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learning, it begs the question:

very radio station has a unique transmitting
frequency. To achieve perfect reception you
tune the receiver to said frequency. If the
receiver drifts, even by a fraction, the signal
loses some of its sharpness and clarity. More
drift brings the fuzzy sounds of other stations
into the mix. Eventually, the ability to decode
the signal is lost altogether. You can’t discern
rds or music any more, just noise, This is analogous to
e way we learn.
At least that's the view of the many educators and aca-
ics who have studied individual learning differences.
ey conclude that we each have a preference, a unique fre-
ency, for receiving and processing information. Dave

For more than a quarter century, learning style theory has

knocked on the door of corporate training offices offering itself as a
credible alternative to one-size-fits-all instruction. Now that
technology has given us the means to deliver truly individualized

Is it time to let learning styles come in?

BY MARTIN DELAHOUSSAYE

Kolb coined the term “learning style” to explain this prefer-
ence (see “A Brighter Future,” on page 33). The assumption
is that we are at our most efficient as learners when infor-
mation comes in aligned with the way we want to receive it.

Based on this assumption, a state of optimum learning—
or pedagogical nirvana, if you will—can be achieved by
identifying individuals, or groups of individuals, with similar
learning styles, then constructing learning activities around
the curriculum that correspond to their style,

In common with almost all learning theories, a specter
of doubt has lingered over this anodyne take on educa-
tion and has done so ever since Kolb introduced learning
styles to the educational vocabulary in the mid-60s. Over
time, bipolar views have emerged: Either learning style
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WHAT'S IN A NAME?

“One of the most pervasive difficulties in this field of research is the sloppiness of the definitions,” says Lynn Curry,
founder, CurryCorp, Ottawa, Ontarlo, “Across the literature the same or similar concepts carry various titles, describe varying
ranges of behavior and are variably observable.” Curry has a point, The three style determinants referenced in the main fea
ture—Dave Kolb's Learning Style Inventory (1¢1), Peter Honey and Alan Mumford's Learning Styles Questionnaire (isa) and
Gary Salton’s |-Opt—each identify four basic types of learning preference but use no less than 16 names to describe them,

Kolb’s Learning Styles Salton’s |-Opt
and Experiential Learning Cycle Salton's I-Opt, A recent entry onta the leatning styles scene,Is anothe
Kolb began itall when he created the Learning Style Inventory—a series of fnstrument that can be used to determine learning preferences. Howed
guestions about how peaple learn hest—to help learmérs better understand the clalme Salton, “only 1-Opt has  technology that can mathematically cor
way they learn from experlence, The cyele lself comprises four stages, concrate Individuals inte acturate representations of entire groups.”
experience, reflective ohservation, abstract conceptualization and active expeti- Specifically, Salon recomments using 1-0pt 1o determine how artach
mentation, which align with the North, East, South and Wes{ points of the com- group members are o their particular learning preference—siyle flod
pass. The four learning styles—accommodating, diverging, assimilating and con- Despite this key difference, 1-Opt still classifies four style types: felational
verging —are offset a1 the midpoint between each of the stages equivalent to Innovator, logical processor, hypothetical analyzer and reactlve stimilat
North West, North East, South East and South West an the compass, indicating adlds four patterns that are combinations of the styles and carry hehavic
that each style eomprises preferences that align with two stages in the eyele, Impllcations of thefr own (changer, performer, conservator and perfectar
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A COMPARISON OF STYLES

The Learning Style Inventory (1s1), the Learning Style Questionnaire (150, and [-Opt make use of differ-
ent inventories or questionnaires to determine learning style. And, even though the names used to describe
the styles also differ, there are clear similarities in the underlying behaviors of each style type. Since each
approach achieves pretty much the same result, in terms of determining individual learning style prefer-
ence, the choice as to which one you use is mostly a matter of personal preference.

Diverging (Kolb, LS1) learners solve problems by viewing situa-
tions from many perspectives and rely heavily on brainstorming and
idea generation. They are motivated to discover the relevancy or

“why” of a situation. They like to reason from concrete-specific
information and to explore what a system has to offer. Those with
* the Diverging style are people-oriented and like to deal with feelings.

Reflectors (Honey & Mumford, LSQ) like to look before they
leap. These learners prefer to collect information and sift through
it. They are cautious, thorough people whao like to observe rather
than take the lead. They are slow to make up their minds, but
when they do, their decisions are very soundly based—not only
on their own knowledge and opinions but also on what they have
learned from watching and listening to others.

Hypothetical Analyzers (Salton, 1-Opt) do not like loose pieces
of information that don’t seem to fit the whole, They want to
understand the big picture in order to establish a framework
within which information can be “fit.” If focused on a small piece
of the whale without explaining how that piece fits into the big
picture they will ask themselves “Why?” or “What’s the point?”

Accommodating (Kolb, LSI) learners
solve problems by carrying out plans
and experiments, and can adapt to
specific, immediate circumstances.
Those with an accommodating learn-
ing preference tend to excel at influ-
encing others and accomplishing
tasks in interpersonal situations.

Pragmatists (Honey & Mumford,
L5Q) are people who also enjoy solv-
ing problems through experimenta-
tion. They are “how” rather than
“why" oriented.

Relational Innovators (Salton,
1-Opt) are similar to Salton’s
Relational Innovator in that these
learners are experientially rooted.
They learn best through the use of
analogies and examples.

Learners with the Assimilating (Kolb, LSI) style
like to solve problems by inductive reasoning and
have an ability to create theoretical models. They are
motivated to answer the question, "What is there to
know?” They are uncomfortable randomly exploring
a system, and they like to get the “right” answer to
the problem.

Theorists (Honey & Mumford, LSQ) live in 2 world
of ideas. They have tidy, organized minds. They are
not happy until they have reached the bottom of

things and explained their observations in terms of
basic principles. They want to know the logic of
actions and observations.

Logical Processors (Salton, 1-Opt) are very much
task- and process-oriented, and prefer learning experi-
ences that are straightforward and detailed. Logical
Processors learn well by doing but will typically need a
good deal of justification if the training requires much
in the way of change. They want more than theory,
and they like concrete examples and a track to run on.

Converging (Kolb, LSI) learners
want to solve a problem through
hypothetical-deductive reasoning.
They are at their best when focus-
ing on specific, identifiable, practi-
cal problems, and are motivated to
discover the relevancy or “how” of
a situation.

Activists ( Honey & Mumford, LSQ)

love novelty and will “try anything
once.” Give them a task, and they will
throw themselves wholeheartedly into
it. They like to get on with things, so
they are not interested in planning
what they are about to do. They live
very much in the present.

Reactive Stimulators (Salton, I-
Opt) are highly task- and action-

oriented. New learning situations
might take advantage of their desire
to apply new knowledge quickly.
Very much now-oriented, this
learner would much rather be try-
ing the new task than hearing why
it is important, Lengthy discussion
and theorizing are of less interest
than actually doing the job, —M.D.




Is an individual’s learning style stable
over time, task, problem and situation?

DAVE KOLB: ‘Test-retest studies of the 181 suggest that
learning style is relatively stable over time, However, cross
sectional studies suggest that learning style does change as a
function of career path and life experience, For cxample,
engineers who remain bench engineers throughout their
career retain the converging (abstract and active) learning
style typical of the engineering profession, but engineers
who hecome L gers become more conerete begause of the
interpersonal ,i“" demands of that role, Simila I'y. a study of
the accounting profession showed that accounting students
had diverse learning styles, entry-level accountants were con-
verging, and intermediate-level accountants were even mare
s0. Senior-level accountants had accommaodating (concrete
and active) learning styles.

LYNN CURRY: Yes, but there are caveats, Styles are con
sistent across acts and are observable as regularities in the
form or manner of acls or performances. Some styles have
been observed as behavioral consistencies from very early in
life. Others have been obaerved as behaviors consistent over
i lifetime,

PRTER HONEY: Ii depends whether we are talking
about the preference or the behavior part of the style. The
underlying preference is more consistent and durable. The
behaviors, however, are changeable depending on circum
stances or will, The nature of my work, having to pay close
attention to detail for example, would affect my behavior but
1 could, and [ do, discipline myselfl to compensate for a
“wealer” ﬁ(yl(\_ My sl i|1||mhrr.i f.‘“ﬁl.'.i]'.llim.‘ ol ki.'ﬂ.'|.1i=l]_-', a wril
ten learning log, for example, forces me to invest more effort
in reflecting and surfacing lessons learned than my
activist/pragmatist preflerences would allow.

ASHLEY FIELDS; Learning watchmaking is o lot differ
ent than learning to be a commodity trader or learning
hands-on tasks vs, knowledge management-based tasks, Yet,
if provided sufficient incentive, say $1 million, most people
can learn to do both. Tf learning style were stable across task,
problem or situation this could not be true.

GARY SALTON: For the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator
and Brain Dominance, yes, these theories have no formal
provision for change. Nip is more “ilfy” There is no theory
deseribing how these preferences come 1o [ o how they
change, For learning styles based on NLP, the answer has (o
be indeterminate,

Are learners adept at finding their
own path through content?

LYNN CURRY: The evidence is that this is not true, The
lseat veferences here are (rom the European line of resear h

into learning instructional preferences. Scores are high
when the individual’s learning approach happens to
match the performanee expectations of the course o
performance situation, When approach and performan
expectation do not malch, poor scores result, Those wi
flexibility about style can adapt easily within some ran
of learning environments, Learning environments that
are inconsistent or oppose their native learning style w
further challenge those without the style flexibility, or
those at the borderline of their general competence to
learn at all,

RICK DALY: I might agree more with this il learnersa
aware of both the notion of learning styles and of their ow
learning preference(s). You have to trust the learner, but y
can’t trust them to navigate in an unknown area nnless th
know what to look for, The learners are ultimately in chary
of their own learning. They need to seek out learning deli
ery methods most palatable to them, but they first need 1o
know what to look for

PETER HONEY: Most learners are unaware of their styl
and are bombarded by diverse learning materials. Tt is all vers
hit and-mias and inefficient. Much more worle remains to be
done on how to taflor content, At the moment, people hide
ehing an ostensible multimedin/Blended approach claiming
that it provides something for all, This is, however, just a sop
and another version of one-gize-fits-all, My experience is tha
people who are aware of thir learning style preferences, wh
understand the need to continuously improve their learning
capabilities {learn to learn), and who have access to sonnd g
ance are in o G better position than those who are left 16 the
own devices,

ASITLEY FIELIS: Peaple are not stupid, Given enouy
motivation they will navigate any content, However, whil
llu\y can slay 11 areas where th_ry are nol comfortable, the
will not stay there any longer than they have ta. If you tal
content delivery to a person’s strategic style, they are likel:
have a greater natural interest in the subject and are likely
ahsorh more information.

What are the barriers to making bette
use of individual learning styles?

RICK DALY: One of the biggest barriers is lack of intere:
on the learner's part. A complete approach measures learr
atyle, learner motivation, course content, facilitator style a
course medin to predict the success of a given learning ey
rience, At the same time, we need to address learning styk
head-on, while still making the experience somewhat seat
lexs to the learner, Many people don't really seem Lo care

about learning how they learn, We have developed a nunl
of courses addressing this over the past 10 years, but not

everyone finds it the most fascinating of topics like we do



| Brighter Future

DAVE KOLB: I would name three barriers: the rigid insti-
stionalization of the traditional lecture classroom; learners
tho do not understand the learning process and how they
arn and who do not take responsibility for their own learn-
1g; and teachers who teach based on the way they were
wght and assume that everyone learns the way they do.

GARY SALTON: Learning has no value to a corporation
xcept as it is expressed in behavior. A person’s information-
rocessing style expresses what is likely to be done with the
nowledge gained. Therefore, one barrier to exploiting
earning styles is incomplete instrumentation. For example,
1e tells how a learner wants input but not what is likely to
e done with it. Without that knowledge, the value of learn-

ng styles to a corporation is somewhat questionable.

How can we best make use of learning
styles in the corporate environment?

PATRICK O’BRIEN: The best use of styles in learning applica-
tions will be in reducing the one-size-fits-all mentality that domi-
nates training and development. This sensitivity alone will
improve the outcomes. There is a corollary, however. Practitioners
will need to be upgraded. This is not going to be easy.

DAVE KOLB: In addition to the obvious applications of
experiential learning theory and the 151 to the design and

conduct of corporate training programs, these ideas can also
be used to promote learning throughout the organization.
Managers’ understanding of their learning style can help
them understand and improve the way they make decisions.
Understanding the learning styles that are characteristic of
different organizational functions also can improve cross-
functional communication. A study of the demise of a once
highly profitable high-tech firm when its patent expired and
competition entered the market showed a culture dominated
by engineers with the converging style who would not accept
high-level marketing personnel hired to create a more mar-
ket-oriented culture,

GARY SALTON: Courses can be structured to match the
information-processing styles. These courses will improve
the learning outcomes for the participants. However, they
will also cost more money to prepare since multiple courses
will be needed for each subject. It is likely that the econom-
ics of multiple courses will not work out for many courses. It
is probable that the one-size-fits-all model will remain the
dominant paradigm in training.

However, there will be high-value courses where the
increased investment is worth it. In these cases, the quality
of course designers and instructors will have to be upgrad-
ed to match the variability of the content. In other words,
tailored courses are likely to be more challenging since con-
tent and delivery are variable, This will probably create a



hierarchy of trainers und course designers, The best people
are likely to worle in creating and delivering tailored con-
tent, The Tess skilled will probably be assigned the one-gize-
fitg=all courses,

PETER IHONEY: Use intormation about the mix of
learning style preferences to arrive at o learning strategy that
would build learning into the system/processes so that i
Becomes a "requirement.” Too often, organizations say thal
learning is a priority, but then they adopt an “it’s-up-to-you”
approach, making it an optional activity, F<learning has, if
anything, exacerbated this with the expectation that people
will samehow find the space and time to do it 1 see h-m'uiug
styles s just one piece of the jigsaw puzzle, Other pleces are
about the mativation to learn, the skills to learn and the
learning environment, The challenge o create learning-
friendly work environments is as great ns it ever was,

LYNN CURRY: The quickest and most cost effective
use of cognitive and learning styles in corparate environ
ments is o provide comprehensive, detailed and inter-
preted infarmation to employees about their own styles,
This will allow individuals to use that personal informa-
tlon to better structure their coping strategies and
achievement Lac s,

Compilation of this individual information into g
group composite waould indicate to peers, team leaders
and supervisors the necessity ol offering alternative
working structures to what is currently in place or per
sonally preferved by the supervisor, Further supervisory
development may be necessary in order to assist leaders
to develop these alternative structures within time aind
resource constraints, Even if alternative structures cannot
be provided, this knowledge of style differences should
enable ever yone Lo respond more effectively to the style
oiitllers i the wnr‘|¢.|1];|u;,

RICK DALY: BE-Learning, considered on its own, is a
natural for tailoring tw styles, If you know the learner’s
preferved style, you can engage him or her on a path that
is oriented specifically to their style. E-learning has tradi-
tionally appealed to the more structured and analytic
atyles, but by malding the content more action-oriented
and driving more effectively to application of knowledge
and skills, the value of the learning experience can
inerease dramatically for the actionsoriented learner and

)
the innavalar,

What areas of learning style would
most benefit from further research?

PETER IMTONEY: Everything! [n particular, I'd say we
need much more research on learning behaviors, What
ways of behaving increase the amount and relevance of
what is learned and people’s willingness to share what

they have learned for the good of the organization? We
also need more research on the specific links between
different styles and different types/methods

1l |I':II'I'IiI1H.

LYNN CURRY: A range of cxperimental design flaws
plague this literature ineluding [but not limited to] over
generalization based on measurement of one isolated con-
struct, often assessed on only one oceasion and with only
ane instrument: only one or sometimes no independent
measure of behavior change; and no attempt to control for
interacting and confounding variables such as gender, 14,
ability or initial capability in target behavior, time=on-task
and teacher expectation,

The vesult is that the research base is not a strong and
congistent platform puiding the application of learning or
cognitive style, These same criticisms can, however, be
applied to the wider body of educational literature,
Considerable service to the field could be made through rel
attvely modest-seale studies that addressed any one, and
preferabily more, of the above limitations,

DAVE KOLB: Our latest research on experiential
learning and the a1 is focused on developing more
fine-grained descriptions of individuality in learning
the Adaptive Style Inventory—in arder to respect indi
vidual uniqueness and avoid the stereolyping that can
result from having only four learning styles, Also we
are atudying ways to promaote adaptive lexibility in
1{"..1I't'|il'|]‘.r, ||:hiu|:I ihis new i||U|_'||lury,

ASHLEY FIELDS: The most important thing will be
to keep out the quick-lix solutions, The way to control
that is to demand results, Any theory or method should
be able to assess the outeome of an event before that event
occurs, [T a tool cannot do that, it is an opinion and not a
serious buginess contribution, That predietion should be
done with your group, in your environment and on mat-
ters of Interest to you, It should not be in some laboratory
atudy that you eannot personally verify.

RICK DALY: Big areas of apportunily exist in cross
national and ¢ross-eultural study of learning preferences,
This could serve as an indicator as to how much environ-
ment, culture and society really affect learning styles and
also reveal how atable styles are over time,

PATRICK O'BRIEN: The single most important
area for any form of learning research, including learn
ing styles, is providing definitive assurance that they
work in practice, This means researching adults in ordi-
nary work settings, not students in classrooms or labs,
and vsing meaningful measures of performance, nol
performance on some irrelevant written test, The losi
thing our profession needs is another fad, m
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