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Educational Psychology: Learning Styles (individual differences)

KAREN TEACHER WORKING GROUP


Topic Summary

Topic:

Student learning styles (individual differences) and their implications for teaching.

Goal:

Teachers should understand what are learning styles and how learning styles influence student learning.  Teachers are to develop certain strategies for the classroom that respond to their students' learning styles.


In Brief:


Self-Analysis Activity:
'Let's look at how we prefer to learn'

Content Reading:

Learning Style Diagnosis





Three Aspects of Learning Styles

Materials Needed:

blackboard, chalk, large blank sheets of paper, markers, fullscap, pens, paper

Trainer’s Guide

Introduction

· Explain what the topic of the lesson is.  Explain what is expected of the trainees and what we hope to learn from this lesson.

· Have people complete the questionnaire 'Let's look at how we prefer to learn' and tally up their scores.  Discuss the scores for meaning and implications.

Are there similarities between your learning preference and your approach to teaching?
1.  What are learning styles?

To the group:

What are learning styles?

Trainees decide that learning styles are ways in which individuals respond to a variety of learning tasks.
 Learning styles are learning preferences (likes and dislikes).



What is the relationship (if there is one) between intelligence (ability to learn) and learning styles?

Have trainees discuss openly, write down their opinions.  Use small groups if necessary to allow every one to speak.  

How is knowledge of learning styles to be used for effective teaching?   Is it important?

To the group:

Learning styles are different from intelligence.  Some children will learn better than others in certain situations because they prefer to learn that way (the teaching style is good for the individual learning style).  If the opposite is true, some children will learn poorly because their learning style is not encouraged by the teaching style.

Think about the Natural Learning Strategies.

  Now, think about your own learning style for a moment.  If you were studying for a test tomorrow, how would you prepare?  Does your learning style:

· Involve studying with other students, or do you work independently?

· Include studying for short periods during the week, or would wait for the night before the exam to begin to study?

· Need for quiet conditions, or do you need some noise around you?

· Require working under pressure?  Would you study if there were no tests?

In small groups, have trainees discuss answers, discuss other learning styles they have.  The small groups should write down learning styles they have in common and those that are completely different.
2.  How to identify the individual learning styles of your students

(Refer to Content Reading: Learning Style Diagnosis)

 

as a group, go through the Content Reading, answer any questions, and discuss any areas of uncertainty

Trainer's Guide
 

ask trainees to choose three of their own students, for each student the teacher is to answer the questions from the content reading.

· trainees are asked to write down what they have learned about their students’ learning styles





 

ask teachers to work individually

3.  Three aspects of learning styles

(Refer ro Content Reading: Three aspects of learning styles)

Trainer should use the Content Reading to open discussion on those areas of learning styles not discussed in prior reading.  Trainer should decide how much time and effort is needed to go over the ‘Three Aspects of Learning Styles’.  It may be necessary to thoroughly go through the information with the entire group.  Maybe not.  Most likely it will be something in between.

To the group:

· discuss the implications on teaching for each of the three learning styles

· recall other learning styles and then discuss the implications on teaching

4.  Conclusion

To the group:

Let us remember one thing, learning styles are students preferences for learning.  Students often say that they enjoy the teaching method which they learn the least from because they feel it will be the easiest or take the least effort to succeed.

i.e.
Students with low ability often prefer more relaxed methods because they can stay quiet (not noticed) and that makes their failure less visible.  However, these students actually need more direction and more structure.

i.e.
Students with high ability often say they like more structured teaching methods because they think they can learn more efficiently, however, they actually learn more with open, less-structured methods.

**** Students simply may benefit from certain teaching approaches whether they like it or not****

THEREFORE, TRY TO HAVE A BALANCE.

Self-Analysis Activity

Let’s look at how we like to learn

The Questionnaire

This questionnaire is designed to find out your preferred learning style(s).  Over the years you have probably developed learning ‘habits’ which help you benefit more from some experiences than from others.

Since you are probably unaware of this, this questionnaire will help you identify your learning preferences.  

The accuracy of the results depends on how honest you can be while answering.  There are no right nor wrong answers.

If you agree more than you disagree with a statement, put a tick by it.  If you disagree more than you agree, then put a cross.

After you complete the questionnaire, turn the page and see how to interpret the results.

· 1.  I often take reasonable risks if I feel it is justified.

· 2.  I usually solve problems using a step-by-step approach, avoiding any funny ideas.

· 3.  I have a reputation for having a serious style.

· 4.  I often find that actions based on feelings are as good as those based on careful thought and analysis.

· 5.  The most important part of judging a new idea or solution is whether it works in practice or not.

· 6.  When I hear about a new idea or approach I like to start working out how to apply it in practice as soon as possible.

· 7.  I like to follow a self-disciplined approach, establish clear routines and logical thinking patterns.

· 8.  I take pride in doing a thorough job.

· 9.  I get along best with logical, analytical people, less well with spontaneous, ‘irrational’ people.

· 10.  I take time looking over information before making a final decision about it.

· 11.  I like to reach a decision carefully after thinking about many alternatives.

· 12.  I’m attracted more to new, unusual ideas than to practical ones.

· 13.  I dislike situations that I cannot put into a logical patter, that is difficult to make sense of.

· 14.  I like to relate my action to a general principle.

· 15.  In meetings I have a reputation of going straight to the point, no matter what others feel.
· 16.  I prefer to have as many sources of information as possible – the more information to consider the better.

Self-Analysis Activity

· 17.  People who don’t take things seriously annoy me.

· 18.  I prefer to respond to events in a spontaneous, flexible way rather than plan things in advance.

· 19.  I don’t like having to present my conclusions under time pressure when I could spend more time thinking about the problem.

· 20.  I usually judge other people’s ideas by how the idea can be used practically.

· 21.  I often get angry by people who want to rush into things.

· 22.  The present is much more important than the past or future.

· 23.  I think decisions made by thorough analysis are better than decisions based on intuition or feeling.

· 24.  In meetings I like sharing ideas with the group the moment that I think of them.

· 25.  I think that I talk more than I should and that maybe I should try to improve my listening skills.

· 26.  In meetings I get impatient with people who lose sight of the objectives.

· 27.  I enjoy communicating my ideas and opinions with others.

· 28.  People in meetings should be realistic and  keep to the point.

· 29.  I like to think about many alternatives before making a decision.

· 30.  Considering how other people behave in meetings, I think that I am a more objective, unemotional person.

· 31.  In meetings I am more likely to keep in the background, than to take the lead and do most of the talking.

· 32.  On balance I prefer to do the listening than the talking.

· 33.  Most times I believe ‘the ends justify the means’.

· 34.  Reaching the groups’ objectives and goals is more important than personal feelings and objectives.

· 35.  I do whatever seems necessary to get the job done.

· 36.  I quickly get bored with methodical, detailed work.

· 37.  I am interested in exploring principles and theories.

· 38.  I like meetings to be run according to the meeting agenda.

·       39.   I avoid personal or sensitive topics.



· 40.  I enjoy the drama and excitement of a crisis.


Self-Analysis Activity

How to Interpret your Answers

The numbers of the questions you’ve just ticked or crossed appear distributed in the columns below.  Score 2 marks for each question you agreed with, and 0 for all those you disagreed with.  Then total each of the columns.
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Reflector

Theorist

Pragmatist

Total
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Total

Compare your Totals with the chart below.  What are your preferences?  What sort of learner are you?

	
	Very Strong Preference
	Strong Preference
	Moderate Preference
	Low Preference
	Very Low Preference

	Activist
	13-20
	11-12
	7-10
	4-6
	0-3

	Reflector
	18-20
	15-17
	12-14
	9-11
	0-8

	Theorist
	16-20
	14-15
	11-13
	8-10
	0-7

	Pragmatist
	17-20
	15-16
	12-14
	9-11
	0-8


Activists prefer and want  experience, variety, excitement, activity, people when learning.

Reflectors prefer and want objective data to draw conclusions, chance to reflect, chance to analyze, and a chance to concentrate.

Theorists prefer and want models, theories, complexity, perfection, logic, coherence.

Pragmatists prefer and want a chance to experiment, new ideas, new theories, new techniques, practical applications, solutions to problems.

Content Reading

Learning-Style Diagnosis

1.  Time

When is the student most alert?  In the early morning, in late morning, in the afternoon, in the evening, at night?

2.  Attention Span
What is the student’s attention span?  Continuous, irregular, short bursts of concentrated effort, forgetting periods, etc?

3.  Amount of Sound
What level of noise can the student tolerate?  Absolute quiet, a murmur, distant sound, high level of conversation?

4.  Type of Sound
What type of noise produces a positive reaction?  Music, conversation, laughter, working groups?

5.  Work Group
How does the student work best?  Alone, with a person, with a small group, in a large team, a combination?

6.  Pressure

What kind of pressure (if any) does the student need?  Relaxed, slight, moderate, extreme?

7. Type of Pressure
What helps to motivate this student?  Self, teacher expectation, deadline, rewards, recognition of achievement, etc.?

8.  Place

Where does the student work best?  Home, school, in public area, etc.?

9.  Environment
Floor, sitting, lying down, desk, temperature, clothing, food?

10.  Type of task
On which type of task does the student do best?  Totally self-directed tasks, teacher-selected tasks, etc?

11.  Senses

How does the student learn most easily?  Visual materials, listening, printed materials, etc.?

12.Evaluation/Rules
What type of structure suits this student the most?  Strict, flexible, self-determined, decided on with teacher and student, teacher determined, etc.?

Content Reading

Three Aspects of Learning Styles

As we saw in the ‘Learning style diagnosis’ reading, there are many questions to be asked to help identify individual learning styles.  The following are three aspects to further help us understand our students learning styles:

· Impulsive and reflective learning styles






· Independence/Dependence on group (Field Independent/Field Dependent)

· Convergent/Divergent Thinking

26. Impulsive and reflective learning styles

· some students take a long time to think about a question or problem before they answer, other students answer almost immediately

· students who answer quickly (impulsive) usually make many mistakes, and students who take time (reflective) to answer usually make less mistake

· reflective students will often perform better on reading and memory tests

· important to remember that the impulsive learning style does NOT mean lack of intelligence...although it is partly responsible for poor reading and low scores on achievement tests (Why is this statement true?  In your experience, is it?)

Depending on the pace of the lesson, both kinds of students can have problems in the classroom.

· the impulsive teacher will overwhelm the reflective child with too many questions or too much information (the child might stop to think too long about unimportant questions), whereas the impulsive child loves a many questions and quick conversation

· the reflective teacher will spend more time on one question and expect students to think thoroughly about the question, the reflective teacher will get upset with the impulsive child who answers every question quickly and the student will lose confidence, whereas the reflective child will be praised for her thinking

How many times have we heard, “Why don’t you think before you answer?”or “Why can’t you move a little faster?”.  Remember that learning styles are part of the child’s personality and by insulting their learning style, you are also insulting the child.

What are the implications of these learning styles for teaching?
Content Reading

2. Field Independent/Field Dependent Learning Styles


· Field Independent learners are less distracted or concerned by the classroom environment, they are more analytical

· Field Dependent learners are more concerned with the classroom setting, people, sounds, they are more concerned with social learning
	Learning Styles

	Field Independent
	Field Dependent

	Understands by analyzing

Experiences in a clear, organized way; imposes structure and restrictions

Makes specific concept distinctions with little overlap

Understands through the self

Learns social material only as an intentional task

Interested in new ideas for their own sake

Has self-defined goals and reinforcements

Puts self-structure onto situations

Less affected by criticism

Enjoys testing new ideas to understand them
	Understands globally 

Experiences in a global way; responds to structures as they are given

Makes broad general distinctions among ideas; sees relationships

Understands through interaction with others

Learns material with social content best

Interested in new ideas that are most relevant to their own experience

Needs goals and reinforcements defined by others

Needs organization provided

More affected by criticism

Likes observing when learning new ideas


	Teaching Styles

	Field Independent
	Field Dependent

	Prefers impersonal teaching situations such as lectures

Uses questions to introduce topics and following student answers

Uses a teacher-organized learning situation

Often corrects students; uses negative evaluation (i.e. “No, that’s wrong”)

Strong in organizing and guiding student learning
	Prefers teaching situations that allow for interaction and talking with students

Uses questions to check on student learning after instruction

Uses student-centred activities

Gives less feedback; avoids negative evaluation

Strong in creating a warm and personal classroom setting


Content Reading

	How to motivate students

	Field Independent
	Field Dependent

	Through grades (evaluation)

Through competition

Through choice of activities, personal goals

Through showing how the learning task is useful to them

Through freedom to create their own structure/rules
	Through verbal praise

Through helping the teacher

Through rewards like (stickers, candy, etc.)

Through showing how the learning task is useful to other people

Through providing outlines and structure


3. Uniting/Varying Thinking

Uniting Thinking is thinking that uses well-determined procedures to answer routine problems.  This is often the type of thinking that teachers expect their students to use; especially in teacher-centered classrooms.

Varying Thinking is thinking that creates new ideas and solutions to problems that have more than one correct answer.  Often varying thinking is described as creative thinking.

Four characteristics of varying thinking:

· fluency:
large quantity of ideas, words and ways of expressing themselves

· flexibility:
thinking up a variety of ideas and new ways of dealing with a situation

· originality:
thinking of uncommon, clever new ideas of dealing with situations

· elaboration:
using detail when giving a response

Behavior characteristics of varying thinkers:

· work characterized by humor, lack of rigidity, playfulness

· willing to attempt difficult tasks

· long attention span, concentration and interest

· likely to express strange, new ideas and to be interested in imaginative ideas

· more sensitive and independent than the average child

· peers say that this child has silly, crazy ideas

Content Reading

Teachers should ask themselves if their classroom has opportunities for students to use both uniting 

and varying thinking.

· students with varying thinking skills often have difficulties when the teacher emphasizes convergent thinking

· varying thinkers may be seen as trouble makers because they approach learning tasks differently from other students

learning styles  are individual learning preferences


learning styles are different from learning ability (intelligence), although certain learning styles may be more useful in learning certain skills or performing certain tasks


teachers personal learning styles affect teachers' appraches to teaching


after identifying the learning styles of students, teachers should evaluate the effectiveness of their approach to teaching









