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Initial Assessment 
 

According to Wallace it is important: (Prof Susan Wallace-Nottingham Trent University) 
 
‘to establish the learning needs of the individual  
students in order to devise ways in which they can  
be provided with the support they need…….. 
In subsequent lessons student progress and the effectiveness of the support strategies can be 
carefully monitored.’ 
 
The priority should be: 
 
‘to draw the students out, to listen and to assess.’ 
 

MODELS OF INITIAL ASSESSMENT 
 

What information would you expect from the following examples of initial assessment? 
Which would you use when and why?  

 
Application form 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Basic Skills Assessment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interview 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Paired ice-breaker 
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Group Hopes/Expectations/Fears Ice-breaker 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Skills Audit  
 

Adult Learners and their Learning Needs 
 

The following adult learners are starting a course this term.   
Identify the skills, knowledge and attitudes they are likely to bring with them. 
Identify potential barriers to learning. 
Identify their learning needs. 
 
Andy has been in a full-time job for several years.  His employer has suggested he does this course to 
gain promotion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jenny is married and has been at home with the children for the last 8 years.  The youngest is now at 
school and she is thinking about getting a part-time job. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Maggie is a single mum who works part-time.  She wants to improve her career prospects and earn more 
money. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pete left school 10 years ago with no qualifications.  Since then he has had a variety of jobs in hospitality. 
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IT’S NOT HOW SMART YOU ARE – IT’S HOW YOU ARE SMART! 
 

Howard Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences 
 

There is a constant flow of new information on how the human brain operates, how it differs in function between 
genders, how emotions impact on intellectual acuity, even on how genetics and environment each impact on our 
cognitive abilities.  While each area of study has its merits, Howard Gardner of Harvard University has identified 
different KINDS of intelligence we possess.  This has particularly strong ramifications in the classroom, because if 
we can identify learners’ different strengths among these intelligences, we can accommodate different learners 
more successfully according to their orientation to learning. 
 
Eight intelligences are identified below.  Gardner speculates that there may be many more yet to be identified.  
Time will tell. 
 

 
 

VISUAL/SPATIAL Learners who learn best visually and organising things spatially.  
They like to see what you are talking about in order to understand.  
They enjoy charts, graphs, maps, tables, illustrations, art, puzzles, 
costumes, anything eye-catching 
 

VERBAL/LINGUISTIC Learners who demonstrate strength in the language arts: speaking, 
reading, writing, listening.  These students have always been 
successful in traditional classrooms because their intelligence lends 
itself to traditional teaching. 
 

MATHEMATICAL/LOGICAL Learners who display an aptitude for numbers, reasoning and 
problem-solving.  This is the other half of the learners who typically 
do well in traditional classrooms where teaching is logically 
sequenced and students are asked to conform. 
 

BODILY/KINESTHETIC Learners who experience best through activity: games, movement, 
hands-on tasks, building.  These learners were often labelled ‘overly 
active’ in traditional classrooms where they were told to sit and be 
still! 
. 

MUSICAL/RHYTHMIC Learners who learn well through songs, patterns, rhythms, 
instruments and musical expression.  It is easy to overlook learners 
with this intelligence in traditional education. 
.  

INTERPERSONAL Learners who are noticeable people orientated and outgoing, and do 
their learning cooperatively in groups or with a partner.  These 
learners may have typically been identified as ‘talkative’ or ‘too 
concerned about being social’ in a traditional setting. 
 

NATURALIST Learners who love the outdoor, animals, field trips.  More than this, 
though, these students love to pick up on subtle differences in 
meanings.  The traditional classroom has not been accommodating 
to these learners. 
 

EXISTENTIALIST Learners who learn in the context of where humankind stands in the 
‘Big Picture’ of existence.  They ask ‘Why are we here?’ and ‘What 
is our role in the world?’  This intelligence is seen in the discipline 
of philosophy.  
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Responding to Individual Learning Styles 
 
Background information 
 
When I wrote my  Further Education Development Agency publication Learning Styles in 1995, the 
Honey and Mumford (1986) Learning Styles Inventory ,based around David Kolb’s Learning Cycle, 
appeared to be a feasible approach for FE Colleges. Honey and Mumford  had adapted David Kolb’s 
learning cycle to indicate four stages of the learning process – experiencing, reflection, conceptualization 
and planning- all mutually supportive and integral to the learning process. They based their 4 learning 
styles upon the preferences individuals have for working within a particular stage of the cycle. 
 

  
 
This picture was taken from http://www.nwlink.com/~donclark/hrd/learning/styles/html 
  
Honey and Mumford also produced  a manual Using your Learning Styles which gives suggestions on 
teaching and learning strategies  However, teachers find this quite complicated. Nevertheless, I do find 
the Kolb Learning Cycle an indispensable model for planning teaching and learning activities and 
assignments. 
 N.B.Lin Armstrong in the video on Differentiation talks about using Honey and Mumfords’ Learning 
Styles. However, in reality , for her second lesson she selected her groups on the basis of ability, 
personality and learning needs.  
 
I then moved on to favour Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences approach to learning styles. A 
detailed account of this, and a whole college approach to using it is given in the enclosed pack from 
Middlesbrough College. This is more fun and more accessible and it does not necessarily require literacy 
and numeracy skills.  
Nevertheless, it still presents teachers with a ‘tall order’ to accommodate seven styles of learning. 
 

Kolb’s Experimental Learning Cycle 
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I believe that teachers require a more simple and more manageable approach to identifying and using 
learning style information and the following training session is based on such a model. 
 
(Some colleges have adopted or developed a particular learning styles strategy, and, if it works well, 
they may not need to do any further training on learning styles.) 
 
Aims 
 
• To provide a learning styles model that is simple to use and easy to understand for teachers 

and students 
• To encourage teachers to use learning style information to inform their teaching strategies 
• To encourage teachers to identify their own preferred learning styles and understand how 

these may impact upon their teaching 
 
 
Stage 1  
 
Show OHT 1  on Aims for the session 
Background discussion on learning styles. Show Kolb’s Learning Cycle OHT 2, (this features in most 
textbooks on FE teaching and learning). Describe this as a useful model for planning learning activities 
and assignments. 
 
Stage 2 
 
 Ask participants to complete one of the questionnaires on Brain Hemisphere preference to indicate their 
own dominant style (or their equilibrium). 
 
Stage 3 
 
Organise groups based on Left dominance, Right dominance, Equilibrium. Organise the Matching halves 
of Jokes Quiz competition which will be timed .. Appoint an independent observer for each group to 
monitor and report on how their group tackles and resolves the set task. Then reconvene and take 
feedback from the observers. ( in theory , an equilibrium group should finish first because the task is one 
which very much requires the integration of the 2 hemispheres; a left dominant  group should come 
second as the task requires some planning and a system; the Right dominant people may enjoy 
themselves more but, without a system, they will struggle to complete the task.  (The Joke exercise is 
accredited to Lifeskills Teaching Programmes (No. 3) Hopson & Scally (1989)). 
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Hemisphere dominance Inventory 
 
Tick the answers that most closely describe your preferences 
 
1. Your work style is 

• L You like to concentrate on one thing at a time 
• R You have several thing s on the go 

 
2. When working with a new piece of equipment you 

• R Jump in and try to get started 
• L Carefully read the instruction manual before starting 

 
3. When reading a magazine or journal you 

• R Flick through and look at what catches your eye 
• L Start at the index or beginning and read in a sequential order 

 
 
4. If you were hanging a picture on a wall would you 

• L Carefully measure to be sure its straight and centred 
• R Put it where it looks right and move it if necessary 

 
5. When you’re shopping do you tend to 

• R Buy things on impulse 
• L Always plan you purchases 

 
6. Is it easier for you to remember people’s  

• L Names 
• R Faces 

 
7. Is your desk / work space 

• L Neat and tidy 
• R Cluttered with stuff you might need 

 
8. When making decisions do you tend to 

• R Go with your gut feeling 
• L Carefully weigh up each option 

 
9. Do you tend to be 

• L Always in good time for appointments 
• R Often running late or on the minutes 
 

10. Can you give a good estimate of the time without a watch 
• R Yes 
• L No 

 
11. Do you still tend to count on your fingers 

• L No 
• R Yes 
 

12. When speaking do you 
• R Use many gestures 
• L Very seldom use hands 
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13. Do you get your best ideas 

• L Sitting at a desk or reading 
• R Lying down or walking around 

 
14. When working or studying do you 

• R  Like to get up frequently and walk around 
• L Sit still 

 
15. Are you getting bored or frustrated with the repetitive linear sequence of this questionnaire 

• L No 
• R Yes 

 
Now add up your R and L responses to see whether you have a right or left  
hemisphere preference or a balance. 
 
 
9 or more Rs – Right Brain Dominant 
 
9 or more Ls – Left Brain Dominant 
 
7 – 8 of each - Balance 
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Right-Brain Left-Brain? 
 
This questionnaire will give you an indication of your tendency to be a left-brain learner, a right-brain 
learner, or a bilateral learner (using both about equally).  
 
DIRECTIONS: Answer the questions carefully, checking the answer that is correct for you. Select the 
one that most closely represents your attitude or behaviour. When you have finished, refer to the scoring 
instructions.  
 
1. I prefer to learn  
a. details and specific facts  
b. from a general overview of things, and by looking at the whole picture  
c. both ways about equally  
 
2. I prefer the jobs  
a. which consist of one task at a time, and I can complete it before beginning the next one  
b. in which I work on many things at once  
c. I like both kinds of jobs equally  
 
3. I prefer to solve problems with  
a. logic  
b. my "gut feelings"  
c. both logic and "gut feelings"  
 
4. I like my work to be  
a. planned so that I know exactly what to do  
b. open with opportunities for change as I go along  
c. both planned and open to change  
 
5. I like to learn a movement in sports or a dance step better by  
a. hearing a verbal explanation and repeating the action or step mentally  
b. watching and then trying to do it  
c. watching and then imitating and talking about it  
 
6. I remember faces easily  
a. No  
b. Yes  
c. Sometimes  
 
7. If I have to decide if an issue is right or correct  
a. I decide on the basis of information  
b. I instinctively feel it is right or correct  
c. I tend to use a combination of both  
 
8. I prefer  
a. multiple-choice tests  
b. essay tests  
c. I like both kinds of tests equally  
 
9. If I had to assemble a bicycle, I would most likely  
a. lay out all the parts, count them, gather the necessary tools, and follow the directions  
b. glance at the diagram and begin with whatever tools were there, sensing how the parts fit  
c. recall past experiences in similar situations  
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10. At school, I preferred  
a. algebra  
b. geometry  
c. I had no real preference of one over the other  
 
11. It is more exciting to  
a. improve something  
b. invent something  
c. both are exciting to me  
 
12. I generally  
a. use time to organise work and personal activities  
b. have difficulty in pacing personal activities to time limits  
c. am able to pace personal activities to time limits with ease  
 
13. Daydreaming is  
a. a waste of time  
b. a usable tool for planning my future  
c. amusing and relaxing  
 
14. I can tell fairly accurately how much time has passed without looking at a clock  
a. Yes  
b. No  
c. Sometimes  
 
15. When reading or studying, I  
a. prefer total quiet  
b. prefer music  
c. listen to background music only when reading for enjoyment, not while studying  
   
SCORING INSTRUCTIONS  
1. Calculate the number of your "A" and "B" answers. Do not consider your "C" answers.  
2. Put a - (minus) sign in front of your "A" score and a + (plus) sign in front of your "B" score.  
3. Do the algebrical sum of your "A" and "B" scores.  
   
SCORES  
-15 to -13 = left-brain dominant (very strong)  
-12 to -9 = left-brain dominant  
-8 to -5 = moderate preference for the left  
-4 to -1 = slight preference toward the left  
0 = whole-brain dominance (bilateral)  
+1 to +4 = slight preference toward the right dominance (bilateral)  
+5 to +8 = moderate preference for the right  
+9 to +12 = right-brain dominant  
+13 to +15 = right-brain dominant (very strong)  
   
(Sources: Questionnaire: Author unknown, Revisions by E.C. Davis, English Teaching Forum, 
Vol. 32, No. 3, 1994.; revised by Luciano Mariani, 1996; Styles descriptions: Luciano Mariani, 
1996.  Found on the internet: search under BRAIN-DOMINANCE QUESTIONNAIRE for more 
information 
 
See also: http://cgi.www.new-oceans.co.uk/ for a VAK questionnaire: visual auditory, 
kinesthetic.  They also have a right brain left brain profiler on this site. 
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What do your scores on the left-brain right-brain questionnaire mean? 
 
 ‘Left brain learners’:   (Verbal Sequential, or Serialist learner,)   
You have a preference for learning in a sequential style, doing things logically step by step.  You like to 
be organised and ordered in your approach, and like to break things down into categories and to 
consider these separately.  You are good at deductive thinking in terms of cause and effect.  You like to 
do ‘one thing at a time’.  You like attending to detail.  Those with a very strong left brain preference may 
lack imagination. 
 
Serialist Strategy (Left brain approach) 
• step by step approach 
• narrow focus 
• deal with steps in order and in isolation 
• likes rules and structure 
• logical rather than intuitive 
• factual rather than using their own experience 
works from small steps up to the big picture 
 
‘Right brain’:  (Visual or Holistic learner.)   
You like to see things in the round, and consider the whole.  You focus on similarities, patterns, and 
connections with former learning. You like to get a ‘feel’ for the topic, and see how it all fits together.  You 
prefer to follow your intuition rather than work things out carefully.  You can use lateral thinking.  You are 
flexible, and like to use your imagination and be creative.  Those with a very strong right brain preference 
may be disorganised. 
 
Holist Strategy (right brain students tend to adopt this approach) 
• broad, global approach 
• idiosyncratic, personalised and intuitive 
• likes to jump in anywhere 
• impatient of rules, structures and details 
• likes anecdotes, illustration and analogy 
 
 
TASK 
 
Imagine a serialist and a holist were each making a bed-side table from an Ikea flatpack.  How would 
they proceed? 
 
Ideally of course students should be able to use both strategies, and adopt whichever is most 
appropriate to the task at hand.  Ross Cooper has shown that some students are not able to do this, and 
that this inhibits their learning considerably.  
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Responding to Individual Learning Styles 
Brain Hemisphere Dominance Jokes Quiz 
 
 
 
Task 
 
You have a List A and a List B.  Your task is to match up the 64 halves of the 32 jokes as quickly as 
possible.  There are both halves of some jokes on List A, and both halves of some jokes on List B.   
There are some jokes with half on List A and half on List B. 
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List A 
 
 

 
1. How do you start a jelly race? 
 

 
17. Because they don’t know the words 

 
2. What did the big chimney say to the 

little chimney? 
 

 
18. How do you start a flea race? 

 
3. Sleep somewhere else 
 

 
19. Humphrey 

 
4. What do you call an eskimo’s cow? 
 

 
20. Oinkment 

 
5. A boy sprout 
 

 
21. How do you start a teddy bear race? 

 
6. Why couldn’t the skeleton go to the 

dance? 
 

 
22. Big holes all over Australia 

 
7. What’s grey, has four legs and a trunk? 
 

 
23. What’s worse than finding a maggot in 

an apple? 
 
8. What goes up the drainpipe down but 

won’t go down the drainpipe up? 
 

 
24. He had no body to go with 

 
9. Why did the dog wear black boots? 
 

 
25. One, two, flea! 

 
10. I’m going out tonight 

 
26. Where did Napoleon keep his armies? 
 

 
11. With a witch watch 

 
27. What does the hedgehog have for his 

lunch? 
 

 
12. What do you get if you pour boiling 

water down a rabbit hole? 
 

 
28. You’re too young to be engaged 

 
13. What’s green and goes boing, boing, 

boing? 
 

 
29. What do you get if you cross a cow with 

a duck? 

 
14. Lemonade 
 

 
30. A mouse coming back from holiday 
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15. Tweetment 
 

 
31. How do you start a pudding race? 

 
16. Sir?????? 
 

 
32. Spring cabbage 
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List B 
 
 

 
1. You’re too young to smoke 
 

 
17.  A mouse on holiday 

 
2. What should you do if you find a gorilla 

in your bed? 
 

 
18.  What do you give a sick pig? 

 
3. An eskimoo 
 

 
19.  Ready, Teddy, Go! 

 
4. What’s short, green and goes 

camping? 
 

 
20.  What do you get if you cross an elephant  

 with a kangaroo? 
 

 
5. Your nose touches the ceiling 
 

 
21.  Finding half a maggot 

 
6. An umbrella 
 

 
22.  How do you know there’s an elephant  
       under your bed? 

 
7. His brown ones were at the menders 
 

 
23.  What should you do if a baby swallows 
       your biro? 
 

 
8. What did the big candle say to the little 

candle? 
 

 
24.  Up his sleeves 

 
9. How does a witch tell the time? 
 

 
25.  Prickled onions 

 
10. Hot cross bunnies 
 

 
26.  What did the big telephone say to the 
       little telephone? 
 

 
11. A cockerpoodledoo 
 

 
27.  What do you call a gorilla with a machine 
       gun? 
 

 
12. What do you give a sick lemon? 
 

 
28.  Cream quackers 

 
13. Use a pencil 
 

 
29.  What’s brown, has four legs and a trunk? 

 
14. What do you call a camel with three 

humps? 

 
30.  Sago! 
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15. What do you get if you cross a cockerel 

with a poodle? 
 

 
31.  Why do bees hum? 

 
16. What do you give a sick bird? 

 
32.  Get set 
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Stage 4 
 
Introduce the brain based approach to Learning Styles. Show the Left Brain –Right Brain OHT 3 . and 
use it to describe the functions of the 2 hemispheres. Show the Roger Sperry  quote OHT.4 
 
A Brain-based approach to Learning Styles 
During the 1960s and 1970s Scientists, including Roger Sperry, carried out research leading to a better 
understanding of the relative capabilities of the two hemispheres of the human brain They established 
that both hemispheres are involved in higher cognitive functioning with each specialised  for different 
modes of thinking, both highly complex. 
 
 

The Left Brain 
 
The left brain is associated with verbal, logical, and analytical thinking. It excels in naming 
and categorizing things, symbolic abstraction, speech, reading, writing, arithmetic. The left 
brain is very linear: it places things in sequential order -- first things first and then second 
things second, etc. Our education system traditionally teaches us to master the 3 R's: 
reading, writing and arithmetic -- the domain and strength of the left hemisphere. 
 
The Right Brain 
 
The right brain, on the other hand, functions in a non-verbal manner and excels in visual, 
spatial, perceptual, and intuitive information. The right brain processes information 
differently than the left brain. For the right brain, processing happens very quickly and the 
style of processing is nonlinear and nonsequential. The right brain looks at the whole 
picture and quickly seeks to determine the spatial relationships of all the parts as they 
relate to the whole. This component of the brain is not concerned with things falling into 
patterns because of prescribed rules. On the contrary, the right brain seems to flourish 
dealing with complexity, ambiguity and paradox. . The right brain is associated with the 
realm of creativity. 
 

Our educational system, as well as science in general, tends to neglect the 
nonverbal form of intellect. What it comes down to is that modern society 
discriminates against the right hemisphere. 

Roger Sperry - 1973 

 
The Whole Brain Learner 
 
As we develop our creative skills we must also develop our ability to suspend the left brain 
and to release the right. The ultimate goal for all of us is to approach our life and our work 
using a "whole" brain approach. We can't make the mistake of thinking that the left and 
right brains are two totally separate entities within our bodies. They are connected and do 
have areas of overlap. An integrated "whole" brain approach begins to maximize the 
untapped potential of the human brain 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Left Brain Right Brain 
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Words (verbal) Images (non-verbal) 

Logical Intuitive 

Black & White Colour 

Numbers Rhythm 

Sequence Imagination 

Analysis Daydreaming 

Lists Dimension 

Critical Thinking Creative Thinking  

 
 
The Whole Brain Teacher 
 
Effective teaching should focus on both whole and parts. Teaching and learning can 
proceed from the bottom up (simple to complex), or from the top down (complex to 
simple). In either case it is important to give students the ‘big picture’ first. It is helpful to 
show students the whole scheme of work so they can understand where the parts fit. 
 
The whole brain teacher  may teach to your right brain to try to balance the huge prejudice 
that education has toward your left brain. That means more mind maps: patterns, 
metaphors, analogies, role-playing, visuals. It means less true-false, multiple-choice. It 
also means new forms of assessment that honour right-brained talents and skills.  
 
The whole brain teacher may teach to your left brain to help you work out systems for 
learning,  develop sequencing skills, get yourself and your equipment organised. plan how 
you will carry out an activity ,analyse a problem in a logical manner. 
 
Ways of Knowing 
 
Most people have dominance in one hemisphere of the brain whilst some have more 
equilibrium. 
When planning teaching be aware of these differences in learning styles. Try to provide for 
both but be aware that there are some tasks  which require a left brain approach and some 
which require a right brain approach. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Stage 5 
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Organise mixed groups based on learning style preference and give them the following 
task.  
 
Task 
 
Give examples of specific tasks ,skills and activities which people with a right hemispheric 
preference would probably be good at, and those which they would find difficult. Then do 
the same for those with a left hemispheric preference. Allow 10mins for each style. Here is 
a list of hemisphere specialisms to help you 
 
  
Left Brain Right Brain 

intellect intuition  

rational intuitive 

rational holistic 

analytic holistic 

analytic relational 

analysis synthesis 

parts wholes 

sequential intuitive 

objective  subjective 

logical random 

logical whimsical 

convergent divergent 

abstract concrete 

directed free  

propositional imaginative 

linear nonlinear 

sequential multiple 

successive simultaneous 

reasoning mystical 

mathematical creative 

speaking visual-pictorial 

accuracy aesthetics 

digital analogic 

dominates submits 

pattern user pattern seeker 

Left Brain Right Brain 
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Then spend 15 mins  planning and describing on flip chart a whole brain learning task in 
such a way that it would benefit all learning styles. 
 
Take feedback from each group. 
 
 
 
 
Stage 6 
 
Show OHT 5 - The  3 Primary senses for taking in information and discuss the 
following…(.  A useful exercise to do here is a card sort of teaching resources identifying 
them into Visual, Auditory, Tactile, Multisensory categories. ) 
 
Teaching to the 3 Primary Senses 
 
The 3 primary sense organs used for  taking in information are: 

• The ears      auditory 
• The eyes…..Visual 
• The hands… Tactile or Kinaesthetic 
•  

Again, people vary in their sensory preferences for learning. Some like to see pictures, 
maps, videos etc; some like to listen to instructions, some like practical, hands on 
experience. Multi-sensory learning offers all three, and most learners find this very helpful. 
These 3 sensory preferences are directly connected to the 2 hemispheres of the brain. 
 
We need to be aware of our students’ sensory preferences and their brain hemisphere 
dominance. If we can make provision for eyes, ears and hands together with provision for 
both hemispheres of the brain, then, arguably we are providing opportunities for all our 
learners. 
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Auditory 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Visual 

 
 
 

Tactile/ 
Kinaesthetic 

 
 

 
 
 

Multisensory 
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Audio Cassette tape 
 
 

 
 

CD-Rom 

 
 

Dictation 
 
 

 
 

Discussion 

 
 

Lectures 
 
 

 
 

Internet/Intranet 

 
 

Radio 
 
 

 
 

OHTs 

 
 

Power Point Presentation 
 
 

 
 

Photographs 

 
 

Maps 
 
 

 
 

Mind maps 

 
 

e-mail 
 
 

 
 

Television 
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Video 
 
 

 
 

Video-conference 

 
 

Books and printed material 
 
 

 
 

Lab equipment 

 
 

Computer 
 
 

 
 

Games 

 
 

Building materials 
 
 

 
 

Art materials 

 
 

Tools 
 
 

 
 

Charts 
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The following extract is taken from Dr Ross Cooper’s (June,2002) Handbook to 
accompany his Learning Styles Interactive Diagnostic  Screening CDROM.  This is a very 
useful screening tool for students and it is a brain –based  Learning Styles inventory. 
 
 
 
The Main Benefits of Using this Programme 
 
 
1. Understanding that visual thinkers need to “see” what something means to internalise that 

meaning and remember it effectively. 
 

Learners who prefer to think in images (approximately 60% of all learners) need to “see” what 
something means to internalise their understanding.  This is not generally known by teachers or 
learners.  Almost all visual thinkers can understand a verbal explanation, but unless they convert it 
to a meaningful visual image, the understanding is likely to evaporate over a few days.  Knowing 
this can be a powerful tool.  It has prompted more learners to approach me saying that it has 
changed their lives than anything else in my teaching experience.  In my view, this knowledge 
alone justifies using the programme with all learners.  

 
2. Identifying learning strengths and weaknesses. 
 

Many learners are unaware of their real strengths and weaknesses.  My research indicates that 
successful learners use their strengths effectively, and their range of learning skills appropriately.  
In contrast, unsuccessful learners have learnt to rely on their weaknesses with devastating results.  
It follows that if you raise awareness about strengths and weaknesses, you can rapidly improve 
both learning and self-esteem. 

 
All learners can benefit from a more explicit understanding of their strengths and weaknesses and 
how to apply them more effectively.  This “toolkit” approach to learning allows learners to take 
control of the learning process.  Even very successful learners can tune their learning strategies to 
greater advantage. 

 
 
3. Identifying learners at risk. 
 

My research has indicated that learners are most likely to drop out or fail courses if they have 
learnt to rely on their weaknesses rather than their strengths. Learners with a strong preference 
for thinking visually, but who attempt to process information sequentially, even when they have 
difficulties with sequential processes, do particularly badly (75% drop out or fail).  It is particularly 
important that these learners are identified and helped to become aware of their strengths and 
how to use them.  This can radically change their outcomes. 

 
4. Help in designing effective additional learning support programmes. 
 

Understanding the strengths and weaknesses of learners, and how they learn is particularly 
important when designing effective additional learning support programmes for individual learners.  
It can help to provide the support that bridges the gap between how a learner learns and how they 
are being taught, and lead to effective independent learning. 

 
 
 
5. Interpreting learning performances more accurately. 
 

Learning performances vary enormously from individual to individual, but interpreting them 
accurately depends on understanding the causes of the learning performance.  We have found 
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that apparent difficulties such as challenging behaviour, meeting deadlines, poor timekeeping, 
giving up, and poor writing skills can become more transparent and manageable if learning styles 
are identified and understood. 

 
6. Help with creating a match between how learners learn and the learning environment 

(inclusive learning). 
 

If we don’t know how a learner learns, we cannot know how best to teach. 
 

Both learners and teachers can benefit enormously if it is understood why some teaching and 
learning environments are difficult, or easy for individuals.  Learners can begin to be selective, 
make demands, and recognise that they can be more effective learners; that previous failures are 
not necessarily due to their own incapacities.  Similarly, teachers can begin to use teaching styles 
and strategies more strategically to ensure effective learning.  Once learning styles are recognised 
and understood, teachers can reflect on difficulties learners appear to be having and use their 
knowledge and understanding to become more effective teachers. 

 
We made a deliberate choice, when designing this programme, to approach the “mean” from the 
“extremes”, rather than consider “extremes” to be in some way uniquely different from other 
learners.  In fact, our work can demonstrate that learners on the periphery of groups (whether 
failing or succeeding) always have more in common with some of the “average” members of the 
learning group than with others thought to be “extreme”. The learning styles of the “average” 
members of a learning group are always characterised by diversity. Consequently, teaching “to the 
mean” is always inefficient. 
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Advantages and Disadvantages of Right and Left Brain learning styles 
 
Likely Advantages Likely Disadvantages 
• Good sequential memory 
• Good logical planner 
• Good reading and writing skills 
• Make steady and measurable 

progress 
• Experience that work delivers 

achievement 
• Clear concept of boundaries 
• Logical thinker 
• Ordered 
• Organised 
 

• Tend to accept rather than work on 
difficulties 

• Tend to just repeat what you have 
been taught rather than think for 
yourself 

• May not try to think creatively 
• May fail to make connections 

between topics 
• May not transfer skills learned in one 

area to another area 
• Need to plan action first 
• Have difficulty making decisions 

without clear evidence 
 
 
 

 
 
 
• Creative 
• Flexible 
• Good at improvisation 
• Good at problem solving 
• Lateral thinker 
• Good overview of learning 
• Make unusual connections 
• Good visual memory 
• Inspired 
• Take risks 
• Good at discussions 

 
 
 
• Have unclear concept of boundaries 
• Poor sequential planning 
• Poor sequential memory 
• Poor organisation 
• Poor reading /writing skills 
• Poor time-keeping and awareness 
• Inconsistent progress 
• Difficult to monitor learning 
• Late Bloomers 

 
 

Adapted from work by Dr Ross Cooper 
 

  
 
 

Left Brain: Verbal and sequential 
 
Right Brain: Visual and holistic 
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Right brain teaching strategies.   
 
Cynthia Klein showed that teachers tend to use ‘left brain’ strategies, neglecting or devaluing many of 
the following right brain strategies.  These help all students. 
 
Overviews 
• Summaries, reviews, overviews, key points, etc 
• case studies, demonstrations,  anecdotes etc which show ‘the whole’ in context 
• models, systems, e.g. flow diagrams which describe the whole succinctly 
• ‘advanced organisers’  i.e. advanced summaries of what is about to be covered in a topic 
 
Visual thinking 
• mindmaps, especially when used to summarise a topic 
• visual representation: pictures, images, graphs, charts, etc 
• use of colour, shape, and patterns 
 
Fantasy 
• metaphor, analogy, simile, symbol 
• imagining  “What would it have been like to be a monk in an Abbey?” 
• guided fantasy  “imagine you are a water molecule in a heated saucepan...” 
• acting/role play 
 
Evocative language:  feelings 
• emotion, humour, appeal to senses 
• personal feelings and associations 
 
Direct experience 
• doing things physically, hands on: manipulating, moving etc. 
• primary sources, real objects 
• finding out for oneself 
• excursions 
• explorations and experiments 
• ‘shadowing’ 
• role play and simulations 
 
Multi-sensory learning 
• feeling, touching, seeing, smelling,  
• hearing, sounds, rhythm, and music etc. 
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Right and left brain Learning styles.  --- Do you teach to each? 
 
Some students are thought to have a preference for which hemisphere of the brain they use.  Do you 
have a left brain or right brain preference yourself? Which is best?  Ideally we should be able to think in 
both ways!  The left (verbal sequential) is ordered and analytic, while the right (visual holistic) is faster 
and more imaginative. 
 
Dr Ross Cooper of Islington College has researched this aspect of learning style in detail with over 300 
students.  He has developed a computer programme which determines whether students have a ‘left’ or 
‘right’ brain preference.  It prints out a personal diagnostic record which students often find helpful.  He 
believes that students with a left brain preference are at an advantage in our educational system and 
that ‘learning difficulties’ are often really teaching difficulties.   
 
He found that 65% of students at the City and Islington (FE) College had a visual preference, but that 
most assessment required a strong verbal sequential style.  A local sixth form college showed a slight 
verbal preference.  He said teachers should not teach to the mean, but to the extremes so as to include 
all students. 
 
More importantly, he believes some students use ‘right brain’ strategies when a left brain strategy would 
be much more appropriate for the problem at hand.  Students with a strong right brain preference are 
perhaps most at risk in a ‘left brain’ curriculum.  He has shown that a tendency to use an inappropriate 
thinking style is a good predictor of very poor educational performance.   He goes on to suggest that if 
students at risk in this way are made aware of this tendency in themselves, and know their own 
strengths and weaknesses, they will do much better.  He believes teachers should do more to help such 
students.  
 
Visit this web site for a computer based right-brain left-brain learning style diagnosis: www.outsider.co-
uk.com 
 
Ideally a teacher should adopt both right brain and left brain approaches.  Right brain approaches are 
often relatively ignored by teachers, they are crucial for some students, but helpful to all. 
 
Which of these approaches do you use in your teaching?  Which could you use more often? 
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Summary of left brain and right brain strengths  
  

 
 

Left brain      Right brain 
Verbal and sequential.    Visual and holistic 

 
detail    overview 

 
ordered    speedy 

 
analytic    imaginative 

 
critical    creative 

 
logical    lateral 

 
deductive   inductive 

 
abstract    symbolic 

 
elements   patterns 

 
cause and effect   inter-relationships 
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Useful references: 
 
Carla Hannaford (1995) Smart Moves - Why Learning is not all in your Head, Great Ocean Publishers, 
USA  ISBN 0-915556-27-8 
 
Marysia Krupska and Cynthia Klein (1995) Demystifying Dyslexia, Published by London Language and 
Literacy Unit  ISBN 1 872972 14 4 
 
 Howard Gardner (!983) Frames of Mind, The Theory of Multiple Intelligences: N.Y. Basic Books 
 
David Kolb (1984) Learning by Discovery: Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, Prentice Hall 
 
Betty Edwards (1981) Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain: Fontana /Collins. 
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