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Understanding the Student Learner 

 In order for a teacher to successfully reach his students, he must first understand them at 

both the pedagogical and personal level.  A teacher who cannot relate to the specific learning 

styles and diverse needs of his student body will ultimately fail as an instructor, regardless of his 

mastery of content knowledge or innovativeness in lesson planning.  In decades past, when 

methods of instruction tended to favor a traditional, lecture-based methodology, and a “one size 

fits all” approach was the norm, teachers could get by without appealing to the wide array of 

learning styles that research now shows students learn best by.  However, times have changed 

and teachers must now be responsible for appealing to a variety of students by consistently using 

differing instructional techniques and strategies. 

 The first notion of traditional instruction that must be discarded in today‟s educational 

environment is the idea that students are simply an empty vessel, ready to be filled with whatever 

knowledge the teacher bestows upon them.  This “banking” view of education is antiquated and 

fails to account for the fact that most students do not learn best when they are asked to take notes 

over content they may not find relevant or engaging.  Students must be encouraged to engage in 

a more dialectic classroom, where their participation helps guide the course direction and 

objectives.  In the modern classroom, “a lecture class no longer entails simply a scripted delivery 

of information (no matter how well done), but it may also include a variety of „active learning‟ 

techniques that truly engage students in the collective dialogue” (Montgomery & Groat 1).  If 



students do not have a vested interest in the subject matter, as if often then case during classes 

which are exclusively didactic, teacher-centered, and lecture-based, successful learning will not 

take place, “there is general acceptance that the manner in which individuals choose to or are 

inclined to approach a learning situation has an impact on performance and achievement of 

learning outcomes” (Cassidy 420).   

 Once a teacher has begun to make the difficult shift from traditional, banking education, 

to modern, student-centered instruction, the challenge arises of determining what learning styles 

are represented in the classroom.  When doing so, there are many models teachers may find 

helpful, several of which will be outlined below.  While these models all classify learners in 

somewhat different categories, depending on the criterion used for classification, most of the 

models emphasize the important, and fundamental, difference between introverted and 

extroverted learners.  While the vast majority of students will fall somewhere on the continuum 

between being an introvert and an extrovert and not on one side specifically, every student will 

have at least some tendencies towards one end or the other.  Determining where a student 

generally falls is a relatively easy task and, when a teacher is attempting to get to know his 

students, a good place to begin.  By deciding if students are generally introverted or extroverted, 

the teacher can begin to respect those character aspects in class activities and lessons.  Students 

who are extroverted will be more comfortable making presentations, leading groups, and raising 

questions.  Students who are introverted will feel more at home performing research, collecting 

data, and writing responses.  However, it is important to note that the role of the educator is not 

to simply let students remain within their comfort zone for the whole year, but rather, to build a 

measure of trust with the students and then help them move and grow from where they are 



comfortable.  Under guidance from a master teacher, a student who began the year as a quiet and 

shy introvert may be leading group discussions and presentations by the end of the year.   

  Oftentimes in education, learning styles are broken down into three main groups, 

kinesthetic, auditory, and visual.  Those students who are kinesthetic tend to learn best through 

hands-on activities.  Assignments that involve building and creating things, be they clay models 

or a simple machine for physics class, are what kinesthetic learners feel they are best suited for.  

Auditory learners tend to learn best by listening to material.  For these students, lectures or books 

on tape might prove the most successful method for delivering content.  Finally, visual learners 

acquire knowledge best through seeing the material.  Resources like graphs, videos, and pictures 

are generally best for these types of learners.   

 While these broad classifications can help teachers get a basic idea of the types of 

students in their class, it is important to realize that, much like the extrovert/introvert 

classification noted above, no student will fall entirely into one category or the other.  Students 

may be predominately visual learners, or auditory learners, but they may also benefit from 

kinesthetic activities as well, or may be any combination of the three.  Because of this, teachers 

must attempt to address all three learning types with some regularity.  An optimal lesson would 

involve aspects of all three styles and would allow students to focus on their specific strengths, 

perhaps by letting them choose the form of assessment they felt most comfortable with. 

 Aside from this basic model of classification, there are many additional models which 

can be used to further organize student learning styles in more complex manners.  For example, 

the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) assesses students along four continuums, from 

extravert to introvert, from sensor to intuitor, from thinker to feeler, and from judger to perceiver 

(Thomas et al. 34).  Many teachers give students the MBTI during the first week in order to find 



out for themselves and for their students where they fall on each scale.  This can be a beneficial 

activity to help teachers begin determining what types of learners are represented within each 

class.   

In addition to the MBTI there is also the Kolb‟s Learning Style Model which classifies 

students “along the scales of preference for „concrete experience‟ or „abstract conceptualisation‟ 

(how information is taken in), and „active experimentation‟ or „reflective observation‟ (how they 

internalize information)” (Thomas et al. 34).  The Kolb model would prove especially useful 

within the context of a science classroom as it would help the teacher determine which students 

would prefer active roles in laboratory experiences versus those students who would be better 

suited in analyzing the data and reflecting over the conclusions of an experiment.    

Finally, a teacher could also use the Felder-Silverman Learning Style Model which 

classifies students on a continuum from active learners to reflective learners (basically extrovert 

versus introvert), sensing learners to intuitive learners, visual learners to verbal learners, 

sequential learners to global learners, and inductive learners to deductive learners (Thomas et al. 

34).  Of these three models, the Felder-Silverman is the broadest and incorporates ideas from the 

other two models as well as from the previous discussion over kinesthetic/auditory/visual 

learners.  While it would most likely be incredibly impractical for a teacher to perform all of 

these personality assessments for 100-150 students, analyze the tests, and base his teaching 

methods around the results, it would certainly be helpful to engage in some discussion and 

analysis of learning styles so the teacher at least has a general idea of what each student is 

comfortable with.  

That being said, all of the personality tests in the world will not help teachers effectively 

connect with students if the personal relationship between the teacher and student is lacking or 



absent.  While knowledge of each student‟s learning style is certainly imperative in creating a 

successful classroom, that knowledge will do the teacher little good if they cannot reach students 

on a personal level.  Because of this, teachers must spend time actually getting to know their 

students.  Teachers could use these personality assessments as a springboard to begin a great 

conversation with each student on how they feel they learn best, what previous education 

experiences have been the most rewarding for them, what have been the most difficult, what do 

they expect from you as a teacher, and so on.  When the teacher makes time to show each student 

that he has a vested interest in them, not just as a student with a specific learning style, but as a 

person with a wealth of experience and history, a relationship is made that will help the teacher 

reach that student far more effectively than any personality test ever could.   
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