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ABSTRACT

BICULTURALISM AND BARRIERS TO LEARNING AMONG
MICHIGAN INDIAN ADULT STUDENTS

By

Samuel Francis Akao

The primary purpose of this study was to determine the relation-
ship between biculturalism and barriers to learning among Indian adult
students in Grand'Rapids, Michigan.

One group of Indian adult students and one group of Anglo adult
students comprised the final sample of 84 in this study. Self-
administered questionnaires were collected over a period of 10 weeks.
Twenty-four percent of the sampie was contacted for a follow-up inter-
view.

Descriptive and inferential statistical analyses were conducted
with the .05 Tevel of probabili
nificance.

The biculturalism scores indicated that Indian adult students
were moderately bicultural or able to balance both the Indian and
Anglo cultures. Biculturalism scores of Indian adult students were
negatively related to situational barriers. The data indicated that
the development of biculturalism may be a direct key to improving

learning among Indian adults.



Samuel Francis Akao

A profile analysis on learning barriers indicated that situa-
tional, dispositional, and institutional barriers were of equal
importance for both Indian and Anglo adult students.

Significant differences were noted between Indians and Anglos
on situational, institutional, and learning barriers as a whole.

Indian adult students assigned more importance to situational, insti-
tutional, and to learning barriers overall than did their Anglo
counterparts. No significant difference was noted between Indian and
Anglo adult students on dispositional barriers.

Comparisons of specific barriers within each category indicated
that factors of distance, lack of time to study, and lack of trans-
portation were of equal importance and of more importance than lack of
child care for Indian adult students. In comparison, all four situa-
tional barriers were of equal importance for Anglo adult students.

Both groups also indicated that, among the dispositional barriers,

lack of confidence in their ability to learn was of greatest importance.
Data revealed that the 12 institutional barriers designated in this
study were of equal importance for both Indian and Anglo adult students.

Finally, relationships between biculturalism, barriers to learning,
and demographic characteristics were examined.

Recommendations for program improvement in adult education and

future research with Native Americans were discussed.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

There are 1,420,400 Native Americans in the U.S. (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 1982a). It has been estimated that the high school
dropout rate for American Indian 14 to 17 year olds is 22% (National
Center for Education Statistics, 1981). This high national dropout
rate of Native Americans poses an important problem for the educa-
tionai system. In Michigan, specifically, the problem is severe.
According to a study of the socioeconomic status of Michigan Indians,
about 75% of the household heads surveyed failed to graduate from
high school (Governor's Commission on Indian Affairs, 1971). Most
of these dropouts had less than a ninth-grade education.

Grand Rapids Inter-Tribal Council (GRITC) reports indicate that
many Native American participants in the Council's programs did not
complete high school. Many did not go beyond seventh grade. Reading
and math were areas of difficulty, and vocational training was limited
(GRITC, 1978).

The irrelevance of curricula, discrimination in the school
systems, cultural value conflicts, and language barriers are frequent
reasons given to explain the high dropout rate (Berry, 1968; Maclean,
1973; Wax, 1967). This research investigated various dimensions of

the Michigan Indian within the school system. Of primary interest



are the extent to which students can function in both the white and
native cultures and the major problems that they perceive in the

educational system.

The Problem

Biculturalism is the belief that a person can develop an iden-
tification with more than one culture and, in the process, acquire
a wide range of adaptive competencies and sensitivities (Ramirez,
Castaneda, & Cox, 1977; Ramirez, Garza, & Cox, 1980). This ability
to draw from and balance two cultures may be a significant asset
for the Native American to succeed in the Michigan school system.

An investigation of biculturalism is important in understanding how
American Indian adult students function in the larger society.

Although numerous articles have described the level of assimi-
lation, acculturation, or amalgamation of various tribes (Vogt, 1957;
Walker, 1972), there are few studies concerning biculturalism of
Indian peopie residing in the United States. Therefore, the first
objective of this study was
Indians are bicultural.

The extent to which minority individuals experience barriers
in the educational system may affect the extent to which they adap-
tively function in both cultures and vice versa. It is important,
therefore, to assess the barriers to learning among Indian adult
students.

The 1iterature on barriers to learning suggests that a variety

of obstacles prevent or discourage adults from participating in



organized learning activities (Cross, 1879). These barriers include
lack of time, transportation problems, high cost of education, lack
of interest, lack of confidence in one's ability, inconvenient
schedules and locations, and lack of interesting courses. Studies
about Native Americans also indicate that most of the previously
mentioned barriers affect Indian students (Fuchs & Havighurst, 1972;
Meriam, Brown, Cloud, Dale, Duke, Edwards, McKenzie, Mark, Ryan, &
Spillman, 1928; U.S. Senate, 1969). It is conceivable, therefore,
that these barriers may also pose problems for both Indian and Anglo
adult learners current]y'enrolled in adult education programs.

This study was designed to determine the major learning bar-
riers experienced by Indian adult students of the Grand Rapids Indian
Adult Learning Center. It attempts to explain why these factors are
experienced as barriers to learning and indicate what the students
feel should be done to alleviate them. This study, based on student
input, may help to promote positive change and enhance learning.

The biculturalism variable in this study explores the role of
cultural balance in the learning situation. The relationship between
biculturalism and learning barriers may be a key to understanding
the learning difficulties faced by Native American adult students.
With this information, educators could maintain or promote the
optimal level of biculturalism in order to maximize learning effec-
tiveness.

This study may also be more widely useful to Native American
adult education. First, the instructional information may be used

in planning adult education or other programs for other adult Native



Americans from the target population. Second, the results will
provide administrators, adult educators, and program developers with
a source of information to plan adult education programs for Native
Americans in other learning institutions throughout the Grand Rapids
area. Finally, the findings will be most helpful to adult educators
or those in helping professions who plan and teach nonacademic pro-

grams where instruction for Native American adults is required.

Objectives

The specific objectives of this study were:

1. To determine the degree of biculturalism among Michigan
Indian adult students.

2. To indicate the degree of importance of barriers to learning
for both Indian and Anglo adult students.

3. To examine differences in barriers to learning between
Indian and Anglo adult students.

4. To examine the relationship between respondents' ethnicity
and degree of importance of barriers to learning.

5. To determine the degree of importance of factors within
each category of learning barriers.

6. To determine why reported factors are barriers to learning
and solicit students' ideas for appropriate change.

7. To examine the relationships between biculturalism and

barriers to learning.



Definitions of Terms

Indian Adult Students. Those adu’: students of one-quarter or

more Native American ancestry (Connolly, 1980) who are over 16 years
of age as of fall semester, 1980.

Anglo Adult Students. Those adult students of Caucasian

ancestry who are over 16 years of age as of fall semester, 1980
(Connolly, 1980).

Biculturalism. A person's ability to participate in and iden-

tify with more than one culture (Ramirez et al., 1980).

Barriers to Learning. There are three categories of learning

barriers: situational, dispositional, and institutional (Cross,
1979). Situational barriers are those originating from one's 1ife
situation at some point in time, such as a lack of transportation,
lack of time due to home or job responsibilities, geographical iso-
lation, and lack of child care. Dispositional barriers refer to
one's attitudes about learning and self-perceptions as a learner;
for example, boredom with school or lack of interest in learning,
lack of confidence in one‘'s abiiity, or beiie
to learn. Institutional barriers are those created by learning
institutions or agencies that may pose problems of access for certain
groups of learners. These include such things as inconvenient

schedules, high cost of education, and inconvenient locations.

Limitations of the Study

This study was limited to Indian and Anglo adult students over
16 years of age who voluntarily enrolled at the Indian Adult Learning

Center prior to the end of the fourth week of September 1980.



The study's validity depends on the extent to which adult stu-
dents were able to provide unbiased and honest responses. Therefore,
participants were encouraged to be frank.

The scope of this study was limited to the Grand Rapids area in

the State of Michigan. Generalization was limited accordingly.

Overview of the Study

Chapter II reviews and summarizes the literature relevant to
this study. Chapter III describes the research methodology, while
Chapter IV presents the analyses of the data. Chapter V summarizes
the study's findings and discusses implications for program-improvement

areas and for future research.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Biculturalism: A Theoretical Perspective

The effects of acculturation and adaptation among ethnic minority
groups have been characterized in several ways: conflict, marginality,
pathology; functionalism; transcension; biculturalism; or multicul-
turalism (Ramirez et al., 1980).

Personality development of minority-group members has been
conceptuatized according to a model of personality conflict and cul-
tural replacement (Ramirez et al., 1980). Assuming there were two
incompatible sociocultural systems, it would be reasonable to conclude
that individuals participating as members of the two systems would
experience conflict and eventually the values, belief systems, and
coping behaviors of one culture would be replaced with those of
another. This conflict model also implies that as individuals move
toward one of the cultures, they identify more with it and move away
from the other culture, thus replacing the values and lifestyles of
one with those of the other.

Stonequist (1937) proposed one early conceptualization based
on the conflict/replacement model wherein members of minority groups
were referred to as "marginal." Stonequist's focal thesis is
reflected in the following statement: "The marginal man as conceived

in this study is one who is poised in psychological uncertainty between

7



two (or more) social worlds, reflecting in his soul the discords and
harmonies, repulsions énd attractions of those worlds.”

Stonequist mentions three significant stages in the "life cycle"
of the marginal man: (a) positive feelings toward the host culture,
(b) conscious experience of conflict, and {c) responses to the con-
flict, which may be prolonged and more or less successful in terms
of adjustment. Furthermore, an individual can adopt one of three
roles during the third stage: (a) nationalism, (b) intermediation,
and (c) assimilation. Nationalism refers to the organization of a

collective movement to raise the status of the group. Intermediation

refers to bringing the two cultures closer to promote accommodation.

Assimilation refers to a largely unconscious process in which social

backgrounds eventually fade away. Overall, Stonequist's model deals
with cultural conflict, suggesting that the only "healthy" resolution
to this conflict is assimilation into the dominant culture.

Another conceptual framework based on the conflict model was
posited by psychologist Irving Child (1943), who observed intercul-
tural conflicts in young adult maie ltalian Americans in New Haven.
Based upon these conflicts, Child suggested three types of conflict
reactions: (a) the rebel reaction, (b) the in-group reaction, and

(c) the apathetic reaction. The rebel reaction refers to behaviors

indicating a desire to achieve complete acceptance by the American
majority group and to reject Italian associations. The in-group
reaction refers to behaviors indicating a desire to actively par-
ticipate in and identify with the Italian group. Finally, the

apathetic reaction refers to a retreat from conflict situations and




avoidance of strong "rebel" and "in-group" behaviors. In addition,

Child considered that an individual's attempt to solve the conflict

by adjusting to two cultures and compromising was also an "apathetic
reaction."

Another subscriber to the conflict/replacement model was Madsen
(1964), who wrote "The Alcoholic Agringado" article describing cul-
tural transfer traumas in acculturating Mexican American males of
south Texas. Madsen depicts the Mexican American, caught between
two conflicting cultural worlds, turning to alcohol for anxiety
relief.

A second characterization of the effects of 1living or operating

in two cultures, or more, is that of Functionalism (Ramirez et al.,

1980). This characterization describes a person who understands
networks and social groups within a second culture and can approp-
riately and adaptively interact in various situations with these
groups without sacrificing the values of either group.

For example, Fitzgerald (1971) described extensive "shuttling"
by Maori university graduates as they moved between the European and
Maori cultures. Fitzgerald commented on the concepts of social and
cultural identity. He described the behavior of his subjects as
compartmentalized, being appropriate to either the Maori or European
cultures, depending on settling, interaction, and expectations. The
Maori subjects managed to function well in European events and activi-
ties, while retaining their Maori identity. Based on his study,

Fitzgerald concluded that acculturation is not a linear process,
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but a complex set of experiences and behaviors in which individual
choice is a critical determinant.

In another study, McFee (1968) concluded that among Blackfeet
Indians living on a bicultural reservation, Indian behaviors that had
continuing utility were not replaced by a white behavioral reper-
toire. McFee noted that the bicultural reservation provides a variety
of situations and roles that promote the use of both Indian and White
behaviors. To assess levels of involvement in the two sociocultures,
McFee devised measures of Indian orientation and a measure of White
orientations. He used a two-dimensional matrix of biculturalism to
analyze the data. The vertical axis represented Indian orientation
measured by knowledge of Blackfeet language, religious beliefs and
lore, and participation in ceremonies, dances, and songs. The hori-
zontal axis represented White orientation measured by behaviors
indicative of American mainstream culture.

Valentine (1971) also drew conclusions concerning behavioral
flexibility in his discussions of biculturation among black Americans.
He wrote:

The collective behavior and social life of the Black commu-

nity is bicultural in the sense that each Afro-American ethnic

segment draws upon both a distinctive repertoire of standard-

ized Afro-American group behavior and, simultaneously, patterns
derived from the mainstream cultural system of Euro-American

derivation. (p. 143)

A third characterization of an accuituration effect is that of

Transcension (Ramirez et al., 1980). Transcension is a process by

which individuals are able to willingly acquire a second culture,

integrating it so adaptively into their identity that the boundary



A

of one culture or another is no longer distinct, but instead dif-
fused; the individuals respond adaptively, depending upon the time or
situation or circumstance. This one aspect of biculturation effects
is illustrated by Adler (1977), who described the identity of the
multicultural man. The multicultural man, according to Adler, is
always in transition. Adler contends that values, beliefs, atti-
tudes, and world views are relevant only to certain situations. These
components are dynamic, continually evolving and being reformulated
through experience. The multicultural person is one who can transcend
national and cultural boundaries and identities. Adler notes that
this person is psychologically adaptive, understanding interculturally,
and has a global view of community.

The two characterizations, functionalism and transcendence, taken
together in various forms, lead to a discussion of biculturalism or
multiculturalism. Ramirez and Castaneda (1974), for example, indi-
cated that bicultural children responding to social and cultural
stimuli of specific situations were usually bilingual and spoke
English or Spanish spontaneously. These children showed positive
attitudes toward both Anglo and Chicano cultures. It was also found
that bicultural children had more flexibility in responding to cer-
tain situations or tasks. The behavior and attitudes of these
children were viewed by Ramirez and Castaneda as part of the process
of developing a bicultural identity, which, when taken together,
describe a bicultural personality.

Recently, Ramirez et al. (1980) discussed a model of flexi-

bility, synthesis or unity, and expansion to describe aspects of
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developing biculturalism or multiculturalism. The description
included the following:

(1) individuals learn from the diversity reflected by cul-
tures, situations, environments, other individuals; (2) an
individual's behavioral repertoires and perspectives are
enhanced by incorporation of knowledge and experiences of
people of various experiences and backgrounds; (3) these
expanded repertoires provide a basis for a multicultural
orientation to life--willingness and ability to adapt
situationally; (4) the individual continues to develop abili-
ties and perspectives in his or her original culture;

(5) growth takes place in various domains of different cul-
tures simultaneously; (6) a resulting orientation that
includes an experience of oneself as having incorporated value
systems, attitudes, beliefs and world view from various groups
and experiences as well as a commitment to openness and
further growth. The flexibility of behavior is a first step
in the development; synthesis or unity or fusion of culture
and personality, of social and philosophical motivations is
another; and commitment to further expansion of one's world
and personal growth is another.

The last element, commitment to personal growth and mul-
ticultural expansion, is one which distinguishes a person's
functioning in multicultural behaviors and those who are
functional and have a transcendent or multicultural identity
as well. (pp. 6-7)

Based on this conceptualization of multiculturalism, Ramirez
et al. (1980) examined leader behaviors of Mexican American college
students in ethnically mixed task group situations. The findings
indicated five dimensions of group leader behaviors, which subjects
with greater degrees of multicultural experience used more frequently
than subjects with less multicultural experience. These dimensions
and behaviors, according to Ramirez et al., include the following:
(a) taking charge (exhibiting assertive behaviors; assessing group
progress), (b) effective communication (eliciting opinions; clarify-
ing statements made by memhers; clarifying problem being discussed),

(c) attempting to reduce interpersonal conflict (mediating; seeking
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compromise solutions), (d) social sensitivity and personableness
(acknowledging contributions of members; addressing members by name),
and (e) coping with stress (fewer indications of tension or stress).

Significant differences were also noted for subjects with high
versus low cognitive flexibility in the category of communication
effectiveness (eliciting opinions, clarifying statements) and coping
with stress.

Research has indicated, then, that biculturalism can be experi-

enced as stressful and debilitating or positive and growth producing.

Barriers to Learning

As noted in the previous chapter, there are three types of
barriers to learning: situational, dispositional, and institutional
(Cross, 1979). Situational barriers include environmental problems
related to community services and personal situations. Dispositional
barriers refer to one's attitudes about learning and self-perceptions

as a learner. Institutional barriers are those created by learning

institutions or agencies
of Tearners.

Self-report surveys on educational needs and interests of
adults indicate that situational barriers are the obstacles that
deter the largest number of learners (Cross, 1979). For many groups,
the major barriers identified by survey respondents are lack of time
and high cost. Cross noted that about one-third of the respondents

viewed cost as the major obstacle to further learning; time was

reportedly as strong a factor. These two factors varied in severity
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but were generally the two most frequently reported barriers to
learning. Other situational barriers are lack of child care, usually
a problem for between 10 and 20% of potential Tearners (Hamilton,
1976; Hefferlin, Peterson, & Roelfs, 1975; New York State, 1977;
Nurnberger, 1974; Stelzer & Banthin, 1975), and transportation prob-
lems, which are especially likely to plague the elderly (Cross, 1979).
The desire-for-social-acceptability factor is one possible explana-
tion why time and money are most often cited as leading barriers
instead of more personally demeaning barriers, such as lack of con-
fidence, lack of ability, or lack of interest (Cross, 1979). There
is probably an underestimation of these dispositional barriers
reported in surveys because people do not like to reveal them. For
example, people may not want to admit that they lack confidence or
the ability to do well in school. Cross noted that dispositional
barriers were usually mentioned by less than 10% of the respondents.

The most frequent reports of dispositional barriers, however,
are found among those who are not participating in educational activi-
ties. In one study of postsecondary education, Nurnberger (1974)
found that the only significant discriminators between users and
nonusers of educational services were the self-perceptions of the
respondents as learners. Nonusers were significantly more likely to
cite problems with the enjoyment of studying, feelings of confidence,
and knowing what they would 1like to learn and where to get informa-
tion about their interests.

While each survey seems to have its own 1ist of possible insti-

tutional barriers, there are some common barriers that potential
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learners complain about most. They are inconvenient locations and
schedules and the lack of interesting or relevant courses. General]y,
each of these barriers was cited as somewhat of a problem by up to
one-fourth of the potential learners (Carp, Peterson, & Roelfs,

1974; Hamilton, 1976; Hefferlin et al., 1975; New York State, 1977;
Wilcox, Stratford, & Veres, 1975). Relatively few respondents cited
lack of information as a barrier, although there was ample evidence
that adults did lack information about the new opportunities available
(Carp et al., 1974). One wonders if many of the perceived problems
with schedules, locations, and courses might have been due to a lack
of information about the options that existed.

Institutional barriers exist primarily in colleges and univer-
sities: that segment of adult education that was originally devised
for full-time learners. These barriers are rapidly being removed by
colleges seeking to serve adults. The surveys of higher educationl
sponsored by the Commission on Non-Traditional Study (Ruyle &
Geiselman, 1974) showed that college programs have become more acces-
sible to working adult students through such changes as scheduiing
classes when and where working adults can attend, granting credit
by examination for noncollegiate learning, and creating more flexible
admissions procedures. Nevertheless, there are still substantial
numbers of potential adult learners who cite institutional barriers
to their continued education. Public policy decisions may encourage
further removal of institutional barriers, but the major challenge
for policy makers lies in better understanding of dispositional

barriers. Unfortunately, there is still insufficient information
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about the effective removal of these serious barriers to promote

the attainment of equal opportunity (Cross, 1979).

Educational Problems Among Indian Children
and Adults

Several studies have shown that a high rate of Indian students
leave school prematurely. A number of factors have been cited as
causes of this high dropout rate. For example, Fuchs and Havighurst
(1972) indicated that a high school education is considered to be
important among Indian parents, but family lifestyles may inhibit
school attendance and achievement.

Kinship and family obligations frequently require the child

to stay home and look after the house or younger siblings

while both parents are away. Poverty also contributes to a

lack of money for lunch or, especially for the older chil-

dren attending high school, the lack of money to purchase
appropriate clothing. Frequent moves among the more transi-
ent groups, accompanied by school transfers, also contribute

to difficulties in school. (pp. 115-116)

Recently, the first national study of adult Indian educational
needs was conducted (Brod & McQuiston, 1981). The preliminary results
indicated that situational barriers were among the major obstacles
to continued learning. When State Education Agency (SEA) officials
were asked to speculate on the major problems that Indian adult
students might encounter in current state adult education programs,
they cited probiems with transportation (28%), children/child care
(23%), transience (15%), and language barriers (5%).

The academic achievement of the Indian is also reflected in

the numbers who continue their education. Again, situational bar-

riers were noted as major factors in the postsecondary careers of



17

Indian students. In 1968, Bass (1969a) studied 384 American Indian
graduates in the Southwest six years after high scho