Literature Review Module 4 – Learning Styles in Distance Education


Dynamics of Learning, a series of four workshops to improve learning and teaching, includes a module to help teachers more effectively design and teach distance education courses.  An area in which many changes have taken place, distance education has quickly moved to a prominent place in American education.  New technology, the ready availability of the Internet, and a creative perspective give the teacher of distance education options for making a course exciting and relevant to students.  Giving due consideration to student and teacher learning styles in a distance education course can enhance the educational experience for teachers and students.  


Education and technology have come a long way in the history of American higher education.  The use of technology in education is a growing trend.  The colonial era began American higher education with two institutions and 150 students total.  Few young people went to college because they either had no need to go or college was not accessible to them.  Technology has made education more available to students in America.  By the contemporary year in 1995 the number of institutions rose to 3,026 and students were up to over 11 million (Cohen, 1998).

Technology can be used in several forms for education.  Instructional audio tools can be used as audio conferencing and audiotapes given to students.  Instructional image tools can be shown as still images or moving images in film, videotape and digital video.  Data can be delivered as computer instruction.  Computer instruction can be in the form of computer-assisted instruction or computer mediated instruction as e-mail, computer conferencing and Internet applications (Willis, 2003). The first task in teaching a distance education course is to learn more about the students taking the course.  Determining the student’s learning style, online learning preferences, and personality allows an instructor to tailor online learning to the student’s acknowledged needs.  It is also important to provide students with the teacher’s teaching style.  These four strategies will increase learning in the distance education course and decrease the drop out rate. Knowing these four items can help keep students from getting frustrated.  Frustration is the most common reason for dropping a distance education course.

Now that technology has improved education by making it more accessible, educators need to focus on improving learning that takes place.  Learning styles are important in distance education because students take in information in different ways and use different cognitive schemes.  Teachers cannot rely on visual cues for student understanding.  Knowing a student’s learning style will help to alleviate this barrier.  When an instructor knows a student’s learning style, he or she will understand why a student didn’t perform well in a certain activity or had a hard time understanding.  When students understand their learning style, they will be more focused in their learning.  Learning styles are not intended to "box" students into a mind set into which they have been ”diagnosed” or “labeled.”  Rather, it is designed to initiate discussion about and reflection upon learning preferences (Passmore, 1995).  

Learning styles can be assessed through a number of ways in a distance education course.  A learning style survey may be posted online.  Richard Felder’s Inventory of Learning Styles is an example that is used online (http://www.ncsu.edu/felder-public/ILSpage.html).  Learning style surveys may be sent through e-mail or postal mail.   Students at Pitt Community College may have taken Felder’s Inventory of Learning Styles when they attended the college at http://www.ncsu.edu/felder-public/ILSdir/ilsweb.html .
What should teachers do with the information from the learning styles inventory?  The overall suggestion is to teach to as many learning styles as possible in a distance-education course.  The more ways teachers can present information, the more learning styles will be accommodated and the more learning will actually take place.  Teachers can provide an explanation of how each class activity can relate to a learning style.  Some students may not become engaged in the activities that do not match their learning styles, but if teachers can present different activities that relate to different learning styles, then more students will benefit from instruction.  


Online learning preferences will lead to teaching strategies that more closely match the student’s learning style.  Different activities are provided to increase student learning.  Activities may include single student projects such as concept maps or instructional graphics assignments.  Collaborative projects will allow students to work together and share ideas.  Again, knowing students’ online learning preferences will help to design the activities that appeal to them.  Similar to the learning style inventory, the learning preferences survey can be administered through a variety of means: online, e-mail, or regular mail. 


The student personality style inventory can give teachers an idea of who their students are.  Assessing the students’ personality helps teachers get to know their students and also helps to alleviate the little to no face-to-face contact.  Knowing the students’ personalities also indicates their thinking preference.  The personality style can be determined by providing a survey in a method similar to that of the learning style.


Providing a teaching style to learners may help them perform better from the start of the course.  Students will sometimes say, “It took me half the semester to figure out how the instructor taught, then I did well in the course!”  It’s a mistake to make students guess how a teacher teaches.  Students that know the teaching style of their teachers will learn more throughout the course.  


What do teachers do after they know their learning style and your teaching style?  Students can benefit from a learning strategy that provides students a way to use all the learning methods presented to them and gives them some guidance on the best way to learn and study.  Learning strategies enforce the teacher as facilitator role and strengthens the teacher-student relationship.  


An example of a distance education curriculum that illustrates how all these strategies can be applied can be seen at the following website, designed by Scott Clinefelter, for Nuclear Medicine at Pitt Community College: http://styx.pitt.cc.nc.us/courses/NMTSupplement/mainpage_frameset.htm.  Interested educators should go to "About this Homepage" and scroll to the bottom where they will find "Teaching and Learning Styles and Strategies."


There are several possible advancements for technology and distance education in the future.  The information highway will be improved.  Bandwidth will be increased to allow more students to be reached with distance education courses.  Collaboration needs to be improved and increased for future distance education courses.  Training needs to be available to both students who learn from distance education and faculty who teach distance education.  

Technology has become a mainstream in education.  We can improve the quality of education by incorporating technology into our courses.  Those courses can be improved by determining students learning styles.  
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