with acculturation. Mexican-American children from families 

with a more traditional orientation showed greater field-dependence 

than those from atraditional homes. As the families became 'main

streamed' into the Anglo culture, the dominant language shifted from 

Spanish to English and the degree of field-independence increased pro

portionately. However, caution must be exercised in interpreting the 

results of such studies, since Spanish and English are linguistically 

similar. Both descend from the same Indo-European rootstock, both 

distinguish between noun functions and verb functions, and both favor 

the Western predisposition toward linear thought. One would thus ex

pect to find similar patterns of cerebral organization in both Span

ish and English speakers. The linguistic similarities between the two 

languages suggest that factors other than language structure may be 

responsible. 

Those who favor structure as a major determinant of cognitive style 

argue that cognitive processes can be only as complex as the linguistic 

structures employed to express them. However, advocates of the struc

tural school of thought fail to satisfactorily account for man's ability 

to translate and borrow terms from other languages and cultures. Nor 

do they account for the fact that subcultures of similar linguistic 

origin may have radically different cognitive styles. Since language 

structure alone fails to adequately account for cognitive differences, 

other factors must be considered. 

USAGE 

The second dimension of language to be explored is usage. Anthro

pologist Basil Bernstein describes two types of communication codes which 
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are 'culture-free' or corrmt0n to all cultures regardless of linguistic 

background. An elaborated code encompasses a wide range of syntactic 

options, permitting the expression of a more complex train of thought. 

Because it has so many alternatives, its structural predictability is 

low. The meaning is specific to the speaker and forces him to "focus 

upon another person as an experience different from his own" (Bernstein 

1974). In contrast, a restricted code is stereotyped, limited, condensed. 

The speaker draws from a limited range of syntactic alternatives. The 

meaning, in order to be understood, depends upon shared experiences. To 

understand how a restrictive code operates, imagine a bridge game and 

the 'conversation'between the declarer and his partner. The unstated 

message is in parentheses. 

"One heart." (I have 13 to 17 points and at least five of my 
cards are hearts.) 

"Two diamonds." (I don't have enough hearts to help you, but 
I do have some diamonds and at least seven points in my hand.) 

"Two spades." (Since you don't have many hearts and I don't 
have many diamonds, what do you have in spades?) 

"Three spades." (I have a few good spades, so maybe we can 
work something out.) 

"Four spades." (If we can get ten tricks, we'll get 100 points, 
so let's go for it.) 

"Pass." (Okay, let's!) 

The lexical as well as the syntactic alternatives are strictly 

limited in bridge; still, it illustrates how a restricted code operates. 

The message is readily understood by the partners, but would be complete-

ly unintelligible to a non-bridge player. 

A restricted code is available to all members of a society, because 
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the conditions which generate it are universal (Bernstein 1974). Like 

all language it operates as a form of social relation where individuals 

share comroc>n interests. However, the extent to which experiences are 

shared and expectations clearly defined and understood determines the 

degree of verbalization necessary to conununicate a thought. If there is 

a great degree of overlap in experiences, the need for verbal elaboration 

is reduced; this condensed form of conununication is what Bernstein refers 

to as a restricted code. 

While all individuals have access to a restricted code, the same 

does not hold true for an elaborated code; the lack of an elaborated 

code may inhibit the development of a verbal-analytic cognitive style. 

If language usage is a major determinan~ of cognitive style, and 

if the conditions which generate a restricted code are culture-free, 

then why do some subcultures favor the use of a restricted code while 

others utilize an elaborated code? To answer this question, one must 

examine non-linguistic factors which play a role in determining the type 

of code used by a given person. 

Language is the end-product of the socialization process (Hess 

and Shipman 1965) • The structure of the social system in which one lives 

influences the type of code which he or she will bring to the communi

cation process. Different social structures foster the development of 

different linguistic codes. Through speaking and listening, the child 

learns the requirements of the social system in which he or she lives. 

(Bernstein 1974) • In turn, his intellectual and affective orientation 

is determined. The stimulation provided in a child's early encounters 

with his or her environment sets the pattern for later behavior. 

If language is the result of the socialization process and if 
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cognitive style is determined by the use of a particular linguistic 

code generated by that process, then one must examine the socialization 

practices of Mexican-Americans and Anglo-Americans to learn why indivi

duals from those subcultures have different linguistic codes. This will 

be the focal point of Chapter IV. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
SOCIALIZATION PRACTICES AND LINGUISTIC CODE 

It is important to note that the two linguistic codes described 

in Chapter III result from social relationships and not from intelligence 

quotient (Bernstein 1974) . Cultures do not appear to differ with respect 

to the cognitive processes themselves (Springer and Deutsch 1981). Every 

human brain is capable of more than one sort of thought. It is culture 

which provides the motivation for one's behavior and hence, for the 

cognitive style preferred by that person (Wiseman 1980). 

An infant's brain is characterized by plasticity. One's early 

encounters with the environment affect the development of cognitive 

processes and the preference for a particular cognitive style. Adeptness 

with a particular modality is developed through experience. Earlier it 

was stated that cognitive style and modality preference are not equivocal. 

However, modality preference may serve as an indicator of cognitive style. 

A child who is particularly adept at visuospatial activities, for example, 

may be demonstrating a preference for a right hemisphere or global 

cognitive style, since it is the right hemisphere which controls visuo-

spatial processing. 

Perceptual styles depend upon environmental stimulation for proper 

development (Restak 1979) . If one or the other hemisphere is not ade-

quately stimulated, its potential for development may be hampered. 

Different social environments "stimulate, reinforce, and make functional" 



the development of a particular cognitive style while inhibiting or 

restricting the development of another (Cohen 1969) • 
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Hess and Shipman (1965} describe two types of family control, posi

tion or status-oriented and person-oriented, which may influence cogni

tive style. In a status-oriented environment behavior is regulated in 

terms of role expectations with little regard for individual personality 

traits. One is expected to conform to the requirements of one's status. 

A child may behave in a particular manner because "boys do this" or be

cause "that's what girls are supposed to do." Behavior is controlled 

by imperatives, and there is little opportunity for decision-making by 

the child beyond the boundaries of compliance/non-compliance. 

In a person-oriented environment, allowances are made for the 

uniqueness of a person, and that uniqueness modifies the demands of 

status. Behavior is justified in terms of feelings, abilities, and 

the individual situation. A"child from a person-oriented home is given 

more opportunity for decision-making, which in turn favors the develop

ment of an elaborated code. 

The amount of verbal interaction varies in status and person

oriented environments. Where behavior is regulated by . role expectations 

and that role is clearly defined and mutually understood, there is little 

need for verbal elaboration. Such environments foster the development 

of a restricted linguistic code because the message is defined by, 

and understood on the basis of, shared interests and expectations. Be

havior is not 'mediated by verbal cues which offer opportunities for 

using language as a tool" (Hertzig 1971). Elaborated codes are more 

likely to be found in person-oriented environments where, because one 

takes into consideration such variables as feelings and personality traits, 



there is a greater need for qualitative verbalization. 

Language usage, then, as reflected by elaborated and restricted 

conununication codes, is one of the major factors affecting cognitive 

style. If, as suggested by Bernstein (1974), linguistic codes are 

generated by different social structures, one must compare the social

ization practices of Mexican-Americans and Anglo-Americans to under

stand why their perceptual styles appear to differ. 
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Suriel (1978) has shown a greater tendency toward field~dependence 

among Mexican-Americans and a correspondingly higher rate of field -

independence among Anglo-Americans. Field-dependence/field-independence 

is an aspect of cognitive style characterized by the degree of ease with 

which one is able to perceive himself as separate from his environment 

or a stimulus as discrete from the surrounding field. It should be noted 

that field-dependence and field-independence represent opposite poles on 

a spectrum and that most individuals fall somewhere inbetween these two 

extremes. The extent to which a person gravitates toward one or the 

other end of this continuum is a ~easure of his field-dependence or 

field-independence. Among factors cited in the literature as influencing 

this psychological differentiation are the opportunity for separation 

or independence given the child by his family, the ways in which adults 

treat the child's impulses (Cole and Scribner 1974), the stress placed 

upon conformity and obedience (Witkin and Berry 1975), and the degree of 

emphasis on cooperation and group affiliation (Ramirez and Price-Williams 

1974) . 

As stated earlier, field-dependence stems from environments where 

there is a heavy emphasis on respect for, and obedience to, authority 

(Witkin and Berry 1975) . Characteristics of field-dependence described 
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by Witkin and Berry are a greater tendency to submit to authority, 

greater attention to social cues, a limited sense of separate identity, 

and a greater need for external direction (Blanton and Bullock 1973, 

Witkin and Berry 1975) . Field-independence is characterized by such 

left hemisphere traits as a highly-developed sense of differentiation, 

attention to specific characteristics or details of an object, and a 

tendency to impose structure upon a field when little or no organization 

is inherently present. One would be most likely to encounter field

independence in homes where children are encouraged to establish their 

own standards of behavior and to participate in decision-making (Hess 

and Shipman 1965) . These are the person-oriented homes in which one 

would also find a tendency to rely upon an elaborated rather than a 

restricted communication code. 

A study of three ethnic groups in Houston (Ramirez and Price

Williams 1974) revealed a greater degree of field-independence in sub

cultures characterized by formally-organized family and friendship 

groups, and a greater degree of field-dependence in the'shared-function' 

groups which emphasize family and group affiliation. Parents of the sub

jects participating in the study were asked to fill out questionnaires 

detailing religious affiliation, childrearing practices, socioeconomic 

level, and family organization patterns; these questionnaires formed the 

basis for deciding whether an individual had IIK)re in common with formal 

or with shared-function groups. Of the three groups studied, Anglos had 

more in conunon with formal structure groups (and scored in a IIK)re field

independent direction ) while Blacks and Mexican-Americans identified 

more with shared-function groups and showed a greater degree of field

dependence. 
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Witnin the Mexican-American community, the degree of field-depen

dence/field-independence parallels the degree of acculturation into the 

Anglo-American society (Castaneda, Ramirez, Herold 1975). Children from 

traditional homes were found to perform in a more field~ependent direc

tion than their peers from dualistic and atraditional homes. A tradi

tional home is defined as one in which the primary language is Spanish 

and which stresses interpersonal relations and orientation toward family 

or group needs. An atraditional home is one in which the language, 

customs, value system, and family structure more closely resemble those 

of Anglo society. Dualistic homes are those which are 'in transition' 

and exhibit characteristics of both the traditional and atraditional 

homes. As an individual shifts from one type of social organization to 

another, there is a corresponding shift in language and cognitive styles. 

Reference has been made to Anglo-American and Mexican-American 

value systems and patterns of social organization. Table II summarizes 

some salient characteristics of Mexican-Americans and Anglo-Americans 

commonly described in the literature. 

The characteristics described as being 'typically' Anglo seem to 

reflect left hemisphere cognitive traits, while the 'typical' Mexican

American traits are characteristic of right hemispheric processes. The 

left hemisphere is time ordered and sequentially-oriented; Anglo-Ameri

cans tend to place more emphasis on time schedules than do Mexican -

Americans. The left hemisphere processes information for individual de

tails; Anglo-Americans are characterized as valuing individuality. The 

left hemisphere is the verbal-processor; the Anglo-American tendency to 

encourage questioning fosters verbal behavior. 



TABLE II 

FEATURES OF MEXICAN-AMERICAN AND 
ANGLO-AMERICAN VALUE SYSTEMS 

Anglo-American 

Emphasis on individuality 

Person-oriented family control 

Formally-organized family and 
friendship groups 

Encouraged to. question values 

Adherence to time schedules 
(De Blassi.e 1976) 

Mexican-American 

Emphasis on cooperation 

Status-oriented family control 

Informally-organized family and 
friendship groups 

Respect for authority 

Nonadherence to time schedules 
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At the other end of the spectrum, the Mexican-American tendency to 

emphasize the group rather than the individual corresponds to the right 

hemisphere's focus on the "big picture" rather than on individual details. 

Mexican-Americans do not appear to order their lives according to rigid 

time schedules; neither does the right hemisphere order information in 

the sequential, time-ordered manner of the left. Again, these character-

istics represent extremes on a continuum. In reality, most individuals 

fall somewhere between opposing poles. 

However, the characteristics described in Table II may not be cross-

cultural variables but functions of socio-economic class. Mexicans who 

emigrate to the United States may not be at all representative of the 

larger Mexican population in terms of value systems, linguistic code, or 

cognitive style. The fact that an analytic cognitive style tends to 

dominate among middle class individuals and that a relational or synthetic 
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style is more prevalent among low-income families supports this premise 

(Cohen 1969, Lesser 1971). 

Several investigations have found that subcultures within the 
United States are characterized by a predominant cognitive mode; 
the middle class are likely to use a verbal-analytic mode ••• the 
urban poor are more likely to use a spatial-holistic mode (Galin 
1976) • 

These studies suggest that there is a correlation between socioeconomic 

status and socialization practices. The relationship between economic 

background, social organization, and liguistic code will be examined 

more closely in Chapter V. 



CHAPTER V 

ACCULTURATION, LINGUISTIC CODE, 
AND COGNITIVE STYLE 

In Chapter III two linguistic codes, elaborated and restricted, 

were described which influence the development of cognitive style. It 

was noted that all human beings have access to a restricted code by vir-

tue of the universal social conditions which generate it (Bernstein 

1974). However, it may be that "a considerable section of our society 

has access only to this (restricted} code by virtue of class background" 

(Bernstein 1974) . This chapter will explore how class background or 

socioeconomic class may affect one's communication code and, subse-

quently, one's cognitive style. 

Economic conditions place demands upon a family, demands which 

are reflected in its patterns of social organization. Where wages are 

low and housing costs high, one may encounter informally-organized extend-

ed families. In visits to Mexican-American homes, the investigator en-

countered a wide range of living arrangements. In many homes older 

married siblings remained under the parental roof because separate 

housing was either unavailable or unaffordable. In others, cousins, 

nieces, and nephews with no means of support comprised part of the 

extended-family, as did elderly aunts, uncles and grandparents. 

In such large loosely-structured groups, child care is generally 

delegated to whomever happens to be present: a parent, grandparent, cou-

sin, or older sibling. Low-income families are frequently, by necessity, 
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shared-function families in which everyone contributes to the upkeep of 

the group. A 15-year-old skips school to help his father pick fruit; 

an 8-year-old accompanies his mother to the packing house at night; a 

9-year-old is left to care for younger siblings while the parents work; 

children who are no longer living at home may be expected to contribute 

part of their earnings to their parents. 

Cooperation is vital to the functioning of loosely-organized 

family units. Behavior is more likely to be defined in terms of role 

expectations rather than in terms of individual personalities. Respect 

for authority is considered a greater good than individual achievement 

among the families visited by this investigator. Survival is paramount; 

education and other goals are often of secondary importance. 

Where people share the same goals and expectations there is a 

reduced need for verbalization (Bernstein 1974) . Roles are strictly de

fined and behavior is regulated by imperatives, allowing very little 

opportunity for decision-making or verbal interaction by the child (Hess 

and Shipman 1965). Children are expected to conform and to obey. Learn

ing is done through observation rather than by explanation. The child 

in such an environment is not encouraged to perceive himself as separate 

from others; he is regarded as an integral part of the whole. All these 

factors may favor the development of a restricted communication code and 

a less-developed sense of differentiation. 

A child's early encounters with his cognitive environment may have 

a great impact on the course of his mental growth (Hertzig 1971). In its 

early stages of development, the human brain is very malleable (Gazzaniga 

and LeDoux 1978). Modality and cognitive adeptness is developed through 

experience. If auditory-verbal performance is encouraged, development 
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of a left hemisphere cognitive style is greatly enhanced. Verbal ex

planations, use of inquiry, and use of language as a tool for labelling 

and ordering stimuli in the environment all contribute to the selective 

reinforcement of an analytic, differentiating cognitive style (Wiseman 

1980). Conversely, if auditory-verbal performance is not stressed dur

ing a child's early development, then he will be more likely to attend 

to visual clues, selectively reinforcing a right hemisphere or synthetic 

cognitive style. However, while the right hemisphere "appears to de

velop similar levels of ability in radically different cultural groups • 

•. development of the left hemisphere is depressed by lack of educational 

opportunity" (Springer and Deutsch 1981). 

In summary, demands placed upon an environment by economic class 

may affect the development of one's linguistic code. Restricted codes 

are frequently the norm in shared-function households where the demands 

of the group overshadow the needs of the individual. A restricted code 

reduces the need for verbalization, at the same time contributing to 

reinforcement of the visual modality which is most frequently associated 

with a right hemisphere cognitive stylep Thus, a global style of con

ceptual organization is favored in homes where, by virtue of socio

economic class, there is little need or opportunity for verbal inter

action. 

SOCIOECONOMIC LEVEL 

As a family makes the transition from a traditional orientation to 

an atraditional one, many changes occur which may account for the accom

panying shift in cognitive style. One of the major changes which often 

coincides with the mainstreaming of a family into the Anglo culture is a 
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change in economic level. Financial instability is a hallmark of homes 

of the 'active' migrants who have lived in the community less than one 

year. Housing is generally either a small cabin in a camp, or with rela

tives. Wages are minimum and employment is sporadic. These conditions 

generate the type of shared-function grouping described earlier in the 

chapter. Families live, eat, sleep, and work together in close proximity 

to one another. Life in such close quarters dramatically reduces the 

need for verbal interaction. A distinction must be made here between 

talk and communication. Verbal interaction, as it is used here, refers 

to the process of sharing ideas and communicating thoughts. It should 

not be confused with the steady flow of words found in many households. 

Quantity of verbalization is not necessarily synonymous with quality. 

If economic conditions in a particular area are bleak, the migrant 

family usually continues to travel from area to area, living in shared

function groupings. If the outlook is promising, they may choose instead 

to remain in one place and seek steady employment. Wages increase with 

experience and seniority; increased wages enable a family to obtain less 

crowded living quarters with more opportunity for privacy. The need for 

shared-functioning decreases with an improved standard of living. 

It is difficult to determine if shared-function groupings are dic

tated by economic condition or encouraged by cultural values. Familial 

respect is a highly-valued goal among Mexican-American families (Ramirez 

and Price-Williams 1974) , but it may be that the goal has evolved from 

economic necessity. One cannot absolutely equate socioeconomic factors 

with loosely-organized family groupings, although it is often the case 

that the two go hand-in-hand. Further studies are needed to determine 

if it is the value system or economic necessity which gives rise to co-
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operation and shared function groupings. 

BILINGUALISM 

Another change which accompanies the shift from traditional orien

tation to atraditional is bilingualism. Bilingualism may effect changes 

in cognitive style by actually altering patterns of cerebral organization 

and forcing an individual to develop and adopt an elaborated code. (Ben

derly 1981)-

As stated earlier in the paper, in the Western brain the left hemi

sphere appears to be the center which controls language. Learning a sec

ond language imposes an additional burden on the cortex space of the left 

hemisphere. The brain of a bilingual person must develop a system for 

keeping the two systems separate and for retrieving the correct word 

from duplicate sets. Consequently, he or she may be forced to attend 

more closely to various input cues. This emphasis on linguistic stimuli 

may enhance a child's verbal abilities, as well as encourage hemispheric 

differentiation. 

In many dualistic and atraditional homes, the child's bilingualism 

poses new communication problems, particularly if the parent maintains 

only limited fluency in the second language. This investigator has 

visited over a dozen homes where the children speak a curious mixture of 

the two languages, freely substituting words from one when they are un

able to think of the counterpart in the other, or when the counterpart 

could not be translated. The restricted code of the traditionally

oriented family is often no longer adequate for communication. There is 

a need for increased verbal interaction in order to relay a message. 

These conditions generate a need for an elaborated code if conmtunication 
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is to succeed. 

EDUCATION 

Acculturation imposes changes in cognitive style through the in

fluence of second language acquisition and changes in economic level. 

A final factor which should be considered in light of its impact on 

cognitive style is education. 

Education can affect cognitive processes in diverse ways. Many 

researchers feel that American public schools favor a left hemisphere 

or field-independent approach to instruction (Ornstein 1972, Cohen 1969, 

Ramirez 1973) because"if our society is predominantly left hemisphere, 

then so too should our education system, and there is overwhelming 

support that it is" (Brooks 1978) . This left hemisphere preference is 

reflected, according to the literature, in a sequential, part-to-whole 

instructional format and in an emphasis on analytical thinking. Accord

ing to Ornstein (1972) intellectual training is oriented toward the 

analytic with the result that one tends to perceive the fragments instead 

of the whole. "The scientific and technical world view of our time con

tains a strong bias toward the rational thought processes characteristic 

of the left hemis~here" (Fischer and Rhead 1974) . 

As stated earlier, perceptual styles are dependent upon stimulation 

for their development (Restak 1979). The use of language as a tool for 

labelling and manipulating stimuli enhances the tendency of the left hemi

sphere to dominate information processing, while a lack of verbal stimu

lation of the educational environment to have an effect on one's cogni

tive style, and there is evidence that it does (Cole and Scribner 1974) . 

The development of new intellectual tools such as perceptual analysis can 
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be the direct result of education (Cole and Scribner). 

Changes in linguistic code induced by social organizational 

patterns, second language learning, and education may account for the 

shift toward field-independence documented by Castaneda, Ramirez, and 

Herold 1975) . All three factors trigger changes in communication code 

and consequently in cognitive style, through increased stimulation of the 

left hemisphere. There appears to be a significant correlation between 

verbal stimulation and conceptual organization. 

Restricted communication codes appear to be more prevalent among 

lower income families where, because of economic conditions, living 

quarters are closely shared and roles strictly defined. Under such con

ditions, the need for elaborated verbal interaction is reduced, result

ing in decreased left hemisphere stimulation and the less-developed 

sense of psychological differentiation characteristic of field-dependence. 

Changes in economic level, when accompanied by changes in living condi

tions, directly affect linguistic code by increasing the need for verbal 

interaction. 

Second language learning and education similarly affect linguistic 

code and cognitive style through increased stimulation of the verbally

oriented left hemisphere. If language is used as a vehicle for pro

cessing one's experiences, the left hemisphere will be properly stimu

lated and one will be able to retain a potential for left-hemisphere 

thought. This potential cannot be developed without adequate verbal 

stimulation. 

Language usage, then, appears to be a key factor affecting cogni

tive development; it, in turn, may be influenced by social organizational 

patterns resulting from economic level. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this thesis is threefold: 

1) to identify learning styles as observed by the investigator 

2) to define cognitive style in terms of recent neuropsycho
logical research 

3) to identify major factors which affect cognitive style. 

Observations made by the investigator that Mexican-American child-

ren tend to utilize different information-processing strategies were con-

firmed by results of studies which show Mexican-Americans to perform in 

a more field-dependent direction than Anglos. Field-dependence and 

field-independence are a dimension of cognitive style characterized by 

the degree to which one is able to view a stimulus as separate from the 

surrounding field. To the extent that one is able to do this, he is 

considered to be field-independent. An individual who has difficulty 

perceiving the parts as differentiated from the overall organization is 

considered to be field-dependent. Early literature on cognitive style 

focused on this dimension of perceptual organization. 

Recent neuropsychological research has shed new light on cognitive 

processes, and it now appears that field-dependence/field-independence 

is but a single facet of cognitive style. Cognitive style itself is more 

than just psychological differentiation; it is a function of hemispheric 

differentiation which results from the interaction of an individual with 

his cognitive environment. 
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At birth the human brain is incompletely developed. It main-

tains a potential for specialization of hemispheric function, but is 

dependent upon environmental stimulation for development. In most 

right-handed, Indo--European speakers language is centered in the left 

hemisphere, while the right hemisphere is the site for visuospatial 

activities. Because language is logical, partitioned, and serialistic, 

it follows that the left hemisphere, by virtue of its linguistic capa

bilities, will be the center for processing orderly, rational, analytical 

thought. If emphasis is given to linguistic expedients, the left hemi

sphere will tend to dominate perception and a person will be more adept 

at part-to-whole learning. The visuospatially-oriented right hemisphere, 

on the other hand, perceives the organization of the whole rather than the 

component parts. If the left hemisphere is not sufficiently stimulated, 

the right hemisphere will dominate information-processing. It is impor

tant to bear in mind that although a person may favor a particular pro

cessing style, this dominance need not be absolute. 

Language is a key factor affecting cognitive style, but theories 

differ as to whether structure or usage is the determinant. Studies com

paring Eastern and Western cerebral structure suggest that the language 

we learn may actually alter the organization of the brain and the re

sulting cognitive orientation. The major drawback of this hypothesis is 

that it fails to account for cognitive differences among speakers of the 

same language. It is further contradicted by evidence showing a correla

tion between acculturation and changes in cognitive style. It appears 

that language usage, and not structure, may be the more significant 

factor affecting one's cognitive orientation. 

Language usage, and subsequently, cognitive style, can be influ-
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enced by both cultural and socioeconomic variables. Cohen (1969)" 

posits that factors within the social framework "stimulate, reinforce, 

and make functional the development of one style of conceptual organi-

zation and constrain and inhibit others." She maintains that, as a re-

sult of social organizational factors, an analytic cognitive style is 

less prevalent among low-income families. Lesser (1971) similarly 

found that the middle class are more likely to favor a verbal-analytic 

style while individuals from low-income environments tend to use spatial-

holistic processing strategies. This dichotomy may be partially explain-

ed by the observation that: 

the right hemisphere appears to develop similar levels of ability 
in radically different cultural groups while the left hemisphere 
is depressed by lack of educational opportunity. (Springer and 
Deutsch 1981). 

Hertzig (1971) describes the cognitive environment of the disadvantaged 

child as one in which language is not used as a tool for labelling or 

processing experiences. 

These studies suggest a strong correlation between low-income 

homes, language usage, and cognitive style. If a child is sufficiently 

stimulated by deep-structure verbal interaction, he will retain a poten-

tial for a left hemisphere cognitive style. Education, communication 

and social organizational factors all work in concert to foster or in-

hibit the development of hemispheric specialization. To the extent that 

verbal behavior is encouraged, the left hemisphere will tend to dominate 

information-processing. If it is not sufficiently stimulated the individ-

ual may attend more closely to visual and social cues, thus selectively 

reinforcing a right hemisphere cognitive style. 

Hemispheric specialization, then, appears to be a function of 
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language usage. There is a direct correlation between the type of 

communication code used by an individual and his preferred mode of in

formation-processing. To the extent that language usage is encouraged 

as a vehicle for exploring and explaining phenomena in one's environ

ment, discussing one's experiences, and communicating one's thoughts, 

an individual will foster an analytic, left-hemisphere cognitive style. 

If, on the other hand, quality verbal interaction is not stressed, the 

holistic right hemisphere processing style may, by default, tend to 

dominate. 

Language usage appears to be influenced by social organizational 

factors which may arise as a result of economic class. Environmental 

conditions seem to dictate the type of code that an individual will use 

for communication. If behavior is rigidly regulated by role expectations, 

as several investigators have suggested may be the case in low-income 

environments, a more restricted communication code may result, thus in

hibiting the tendency toward a left hemisphere cognitive style. 

IMPLICATIONS 

One study has shown that Anglo-American perform in a more field

independent direction and are academically higher than Mexican-Americans 

(Buriel 1978). On the surface, this suggests that a left hemisphere 

cognitive style may be more desirable than a right-hemisphere cognitive 

style. Cognitive style is not a function of intelligence, however. The 

superiority of a given style is contingent upon the situation (Garner 

1979) • Since most individuals possess a cognitive style which lies some

where along a continuum between left and right, it is the nature of the 

response which determines the processing strategies that will be called. 
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upon in a given task. If both hemispheres are reasonably adept, then 

the individual will encounter few difficulties responding. If, however, 

the hemispheres have developed unequally, the less adept hemisphere may 

be at a great disadvantage when trying to use a cognitive style with 

which it has not had sufficient experience. 

The "superior" academic performance of Anglo-Americans is probably 

due, not to left-hemisphere cognitive style alone, but to the fact that 

linguistic means are most often used to assess academic ability, and to 

the fact that the educational system seems to favor a left-hemisphere 

cognitive style. 

Current educational practices such as an overemphasis on phonetic 

analysis and recalling specific details stress verbal-analytic thinking. 

These verbal-analytical tasks are achieved more easily by left hemisphere 

learners than by individuals who are right-hemisphere dominant. The ex

tent to which a child's preferred cognitive style is consistent with the 

cognitive style fostered by the school may determine the degree of aca

demic success he will encounter (Harker 1977) . This may partially explain 

the difficulties encountered by right-hemisphere dominant students in a 

left hemisphere-oriented school environment. 

APPLICATION 

Knowledge of cognitive style and hemispheric specialization can 

facilitate instruction of all students. By recognizing cognitive differ

ences in children from divergent cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds, 

teachers can meet their academic needs in a more consistent, systematic 

manner. 

Awareness of cognitive processes and the factors which influence 



their development should serve as a springboard for instructional 

variability. If a child prefers a holistic right-hemisphere approach 

40 

to information-processing, he should be taught in a manner which allows 

him to use his right hemisphere and thus experience success. Yet at the 

same time, he should be exposed to left hemisphere activities in such a 

way that he can increase the capacity of the less adept hemisphere. 

Right hemisphere instruction might include the use of picture clues to 

facilitate vocabulary retention by activating the visual processes of 

the right hemisphere. Words should be taught in context rather than con

structed phonetically from isolated sounds. The right hemisphere can 

also be stimulated by providing an outlet for creative expression 

through art and drama. Right hemisphere children might be encouraged to 

act out what happened in a story rather than recalling specific details 

about it. Restructuring instructional practices so that learners are 

exposed to different cognitive styles is the first step to meeting and 

serving the educational needs of every student. 
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