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The appeal of learning styles

LSRC reference page 1

Learning styles in practice —i

Megan is a communications lecturer in a further
education (FE) college, studying for a BA in Post-16
Education. She was inspired by some sessions

on learning styles during the course to make this

the focus of her action research project. She
administers a well-known learning styles inventory*

to a group of mixed-age students who are following

a communications and study skills module as part

of an Access course for entry to higher education.

She makes it clear to the students that this is part of

a research project for her degree. She aims to diagnose
their learning styles at the outset of the course and
again at the end, and then to change her teaching and
assessment activities so that students develop all four
learning styles as the course progresses.

Megan collects the questionnaire responses, analyses
them, and then goes back to the group the following
week with the results. The members of the group
spend some time deciding what their strengths and
weaknesses are on the four learning styles, and what
activities might make them into rounded learners.
Following this discussion, she asks each student to
make a plan for developing his or her learning styles.
She also considers what she will have to do to deal
with all four types of style during the year she teaches
the students.

Given that she only sees the students for 2 hours

each week, it is not possible to spend time with them
individually in order to review their progress in depth.
However, she changes three aspects of her practice.
First, she aims to cover all four styles in the way she
teaches the class, and to evaluate the effects with
them informally in a group review after each new
activity. Second, she asks them to work in small groups
for a whole lesson at three different points in the year,
to review their initial diagnosis and see what they still
need to attend to in order to enhance their learning
styles. And finally, she tries to alter the tone and focus
of her written comments on their assignments to
encourage other learning styles. So, for example, she
adds comments designed to encourage more practically
oriented students to be more abstract and to engage
with concepts, or to reflect more on their work.

The action research project and its open-ended,
negotiated approach to using the inventory appear

to have an effect on most of the students’ motivation
and attitude to their assignments. Megan cannot know,
without a control group, whether trying to encourage

all four learning styles has raised achievement, but she
feels that the project has given her and her students
new enthusiasm.

1
Bold italic text indicates the first usage in the text of a term in the glossary
(Appendix 3).

Finally, Megan passes her degree. Her team manager
is very interested in her research and asks her to run
some staff development sessions on learning styles
for other curriculum teams. Following these, the college
applies to the Learning and Skills Research Network
(LSRN) for funds to enable other staff to carry out
similar action research.

This vignette of Megan’s use of learning styles,

based on the professional practice of a lecturer in an
FE college, may be considered an example of ‘good
practice’ But what exactly is the status of the learning
styles inventory she is using? For example, is it
reliable - that is to say, does it measure the learning
styles of students consistently? Is it valid — is it really
a test of learning styles or of some other quality such
as intelligence or personality? How should tutors

and managers be responding to the learning styles
of their students or staff?

How can we teach students if we do not know

how they learn? How can we improve the performance
of our employees if we do not know how we ourselves
learn or how to enhance their learning? Are the
learning difficulties of so many students/employees
better understood as the teaching problems of
tutors/managers? How can we pretend any longer
that we are serious about creating a learning society
if we have no satisfactory response to the questions:
what model of learning do you operate with, and

how do you use it to improve your practice and that

of your students/staff/organisation? These are just
some of the issues raised by those researchers who for
the last 40-50 years have been studying the learning
styles of individuals.

The mainstream appeal of learning styles

Just common sense?

The example we began with, of learning styles

in everyday use, shows the appeal of the idea that
teachers and course designers should pay closer
attention to students’ learning styles: by diagnosing
them, by encouraging students to reflect on them
and by designing teaching and learning interventions
around them. A further impetus to interest in post-16
learning styles is given by a government policy that
aims to develop the necessary attitudes and skills
for lifelong learning, particularly in relation to ‘learning
to learn’ These are widely assumed by policy-makers
and practitioners to be well delineated, generic

and transferable.



The logic of lifelong learning suggests that students

will become more motivated to learn by knowing more
about their own strengths and weaknesses as learners.
In turn, if teachers can respond to individuals’ strengths
and weaknesses, then retention and achievement

in formal programmes are likely to rise and ‘learning

to learn’ skills may provide a foundation for lifelong
learning. Perhaps a more instrumental impetus is
provided by pressures on resources in many post-16
institutions. For example, if students become more
independent in their learning as a result of knowing
their strengths and weaknesses, then negative effects
from lower levels of contact between lecturers and
students will be counterbalanced if students develop
more effective learning strategies which they can use
outside formal contact time.

There is therefore a strong intuitive appeal to the

notion that we all have individual preferences and styles
of learning. Further evidence for the idea that we have
individual learning styles appears to be offered when
teachers notice that students vary enormously in

the speed and manner with which they pick up new
information and ideas, and the confidence with which
they process and use them.

A complex research field

Yet beneath the apparently unproblematic appeal

of learning styles lies a host of conceptual and empirical
problems. To begin with, the learning styles field is not
unified, but instead is divided into three linked areas

of activity: theoretical, pedagogical and commercial.

The first area of activity is a growing body of theoretical
and empirical research on learning styles in the UK, the
US and Western Europe that began in the early years

of the 20th century and is still producing ideas and

an ever proliferating number of instruments. Our review
has identified 71 models of learning styles and we
have categorised 13 of these as major models, using
one or more of the following criteria:

m their theoretical importance in the field as a whole

m their widespread use, either commercially
or academically

m their influence on other learning styles models.

The remaining 58 (listed in Appendix 1) are not
critically analysed in this report. Many consist of rather
minor adaptations of one of the leading models and
therefore lack influence on the field as a whole; a large
number represent the outcomes of doctoral theses.
Some offer new constructs (or new labels for existing
constructs) as the basis for a claim to have developed
a new model. Others have been used only on very small
or homogeneous populations, and yet others have

had a brief vogue but have long fallen into obscurity.

It is important to note that the field of learning

styles research as a whole is characterised by a very
large number of small-scale applications of particular
models to small samples of students in specific
contexts. This has proved especially problematic for
our review of evidence of the impact of learning styles
on teaching and learning, since there are very few
robust studies which offer, for example, reliable and
valid evidence and clear implications for practice,
based on empirical findings.

The second area of activity is a vast body of research
into teaching and learning which draws researchers
from diverse specialisms, mainly from different
branches of psychology, but also from sociology,
business studies, management and education.
Researchers working in the field of learning styles
across or within these disciplines tend to interpret
evidence and theories in their own terms. Evidence
about learning is guided by contrasting and disputed
theories from psychology, sociology, education

and policy studies, and is valued in different ways
from different perspectives. Education is also
influenced strongly by political ideologies and social
values that create preferences about which type

of theory is given greatest weight.

The problem is compounded by the way in which
academic researchers develop their reputations

by establishing individual territories and specialisms,
which are then defended against those from

a different perspective. This form of intellectual
trench warfare, while common throughout academia,
is a particular feature of the learning styles movement
that militates against cumulative knowledge and
cooperative research.

The third area of activity consists of a large
commercial industry promoting particular inventories
and instruments. Certain models have become
extremely influential and popular: in the US, for
example, the Dunn and Dunn learning styles model

is used in a large number of elementary schools;
while in the UK, both Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory
(LSI) and Honey and Mumford’s Learning Styles
Questionnaire (LSQ) are widely known and used.

The commercial gains for creators of successful
learning styles instruments are so large that critical
engagement with the theoretical and empirical bases
of their claims tends to be unwelcome.



Many teachers use the most well-known instruments
with explicit acknowledgement of the source and

a clear idea of why they have chosen a particular model.
However, it is also common, particularly on in-service
training, management or professional development
courses, for participants to analyse their learning styles
using an unnamed questionnaire with no accompanying
explanation or rationale. In many ways, the use of
different inventories of learning styles has acquired an
unexamined life of its own, where the notion of learning
styles itself and the various means to measure it

are accepted without question. Mainstream use has
too often become separated from the research field.
More problematically, it has also become isolated from
deeper questions as to whether a particular inventory
has a sufficient theoretical basis to warrant either

the research industry which has grown around it,

or the pedagogical uses to which it is currently put.

A final aspect of complexity is that researchers produce
their models and instruments for different purposes.
Some aim to contribute to theory about learning

styles and do not design their instrument for use in
mainstream practice. In contrast, others develop an
instrument to be used widely by practitioners in diverse
contexts. This difference affects the type of claims
made for the instrument and the type of research
studies that evaluate it.

These three areas of research and activity, and

their potential and pitfalls, militate against the type

of integrative review that we are attempting here for

the LSRC. We have found the field to be much more
extensive, opaque, contradictory and controversial than
we thought it was at the start of the research process.
Evaluating different models of learning styles and

their implications for pedagogy requires an appreciation
of this complexity and controversy. It also requires
some understanding of ideas about learning and
measurement that have preoccupied researchers in
education, psychology and neuroscience for decades.

The extensive nature of the field surprised us: we
underestimated the volume of research which has
been carried out on all aspects of learning styles over
the last 30 years, although most of it refers to higher
education and professional learning rather than
learning in FE colleges. Three examples illustrate this
point. In 2000, David Kolb and his wife Alice produced
a bibliography of the research conducted since 1971
on his experiential learning theory and the Kolb
Learning Styles Inventory (LSI): it contains 1004
entries. Second, the website for the Dunn and Dunn
model has a bibliography with 1140 entries. Lastly,

it has been estimated that 2000 articles have been
written about the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI)
between 1985 and 1995 (see Coffield et al. 2004

for more details, or the summaries in this reportin
Section 3).
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The enormous size of the research literature in these
three areas presents very particular problems for
practitioners, policy-makers and researchers who

are not specialists in this field. It is extremely unlikely
that any of these groups will ever read the original
papers and so they are dependent on reviews like this
one, which have to discard the weakest papers, to
summarise the large numbers of high-quality research
papers, to simplify complex statistical arguments

and to impose some order on a field which is marked
by disunity, dissension and conceptual confusion.

The principal tasks for the reviewers are to maintain
academic rigour throughout the processes of selection,
condensation, simplification and interpretation while
also writing in a style accessible to a broad audience.

Competing ideas about learning

Conflicting assumptions about learning underpin
mainstream ideas about learning and the best-known
models of learning styles. For example, some theories
discussed in this report derive from research into

the functioning of the brain, where claims are made
that specific neural activity related to learning can

be identified in different areas of the brain. Other
influential ideas derive from established psychological
theories, such as personality traits, intellectual abilities
and fixed traits which are said to form learning styles.
From this latter perspective, it is claimed that learning
styles can be defined accurately and then measured
reliably and validly through psychological tests in order
to predict behaviour and achievement.

Claims about learning styles from the perspective

of fixed traits lead to labels and descriptors of styles
as the basis for strong claims about the generalisability
of learning styles. These can take on unexpected
predictive or controversial characteristics. For example,
the belief that styles are fixed has led to propositions
that marriage partners should have compatible learning
styles; that people from socially disadvantaged groups
tend to have a particular style; or, as Gregorc believes,
that styles are God-given and that to work against one’s
personal style will lead to ill health (see the evaluation
of his Style Delineator (GSD) in Coffield et al. 2004;
also Table 5, Section 3 of this report.).

Even if we discard these extreme examples, the notion
of styles tends to imply something fixed and stable
over time. However, different theorists make different
claims for the degree of stability within their model
of styles. Some theories represent learning styles

as ‘flexibly stable’, arguing that previous learning
experiences and other environmental factors may
create preferences, approaches or strategies rather
than styles; or that styles may vary from context

to context or even from task to task. Nevertheless,
supporters of this view still argue that it is possible
to create valid and reasonably reliable measures

and for these to have diagnostic and predictive use
for enhancing students’ learning. In contrast, other
theorists eschew all notions of individual traits

and argue that it is more productive to look at the
context-specific and situated nature of learning and
the idea of learning biographies rather than styles

or approaches.



Competing ideas about learning have led to

a proliferation of terms and concepts, many of which
are used interchangeably in learning styles research.
For example, terms used in this introduction include
‘learning styles’, ‘learning strategies’ and ‘approaches
to learning’. In addition, we have referred to ‘models),
‘instruments’ and ‘inventories’ Our investigation has
revealed other terms in constant use: ‘cognitive styles’,
‘conative styles’, and ‘cognitive structures’; ‘thinking
styles’, ‘teaching styles’, ‘motivational styles’, ‘learning
orientations’ and ‘learning conditions’. Sometimes
these terms are used precisely, in order to maintain
distinctions between theories; at other times, they are
used very loosely and interchangeably. Some theorists
offer clear definitions of their key concepts at the
outset, but forget to maintain the limitations they
have placed on their language in later papers. Rather
than attempting to offer yet another set of definitions
of each concept, this report aims to define these
terms as clearly as possible within particular families
of ideas about learning in order to show how they are
used by different learning styles theorists.

Implications for defining and measuring
learning styles

It is possible to explain the main dimensions that
underpin different approaches to learning styles and
this report does so in later sections. Nevertheless,
the competing theories and techniques of measuring
them, and the effectiveness of such measures are

so varied and contested that simple choices about the
most suitable approach are difficult to substantiate.
Different ideas about learning styles create distinct
approaches to identifying the specific attitudes and
skills that characterise styles and different measures
designed to generalise between learning contexts
and types of learner.

Evaluating the claims for various models requires

an understanding of the psychometric vocabulary
that underpins particular constructs and measures

of reliability and validity. For example, there are
various dimensions to validity, including whether

the various test items appear to capture what they set
out to measure (face validity) and whether the range
of behaviours can be seen to have an impact on task
performance (predictive validity). In addition, a number
of other types of validity are important, including
ecological validity, catalytic validity and construct
validity. In addition, there is the frequently overlooked
issue of effect size.

The notion of reliability is also important because some
of the most popular models extrapolate from evidence
of reliability to strong assertions of generalisability,
namely that learners can transfer their styles to other
contexts or that measures will produce similar results
with other types of student. We provide a summary

of measurement concepts in a glossary in Appendix 3.

Finally, the technical vocabulary needed to understand
and interpret the various claims about learning

styles also requires an appreciation that for some
researchers, a reliable and valid measure of learning
styles has not yet been developed; and for some,

that the perfect learning style instrument is a fantasy.
From the latter perspective, observation and interviews
may be more likely than instruments to capture some
of the broad learning strategies that learners adopt.
Those who reject the idea of measurable learning styles
consider it more useful to focus on learners’ previous
experiences and motivation.

Implications for pedagogy

A number of options for pedagogy flow from the different
perspectives outlined in this introduction. For example,
supporters of the concept of fixed traits and abilities
argue that a valid and reliable measure is a sound basis
for diagnosing individuals’ learning needs and then
designing specific interventions to address them,

both at the level of individual self-awareness and
teacher activity. This, however, might lead to labelling
and the implicit belief that traits cannot be altered.

It may also promote a narrow view of ‘matching’
teaching and learning styles that could be limiting
rather than liberating.

In order to counter such problems, some theorists
promote the idea that learners should develop
arepertoire of styles, so that an awareness of their
own preferences and abilities should not bar them
from working to acquire those styles which they do
not yet possess. In particular, as students move from
didactic forms of instruction to settings with a mixture
of lectures, seminars and problem-based learning,

it may become possible for them to use a range

of approaches. This can lead to a plan for teachers
to develop these styles through different teaching
and learning activities, or it can lead to what might
be seen as a type of ‘pedagogic sheep dip’, where
teaching strategies aim explicitly to touch upon all
styles at some point in a formal programme.

Other theorists promote the idea of learning styles
instruments as a diagnostic assessment tool

that encourages a more self-aware reflection about
strengths and weaknesses. For supporters of this
idea, the notion of learning styles offers a way

for teachers and students to talk more productively
about learning, using a more focused vocabulary

to do so. Finally, those who reject the idea of learning
styles might, nevertheless, see value in creating

a more precise vocabulary with which to talk about
learning, motivation and the idea of metacognition —
where better self-awareness may lead to more
organised and effective approaches to teaching

and learning.



A large number of injunctions and claims for pedagogy
emerge from the research literature and we provide

a full account of these in Coffield et al. (2004),
together with an indication of their strengths and
weaknesses. These are summarised in this report

in Section 4. However, although many theorists draw
logical conclusions about practice from their models
of learning styles, there is a dearth of well-conducted
experimental studies of alternative approaches
derived from particular models. Moreover, most of the
empirical studies have been conducted on university
students in departments of psychology or business
studies; and some would criticise these as studies

of captive and perhaps atypical subjects presented
with contrived tasks.

Learning styles in practice —ii

Itis Monday morning in a college classroom where

a group of 30 students — mostly aged between 16 and
19, with a few older learners — are in the second week
of their advanced-level catering course. They are
following a communication skills module, which is

a mix of study skills and presentational techniques.

A lecturer hands out a questionnaire on learning styles
and introduces it: ‘Today | want you to reflect on your
learning styles because this will help you assess

your strengths and weaknesses, improve the skills
you already have and develop skills you might not be
so good with.” The students dutifully spend 15 minutes
scoring each item, which asks them to reflect on

what they like or do not like (eg ‘I prefer learning things
from books’). They then categorise the statements
they ticked into four groups: pragmatists, theorists,
activists and reflectors. Each category has a descriptor,
similar to a thumbnail sketch of strengths and
weaknesses. A quick show-of-hands review by the
lecturer reveals that some of the group have an even
spread of categories, while a few are heavily skewed
towards one style.

‘So, Craig, what have you come out as?,” he asks
ayoung man in the front row.

‘I’'m a pragmatist and a bit of something or
other —activist.’

‘What do you reckon that tells you about your learning
style, then?’

‘Well, I’'m gobby and | like talking a lot and | don’t like
all that boring stuff in books, or when lecturers waffle
on and it’s not relevant to catering at all.’

‘OK. Sally, what about you?’

‘I’'m a reflector "cos | keep myself to myself and I'm
dead shy in groups with talking and things.’
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This quick survey shows that few in the group have
predominantly abstract tendencies, while most

of the group are more oriented towards the concrete.
Most of the group become restless during the
debriefing, although the adult learners are clearly
more interested. The lecturer finishes: ‘Well, it’s

a good idea to go back to all the statements that you
put a cross by, and see if you can find ways to develop
those skills over the next two years because the idea
is to have a spread of styles, not just to go with your
preferred style.

This occasion is the first and last time the students
consider their learning styles during the 2-year course.
The questionnaire used has no identifiable source

or author, no accompanying explanation other than

the brief descriptors of the four styles, and no indication
at all of what teachers or students should do with the
information. The lecturer came across the questionnaire
during a session in his initial teacher training course,
where it was administered in a similar way to his
approach with the catering students. The event

makes it possible for the course leader to claim in

the self-assessment document for the forthcoming
inspection that the college ‘diagnoses students’
learning styles’ Six months later, inspectors commend
this practice in their report.

Summary

Both examples of using an inventory of learning styles
in this section are authentic and known at first hand by
one of the researchers writing this report. The context
we have outlined indicates some of the conceptual and
empirical complexity and controversy that characterise
the field of learning styles research. We aim to cut
through this, and to offer recommendations about the
use of different inventories of learning styles in post-16
education to a range of audiences. The scope of our
review, its aims, objectives and research questions
are discussed in Section 3. We hope that one outcome
of our review might be that the use of learning styles
summarised at the beginning of this section is
underpinned by better understanding. More importantly
perhaps, a second outcome would be that practices
such as the one summarised at the end of this section
are not commended as good practice.



Section 2

The context of post-16 learning
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Introduction

Post-16 learning in the UK is not a well-defined,
autonomous and self-regulating area of activity,

but a highly complex field. It is heavily influenced by
economic changes, new technologies, competing
interest groups and by government policies as well as
by the institutions, professionals and students at the
heart of the system. The learning and skills sector,
created by Act of Parliament in 2000, is an amalgam

of different traditions in post-16 education and
training, and comprises a huge number of organisations
(providers, inspectors and awarding and regulation
bodies), all with different systems for designing and
implementing curricula, assessing quality and training
practitioners. In addition, there are particular traditions,
cultures and ideas about teaching and learning

within different post-16 contexts that create both
opportunities for and barriers to the widespread use
of learning styles across the sector. The complexity
and diversity of this sector present a serious challenge
to any attempt to promote an informed interest in the
different approaches to learning styles as a means

of improving pedagogy.

This section will describe the main structural features
of the post-16 sector and will discuss the potential

of learning styles to influence pedagogy within current
pressures on the system. It will focus on the following
areas, which in themselves give some indication of the
complexity of the new system:

1

policy initiatives

1.1

the learning and skills sector
1.2

higher education in FE colleges
1.3

ideas about ‘best practice’

1.4

leadership and management

2

sectoral and institutional pressures
21

further education

2.2

work-based learning (WBL)
2.3

adult and community education (ACE)
3

qualifications and curricula

4

initial teacher training and professional development in
further education

5
student motivation.

Policy initiatives

The learning and skills sector

The scope of post-16 learning has broadened
considerably since the establishment of the Learning
and Skills Council (LSC) in 2000 and now embraces
not only FE colleges, but also sixth forms in schools
and colleges, adult and community education (ACE)

in local education authorities (LEAs) and voluntary
organisations, lifelong learning, workplace learning
and basic skills for adults. The LSC covers all

publicly funded post-16 learning and training with the
exception of higher education. In England, the LSC

has responsibility for some 6m learners and an annual
budget of more than £7bn. The learning is — to use

the instrumental metaphor found in official texts —
‘delivered’ by over 4000 providers in a range of settings
from classrooms and community projects to workplaces
and Learndirect centres; and courses are designed
and accredited by hundreds of awarding bodies.

The largest element within the sector is the FE colleges,
more than 400 in total, which account for around

60% of LSC funding. The inclusion of adult and
community education (ACE), with its many providers
new to systems of inspection, teacher training and
quality assurance, adds a new layer of complexity.

The attitude of the government to the sector can

be gauged by reference to the discussion document,
Success for all: reforming further education and training
(DfES 2002a) which listed five problems, but only

three strengths. The former can be briefly summarised
as follows.

Decision making has been reactive to funding
opportunities, rather than proactive.

The quality of providers varies widely ‘with a number
of truly excellent providers and excellent departments
within colleges, co-existing with some poor and much
mediocre provision’ (DfES 2002a, 5). There has not
been sufficient attention paid to teaching and learning.

There has been too little strategic planning for the
long term.

The sector is staffed by an underdeveloped workforce
‘with unhealthy levels of casualisation’ (2002a, 5).
The sector also suffers from ‘significant recruitment
and retention problems’ (2002a, 20) among both
teachers and managers. In 1998, only 55% of FE staff
were on permanent contracts, while the rest were
employed on part-time, temporary or short-term
contracts (FEFC 2000).

...too much learning is taking place in unattractive
and inefficient buildings’ (DfES 2002a, 5),

caused by a legacy of under-investment in the
capital infrastructure.



These considerable problems are balanced, in the
government’s view, by three significant strengths within
the sector.

A distinctive commitment to social inclusion, widening
participation and opening up access to learning to
disadvantaged people. FE colleges attract 27% of their
students from the 15% of electoral wards that are the
most disadvantaged (DfES 2002a, 4).

Long-standing relationships with partners and strong
credibility with local people, often based on strong
learner support.

good practice in learning delivery, often involving
inspirational creativity by front-line staff’
(DfES 20024, 6).

Teachers and trainers within the sector are also to

be supported by a National Leadership College, led by
a consortium of HE institutions and LSDA. It will offer
induction programmes for new FE college principals,
managers of work-based learning (WBL) and adult and
community education (ACE), together with training for
those wishing to become senior managers. We discuss
these proposals below.

Higher education in further education

Governmental policy initiatives have had, and continue
to have, a significant impact on the general climate
within which all teaching and learning in the sector
takes place. For example, the prime ministerial target
of 50% of 18-30 year olds in higher education before
2010 is unlikely to be met unless there is a major
increase in the amount of higher education that is
taught within further education. In 1999/2000, there
were as many as 149,000 students of higher education
in English FE colleges (NAO 2002), including 3000
postgraduates, amounting to around 10% of total
postgraduate numbers. By comparison, in Scotland,
almost one-third of all higher education is taught within
FE colleges. The policy of widening participation is likely
to find tutors in the post-16 sector more accustomed
to dealing with increased student diversity than their
counterparts in higher education, but non-traditional
students remain more expensive to teach, no matter
where they are taught. Moreover, both higher and further
education now contain higher percentages of mature
students, who have the highest drop-out rates in the
first year of study — 16% of mature students in higher
education drop out, as compared to only 8% of their
younger counterparts (HEFCE 2001).

The qualitative research carried out by the National
Audit Office (NAO 2002) on student ‘drop-out’ involves
higher rather than further education, but is arguably
the best evidence available. It identified five main
reasons for students withdrawing during their first year
of study: a lack of preparedness for higher education,
changing personal circumstances or interests, financial
matters, the impact of undertaking paid work, and
dissatisfaction with the course or institution. What

is important about this list is that only two of the
reasons (the first and the last) are connected with

the quality of provision. Part of the contemporary
context, then, for students in higher/further education
is financial hardship, with as many as 47% of full-time
HE students in employment during term time (Callender
and Kemp 2000).

Proposals to extend higher education taught in

FE colleges and to increase the number of institutions
designated as ‘universities’ mean that research into
learning styles and at approaches in higher education,
such as that by Entwistle and Vermunt (whose models
are reviewed in Section 3) becomes even more relevant
to FE colleges (see Coffield et al. 2004). However,

even if a more considered approach to learning styles
were to be adopted in higher education taught in

FE colleges, time for staff development — already heavily
dominated by policy initiatives — is at a premium.

Ideas about best practice

In November 2002, the government issued its vision
for the future of the learning and skills sector in

the second version of Success for all (DfES 2002b),
which sets out a strategy for investment and reform.
One of the key elements of the strategy is to ‘put
teaching, training and learning at the heart of what

we do by establishing a new Standards Unit to identify
and disseminate best practice, which will guide
learning and training programmes’ (DfES 2002b, 5).
The Standards Unit has begun to identify ‘best practice’
in delivery, assessment, content and teaching
techniques; but it appears to be focusing, initially

at least, on practitioners’ views (particularly those
from the new Beacon colleges; see below) and
inspection reports as the sources for ‘best practice’.

It is not clear yet what theory of learning informs its
views, how it intends to engage with external research,
what research it will commission, or what view it has
about the relevance of learning styles.



This review should help the unit form a view on learning
styles and pedagogy. An informed view is important

in the light of assumptions about learning styles found
in other policy initiatives, such as the Further Education
National Training Organisation (FENTO) standards

for teacher training (see below), and in initiatives for
inclusive practice. As Klein et al. (2003) point out in
their report on the implications of using the Dunn and
Dunn model in FE colleges, reviewed in Coffield et al.
2004, there are numerous assumptions about learning
styles in initiatives for inclusive education. Yet it is

not clear how supporters of these general assumptions
have developed their views about the importance

of learning styles. For example, the influential Tomlinson
Report for the Further Education Funding Council

(cited in FEFC 1996, 16) on provision for learners with
learning difficulties and/or disabilities argues that:

There is a world of difference between, on the one hand,
offering courses of education and training and then
giving some students who have learning difficulties
some additional human or physical aid to gain access
to those courses and, on the other hand, redesigning
the very processes of learning, assessment and
organisation to fit the objectives and learning style

of the student.

The extent to which this view of inclusive learning is
now prevalent in the post-16 sector is evident in other
policy documents. For example, advice by the LSDA

to work-based learning providers advocates careful
diagnostic assessment (Green 2002). This LSDA report
cites a Department for Education and Employment
(DfEE) study from 2001 that presents ‘learning style’
as one dimension in a jigsaw of components that should
be encompassed in the initial diagnostic assessment
of trainees. It is not evident that these injunctions

by Tomlinson (cited in FEFC 1996) and the LSDA
(Green 2002) are based on any research on learning
styles. Instead, there is a tendency to assume the
existence of styles and the desirability of diagnosing
and matching them through teaching and resources
and individual learning plans. The assumption of the
Tomlinson Committee, quoted above, is presented

in broad terms by the FEFC to form the basis of one of
its official principles of inclusive learning (FEFC 1996).
In her report on initial assessment, Green offers more
detail about the importance of learning styles, but
does not reference any specific source. She asserts
that (2002, 12):

Learning style inventories will provide details of different
learning preferences. Outcomes can be used in different
ways. Knowledge of learning preferences can help
learners exploit opportunities to learn through activities
that match them well with [their] preferred style.
However, there should also be support for learners

to learn when teaching/training strategies do not match
well with preferences.
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Other official documents use the general language
of individual needs, and sometimes add assertions
about learning preferences. For example, in a support
pack for staff development for teachers of students
with mental health problems, the DfES (2003, 41)
claims that ‘like all learners, learners with mental
health problems will have preferences as to how and
when they learn best’. Although the emphasis in the
LSDA report is on preferences as opposed to style,
but again, it is not clear how far the idea is rooted in
any research on learning styles.

In a similar vein, general assumptions about individual
needs and learning styles are prevalent in initiatives

to widen participation in post-16 education. A recent
report for the LSC on ‘good practice’ in colleges that are
aiming to widen adult participation cites the example

of a particular college to commend the ways in which
‘Learner/learning support is treated as an entitlement.
Supportis packaged in a holistic way to meet individual
needs, including practical and financial support as

well as additional learning’ (Taylor 2002, 34). In other
examples cited in Taylor’s report, individual learning
‘needs), individual pathways and initial assessment and
learning plans reinforce the idea that ‘good practice’

is essentially a response to individuals. As a result,
Taylor (2002) commends a series of ‘simple practitioner
manuals devised in one college as a guide to learning
methods and styles.

Inspectors’ reports sometimes offer general
assertions about the importance of meeting individual
needs and differentiating teaching to accommodate
them, but Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted)
and Adult Learning Inspectorate (ALI) reports shows
inconsistency in whether inspectors commend
individualisation as ‘good practice’ or not. In a random
sample of 30 reports by the ALI, reviewed for our
report, all place a strong emphasis on individualisation.
Reports commend creating and using individual
learning plans and responding to individual needs

in the classroom. Yet there is no consistency in whether
inspectors commend the use of learning styles. Of the
30 reports, 15 mentioned the notion once in a general
way. For example, ‘tutors carefully select a good range
of learning materials, directly relevant to the needs,
interests and learning styles of the learner’ (ALl 2002a,
21); ‘teaching and planning folders contain ... useful
guidance ... on learning styles, teaching and learning
approaches, assessment and resources’ (ALl 2003a,
6); [an initial diagnostic assessment comprised]

‘a basic skills test and an occupational and learning
styles assessment to agree an individual plan

of activities based on the specific needs of each
learner’ (ALI 2003b, 35-36).



The extent to which reports commend individualisation
depends partly on the demands of a subject area:

for example, competence-based qualifications in

a college drop-in centre for business and administration
lend themselves more easily to individual learning
plans and programmes than, say, an A-level in history.
It also seems that views of good practice depend on
traditions within different sectors, reflected in the
views of individual inspectors who come from those
traditions. For example, a report on adult education in
an LEA hardly mentions individual diagnosis or meeting
individuals’ needs, but praises teachers for the ways
that learners work in groups and learn from each other
(ALI 2003c). A communal view of learning is more
evident in the adult education reports than in the

FE and work-based learning ones.

Despite the general nature of claims about good
practice and inconsistency as to whether such

claims are commended officially, an interesting

feature of such citations is that they begin to take

on a circularity that makes it difficult to challenge what
‘good practice’ really is. For example, Taylor’s report
(2002, 56) notes a problem that arises when examples
‘are self-reported by project managers and are

taken as given by authors of evaluations [of policy
initiatives]... As responsiveness to learners’ needs is
generally agreed to be a characteristic of good practice,
such attempts to develop facilities may be regarded

as being examples of positive practice’. The purpose

of raising this point is not to challenge the importance
of responding to learners’ needs: instead, it is to
question the ease with which assumptions which are
not supported by research become mantras about
‘good practice’ and then policy injunctions.

One of the reasons given by the government for this
more interventionist approach is the widely diverging
standards of learner achievement within the sector.
Ofsted (2002) reports, for instance, that 15%

of colleges fail inspection and a further 44% have
some aspect of their performance assessed as
unsatisfactory. This welcome new focus on teaching
and learning adds urgency to the question: what

is considered ‘good’ or ‘best’ practice in the use

of learning styles?

Leadership and management

A leadership college to be known as the Centre for
Excellence in Leadership to train senior and middle
managers across the learning and skills sector was
established in 2003 as a consortium of the LSDA,

the Ashridge Management Centre, the University

of Lancaster’s Management School and the

Open University. The need for such an organisation

is confirmed by reports such as that by the

LSDA (Frearson 2003), which found the quality

of management and leadership to be extremely variable;
for example, over half of WBL providers were found

to have poor leadership and management of learning
(ALI 2002b). The LSDA report also noted that many
managers in ACE receive little or no training for their
roles, a problem paralleled in the low rates of teacher
training for tutors in adult education. In addition, even
where managers did take up professional development
and training opportunities, the quality and content

of these programmes also varied enormously. The
survey found other problems in developing managers
to support their staff in teaching roles. For example,
the chief executives of colleges said in 2002 that they
were ‘more likely to feel’ that they have no time to think
beyond crisis management than they did in 1997, while
WBL managers were more preoccupied with operational
issues than their counterparts in colleges. Moreover,
there is a huge problem of an ageing management
cohort in further education and difficulty in attracting
new managers (Frearson 2003).

In relation to the ability of managers to support
teachers in understanding learning and improving
pedagogy, Frearson’s report (2003) and proposals

for the Centre for Excellence in Leadership raise

a number of questions. For example, the LSDA survey
(Frearson 2003) that formed the basis for the report
asked for extensive comments on the appropriateness
of the FENTO standards in supporting and enhancing
managers’ tasks and roles. Yet none of the FENTO
standards for managers mention the need for them

to understand learning as the basis for helping their
staff, although maintaining the morale and motivation
of staff is one of the standards. It is therefore unclear
how managers are to raise the quality of learning

and maintain staff morale if they themselves have

no in-depth understanding of teaching and learning.



The absence of teaching and learning as one of

the skills or areas of knowledge that managers need

is in stark contrast to standards of competence for
school head-teachers which place a strong emphasis
on teaching and learning. It is also ironic given that the
title of the LSDA report (Frearson 2003) is Tomorrow’s
learning leaders and that the title of the new website
is ‘inspirelearning’ (www.inspirelearning.com). One
explanation is that designers of the management
programme may expect managers in colleges to have
their own teaching qualification, although this is unlikely
to be the case in WBL and adult education. Another
explanation is that government policy since the early
1990s has been to attract non-educationalists to
college chief executive posts. Notwithstanding these
possibilities, the absence of teaching and learning

in management standards for the learning and skills
sector is not going to equip managers to make more
informed decisions about learning styles and the
usefulness of research into them.

Nevertheless, proposals for the Centre for Excellence
in Leadership also call for ‘research into the diversity
of leadership and management tasks, skills, knowledge
and attributes to inform the design of relevant,
responsive and accessible professional development
opportunities’ (Frearson 2003, 7). This offers some
optimism that managers in the learning and skills
sector may develop an in-depth understanding of the
‘core business’ of the sector, namely learning. This
review may help managers to make informed decisions
about the relevance of learningstyles and the
appropriateness or otherwise of individual models.

Sectoral and institutional pressures

Further education

Of the 400+ colleges within the FE sector, 18 have
been awarded Beacon status as a mark of outstanding
teaching and learning practices, as judged by the
inspectorate. A further 16 have been named Centres of
Vocational Excellence (CoVEs) because of a vocational
specialism, and another 71 colleges are currently
moving successfully through the CoVE accreditation
programme (HM Treasury 2002). The government
continues, however, to be concerned about the range
of performance in the sector: In 1997, for instance,
125 colleges had achievement rates below 65%.

This figure was, however, reduced to 48 colleges by
2000; and in general, average success rates in further
education have been improving slowly in recent years
(HM Treasury 2002).
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Any moves to individualise learning as, for example,
recommended by Kolb (1984), will be made within

a system which, although it does not deserve to be
called ‘mass education is nevertheless seriously
overcrowded and has been historically under-funded.
In June 2002, members of the National Association

of Teachers in Further and Higher Education (NATFHE)
union went on strike, claiming that teachers in

further education were being paid 10% less than their
counterparts in the school system. Hodkinson (2002,
263) summarised the major changes to the conditions
of work for FE teachers and argued that these changes
are having serious consequences on professionalism
in the sector:

There are new conditions of service, major external
curriculum changes, a reduction of career hierarchies,
reduced pay relative to other groups, an increase

in part-time and temporary contracts, a new external
inspections system, and, most recently, pressure

for the rapid development of a fully qualified

teaching workforce.

The changes in conditions which Hodkinson has
detailed are symptoms of the performance
management culture which has spread throughout

the sector (Ainley and Bailey 1997; Gleeson and Shain
1999), with the introduction of ever tougher targets,
rigorous inspections and annual appraisals of all staff.
Itis not being suggested here that moves towards

a qualified teaching force or that rigorous inspections
are in themselves objectionable, but rather that they
are additional pressures on a sector which is already
undergoing significant change. The researchers

(cited in brackets above) argue that the operations

of performance management are not neutral in

their effects; indeed, they are creating dysfunctional
side-effects such as compliant sub-cultures.

These pressures have serious implications for the
widespread use of learning styles in further education.
For instance, compliance with targets may lead to

a surface approach to learning based on simply meeting
the assessment requirements. Moreover, pressures

on colleges to meet inspection criteria for differentiation
or for diagnostic assessment during student induction
may lead to an unthinking and uncritical administration
of a learning style inventory, as was done in the less
considered of the two examples that opened this report
(see also Gray, Griffin and Nasta 2000).



Work-based learning

Considerable concern is now being expressed about the
quality of work-based training, or at least those sections
of it that are funded and inspected by government.

The final report of the chief inspector of the Training
Standards Council (TSC) made two serious criticisms

of the quality of that training. First, the pedagogy

of WBL is too little understood: ‘Inspection report after
inspection report describes weaknesses in the initial
assessment of learning needs, in the preparation of
individual learning plans, progress reviews, assessment
and verification of achievements and careers guidance’
(TSC 2001, 4). And second, ‘few providers properly
understand the disciplines of quality assurance, with
nearly half of all those inspected last year awarded
grade 4 or 5’ — the two lowest grades, describing less
than satisfactory or poor provision (TSC 2001, 5).

A subsequent study by Hughes (2002, foreword) for
the LSDA confirmed that the ‘noticeable deterioration
[of work-based training] in the last year of operation
of the Training Standards Council has accelerated
under the Adult Learning Inspectorate’. This report
analysed both quantitatively and qualitatively all
inspection grades of work-based training for the four
years from 1998 to 2001 and concluded that the
areas of concern which were repeatedly highlighted
by the inspectors were: inadequate management

of the data, low levels of retention and achievement,
the poor quality of assessment, and the unsystematic
development of staff.

Given the poor state of pedagogy in WBL (ALl 2002b),
a good deal of staff development will be needed

if learning styles are to be used effectively. However,
as Coffield et al. (2004) show, inventories such as
Honey and Mumford’s (see Table 7, Section 3) have
been widely used in workplaces. In addition, the
research of Allinson and Hayes (see Table 1, Section 3)
is particularly relevant for WBL because they have
investigated the hypothesis that a similarity in
cognitive style between managers and subordinates,
especially in regard to mentoring, helps to produce
more positive relationships.

The DfES Standards Unit and other bodies working

to improve pedagogy in workplaces will need to evaluate
how learning styles can help or hinder their efforts.

For example, research on workplace learning shows

the importance of considering the subtle effects

of workplace culture, ethos and environment and the
idiosyncratic features of individual organisations that
make learning effective or ineffective (Evans, Hodkinson
and Unwin 2002). In addition, initiatives such as
Modern Apprenticeships are criticised for being
top-down and supply-led, and not based on the specific
need for skills, knowledge and attributes in different
industries and sectors (see Fuller and Unwin 2003).
The complexity of WBL, together with pressures

on resources for training mentors, trainers and
supervisors, suggest that simplistic generalisations
about the need to respond to individual learning styles
or to use a particular learning styles inventory will

have a limited impact on pedagogy.

Adult and community education (ACE)

In 2001, a large number and diverse range of new
providers of post-16 education were incorporated into
the learning and skills sector. Adult and community
education (ACE) — previously funded and run by LEAs,
charities, voluntary organisations and other bodies
such as the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) —
and prison education are now both encompassed within
the remit of the LSC and the ALI.

The ACE sector is likely to experience a number

of difficulties in responding to demands for pedagogy
based on learning styles. These can be summarised
as follows.

The overwhelming majority of the teaching workforce
are part-time and untrained.

There are strong traditions of informal, critical pedagogy
and customised certification of courses that do not
lend themselves easily to a transmission or ‘delivery’
approach to pedagogy.

Many courses are short and there is a very wide
variety of accreditation and qualifications, from diverse
awarding bodies.

In September 2002, the sector began to experience
external inspection with injunctions about pedagogy,
assessment and quality assurance.

The difficulties in bringing together the diverse
organisations that manage, implement and evaluate
ACE constitute a barrier to serious consideration

of effective pedagogy. There are also very different
educational traditions within ACE, from critical
pedagogy and radical workers’ education, to ideas
about humanist development, community self-help
and learning for leisure. These traditions tend to be
implicit in debates about what counts as good teaching
and learning, and it is not easy to see how learning
styles research could be adapted to the very disparate
contexts of ACE. In particular, the strong group and
community ethos in much ACE provision remains
important to many tutors and learners, making
simplistic ideas about individualisation and matching
teaching to individual preferences or styles unappealing
to many tutors. A community or group ethos is

also important to many staff in the National Institute
of Adult and Continuing Education (NIACE), which

is a crucial organisation when it comes to raising the
quality of teaching and learning in the sector.



Qualifications and curricula

Most of the post-16 applications of learning styles
inventories evaluated by Coffield et al. (2004) were
carried out in higher education. This is significant,
because the structure, content, teaching and
assessment of qualifications in higher education are
still determined to a great extent by the institutions
and teachers themselves. This is also largely true

of ACE tutors who still enjoy considerable flexibility
and autonomy in designing and running their courses;
so institutions and tutors have the freedom to respond
to learning styles positively or negatively.

In stark contrast, mainstream FE provision is

focused on the national curricula for general A-levels,
Advanced Vocational Certificates of Education

(AVCEs, based on Advanced GNVQs), the new GCSEs
in vocational subjects (based on Intermediate

GNVQs) and National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs).
In these qualifications, design, content, pedagogy

and assessment are heavily determined by the
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) and
awarding bodies.

In addition, targets for retention and achievement

can exert a strong influence on pedagogy within

the boundaries of the qualification, by encouraging
compliance rather than the sort of creative
engagement with ideas about learning styles
advocated by some proponents and noted in Section 8
of Coffield et al. (2004). Further pressure is created
by modular structures, fragmented teaching teams,
40% of FE teachers being on temporary or part-time
contracts, and limited course hours: all of these factors
militate against continuity and dialogue.

The scope, therefore, for using learning styles as

a basis for diagnosis and dialogue about learning

is seriously affected by the demands of the qualification
and the structure of the curriculum. Some practitioners
in FE colleges may be seduced by the claims made

for the ‘matching’ of learning and teaching styles

in the hope of maximising achievement, rather than
developing a range of learning styles in each student.
But in the current state of knowledge, it is far too

risky to be prescriptive about the value of individual
differentiation or ‘matching’ or about employing

any particular instrument.

Moreover, a significant number of FE teachers move
regularly between heavily regulated curricula such as
AVCEs to more open-ended ACE programmes. Although
there has been greater flexibility for tutors in ACE

to determine pedagogy, the link between funding and
accredited programmes is now placing new restrictions
on ACE programmes. For example, the QCA demands
external assessment for all qualifications in the
National Qualifications Framework (NQF) and awarding
bodies are having to redesign those curricula and
assessment regimes that are part of the NQF.
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Initial teacher training and professional
developmentin further education

An obvious focus for improving post-16 teachers’
understanding of learning styles and their
implications for pedagogy is initial teacher education
and continuing professional development (CPD).

So we need to evaluate the potential for staff

to acquire an understanding of learning styles
through existing structures.

The extent to which FE college lecturers hold a full
teaching qualification (as opposed to a foundation

or introductory certificate such as the well-known

City & Guilds Further & Adult Education Teachers
Certificate) varies greatly. In some colleges, all full-time
lecturers are qualified, as are many part-time staff.

In others, the figure is much lower: across the college
sector as a whole, DfES figures cite 60% for full-time
and 43% for part-time staff (2002b, 18). There

are no official figures for the rates of qualified staff

in the ACE and WBL sectors. On average, FE colleges
spend only 1-3% of their budgets on staff development.
Moreover, the fragmented, part-time nature of ACE
means that opportunities for CPD are even more limited
than they are in further education.

However, even where staff have the opportunity to

gain a full post-16 teaching qualification, the curriculum
is now dominated by the outcome-based standards

of FENTO. These standards focus exclusively on

FE staff, and the tradition of including a very diverse
range of trainers, lecturers and tutors on post-16 initial
teacher training courses is at risk of being eroded

by the need to include FENTO standards in such
programmes. In addition, most post-16 teacher training
is now run by colleges or by colleges in partnership
with universities. Conditions of service in colleges

to enable teacher education staff to keep up to date
with research evidence are not favourable, and there

is wide variation within the sector.

At one level, it could be argued that the problem

has already been solved: the requirement to possess
knowledge and understanding of learning styles

is already part of FENTO’s current standards, which
include no less than nine references to learning theory,
learning styles and the learning cycle. The learning
cycle referred to is likely to be Kolb’s (see Table 9,
Section 3) since his model is widely used in post-16
teacher education courses (see eg Huddleston

and Unwin 1997; Gray, Griffin and Nasta 2000).

For instance, the standards (FENTO 1999) stipulate
that FE teachers should:

have domain-wide knowledge and critical
understanding of ... learning theory, teaching
approaches and methodologies

encourage learners to adopt styles of learning that
are appropriate to the required outcomes

establish and agree individual learning needs,
aspirations and preferred learning styles

have a generic knowledge of the role of assessment
in relation to the learning cycle.



FENTO is to be reorganised under the new Sector
Skills Councils (SSCs) and its future is not yet clear.
Moreover, the DfES Standards Unit has the training
and professional development of FE teachers

within its remit and it is not yet clear what the unit
intends to do about the content and format of teacher
education for the sector.

At a deeper level, however, the nine requirements
concerning learning styles constitute only a very
insignificant part of the total battery of standards
which take 28 pages to list (FENTO 1999). Trainers

of FE teachers who wish to give proper attention

to learning styles must also ensure that their trainees
possess professional knowledge and understanding
of 22 areas, 22 personal skills, 15 personal attributes
and eight key areas of teaching which are broken down
into 26 sub-areas. So, despite the inclusion of learning
styles in the standards, there can be time to deal

with them only in a very cursory fashion in the rush

to complete this excessively overcrowded curriculum
within 1 year full-time or 2 years part-time, which

is how most FE lecturers undertake initial teacher
training. The textbooks for such courses cover the
topic of learning styles in a few pages (see eg Gray,
Griffin and Nasta 2000).

Despite these serious limitations, there is still scope
within in-service BA Post-16 Education courses and

in master’s degrees for post-16 teachers to explore
learning styles; staff running such courses in colleges
and universities are therefore an important audience
for this report.

The professional development of staff in the post-16
sector has not just been neglected in the UK, as can be
seen from Grubb’s empirical study (Grubb et al. 1999)
of teaching in community colleges in the US. The
research was based on direct observation of teaching
in 257 classrooms in 32 colleges in 11 states in the
US, which revealed a widespread neglect of pedagogy.
The instructors who were interviewed had received no
formal training in teaching methods, tended to discount
the study of pedagogy and developed their approaches
to teaching through trial and error or through discussion
with their peers, whenever possible. In the words

of Grubb et al. (1999, 25):

Many faculty find it difficult to answer questions

about their teaching: they have neither the time nor the
reasons to discuss teaching, and they lack colleagues
with whom to do it... Some don’t even think of
themselves as teachers, even though they are nothing
but... Their inability to talk analytically about what is,
after all, their life’s work reflects in part a pragmatic
view of what they need to do.

Grubb and his colleagues stress two key issues as

a result of this research: the need for teaching to be
seen as a collective rather than an individual activity,
and for institutional support to develop pedagogy.

It remains an open question whether similar approaches
to pedagogy would be found among tutors and trainers
in the post-compulsory sector in the UK and this

area constitutes a serious gap in current knowledge.

It could be argued that one of the essential marks

of a profession is the ability to articulate, defend and
improve its practice.

Students’ motivation

The 16-year-old students who are now entering further
education or training at work are those who have
experienced the National Curriculum and national
assessment over the previous 10 years, and they will
have formed particular responses to the intensified
regime of formal assessment. The systematic review
(Harlen and Deakin Crick 2002) by The Evidence for
Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating
Centre (EPPI-Centre) of the impact of summative
assessment and testing on students’ motivation for
learning while at school has particular relevance

for the post-compulsory sector. The EPPI-Centre’s
review contains many important findings, but only two
of the most significant are quoted here, as follows
(2002, 62-63).

m‘High stakes’ assessment (ie assessment that
determines progression or selection) can create
a classroom climate in which transmission teaching and
highly structured activities predominate, favouring
only those students with certain learning dispositions.

m Repeated practice tests reinforce the low self-image
of the lower achieving students.

The evidence from the maintained sector of schools
clearly shows, then, that a rigorous assessment regime
affects not only the pedagogy of teachers, but favours
the learning approaches of some students and lowers
the self-esteem of those who are most likely to leave
school at 16 for further education or employment.

Post-16 applications of learning styles have focused
in the main on older students (undergraduates and
postgraduates aged 18 to 21) who have chosen

to enter higher education or undertake professional
development. In contrast, FE colleges, WBL providers
and ACE all deal with an extremely diverse student
population in terms of motivation, confidence and
attitudes to learning. For example, a recent study

of FE students has shown that teachers may not

be challenging students sufficiently to go beyond their
existing comfort zones and expectations of getting
through the assessment requirements easily
(Ecclestone 2002).
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For post-16 students, previous experience, current
reasons for being in post-16 education and other
pressures such as employment, social and
personal/family life are all important factors that
contribute to how they respond to the concept

of learning styles, and whether a particular instrument
labels them, leaves them with the comfort of their
preferred learning style, or offers them more
open-ended ideas about learning.

Conclusion

The potential for learning styles to improve post-16
learning cannot be evaluated without reference to:

m the enormous range of students
m the increasing numbers of non-traditional students
m large numbers of untrained, part-time tutors

m the prevailing audit culture and the performance
management system of 3-year funding plans, ‘floor
targets’ which will set minimum acceptable levels
of performance (see DfES 2002b) and extra funding
linked to the achievement of ‘improvement targets’

m the effects of competition between providers, despite
a new political emphasis on collaboration

m the multiple purposes of the sector
(academic, vocational, recreational, basic skills,
workforce development)

m the range and number of curricula and awarding bodies

m the potential of information and communications
technology (ICT)

m the impact of funding and other steering mechanisms
on teaching, learning and assessment.

In sum, all teacher—student interactions in post-16
learning are embedded in structures of power,
regulation and control. These mean, for instance,

that neither teachers nor students have the total
freedom to choose the teaching or learning strategies
which they may wish to adopt. There are also so

many constraints on teachers and so many variables
affecting learning outcomes that the differences
produced through approaches based on learning styles
are likely to be rather small. The research evidence
strongly suggests that all these factors — and the
audit culture, in particular — have changed pedagogical
relations in further education. It is within this general
atmosphere that attempts are being made to improve
the professional practice of tutors and the quality

of learning by students.

Section 2

page 14/15



Section 3

The systematic review of learning styles models
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Aims of the research

The LSDA commissioned a number of research projects
in post-16 learning through a new Learning and Skills
Research Centre (LSRC) funded by the LSC and

the DfES. The University of Newcastle carried out two
projects: an evaluation of models of learning styles
inventories and their impact on post-16 pedagogy

(this report and Coffield et al. 2004) and an evaluation
(wih the University of Sunderland) of different thinking
skill frameworks (Moseley et al. 2003). Other projects
in the LSRC’s programme include an evaluation by

the University of Strathclyde of the impact of thinking
skills on pedagogy (Livingston, Soden and Kirkwood
2003), areport on the extent and impact of mixed-age
learning in further education by the universities

of Surrey and Sheffield (McNair and Parry 2003) and

a mapping by the University of Leeds of the conceptual
terrain in relation to informal learning (Colley, Hodkinson
and Malcolm 2003).

The evaluation of learning styles inventories was
originally a separate project from the evaluation of the
impact of learning styles on post-16 pedagogy. However,
the two projects were merged in order to maximise the
synergy between the theoretical research on learning
styles and its practical implications for pedagogy.

The aims of the joint project were to carry out an
extensive review of research on post-16 learning

styles, to evaluate the main models of learning styles,
and to discuss the implications of learning styles

for post-16 teaching and learning. These broad aims
are addressed through the following research questions
and objectives.

Research questions

1
What models of learning styles are influential and
potentially influential?

2
What empirical evidence is there to support the claims
made for these models?

3
What are the broad implications for pedagogy
of these models?

4
What empirical evidence is there that models
of learning styles have an impact on students’ learning?

Research objectives

The objectives that arose from our questions
enabled us to:

identify the range of models that are (a) available;
(b) influential or potentially influential in research
and practice

locate these models within identifiable ‘families’
of ideas about learning styles

evaluate the theories, claims and applications
of these models, with a particular focus on evaluating
the authors’ claims for reliability and validity

evaluate the claims made for the pedagogical
implications of the selected models of learning styles

identify what gaps there are in current knowledge
and what future research is needed in this area

make recommendations and draw conclusions about
the research field as a whole.

We have also produced a separate report (Coffield et al.
2004), which provides detailed reviews of the 13 major
models of learning styles (see Tables 1-13 at the

end of this section) based on these research questions
and objectives.

Approaches to the literature review

The brief for this research was twofold: first, to assess
the theoretical basis of claims made for learning styles
and their importance for pedagogy; second, to map

the field of learning styles and to gain an understanding
of the variety of models produced, their history and
pedagogical relevance. For this reason, it was not
practical to follow the stringent, limiting criteria used

in reviews by the EPPI-Centre (see eg Harlen and Deakin
Crick 2002), since the second aspect of the project
would have been neglected. However, we adopted some
of the processes of a systematic literature review,
based on the research questions outlined above.

These processes included: identifying literature

and search terms and locating the literature through
materials already in our possession, following up
citations, interrogating databases, searching websites,
and making use of personal contacts. We developed

a reference management system using Endnote
software and this enabled us to define and hone our
criteria (see Figure 1), both for selecting literature
initially and then for closer analysis.



Figure 1
Selection of literature
for review

Total number of references identified: 3800

Texts reviewed and logged in the database: 838

Texts in the references: 631

Figure 2

Texts referring directly to the 13 major theorists: 351

Instructional preferences

Curry’s ‘onion” model
of learning styles

Source: Curry (1983)

Information processing style

The category ‘texts in the references’ covers both this
report and Coffield et al. 2004.

In the literature review, we used a range of search
terms (see Appendix 2) which revealed the titles of
thousands of books, journal articles, theses, magazine
articles, websites, conference papers and unpublished
‘grey’ literature. Our criteria have been relatively flexible
compared with those used in EPPI-Centre reviews,
since we have had to take into account the need to
sample at least some of the large number of articles in
professional magazines designed to promote particular
models of learning styles, even though these articles
tend not to engage critically with the instrument either
theoretically or empirically.

We have accumulated a database containing over 800
references and papers relating to the field of post-16
learning styles. The majority are scholarly articles

in journals or books, written by academics for other
academics. We have developed the following structure
to impose some order on a large, complex and confusing
literature, and to evaluate all reports and papers
critically. Our evaluation criteria, therefore, take account
of both the scholarly quality of an article and its impact
on a particular professional or academic audience.

Cogpnitive personality style

The criteria for selecting particular theorists to study
in depth were as follows.

m The texts chosen were widely quoted and regarded
as central to the field as a whole.

m The learning styles model was based on an
explicit theory.

m The publications were representative of the
literature and of the total range of models available
(eg experiential, cognitive and brain dominance).

m The theory has proved to be productive — that is,
leading to further research by others.

m The instrument/questionnaire/inventory has
been widely used by practitioners — teachers, tutors
or managers.



The criteria used to reject other contenders were
as follows.

m The approach was highly derivative and added little
that was new; for example, the names of the individual
learning styles had been changed but little else.

m The research’s primary focus was on an allied topic
rather than on learning styles directly; for example,
it was a study of creativity or of teaching styles.

m The publication was a review of the literature rather
than an original contribution to the field, such as
Curry’s (1983) highly influential ‘onion” model which
groups different approaches into three main types.
Such reviews informed our general thinking, but
were not selected for in-depth evaluation as models
of learning style.

m The study was a standard application of an instrument
to a small sample of students, whose findings added
nothing original or interesting to theory or practice.

m The methodology of the study was flawed.

It was not necessary for all five inclusion criteria

to be met for a particular theorist to be included,
nor for all five rejection criteria to be fulfilled

for one to be excluded. In fact, it did not prove very
difficult or contentious to decide which models were
most influential.

Influential models of learning styles

The last part of this section provides summaries

of our reviews (reported in full in Coffield et al. 2004)
of the most influential models and instruments

of learning styles and their accompanying literatures,
with a particular focus on validity, reliability and
practical application. The main models chosen for
detailed study are as follows.

m Allinson and Hayes’ Cognitive Style Index (CSI)
m Apter’s Motivational Style Profile (MSP)

m Dunn and Dunn’s model and instruments
of learning styles

m Entwistle’s Approaches and Study Skills Inventory for
Students (ASSIST)

m Gregorc’s Mind Styles Model and Style Delineator (GSD)

m Herrmann’s Brain Dominance Instrument (HBDI)

m Honey and Mumford’s Learning Styles Questionnaire

(LSQ)
m Jackson’s Learning Styles Profiler (LSP)
m Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory (LSI)
m Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI)
m Riding’s Cognitive Styles Analysis (CSA)
m Sternberg’s Thinking Styles Inventory (TSI)

m Vermunt’s Inventory of Learning Styles (ILS)
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The material we have reviewed varies enormously,
both in the quality of the methodology and the scope
of the investigation. In some instances, studies that
might have been excluded in a typical academic review
on the grounds of dubious methodology have been
included here because of their impact on practitioners
or on other researchers, but in all such cases,

the methodological weaknesses are made explicit.

Rationale for organising the literature review

A continuum of learning styles

As we pointed out in Section 1, the research field

of learning styles is both extensive and conceptually
confusing. In a review of the psychometric qualities

of different learning styles instruments, Curry (1987)
categorised different research approaches. These were:
‘instructional preferences’, ‘information processing
style’ and ‘cognitive style’.

In Curry’s model (1983; see Figure 2), the inner layer
of cognitive personality style is both more stable

(and therefore less easily modified or changed) and
more significant in complex learning, while the outer
layer of instructional preferences is easier to modify
and influence, but less important in learning (1983).
Many researchers in the learning styles field have seen
Curry’s model as a useful, pragmatic way to present
different models within these broad categories

(eg Price and Richardson 2003). Yet, however attractive
the onion metaphor may be, it is far from clear what
lies at the centre. Conceptions of cognitive style relate
to particular sets of theoretical assumptions, some

of them psychoanalytic in origin. I[deas about stability
are influenced more by theoretical concerns than

by empirical evidence. There is not a single theory

of cognitive or of learning style which is supported

by evidence from longitudinal studies of stylistic
similarities and differences in twins.

As an alternative model, Vermunt (1998; see Figure 3)
aimed to integrate different learning processes,

some of which are thought to be relatively stable
(mental learning models and learning orientations)
and some of which are contextually determined

(choice between regulatory and processing strategies).



Figure 3
Vermunt’s model of
learning styles (1998)

Source: Price and
Richardson 2003

Figure 4
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Some of the models we reviewed in Coffield et al.
(2004), such as the Dunn and Dunn learning styles
model (summarised here in Table 3 on page 25),
combine qualities which the authors believe to be
constitutionally fixed with characteristics that are open
to relatively easy environmental modification. Others,
such as those by Vermunt and Entwistle (summarised
here in Tables 13 and 4 respectively), combine relatively
stable cognitive styles with strategies and processes
that can be modified by teachers, the design of the
curriculum, assessment and the ethos of the course
and institution. The reason for choosing to present
the models we reviewed in a continuum is because we
are not aiming to create a coherent model of learning
that sets out to reflect the complexity of the field.
Instead, the continuum is a simple way of organising
the different models according to some overarching
ideas behind them. It therefore aims to capture the
extent to which the authors of a model claim that
styles are constitutionally based and relatively fixed,
or believe that they are more flexible and open to
change (see Figure 4). We have assigned particular
models of learning styles to what we call ‘families’.
This enables us to impose some order on a field

of 71 apparently separate approaches. However, like
any theoretical framework, it is not perfect and some
models are difficult to place because the distinction
between constitutionally-based preferences or styles
and those that are amenable to change is not always
clear-cut. We list all 71 in the database we have created
for this review (see Appendix 1).

The continuum was constructed by drawing on the
classification of learning styles by Curry (1991).

We also drew on advice for this project from Entwistle
(2002), and analyses and overviews by key figures

in the learning styles field (Claxton and Ralston 1978;
De Bello 1990; Riding and Cheema 1991; Bokoros,
Goldstein and Sweeney 1992; Chevrier et al. 2000;
Sternberg and Grigorenko 2001). Although the
groupings of the families are necessarily arbitrary,
they attempt to reflect the views of the main theorists
of learning styles, as well as our own perspective. Our
continuum aims to map the learning styles field by using
one kind of thematic coherence in a complex, diverse
and controversial intellectual territory. Its principal aim
is therefore classificatory.
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We rejected or synthesised existing overviews for three
reasons: some were out of date and excluded recent
influential models; others were constructed in order

to justify the creation of a new model of learning styles
and in so doing, strained the categorisations to fit

the theory; and the remainder referred to models only
in use in certain sectors of education and training

or in certain countries.

Since the continuum is intended to be reasonably
comprehensive, it includes in the various ‘families’
many of the 71 taxonomies of learning styles we

came across during this project. However, the scope

of this project does not allow us to examine in depth

all 71 of these instruments and there is therefore some
risk of mis-categorisation. The models that are analysed
in depth are represented in Figure 4 in bold type.

Our continuum is based on the extent to which the
developers of learning styles models and instruments
appear to believe that learning styles are fixed. The field
as a whole draws on a variety of disciplines, although
cognitive psychology is dominant. In addition, influential
figures such as Jean Piaget, Carl Jung and John Dewey
leave traces in the work of different groups of learning
styles theorists who, nevertheless, claim distinctive
differences for their theoretical positions.

At the left-hand end of the continuum, we have placed
those theorists with strong beliefs about the influence
of genetics on fixed, inherited traits and about the
interaction of personality and cognition. While some
models, like Dunn and Dunn’s do acknowledge external
factors, particularly immediate environment, the
preferences identified in the model are rooted in ideas
that styles should be worked with rather than changed.
Moving along the continuum, learning styles models
are based on the idea of dynamic interplay between
self and experience. At the right-hand end of the
continuum, theorists pay greater attention to personal
factors such as motivation and environmental factors
like cooperative or individual learning, and also to the
effects of curriculum design, institutional and course
culture and teaching and assessment tasks on how
students choose or avoid particular learning strategies.



The kind of instruments developed, the ways in which
they are evaluated and the pedagogical implications
for students and teachers all flow from these
underlying beliefs about traits. Translating specific
ideas about learning styles into teaching and learning
strategies is critically dependent on the extent to which
these learning styles have been reliably and validly
measured, rigorously tested in authentic situations,
given accurate labels and integrated into everyday
practices of information gathering, understanding and
reflective thinking.

We devised this classificatory system to impose

some order on a particularly confusing and endlessly
expanding field, but as a descriptive device, it has
certain limitations. For example, it may overemphasise
the differences between the families and cannot reflect
the complexity of the influences on all 13 models.
Some authors claim to follow certain theoretical
traditions and would appear, from their own description,
to belong in one family, while the application (or indeed,
the marketing) of their learning styles model might
locate them elsewhere. For example, Rita Dunn (Dunn
and Griggs 1998) believes that style is (in the main)
biologically imposed, with the implication that styles
are relatively fixed and that teaching methods should
be altered to accommodate them. However, on her

UK website (Hankinson 2003), it is claimed that
significant gains in student performance can be
achieved ‘By just understanding the concept of student
learning styles and having a personal learning style
profile constructed’. Where such complexity exists,

we have taken decisions as a team in order to place
theorists along the continuum.

Families of learning styles

For the purposes of the continuum, we identify five
families and these form the basis for our detailed
analyses of different models in Coffield et al. (2004):

m constitutionally based learning styles and preferences
m cognitive structure

m stable personality type

mflexibly stable’ learning preferences

m learning approaches and strategies.

Within each family, we review the broad themes

and beliefs about learning, and the key concepts and
definitions which link the leading influential thinkers

in the group. We also evaluate in detail the 13 most
influential models, looking both at studies where
researchers have evaluated the underlying theory

of a model in order to refine it and empirical studies

of reliability, validity and pedagogical impact. To ensure
comparability, each of these analyses uses the
following headings:

origins and influence

definition, description and scope of the learning
style instrument

measurement by authors

description of instrument

reliability and validity

external evaluation

reliability and validity

general

implications for pedagogy

empirical evidence for pedagogical impact.

Summary evaluations of the 13 major models
of learning styles

The 13 tables that follow summarise our findings on
the 13 models chosen for study; the full reviews of each
learning style are to be found in Coffield et al. (2004).



Table 1

Allinson and Hayes’
Cognitive Styles Index
(Csl)

Allinson and Hayes’ Cognitive Styles Index (CSI)
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Strengths
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Weaknesses

General

Design of the model

Reliability

Validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

Designed for use with adults.

A single bipolar dimension

of intuition-analysis, which authors
contend underpins other aspects
of learning style.

Internal consistency and test-retest
reliability are high, according to both
internal and external evaluations.

The CSI correlates with scales from
other instruments, including four
from the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator.

Analysis is associated with more job
satisfaction in junior roles than intuition,
while intuition is associated with
seniority in business and with success
in entrepreneurship.

Intuitive managers are generally
better liked, irrespective of the style
of their subordinates.

Matched styles are often effective
in mentoring relationships.

One study showed that analytic
qualities in university dissertation
supervisors are desirable.

If it were to be shown that placing

a higher value on intuitive performance
by university students led to more
successful career and business
outcomes, changes in HE pedagogy
and assessment would be indicated.

The proposed single dimension is very
broad and made up of diverse, loosely
associated characteristics.

There is unequivocal evidence that
intuition and analysis, although
negatively related, are not opposites.

The authors acknowledge that more
research is needed to understand the
relationships between cognitive style,
intellectual ability and educational
achievement.

Itis not clear how far findings are
context-dependent. Implications
are, at best, interesting suggestions
which need to be tested empirically.

None as yet.

Overall, the CSI has the best evidence for reliability and validity of the 13 models
studied. The constructs of analysis and intuition are relevant to decision making and
work performance in many contexts, although the pedagogical implications of the
model have not been fully explored. The CSl is a suitable tool for researching and
reflecting on teaching and learning, especially if treated as a measure of two factors

rather than one.

Allinson and Hayes 1996



Table 2
Apter’s Motivational
Style Profile (MSP)

Apter’s Motivational Style Profile (MSP)

Strengths

Weaknesses

General

Design of the model

Reliability

Validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

The theory provides a structure for
understanding human behaviour

and experience, not in terms of fixed
personality ‘types’, but by outlining the
dynamic interplay between ‘reversing’
motivational states.

There are four domains of experience
in which there is interaction between
emotion, cognition and volition. These
are: means-ends, rules, transactions
and relationships. Reversal theory

is about systems in nature, bridging
between biology and lived experience.

The MSP has acceptable levels
of internal consistency and test-retest
reliability.

There is an impressive amount of
empirical evidence which supports
reversal theory.

Reversal has major implications for
how we think about learning styles,
leading us to expect reversals between
learning styles as well as some degree
of individual consistency over time.

Productive learning can be fostered

by creating learning environments

in which reversals through boredom

and satiation are less likely to occur.

The MSP is a measure of personality,
not learning style alone.

Apter’s claim that one of the four pairs
of motivational states is always in
operation is as yet unproven.

In general, it cannot be said that factor
analysis has shown the MSP to measure
adequately the ‘binary oppositions’

on which reversal theory is built.

The implications of reversal theory

for learning have not been fully
elaborated or widely researched, except
in specialised fields such as sport

and addiction.

None as yet.

A theory which poses a threat to fixed-trait models of learning style and which merits
further research and development in educational contexts.

Apter 2001
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Dunn and Dunn’s model and instruments of learning styles

Table 3

Strengths

Weaknesses

Dunn and Dunn’s model
and instruments of
learning styles

General

Design of the model

Reliability

Validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

A user-friendly model that includes
motivational factors, social
interaction, physiological and
environmental elements.

High or low preferences for 22 different
factors are identified by learners.

Strong preferences form the basis for
teachers to adopt specific techniques
or make environmental changes to
areas such as light, sound, design,
time of day or mobility.

Supporters make strong claims
for reliability.

Supporters make strong claims
for validity.

Itis claimed that:

individual differences in preference
can be discerned

it is possible to adapt environments and ™

pedagogy to meet these preferences

the stronger the preference, the more
effect an intervention will have

the impact will be even greater
if low-achieving learners’ strong
preferences are catered for.

The model has generated an extensive
programme of international research.

Isolation of individual elements in
empirical studies allows for evaluation
of the effects of those elements.

The model makes simplistic
connections between physiological
and psychological preferences
and brain activity.

It is @ model of instructional
preferences, not learning.

It is unsophisticated in its adoption

of ideas from other fields, eg modality
preference, circadian rhythm,
hemispheric dominance.

Training courses and manuals simply
list large numbers of studies where
preferences are either prioritised

or connected to others. Practitioners
therefore have to take the theoretical
support on trust.

Critics highlight major problems
with the design and reliability
of key instruments.

There have been external criticisms
of evidence of validity.

The implications for pedagogy are
so forcefully expressed that no other
options are considered.

Labelling and generalising about
types of student may lead to simplistic
injunctions about ‘best practice’

Effect sizes of individual elements
are conflated.

There is a serious lack of independent
evaluation of the LSI.

Despite a large and evolving research programme, forceful claims made for impact
are questionable because of limitations in many of the supporting studies and

the lack of independent research on the model. Concerns raised in our review need
to be addressed before further use is made of the model in the UK.

Dunn and Griggs 2003



Table 4

Entwistle’s Approaches
and Study Skills
Inventory for Students
(ASSIST)

Entwistle’s Approaches and Study Skills Inventory for Students (ASSIST)

Strengths

Weaknesses

General

Design of the model

Reliability

Validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

Model aims to encompass approaches
to learning, study strategies, intellectual
development skills and attitudes in
higher education.

Assesses study/learning orientations,
approaches to study and preferences
for course organisation and instruction.

Internal and external evaluations
suggest satisfactory reliability and
internal consistency.

Extensive testing by authors
of construct validity.

Validity of deep, surface and
strategic approaches confirmed
by external analysis.

Teachers and learners can share
ideas about effective and ineffective
strategies for learning.

Course teams and managers can use
approaches as a basis for redesigning
instruction and assessment.

Model can inform the redesign
of learning milieux within departments
and courses.

Has been influential in training
courses and staff development in
British universities.

Complexity of the developing model
and instruments is not easy for
non-specialists to access.

There are dangers if the model is
used by teachers without in-depth
understanding of its underlying
implications.

Many of the sub-scales are less reliable.
Test-retest reliability not shown.

Construct and predictive validity have
been challenged by external studies.

Unquestioned preference for deep
approaches, but strategic and even
surface approaches may be effective
in some contexts.

Rather weak relationships between
approaches and attainment.

The scope for manoeuvre in course
design is variable outside the relative
autonomy of higher education,
especially in relation to assessment
regimes.

There is a large gap between using
the instrument and transforming the
pedagogic environment.

As the terms ‘deep’ and ‘surface’
become popular, they become attached
to individuals rather than behaviours,
against the author’s intention.

Not tested directly as a basis
for pedagogical interventions.

Potentially useful model and instrument for some post-16 contexts outside
the success it has had in higher education, but significant development and

testing will be needed.

Entwistle 1998



Table 5
Gregorc's Style
Delineator (GSD)

LSRC reference

Gregorc’s Style Delineator (GSD)

Strengths
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Weaknesses

General

Design of the model

Reliability

Validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

The GSD taps into the unconscious
‘mediation abilities’ of ‘perception’
and ‘ordering’.

There are two dimensions:
concrete-abstract and
sequential-random.

Individuals tend to be strong in one

or two of the four categories: concrete
sequential, concrete random, abstract
sequential and abstract random.

The author reports high levels
of internal consistency and
test-retest reliability.

Moderate correlations are reported
for criterion-related validity.

Although Gregorc contends that
clear-cut Mind Style dispositions

are linked with preferences for certain
instructional media and teaching
strategies, he acknowledges that most
people prefer instructional variety.

Results on study preference are mixed,
though there is evidence that choice

of subject is aligned with Mind Style and

that success in science, engineering
and mathematics is correlated with
sequential style.

Styles are natural abilities and not
amenable to change.

Some of the words used in the
instrument are unclear or may
be unfamiliar.

No normative data is reported,
and detailed descriptions of the style
characteristics are unvalidated.

Independent studies of reliability
raise serious doubts about the GSD’s
psychometric properties.

There is no empirical evidence for
construct validity other than the fact
that the 40 words were chosen by
60 adults as being expressive of the
four styles.

The sequential/random dimension
stands up rather better to
empirical investigation than the
concrete/abstract dimension.

Gregorc makes the unsubstantiated
claim that learners who ignore

or work against their style may
harm themselves.

We have not found any published
evidence addressing the benefits
of self-knowledge of learning styles
or the alignment of Gregorc-type
learning and teaching styles.

Theoretically and psychometrically flawed. Not suitable for the assessment

of individuals.

Gregorc 1985



Table 6

Herrmann’s Brain
Dominance Instrument
(HBDI)

Herrmann’s Brain Dominance Instrument (HBDI)

Strengths Weaknesses

General

Design of the model

Reliability and validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

The HBDI and new ways of using
it effectively have been developed
over more than 20 years.

The ‘whole brain’ model is
compatible with several other
models of learning style.

Itis based on theory which, although m As with most self-report instruments,
originally brain-based, incorporates itis possible to complete it

growth and development, especially with the intention of presenting

in creativity. a particular profile.

Learning styles as defined by the m Some will find the HBDI items hard
HBDI are not fixed personality traits, to read and understand.

but to a large extent, learned patterns
of behaviour.

Internal evidence suggests that There are very few independent studies
the HBDI is psychometrically sound, of the reliability and validity of the HBDI.
and new analyses can draw on

an enormous international database.

HBDI-based feedback does not The pedagogical implications of the
seek to attach permanent labels ‘whole brain” model have not yet been
to the individual. fully explored and tested.

Herrmann provides rich accounts of how
people think and learn, valuing diversity
and arguing for mutual understanding.

Teachers, students, managers

and workers may be stimulated to
examine and refine their ideas about
communication and learning.

Herrmann argues that all learners
need to develop stylistic flexibility and,
where appropriate, extend their range
of competence.

Although well established in the
business world, the use of the HBDI
has yet to be extensively validated
in education.

A model which, although largely ignored in academic research, offers considerable
promise for use in education and training. It is more inclusive and systemic

than many others, taking an optimistic, open and non-labelling stance towards
the development of people and organisations.

Herrmann 1989



Table 7

Honey and Mumford’s
Learning Styles
Questionnaire (LSQ)

LSRC reference

Section 3 page 28/29

Honey and Mumford’s Learning Styles Questionnaire (LSQ)

Strengths

Weaknesses

General

Design of the model

Reliability

Validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

LSQ probes the attitudes

and behaviours which determine
preferences with regard to

learning. To be used for
personal/organisational development
and not for assessment/selection.
Not a psychometric instrument, but

a checklist about how people learn.

Based on Kolb’s model, with new terms
for style preferences which are aligned
to the four stages in the learning cycle.

Face validity is claimed by authors.

To help managers/ employees to devise
personal development plans.

To show managers how to help their
staff learn.

To be used as a starting point for
discussion and improvement with

a knowledgeable tutor.

Suggestions made to help people
strengthen an under-utilised style.

No evidence quoted by authors.

Danger of labelling people as
‘theorists’ or ‘pragmatists’, when
most people exhibit more than one
strong preference.

Evaluation by researchers has become
increasingly critical, eg percentage

of variance explained by personality
and learning style put at 8% (Jackson
and Lawty-Jones 1996).

Only moderate internal consistency
has been found.

Validity not assessed by authors.
More evidence is needed before LSQ
is acceptable.

All the suggestions are derived logically
or from practice with using the LSQ;
they have not been rigorously tested

to see if they work.

No evidence found by researchers.

Has been widely used in business, but needs to be redesigned to overcome

weaknesses identified by researchers.

Honey and Mumford 2000



Table 8
Jackson’s Learning
Styles Profiler (LSP)

Jackson’s Learning Styles Profiler (LSP)

Strengths

Weaknesses

General

Design of the model

Reliability

Validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

The LSP is a sophisticated
instrument in terms of its theory
base and computerised format.

Designed for use in business
and education.

The model describes four styles:
Initiator, Analyst, Reasoner and
Implementer.

The test-retest reliability of three
scales is satisfactory.

The authors claim factorial validity
on the basis of a four-factor solution.

Some evidence of concurrent validity
is provided by correlations with other
measures of personality.

There is a positive emphasis in the
computer-generated recommendations
for personal development which result
from completing the questionnaire.

The feedback is very detailed and
contains suggestions for building

on strengths, dealing with challenging
situations and remedying
maladaptive learning.

It is possible that the style names
chosen by Jackson are not good
descriptors of the underlying constructs.

The Reasoner scale has poor
test-retest reliability.

Some further refinement of items is
needed, especially in the linitiator scale.

It is desirable, both for individuals

and organisations, to build up multiple
strengths rather than for people

to work only in ways which come most
naturally to them.

The relevance, practicality and value
of the personal feedback have yet
to be evaluated.

The theoretical model and the LSP, for which UK norms exist, have promise for wider
use and consequential refinement in organisational and educational contexts.

Jackson 2002
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Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory (LSI)

Table 9 Strengths Weaknesses

Kolb’s Learning Style General

m Learning styles are not fixed personality Should not be used for individual
Inventory (LSI)

traits, but relatively stable patterns selection.
of behaviour.

m 30 years of critique have helped to
improve the LSI, which can be used as
an introduction to how people learn.

Design of the model m Learning styles are both flexible Three elements need to be separated:
and stable. m process = the four stages of the
m Based on the theory of experiential learning cycle
learning which incorporates growth m level = how well one performs at any

and development. of the four stages

m style = how each stage is approached.

Reliability Changes to the instrument have Long, public dispute over reliability
increased its reliability. of LSI. Third version is still undergoing
examination.

Validity m The construct validity of the LSI has
been challenged and the matter is not
yet settled.

m It has low predictive validity, but it
was developed for another purpose —
as a self-assessment exercise.

Implications m In general, the theory claims to m The notion of a learning cycle may
for pedagogy provide a framework for the design be seriously flawed.
and management of all learning m The implications for teaching have been
experiences. drawn logically from the theory rather
m Teachers and students may be than from research findings.

stimulated to examine and refine their
theories of learning; through dialogue,
teachers may become more empathetic
with students.

m All students to become competent
in all four learning styles (active,
reflective, abstract and concrete) to
produce balanced, integrated learners.

m Instruction to be individualised with
the help of IT.

Evidence of m There is no evidence that ‘matching’
pedagogical impact improves academic performance
in further education.

m The findings are contradictory and
inconclusive. No large body of
unequivocal evidence on which to base
firm recommendations about pedagogy.

Overall assessment One of the first learning styles, based on an explicit theory. Problems
about reliability, validity and the learning cycle continue to dog this model.

Key source Kolb 1999



Table 10
Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator (MBTI)

Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI)

Strengths

Weaknesses

General

Design of the model

Reliability

Validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

Provides a view of the whole personality,
including learning.

Based on Jung’s theory on four
bipolar scales, producing a possible
16 personality ‘types.

Reliability co-efficients are high
for individual pairs of scores relating
to each of the scales.

The face validity of the MBTI is
generally accepted.

The apparent correlation between
achievement and intuitive-judging types
has led to calls for extra support for
sensing types.

The use of type in career counselling
is widespread and has been used

to steer students into ‘appropriate’
areas of study.

There is limited evidence to suggest
that matching teacher and learner
types may increase student affect.

Not specifically about learning.

The relationships between elements
and scales - ‘type dynamics’ —
are extremely complex.

The stability of the 16 types is
less impressive.

Construct validity is controversial
because of the debate about whether
the constructs are best represented
by opposing pairs.

Links between type and methods
of information processing have not
been proved.

There is no evidence to suggest that
matching teacher and learner types has
any positive effects on achievement.

Type does not appear to predict
performance.

The proportion of critical literature,
both reviews of the instrument

and the resolution of the debate

about personality measures in learning
styles, has been seen as too low.

It is still not clear which elements of the 16 personality types in the MBTI are most

relevant for education.

Myers and McCaulley 1985



Table 11
Riding’s Cognitive Styles
Analysis (CSA)

LSRC reference

Riding’s Cognitive Styles Analysis (CSA)

Strengths

Section 3 page 32/33

Weaknesses

General

Design of the model

Reliability

Validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

Learning strategies may be learned
and improved.

Two dimensions which are
independent of intelligence:
holist-analytic (ways of organising
information) and verbaliser-imager
(ways of representing information).

Both dimensions have reasonable
face validity.

The holist-analytic measure may
be useful for assessing group rather
than individual differences.

There is evidence of links between
cognitive styles and instructional
preferences.

There is evidence that in computerised
instruction, ‘holist’ learners do

better with ‘breadth first” and ‘analytic’
learners with ‘depth first.

Riding claims that teachers need to
take account of individual differences
in working memory as well as style.

‘Default’ learning styles are assumed
to be fixed.

m Two very specific tasks bear the weight

of broad and loosely defined constructs.

m Deals with cognitive, not affective
or conative aspects of thinking
and learning.

m No evidence provided by the author.

m Others have shown that internal
consistency and test-retest reliability
is very poor, especially for the
verbaliser-imager ratio score.

m Performance is sampled over a very
limited range of task difficulty.

m As the reliability of the CSA is so
poor, studies of validity should
not be accepted unless they have
been replicated.

m Most teachers use a variety
of instructional approaches anyway
(eg verbal and visual).

m Alarge number of recommendations
are made without adequate
empirical evidence.

Inconclusive.

The simplicity and potential value of Riding’s model are not well served by

an unreliable instrument, the CSA.

Riding and Rayner 1998



Table 12
Sternberg’s Thinking
Styles Inventory (TSI)

Sternberg’s Thinking Styles Inventory (TSI)

Strengths

Weaknesses

General

Design of the model

Reliability and validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

13 thinking styles are proposed,
based on the functions, forms, levels,
scope and leanings of government.

Based on a new theory of ‘mental
self-government’.

Claimed by author to be both reliable
and valid.

Teachers to use a variety of teaching
and assessment methods.

Teachers to be aware of the learning
styles they encourage or punish.
Teachers to let students know about
the range of styles.

Teachers to know about gender and
cross-cultural differences in styles.

Teachers to use extra-curricular
activities to enhance quality of teaching
and learning.

A series of studies in the US and China
have so far produced mixed results.

m Why these 13? 13 are too many.

m Learners self-assess their likely
behaviour by responding to statements
which are context-free.

m Sternberg offers a metaphor rather than
a theory.

m No explanation is given as to why some
forms of government (eg monarchic) are
chosen and not others (eg democratic).

m Only limited empirical support for the
reliability and validity of the TSI.

m Scores for reliability considerably lower
than those found by author.

m Little or no support for validity of the TSI.

m No solid research base for these
suggestions, which are logical
deductions from the theory.

m Fifth suggestion stems from research
on creativity, rather than learning styles.
The advice is of a very general,
common-sense nature, most of it known
to teachers before any research done
on learning styles.

There is need for independent
evaluation.

An unnecessary addition to the proliferation of learning styles models.

Sternberg 1999
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Vermunt’s Inventory of Learning Styles (ILS)

Table 13

Strengths

Section 3 page 34/35

Weaknesses

Vermunt’s Inventory of
Learning Styles (ILS)

General

Design of the model

Reliability and validity

Implications
for pedagogy

Evidence of
pedagogical impact

Overall assessment

Key source

It applies to the thinking and learning
of university students.

New versions in preparation for 16-18
age group and for learning at work.

Used for studying the learning styles
of teachers and student teachers.

It is experientially grounded in
interviews with students.

It seeks to integrate cognitive, affective,
metacognitive and conative processes.

It includes learning strategies,
motivation for learning and preferences
for organising information.

It can be used to assess approaches
to learning reliably and validly.

It is dependent on context, ie a learning
style is the interplay between personal
and contextual influences.

It provides a common language

for teachers and learners to discuss
and promote changes in learning

and teaching.

Emphasis not on individual differences,
but on the whole teaching-learning
environment.

It has little to say about how personality
interacts with learning style.

It excludes preferences for representing
information.

m It is not comprehensive: there are
no items on the control of motivation,
emotions or attention.

m The interpersonal context of learning
is underemphasised.

Not applicable to all types and stages
of learning.

Notions of ‘constructive’

and ‘destructive’ friction are

largely untested.

m Little evidence so far of impact
on pedagogy.

m It is not a strong predictor
of learning outcomes.

A rich model, validated for use in UK HE contexts, with potential for more general
use in post-16 education where text-based learning is important. Reflective
use of the ILS may help learners and teachers develop more productive approaches

to learning.

Vermunt 1998



Section 4

Implications for pedagogy

LSRC reference page 36/37

Introduction

This section begins by discussing the various teaching
strategies which the developers and advocates

of learning style instruments have suggested, with

a brief evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses

of each. This entry into the world of course developers,
institutional managers and front-line practitioners
necessarily involves us in a much wider literature

than that consulted for the 13 major models evaluated
in Section 3.

The sub-sections which follow attempt to answer two
questions which are crucial for educational practice.

Why do some people find learning styles so appealing?

Why do others find them unacceptable?

We then discuss the lack of research into pedagogy

in the UK, particularly compared with Germany; and

we offer a brief overview of the different definitions

of, and approaches to, pedagogy which have been taken
by psychologists, sociologists and adult educators.

This section ends with the crucial distinction, drawn by
Alexander (2000), between ‘teaching’ and ‘pedagogy’;
we argue that the learning styles literature is in the
main concerned with the former rather than the latter.

What advice for practitioners?

In the current state of research-based knowledge
about learning styles, there are real dangers

in commending detailed strategies to practitioners,
because the theories and instruments are not equally
useful and because there is no consensus about

the recommendations for practice. There is a need

to be highly selective. As we have seen, for example,
in Section 3 with regard to Dunn and Dunn (Table 3),
Gregorc (Table 5) and Riding (Table 11), our examination
of the reliability and validity of their learning style
instruments strongly suggests that they should not
be used in education or business. On the other hand,
the research of Entwistle (Table 4) and Vermunt
(Table 13), which is both more guarded in its claims
and built on more solid theoretical foundations,

offers thoughtful advice that might, after careful

trials and revisions, be extended to post-16 learning
outside higher education.

A significant proportion of the literature on the practical
uses of learning styles is not, however, so circumspect.
Fielding, for instance, goes so far as to argue that

an understanding of learning styles should be ‘a student
entitlement and an institutional necessity’ (1994, 393).
A thriving commercial industry has also been built

to offer advice to teachers, tutors and managers

on learning styles, and much of it consists of inflated
claims and sweeping conclusions which go beyond

the current knowledge base and the specific
recommendations of particular theorists. For example,
McCarthy (1990) developed what she calls the 4MAT
cycle of learning from Kolb’s model, and a US website
(www. volcano.und.nodak.edu/vwdocs/msh/lic/is/
4mat.html) devoted to her approach claims that

‘It represents graphically the teacher behaviors
appropriate to each stage and style, and provides

a framework for planning any lesson or unit, for any

age level or content area.

Some of the leading learning theorists, moreover,
make extravagant claims for their model, which reflect
badly on the whole field of learning styles research.
Rita Dunn, for example, whose approach was evaluated
in Sections 2 and 3 (Table 3), is quoted by O’Neil
(1990, 7) as claiming that ‘Within six weeks, | promise
you, kids who you think can’t learn will be learning

well and easily... The research shows that every single
time you use learning styles, children learn better,

they achieve better, they like school better’

In a similar vein, Felder has written articles on the
relevance of learning styles to the teaching of science
to adults. After examining four different models —

the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, Kolb’s Learning Styles
Inventory, Herrmann’s Brain Dominance Instrument
and his own Felder-Silverman instrument — he concludes
(1996, 23): ‘Which model educators choose is almost
immaterial, since the instructional approaches that
teach around the cycle for each of the models are
essentially identical’ We disagree strongly: it matters
which model is used and we have serious reservations
about the learning cycle.



For other commentators, the absence of sound
evidence provides no barrier to basing their arguments
on either anecdotal evidence or ‘implicit’ suggestions
in the research. Lawrence (1997, 161), for instance,
does exactly that when discussing the ‘detrimental’
effects of mismatching teaching and learning styles.
More generally, the advice offered to practitioners

is too vague and unspecific to be helpful; for example,
‘restructure the classroom environment to make it more
inclusive rather than exclusive’ The quality of advice
given to new post-16 teachers can be gauged by
examining one of the leading textbooks (Gray, Griffin
and Nasta 2000), where the topic of learning styles

is dealt with in three pages. The authors advocate,
without justification, Honey and Mumford’s four learning
styles (see Table 7, Section 3) and then refer their
readers to the practical manual on learning styles
produced by the Further Education Development
Agency (FEDA 1995). Typical of their unproblematic
approach to learning styles is the claim that ‘a critical
part of a carefully-planned induction ... is to make an
accurate assessment of each student’s unique learning
styles’ (Gray, Griffin and Nasta 2000, 197). In sum,
clear, simple, but unfounded messages for practitioners
and managers have too often been distilled from

a highly contested field of research.

Yet even among critics of research on learning styles,
there is a tendency to write as if there was only one
monolithic movement which was united in its thinking;
in contradistinction, this review has presented

a wide spectrum of theoretical and practical positions
on a continuum, consisting of five main ‘families’

or schools of thought. Bloomer and Hodkinson

(2000, 584), for instance, argue that ‘this literature
proposes that learners possess relatively fixed
preferences and capacities for learning [and] it seldom
explores the extent to which, and the conditions under
which, preferences change’ This criticism applies

only to those theorists who emphasise deep-seated
personal traits at the extreme left-hand side of the
continuum (see Figure 4 in Section 3), but is not
relevant to the clear majority of learning style theorists
who are concerned to improve styles of both learning
and teaching. Bloomer and Hodkinson are simply wrong
in claiming that most theorists treat learning styles

as fixed.

Bloomer and Hodkinson (2000) make, however,

a more serious criticism of the learning styles literature
to the effect that, even if they are prepared to accept
that learning styles exist, they constitute only a minor
part of individual dispositions, which influence the
reactions of learners to their learning opportunities,
which include the teaching style of their teachers.

Are these ‘dispositions’ anything more than Entwistle’s
‘orientations and approaches to learning’ (see Table 4,
Section 3); or are they a broader concept? To Bloomer
and Hodkinson, dispositions are both psychological and
social; by the latter term, they mean that dispositions
are constructed by the contexts in which people live and
are not simply personal reactions to those contexts.
Moreover, these dispositions are said to be wide-ranging
in coverage, interrelated in scope and help to explain
the strong reactions which many students have to the
culture of different educational institutions. (See Ball,
Reay and David 2002 for more research on this issue.)
Dispositions would appear to be tapping contextual,
cultural and relational issues which are not picked up by
the learning style instruments of Entwistle or Vermunt.

The strategies which follow are treated separately,

but in practice, they tend to overlap and theorists often
advocate a judicious selection of approaches rather
than an exclusive focus on just one. Furthermore,
because we have adopted the stance of treating
teaching, learning and assessment as one interactive
system, we avoid the temptation to deal with strategies
for students separately from strategies for teachers,
tutors or managers.

Increase self-awareness and metacognition

A knowledge of learning styles can be used to increase
the self-awareness of students and tutors about their
strengths and weaknesses as learners. In other words,
all the advantages claimed for metacognition (ie being
aware of one’s own thought and learning processes)
can be gained by encouraging all learners to become
knowledgeable about their own learning and that

of others. According to Sadler-Smith (2001, 300), the
potential of such awareness lies in ‘enabling individuals
to see and to question their long-held habitual
behaviours’; individuals can be taught to monitor

their selection and use of various learning styles

and strategies.



Moreover, as Apter (2001, 306) suggests, an
understanding of the various elements which produce
different states of motivation in different contexts

can ‘allow people to come more in control’ of their
motivation and hence, of their learning. Learners can
become more effective as learners if they are made
aware of the important qualities which they and other
learners possess. Such knowledge is likely to improve
their self-confidence, to give them more control over
their learning, and to prevent them attributing learning
difficulties to their own inadequacies. The upshot could
be that students and teachers choose the strategy most
appropriate for the task from a ‘toolbox of strategies’
(Adey, Fairbrother and Wiliam 1999, 30). Kolb (1999, 5)
neatly summarises the advantages of this first strategy
as follows: ‘Understanding your learning style type, and
the strengths and weaknesses inherent in that type,

is a major step toward increasing your learning power
and getting the most from your learning experiences.

One option is to leave students to diagnose their own
learning style so that the responsibility for learning

is passed to the learner. But Merrill (2000) argues that
most students are unaware of their learning styles

and so, if they are left to their own devices, they are
most unlikely to start learning in new ways. Herrmann
(1989) places some emphasis on the understanding

of individual learning styles as a starting place

for development, and as a flexible response to life
changes and needs, but the popularity of a model

can lead to oversimplistic generalisations. For example,
the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, which was intended

to enable individuals to explore the interactions of the
elements which make up personality — ‘type dynamics’ —
has so far entered popular consciousness that sites
exist on the internet advising, for example, ENTP
(extrovert, intuitive, thinking and perceptive) individuals
as to which other ‘types’ would make their ideal
marriage partners. Hence, the need for dialogue with

a knowledgeable tutor who understands the learning
styles literature as a whole and has a critical feel

for its potential and pitfalls. Such a tutor is likely to
pour cold water on, for example, the extravagant claims
made by Gregorc (1985) that serious, individual study
of learning styles ‘will reduce naivete [sic], increase
personal responsibility for thoughts and actions, and
improve your relationships..

Serious in-depth study of such matters is not advocated
in guidance for new teachers. For example, Huddleston
and Unwin (1997, 72) define learning styles as ‘study
skills and transition from one style of teaching/learning
to another’; and advocate, without any explicit rationale
(like Gray cited earlier), the use of both Kolb’s LSI

(Table 9, Section 3) and Honey and Mumford’s LSQ
(Table 7, Section 3), neither of which are unproblematic,
as our earlier evaluations showed.
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In these debates, the research of Entwistle

(Table 4, Section 3) and Vermunt (Table 13, Section 3)
is valuable because, as discussed earlier (section 4),
they have shown that attention needs to be given

not only to individual differences in learners,

but to the whole teaching-learning environment.

Both have demonstrated that while the motivations,
self-representations, metacognitive and cognitive
strengths and weaknesses of learners are all key
features of their learning style, these are also a function
of the systems in which learners operate. A central
goal of their research is to ensure that lecturers can
relate concepts of learning to the specific conditions
in which they and their students work —that is, it is
the whole learning milieu that needs to be changed
and not just the learning preferences of individuals.

A lexicon of learning for dialogue

Learning styles can provide learners with a much
needed ‘lexicon of learning’ — a language with which

to discuss, for instance, their own learning preferences
and those of others, how people learn and fail to learn,
why they try to learn, how different people see learning,
how they plan and monitor it, and how teachers can
facilitate or hinder these processes. Through dialogue
with a tutor knowledgeable about the relevant literature,
the students’ repertoire of learning styles can be
enhanced in the hope of raising their expectations

and aspirations.

Students can be taught, for instance, which of the

71 learning styles are well founded and which are not,
and when and how to choose the most appropriate
style. Similarly, tutors can be helped to understand
that what they may have been categorising as lazy,
unmotivated or truculent behaviour may be caused

by a clash in learning styles between themselves and
students/colleagues. Even some of the fiercest critics
of learning styles concede that a particular test can

be safely used ‘as a means of facilitating discussion
about learning’ (Reynolds 1997, 126). As a result, some
practitioners use the topic of learning styles simply as
a motivational ‘ice-breaker’, as a means of ‘warming up’
the class, or as an activity-based introduction to the
topic of learning.

For students, particularly those who are less confident
about their learning, the acquisition of a new vocabulary
which they can use to describe and explore their own
behaviour can be an immensely motivating and positive
experience and has the potential to help them to
reflect and develop their critical thinking. However,

this is dependent both on the quality of the experience
of using the learning styles instrument and on the
nature of the feedback. In this respect, Jackson’s

LSP (Table 8, Section 3) emerged from our review as

a particularly good example of feedback in which traits
are described but individuals are not labelled, and the
caveat that styles are context-dependent is frequently
repeated. Respondents are given areas of strength
and weakness to focus on, but are urged overall to
consider the goal of the task to be accomplished and

to be strategic in their use of their talents.



One of the values of Honey and Mumford’s work is that it
is primarily aimed, not so much at students in education
as at managers and trainers who wish to improve

the learning of their staff by means of learning styles.
Their Learning styles helper’s guide (2000) offers

a number of suggestions as to how to use their LSQ
before, during and after training programmes; for
example, to identify training needs, to predict learning
difficulties, to constitute groups or teams and to devise
and monitor personal development plans. Details

are given of the kind of support that managers with
predominantly activist, reflective, theorist or pragmatist
learning styles can offer their colleagues and staff.
Unfortunately, Honey and Mumford (2000) provide

no empirical evidence of the effectiveness of these
strategies, and we have not found any in the literature.

The recommendation for dialogue, although appealing
at first hearing, is not without its difficulties. First,

as has become abundantly clear already in this review,
there is not one language of learning styles, but

a variety of competing vocabularies, with overlapping
categories all vying for attention and all dealing with
different aspects of teaching; for example, mode

of representation, the learning cycle, personality and
cognitive processing. So it becomes important to ask:
which theorists and which vocabulary are to be chosen
and why? Second, the tutors who are to engage in
dialogue are very unlikely to be knowledgeable about
the vast research literature on learning styles: they
may be responsible for hundreds of students whom they
meet infrequently and they may use their professional
judgement to concentrate on, say, an initiative which
sponsors formative assessment, learning identities
or thinking skills, rather than one on learning styles.

Third, Roberts and Newton (2001) point to those
studies which have shown how difficult, if not
impossible, it is at times to teach people to use
non-preferred styles or strategies; indeed, many
students show considerable resistance to change and
their reasons for refusing to change need to be treated
with respect. Fourth, problems also arise from the
large number of dichotomies (eg verbalisers versus
imagers) in the literature. Some theorists do not use
these dichotomies as labels of people; for example,
Entwistle (see Table 4, Section 3) talks about ‘strategic
approaches’ and not about ‘strategic learners’; others,
however, are less circumspect (eg Gregorc; Dunn and
Dunn). The tendency to label people is rife in the field,
but the dialogue we recommend should be based

on reason, logic and evidence and on respect for the
other in argument.

Career counselling

Theorists of learning style are themselves divided over
the issue as to whether their instruments should be
used for recruitment, selection and promotion at work,
and career counselling more generally. Kolb is very
much in favour, Honey and Mumford counsel against
the practice, and Allinson and Hayes recommend that
companies should select staff for international work
according to their learning style. The Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator is used extensively in the medical profession
to help advanced students to decide on specialist
areas of surgery, general practice or research.

Kolb (2000, 41) refers to ‘strong evidence that certain
learning styles characterize certain occupations and
groups’; for instance, he claims that teachers have

a high orientation towards concrete experience. This
finding is explained by Kolb both in terms of people
choosing careers congruent with their learning style
and then by being shaped by the careers they enter.

If there is a mismatch, Kolb predicts that the individual
‘will either change or leave the field’ (2000, 41).

To help individuals choose an appropriate career,

Kolb presents the strengths and weaknesses of each
learning style, together with the means of strengthening
a style which may not be well developed. So, for
example, those who are good at assimilating ‘disparate
observations into an integrated, rational explanation’
are said to be attracted into careers in the physical
sciences, biology and mathematics, and in educational
research, sociology, law and theology (2000, 43).

Kolb also claims that their assimilating skills can

be developed by practice in: organising information;
building conceptual models; testing theories and ideas;
designing experiments; and analysing quantitative
data. No empirical data is offered to support these
very detailed claims and no explanation is given of how,
say, someone with a diverging style who is interested

in people and creativity can add the assimilating

style to their repertoire by being presented with a list
of the skills associated with that style and being invited
to practise them.

Matching

One of the most popular recommendations is that

the learning styles of students should be linked to the
teaching style of their tutor, the so-called ‘matching
hypothesis’ Much has been written on this topic by
learning styles theorists as diverse as Riding, Dunn,
Gregorc, Witkin and Myers-Briggs, but the evidence
from the empirical studies is equivocal at best and
deeply contradictory at worst. Smith, Sekar and
Townsend (2002) recently reviewed the evidence

and found nine studies which showed that learning is
more effective where there is a match and nine showing
it to be more effective where there is a mismatch.
They concluded (2002, 411): ‘For each research study
supporting the principle of matching instructional
style and learning style, there is a study rejecting the
matching hypothesis’ Similarly, Reynolds (1997)
marshalled a further five empirical studies in favour
of matching and three against, but the matter cannot
be settled by a head count.



For instance, Ford conducted three relatively small but
rigorous empirical studies of matching and mismatching
(1985, 1995; Ford and Chen 2001) and concluded on
each occasion that matching was linked with improved
performance. His most recent study, however, suggests
that the effects of matching and mismatching ‘may

not be simple, and may entail complex interactions

with other factors such as gender, and different forms
of learning’ (Ford and Chen 2001, 21). We would add
another factor which is frequently neglected by the
learning theorists: subject matter.

Roberts and Newton (2001) added to this debate

by arguing that learning is so complex that it is unlikely
to be captured by any set of learning style dichotomies.
In particular, they contend that we still do not know

how adults discover new learning strategies or how
they choose between strategies. Hayes and Allinson
also make the point that, even if matching is improving
performance, ‘it will do nothing to help prepare

the learner for subsequent learning tasks where the
activity does not match the individual’s preferred

style’ (quoted by Sadler-Smith 2001, 299). One possible
conclusion is that it is simply premature (and perhaps
unethical) to be drawing simple implications for practice
when there is so much complexity and so many gaps

in knowledge.

The most telling argument, however, against any
large-scale adoption of matching is that it is simply
‘unrealistic, given the demands for flexibility it would
make on teachers and trainers’ (Reynolds 1997, 121).
Itis hard to imagine teachers routinely changing

their teaching style to accommodate up to 30 different
learning styles in each class, or even to accommodate
four (see sub-section below on teaching around the
learning cycle); or responding to the interactions among
the 22 elements in the learning style make-up of each
student in the Dunn and Dunn approach (see Table 3,
Section 3). Four learning styles per class may not be
too difficult to achieve during a course of study and

the variety would help to provide students with an
enjoyable experience; on the other hand, the constant
repetition of the learning cycle — for example, beginning
every new task with concrete experience — could quickly
become tiresome. It must be emphasised that this
review has failed to find substantial, uncontested

and hard empirical evidence that matching the styles
of learner and tutor improves the attainment of the
learner significantly.

That finding does not prevent some of the leading
developers making extravagant claims for the benefits
of matching instruction and the environment with
students’ learning preferences. Rita Dunn, for instance,
claims (1990, 15) that when students have had their
learning strengths identified by the Dunn, Dunn and
Price LSI:

many researchers have repeatedly documented that,
when students are taught with approaches that match
their preferences ... they demonstrate statistically
higher achievement and attitude test scores — even

on standardized tests — than when they are taught with
approaches that mismatch their preferences.
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Yet, as our review of their model showed (see Table 3,
Section 3), the research she refers to is highly
controversial, and much of it has been sharply criticised
for its poor scholarship and for the possible influence
of vested interests, because the Dunn centre conducts
research into the instrument which it sells (see Kavale
and Forness 1990).

One of the few studies outside higher education about
the value of matching learner and teacher preferences
in instructional style was conducted by Spoon and
Schell (1998). It involved 12 teachers and 189 basic
skills learners who were working towards a national
education diploma. No significant difference in test
outcomes was found between congruent groups
(where both teachers and learners favoured the same
instructional approach) and incongruent groups.

As noted previously (see Table 9, Section 3), the
‘matching’ hypothesis has not been clearly supported.
Where positive results are claimed - for example,

by Rita Dunn — there are frequently unresolved
methodological issues with the studies cited.

For example, the training provided by the Dunns goes
far beyond the idea of matching instruction to learning
style and introduces other systematic and generic
pedagogical changes; for example, in lesson structure
and in the nature of homework.

Deliberate mismatching

Grasha (1984, 51) asked a pertinent question

of matching: ‘How long can people tolerate
environments that match their preferred learning style
before they become bored?’. Vermunt (1998) favours
what he terms ‘constructive friction’, where the teacher
pushes students to take more responsibility for the
content, process and outcomes of their learning.
Apter’s research (2001) suggests that frustration or
satiation is likely to cause a student to switch between
motivational styles and disengage from learning.
Grasha’s argument is that people need to be ‘stretched’
to learn and stretching may mean deliberately creating
a mismatch between their learning style and the
teaching methods. So Grasha’s aim (1984, 51) would
be ‘to teach people new learning styles or at least

let them sample unfamiliar ones’ Gregorc’s (1984)
research supports Grasha’s argument in that even
those individuals with strong preferences for particular
learning styles preferred a variety of teaching
approaches to avoid boredom, although this must

be set against Gregorc’s other assertion (2002) that
mismatched learning styles can ‘harm’ the student.
Exhortations to match or mismatch tend to be based
on different ideas about the fundamental purposes

of education. For Kolb (1984, 203), the educational
objectives of mismatching are personal growth

and creativity:



the goal is something more than making students’
learning styles adaptive for their particular career
entry job. The aim is to make the student self-renewing
and self-directed; to focus on integrative development
where the person is highly developed in each of

the four learning modes: active, reflective, abstract,
and concrete. Here, the student is taught to experience
the tension and conflict among these orientations,

for it is from the resolution of these tensions that
creativity springs.

The conflict, however, within the literature over
mismatching is marked, as can be gauged from the
comments of Felder (1993, 289), who drew on empirical
studies of college science education in the US:

The mismatching between the prevailing teaching

style in most science courses and the learning styles

of most of the students have [sic] several serious
consequences. Students who experience them [sic]
feel as though they are being addressed in an unfamiliar
foreign language: they tend to get lower grades

than students whose learning styles are better matched
to the instructor’s teaching style and are less likely to
develop an interest in the course material. If the
mismatches are extreme, the students are apt to lose
interest in science altogether and be among the more
than 200,000 who switch to other fields each year

after their first college science courses.

Felder is complaining here about the negative outcomes
of unintentional mismatching where, for instance,
teachers are unaware of their own learning style and
may, as a result, teach only in that style, thus favouring
certain students and disadvantaging others. The
response to such difficulties, according to Felder (1993,
289), is ‘not to determine each student’s learning style
and then teach to it exclusively’, but to ‘teach around
the learning cycle’. Before turning to that strategy,

we wish to stress that deliberate mismatching has

the status of an intuitively appealing argument which
awaits empirical verification or refutation.

‘Teach around the learning cycle’ or the
AMAT system

This phrase refers to an eight-step instructional
sequence created by McCarthy (1990), which seeks
to accommodate both preferences for using the

two hemispheres of the brain in learning and what
she considers to be the four main learning styles.
Each of these styles asks a different question and
displays different strengths.

m Imaginative learners who demand to know ‘why’?
This type of learner likes to listen, speak, interact
and brainstorm.

m Analytic learners who want to know ‘what’ to learn.
These learners are most comfortable observing,
analysing, classifying and theorising.

m Common-sense learners who want to know ‘how’
to apply the new learning. These learners are happiest
when experimenting, manipulating, improving
and tinkering.

m Dynamic learners who ask ‘what if?’ This type of learner
enjoys modifying, adapting, taking risks and creating.

Her 4MAT system uses alternate right- and left-mode
techniques of brain processing at all four stages

of the learning cycle in order to engage the ‘whole brain’
The 4MAT system was designed to help teachers
improve their teaching by using eight strategies

in a cycle of learning (see Figure 5).

According to McCarthy, ‘this cycle appeals to each
learner’s most comfortable style in turn, while
stretching her or him to function in less comfortable
modes. The movement around this circle is a natural
learning progression’ (1990, 33). The latter is simply
asserted without evidence. The roles of teachers
and students change as they move round the four
quadrants. In the first quadrant, the emphasis

is on meaning and making connections with the new
material to be learned. In the second, the focus is on
content and curriculum. The third quadrant is devoted
to the practical application and usefulness of the
new knowledge; and the final quadrant encourages
students to find creative ways of integrating the new
knowledge into their lives.

McCarthy claims that when teachers begin to use

the 4MAT system, it becomes an agent of change.
First, teachers change their attitudes towards diversity
among students and see it as a means of enhancing
the learning of all types of student and not just the
analytic learners who are said to thrive in traditional
classrooms. Teachers then begin to realise that
teaching involves more than the mere imparting

of information and so they begin to use more dialogue
and less monologue. Finally, teachers begin to talk

to their peers about their teaching and start coaching
and mentoring each other.

By 1990, McCarthy had experimented with the 4MAT
system in 17 school districts in the US and had come
to some wide-ranging conclusions about it. First,

her initial plan to focus only on ‘instruction’, as she
calls it, did not work. Paying attention to learning styles
led directly to their implications for pedagogy, which
immediately raised the question of the curriculum

and then the nature of assessment. In these practical
applications, McCarthy recognised the potential of the
4AMAT process to act as a systems approach to change,
not only for learning styles, but also for the curriculum,
assessment and staff development more generally.
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Figure 5 Concrete
The 4MAT system experience
Source: McCarthy (1990)
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Advertisements for the 4MAT system are not, however,
reserved about its benefits; for example: ‘By teaching
to all types of learners with each lesson, teachers

can reach learning potentials in their students never
before realized’ The developers of such systems
should take some responsibility for the advertisements
which promote their wares, but they cannot be

held responsible for the excesses of some of their
supporters. For example, Kelley, a director of human
resources, chose to use the 4MAT system to integrate
innovations in teaching and curriculum in public schools
in Colorado; she predicted (1990, 39) that ‘learning
styles knowledge will enable us to make a major
paradigm shift in assessment’. She also used
McCarthy’s work to label students, categorising work
as that which is ‘easy for a Quadrant Four learner,

but harder for the Quadrant Two and Quadrant Three
learners’ (1990, 38). In the US, you can, for a fee,

be helped to design and produce your own learning
style instrument.

The 4MAT system has been extensively used,
particularly in the US, with a wide variety of students
from pre-school children to adults attending evening
classes, and with a broad range of subject matter from
elementary music to college courses in psychology.
The approach is now generating its own literature,

with the 4MAT website (www.aboutlearning.com)
listing, in 2002, 43 articles and 38 doctoral theses
exploring the use of the model with students or in staff
development. McCarthy, St Germain and Lippitt (2001)
conclude that most of these studies report positive
experiences in applying 4MAT; that a few are less
enthusiastic because of the low tolerance of tutors

for change; and that teachers ‘often have great
difficulty in implementing change 