
CONCLUSION

There is no definite
consensus on what a

learning style actually is. 

WHAT IS A

LEARNING

STYLE?

Educators who advocate for
multimodal learning should be

wary of falling back onto models
that rigidly define categories of
learners in the name of making
learning more “accessible.”  

 

The idea of students having innate,
individualized learning styles has long

been embedded into instruction practices

“WHAT IS YOUR

LEARNING

STYLE?” 

 

MULTIMODALTY

AND LEARNING

STYLES

 

WHY

LEARNING

STYLES?

 

If learning styles have been
proven to be a myth time and

time again, why do we still cling
to them?

M u l t i m o d a l i t y

a n d  L e a r n i n g

S t y l e  M o d e l s

 

Multimodal integration is all about
expanding the ways students learn

and compose, which is why the
limitations imposed by archetypal

styles seemingly don’t align –
they’re restrictive.
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THE

INTERSECTION

Explore some examples of
how multimodality and

learning styles have found
themselves intersected.



   The  i dea  o f  s tuden t s  hav ing  i nna te ,
i nd i v i dua l i zed  l ea rn ing  s t y l e s  has  l ong
been  embedded  i n to  i n s t ruc t i on
prac t i ces .  Th i s  pe rvas i ve  my th  has
roo ted  i t se l f  w i th in  many  d i s c ip l i nes ,
w i th  s y s temat i c  r ev i ews  repor t i ng  tha t
a round  89% o f  educa to r s  (Newton  &
Sa l v i  3 )  be l i e ve  tha t  s tuden t s  have  a
spec i f i ed  way  i n  wh i ch  they  l ea rn ,  and
tha t  l ea rn ing  mus t  be  ca te red  and
matched  to  th i s  s t y l e  to  be  e f f ec t i ve .
The  bas i c  p r i nc ip l e  o f  l ea rn ing  s t y l e s  i s
u l t ima te l y  an  advoca t i on  fo r
d i f f e ren t i a t ed  i n s t ruc t i on .  Tha t  i s ,
i n s t ruc t i on  tha t  accommoda tes  fo r  the
d i ve r se  na tu re  o f  s tuden t s  w i th in  a
c l a s s room,  p rov id ing  d i f f e ren t  means  o f
unders tand ing  i n fo rmat ion .  Na tu ra l l y ,
because  o f  th i s ,  t heor i e s  o f  l ea rn ing
s t y l e s  have  been  used  to  va l i da te  the
need  fo r  mu l t imoda l  i n teg ra t i on  w i th in
c l a s s rooms ,  a s  i t  o f f e r s  d i f f e ren t  ways
o f  t r ansmut ing  i n fo rmat ion .  Mu l t imoda l
l ea rn ing  has  p roven  i t se l f  e f f ec t i ve  fo r
ma jo r i t y  o f  s tuden t s  and  has  e s tab l i shed
scho la r sh ip  ou t l i n i ng  i t s  cogn i t i ve
enhancement s  (Drachs l e r  &  Schne ider ;
Koć-Januch ta  e t  a l ;  Massa  &  Mayer ;
Sharma  &  G iannakos ) .  I n  e xp lo r ing  the
myth  o f  the  l ea rn ing  s t y l e  and  i t s
i n te r sec t i on  w i th  mu l t imoda l i t y ,
revea led  a re  the  p i t f a l l s  t ha t  th i s
i n te r sec t i on  en ta i l s ,  g i v i ng  a l l  t he  more
reason  fo r  advoca t i ng  tha t  mu l t imoda l
s tud ie s  s t r ays  f rom neuromytho log i e s .
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   Beyond  the  b road  concep tua l i za t i on  tha t
s tuden t s  a re  d i f f e ren t  f rom one  ano ther
(wh i ch  IS  t rue ) ,  t he re  i s  no  de f i n i t e  consensus
on  wha t  a  l ea rn ing  s t y l e  ac tua l l y  i s .  There  a re
many  mode l s  tha t  have  been  cons t ruc ted  tha t
ou t l i ne  the  “ s t y l e s ”  o f  l ea rner s  o r  the  “ t ype”
o f  l ea rner  tha t  s tuden t s  a re .  The  VARK mode l
i s  pe rhaps  the  mos t  e s t ab l i shed  and  w ide l y
known,  b reak ing  down  l ea rner s  i n to  v i sua l ,
aud i to ry ,  r ead-wr i t e ,  and  k ines the t i c
ca tegor i e s .  The  Honey-Mumford  d i v i des
s tuden t s  i n to  four  c l a s s i f i ca t i ons :  ac t i v i s t s ,
re f l ec to r s ,  t heor i s t s ,  and  p ragmat i s t s .  The
Fe lder -S i l ve rman  mode l  ad jus t s  the
pre fe rences  to :  sens ing ,  i n tu i t i ve ,  v i sua l ,
ve rba l  ac t i ve ,  r e f l ec t i ve ,  sequen t i a l ,  and
g loba l  (Newton  7 ) .  These  examp les  a re  j u s t
some  o f  many ,  w i th  Co f f i e ld  e t  a l .  r epor t i ng
tha t  they  i den t i f i ed  71  mode l s  o f  l ea rn ing
s t y l e s  th roughou t  the i r  r e search  (p .2 ) .  I
chose  to  e l abora te  on  these  spec i f i c  l ea rn ing
s t y l e s  a s  to  d i sp l ay  j u s t  how  d i f f e ren t  they
can  be ,  va ry ing  i n  wha t  they  base  the i r
immutab le  ca tegor i e s  w i th in ,  whe ther  i t  be
per sona l i t y  t ype  o r  cogn i t i ve  p re fe rence .  

   No t  on l y  i s  t he re  no  consensus  on  wha t  the
idea l  l ea rn ing  s t y l e  mode l  l ooks  l i ke ,  t he re
have  add i t i ona l l y  been  no  s tud ie s  pub l i shed
tha t  conc lude  ad jus t i ng  i n s t ruc t i on  to  a
s tuden t ’ s  l ea rn ing  s t y l e  has  any  s i gn i f i can t
e f f ec t  on  the i r  l ea rn ing .  A  good  ma jo r i t y  o f
the  ex i s t i ng  s tud ie s  pub l i shed  were  no t
re l i ab l e ,  even  under  m in ima l  t e s t i ng  c r i t e r i a
such  a s :  i n te rna l  cons i s t ency ,  t e s t - re te s t
re l i ab i l i t y  and  cons t ruc t  va l i d i t y  (Co f f i e ld  e t
a l .  35 ) .  
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   I f  l ea rn ing  s t y l e s  have  been  p roven  to
be  a  my th  t ime  and  t ime  aga in ,  why  do
we  s t i l l  c l i ng  to  them?  L i ke l y  because  the
ma in  sen t imen t  tha t  l ea rn ing  s t y l e
theor i e s  bu i l d  upon  i s  t ha t  a l l  l ea rner s
a re  d i f f e ren t  –  wh i ch  i s  an  i nd i spu tab le
fac t .  I n s tead  o f  acknow ledg ing  the  many
d imens ions  o f  d i f f e rence  tha t  can  ex i s t
w i th in  a  l ea rner ,  r ang ing  f rom sub jec t
i n te res t ,  background  know ledge ,  and  the
presence  o f  l ea rn ing  d i sab i l i t i e s  -  we
resor t  to  b road  ca tegor i za t i ons  tha t  a re
eas i e r  to  ad jus t  t o .  I n s t ruc t i on  can  ve ry
eas i l y  be  sa id  to  be  access ib l e  to  a
mu l t i t ude  o f  l ea rner s  when  th i s
accep tab i l i t y  has  no  c l ea r  g round ing .  Pu t
f rank l y ,  l ea rn ing  s t y l e  mode l s  a re  an  easy
way  ou t  o f  ac tua l l y  acknow ledg ing  and
adap t ing  to  a  r ange  o f  d i f f e rences
s tuden t s  ca r ry .  These  d i f f e rences  can  be
inna te ,  l ea rned ,  o r  a  comb ina t i on  o f  the
two ,  bu t  they  canno t  be  ca tegor i zed  a s  to
de f i n i t i ve l y  p red i c t  how  a  l ea rner  w i l l
r e spond  to  g i ven  i n s t ruc t i on .  Th i s
s imp l i f i ca t i on  can  even  be  dangerous  a s
the  reduc t i ve  na tu re  o f  l ea rn ing  s t y l e
mode l s  a l l ows  fo r  e s sen t i a l i sm  to  seep
th rough ,  bes tow ing  s tuden t s  w i th
immutab le  ca tegor i e s  tha t  c l a im  to
pred i c t  how  they  w i l l  bes t  l ea rn .
Essen t i a l i z a t i on  g i ves  bo th  s tuden t s  and
educa to r s  the  impress ion  tha t  the re  i s  no
room fo r  l ea rn ing  ou t s ide  o f  the i r  g i ven
s t y l e ,  po ten t i a l l y  l im i t i ng  s tuden t
l ea rn ing  ou tcomes .  Fur ther ,  l ea rn ing
s t y l e s  can  be  used  a s  a  f a l se  means  o f
access ib i l i t y ,  d i ve r s i f y i ng  the  ways  o f
l ea rn ing  a s  to  accommoda te  fo r  these
fa l se  a rche types  can  neg lec t  r ea l ,
t ang ib l e  needs  fo r  access ib i l i t y .  

WHY LEARNING STYLES?



  Mu l t imoda l  i n teg ra t i on  i s  a l l  abou t
expand ing  the  ways  s tuden t s  l ea rn  and
compose ,  wh i ch  i s  why  the  l im i t a t i ons
imposed  by  a rche typa l  s t y l e s  seeming l y
don ’ t  a l i gn  –  they ’ re  re s t r i c t i ve .  A l though ,
i t ’ s  unden iab le  tha t  the  VARK mode l
ou t l i nes  d i s t i nc t i ve  modes ,  g i v i ng  reason
for  them to  be  imp lemented  i n  a  c l a s s room
se t t i ng .  Th i s  mode l  seeming l y  wou ld
encourage  mu l t i p l e  modes  to  be  u t i l i z ed
when  t each ing ,  thus  mak ing  the  c l a s s room
a  p l ace  where  mu l t i p l e  moda l i t i e s  a re
encouraged .  G i ven  tha t  th i s  has  been  the
mos t  we l l - known  l ea rn ing  s t y l e  mode l ,  i t ’ s
a lmos t  i nev i t ab l e  tha t  th i s  my th  f i nds  i t se l f
i n te r sec t i ng  w i th  s tud ie s  i n  mu l t imoda l i t y .  

   To  examine  the  p i t f a l l s  o f  con f l a t i ng
mu l t imoda l i t y  and  l ea rn ing  s t y l e s ,  l e t  u s
wa lk  th rough  a  f i c t i ve  na r ra t i ve .  Say  a
teacher  wan t s  to  l ea rn  more  abou t  he r  new
s tuden t s ,  t hus  she  g i ves  them a  shor t  qu i z
a t  t he  beg inn ing  o f  the  semes te r  to  ge t  a
scope  o f  the i r  l ea rn ing  s t y l e .  Th i s  qu i z
cons i s t s  o f  ques t i ons  such  a s  these  ( see
f i g .  2  &  3 ) :  
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   These  ques t i ons  g i ve  s tuden t s  t ime  to
re f l ec t  on  the  modes  by  wh i ch  they  l ea rn ,
and  how they  p re fe r  to  l ea rn .  The  s tuden t s
submi t  the  qu i z  and  a re  g i ven  a  s i ngu la r
l ea rn ing  s t y l e  –  the  one  tha t  they  a l l eged l y
l ea rn  bes t  w i th .  Th i s  l ea rn ing  s t y l e  i s
comp le te l y  sub jec t i ve  to  how  they
unders tand  the i r  own  l ea rn ing  p rac t i ces
and  based  comp le te l y  on  p re fe rence .  The
teacher  then  t akes  these  re su l t s ,  s ee ing  the
w ide  a r ray  o f  l ea rn ing  s t y l e s  be fo re  he r .
The  s tuden t s  i n te rna l i ze  these  re su l t s ,
sudden l y  see ing  the i r  means  o f  l ea rn ing
th rough  a  s i ngu la r  mode .  Wh i l e  the  end
resu l t  i s  u l t ima te l y  neu t ra l  f o r  the  t eacher
( i n  tha t  she  a l ready  knows  her  s tuden t s
d i f f e r  f rom each  o ther ,  and  tha t  she  wan t s
to  make  an  e f fo r t  t o  d i ve r s i f y  he r  t each ing
s t y l e ) ,  t he  s tuden t s  f i nd  themse l ves
reduced  to  a  s i ngu la r  mode  o f  l ea rn ing ,
th ink ing  tha t  i t  i s  t he  mos t  op t ima l  way
tha t  they  l ea rn .  G i ven  tha t  s tud ie s  show
tha t  mu l t i p l e  modes  o f  l ea rn ing  p rove  to  be
be t te r  than  one  (Koć-Januch ta  e t  a l ;  Massa
&  Mayer ) ,  hav ing  s tuden t s  reduce
themse l ves  to  a  s i ngu la r  a rche type  i s
unnecessa r i l y  l im i t i ng .  

   Ano ther  way  tha t  mu l t imoda l i t y  and
lea rn ing  s t y l e  mode l s  d i f f e r  i n  approach  i s
tha t  these  mode l s  t yp i ca l l y  advoca te  fo r
modes  o f  l ea rn ing ,  no t  fo r  modes  o f
compos i t i on .  Whereas  mu l t imoda l  s tud ie s
t rad i t i ona l l y  a rgues  fo r  the  imp lementa t i on
o f  bo th .  Methods  o f  s tuden t  ou tpu t  o r
as ses sment  a re  t yp i ca l l y  neg lec ted  i n  the
d i f f e ren t i a ted  i n s t ruc t i on  tha t  accompan ie s
l ea rn ing  s t y l e  mode l s ,  w i th  heavy  emphas i s
on l y  on  i n s t ruc t i on  p rac t i ces .  P roduc t i on
rema ins  i n teg ra l  t o  i n te rac t i ng  w i th
mu l t i p l e  modes  and  acknow ledg ing  the
pr i v i l ege  g i ven  to  ce r ta in  modes .  

MULTIMODAL ITY  AND LEARNING STYLES



MULTIMODAL ITY  AND LEARNING STYLES

   The  t e rm "mu l t imoda l i t y "  has  been  co-
op ted  by  those  who  advoca te  fo r  l ea rn ing
s t y l e s ,  wh i ch  i n  tu rn ,  d i l u te s  i t s  mean ing .
S tuden t ' s  cou ld  p roc l a im  they  a re
"mu l t imoda l "  l ea rner s ,  wh i ch  wou ld  deno te
tha t  they  l ea rn  bes t  when  two  o r  more
"sensory  s t y l e s "  a re  u t i l i z ed .  Th i s  pe rhaps
d i s regards  the  dep th  tha t  mu l t imoda l
l ea rn ing  a f fo rds  s tuden t s  and  educa to r s .
S tuden t ' s  canno t  mere l y  "be  mu l t imoda l "  i n
a  ca tegor i ca l  sense ,  bu t  they  can  ce r ta in l y
engage  w i th ,  r e spond  to ,  and  u t i l i z e
mu l t imoda l i t y  a s  a  means  to  be t t e r  the i r
re ten t i on  and  execu t ion  o f  know ledge .  We
make  mean ing  i n  a  va r i e t y  o f  ways  and  we
commun ica te  th i s  mean ing  i n  a  va r i e t y  o f
ways .  Mu l t imoda l i t y  se rves  to  e xp lo re  the
d i f f e ren t  ways  we  make  mean ing ,  b reak ing
down  the  " s t r i c t  ' d i v i s i ons  o f  l abor ' "
(O 'Ha l l o ran  e t  a l .  3 )  t ha t  d i s c ip l i nes  t ake
on  i n  the i r  approach  to  th i s  mean ing
mak ing .  
   Wh i l e  the  advoca t i on  fo r  l ea rn ing  s t y l e s
can  i ndeed  push  fo r  these  d i f f e ren t i a ted
semio t i c  modes  o f  mean ing ,  we  mus t  l ook
beyond  i t .  Sh i f t i ng  towards  a  mu l t imoda l
per spec t i ve  wou ld  i n s tead  l ook  towards
bu i l d ing  and  ana l y z ing  an  i nven to ry  o f
modes .  Th i s  wou ld  embo lden  s tuden t s
exp lo re  the  a r ray  o f  avenues  i n  i n te rac t i ng
w i th  i n s t ruc t i on  and  p roduc ing  con ten t  to
demons t ra te  the i r  know ledge .  
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   "A  mu l t imoda l i t y  o r  mu l t i sensory  approach
to  t each ing  and  l ea rn ing  i s  c r i t i ca l  f o r
teachers  to  bes t  mee t  the  needs  o f  a l l
s tuden t s  and  the i r  va r ious  l ea rn ing  s t y l e s"
(p .143 )

   Borze l l o ,  Ker i .  “The  Bene f i t s  o f  a
Mu l t imoda l i t y  Approach  to  Teach ing  and
Learn ing . ”  New  Perspec t i ves  i n  Sc i ence
Educa t ion ,  ed i t ed  by  P i xe l ,  L i b re r i a
Un i ve r s i t a r i a ,  2018 ,  pp .  141–145.

"Th i s  work  a ims  to  examine  the  ‘Mu l t imoda l ’
l ea rn ing  s t y l e ,  wh i ch  re fe r s  to  the  percep tua l
l ea rn ing  p re fe rence  tha t  i nc ludes  a l l  f our
percep tua l  l ea rn ing  modes  a t  t he  same  l eve l
( i . e .  v i sua l ,  aud i to ry ,  t ac t i l e  and
k inaes the t i c ) "  ( p .24 )

   Garga l l o -Camar i l l a s ,  Noe l i a .  “Mu l t imoda l
and  Percep tua l  Lea rn ing  S t y l e s :  The i r  E f fec t
on  S tuden t s ’  Mot i va t i on  i n  a  D ig i t a l
Env i ronment . ”  The  EuroCALL  Rev i ew ,  vo l .  28 ,
no .  2 ,  2020 ,  pp .  23–38. ,
h t tps : //do i .o rg/10 .4995/euroca l l .2020.1275
8.

 "The  i nc reas ing  use  o f  mu l t imed ia  i n
teach ing  has  p rov ided  many  oppor tun i t i e s  to
presen t  mu l t i p l e  represen ta t i ons  o f  con ten t
( t e x t ,  v i deo ,  aud io ,  images ,  i n te rac t i ve
e l ement s )  t o  ca te r  more  e f f ec t i ve l y  to  the
d i f f e ren t  l ea rn ing  s t y l e s  o f  an  i nc reas ing l y
d i ve r se  s tuden t  body . "  ( p .852 )

   Sankey ,  M ichae l ,  e t  a l .  “Engag ing  S tuden t s
th rough  Mu l t imoda l  Lea rn ing  Env i ronment s :
The  Journey  Con t inues . ”  Cur r i cu lum,
Techno logy ,  and  Advancement  ,  2010.
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  I t ’ s  easy  to  f a l l  back  on  l ea rn ing  s t y l e
mode l s  a s  to  advoca te  fo r  mu l t imoda l
l ea rn ing  and  compos ing ,  e spec i a l l y  now  tha t
mu l t imoda l  r ecogn i t i on  has  i nc reased  due
to  a  r i s e  i n  t echno log i ca l  u t i l i z a t i on  w i th in
c l a s s rooms.  Mu l t imoda l i t y  has  s cho la r sh ip
o f  i t s  own  and  a  l ong  h i s to ry  o f  d i s course
tha t  so l i d i f i e s  i t s  p resence  i n  the
c l a s s room,  wh i ch  i s  why  roo t i ng  i t s
i n teg ra t i on  i n  th i s  my th  i s  no t  necessa ry  o r
bene f i c i a l .  Educa to r s  who  advoca te  fo r
mu l t imoda l  l ea rn ing  shou ld  be  wary  o f
f a l l i ng  back  on to  mode l s  tha t  r i g i d l y  de f i ne
ca tegor i e s  o f  l ea rner s  i n  the  name  o f
mak ing  l ea rn ing  more  “access ib l e . ”
Imp lement ing  mu l t imoda l i t y  shou ld  a lways
be  abou t  e xpans ion :  e xpans ion  o f  modes ,
expans ion  o f  means  o f  l ea rn ing ,  e xpans ion
o f  p roduc t i on  –  the  re s t r i c t i ve  na tu re  o f
these  mode l s  i s  t he  an t i t hes i s  o f  wha t
mu l t imoda l  s cho la r sh ip  pos tu l a te s .  

CONCLUS ION
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