WHAT’S THE POINT OF LEARNING STYLES?

Are they used, or abused?
A search on Google will offer you approximately 6,330,000 hits on learning styles in 22 seconds.  The images alone offer many different examples of learning styles, many well known to teachers:
· Pragmatist, reflector, activist, theorist (loving known as PRAT)

· Visual, auditory and kinaesthetic (VAK)

· Surface learner, deep learner

· Adventurous, social, conceptual, practical

· Serialist, holistic

· Extrovert, sensing, thinking, judging, introverted, intuitive, feeling, perceiving

· Dualism, multiplicity, relativity
And there are very many more.

Frank Coffield, Professor of Education at the Institute of Education (University of London) has identified 71 different learning style theories and scrutinised the 13 most popular and influential of these. In his report1 he was very critical of the simplistic tests used to identify learning styles and pointed out the danger of labelling learners, who might then not bother to learn in a variety of ways.
So why and what do we need to know about them?

We do not need to know the individual score of each of our learners.  We do not even need to test our learners unless it forms part of the subject matter of the lesson.

We do need to understand that learning (or cognitive) style refers to the individual and habitual way we process information. 

An illustration may help.  At an end-of-year review meeting off site, we were given a small diagram and written directions of how to get to the venue.  When I arrived I commented to a colleague that I nearly missed the turning because the map was not to scale. She replied that she didn’t look at the map but used the directions.  We had different requirements which were met by the provision of different forms of information.  Had we only been given one source we might have been confused and taken longer to arrive.
Another example: when I had a tutor group of A-level learners, all of whom were studying psychology, I tested them on a modified PRAT questionnaire.  Later in the term, when one of the learners asked to drop an A level subject, I asked ‘why?’  and she replied that although  she was doing well in the subject she didn’t know why because she couldn’t understand why they were doing the particular work or how what they were doing fitted into the overall qualification. I was able to tell her that as she was a theorist, having an overview of the qualification was important to her.  Her lecturer was an activist and so having a variety of interesting activities was important to her.  If she asked her subject lecturer for an overview of the work for the term or a copy of the specifications, then this should make clear how the work fitted in.
Any lecturer can identify those who are keen to answer questions in class, those who never volunteer an answer and probably say they don’t know the answer if asked a direct question, those who are perfectionists and want to do several drafts of a piece of work, those who can’t wait to get started on a task, those who make copious notes during a session, those who hardly ever put pen to paper. 

Our task as lecturers and trainers of lecturers is to help our teachers and learners manage the classroom environment so that we fulfil the needs of individuals but also give them opportunities to explore, in a safe environment, other learning styles that may be outside their comfort zone.
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