VOLUME 1, ISSUE 2
JANUARY 2012

The FE Toolkit:
A Magazine for Grade 1 Teachers
LEARNING STYLES
SPECIAL
FEATURES

What are Learning Styles?
In simple terms a learning style
is the preferred way in which an
individual tries to learn.
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•

To design learning activities that students will find interesting
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EVENTS 2012
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•

To ensure that learning is meaningful for every student

•

To overcome potential barriers and problems to learning

•

To improve 1:1 student-teacher communication

•

To demonstrate differentiation to observers and inspectors

Definitions
Keefe (1979)
defines learning
styles as the
“composite of
characteristic
cognitive, affective,
and physiological
factors that serve
as relatively stable
indicators of how a
learner perceives,
interacts with, and
responds to the
learning
environment.”

Five identified purposes of using learning styles in teaching:

Assessment Corner

Simple ways to test
learning

The Muddiest Point
The Muddiest Point is a technique used to check students’
understanding of the lesson. At the end of the class, ask students to
jot down an answer to the following question:
What was the muddiest point in _____?”
• Give students 3-4 minutes to write a response
• Collect responses using some form of collection box.
• Analyse responses and draw out common themes. Deal with these

themes at the start of the next lesson.
Visit us at www.newbubbles.com
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VAK AND ITS USE IN FURTHER EDUCATION
For many years, further education colleges have been using some form of
learning styles questionnaire to ascertain how students learn best. The most
popular of these models, derived from the work of Rita & Ken Dunn, is the VAK
model. The standard guidance given to teachers on VAK is set out below:
Visual Learners (65% of population with this preference)
Visual learners respond best when you:
• Use graphs, charts, illustrations, or other visual aids.
• Leave white space in handouts for note taking.
• Use gapped handouts for checking retention of knowledge
• Use reading materials for in-class and out-of class activities.
• Invite questions to help them stay alert in auditory
environments.
• Use flip charts to show what will come and what has been presented.
• Emphasise key points to cue when to takes notes.
• Use visualization, diagram-labeling and picture-drawing activities
Auditory Learners (30% of population with this preference)
Auditory learners respond best when you:
• Begin new material with a brief explanation of what is
coming. Conclude with a summary of what has been covered.
• Question learners to draw as much information from them as
possible and then fill in the gaps with your own expertise
• Include auditory activities, such as brainstorming, buzz
groups,
groups or Jeopardy.
• Leave plenty of time to debrief activities. This allows learners
to make connections of what they learned and how it applies
to their situation.
• Use rhymes, songs, background music or advertising jingles to reinforce main points
Kinaesthetic Learners (5% of population with this preference)
Kinaesthetic learners respond best when you::
• Use hands-on, practical activities that get the learners up and
moving.
• Use conversion exercises that translate text into diagrams,
scripts, concept maps, pictures etc.
• Give frequent stretch breaks (brain breaks).
• Use props and other items which can be handled and investigated.
• Provide sweets or scents which provides a cross link of scent (aroma) to the topic at
hand (scent can be a powerful recall cue).
• Use coloured markers to emphasize key points on flipcharts or wipeboards.
Visit us at www.newbubbles.com

IN FOCUS
The VAK approach to
teaching and learning arose
out of the development of
magnetic resonance imaging
in the early 1980s. As
doctors used MRI scanners
to treat brain-injured
patients, they accumulated a
mass of data about how the
brain processes information.
Researchers took the results
and added them to
developing theories in
psychology to produce brainbrainrelated approaches to
learning.
learning

Does VAK Matter?
Despite the recent criticisms,
many educationalists agree
that students learn best in
the classroom when they are
fully aware of their strengths
and weaknesses as learners
(e.g. Smith, Sekar &
Townsend, 2002). It is
important to think of learning
styles as an opportunity to
create a meaningful dialogue
with your students. (Tully,
2011)
Avoid labelling - students
may prefer one learning
style, but they respond best
to a mix of different
activities. Use learning styles
to ensure that ALL student
needs are met.
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DID YOU KNOW

LEARNING STYLES IN THE DOCK!
If you ask a collection of students, they’ll tell you—“I’m a visual learner,” “Definitely
an auditory learner,” “A kinaesthetic learner for sure.” In fact, this general
understanding of how people learn is so cemented into educational folklore, that it
seems implausible that anyone should want to doubt its validity. Surely, to a
teacher it’s obvious: “Tommy isn’t an auditory learner because when I tell him to do
something, he doesn’t listen, but when I display a sticker chart on the wall, he
responds. He must be a visual learner.”
But how can we make sense of it all? There is now an abundance of learning styles
models and inventories being used — is one better than the other? Are they
discussing the same thing? Are they measuring fixed or changeable traits? How do
we, as teachers, know which model to follow? Are we getting anything useful from
the exercise ? Has it all been a con?
Professor Rita Dunn
Dr Anthony Gregorc
Dr Peter Honey
Professor David Kolb

A MORI survey
commissioned by [The
Campaign for Learning] in
1999 found the Honey &
Mumford LSQ to be the most
widely used system for
assessing preferred learning
styles in the local
government sector in the UK.

DID YOU KNOW
Peter Honey sent Professor
Donald Clark some very
angry e-mails in response to
Clark’s public presentation of
Frank Coffield’s criticisms of
learning styles. When Clark
challenged Honey to make
available his research and
raw data underpinning the
Honey-Munford model, it is
alleged that Honey went
remarkably ‘silent’.

DID YOU KNOW

Kolb Cycle

HoneyHoney-Mumford

“problems of
reliability”

“abusive
e-mails””

VAK
“unfounded
claims”

Mind Styles

“psychometrically”
flawed”

“Practice should be
informed by evidence, not
by the unexamined hunches
of some guru who's making
a fortune from peddling
poppycock”.

The FelderFelder-Silverman model
of learning styles uses an
online instrument called the
‘Index
styles”
Index of Learning styles
and measures students
across four dimensions:
active/reflective, sensing/
intuitive, visual/verbal, and
sequential/global. This
instrument is accessed by 1
million users every year
(Wikipedia, 2011)

DID YOU KNOW
The belief that you need to
match your teaching style
with the students’ learning
styles is called the ‘meshing
meshing
hypothesis’

DID YOU KNOW

Professor Frank Coffield
Institute for London

Frank Coffield thinks
OFSTED and
colleges have got it
all wrong!

Visit us at www.newbubbles.com

Coffield’s learning styles
paper in 2004 was peer
reviewed no less than three
separate times to ensure its
rigour with his fellow
professionals!
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LEARNING STYLES: THE CASE FOR
Both the UK government and its inspectorate —OFSTED — endorse the use of
learning styles in teacher planning and delivery. Evidence (and credibility) of their
use in schools is also offered by a number of distinguished US researchers.

A Heated Debate’!

1. Department for Education (2004): Brain-based learning is ‘a powerful means of engaging
teachers and pupils in improving the quality of learning in classrooms’

“The contrast between
the enormous popularity
of the learning styles
approach, within
education and the lack of
credible evidence, for its
utility is, in our opinion,
striking and disturbing. If
classification of students’
learning styles has
practical utility, it remains
to be demonstrated”

2. Department for Education (2004): "Through an understanding of learning styles,
teachers can exploit pupils' strengths and build their capacity to learn"
3. OFSTED: “A feature of many of the effective lessons is appropriately detailed planning
that takes full account of the individual needs and preferred learning styles of the
students” (Why Colleges Succeed, 2004)
4. OFSTED: “Colleges have continued to develop inclusive learning methods, in which
teaching and learning are closely matched to learners’ needs” (College and Area-Wide
Inspections, 2005)
5. Professor Richard Felder: cites significant evidence that matching teacher instruction to
student learning styles can have positive effects on learning.
6. Dunn & Dunn (1995): In a meta-analysis of 36 studies of over 3000 learners, students
whose learning styles were accommodated performed better than students where no
accommodation was facilitated by the teacher.
7. Lovelace (2006): a meta-analysis of 76 studies confirmed that matching teaching
strategies to learning preferences increased academic achievement.
8. Chris Jackson (2011) offers strong evidence in favour of a sensation-seeking/
conscientious achievement model of learning styles that is not yet refuted.

LEARNING STYLES: THE CASE AGAINST
1. Frank Coffield’s team at the University of Newcastle (2004) conducted an in-depth
analysis of the 13 most significant learning styles models. In almost all cases, the team
found the models to be unreliable and unscientific. Coffield has argued for the complete
removal of all forms of learning styles instrument from the UK education system.
2. The UK Think tank—DEMOS—chaired by David Hargreaves— stated that the evidence for
learning styles was "highly variable", and that practitioners were "not by any means frank
about the evidence for their work." (DEMOS, 2005).
3. Writing in 2007, Baroness Susan Greenfield (an eminent neuroscientist) said “The
rationale for employing VAK learning styles appears to be weak. After more than 30 years
of educational research into learning styles there is no independent evidence that VAK,
or indeed any other learning style inventory, has any direct educational benefits”
According to Greenfield, the practice is “nonsense” from a neuro-scientific point of view:
“Humans have evolved to build a picture of the world through our senses working in
unison…”
4. The Association for Psychological Science (APS) published a 2009 report in Psychological
Science in the Public Interest on learning styles (including the VAK/VARK strategies). The
APS researchers found that the learning styles research was flawed, lacking and in most
cases absent. Their conclusion: “At present, there is no adequate evidence base to
justify incorporating learning styles assessments into general educational practice. Thus,
limited education resources would better be devoted to adopting other educational
practices that have a strong evidence base…” (Pashlar et al, 2009).
5. “The learning style myth leads to some very unproductive training approaches that are
counter to modern evidence of what works…The time and energy spent perpetuating the
various learning style myths can be more wisely invested in supporting individual
differences that are proven to make a difference—namely, prior knowledge of the
learner.” (Ruth Clark, 2010, p. 10, “Evidence-Based Training Methods: A Guide for
Training Professionals”).
Visit us at www.newbubbles.com

Pashlar et al (2009)
(Against)

Robert Sternberg (2010)
(For)
Robert J. Sternberg, Dean
of Arts and Sciences at
Tufts University and a
psychologist who has
done a lot of work on
learning styles (see
Thinking Styles, 1995)
says in an e-mail
message to The
Chronicle that Pashlar
and team did not fully
survey the scholarly
literature, and thus
"come across looking
either biased about or
largely ignorant of the
field...The authors draw
negative conclusions
about a field they fail
adequately to review"
Sharp et al (2008)
(Against)
“Through the casual
acceptance and
promotion of VAK, and its
often wider association
with the notions of
accelerated and brain‐
based learning, it is our
assertion that the
complexity of learning is
becoming increasingly
trivialized and
scholarship at all levels
within certain sectors of
the education community
compromised”
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THE COFFIELD CRITIQUE
Summary of Critique:

Coffield’s Quotes:

Frank Coffield spearheaded a team from the University of Newcastle upon Tyne who
identified no less than 71 different theories of learning styles/preferences. This report,
published in 2004, criticized most of the main instruments used to identify an individual's
learning style. They conducted an in-depth analysis of the 13 most influential models and
their respective instruments—examining the theoretical origins and terms of each model, the
validity of the instrument used to assess each learning style, the claims made by the
author(s), external studies of these claims, and independent empirical evidence of the
relationship between the 'learning style' identified by the instrument and students' actual
learning. Coffield's team found that none of the most popular learning style theories had
been adequately validated through independent research, leading to the conclusion that the
idea of a learning cycle, the consistency of visual, auditory and kinaesthetic preferences and
the value of matching teaching and learning styles were all "highly questionable."

"Next time you see a
learning styles
questionnaire, burn it...
[we] produced two
reports for the now
defunct Learning and
Skills Development
Agency, which got cold
feet and refused to
launch them. It was
afraid, as one of the
government's "delivery
partners", to back
research it had itself
funded, in case it upset
the DfES”.
Guardian, Tues 26 July 2006

“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’.
Given the four criteria investigated—internal consistency, test-retest reliability, construct
validity and predictive validity - the Allison and Hayes’ Cognitive Styles Index (CSI) received
the highest rating. “Overall, the CSI has the best evidence of reliability and validity of the 13
models studied” (p. 23). The lowest ratings were given to Gregorc’s Style Delineator, Kolb’s
Learning Style Inventory (LSI), and Sternberg’s Thinking Styles Inventory (TSI). Coffield et al.
called Gregorc’s instrument “theoretically and psychometrically flawed” (p. 27). Kolb’s
inventory did not fare much better. “Problems about reliability, validity and the learning cycle
continue to dog this model” (p. 31). The Coffield team seemed almost joyful in panning
Sternberg’s theory. They called it “an unnecessary addition to the proliferation of learning
styles models” (p. 34).
For the full review:
Coffield, F., Moseley, D., Hall, E., Ecclestone, K. (2004). Learning styles and pedagogy in post-16
learning. A systematic and critical review; :London: Learning and Skills Research Centre. .

“We do students a serious disservice by implying they have only one learning style, rather
than a flexible repertoire from which to choose, depending on the context...I want to
challenge the notion that we discover something worthwhile about our students' learning by
asking 12, 20 or even 80 questions, all devoid of context. Instead we need to face up to the
complexities involved in teaching and learning, which cannot be "delivered" like pizzas.
(Guardian, Tues 26 July 2006 )

(Coffield et al, 2004, p 2)

‘Our reports reviewed,
systematically, 13
models of learning styles
and concluded that this
area of research is
theoretically incoherent
and conceptually
confused. I listed in the
reports 30 dichotomies,
such as "activists"
versus "reflectors",
"globalists" versus
"analysts", and "left
brainers" versus "right
brainers". We should
stop using these terms.
There's no scientific
justification for them.”
Guardian, Tues 26 July 2006

Visit us at www.newbubbles.com
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ENGINEERS AND LEARNING STYLES
Richard Felder’s (1988, 2002) research into engineering teaching has suggested a
‘best way’ to teach engineering knowledge to students on FE level courses —which
he describes as ‘inductive teaching’.
teaching’ Inductive teaching is characterised by:
ProblemProblem-based learning: setting teasers, problems, dilemmas to solve
• Discovery learning: giving pieces of the jigsaw and asking students to offer an
explanation, hypothesis, recommendation etc.
• Inquiry learning: active, involving practical tasks to find out causes or explanations for
observed phenomenon.
•

Example: If you are teaching engineers about the principles of bridge-building, give
them an example of a bridge that has failed and open up a discussion about the
possible causes.
Benefits of induction teaching: increased academic achievement, better reasoning
skills, longer retention of information; improved ability to apply principles,
confidence in problem-solving abilities; increased capability for inventive thought.
This is contrasted with the ‘traditional method’ of teaching engineering students—
the ‘deductive
deductive method’, which starts with the “fundamentals” and proceeds to
applications/practical work. The deductive method is more commonplace and
generally easier to plan for, but according to Felder it is less effective than inductive
teaching strategies. When tested, Felder’s engineering students expressed a strong
preference for learning inductively.
Felder also found that most engineering students were visual (like illustrations,
diagrams, charts, video), sensing (like facts, data, experiments, real life examples)
and active (like group activities, practicals, 5 minute brainstorms, discussions) and
the more creative students were global (big-picture) thinkers (like creative thinking

PLANNING DELIVERY FOR NURSES
Andrew Frankel (2009): Nurses’ learning styles: promoting better
integration of theory into practice, Nursing Times 105:2: 2424-27
Nurses are not a homogeneous group and variations may occur in the following:
individual people’s emotional states (Antonacopoulou and Gabriel, 2001);
motivation to learn; personality type; prior knowledge and experience; attitude
towards their role (Santos and Stuart, 2003); and cognitive ability (Jones, 1998).
This study aimed to explore nursing staff preferences for learning and highlight the
importance of recognising individual learning styles.
Nursing training is mostly organised around the meeting of targets and mandatory
compliance with legal frameworks. Frankel identified a mismatch between current
training methods (didactive, passive lecture-based sessions) with existing research
on nurses’ preferences for on-the-job training (see Coffey, 2004). To assess this
mismatch, a VAK questionnaire was administered to 61 nurses in an independent
health and social care provider. The results showed that staff mainly prefer visual
learning,
learning (with some kinaesthetic preferences), supporting a switch to work-based
learning methods. These include greater use of 1:1 s and small group seminars
using visual and creative teaching activities (e.g. supervised practice, mentorship,
evidence-based learning and problem-based learning). Frankel states: “I believe
that the knowledge and application of a range of learning theories, concepts and
approaches is the foundation for building and managing effective learning
environments….Consideration for individual learning styles is fundamental in
designing effective training programmes”.
Visit us at www.newbubbles.com

Richard Felder (circa
2007) :
(for learning styles)
“When mismatches exist
between learning styles of
most students in a class
and the teaching style of
the [teacher], the students
may become bored and
inattentive in class, do
poorly on tests, get
discouraged about the
courses, the curriculum,
and themselves, and in
some cases change to
other curricula or drop out
of school...To overcome
these problems, [teachers]
should strive for a balance
of instructional
methods ...which leads to
an increased comfort level
and willingness to learn”
(http://www4.ncsu.edu/unity/
lockers/users/f/felder/public/
Learning_Styles.html)

David Merrill (2000)
(for learning styles)
Teaching strategies should
be first matched to content
type and learning
outcomes, then fine tuned
to individual learning styles.
Knowledge of learning
styles promotes
metacognition — knowing
more about our strengths
and weaknesses as
learners.

John White (2006)
(against learning styles)
''Learning styles are
cobblers'', says John White,
emeritus professor of
Philosophy of Education.
''There is no proof that
children have such
preferences. They are of
use only in describing
styles of input, not in terms
of defining a child's hardwired bias for one style
over any other. Any
suggestion otherwise is
palatable only to those for
whom the plural of
anecdote is evidence''.
Guardian, 3 October 2006
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LEARNING STYLES, GENDER AND BIOLOGY
Dobson, J. (2010) A comparison between learning style preferences and
sex, status, and course performance
The purposes of this investigation were to examine associations between assessed
learning styles (using a VARK questionnaire, 20-items), gender and course
performance in a sample of 64 undergraduates and graduates on Exercise &
Physiology courses.
courses The assessments revealed that:
•
•
•
•

37% of the sample had no dominant learning preference.
14% had a clear reading preference
6% had a clear auditory preference
2% had a clear visual preference

The rest of the sample were identified as having two preferences (bi-modal) or three
-preferences (tri-modal), with the highest of these being AK (11%) and the lowest
being AR (2%). When students were asked for their preference before the
assessment, 36% claimed they were visual learners — this indicates the importance
of learning styles testing as means of highlighting students’ real (rather than
imagined) learning needs.
In terms of perception, men and women think they have different learning styles—
most women indicated a preference for R learning (35%), followed by V (25%), A
(22%), and K (18%), whereas men most preferred V learning (54%), followed by K
(21%), R (17%), and A (8%). These differences are not statistically significant, but
came very close to it (χ2 = 7.18, P = 0.06). When it comes to comparing men and
women on their actual assessed learning styles, again there are differences but
these are not significant (χ2 = 17.36, p=0.09). However, the data does suggest that
“men have a greater tendency to prefer R and K learning over V and A learning,
whereas females tend to have roughly equal preferences for all four modalities. On
a superficial level, these results indicate that instructors who work exclusively with
male students might want to make somewhat greater use of R and K modalities
when presenting information”. In mixed groups, it is important to appeal to all four
learning styles.
For students who think they are K learners, these students perform significantly
lower on course performance scores than students with V, A or R preferences. This
could suggest two different issues: teachers may not be including sufficient K tasks
in the classroom, and thus not providing the right support for these learners; or
students may have been previously told that they would not be expected to do well
on academic tests because they were ‘outdoors types’ - the result of teachers using
inappropriate labelling! Whatever the exact relationship, “these results indicate that
those physiology students that indicate K perceived preferences may require more
customized teaching strategies (e.g., additional kinaesthetic-based instruction) to
be successful”.
Conclusions reached by Dobson:
“The VARK questionnaire can be used to identify and elucidate student sensory
modality preferences, which is a critical step in the optimization of
learning...students that understand their own sensory modality preferences can
favourably adjust their studying techniques if the information was not presented to
them in a manner that they prefer...Similarly, if an instructor knows the sensory
modalities that are most preferred by a group of students, then she or he can
customize teaching strategies to better address the specific strengths and
weaknesses of those students”.
Visit us at www.newbubbles.com

Arguments
for
Dixon (1985) reminds
us that teachers can
effect change in the
classroom by doing
the following:
(a) helping individuals
understand
themselves as
learners,
(b) encouraging
individuals to expand
their learning styles,
(c) using a variety of
instructional
approaches,
(d) creating an
environment in which
diversity can thrive,
and
(e) creating a climate
in which collaboration
flourishes
Neil Fleming (2007)
(designer of the VARK
questionnaire)

“Few would contest
that knowledge of
one’s learning style
can encourage
metacognition, help
students reflect and
encourage teachers to
broaden their
methods of teaching.
If students realise that
they are different not
dumb that has to be a
plus from using
learning styles and if
teachers realise that
they face a range of
learners they are on
their way to
personalisation of
instruction which
Socrates seemed to
champion. No bad
thing”.
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PICTURES SPEAK LOUDER THAN WORDS — TIPS FOR
QUALITY MANAGERS

IS THIS YOU?

We are incredible at remembering pictures. Hear a piece of information, and three days later
you'll remember 10% of it. Add a picture and you'll remember 65%. In a large meta-study by
Marzano (1998), it was found that graphic and tactile representations of the subject matter had
noticeable effects on learning outcomes regardless of any attempt to match them with learners’
preferences.

Do You Use:

•

2. Concrete experience
tasks with lower level
learners?

•
•

Pictures beat text every time because reading is so inefficient for us. Our brain sees words
as lots of tiny pictures, and we have to identify certain features in the letters to be able to
read them. That takes time.
Why is vision such a big deal to us? Perhaps because it's how we've always apprehended
major threats, food supplies and reproductive opportunity.
Toss your PowerPoint presentations. It’s text-based (nearly 40 words per slide), with six
hierarchical levels of chapters and subheads—all words. Professionals everywhere need to
know about the incredible inefficiency of text-based information and the incredible effects of
images. Burn your current PowerPoint presentations and make new ones.

NEWBUBBLES TRAINING 2012
Date

Event

1. Active learning activities
that maximise learner
involvement?

3. Analogies and metaphors
in explaining difficult
concepts?
4. Activities that minimise
the ‘content’ of learning,
to avoid cramming, whilst
encouraging learners to
be creative with the
subject matter, and
reinforce deep learning?

Location

Trainer

09.03.12 Classroom Management

Portsmouth

Bradley Lightbody

23.03.12 Creativity in the Classroom*

Portsmouth

Geoff Petty

08.06.12 Improving Motivation and Retention

Portsmouth

Arnie Skelton

6. Activities that balance
active participation with
reflection?

15.06.12 Building an Inclusive Teaching and
Learning Climate

Portsmouth

Trevor Gordon

26.06.12 Assessment IS Learning

Portsmouth

Professor Phil Race

29.06.12 Supported Experiments and
Solutions-Focused Coaching*

Portsmouth

Joanne Miles

7. Activities that
communicate
information through
different mediums—
visual, auditory and
kinaesthetic modes of
learning?

exc VAT

*Cost of this workshop is £129.00 exc VAT

To book yourself onto an event, please e-mail gradeonetraining@newbubbles.com.
If you can offer a training specialism and your background is in further education,
we would like to talk to you. E-mail us at gradeonetraining@newbubbles.com.

What the Experts Say

“The profession of teaching will improve…as the leaders in
education direct their choices of methods by the results of
scientific investigation rather than general opinion.”
Edward L. Thorndike, US psychologist, (1906)

5. Activities that require
learners to make
connections between
different chunks of
learning?

8. More structure at the
beginning of your lessons
and ease off as learners
become more confident
and independent?
9. Sufficient and timely
feedback, and ensure
that positive
reinforcement is
constantly offered
10.Activities that encourage
learners to self-explore
ways in which they prefer
to learn, and to feed back
this information so that
1:1 tutorials can be more
effectively planned for?

Further Reading

Next issue ...

The Teacher’s Toolkit,
2001, Paul Ginnis

Developing Creativity in the Classroom
Visit us at www.newbubbles.com

