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Introduction

One of the most debated and disparate concepts in the teaching literature is the study of
learning styles. Almost everyone in the education field agrees that different students learn best
in different ways. There is far more disagreement, however, when it comes to classifying these
learning styles. Educators and researchers are often daunted by the multitude of definitions,
theoretical models, and learning style instruments (Desmedt and Valcke 2004). If a
classification system was widely agreed upon, there would still be problems in developing an
assessment tool capable of accurately determining each student’s learning style. Furthermore,
even if this was accomplished, the current body of research on this topic doesn’t provide a
convincing recommendation for how pedagogical practices should be altered in order to improve
student learning outcomes. This paper will provide a brief overview of the learning styles
literature, outlining the major classification theories and the pedagogical strategies employed.

Classification Systems

Currently there are 13 major models of learning styles that can be found in the literature
(Coffield et al. 2004). Two of the most predominant and widely used are Kolb’s Learning Style
Inventory (LSI) and the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI). The LSI, developed in 1981, is
derived from an experiential theory and model of learning developed by Kolb. This test
categorizes learners into four prevalent learning categories: Diverging, Assimilating,
Converging, and Accommodating (Kolb 1981). Divergers are best at viewing concrete situations
from many different points of view and prefer brainstorming sessions as a way to generate ideas.
Assimilators can logically process and organize a wide range of information and are more
interested in ideas and abstract concepts. Convergers are best at finding practical uses for ideas
and theories and enjoy solving problems. Accommodators often rely heavily on information
from others and take actions based on instinct rather than logical analysis. According to Kolb’s
model, individuals may exhibit a preference for one of the four styles depending on their
approach to learning.



The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator classifies individual’s along four different personality
scales. The scales identify how the individual relates to the world (Introvert or Extrovert);
processes information (Sensing or Intuitive); makes decisions (Thinking or Feeling); and
evaluates the environment (Judging or Perceiving) (Lage et al. 2000). Whereas Kolb’s
experiential learning model focuses on how students take in and process information, the MBTI
focuses on how students’ personality traits affect their learning styles and their preferred
methods of teaching. In essence, the MBTI is meant to determine how the ways in which
individuals reach conclusions affect their interests and motivations.

Implications for Pedagogy

Assuming that the previously described theories and instruments accurately measure
learning styles, the question still remains as how to best use this information to benefit the
students’ learning outcomes. Many have proposed matching students and teachers who have
similar learning styles in an effort to provide a learning environment where students are able to
be taught by someone with similar personality attributes, who processes information in a manner
similar to the students. Some research has found that when the students’ and teachers’ learning
styles are seriously mismatched, the students are likely to be uncomfortable, bored, and
inattentive, resulting in poor performance (Felder and Spurlin 2005). For example, students who
are classified as accommodators under Kolb’s LSI prefer hands-on application as a way to
process information and may do better with a teacher who focuses on classroom exercises and
experiments than with a teacher who prefers to lecture.

There are, however, problems with this type of matching. The primary concern is that
students who are taught only in the type of method that they are comfortable with, fail to develop
the skills required to learn in other ways. Students who are channeled into certain teaching
environments may begin to believe that they are only capable of learning in certain environments
and may discount other methods of learning, of which they may not have previously been
exposed. As these students progress in their educational careers, they may enter environments
that do not offer such flexible teacher-student matching and find themselves unable to adapt to
their current environment. Although the benefits of this type of matching may increase student
learning outcomes in the short run, the long run consequences may be detrimental to the student.

A better solution that has been proposed is for teachers to modify their methods of
teaching in accordance with the learning styles of their students. This first requires teachers to
understand the learning styles of both their students and themselves. In the absence of any
formal assessment it is generally thought that teachers default to their own learning preferences,
presumably because they found that style of learning effective for themselves (Healey et al.
2005). Teachers may be unaware that their style of teaching is ineffective for the majority of
students in their classroom. By having a general understanding of the spectrum of learning styles
most effective for their students, teachers can tailor their instruction in a way where the students
are exposed to a variety of teaching methods. This not only ensures that the students receive



some instruction in the style that they most prefer, but also that they are exposed to numerous
other methods of learning that may be helpful to the students in the future.

Having teachers and students assess themselves with regard to learning styles can
potentially have multiple benefits. By understanding their dominant learning preference,
teachers can avoid only teaching to their preferred style of learning. More importantly, by
students recognizing their strongest style of learning, they may become aware of strategies to
learn more effectively in situations where their dominant mode is not being used (Haar et al.
2002). Caution should be taken however to prevent students from making decisions based solely
on learning style preferences. One finding of Kolb’s research was that people tend to choose
fields that are consistent with their learning styles and are further shaped to fit the learning norms
of their field once they are in it (Kolb 1981). Kolb collected data on the learning styles of
undergraduate students in the U.S. and used the information to categorize disciplines by various
learning styles (Figure 1).
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This categorization was not meant to be a tool for matching students with disciplines, but
rather was meant to illustrate how higher education was encouraging early specialization of
students, which was not preparing them for the integrative learning experiences that they would
encounter throughout their adult lives. Kolb suggested students would be best suited by being
exposed to all different types of learning styles in order to maximize their development as
learners. Further research into teacher-student matching found that the aim within academic
departments should be to produce balanced learners with a full range of learning capacities,
rather than simply matching teaching to existing learning styles (Healey et al. 2005). A separate
study found that instructors or advisors who use learning styles as a basis for recommending
curriculum or career choices are misusing the concept and could be doing serious disservices to
their students and advisees (Felder and Spurlin 2005).

Perhaps a broad exposure to different learning environments is in the best long-run
interest of students, but what about students in schools that are extremely underperforming?
Some have argued that the schools that produce the lowest test scores would benefit their
students by focusing solely on teaching students using the methods that are best suited to their
personalities. Even though the students may not develop the skills required to learn in all
different environments, they at least could attain some baseline level of knowledge. In 1999 the
school district of Freeport, IL was mandated by court ruling to change their methods of
instruction in order to accommodate what had been a very low scoring population of minority
students. In response to this ruling, teachers identified their students’ learning styles using the
Learning Style Inventory and began to tailor their classroom instruction to the individual
student’s learning styles. Data of test scores before and after the intervention show that test
scores improved in reading, language, and math, which was attributed to the new focus on
individual learning styles (Burke and Dunn 2002).

This experience, however, was not the first of its kind. Previous to the Freeport
experiment more than thirty schools or school districts throughout the United States with poorly
achieving minority students specifically adapted their teaching methods to the learning styles of
their students. In every case the students earned statistically higher achievement test scores after
only one year of a learning style approach. Those students continued that upward trend for the
next two to three years, during which their gains were monitored and reported (Dunn and
DeBello 1999). Although the administrators of these interventions claim that teaching to the
students’ learning styles was the cause of the increased test scores, this may not necessarily have
been the case. The school districts that undertook these programs did so because there was
tremendous external pressure to increase the test scores of their students. It is likely that the
teachers in these schools not only adjusted their methods of teaching to better match the students
learning styles, but also improved the quality of their teaching in general because of the external
focus on the school. Principals and school administrators likely increased their involvement with
the teachers and the students in order to facilitate a successful outcome of the intervention.
Because of the numerous factors involved, it is difficult to attribute the improvements in the
students’ test scores solely to the focus on learning styles.



Ultimately these programs had positive outcomes, so this is not to say that efforts should
not be taken to adapt teaching methods to learning styles, but researchers and policy makers
should strive to understand whether or not a causal relationship does in fact exist. If one does,
then efforts to identify and cater to the learning styles of low performing students should be
expanded to other schools that are searching for ways to increase student performance. If one
does not, then perhaps more comprehensive programs directed at teacher accountability can
provide the needed stimulus in many poor performing schools.

One final, but important area in the literature of learning styles that has been taken for
granted is whether or not teachers can accurately identify their students’ learning styles. The
vast majority of teachers report that they understand the learning styles of their students, but one
study which measured the learning styles of the students and compared the results to the
teachers’ perceptions found that teaches frequently misinterpreted the learning style preferences
of their students and that experience did not help teachers become any better at predicting
students’ learning styles (Pettigrew 1989). Even if it is beneficial for teachers to cater to their
students learning styles, this cannot be done unless teachers have the ability to accurately
diagnose their students’ learning styles. A universally accepted measurement tool for doing this
would greatly assist in this endeavor.

Conclusion

While much research has been conducted into understanding students’ learning styles and
determining the practical implications of this knowledge, there is still much to be determined in
this field. One overview of the theories and measurements of learning styles concluded, “For
those working within an educational setting wishing to utilize learning style to promote more
effective learning, whether through individual or group profiling, design of instructional
methods, or identifying learner preferences, operationalising learning style is a necessary but
highly problematic endeavor” (Cassidy 2004). Given the vast amount of differing conclusions
on this topic, many educators may be left without a clear idea of how to use this information
going forward. The best course of action for teachers is probably to offer a diverse set of
learning experiences in order to ensure that students of all styles are able to grasp the information
in the ways that best suit their personalities. This will also provide an opportunity for all
students to develop strategies for learning in multiple ways. Further research on the topic of
learning styles can help answer some of the unresolved debates in the literature and lead to
solutions that will improve the performance of both students and teachers.
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