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Fact Sheet 42 - How to use learning styles in the classroom 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

The main premise behind learning styles is that not everyone learns in the same way 

(Barbe, 1979). Some people prefer to watch videos or look at diagrams and images 

(visual learners), others may prefer to learn in a social context by listening to and 

interacting with others (auditory learners), and finally other students will prefer to 

touch, feel and do something (kinaesthetic/tactile learners). With the plethora of social 

media and online technologies available, there is an argument that many people today 

tend to be visual learners due to their exposures to visual media.  

 

Below is a brief description of the 3 main learning styles (known as ‘VAK’): 

• Visual learners prefer to learn by watching and seeing. They remember what 

they have seen more than what they have heard. They prefer presentations, 

diagrams and pictures that explain the learning content. Visual learners often 

doodle while listening to others (such as when on the phone) to help them stay 

focused. 

• Auditory learners prefer to learn by listening to others. Talking to these 

students is the best way to give instructions and convey information. Auditory 

learners love talking on the phone and they prefer to learn in social settings. 

They excel in discussions, debates and whole-of-class activities. 

• Kinaesthetic or tactile learners prefer to learn by touching, fixing, moving and 

manipulating something during the learning process. They learn more easily 

and faster with hands-on tasks. In a classroom setting, passing an object 

around for students to touch, smell and feel will help kinaesthetic/tactile 

learners. They are practical learners who often learn by doing and by trial and 

error. 

Hint 
Why is it that people who hated history at school will often sit and watch endless 

hours of YouTube podcasts on history topics? Could it be due to learning styles 

or learning preferences? 
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People seem to gravitate toward learning in ways that make sense to them (maybe 

because of experience, interest, personality or beliefs). For example, some people are 

good at fixing things and they can learn to fix almost anything by tinkering. These 

students might learn faster by handling physical objects, working on projects, and 

undertaking trial-and-error experiments.  

Some people on the other hand are social creatures – they gravitate toward ‘people 

industries’ such as the caring professions and education. They often prefer 

conversations, social interaction, mentoring and seeking advice from their peers and 

experts.  

For these people, strategies such as peer learning and brainstorming are effective. 

Finally, visual learners prefer to learn by watching online lectures, documentaries, 

expert models and video clips. When reading a textbook, they go straight to the 

images, diagrams and graphs, thinking that these parts are the most important.  

Catering to different learning styles adds variety to activities and lessons. It also serves 

as a reminder that students respond to content, resources and activities in different 

ways. When planning an activity, a simple trick is to incorporate 1 visual, 1 auditory 

and 1 kinaesthetic activity. This adds spice and vitality to the lesson, as well as tripling 

the chances of a student achieving learning goals – if one activity fails to get the 

message across, the next one might work.  

Some students will easily learn by watching a short video clip, while others will need 

a second activity (such as a discussion) before the concept really sinks in. 

Unfortunately, no matter how well we think we know a group of students, we just don’t 

know what will work for a given topic – sometimes a particular learning style will work, 

but then it won’t the following day. If a student is struggling to understand something, 

try explaining it using a different learning style. 

Research tends to show that learning styles do not always stack up (Lilienfeld et al., 

2010). Students who claim to be visual learners do not remember visual images any 

more than students who claim to be tactile learners or auditory learners. In other 

words, learning styles are no more than a stated personal preference. However, if 

activities are designed to meet a student’s preferred learning style, he or she is 

probably going to be more engaged and motivated.  
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