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Aim: 

To carry out research into the literature on learning styles and as a result make recommendations as to how the identification of preferred learning styles can be incorporated into initial assessment.

The theory and practice of learning styles has generated an enormous amount of interest, controversy and confusion over the past 40 years and possibly more. More than one hundred instruments have been developed to measure cognitive (learning) styles (Mitchell, 1994). 

Whilst researching the range of literature currently available regarding learning styles, I was drawn to the Coffield Report which seemed to condense the information I needed and helped me to clarify in my mind some of the pitfalls concerning applying and implementing a learning style assessment.

71 models of Learning Style Assessment were identified by the Coffield review, of which 13 are major, with the remaining 58 being minor adaptations. Coffield Report.
‘The Coffield and Ecclestone Report; Learning styles and pedagogy in

post-16 learning, a systematic and critical review’,
sought to establish a critical review of learning styles and their implications for pedagogy in post-16 learning. 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.

The development of modern day marketing demands in work, fiscal and in education to name but three have made possible an astonishing array of interpretation of supposedly ‘correct’ and ‘individual’ approaches to learning established by ‘tried and tested’ methods of assessment. 
Issues such as personality, ethnicity, culture, gender, age, life experience, environment, nature of learning etc. are rarely taken into account in many learning style assessments. 

If there is confusion, and there is, then the question, ‘what are we measuring’ begs to be released, 

· are we measuring a persons approach to learning in a given situation? 

· Or are we indeed actually measuring something completely different such as intelligence or perhaps personality? 

· What are the reasons behind wanting to assess an individuals learning style? 

· Are we really seeking to understand how a person learns in order to better promote their learning experience or are we mooting something around which seems to pay current adherence to some notion of lip service to ‘good practice’ whatever that is

While some adherents argue that assessing learning styles is crucial to the success and fulfillment of a student’s learning experience, others, such as Atherton, suggest pandering to learning styles may be doing the students a disservice: they will benefit more from adapting and becoming versatile, more able to respond both to formal teaching and learning from experience, than they will from having everything made as easy as possible for them in your particular subject.  Atherton (2006)
It is generally accepted that teaching styles that are similar to the student’s learning styles facilitate the learning. However, there are many different ideas concerning which characteristics or behaviors constitute a particular learning style. Some researchers believe that an individual’s learning style depends on multiple dimensions such as environmental, emotional, sociological, and psychological characteristics. According to this line of thought, optimal learning is dependent upon the correct interaction of all the dimensions. 

Other theorists, for example Letteri, believe that optimal learning depends primarily on the cognitive processes of the individual. DeBello, (1990:203)

Some of the most influential models of learning style such as Gregorc and Dunn and Dunn claim that learning styles are either constitutionally based and quite fixed while others, such as Entwistle and Vermunt are more open and flexible about change, leaning toward a more general, orientational and conceptual approach to the notion of learning. When determining a learning style, it is important to consider both the internal and external factors impacting the learner. Each learner brings a unique set of internal elements which contribute to the effectiveness of their learning. Internal factors that impact the learner do include personality types, culture, ethnicity, emotional and cognitive processes, previous learning experiences and social implications. 

In addition to these internal factors, external factors also play a key role in the learning process. These include the physical environment in which the student is placed and physical elements that he/she is exposed to such as lighting, sound, comfort of setting, mode of delivery of information and curriculum design. 
There is a potential for learning styles to act as an agent for broader change, open ended dialogue between student and tutor, open discussions between tutors; both can encourage a cultural change within the FE/HE sector.

Coffield suggests research indicates simplistic judgements are being made about learning styles. Examples exist of stereotyping, with learners labelled as "verbalisers or imagers, activists or reflectors, left brainers or right brainers". Wane S. ed. (2004, p254). 

The Coffield Report also suggests further research is needed to enhance knowledge and training for tutors.
 

Currently at Plymouth College of Art & Design we are embedding a Dunn and Dunn Model of learning style assessment called VARK across the FE sector within and as part of our initial assessment process. This is a model that includes motivational factors, social interaction, physiological and environmental elements. We are also piloting a CSA Model on a small scale.
 This is accompanied by a one to one feedback session with the student which also explores other aspects of the initial assessment results such as application of number and literacy levels. Our current thinking is that this feedback element with the student is essential if we are to ensure the student is equipped with the knowledge that the result is not prescriptive but rather a way of promoting critical thinking of one’s own approach to learning.

In addition, we held yesterday a professional development day for FE staff to raise awareness regarding learning styles and their implications for practice.

A learning style preference profile can we have found, in some instances, help the student plan their own learning environment, but there are some drawbacks to how this information can be interpreted once it’s available:


· It can label if used incorrectly

· It can encourage recipients to recognize a certain ‘style’ of learning for themselves which may become prescriptive, restrictive and undermine an innovative autonomous approach to one’s learning strategy.

· It’s a summative rather than formative process. 

What I feel is further required is more concerted communication between academic thinking and practical application. This could be enabled through a bedrock of inclusive discussion involving theorists, teaching staff, support staff, pastoral care agencies and students. 
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