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Abstract

There are many ways in which people learn and perceive the world around them.  These ways of learning or learning styles may greatly influence how a student performs in their educational pursuits.  The purpose of this study is to examine the influences of learning styles on overall student achievement at the University of Phoenix.

Introduction

Over the years, many studies have been performed that investigate the differences in learning styles.  Most researchers have discovered that not everyone has the same style of learning; and therefore they should not receive identical instruction or be taught the same way.  It is important for both educators and students to consider the differences in learning styles.  One of the reasons is because teachers need to know how to best instruct their students.  Course designers also need to know how to best design curriculum.  And, students need to be aware of their learning styles so that they can know how these styles affect the ways in which they learn. “Although many students can master easy information in the 'wrong' style for them, they do so more efficiently and rapidly when they capitalize on their learning-style strengths" (Stevenson and Dunn, 2001, p. 3).

For the purpose of this paper, learning styles will be defined as “ways in which we gather and process information in addition to the manner in which we prefer to learn”.  (Davidson-Shivers et al, 2002, p. 3).  We will investigate those students that are enrolled or have completed distance education courses/programs at the University of Phoenix (UoPhx), and have performed at a high, average and low academic level, as well as those that have dropped out of their distance education programs.  

Statement of Research Question

The following research question and hypotheses guided this study.

To what extent does learning styles affect student achievement of UoPhx distance education students?

Statement of Research Hypotheses

1. Student success in distance learning courses is influenced by their learning styles.

2. Students that have a more dominant learning style perform better in distance education programs.

3. Students with the accommodator learning style do not perform as well in distance education programs.

Literature Review

Diaz and Cartnal (1999) studied the comparison of learning styles of students in an online health education distance class with those in an on-campus environment.  In comparing the learning styles of the two groups, the Grasha-Riechmann Student Learning Style Scales (GRSLSS) was administered.  This instrument was chosen for the following reasons: 

· It is one of the few instruments designed specifically to be used with senior high school and college/university students 

· It is a relevant scale to use in a distance setting since it focuses on how students interact with the instructor, other students, and with learning in general. 

· It promotes an optimal teaching/learning environment by helping faculty design courses and develop sensitivity to student/learner needs. 

· It promotes understanding of learning styles in a broad context, spanning six categories.  The learning styles in these categories are independent learners, dependent learners, competitive learners, collaborative learners, avoidant learners, and participant learners  (pp. 6-7).

Diaz and Cartnal (1999) found that the students in the distance learning class scored higher on the independent learning style scale and lower on the dependent learning style scale (p. 11).  “Students in the equivalent on-campus class were significantly more dependent learners than the distance group” (p. 12).  The dependent learners preferred more structure and guidance in the learning setting.  Although the online students preferred independent learning situations, they were also “willing and able to participate in collaborative work if they have structure from the teacher to initiate it” (p. 12).

Du and Simpson (n.d.) studied 169 online masters’ students in the School of Library and Information Sciences.  The Kolb’s learning style test was administered. The purpose of their study was to determine the enjoyment level of students in distance education, as well as, to determine if the independent variables learning styles and class participation influenced the dependent variable of self-reported enjoyment level; and if so, to what magnitude.  They discovered that learning styles and class participation significantly impacted the student’s enjoyment level (p. 10).  It was believed that these results may not paint an adequate picture of the impact between the variables because the research participants were summer school students and not the traditional year-round student.  Therefore, their motivation for taking the course could be different, which could result in a difference in their performance as well (p. 13). 

These studies differ from our current study in some respects.  In the first study, they compared the differences in learning styles of on-campus students with online students.  The second study looked at the impact of class participation and learning styles on student enjoyment.  Our research is more concerned with how student’s various learning styles impact their achievement in distance education.  We define achievement as those who persist or not persist (dropout) and those who perform at a high, average and low academic level.  The first study did in some respect correlate with our hypotheses, as they discovered that online learners are usually more independent type learners and that the learning styles of students affect their academic performance. 

Not all of the research literature supports a direct relationship between learning style and achievement.  Gazella, Stephens and Baloglu (2002) utilized the Inventory of Learning Processes (ILP) (Schmeck, Ribich, and Ramanaiah, 1977) to assess learning style of undergraduate Educational Psychology students.  Learning style was hypothesized to predict course grades from objective-type tests.  Multiple regression was used to develop a prediction equation from the ILP and the demographic data (age):  "The prediction equation was Y = 73.71 + .34 (Age) + .65 (Deep Processing score) - .18 (Elaborative Processing score) + 1.05 (Fact Retention score)*4 + .002 (Methodical Study score).  This equation significantly predicted [F 6,93) = 7.87, p < .0001] the Educational Psychology course grades and accounted for 34% of the total variance.  When individual predictors of the model were investigated, it was found that Age [t = 7.84, p < .0001], Deep Processing [t = 2.82, p < .006], and Fact Retention [t = 1.96, p < .05] were the only significant predictors of the course grades" (p. 3-4).  Deep Processing referred to how students "critically evaluate, analyze, organize, and contrast information" (p. 2), while Fact Retention "assesses how effectively specific factual information is retrieved from one's memory" (p. 2).  "It is suggested that future research be conducted to investigate how essay-type tests and research projects  … are related to the other ILP scales (especially Elaborative Processing and Methodical Study)" (p. 4).  

One study found that developmental level was more important than learning style with undergraduate College Biology students.  Kolb learning styles and Neo-Piagetian developmental levels were assessed to determine if instructional approaches based upon learning style would improve student achievement (Lawson and Johnson, 2002).  Thinkers and feelers did not do better when the instructional method presumably matched their preferred learning style (p. 87).  However, developmental level did predict success within both instructional approaches (expository and inquiry) (p. 88).  This study “supports neo-Piagetian theory and implies that instruction should be designed to improve reasoning abilities” (p. 88).  In addition, this study suggests that the “inquiry (learning cycle) approach has the potential for successful application in a wide variety of disciplines” (p. 88).  Kolb’s theory did not explain achievement in the undergraduates studied by Lawson and Johnson (2002).

Method

In our study we will limit ourselves to online students at the University of Phoenix taking undergraduate courses.  Our experimental design will include both quantitative and qualitative approaches.  Initially, a survey will be made available on the UoPhx website to be taken by students at the end of a course.  This survey instrument will be made available at the same time as the course evaluation and will utilize Kolb's Learning Style Inventory (LSI).  The survey will be made available over a period of one year.  From the survey participants, a sample of 100 students will be selected randomly without replacement.  We will strive to select an equal number of male and females and an equal number of freshmen, sophomore, juniors and seniors.  Our qualitative approach will utilize interview and questionnaire techniques from a subsample of the survey participants. The method for choosing interviewees will depend upon the initial survey results. We believe that this dual approach to sampling and gathering data will give us a broad and complete set of responses from which to draw conclusions about the relationships between learning style and attrition in distance education at UoPhx.
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