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Introduction  

This report investigates the effectiveness of the Humanist approach to teaching and 

learning within a higher education classroom. The research carried out was within a 

Children's Care, Learning and Development lesson with fifteen students enrolled on a 

full time course. The learners are of mixed ages and abilities as well as a range of 

ethnic backgrounds. Three of the learners speak English as a second language and 

speak French as a first language.  The lessons where I was an observer primarily 

focused on how children learn. Many of the lessons involved learners undertaking group 

activities or working in pairs to produce research and share findings. I observed the 

lessons for two weeks before beginning to co-teach the sessions, and eventually took 

over the module.  During this time I shadowed the lecturer and engaged with learners 

whilst they carried out tasks. The aim of this report is to assess the effectiveness of 

using a Humanist approach to teaching.  The report also aims to investigate the 

consequences of grouping learners in relation to their learning styles.  

Limitations  

Whilst carrying out this research, limitations have arisen that could have an impact on 

the findings. Due to the absence of learner profiles which were not provided by the 

department, there is limited knowledge of the students and the information which I have 

provided is what I have observed during time spent with their class. Therefore there is 

no background information of the students and only my own observation. As I was 

shadowing and observing the lessons during the time the research was carried out the 

lessons were planned by the lecture and I had limited input into the sessions. This made 

it difficult to evaluate if group work was the ideal teaching style for the learners as there 

were no  comparisons that could be made. Permission for the research to be carried out 
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was given by the lecturer and the learners as well as other members of the department. 

All involved were made aware of confidentiality and the identity of those involved were 

kept anonymous (BERA , 2011).  

Literature review  

The concept of Multiple Intelligences comes from the work of Gardner (1999) and he 

defined multiple intelligences as a way of identifying learning preferences. To identify 

these preferences learners are given questionnaires and the answers then give learners 

an insight into their dominant intelligences and learning preferences. Many variations of 

the questionnaires can be found online, however many of those are adaptations. The 

categories for learning preferences can be seen in the following table.  

Linguistic  The use of language.  

Logical/mathematical  Patterns and reasoning.  

Musical  Appreciation of musical pattern.  

Bodily/kinaesthetic  Use of body movements and mental 

ability to coordinate bodily movements.  

Spatial  Use of space patterns.  

Interpersonal  Ability to work with others.  

Intrapersonal  Understanding of self.  

Table taken from Wilson (2014).  

Gardner (2006) believed by identifying the learners’  learning preferences , it would then 

enable them to have a better understanding of the ways in which they learn. This 

knowledge also gives teachers a greater understanding of how to meet the needs of the 

learners. The purpose of multiple intelligence knowledge is to give learners the bases to 

shape their own learning environment and to take responsibility for their own learning. 
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By giving them this knowledge they can self-assess  their learning and reflect on how 

they are learning. It could be argued however that this knowledge would make planning 

lessons for teachers more time consuming and difficult to carry out inclusive practice as 

the teacher would need to plan and deliver in a variety of ways which would not be 

possible in the time given.  The theory also poses issues for teachers as students may 

respond to more than one way of learning.  

Honey and Mumford (1982,1992) also developed their own theory of learning 

preferences, this theory was based on Kolb's learning cycle (1984) . The theory is 

based around four main learning styles each of which have their own components. This 

can be seen in the following table.  

Activist  Learns best by doing something.  

Reflector  Learns by thinking back on something.  

Theorist  Learns by investigating concepts and 

ideas.  

Pragmatist  Learns best by relating and associating 

with something.  

Table taken from Wilson (2014).  

Honey and Mumford used questionnaires to identify learning styles for learners. This 

enables them to evaluate how they learn and the best way for them to learn. This is 

similar to Gardner's multiple intelligence theory however it has been praised for its 

simplicity and is the most used teaching method out of the two. Although Gardner would 

argue the theories are in fact not to be likened to each other as learning styles are more 

associated with how learners approach and complete a task rather than their intellectual 

abilities. For example a learner who is an activist may learn by taking the lead of a 
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group and demonstrating to others. Where as a learner with intrapersonal intelligences 

may choose to complete the task alone as they are extremely self-motivated. However, 

.Greenfield suggests the theory is nonsense as learners understand they have different 

learning styles but do not understand the implications of them (Vizard,2007).  

There are many strengths and weaknesses for both theories and the use of them within 

the classroom. They both  provide learners and teachers with knowledge of learning 

preferences and give learners the knowledge needed for them to create their own 

learning environment. The concepts are both theory based and provide limited 

information as to how they can be used inclusively within the classroom, without 

burdening the teacher with more considerations when planning lessons. Armstrong 

(2009) argues that both theories are lacking empirical support and provide no solid 

evidence that multiple intelligences exist in classrooms. However, Armstrong (2009) did 

acknowledge that some learners may be more responsive if taught in accordance with 

their preferred learning style. In relation to its effectiveness during group activities it 

could be argued that having the knowledge of  learning preferences could allow learners 

with the same preferences and styles to work together to complete tasks, and give 

teachers a clear understanding of how the learners of the same intelligences and 

learning styles work together. However this could cause friction and also pose negative 

and competitive feelings amongst learners  

Frank Coffield is arguably the main critic of the use of learning styles within the 

classroom. He has been studying and researching literature on learning styles since 

2003 and has written a number of publications aimed at practitioners. Some include:  

Improving learning, skills and inclusion: The impact of policy on post-compulsory 

education (2008).  
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Should we be using learning styles? (2004). 

Advice about the use of learning styles: A major myth in education (2014).   

Coffield (2013) outlines many faults with learning styles and the research which has 

been carried out to support their effectiveness. Coffield (2013) states not all learning 

style questionnaires are the same and some are better than others. The use of 

questionnaires could be seen as invalid as the learners responses could be different 

from one day to the next and not give an accurate result. Learners may also approach 

different tasks in different ways which then means they could fit into a number of 

learning styles. For example when learning to drive a learner may approach the lesson 

using a kinesthetic learning style however when they undertake the theory test they will 

need to use reading and writing skills to be able to pass the test. Coffield (2013) argues 

how the results of the questionnaires are being put into practices, he suggests many 

institutes give out the questionnaires and then file the results rather than use them to 

contribute to teaching and learning. It could be argued that the learners which have 

been made aware of their learning styles would have the expectation of the whole 

curriculum being taught would be presented to them in a way which relates to their 

learning style. These expectations are unrealistic and pose additional conflict for 

teaching and learning.  

 

Methods  

Before carrying out the research project conversations were had with colleagues to 

gauge  their opinions on group activities and if grouping learners was an effective 

method to promote active learning. All colleagues agreed they planned lessons which 

involved group or pair work throughout the semesters. Colleagues were in agreement 
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that sometimes group work can highlight issues with group dynamics. During a 

discussion at the end of a lesson, learners were asked how they felt about pair and 

group work during lessons. Many of the learners mentioned they enjoyed group work as 

they could work collaboratively with friends, they also stressed the frustration they feel 

when some learners do not take an active role in the group.  

The learners take part in a number of group activities during lessons and regularly work 

within the same groups. The methods used for this research allowed learners to work in 

any group they wished. The learners were then  introduced to learning styles and 

multiple intelligences during a lesson on how children learn. They completed a learning 

styles questionnaire to determine their own learning style.  The questionnaire used was 

the  VARKS questionnaire designed by Chapman (2005).  

The learners were asked to complete a research task in preparation for the lesson in a 

week's time. The task involved learners working with their peers which have the same 

learning style. Learners were encouraged to research their learning style and create a 

presentation on it to share amongst the group. This method of research is commonly 

used in adult and Community Learning to provide strategies to differentiate between 

learners needs and to modify their teaching and learning opportunities (Daines,2006). 

The learners decided to stay in the classroom to work on their presentations and I 

observed how the group dynamics changed in comparison to previous observations 

carried out on the group activities. Learners were asked to reflect on their learning style 

and the impact it has on their own learning (Pashler,2008). The learners were 

encouraged to write a reflective piece which could be discussed within their 

assignments for the module.  
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Findings  

The graph below shows the number of learners with each learning style.  

 

 

The learners were grouped in accordance to their learning style and as the figures show 

the groups were not of even numbers. The observations carried out on the learners 

during regular group work, before learning styles were introduced shows negative 

relationships forming between higher and lower achieving learners. Before learning 
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styles were introduced to the learners the class was divided into three sections. The 

higher achieving learners, lower achieving and the learners who spoke english as a 

second language. During the research it was important to ensure the learners needs 

were taken into consideration at all times. Especially when learners were being grouped 

in accordance to their learning style.  Some learners found it difficult to adjust to working 

with a different group of people and made their feelings known. It was important to 

maintain a positive learning environment for the learners and once they had settled into 

their groups they begun planning the task. Three groups worked through the  task with 

no apparent issues with each other and managed to create roles and responsibilities 

amongst themselves. The learners who were part of the activist group found it difficult to 

share roles and responsibilities and needed the support of the tutor to determine who 

would do what.  

Each group took a different approach to the task and managed the task differently. 

Learners with the theorist preferred learning style all completed a slide each for the 

presentation and the group decided they would prefer to work independently and then 

bring all the research and work together at the end. Learners with the pragmatist 

preferred learning style researched together and watched a number of videos online 

about learning styles before they begun to form ideas. Learners with the activist 

preferred learning style took a similar approach to the theorist group and each took 

responsibility for their own slide for the presentation. Learners with reflector preferred 

learning style all worked together to research and create the presentation.  

The presentations created by the learners were of a high standard. After the 

presentations the learners were asked to create a written piece which would reflect on 

their own teaching and learning in relation to their preferred learning style. A number of 
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the learners wrote they found the concept of learning styles useful but did not feel it had 

any implications on their learning and how they teach children within their settings.  

Conclusion  

From carrying out this small scale limited study, the findings indicate that learning styles 

make little difference to teaching and learning within a higher education classroom. The 

learners responded slightly differently during the group task however this could be a 

result of working within different groups to what they would usually choose. The learners 

completed the tasks to a high standard before and after learning styles were introduced.  

Reflecting on action through the four critical lenses (Brookfield, 1995; Schon, 1991) I 

feel the learners may have been affected emotionally and socially as they were required 

to work in groups with people they do not usually work with. My colleagues within the 

department were informed of the study before it was carried out and they may have felt 

apprehensive as the results of the study may have shown group work and learning 

styles have a negative effect on teaching and learning. This could have created more 

stress for the other tutors. The literature available regarding learning styles has many 

conflicting views and ideas. Choosing literature which is clear and concise ensured I 

had a significant amount of information in regards to learning styles and the 

effectiveness they have on teaching and learning. Through my own critically reflective 

lense I believe learning styles make no difference to teaching and learning. I do feel 

they are used to differentiate teaching and learning but need to be used in a more 

accurate way. For example more efficise could be put on how learners could use 

learning styles when studying and researching independently.  

As mentioned previously it is near on  impossible to create lessons which can be 

delivered to meet each learner's preferred learning style. Also the overall effectiveness 
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of  delivering lessons which cater to each learner's learning styles is debatable. Further 

research on a larger scale over a longer period of time would need to be carried to full 

gauge the effectiveness of learning styles as a humanistic approach to teaching and 

learning. I concluded that the study carried out showed little evidence to support the use 

of learning styles within a higher education classroom.  
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