                            Learning Styles


"Doctors live in a rich learning environment, constantly involved in and surrounded by professional interaction and conversation, educational events information and feedback. The search for the one best or 'right' way of learning is a counsel of despair... especially if combined with a hope of 'measuring' observable learning."               Grant, Chambers and Jackson "The Good CPD Guide' 1999
Individuals have different ways of thinking, reflecting, and learning. Much of the writing on the subject of learning styles has described a system of dichotomies. Learners can be described as "Active or Passive" or perhaps "Assimilators (those who like to build up concepts from basic information) or Accommodators (those who prefer to learn from practical experience)".

A comprehensive review of the literature on learning styles identified two sets of ideas on the subject:   1. those relating to personality traits   2. those relating to the way that a learning task is approached.

These two views have been brought together by Lynn Curry, who proposed cn analogy with the layers of an onion.

· the inner most layer represents... 'cognitive personality style' (eg motivating factors),

· the middle layer ...'information-processing style' (ie the way new learning is used),

· the outer layer ... 'instructional preference' (ie the preferred way to gain knowledge).

The educational environment has the greatest influence on the outer layer, less on the middle layer, and none on the inner core.  Perhaps the best known of the models for understanding learning styles is that developed by Peter Honey and Alan Mumford in the 1980s. In terms of Curry s "Onion Model" Honey and Mumford's work addresses both instructional preferences and information-processing style. They described four learning styles: Activist, Pragmatist, Theorist and Reflector. The completion of the "learning styles questionnaire" indicates an individual's degree of preference for all four styles. For complete learning, it is necessary to function to a degree in the whole range of styles. 

Honey and Mumford drew an association between their four learning styles and the four stages of the learning cycle:

Experiencing-

Activist

Reviewing -

Reflector

Concluding -

Theorist

Planning-

Pragmatist

In completing a cycle of learning, all the learning styles are required to some degree.  In the same way, some types of learning will be achieved more effectively with some styles than others. For instance, the acquisition of a practical skill is likely to be achieved more quickly using Activist/Pragmatist style. Curry refers to this ability to adapt learning style to different situations as "style flexibility", and suggests that the lack of it may be a cause of stress or failure in learning.

Context can influence the approach to a learning task as much as learning style. The range of approaches can be categorised into Deep (seeking out meaning from learning, and relating it to previous,knowl edge and experience); Surface (memorisation of facts, rote learning) and Strategic (adopting whichever approach is felt to be most effective to the context).

Conclusion

To maximise the effectiveness of learning, several things are necessary: 

1. understand and value the learner's previous learning 

2. recognise how the context for learning may influence the approach taken (if you're going to pass an MCQ, you've gotta learn some facts...) 

3. be aware of learning style - whilst acknowledging that in fact all the styles have a place in learning that is rounded and complete.   ... and if you really want to read some more, try:
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Learning Styles - General Descriptions

Activists   Activists involve themselves fully and without bias in new experiences. They enjoy the here and now and are happy to be dominated by immediate experiences. They are open-minded, not sceptical. and this tends to make them enthusiastic about anything new. Their philosophy is: I'll try anything once'. They tend to act first and consider the consequences afterwards. Their days are filled with activity. They tackle problems by brainstorming. As soon as the excitement from one activity has died down they are busy looking for the next. They tend to thrive on the challenge of new experiences but are bored with implementation and longer term consolidation. They are gregarious people constantly involving themselves with others but, in doing so, they seek to centre all activities around themselves.

Reflectors    Reflectors like to stand back to ponder experiences and observe them from many different perspectives. They collect data, both first hand and from others, and prefer to think about it thoroughly before coming to any conclusion. The thorough collection and

analysis of data about experiences and events is what counts so they tend to postpone reaching definitive conclusions for as long as possible. Their philosophy is to be cautious. They are thoughtful people who like to consider all possible angles and implications before making a move. They prefer to take a back seat in meetings and discussions. They enjoy observing other people in action. They listen to others and get the drift of the discussion before making their own points. They tend to adopt a low profile and have a slightly distant, tolerant unruffled air about them. When they act it is part of a wide picture which includes the past as well as the present and others' observations as well as their own.

Theorists    Theorists adapt and integrate observations into complex but logically sound theories. They think problems through in a vertical. step by step logical way. They assimilate disparate facts into coherent theories. They tend to be perfectionists who won't rest easy until things are tidy and fit into a rational scheme. They like to analyse and synthesise. They are keen on basic assumptions, principles. theories models and systems thinking. Their philosophy prizes rationality and logic. 'If it's logical it's good'. Questions they frequently ask are: "Does it make sense'? .... How does this fit with that? .... What are the basic assumptions'?" They tend to be detached. analytical and dedicated to rational objectivity rather than anything subjective or ambiguous. Their approach to problems is consistently logical. This is their 'mental set' and they rigidly reject anything that doesn't fit with it. They prefer to maximise certainty and feel uncomfortable with subjective judgments, lateral thinking and anything flippant.

Pragmatists    Pragmatists are keen on trying out ideas, theories and techniques to see if they work in practice. They positively search out new ideas and take the first opportunity to experiment with applications. They are the sort of people who return from management courses brimming with new ideas that they want to try out in practice. They like to get on with things and act quickly and confidently on ideas that attract them. They tend to be impatient with ruminating and open- ended discussions. They are essentially practical, down to earth people who like making practical decisions and solving problems. They respond to problems and opportunities 'as a challenge'.

Their philosophy is: "There is always a better way' and 'If it works it's good'.

