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Abstract. The aim of the study was to investigate the relationship between learners’ cogni-
tive styles and their instructional preferences. The sample consisted of 240 business studies
students at a UK university. Subjects’ cognitive styles were assessed using theCognitive
Styles Analysis(which assesses the wholist-analytical and verbaliser-imager dimensions of
style) and their instructional preferences assessed using an instructional preferences inven-
tory which consisted of three sub-inventories (instructional method, instructional media and
assessment method). Overall subjects favoured dependent methods, print based media and
informal assessment methods. There was a significant main effect of wholist-analytical style
on collaborative method preference (role play, group discussions and business games) and
non-print based media preference (overhead transparencies, slides and videos). There was an
interaction of the two dimensions of style and gender in their effect on informal assessment
method preferences (individual and group assignments and multiple choice and short answer-
type questions). The findings are discussed in terms of: (i) models of the cognitive style
construct; (ii) the practical implications of individual differences in style and preference.
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Introduction

In both education and training an important aspect of the design, development
and delivery of learning is the selection of instructional methods and media
and assessment strategies (Gagne & Briggs, 1979; Rowntree, 1982; Reige-
luth, 1983; Riding, 1994; Gough, 1996; Hayes & Allinson, 1996). Moreover,
as a result of advances in instructional technologies, the range of methods and
media available to teachers and learners has increased. In parallel with this,
knowledge regarding the effects of individual differences in learning style
and cognitive style on learning performance has developed (see Cronbach
& Snow, 1977; Entwistle, 1988; Schmeck, 1988; Riding & Cheema, 1991).
Important questions for educators, human resource development practitioners
and instructional designers are: how are styles and preferences related; do
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particular styles predispose individuals to particular preferences; and what
effect do styles and preferences have on learning performance? Learning
styles awareness now figures prominently in many study skills induction
programmes for under-graduates. As learners become more aware of their
styles and preferences they are more likely to call for instructional and assess-
ment methods which are unbiased and optimise their learning performance.
This paper will: (i) argue that cognitive style has an important role to play in
determining an individual’s instructional preferences and that this may affect
learning performance; (ii) suggest some avenues for future research.

Background

Curry (1983) classified learning and cognitive styles in terms of a three –
layered ‘onion’ model, with each of the layers of the onion representing
a particular construct. The outermost layer represented instructional prefer-
ences, the middle layer ‘information processing style’ or learning stylesper
se and the inner layer, the onion’s core, consisted of cognitive personality
elements such as field dependence/field independence overlying a central
personality dimension. The present study will argue that the innermost layer
(cognitive style), is relatively fixed (Riding, 1991) and affects the outer layer
(instructional preferences).

Gorham (1986) identified three broad categories of ‘learning style’:
(a) ‘instructional preferences’: learners ‘comfort and fit’ with particu-

lar instructional methods such as independent study, lecture, ‘games’,
discussion, etc. (Renzulli & Smith, 1978), including those preferences
measured by inventories such as theGrasha-Reichmann Learning Styles
Questionnaire(Reichmann & Grasha, 1974);

(b) ‘information processing style’ such as Kolb’s (1984) model of the experi-
ential learning cycle and the associated learning styles (converger, diver-
ger, accommodator, assimilator) or the related learning styles suggested
by Honey and Mumford (1992) (activist style, reflector style, theorist
style and pragmatist style);

(c) ‘cognitive personality elements’ such as field dependence and inde-
pendence (for example Witkin et al., 1977). One may add to this the
intuitive-analytical dimension (Allinson & Hayes, 1996) and the wholist-
analytical and verbaliser-imager dimensions of cognitive style (Riding,
1991). The latter is a model of the ways in which individuals respectively
process and represent information during thinking.
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Instructional preferences

Instructional preferences may be defined as an individual’s propensity to
choose or express a liking for a particular instructional technique or combina-
tion of techniques (Sadler-Smith, 1996). It may be possible to identify three
instructional preference styles or types:
(a) dependent learners: prefer teacher-directed, highly structured pro-

grammes with explicit assignments set and assessed by the teacher;
(b) collaborative learners: are discussion-oriented and favour group projects,

collaborative assignments and social interaction;
(c) independent learners: prefer to exercise an influence on the content and

structure of learning programmes within which the teacher or instructor
is a resource (Reichmann & Grasha, 1974; Renzulli & Smith, 1978).

Cognitive style

Messick (1984: 5) described cognitive style as “consistent individual differ-
ences in preferred ways of organising and processing information and expe-
rience”. Sternberg and Grigorenko described them as representing “a bridge
between what might seem to be two fairly distinct areas of psychological
investigation: cognition and personality” (Sternberg & Grigorenko, 1997:
701). Riding and Cheema (1991) suggested that learners differ in terms of
two fundamental and independent dimensions of cognitive style: the wholist-
analytical (WA) dimension and the verbaliser-imager (VI) dimension (Riding,
1991) – see Figure 1. These two dimensions of cognitive style may be
assessed using the computer-presentedCognitive Styles Analysis(Riding,
1991).

Wholist-analytical dimension of cognitive style: the wholist-analytical dimen-
sion of cognitive style describes the habitual way in which an individual
processes and organises information: some individuals will process and
organise information into its component parts (described as analytics); others
will retain a global or overall view of information (described as wholists) (see
Riding, 1991). For wholists there is the danger that the distinction between the
parts of a topic may become blurred. For analytics, the separation of the whole
into its parts may mean that one aspect of the whole may be focused on at
the expense of the others and hence its overall importance exaggerated. Very
low correlations (r = 0.05) have been reported between the wholist-analytical
dimension of cognitive style and intelligence as measured by theBritish
Abilities Scale(see Riding & Pearson, 1994: 419). The wholist-analytical
dimension is derived from the work of Witkin (Witkin, Moore, Goodenough
& Cox, 1977).
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Figure 1. The two dimensions of cognitive style.

Verbal-imagery dimension of cognitive style: the verbal-imagery dimension
of cognitive style describes an individual’s habitual mode of representation
of information in memory during thinking. Verbalisers “consider the informa-
tion they read, see or listen to, in words or verbal associations”; imagers on
the other hand, when they read, listen to or consider information, experience
“fluent spontaneous and frequent pictorial mental pictures” (Riding, 1994:
48). Very low correlations (r = 0.12) have been reported between the verbal-
imagery dimension of cognitive style and intelligence (see Riding & Pearson,
1994: 419).

Cognitive style and learning: The two orthogonal dimensions of cognitive
style have been shown to affect learning performance in two ways. The
verbal-imagery dimension of cognitive style interacts with mode of presen-
tation of information (for example textual/verbal or diagrammatic/pictorial
modes), see Riding, Buckle, Thompson and Haggar (1989) and Riding
and Douglas, (1993). It could therefore be anticipated that verbalisers may
prefer textual modes of presentation whilst imagers may prefer nontextual
modes (for example pictorial and diagrammatic information). Previous work
has suggested that the verbal – imagery dimension of cognitive style is
related to extroversion-introversion (Riding & Dyer, 1980). Riding (1994) has
suggested that cognitive styles influence the focus and type of an individual’s
activity. For verbalisers the focus will tend to be outward towards others;
they will prefer a stimulating environment and the social group in which they
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find themselves will be an extension of themselves (Riding, 1994: 49). For
imagers it is suggested that the reverse will be the case: the focus will be more
inward and they will be more passive and content with a static environment.
Social groups will be seen as distant to themselves and they may be less
socially aware (Riding, 1994: 49).

The wholist-analytic dimension of cognitive style interacts with the struc-
ture and organisation of the contents of instruction, for example when
information is presented in wholes or in parts, or with or without a content
map (Riding & Sadler-Smith, 1992). Riding (1994: 10) suggests that analytics
will take a structured approach to learning and will prefer information that is
set out in a clearly organised way. They may impose order on information,
events and experiences which are not inherently structured, or may attempt
to do so in situations where structuring is inappropriate (for example in a
‘brainstorming’ exercise). Wholists on the other hand will not habitually take
a structured approach and may therefore need help in imposing a structure
on some unstructured situations or experiences. These aspects of the wholist-
analytical dimension of cognitive style may affect preferences for different
types of instructional methods (for example role play versus distance learn-
ing) and instructional media (for example text versus video) and learning
performance. Riding (1991) has suggested that the wholist-analytical dimen-
sions of style will affect social behaviour: wholists will tend to be dependent
and gregarious whilst analytics will tend to be isolated and self-reliant. Hence,
it may be expected that different instructional methods with their varying
degrees of social interaction and autonomy would be viewed more or less
favourably by different cognitive style groups.

The objectives of the present study were to: (i) investigate the relation-
ship between learners’ cognitive styles and their instructional and assessment
preferences; (ii) explain this in terms of the cognitive styles’ model. Such
information may:
(a) assist in the design of learning programmes which acknowledge learners’

styles and preferences;
(b) contribute to the development of models of individual differences in

learning and cognition;
(c) provide directions for future research into the validity of matching

instructional methods to learners’ personal styles and preferences.
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Table 1. The four cognitive style types (number of subjects in
brackets)

WA ratio 1.19 or WA ratio 1.20 or

less more

VI ratio 1.05 or Wholist verbaliser Analytic verbaliser

less (63) (53)

Complementary Unitary

VI ratio 1.06 or Wholist imager Analytic imager

more (61) (63)

Unitary Complementary

Method

Sample

The sample comprised 240 business studies students (125 males and 115
females) aged between 18 and 58 years (mean age 23.81; standard deviation
8.07) who were following undergraduate programmes in business studies,
marketing, personnel management, computing and informatics for business,
finance and accounting at a university business school in the U.K. Through
the exclusive use of subjects from a single discipline it was hoped to
avoid the confounding effects of differences in style and preference between
disciplines. In addition the subjects will in the main have been exposed
to similar instructional methods and media in their experiences of higher
education.

Materials and procedure

The materials used were as follows:
(a) TheCognitive Styles Analysis(CSA) (Riding, 1991): this is presented

and scored by means of a PC. TheCSAconsists of four sub-tests: (i)
a test of the verbal-imagery dimension in which subjects are required
to judge whether a number of statements relating to visual appearance
are true or false; (ii) a test of the verbal-imagery dimension in which
subjects are required to judge whether a number of statements relating
to conceptual categorisation are true or false; (iii) a test of the wholist-
analytical dimension in which subjects are required to judge as true or
false the similarity of pairs of geometrical shapes; (iv) a test of the
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wholist-analytical dimension in which subjects are required to judge as
true or false whether a simple shape is contained in a simultaneously
presented complex geometrical shape. These scores are combined and
used to indicate, by means of the verbal-imagery and wholist-analytic
ratios an individual’s position on each dimension (see Table 1).

(b) An instructional preferences inventory: this paper and pencil question-
naire consisted of three sub – inventories (instructional method prefer-
ence, instructional media preference and assessment methods preference
as shown in the Appendix). Subjects were asked to express their prefer-
ence for each item according to the following scale: strong preference;
preference; no preference; dislike; strong dislike. The individual inven-
tory items were derived from discussions with students and staff at the
institution referred to above. Instructional preference inventories were
scored by a researcher: ‘strong preference’ was allocated five marks
through to ‘strong dislike’ allocated one mark.

Subjects were tested in groups of between five and fifteen individuals, with
the Cognitive Styles Analysispreceding the completion of the preference
inventories. During the experiment a short break was taken between the
style and preference assessment. Results and interpretations of scores on the
inventories were not fed back to subjects. The results of theCognitive Styles
Analysiswere fed back to individuals only after each group of subjects had
undergone assessments of style and preference.

Results

The results will be considered in four sections: (i) descriptive statistics; (ii)
instructional method preferences; (iii) instructional media preferences; (iv)
assessment method preferences.

Descriptive statistics

Cognitive style: The mean WA ratio of the sample was 1.33 (sd = 0.52) and
the mean VI ratio was 1.08 (sd = 0.17). The correlation of the WA and VI
ratios was low (r = –0.04), suggesting that they are independent dimensions
of cognitive style. This supports the findings of other studies (for example,
Riding & Douglas, 1992; Riding & Sadler-Smith, 1992).

For the purposes of the analysis the sample was divided in terms of their
cognitive style ratios into two categories on the basis of norms to give four
cognitive style groups of similar size as follows:
(a) wholist – analytical dimension: wholists, 1.19 or less; analytics, 1.20 or

more;
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(b) verbaliser-imager dimension: verbalisers, 1.05 or less; imagers, 1.06 or
more.

The four cognitive style groups were labelled as follows: wholist verbaliser
(WV); wholist imager (WI); analytic verbaliser (AV); analytic imager (AI)
(see Table 1). Riding and Rayner (1998) suggest that the different dimen-
sions of style may either complement each other or augment each other.
The four styles may be ordered from extreme wholists (in effect ‘wholist
wholists’) to extreme analytics (‘analytic analytics’); the former being the
wholist imagers (wholist style augmented by the whole view provided by
an image); the latter being the analytic verbalisers (analytic style augmented
by the analytic nature of verbal information). These two style groups (WI and
AV) may be labelled as ‘unitary’. On the other hand, for the wholist verbaliser
and analytic imager the two aspects of style complement (or compensate
for) each other and hence labelled ‘complementary’ – see Figure 1. Riding
and Rayner (ibid.) have suggested a style continuum from wholist imager
(unitary), through wholist analytic and analytic verbaliser (complementary),
to analytic verbaliser (unitary). It should be added that, as Sternberg and
Grigorenko (1997: 707) note, “everyone possesses every style to some degree,
and what differs across individuals is strength of preferences [styles]”. It is
therefore acknowledged that the discrete categorisation used in Table 1 is a
simplification for the purposes of research and analysis.

In the present study very low correlations were observed between scores
on both dimensions of cognitive style and end of semester examination
performance across twelve undergraduate modules (r < –0.05), thus lending
support to the view that style is independent of ability.

Instructional method preference

The items making up the instructional method sub-inventory were subject
to a principal components analysis. Using the eigenvalue greater than one
criterion, three factors (accounting for 64.0% of the variance) were extracted
and subjected to orthogonal (Varimax) rotation. The resultant factor structure
gave the following categorisation of methods:
(a) collaborative methods (role play; discussion groups; business games);
(b) dependent methods (lectures, tutorials/surgeries);
(c) autonomous methods (open/distance/flexible learning and computer

assisted learning).
This corresponded well to the notions of collaboration, dependence and
autonomy put forward by Reichmann and Grasha (1974) and Renzulli and
Smith (1978), that is according to the degree of autonomy and social interac-
tion associated with particular instructional methods (i.e., from, for example,
flexible/distance/open learning with its high degree of autonomy and low
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Table 2. Instructional method preferences

Mean rating for instructional method

Cognitive Style Dependent Collaborative Autonomous

Wholist verbalisers 3.19 (0.82) 3.28 (0.91) 3.16 (0.93)

Wholist imagers 4.00 (0.77) 3.41 (0.78) 3.12 (0.90)

Analytic verbalisers 3.86 (0.99) 3.16 (0.86) 3.02 (1.02)

Analytic imagers 3.93 (0.82) 3.02 (1.00) 2.99 (0.93)

Overall 3.92 (0.85) 3.22 (0.90) 3.07 (0.95)

social interaction to role play with its high degree of social interaction and
low autonomy).

Descriptive Statistics: Mean scores for each of the instructional method
preferences were as follows (standard deviation in brackets): autonomous,
3.07 (0.94); collaborative, 3.22 (0.90); dependent 3.92 (0.85) – see Table 2.

It should be noted that the subjects have been exposed during the course
of their studies to a wide range of teaching and instructional methods (the
inventory itself is effectively a list of the methods they have been exposed to
at some stage), but they appear by and large to exhibit a preference for depen-
dence rather than collaboration and autonomy in learning. Knowles (1990)
makes the useful distinction between pedagogical and andragogical para-
digms. He describes the former as a situation in which learners are reactive,
passive recipients of knowledge with dependent personalities, feeling most
at home when the teacher is in control of the learning process (Newstrom &
Lengnick-Hall, 1991: 44). This may be contrasted with an andragogical para-
digm in which learners have a drive to be self-directing, are self-motivated
and problem/task oriented in a learning environment which is open, trusting
and collaborative (ibid.). The subjects in the present study appear to be rooted
in the former which raises questions about the extent to which their higher
educational experience has fostered the espoused shift from a pedagogi-
cal (dependent) stance to an andragogical (autonomous and collaborative)
one; a longitudinal or comparative study of learning preferences would be
instructive in this regard.

Cognitive Style: Three three-way analyses of variance, one for each method
preference (WA by VI by gender with method preferences as the depen-
dent variables), were performed on the data. This revealed a significant
main effect of WA on collaborative method preference (F, 4.75; df, 1, 212;
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Table 3. Instructional media preferences

Instructional media

Cognitive style Print-based Nonprint based

Wholist verbalisers 3.70 (0.80) 3.50 (0.68)

Wholist imagers 3.69 (0.75) 3.48 (0.71)

Analytic verbalisers 3.78 (0.75) 3.09 (0.70)

Analytic imagers 3.63 (0.76) 3.17 (0.72)

Overall 3.71 (0.77) 3.32 (0.74)

p< 0.05). No significant interactive effects were observed. The mean scores
for collaborative method preferences were (standard deviations in brackets):
wholists, 3.34 (0.85); analytics 3.09 (0.94). Wholists expressed a stronger
preference for collaborative methods (role plays, group discussions and busi-
ness games) than did analytics. Riding (1991) has suggested that wholists
tend to be gregarious and socially dependent; these data lend support to this
assertion.

Instructional media preferences

The items making up the instructional media sub-inventory were subject to a
principal components analysis. Using the eigenvalues greater than one crite-
rion two factors (accounting for 52.4% of the variance) were extracted and
subjected to orthogonal (Varimax) rotation. On the basis of this instructional
media were classified into two groups labelled as follows:
(a) print-based media (handouts, workbooks, textbooks, journal articles);
(b) nonprint based media (overhead transparencies, slides, video tapes).
Computer assisted learning was omitted from this analysis since it had been
included in the analysis of instructional method preferences.

Descriptive Statistics: Overall preferences were as follows: print-based
media, 3.71 (0.77); nonprint media, 3.32 (0.74). Subjects expressed stronger
preferences for print-based media (t = –6.14; df, 220;p < 0.001) – see
Table 3.

Cognitive Style: Two three-way analyses of variance, one for each media
preference (WA by VI by gender with instructional media preferences as
the dependent variables), were performed on the data. This revealed a highly
significant main effect of WA on nonprint media preferences (F, 15.90; df, 1,
214;p< 0.001). No significant interactive effects were observed. The mean
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Table 4. Assessment method preferences.

Assessment method

Cognitive style Formal Informal

Wholist verbalisers 3.13 (0.78) 3.70 (0.81)

Wholist imagers 3.13 (0.81) 3.80 (0.85)

Analytic verbalisers 3.23 (0.91) 3.60 (0.85)

Analytic imagers 3.20 (0.95) 3.60 (0.70)

Overall 3.17 (0.86) 3.68 (0.83)

scores for nonprint media preferences were (standard deviations in brackets):
wholists, 3.49 (0.69); analytics 3.14 (0.71). Wholists expressed a stronger
preference for nonprint based media (overhead transparencies, slides, video
tapes) than did analytics, perhaps as a result of the overall view presented
by the visual image and its nonlinearity (in comparison with print-based
media).

Assessment method preferences

The items making up the assessment method sub-inventory were subject to a
principal components analysis. Using the eigenvalues greater than one crite-
rion two factors (accounting for 52.8% of the variance) were extracted and
subjected to orthogonal (Varimax) rotation. On the basis of this assessment
methods were classified into two groups labelled as follows:
(a) formal assessment methods (examinations, tests and essay questions);
(b) informal assessment methods (individual assignments, group assign-

ments, multiple choice type questions and short-answer type questions).

Descriptive Statistics: mean preferences were as follows (standard deviation
in brackets): formal assessment methods, 3.17 (0.86); informal assessment
methods, 3.67 (0.79). Subjects expressed a stronger preference for informal
methods of assessment than for formal methods (t = –6.43; df, 221;p <
0.001) – see Table 4.

Cognitive Style: two three-way analyses of variance, on for each assessment
method preference (WA by VI by gender with assessment method preference
as the dependent variables), revealed a interaction of WA, VI and gender
in their effect on preferences for informal methods (F, 6.90; df, 1, 214;
p < 0.01). The results are shown in Figure 2 below. The style groups in
Figure 2 are ordered from ‘very wholist’ through to ‘very analytic’ (see
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Figure 2. Informal assessment method preferences, cognitive style and gender.

previous discussion). From this one may see a mirror image in the patterns
for the males and females – a phenomenon which has been noted by other
researchers with respect to style and comfort-fear rating (Riding & Fanning,
1998) and style and teacher stress (Borg & Riding, 1993).

With the exception of the female verbalisers, the wholists expressed the
strongest preferences for informal assessment methods. The wholists may
prefer the lack of rigid structure which characterises the informal methods
by comparison with formal methods. The analytics on the other hand may
react against informal methods because of the lack of structure and rigid
procedures characteristic of examinations and tests.

Discussion and conclusion

Overall Preferences: students’ overall preferences were for dependent meth-
ods (lectures, tutorial and surgeries) using print-based media (handouts,
workbooks, textbooks and journal articles) and assessed by informal methods
(individual and group assignments and multiple choice and short answer-
type questions). The method preferences score is particularly disconcerting,
since one of the aims of higher education is to make learners ‘self-reliant’
and autonomous. An important area for further research is and exploration
of why the students appeared to prefer ‘traditional’ didactic methods. The
preference for ‘informal’ assessment methods may be as a result of the
perceived difficulty of the so-called ‘formal’ methods. Again, a more detailed
and qualitative exploration of the reasons for such preferences needs to be
undertaken across a variety of different types of institution. Clearly, students
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do have preferences for particular methods and given the increasing emphasis
on student choice and the accountability of the higher education system in
the U.K. to its ‘clients,’ the significance of these preferences is likely to be an
increasingly important issue.

Cognitive Style: the present study demonstrates that cognitive style, and the
wholist-analytical dimension in particular, is related to instructional prefer-
ence. Some support is given to the differences between wholists and analytics
described by Riding (1991). As far as theoretical elaboration of the style
construct is concerned these data lend support to the ‘onion model’ put
forward by Curry, i.e., that style is an underlying dimension which affects the
‘outer skin of the onion’ (instructional preferences). Further theoretical and
empirical elaboration of the notion of preference is needed, perhaps using the
taxonomy suggested here (and based on Grasha and Reichmann, and Renzulli
and Smith). In addition, it appears that with respect to some aspects of pref-
erences, style and gender exert a combined effect. These data, in which style
has lent itself to direct empirical testing and operationalisation in terms of
instructional preferences, give support to the argument for cognitive style as
a fundamental construct which impinges on a number of aspects of behaviour
(Sternberg & Grigorenko, 1997).

An important issue when considering the role of individual differences in
instructional preferences is whether there is a relationship between instruc-
tional preferences and learning performance. Does a matching of instruc-
tional preference and instructional method affect learning performance (see
Entwistle, 1988: 207)? Much has been written about the effects of matching
and mismatching student learning styles (i.e., a learner’s habitual approaches
to studying rather than their preferred method) and cognitive styles (i.e.,
their habitual ways of thinking) with instructional treatments (see Pask, 1976,
Entwistle, 1988, Riding, 1982, Riding et al., 1989; Hayes & Allinson, 1996).
Some authors (such as Pask) suggest that the matching of a learner’s style
and the instructional method is a precondition for success. Others argue that
mismatching the learning experience and the learner’s style may be beneficial,
especially if the objective is to develop strategies to overcome the limitations
of a learner’s style (see Entwistle, 1988: 207; Honey and Mumford, 1992).
Hayes and Allinson’s 1996 review of twenty studies found that thirteen of
them “offered some support for the hypothesis that matching learning style
with learning activity will have a positive effect on learning performance” and
suggest that designing learning experiences to take cognisance of style and
preferences may provide a valuable way of optimising learning performance.

It appears that significant differences do exist between individuals in terms
of their instructional preferences. The effect of these differences on learners’
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attitudes, motivation and performance has not been investigated. For example,
it may be argued that a preference for a particular method or medium may
make a positive contribution to learners’ motivation when subjected to that
method. It may therefore be beneficial to consider acknowledging or accom-
modating learners’ preferences in order to address motivational issues. Keller
(1983: 396–397) identified delivery strategies and their impact on “theappeal
of the instruction” (italics added) as a major factor in designing ‘motivating
instruction’.

There are a number of approaches to acknowledging and accommodating
individual differences in preference and style:

(a) matching learners’ preferences with the intention that this will have some
beneficial effect on learning performance;

(b) mismatching learners preferences in order that they may become more
‘rounded’ as learners (as suggested by Honey & Mumford, 1992)

(c) selecting instructional methods and media on the basis of their intended
purpose without reference to learner preferences.

The second of these approaches assumes some malleability of style. Hayes
and Allinson (1996) found some empirical evidence to support the view that
style can be adapted to the situation and by training individuals can develop
a “stylistic versatility”. The present authors would argue that the develop-
ment of this stylistic versatility represents a strategy, rather than a style (the
latter being relatively fixed): the challenge for educators is to devise tech-
niques by which the weaknesses of one’s style may be overcome through the
development of strategies (Riding & Sadler-Smith, 1997).

As well as impacting upon the learner, style and preference may also exert
some effect upon teachers in determining the extent to which they employ
dependent, collaborative or autonomous methods (asteachingstyles or pref-
erences). Hayes and Allinson (1996) found evidence to suggest that matching
teacher and student can be detrimental for field-dependent (i.e., analytical)
students, perhaps because “field-dependent teachers fail to provide the struc-
ture that field-dependent learners need”. Hence, it is important that teachers
as well as learners are aware of their own styles and preferences and the way
this may affect the instructional methods and media which they choose to use.

The first two approaches suggested above require further empirical inves-
tigation before they become legitimate and feasible options. If the more
practical route of selecting instructional methods and media on the basis of
their intended purpose is chosen, it may be necessary to: (i) acknowledge that
a group of learners may embody a wide range of instructional preferences;
(ii) use a balance of instructional methods and media; (iii) attempt to amelio-
rate any negative motivational effects of mismatches between chosen and
preferred methods, perhaps by closely examining the educational purpose of
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a particular teaching or instructional method and communicating its intended
instructional benefits to the learners. In this way the learners may be made
more aware of the reasons for a particular method being chosen and hence
may be more likely to view it favourably even though it may not match
their personal preferences. Such a discussion may also contribute to learners’
knowledge of themselves and their role in the learning process.

Appendix

Instructional preferences inventory

Sub-Inventory 1 (Instructional Methods)

1. Lecture
2. Tutorial/surgery
3. Role play
4. Open/Distance/Flexible learning
5. Group-work
6. Computer assisted learning
7. Business ‘games’

Sub-Inventory 2 (Instructional Media)

1. Handouts
2. Workbooks
3. Textbooks
4. Journals/articles
5. Overhead transparencies
6. Slides
7. Video tapes

Sub-Inventory 3 (Assessment Methods)

1. Examinations
2. Group assignments
3. Individual assignments
4. Tests
5. Essay questions
6. Multiple choice questions
7. Short answer questions
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