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Assessing and Accommodating Learning Styles: Is it Really a Myth?
									
-Kelley Gruber
In the October issue of Common Ground, we highlighted myths identified by Ruth Clark in her newest book, Evidence-Based Training Methods:
A Guide for Training Professionals. The first myth presented - assessing
and accommodating learning styles increases learning – struck a cord
with a number of people. The idea that it is not necessary to accommodate learning styles went against many of our intuitions and experiences.

used introductory psychology students, and Cook et al used internal
medical residents. Rather than summarize the methodology here, I
refer you to:
•Clark’s book
•Kratzig & Arbuthnott’s work
•Cook, Thompson, Thomas & Thomas’ work

So, what do we do when the evidence points to something that is contradictory to what we have been practicing? The first, and easiest, reaction is to ignore the evidence – find some reason it is flawed and dismiss
it. But perhaps a better way is to explore the evidence and our own
feelings and see if we can’t reconcile them. I took this journey, and I
want to share it with you in an effort to both provide you more information about research on learning styles and walk you through the process
of exploring the evidence. In my quest for understanding, I explored
three areas: author credibility, the “soundness” of the research cited by
the author, and other literature on learning styles.

In Kratzig and Arbuthnott’s research, participants’ learning styles
were identified using self-report and a questionnaire. Less than
half of the participants identified the same learning style using both
assessments, raising questions about the validity of the instrument.
Forty percent of participants self-identified as visual learners, and
60% were identified as visual learners through the questionnaire,
but only 23% performed best on the visual test. The percentages
were 16% and 8% for kinesthetic, yet 52% performed best with the
tactile test. These results show no significant correlation between
learning style and objective memory performance.

Author credibility

Kratzig and Arbuthnott conclude that learning styles “may indicate
preferences and motivations, rather than inherent efficiency at
taking in and recalling information through specific sensory modalities.” They suggest that educators adapting their instruction should
not expect improved learning by their students, except “as it influences students’ motivation for voluntary effort.”

My first step was to get a sense of Ruth Clark’s expertise. Colleagues
here at IHS respect her work and believe her to be knowledgeable and
well versed in the research on instructional design. A few minutes on
the computer and I discovered Ruth Clark:
• Is featured on the ASDT website, and the organization recommends
her book (I also noted ASDT is the publisher and so has a stake in
its success)
• Holds a doctorate in instructional design and technical training,
and is “determined to bridge the gap between academic research
and practitioner application in instructional methods”
• Is president of her own company, Clark Training & Consulting
• Authored or co-authored six books and numerous articles, all
focused on training and e-learning
• Was employed as a training manger for Southern California 		
Edison, a large electricity supply company
• Presided over the International Society for Performance Improvement, receiving the organization’s Thomas F. Gilbert Distinguished
Professional Achievement Award in 2006
I did a little more searching, in no systematic way, and found much
praise and reverence for her in the field of instructional design. Even
with ASDT’s bias towards the success of her book, I felt satisfied with her
credentials.

“Soundness” of Research

My next step was to review the two sources Dr. Clark cited to support
her statement, “… give up the learning style myth!” I looked at both the
research methodology and the conclusions in these two sources.
Kratzig and Arbuthnott’s (2006) study focused on sensory-auditorykinesthetic learning styles in a classroom setting, while Cook, Thompson,
Thomas & Thomas (2009) looked at intuitive-sensing learning styles
and web-based learning. Both had fairly small sample sizes, and used
volunteers who received credit for participating. Kratzig and Arbuthnott

The authors acknowledge their results need to be replicated with
other learning style instruments. Another consideration is that
participants were all university students. This raises questions about
generalizing the results to the populations we serve through the
OCWTP.
Cook et al hypothesized that intuitive learners would perform better
when completing web-based learning in a didactic format (information first, then case and questions), and sensing learners would
perform better with the problem format (case and questions first,
then information). However, they found no difference in knowledge scores between the didactic and problem formats, whether or
not it was the participant’s preferred learning format. Therefore,
they concluded the “practical utility” of learning styles research is
“limited” and recommend instructors focus on “ensuring that the
most effective instructional methods are used for a given learning
objective.”
Cook et al noted a number of limitations to their study, including
the impact of prior knowledge and potentially flawed operationalization of learning style differences. They also caution generalizing findings to other training programs or to the larger population
beyond medical school residents.
Though these two experiments do seem to raise doubts that learning style-based instruction can improve learning, there are some
limitations to the conclusions drawn.
Continued on Page 2
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Review of Other Literature

My third step was to take a look at other studies both in support of,
and critical of, learning style theories. I found information doing
a search for “learning styles,” and “criticism of learning styles” in
Google scholar. Here is a sampling of some of the articles I read:
Learning Styles: Concepts and Evidence
(Pashler, McDaniel, Rohrer, and Bjork, 2008)
This article presents a critique of learning styles research, concluding
most did not use the type of randomized design needed to be valid.
Learning Styles: An Overview of Theories, Models, and Measures
(Cassidy, 2004)
This article nicely summarizes the many learning style models
proposed over the years, and explains why creating a single unified
model is near impossible. It helped me understand that not everyone
using the term “learning styles” is referring to visual-auditory-kinesthetic.
Learning Styles and E-Learning
(Kanninen, 2008)
I liked this article, which is actually a Master of Science Thesis, because it gives a nice overview of some of the most popular learning
style theories. Additionally, it looks at learning styles in relationship to
e-learning.
Learning Styles: A Review of Theory, Application, and Best Practices
(Romanelli, Bird, and Ryan, 2009)
This article discusses the use and limitations of learning style tools and
the pros and cons for instructors who try to accommodate learning
styles. It also looks at the correlation between culture and learning
styles.
Principles from Adult Learning Theory, Evidence-Based Teaching, and
Visual Marketing: What are the Implications for Toolkit Development?
(Yannacci, Roberts, and Ganju, 2006)
This article explores the practical application of research around
learning. Interestingly, learning styles is not addressed. Instead, some
concrete ideas for enhancing learning are presented as the authors try
to design a user-friendly training toolkit.

Learning Styles and Pedagogy in Post-16 Learning : A Systematic and
Critical Review
(Coffield, Moseley, Hall, and Eccleston, 2004)
This article is cited heavily on both sides of the learning styles argument. Those on one side of the debate point out it is a non-peer
reviewed article and question its validity; others feel it is a very
thorough critique of learning style instruments. The authors have
this to say about accommodating learning styles, “the evidence from
the empirical studies is equivocal at best and deeply contradictory at
worst.”
After I completed my reading, I returned to Dr. Clark’s book and
re-read her information on learning styles. She shares the example
of a trainer who, in an effort to address visual and auditory learners,
creates a PowerPoint slide with text which she reads word for word
during the workshop. The trainer believes she is doing the right thing
by giving information in multiple ways. However, she failed to look
at instructional design research that shows this might be overload to
the learner. Her attempts at accommodation might actually result in
depressed learning. This example resonated with me and helped
me to solidify my own feelings about learning styles. I drew the following conclusions:
• There is quite a bit of conflicting information about learning 		
style models and tools
• Lack of validity and reliability of learning style inventories means
we cannot yet accurately identify a person’s learning style
• Though the perception is people learn better when information
is presented in their preferred learning style, current evidence
has not confirmed this
• There is some merit to training in a format that is preferred by
the participants – it might motivate them to learn
• Presenting the same material in multiple ways may actually 		
hinder, rather than enhance, learning
Because of the limits of current learning styles research, it makes
sense to broaden the search for evidence-based practices to include
all instructional design research. As Dr. Clark points out, there is
quite a bit of evidence on the best use of visuals, audio, and text. It
might also be helpful to look at instructional design as it relates to
prior knowledge.
I encourage you to critically examine the learning styles research, and
draw your own conclusions. Do not be afraid to raise the question,
and do not give up on your quest for the answer. You’ll be a better
trainer, and help to move the child welfare system forward. n
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APPLAUSE AND RECOGNITION

Exemplifying our profession:
DAVID ZIDAR
Congratulations to David Zidar, winner of the NEORTC
2010 Trainer of the Year Award. David was presented
the award by Jeanne Bennett at NEORTC’s Annual
Liaison Retreat on October 20, 2010. NEORTC
recognizes David for being “engaging, easy to work
with, and reliable.” They appreciate his willingness to
develop trainings to meet their needs and report he
receives great evaluations from his audiences. After
receiving his award, David presented an excellent threehour workshop on trauma.

REGIONAL NEWS
WORTC
Vickie Phillips, WORTC Foster Parent Training Secretary, was selected
from a large and talented pool of applicants to become Greene County
CSB’s Executive Secretary under new agency Director Alice Maddox.
The WORTC will miss Vickie tremendously, but wishes her well in her
new job at their main office. The WORTC asks for everyone’s patience
as they figure out how to carry Vickie’s workload without hiring another
person.

SEORTC
Amy Beougher, SEORTC Office Manager and Technical Support
Specialist, has accepted a position with Hocking County Children
Services where she will be working with IV-E Eligibility and foster care.
Nora Fakhri, from Career Connections, is helping out until they can find
a permanent person for the position. Nora is doing a terrific job and they
are sure you will find her helpful during the transition.
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PEER SUPPORT CAN LEAD TO SUCCESS
						

-Alex McFarland

As a trainer, you may have been asked by participants what seems to be the million dollar question,
“How do you engage youth, especially those with significantly traumatic past experiences?”
I have been asked this question by many caseworkers, and while there is no cut and dried answer,
there is one approach that has the system in a bit of a shakeup: Ask the youth. This seems like
such an easy answer, but it is often overlooked. To help explain what I mean, let me tell you a little
about myself as a youth.
I was forced into a parenting role at age 12, caring for my brothers and sister in a way that I
honestly could not handle. I missed school constantly. If I actually went, I was late. I never
talked to many kids, never had many friends. Adding to this equation, I had little to no parental
guidance. The adults in my life did not uphold their responsibilities, leaving me to fend for myself
and my siblings. This created an attitude of distrust and contempt for many people “above” me.
This attitude is not uncommon for kids in the system. Like other youth in care, I did not want
anyone telling me what to do, because I was used to doing whatever I wanted. I was not old
enough to know what was best for me and I made irresponsible decisions based upon what I
thought was sound logic. I thought I was a genius and nobody could tell me otherwise.
It was not until I got older that I realized I could use my negative experiences in a positive way to
help others. I chose to see the problems I had as opportunities. I now teach adults how to deal
with kids who acted just like me. I also mentor kids who are acting like I did. I have Independent
Living caseworkers ask me, “Alex, can you talk to this kid? He wants to stay out past curfew and
if he does it one more time, we’re going to have to remove him from the program.” I did that, I
stayed out late. I got in trouble and I know the consequences. So who better to talk to him?
I put my ideas together with other research on engaging youth, and came up with several tips that
you can pass along to your participants who work with youth:
• Meet youth at their level. When you use child welfare jargon, youth feel belittled and 		
ignorant.
• Stop asking so many questions. Too many questions can make youth feel like you are just
trying to get information for the case file.
• Make an effort when getting to know them. Don’t take youth into a dark, cold room and
expect them to tell you their story. Ask them what would make them feel comfortable, or if
they have a special location where they’d like to meet. Build a relationship with this youth
so they are willing to share information with you.
• Value their opinion. They know themselves better than anyone else. When you ask their
opinion, show them you value it. Let them know what they think is more important than
what anyone else says about them.
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In addition to these communication tips, I recommend you encourage all participants in your
workshops to build networks of support at the county level. Youth advisory boards are the easiest
way to facilitate these networks. Caseworkers can contact older youth or foster care alumni and
ask them to give support to those who need it. There is a stark difference between a caseworker
telling a youth something and a youth hearing it from a peer. Some kids in care, like me, have had
so many caseworkers tell us throughout our lives what we can and cannot do. We just stopped
listening. But, we would have listened to someone like us. So let us help. We want to see youth
succeed, and if one simple conversation will help, we are more than willing to do it. Youth helping
youth succeed. It’s simple, but powerful!
Some of you present material on what it is like in foster care. However, if you have not
experienced it firsthand, you may not be able to go into depth. I encourage you to find a youth
who is willing to share and have them train along side you. You will be significantly more effective
in getting your message across. One word of caution - no youth wants to feel like a token youth
or a poster child. Let them have meaningful input into the workshop, beyond just telling their
story. Consider having them help you develop activities to show just how valuable youth input is or
having them help build content around the importance of building a network of support.
Your job as a trainer is important because people listen to what you have to say and will use the
information you give them in their daily work. So, if you ever start feeling tired or frustrated,
remember why you do what you do. For the kids who can’t speak for themselves. For the
homeless teenagers living in the harsh winter. And for the future of the 1,300 youth who leave
care in Ohio every year.

About the author Alex McFarland:
Alex McFarland was selected as one of
Fosterclub’s Outstanding Young Leaders
of 2010 in recognition for his service and
advocacy on behalf of youth in foster care.
Alex served as president of Ohio’s statewide
foster care youth advocacy board for two
years. As president, he traveled throughout
the state to help develop youth advisory
boards at the county level. He was also chosen to serve on Governor Strickland’s Ohio
Family and Children First Youth and Young
Adults in Transition Steering Committee.
Alex served as the Legislative Liaison for
the Ohio chapter of Foster Care Alumni
of America for two years, testifying before
Ohio legislators and arranging for other
foster care youth to visit their legislators.
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T R A I N ETRAINER
R TIPS

TIP

We all know there are some great uses for flip charts in the training room
- brainstorming ideas, recording small group findings, posting instructions,
doing “walk-arounds,” etc. Here are some tips to get the most out of using
them:
• Keep it simple! Whether using pre-made flip charts or 		
creating them on the fly, remember to leave lots of white 		
space on the page.
• Use block letters, at least 1.5 inches high, and as level as 		
possible (it’s OK to draw some light guide lines).
• Use the wide tip of the marker, not the little point, for 		
readability. Keep thinking of the person in the back of the room.
• Write phrases, not sentences. Less is more and abbreviations are
just fine.
• Keep colored markers to a minimum. Black, blue, and green are
best for words. Red and orange are great for bullets or numbering.
More than two or three colors gets confusing.
• Use simple drawings to highlight text. Practice using stick figures
or variations of the happy face. Draw a clock with a time to return
from lunch, a thumbs-up for an instruction, or a light bulb to 		
denote ideas on a walk-around.
• Stand to the side when writing. This may take practice, but you
don’t want your back to the group and you want them to be able to
see what you are writing.
• Start writing when they start talking. This will help you avoid those
long silences when you are writing what someone just said.

These and other helpful ideas can be found in Flip Charts: How to
Draw and Use Them, Richard C. Brandt, Pfeiffer & Company, San Diego, 1986.
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SCOPING REVIEWS: A NEW RESOURCE FOR OCWTP TRAINERS
We know you are eager to incorporate the latest research into your learning activities,
but you do not always have the time it takes to find the information. In an effort to
help, the OCWTP is now conducting scoping reviews on a variety of child welfare
training topics.
A scoping review is a brief, yet systematic, review of the research in a particular topic
area. In a scoping review, we identify a question of interest, create a list of relevant
key words and then search in a specific database of related social work or child
welfare journals. The scoping review differs from a systematic review in that the
review is very brief and is undertaken by only one or two people. Scoping reviews
generally attempt to answer the following questions:
•
•
•
•

Is intervention “A” more or less effective than intervention “B”?
What research exists on the topic?
What is the quality of existing research on the topic?
What if any conclusions can be drawn from this brief review of the research on 		
the topic?
• Is there enough quality research to warrant a systematic review?
Scoping reviews are tools to provide trainers and other OCWTP stakeholders with
a brief synthesis of research on a topic area. Through a scoping review, you can
be updated quickly about current research in a topic area and then incorporate
this information in your learning activities. Scoping reviews can also help us make
decisions as to whether a systematic review is necessary on the topic area.
Although we must acknowledge that a scoping review is not as comprehensive as
a systematic review, it can still be a very useful tool for learning about the current
evidence on a particular topic. By conducting scoping reviews on a variety of
relevant child welfare training issues, we are hoping to give you the resources you
need to incorporate evidence in all your OCWTP learning activities.
There is currently one completed scoping review available on the OCWTP website,
Comprehensive Design: Integrating Distance Learning into the OCWTP. This
document contains both a scoping review on distance learning research and OCWTP
recommendations about the use of distance learning methodologies. We also
have two scoping reviews in process. The first is a scoping review on Family Group
Decision Making models. This review is almost complete and will be available soon
on the trainer resources page of the OCWTP website. The second scoping review is
on Family Engagement and is still underway.
The list of topics for scoping reviews continues to grow. We hope these will be
relevant tools for you and encourage you to offer topic suggestions for future scoping
reviews. Please share any recommendations or feedback you have with Stacey
Saunders at ssaunders@ihs-trainet.com.
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ANNOUNCEMENTS

Trainer Conference
Monday, March 7, 2011,
Columbus, OH
Join us March 7 for Recommitting to Excellence. This is sure to be a day of self-reflection and professional growth focused on our skills as trainers.
In the morning, OCWTP trainers Denise Goodman and Renee Resnik will provide the
venue for exploring a number of ways you can ramp up your training skills. The afternoon sessions will include a variety of Guided Application and Practice topics facilitated by Denise, Renee, and Michael Sanders. Carol Brown will be conducting a workshop on ethics for trainers. To learn more and to register, go to:
http://
ocwtp.net/Trainer%20Conference.html
SKILL BUILDING LAB FOR TRAINERS
March 15, March 30 and April 13, 2011
This lab is three, two-hour sessions using GoToMeeting, with time between to allow
trainers to practice what they learned in the first lab session. Join other trainers online
and via phone to receive feedback on your own training design, and give feedback
to other trainers on their design. Additionally, you will have an individual coaching
session between labs. You will receive training credit. Contact Debra Sparrow today
to register at dsparrow@ihs-trainet.com, as registration is limited.
UPCOMING TOT DATES
March 31-April1/April 21-22, 2011 - Culture and Diversity (NEORTC)
April 6, 2011 - So You Want to be an OCWTP Trainer
April 15, 2011 - Transfer of Learning
May 11-13, 2011- Presentation Skills
May 17-18, 2011 - Curriculum Development
June 22, 2011 - PowerPoint TOT

To register, please contact Debra Sparrow at: dsparrow@ihs-trainet.com
or 614-233-2223. Registration is limited, so register now!

E D I T O R I A L S TA F F
Sandra Aska, Sally Fitch,
Kelley Gruber, Susan Yingling
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