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TAILORING INSTRUCTION TO LEARNING STYLES (STILL) DOESN'T HELP STUDENTS
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Daniel Willingham’s current research concerns the application of cognitive psychology to K-16 education. (Photo by Sanjay Suchak, University
Communications)
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‘ re you a “visual learner”? Do images help you decipher information? Or do words help you to learn new concepts?

The idea that people have different learning styles is not new. But researchers say there is no evidence to support the idea that
using learning-style theories in the classroom helps students learn and succeed.

University of Virginia cognitive scientist Daniel Willingham wrote as much back in 2005 in an article published in American Educator. (He
wrote more about the topic last year for the Washington Post.) “What cognitive science has taught us is that children do differ in their
abilities with different modalities, but teaching the child in his best modality doesn’t affect his educational achievement.”
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work was published this summer.

Thirteen years later, Willingham’s original characterization of the research still holds true. What has changed is that, given the opportunity,
people will act on the belief that they have a learning style. Visual learners, for example, might watch instructional videos like those from the
Khan Academy to better understand geometry. The problem is, that confers no cognitive advantage.

“There did turn out to be an interesting new feature in the research,” he said. “Evidence showing that, even though it doesn’t help, some
people do seem to try to use their ‘style’ when thinking.”

Willingham talked with UVA Today about his new work and on learning styles in general.

Q. Your findings largely support what you wrote in 2005. Why was it important to revisit this issue?
A. Because the research is ongoing and we want to know if things have changed.

Q. What has research shown about learning styles?

A. There are scores of learning-styles theories, some going back to the 1940s. Enough research had been conducted by the late 1970s that
researchers began to write review articles summing up the field, and they concluded that little evidence supported these theories. Research
continued into the 1980s, and again, when researchers compiled the experiments, they reported that the evidence supporting learning-
styles theories was thin.

In 2008, professor Hal Pashler and his associates reviewed the literature and drew the same conclusion, but they also noted that many of
the existing studies didn’t really test for evidence of learning styles in the ideal way.

This work prompted a small rush of new studies. Like previous studies, many of these were poorly designed. | identified 16 studies that
were interpretable. Three offered support for two different learning-styles theories, which | suggested indicated these theories merit further
investigation. Thirteen studies did not support styles theories.

In short, this review leads to the same conclusion that previous reviews have. There are many theories, but none come close to the
standard of evidence we’d want before advising teachers to revise their practice to align with the theory.

Q. What is the evidence that people act on their learning style?
A. Researchers used a clever task to show that “verbalizers” and “visualizers” do try to use their preferred mode of processing.

First, the experimenters created stimuli that could be verbal or visual: participants either saw an image with three features (for example, a
blue triangle with stripes) or saw a verbal description of the features (“blue,” “stripes,” “triangle”). The task they performed was a similarity
judgment: a target figure appeared briefly, and then subjects saw two more figures and had to judge which one was more similar to the
target. (The more similar figure always shared two of the three features.) Both the target and the two choices could either be visual or
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verbal, so there were four types of trials: visual-visual, visual-verbal, verbal-visual, and verbal-verbal.

The experimenters measured brain activity while participants performed the task and found evidence that participants recode the target to
match their learning style. The more someone reported being a “verbalizer,” the more likely they were to show increased activity in “verbal”
parts of their brain when they were presented with images. The more they reported being a “visualizer,” the more likely they were to show
increased activity in “visual” parts of their brain when they were presented with words.
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This result shows that people actually act on their reported preference, changing a task so they can think in words or pictures as they like.
But that doesn’t mean that changing a task to fit your style makes you think better. An obvious prediction for a learning-styles theory would
be that visualizers would be better at this task when the stimuli were pictures, and verbalizers would be better when they were words. But
matching the task to individuals’ preferred learning styles didn’t predict task performance.

Q. If people are biased to think in certain ways, would catering to that bias confer an advantage to motivation, even if it doesn’t help

hinking? Wo es?




