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OVERVIEW 

The papers included in this Special Issue are from the thirteenth annual European Learning Styles 
Information Network (ELSIN) conference held at the Vlerick Leuven Gent Management School in 
Ghent, Belgium, June 2008. One of the key aims of ELSIN is to internationally promote 
understanding of individual style differences through dissemination of key research in learning 
styles. The six papers demonstrate how, in different higher education contexts, practitioners are 
engaged in learner-centred approaches by using cognitive and learning styles and approaches to 
studying models to enhance the learning experiences of their students in education and training. 
Such diverse higher education contexts include: business and management education in Belgium 
(Cools); teacher education in Belgium (Vanthournout, Donche, Gijbels and Van Petegem); 
undergraduate Spanish studies in the UK (Fernández-Toro); undergraduate hospitality management 
in Switzerland (Charlesworth); undergraduate Business Economics and Psychology in Denmark 
(Nielsen, Hvas and Kjaergaard); and undergraduate and postgraduate study in Health and Social 
Science in Scotland (Duffy and Rimmer). 

INTRODUCTION

As articulated by Cools within this Special Issue: ‘understanding why people act the way 
they do … is essential if we are to enhance capacity for life-long learning and associated 
independence in learning’. Even though there is a growing body of evidence identifying the 
benefits to both learners and teachers of instructional interventions aimed at enhancing 
teacher awareness of their own cognitive styles and the ways in which such styles impact 
on student learning, application to practice remains limited (Evans & Waring, in press). 
How an understanding of styles can be integrated effectively into everyday pedagogic 
practice is highlighted by Hargreaves and colleagues (2005). For cognitive and learning 
styles models to be able to play a significant role within the personalised, student-centred, 
life-long and organisational learning agenda, Evans and Sadler-Smith (2006: 78) argue that 
practitioners need to: “cut through the swathe of terminology; hone in on those constructs 
and measures that are theoretically sound, reliable and valid; be critically aware of the 
benefits and limitations of the available models for their practice; use evidence-based 
practice which is scientifically robust; and work with researchers to be in a position to 
disseminate ‘what works’ effectively to a wider audience”. 
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Broadfoot (2008) highlighted this central need for universities to pay more attention to how 
students learn and how best to teach them. She argues that universities have been backward 
in recognising the need to understand the learning process itself, and thus how they can best 
teach and support their students (Attwood, 2008) and that crucially important dispositions 
such as ‘knowing what to do when you do not know what to do’, a central feature of a 
Personal Learning Styles Pedagogy (PLSP; Evans & Waring, in press), are being squeezed 
out. In addition, the need to abandon ‘ineffective pedagogies’ (Broadfoot, 2008) in favour 
of new technologies more suited for the ‘digital natives’ of Generation Y (Shaw & 
Fairhurst, 2008) is required. However, the high-tech population is very diverse (Huwe, 
2008) and the precise way in which pedagogies are blended to accommodate individual 
differences is key here. 

The increasing heterogeneous nature of the higher education student body coupled with 
government agendas, such as those of England and Wales, focusing on personalisation 
(DfES, 2007); life-long learning (DIUS, 2007) and student-centred approaches (Elen et al., 
2007) along with the mantras ‘No child left behind’ (USA) or ‘Teach Less Learn More’ 
(Singapore), one might think would lead to increased awareness and understanding of 
individual ways of learning and to implications for the design of curricula including 
assessment. Broadfoot (2008) argues that the converse is true in higher education with the 
personal element being very much ignored given that ‘many students do not experience any 
kind of personal relationship with their tutors’. In England and Wales the term 
differentiation has largely been replaced with that of personalisation within the 
government’s rhetoric about attending to the needs of learners. However, the actual 
meaning and translation of this in educational settings remains unclear (Hartley, 2008; 
Polaine, 2006). 

If serious attention to the learning process is to be realised, then cognitive and learning 
styles and approaches have a place as part of this agenda. Although much attention has 
been afforded to the creation of effective and powerful learning characteristics (Claxton, 
2007; Lucas, 2005) and learning power (Crick, Broadfoot & Claxton, 2008) in the last few 
years, the role of styles within this area has not been clearly elucidated. Effective learning 
characteristics as identified by Claxton (2007) include the following: flexibility and 
openness in learning situations; analysis and intuitive abilities; strategic awareness; 
collaboration and independence along with the importance of self-regulation and resilience 
in learning. With this in mind, the personal learning styles (Evans & Waring, in press) of an 
individual (to include cognitive styles, learning styles, strategies, approaches as well as 
affective elements in learning) have an important role to play especially in facilitating 
change through enhanced metacognitive awareness of self and others’ learning (Waring & 
Evans, 2005) in the pursuit of more positive learning environments for both learners and 
teachers (Oosterheert, Vermunt & Denessen, 2002). Personal learning styles can also, in 
consideration with other individual differences, have a key role in enabling students to be 
reflective, self-critical, collaborative and responsive to change; essential requirements of 
learning in the third millennium, and for practitioners, enable improved practice based on 
better understanding of the factors affecting students’ approaches, conceptions of the 
learning process and the possible impact of particular pedagogic strategies on learning 
(Cuthbert, 2005). 
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Within this Special Issue it is argued that, by discussing conceptions of learning with 
students and by considering specific cognitive styles, learning styles and approaches to 
studying models, such tools can be used diagnostically to enable both instructors and 
students to learn and communicate more effectively. In the higher education context, 
knowledge of student characteristics should be taken into account to build or co-construct 
adaptive instructional methods with the learner in an evidence-based manner and also 
used more centrally in curriculum design including induction planning. In addition, 
students through reflection on their own personal learning styles can, on the one hand, gain 
a better understanding of their own and other learners’ needs and, on the other hand, learn 
appropriate strategies to use the most suitable approach in any given situation and to 
develop weaker aspects of their styles profile where necessary. Fundamentally, a styles 
approach is not about adapting instruction to every student’s needs in all situations; it is 
about having at the core of curriculum design, an understanding of the importance of 
individual differences and an awareness of how different ways of teaching can impact 
differentially on students with specific styles profiles. 

THE NEED FOR RIGOUR AND RELEVANCE

Cools highlights in her paper a number of central issues that need addressing in relation to 
cognitive styles which could equally be applied to the whole styles field. Quoting Curry 
(2006), she refers to three such essential areas: (a) conceptual clarification in the definitions 
and conceptualisations of the style concept; (b) clear demonstration and accumulation of 
the validity and reliability of style measures; and (c) continuous attention for the relevance 
of styles research for practice by providing answers to the ‘so what?’ question. She 
concludes her paper with a call to give attention to both rigour and relevance in styles 
research.

Intelligent and critical use of any style(s) instrument is essential when attempting to 
enhance individuals’ understanding of their own learning (Evans & Waring, 2006). The 
misguided application of the concept of learning styles is clearly documented (Coffield et 
al., 2004; Evans & Graff, 2008; Evans & Sadler-Smith, 2005). In spite of this, many 
teachers and teacher educators are using learning styles tools effectively in educational 
settings to encourage students to reflect on learning and to develop a meta-cognitive 
approach (Hargreaves et al., 2005). How styles are being used effectively to support 
learning in higher education is another matter; application to practice of relevant and 
reliable approaches is an issue especially given the massification of higher education 
leading to increased group sizes and less contact time for students with their tutors? The 
four fold typology developed by Hodgkinson, Herriot and Anderson (2001) highlights the 
academic-practitioner divide in industrial, work and organisational psychology research. 
Such an approach can also be usefully applied to styles research in education. The two 
dimensions represented include methodological rigour and practical relevance, highlighting 
four research possibilities: Pragmatic Science (rigour and relevance); Pedantic Science 
(rigour at the expense of relevance); Popularist Science (models/approaches with little 
theoretical underpinnings, such as VAK, multiple intelligences, brain-based instruction; see 
Sharp, Bower & Byrne, 2008) and Puerile Science (approaches with little relevance using 
research designs and methods lacking in rigour). The need for both rigour and relevance 
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has to be a key driver within styles research, although as Hargreaves and colleagues (2005) 
have commented, there is also evidence of the successful use of approaches in schools that 
actually do not have solid theoretical underpinnings.

STYLES UNPLUGGED: ENHANCING OUR UNDERSTANDING OF STYLES

In terms of rigour, it is essential to clarify the style terms used within this Special Issue and 
to briefly outline current developments within the styles field. 

In search of a clear definition of style(s)

One of the fundamental problems affecting translation and use of styles work in practical 
settings has been the misuse and confusion with styles terminology (Coffield et al., 2004). 
Clarification is required regarding key terms such as cognitive style(s); learning styles; 
learning preferences/orientations and strategies as these are often used incorrectly (Evans & 
Sadler-Smith, 2006). From the outset, it needs to be stressed that there is no one over-
arching model of learning style (Kozhevnikov, 2007). What is known is that (a) any 
individual has the capacity to use a range of styles as part of their own Personal Learning 
Style (PLS; Evans & Waring, in press); (b) a style preference does not in itself exclude the 
use of alternative styles; (c) some styles may be more malleable than others; and (d) some 
learners may be inherently capable of greater style flexibility than others (Evans, 2001). 

Cognitive styles are perceived as higher order constructs/heuristics and are seen as 
consistent differences in the ways in which individuals organise and process information 
(Messick, 1984). They are thought to be affected by previous experience, habits, 
socialisation and are seen as interacting with personality, intelligence, gender and other 
external variables to impact on learning behaviours (Kozhevnikov, 2007). An individual 
may use a number of cognitive styles as part of their PLS at a number of different levels, 
ranging from the simple perceptual level as to how one processes individual preferences to 
decision making styles and decision making behaviour which will impact differentially on 
the choice of strategies adopted in particular learning situations. In this way, cognitive 
styles influence the ability of the individual to adopt flexible learning styles as part of an 
overall PLS. The ways in which cognitive styles interact with internal variables and are 
responsive to external controls will impact on the learning approaches contributing to a 
PLS in any given situation (Evans & Waring, in press).    

Learning styles have been seen as much broader constructs than cognitive styles and much 
more responsive to task and situational demands; viewed as context-specific, socialised and 
teachable (Nielsen, Kreiner & Styles, 2007; Sternberg, 1997). Learning styles may depend 
upon the personal context of past experience, gender and context (Cuthbert, 2005). The 
term learning style as used by Kolb (1984) and Honey and Mumford (1986) describes an 
individual’s preference for understanding his/her experiences and transforming them into 
knowledge based on Kolb’s model of experiential learning that postulates that the learner 
undergoes four stages in the process of learning (Accomodator (activist); Diverger 
(reflector); Assimilator (theorist); and Converger (pragmatist)). In such a theory individual 
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differences are based upon psychological attributes that determine the strategy the learner 
adopts for processing information and his/her preference for learning situations. Some 
would argue that the Kolb model reflects a process of learning rather than a learning style 
(Sadler-Smith, 2001).

The term learning strategy refers to the implementation of a set of learning tactics or 
procedures for learning (Schmeck, 1988). Individuals through their underlying cognitive 
styles adopt specific strategies within learning contexts (Riding, 1997). The complex 
relationships between styles and strategies is touched upon by Schmeck (1988) who argues 
that style partially influences approach and approach determines the learning outcome 
which in time may change style.

Approaches to learning refer to individual differences in intentions and motives when 
facing a learning situation, and the utilisation of specific strategies (Diseth & Martinsen, 
2003). The approaches to studying framework built on the work of Marton and Säljö (1976) 
in considering deep, surface and strategic approaches to learning. Most notable work within 
this field include that of Biggs (1987; 2001), Entwistle (1991) and Vermunt (2007); the 
latter of which has recently adopted the term pattern in preference to approach or style to 
suggest the modifiability of the construct. Vermunt (2007) argues that patterns have the 
potential to develop over time and to vary across contexts. As such they can be socialised 
and modified as a ‘function of the interaction of person, task and situation’ (Zhang and 
Sternberg, 2005). 

To summarise, a personal learning style (PLS) includes a range of cognitive and learning 
styles and strategies. This involves cognitive (thinking and knowing), motivational and 
affective (mood, feelings) and physiological behaviours and is associated with preferred 
working environments, approaches to studying and learning processes (Evans & Waring, in 
press). 

Styles as part of individual differences

As already highlighted, the relationship of different aspects of a styles profile to one 
another is in need of further investigation as is the nature of the relationship of style 
variables to contextual variables within a learning environment. Early attempts to clarify 
the differences between styles and strategies include Curry’s onion model (1983) which has 
at its centre cognitive elements of personality. Within her second layer she locates 
information processing aspects of styles – essentially cognitive styles. The outermost layer 
represents learning preferences or strategies, defined by Sadler-Smith (2001) as including 
learning activity, learning and educational environments, and individual intention and 
motivation to study. Alternative attempts to classify and clarify style constructs include the 
work of Riding and Rayner (2000) who employ the term ‘learning profile’ to represent an 
umbrella concept to include cognitive style, learning style, learning strategies, preferences, 
motivation and self-perception. Zhang and Sternberg’s (2005: 2) own interpretation of 
learning profile has led to the development of ‘intellectual styles’ which they define as: 
“One’s preferred way of processing information and dealing with tasks … [it is] … to 
varying degrees… cognitive, affective, physiological, psychological, and sociological”. 
Entwistle and McCune’s (2004) thinking dispositions are also considered to be an 
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intellectual style as defined by Zhang and Sternberg (2005). Such dispositions are seen as 
“relatively stable traits that help to explain intellectual performance over and above 
measures of intellectual aptitude” (Perkins & Tishman, 2000: 269). Three necessary 
conditions are involved: (a) the learner’s ability-capability to think effectively; (b) his/her 
inclination – willingness to invest effort in thinking; (c) his/her sensitivity to context-
noticing occasions that call for thinking requiring open-mindedness (including having the 
basic capacity to see situations from more than one perspective). 

Another key issue lies in the relative importance of different aspects of style on 
performance and in common with the individual differences literature, the difficulty of 
unpacking individual variables to explain effects is like looking for a needle in a haystack. 
How variables combine and impact on one another, is however a very important area for 
further study. Scholars agree that various individual characteristics affect how people 
behave and perform, but how these characteristics interact is less obvious (Cools, 2008; 
Kozhevnikov, 2007; Riding, 2000; Yates, 2000). With this in mind, more recently, the 
importance of affect in learning and the relationship of affect to cognitive and learning 
styles has been acknowledged by prominent researchers in the field (Riding & Rayner, 
1998; Vermunt, 2007; Zhang & Sternberg, 2006). According to Tullett and Davies (1997), 
the interrelationship between cognition and affect is central to our understanding of human 
behaviour. Messick (1994) saw cognitive styles as bridging cognitive, affective, and social 
domains of functioning. Within this Special Issue, Fernández-Toro considers how strategy 
use is also related to affect.  
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Other important developments in the style field

Although cognitive styles have traditionally been seen as fixed and not readily changeable 
(Messick, 1984; 1996) recent work suggests that certain styles (cognitive and learning) may 
be more malleable than others (Kozhevnikov, 2007). To add to the confusion, approaches 
to studying which by definition should be more flexible in learners have had their 
malleability questioned (Cuthbert, 2005). The lack of longitudinal studies does little to 
substantiate or refute such beliefs (Vanthournout et al., 2008). When examining the nature 
of any change in cognitive styles, Donche and Van Petegem (2008) question whether this is 
dependent on the learning patterns studentsstudents’ exhibit on entering higher education. 
In the context of initial teacher education this is especially pertinent given the relatively 
intransigent conceptions of learning identified amongst pre-service teachers (Konings, 
Brand-Gruwel & van Merrienboer, 2006). Given that the origins of cognitive style often 
described as a mixture of innate and developed capacities are increasingly seen as the result 
of “a range of variables, [including]…intellectual abilities, previous experience, habits and 
personality traits…” (Kozhevnikov, 2007: 477); the degree of conscious choice over the 
development of certain cognitive styles is an area requiring further investigation. 

In addition, other attributes of cognitive styles dimensions – such as context free, non-
pejorative and bi-polar assumptions – have recently been questioned (Williams & Cervone; 
1998; Zhang & Sternberg, 2005). Evans and Graff (2008) have pointed to the changing 
currency of specific cognitive styles both temporally and spatially. The non-pejorative 
nature of style is highly dependent on context. For example, it may well be better to be of a 
certain style to perform in a specific context, rather than having a balance of styles. 
Organisations may also promote certain styles over others and reinforce this in their 
patterns of recruitment and selection (Kirton & DeCiantis, 1994).

There are currently over 30 cognitive style dimensions and over a 100 learning styles 
models to choose from. Attempts to conflate the different models of cognitive styles into 
two overarching styles – wholist-analytic and verbaliser-imager – by Riding and Cheema 
(1991) have been useful but this is also oversimplistic as not all cognitive styles claiming to 
measure the same dimensions actually do (Evans & Graff, 2008). In the last five years the 
traditional view that many cognitive styles are bi-polar in nature has also been challenged 
with significant implications for training. Hodgkinson and Sadler-Smith (2003) see 
cognitive styles as multidimensional rather than unidimensional. A preference for one type 
of processing may not automatically exclude an individual from processing in another style 
(Evans & Sadler-Smith, 2006). Complex rather than unitary conceptualisations of style 
allow for an individual to be both analytic and intuitive rather than analytic OR intuitive. 

Further developments within the styles field include the identification of hierarchies of 
styles (Nosal, 1990; Kozhevnikov, 2007). This is important because certain higher level 
styles may determine the flexibility with which an individual is able to choose the most 
appropriate lower-level style for certain situations. Such findings testify to the fact that 
there is neither a single unifying dimension of style, nor the operation of certain styles in 
isolation of one another, but rather there is a “structural relation among them” 
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(Kozhevnikov, 2007: 477). This relationship between distinct cognitive styles to each other 
is also an area that needs further exploration.  

And whilst there currently is not one overarching model of styles, as identified by Zhang 
and Sternberg (2005: 2), their highlighting of key concepts which any style might have as 
part of its underpinnings: preference for “high degrees of structure versus low degrees of 
structure, for cognitive simplicity versus cognitive complexity, for conformity versus non-
conformity, for authority versus autonomy and for group versus individual work”, has 
utility in educational settings. 

Another variable touched upon within this Special Issue is that of culture and how this is 
also related to styles. Whilst links between certain cognitive style variables and culture 
have been highlighted (Allinson & Hayes, 1996), Charlesworth argues that work exploring 
the link between culture and learning styles has been disappointingly limited. Again, the 
challenge of isolating individual variables presents difficulties here. In comparing the 
perspectives of Chinese learners for example, compared to other cultures, the role of a 
number of interrelated personal, cultural, social and psychological variables are also found 
to be of utmost importance. This was also identified by Qing and Schweisfurth (2006) who 
highlight how factors other than culture alone also impact on the adaptations that take place 
in learning and teaching where the context of teaching and learning has been found to be 
significant in the strategic adaptations made by Chinese learners.

Locating the selected studies within a Personal Learning Styles Pedagogy

Locating the selected studies for this Special Issue within a Personal Learning Styles 
Pedagogy (PLSP), it is clear that Nielsen and colleagues consider the application of the 
Sternberg and Zhang (2005) integrated PLS model of intellectual styles, which incorporates 
a number of style dimensions. Fernández-Toro, whilst not looking at any one particular 
model of style, considers the interaction of cognition and affect on student learning. Cools 
deals exclusively with issues surrounding cognitive styles constructs. Charlesworth 
considers students’ conceptions of learning and the process of learning as identified in the 
model of Kolb (1984), which has been argued to represent a process of learning rather than 
a learning style (Sadler-Smith, 2001). Vanthournout and colleagues and Duffy and Rimmer 
consider approaches to studying. Both the model of Kolb and the approaches to 
study/learning models would figure in the outer layer of Curry’s (1983) onion model, 
suggesting the greater influence of context and enhanced possibilities for change. 

Traditionally much styles research has been of a predominantly positivist nature relying 
heavily on quantitative analyses. However, contemporary moves within the field are 
towards more mixed methodologies involving students more directly as co-researchers. The 
studies included here use a range of research designs: from quantitative to qualitative; self-
report versus observable behaviours; third person to second person designs; imposed 
research design versus student involvement in research design; participant self-analyses 
versus researcher analysis of participant profiles. In all research projects included here there 
are also noticeable attempts, along a continuum, to “reconnect the theory of psychology to 
the actual world of education” (Sternberg, 2008: 50) through the active participation and 
involvement of students in the research process. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

The papers included in this Special Issue highlight a number of implications for practice 
and in so doing raise a number of pertinent issues. A central and fundamental question is 
the extent to which changes in styles are possible, to which styles and how? The extent to 
which style change is possible, transferable and sustained is still a matter of considerable 
debate. Learning approaches can be quite intransigent amongst some learners and even for 
those individuals who appear more flexible, to what extent are such changes in style 
sustained? As McCune (2008) comments, it is hard to be sure of lasting change in 
dispositions. To assist in our understanding of the potential modifiability of styles there is a 
strong need for more longitudinal studies as identified in this Special Issue. Researchers 
have found that it is possible for individuals to process information and behave in ways that 
are not consistent with their habitual approach (Hayes & Allinson, 1994). The concept of 
cognitive strategy has been used to refer to these specific behaviours people use to cope 
with particular situations and tasks outside their natural preferences. To what extent do 
strategies become encompassed into an individual’s day-to-day way of working?  

In developing strategies, such as training in thinking processes (De Corte, Verschaffel & 
Masui, 2004), to what extent are these transferable to other contexts and in order to achieve 
this, what are the best approaches (Masui & DeCorte, 2005)? Within the styles field, a key 
challenge is to be able to identify and to replicate key findings in relation to ‘domain-
general’ thinking (theory of cognition and skills applicable to any subject/context) as well 
as domain specific thinking (application of knowledge and evidence to specific subjects and 
contexts) (Sternberg, 2008).

How one uses knowledge of styles is of paramount importance (Evans & Waring, in press). 
There are a number of studies that testify to the positive effect of learning about styles to 
impact on practice of both students and teachers (Evans & Waring, 2006; Nielsen, 2008; 
Rosenfeld & Rosenfeld, 2008). What all these studies have in common is the central 
involvement of the learner. Vanthournout and colleagues in this Special Issue highlight the 
utility of learning approaches in assisting the diagnosis of student learning 
approaches/pathologies to assist learning and the development of appropriate strategies for 
given contexts, which Duffy and Rimmer argue are amenable to change; this is particularly 
pertinent from the teacher perspective. From the student perspective, Cuthbert (2005: 246) 
questions whether knowledge of styles is enough to effect change: [firstly], “for any 
individual student, knowledge of his/her own learning style is unlikely to make a 
difference. It is only when this knowledge is used by the teacher to encourage the learner to 
consider the nature of learning ... that any impact may appear”. However, he does 
acknowledge that student “exposure to their style or approach ... may improve their 
learning effectiveness if they go on to reflect upon the process of learning. Without such 
reflection, the results ... are probably of little use”.  

From a metacognitive perspective, perhaps, the most important question is: to what extent 
are learners able to use the most appropriate styles in any given situation as highlighted in 
the study of Vanthournout and colleagues where they argue that ‘students not only broaden 
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their strategies, but also advance in their capacity to judge what strategies are most suited 
for a specific learning environment’. A key issue therefore lies in the ability of individuals 
to self-regulate and therefore be able to accurately adapt their approach to the demands of 
the situation and/or to delegate effectively in situations where certain cognitive styles may 
be less favourable to the successful completion of a task (Evans & Waring, in press). 
Understanding the specific requirements of the educational context is an essential skill for 
all learners and specific groups of students entering higher education who may be very 
vulnerable in being able to self-regulate their learning as identified in the Charlesworth 
paper. 

To enhance metacognitive capacity, of which style flexibility is just one but an important 
component, a number of questions are raised regarding what the most effective strategies 
are to develop this in learners and to enable them to transfer strategies from one context to 
another. In enhancing ‘learning how to learn’ developing metacognitive capacity and self-
regulation within learners is essential (Claxton, 2007). A first step towards this is increased 
knowledge of one’s own learning.

Within this Special Issue, the papers included highlight components of a Personal Learning 
Styles Pedagogy (PLSP; Evans & Waring, in press), which emphasises the need to 
understand the nature of individual differences in the design of and delivery in learning 
environments where the centrality of the learner and the importance of how to involve the 
learner beyond a research object (Rosenfeld & Rosenfeld, 2008) is of paramount 
importance. Within such an approach the learner should be challenged to experiment with a 
variety of approaches to learning rather than perpetuating learning behaviours which may 
not always be most appropriate to address the demands of the task. 

A key component of a PLSP is for students to learn about their own styles in a critically 
informed and rigorous manner using appropriate measures, leading to increased self-
understanding and sensitivity to others’ personal learning styles, as suggested in the paper 
of Nielsen and colleagues. Learning about styles in itself, as Cuthbert (2005) and Evans and 
Waring (in press) argue is not enough; it is how individuals utilise such knowledge and 
apply it to their everyday practice that is important here. Pedagogically, a critical issue is 
how practitioners scaffold learning in order for individuals to attend to their relative areas 
of weakness where and when necessary. In the study of Nielsen and colleagues, half of the 
students had felt better equipped by being involved in the styles research work but half had 
not; why? As identified by Vermunt and Verloop (1999), it might well be that a similar 
activity causes ‘constructive friction’ for one group of students, while generating a 
‘destructive friction’ for others. By establishing the specific learning needs of specific 
individuals and groups, appropriate support mechanisms can be put in place. 

The importance of induction and transition activities to support student learning and the 
early identification of style pathologies is emphasised in a number of the studies. 
Vanthournout and colleagues identified that learning patterns of students developed 
differently according to the pattern adopted in the first year of study; this highlights the 
importance of appropriate and timely induction. With respect to programme development at 
the entry level it is suggested that the development of introductory programmes that also 
address the difference in expectations that one might encounter between secondary and 
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higher education might be beneficial to the student (Charlesworth). This can allow the 
students to reflect on their learning and can help to develop the kind of learning culture that 
can move students from a “performance orientation” to a “learning or mastery orientation” 
(Masui & De Corte, 2005: 366). The nature of and development of assessment is also of 
fundamental importance in affecting students dispositions towards their study (Entwistle, 
1991).

In relation to supporting student learning appropriately, Duffy and Rimmer and Fernández-
Toro both refer to techniques to scaffold learning (self-error analysis; motivational support 
strategies). One important feature of support to note here is that of ‘over-scaffolding’ 
(Vermunt, 2007). If learners are to take responsibility for their own learning, support needs 
to be gradually withdrawn and amended to ensure independence in learning. Any 
scaffolding from the teacher should be kept to a minimum to ensure that learners take 
responsibility for their own learning (Fernández-Toro).

In terms of a synthesis of research findings within the styles field, frameworks have been 
developed which identify a number of key features that are needed to develop aspects of a 
Personal Learning Styles Pedagogy. Such key features include the centrality of the learner 
in the research process; explicit discussion and sharing of ideas about styles; listening to the 
student voice and encouraging learners to explore and develop their own understandings of 
styles in a reflectively critical and constructivist way; specific training to develop 
dispositions involving explicit modelling, trialling and practising across different contexts. 
Baxter-Magolda and King (2004) highlight the importance of contextual variables in 
enabling learners to develop more sophisticated conceptions of knowledge which include:   

(i)  respecting and connecting with students’ current conceptions,
(ii)  sharing authority and expertise in the learning process,
(iii) showing explicitly how knowledge is constructed,
(iv) helping students to accept provisionality and uncertainty, and
(v) cultivating thinking dispositions.

In the pursuit of (v), McCune (2008) argues that instruction needs to: avoid performance on 
demand; teach alertness to subtle signs; involve students in knowledge construction in 
authentic active learning contexts; train students in thinking processes; make ways of 
thinking and practising (WTPs) explicit and investigate overlap with cognition. In a similar 
vein, Evans and Waring (in press) outline the need to attend to five key interrelated issues 
to enable trainee teachers to better understand and apply styles ideas in the classroom to 
facilitate differentiated instruction, including: (a) exploration of teacher beliefs/modelling 
and support to enhance sensitivity to individual needs; (b) careful selection and application 
of models so as to suit the needs of specific learners; (c) creating optimal conditions for 
learning; (d) attending to the student voice by encouraging full involvement of learners in 
the process of learning; and (e) design of learning environments to challenge thinking. 
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CONCLUSIONS

This Special Issue highlights how researchers are using styles instruments to inform their 
teaching within higher education contexts. As identified previously, within styles research, 
the terrain is notoriously difficult to navigate for practitioners trying to use styles work 
effectively with their students. Whilst the terrain is constantly changing what is apparent is 
that there are a number of very reliable personal learning styles tools and there is evidence 
of effective use of these, as identified by Boyle, Duffy and Dunleavy (2003) who comment 
on how Vermunt’s learning patterns can be generalised across different learning 
environments and contexts both within and across countries. But far more work is needed 
in relation to the value and utility of using certain tools and their impact on learning 
outcomes or changes in approaches to learning (Cuthbert, 2005).There is also a need for 
more longitudinal studies to ascertain whether such changes are maintained both within and 
across different learning contexts. The role of context and the relative importance of 
specific styles on learning and their relationship to other individual differences variables are 
also areas where more research is definitely required (Riding, 2000). 

In relation to thinking dispositions, one of the key factors affecting student success 
identified by Perkins and Tishman (2000) is the ability to be sensitive to the contextual 
requirements of a learning situation. One way of raising cognitive sensitivity is by using a 
PLSP approach whereby learners are able to confront their own biases in learning and open 
themselves up to alternative ways of doing and/or adapt strategies to cope in situations 
where they are unable to be cognitively flexible in their use of styles. A key strength of 
robust measures of style lies in their diagnostic ability to highlight, at an early stage, 
learners less productive/inappropriate styles (Boyle et al., 2003). From a metacognitive 
perspective, styles work highlights the importance of self-regulation in affecting learning 
outcomes. Returning full circle to the learning needs of Generation Y, development of such 
self-regulatory mechanisms within learners is essential if they are to be truly independent 
learners.

Finally, in search of pragmatic science, meeting the imperatives of theoretical and 
methodological rigour on the one hand and applied relevance on the other hand 
(Hodgkinson et al., 2001) is essential. Far more practitioner-based research in a wide 
variety of settings is needed to consider the interaction of specific variables in affecting 
learning outcomes. In making the styles literature accessible to teachers there needs to be 
explicit guidance supported by research showing how one can effectively use such 
approaches in real settings.
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