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Distance Education, Teaching with Technology and Learning Styles

I believe that a strong connection exists between learning styles and teaching with technology, and additionally, between learning styles and distance education. Evidence of this can be found in a review of the literature, and through my own personal teaching and learning experiences. One must keep in mind that people learn in different ways, that most people have a preferred learning style, and that there are many different learning styles models, only a small portion of which will be discussed here.
College instructors are increasingly being encouraged to use more technology in the classroom, to accommodate all learning styles, and as the student population is becoming more and more expectant of learning to interact with technology during class. In my face-to-face classes, a course management system called Blackboard is used as a repository for course lectures, documents, and relevant online links and materials for each topic within the course. During class, the use of PowerPoint presentations to explain important concepts allows me to accommodate visual, auditory and kinesthetic learning styles. Because I teach a subject (forensic science) that is extremely visual (and at times graphic), PowerPoint allows me to project an image or diagram for the entire class to examine and discuss – a mechanism that is much better than having me just describe something to them. I feel that used properly, PowerPoint is one of the best technology tools for disseminating information. Used improperly, it can make class extremely boring and may encourage a very passive form of learning. In addition, exploring selected websites relevant to course topics during class can provide a wealth of enriching activities and up-to-the-minute data for students. 
There has been a good deal of research done on students’ learning styles. One such study that addressed learning styles and distance learning was conducted in 1999 by Diaz and Cartnal, and titled: “Students’ Learning Styles in Two Classes: Online Distance Learning and Equivalent On-campus.” The purpose of this study was to compare the student learning styles of two online health education classes with an equivalent on-campus class, and included the administration of the Grasha-Riechmann Student Learning Style Scales (GRSLSS) to determine student social learning preferences in six learning style categories. Diaz and Cartnal found that students who enrolled in the distance education class were significantly more Independent learners than students in the equivalent on-campus class, and that students enrolled in the equivalent class were significantly more Dependent learners than the distance group. In my personal experience of teaching the same course, both online and face-to-face, I would have to agree with these results. Students who do well in my online course do tend to be independent learners, who do well working at their own pace, and generally tend to follow instructions and meet deadlines with no problems. Further research may indicate that these are mostly visual learners, who prefer the presentation of both textual and graphic material. Learners who are more dependent tend not to do as well in online courses, with the exception of those who really focus their efforts. Research here could indicate that these learners tend to be more auditory, and require the classroom interactive dialogue to assist their understanding. For this group to succeed, extra effort such as reading aloud from online materials and discussion boards may help.
Diaz and Cartnal suggest that faculty who are putting a traditional course online, should consider administering a student learning style inventory to both their distance and traditional students, as this knowledge of student learning preferences can aid faculty in class preparation, designing class delivery methods, choosing appropriate technologies, and developing sensitivity to differing student learning preferences within the distance education environment.
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