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Abstract: The teaching experience shows that education needs to concentrate more on our students’
learning process rather than on the teaching practice itself. Language teaching, if it is addressed from a
student-centered methodology, demands that students’ learning styles be analyzed. Thus, this article
encompasses some definitions of learning styles, with the intention of describing the relationship they hold
with language learning. The main aim of this article is to help students learn a foreign language more easily
and efficiently as well as to offer teachers some clues to teach students who follow diverse learning styles.
Special attention is given to the visual, auditory, and kinesthetic learning styles, since all of them have an
influence on students’ language development and academic results. The primary objective of this article is
to contribute to illustrating how learning styles and foreign language learning are linked to each other and
how this connection can enhance students’ motivation and language performance.
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Resumen: La experiencia docente demuestra que la educacién debe enfocarse més en el proceso de
aprendizaje del alumnado que en la propia préctica docente. La ensefianza de idiomas, si se aborda desde
una metodologia centrada en el estudiante, exige profundizar en los estilos de aprendizaje que cada uno
adopta. Por ello, este trabajo recoge algunas definiciones de estilos de aprendizaje e intenta describir la
relacién entre los estilos de aprendizaje y el aprendizaje de idiomas. La intencién principal de esta
contribucidn es ayudar al alumnado a aprender una lengua extranjera de forma mas facil y eficaz, asi como
ofrecer al profesorado algunas claves sobre cémo ensefiar a estudiantes con diferentes estilos de
aprendizaje. Se prestara especial atencién a los estilos de aprendizaje visual, auditivo y tactil, ya que todos
ellos influyen de alguna manera en el dominio de la lengua y en el rendimiento académico de los
estudiantes. El objetivo fundamental de este trabajo es contribuir a ilustrar cémo se relacionan los estilos
de aprendizaje y la adquisicion de lenguas extranjeras y como esta conexién puede fomentar la motivacién
y el desempeno del alumnado.

Palabras clave: Aprendizaje, Ensefnanza, Estilos de Aprendizaje, Inglés, Lenguas Extranjeras
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Introduction

The English language proficiency level in Spain has decreased in the past two years; however,
Spain maintains the mean level in the use of this language, according to the last report (2023)
by Education First (EF). More specifically, Spain ranks 35 out of 113 in the world as regards
the English level and 25 out of 34 in Europe. To start analyzing what happens in our context,
considering the interest and active involvement of the Spanish education authorities in
promoting bilingualism and fostering the learning of foreign languages (FLs), we have gotten
down to studying diverse variables that have an impact on the teaching-learning process, to
shed some light on this matter.

The teaching experience demonstrates that the education process should concentrate
more on how our students learn instead of focusing on how teachers give their lessons.
Language teaching, if it is addressed from a learner-centered methodology, demands that we
go further in the learning styles that each student adopts.

This work offers some definitions of learning styles and aims at describing the
relationship they hold with learning an FL. The main objective of this research is to help
students learn an FL more easily and efficiently and to offer teachers some clues as to how to
give instruction to students who have different learning styles, which, in turn, would enhance
students’ motivation and language proficiency level.

Learning Styles: Definition

The aptitudes, preferences, attitudes, and tendencies that an individual shows when doing
something are defined as “style,” and it is manifested as a pattern of behavior and skills that
distinguishes that person from the rest of individuals in the way that they drive, dress, speak,
think, learn, understand, and teach (Gallego et al. 2022). When we address the field of
education, which involves processes such as thinking, learning, analyzing, information
processing, remembering, and memorizing, we could also identify styles; this way, the
concept of “learning styles” emerges.

The skills for learning that a person possesses will have an influence on the learning
outcomes that they can obtain. The learning outcomes are various experiences that students
have and that encompass the cognitive, affective and psychomotor fields (Idkhan and Idris
2021). Learning is the mastery of the theoretical concepts of a given subject matter together
with the mastery of diverse habits, perceptions, preferences, interests, talents, social norms,
skills, ideas, desires, and expectations.

According to Biggs et al. (2022), learning is the process of changing human behavior or
skills. These authors state the relationships that are established among individuals and
between those individuals and the environment allow them to interact among themselves

and with the environment in a better way. Two types of factors have an influence on our
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students’ learning outcomes: external factors and internal factors. External factors encompass
the family, school, and social environments, whereas internal factors are the learning styles,
numerical skills, intelligences, talents, interests, motivation, and attitudes, among others
(Carlson and Christenson 2005).

Chen (2023) defines “learning style” as the way a person understands, remembers,
absorbs, processes and stores new information and develops new skills. Xu (2011) states that
the methods usually followed by a person to acquire, store, and recover information are
known as the learning styles of that particular person. “Cognitive styles” tend to be called
“learning styles” in a broader sense when they are specially linked to an educative context
where affective and physiologic components are intertwined. Every person learns an FL
differently, and this is due to diverse educational and cultural antecedents, personality traits,
and learning experiences. The result derives in varied degrees of success in the learning
process. All these methods are known as “learning styles” (Wong and Nunan 2011).

Even though there exist many and varied opinions related to the definition of “learning
styles,” Litta and Budiarty (2020) consider that they are the tendency of students to adopt
certain techniques in their learning process, like an obligation to develop a learning strategy
and the coherent understanding of the learning demands of the educational institutions and
their personal needs. Most students can develop diverse learning styles unconsciously
according to the different requirements of the institution they attend, with the intention of
improving their academic performance (Litta and Budiarty 2020). Since every definition
departs from one specific perspective, we cannot select a unique and superior definition.
These styles are relatively stable, and the individuals will use them irrespective of the topic
they are studying or the skill they are trying to master.

According to Gencel et al. (2021), learning styles are an integral part of the learning process.
They are crucial for enhancing school performance and, in the case of interpersonal situations,
when we know how someone absorbs and processes information, learning and communicating
become easier and more fun. However, we need to consider that not all students have the same
learning style even though they are seated together in the same classroom. The capacity of each
student to understand and apply the contents of a lesson is different. For instance, some learners
incorporate content at a fast pace, while the pace of others can be medium or slow.
Consequently, students should adopt diverse strategies to understand and retain information
or participate in the lessons they take. Each child has more than one learning style that they use
to achieve certain objectives. Some students prefer that their teachers write what they are
explaining on the board so that they can read the material and try to understand it that way.
Other learners prefer that their teachers transmit the material orally so that they can listen to
understand. There is also the case of students who choose to work collaboratively because they
believe group discussion helps them learn more easily. A teacher should not force students to
learn in the environment they want and in the way the like, because each child learns in a
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specific way (Reid and Came 2009). If a teacher is able to identify the learning styles present in
their students, the learning process will be fostered.

The learning style is a coherent way that a student has to respond to stimuli or absorb
information and to remember, think about, and solve problems. Not everybody has the same
style. Each of us shows certain differences and researchers can classify them. The learning
style is deeply connected to the personality, education, and developmental history of a given
person. The results of the investigation by Feldman et al. (2015) prove that even new students
(those without prior experience in formal training or attending lessons) show that they have
different learning styles.

DePorter (2016) proposes that learning styles are the key to enhancing better
performance at work, at school and in interpersonal situations. Children’s mastery of a given
subject matter will accelerate if they use their corresponding learning styles. Many students
see how their learning outcomes are hindered because they are forced to study in a way that
is not in line with their learning style, be it at home or in the school context. Thus, learning
styles influence students when receiving and processing information, which will later affect
their performance (Andriyan et al. 2021).

According to Woolfolk (2016), the aspect that influences the efficacy of the learning
method is the learning style. The success of the learning process itself cannot be detached from
the learning styles observed in the students and the teaching styles followed by their teachers.
As mentioned before, each person learns in a distinct manner. Therefore, a person can feel
pressured and frustrated if they are forced to learn by following a method that is not adapted to
their learning style. If students understood their learning style and became aware of it, they
would learn more efficiently and, consequently, their motivation to improve their skills would
rise. From the teaching point of view, when teachers take into consideration the learning style
of each of their students, they have more possibilities to follow a teaching style that is adapted
to their own needs, and they can offer better help to students with special educational needs.

Learning styles demonstrate how a person processes information to learn and apply it.
Vermunt and Donche (2017) apply the term “learning style” within three domains, namely,
the cognitive process and affect toward the material, the mental learning models, and the
learning orientation. Marton (2014) defines “learning orientation” as the complete dominion
that involves objectives, intentions, reasons, expectations, attitudes, and interests. Learning
styles are coherent behavioral traits used to build knowledge that each student can apply in

concrete experiences or real-life settings.
Learning Styles and Language Learning

After reviewing the concept of “learning styles,” we will now concentrate on those styles
related to the senses. The involvement of the sensory organs—like the eyes and ears—in the

learning process of a student is addressed in the perceptive or sensory learning style.
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According to Xu’s definition (2011), students who follow this learning style make use of their
senses to respond to external stimuli. This author then specifies that “five styles fall into this
type, namely, visual learning (learn by seeing), auditory (learn by hearing), reading/writing
(learn by processing text), tactile learners (learn by touching), and kinesthetic
learning/practical learning (learn by doing)” (Xu 2011, 414).

In this contribution, we will focus on studies that address the tactile, auditory, and visual
learning styles included within the perceptive learning styles mentioned earlier. As Chen
(2023) explains, the name “visual styles” indicates that a given person tends to process
information visually, that is, they would prefer to read a material rather than listen to a person
speaking about it. Students following the visual style prefer that information be transmitted
by means of images, diagrams, timelines, videos, and demonstrations instead of listening to
someone speaking or reading written words.

In the case of linguistic learners, who are known as auditory students, they learn more
efficiently by hearing or listening. Consequently, they take more advantage of written or oral
explanations, and they benefit less from visual presentations. They prefer talking to other people
to reading books. Thus, they largely depend on their hearing capacities to take in information.

As regards the tactile learning style, it is worth mentioning that the word “tactile” can be
used as a synonym for “kinesthetic.” The students who have kinesthetic learning styles benefit
from having their hands active when they study. Students who follow the tactile learning
style may also need to move all their bodies and live authentic experiences to make sure they
acquire new knowledge, which means that they can learn when they are completely involved
in the tasks (Hu 2004; Woolfolk 2016).

Litta and Budiarty (2020) discovered that the level of proficiency in English and the interest
of little children in learning this language can improve significantly when applying VAK
(visual, auditory, and kinesthetic) learning styles in class. Students had difficulties in studying
English and they expressed decreasing interest in learning this FL. Thus, the researchers decided
to create a class that integrated VAK learning styles to face this problem. By applying this
strategy, the researchers wanted to help students gain new knowledge more efficiently as they
could learn by using multiple senses. This facilitated the children’s learning process and
thereby, their English proficiency rose. During the investigation, the researchers delivered a pre-
test to check the basic performance of the students before the study, and a post-test to control
the success of that particular class. The results of the pre-test and post-test revealed that most of
the students got a score in the extremely low category of the pre-test; however, ten students
achieved a very good classification in the post-test, seventeen students got a good classification,
and seven students were classified as acceptable. As a result, the method of VAK learning styles
to establish a positive learning environment became an efficient way to improve the proficiency
level of the students in the English language. Given that the children who were involved in the
class following the VAK learning styles achieved better academic outcomes than before, the
researchers concluded that enhancing VAK learning styles is a significant technique that has a
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beneficial influence on children’s learning of English. These conclusions are in harmony with
the ideas by Huber and Muller (2023) when they claim that the perspective of emotional
stimulation plays a vital role in understanding students’ learning process: learning will not take
place if students are not able to feel excited. Furthermore, these authors state that it is
paramount that teachers promote social integration, instances of participation, and

autonomous experience to guarantee their students’ well-being.
Visual Learning Style and the Learning of Vocabulary

According to the research performed by Mashhadi and Jamalifar (2015), the visual
preferences of students have a positive impact on learning vocabulary in an FL. In this study,
the researchers first checked students’ knowledge of vocabulary by means of a multiple-choice
test before starting the investigation. Afterward, students were distributed at random, and
three groups were created. The first group was the textual input-enhancement group, the
second one was the visual cues group, and the last one was the control group. In the case of
the first group of students, the texts included key words, and the important lexical items were
in bold. For the second group, the vocabulary items were illustrated by showing various visual
cues such as images, cards, and videos. Finally, the control group was taught the new
vocabulary words following the traditional method. After the intervention, the participating
students took a test to check the level of vocabulary they had learned. The results showed that
the participants in the visual cues group outperformed the other two groups (the textual
input-enhancement and control groups) which means that they obtained greater benefits
(Mashhadi and Jamalifar 2015). Thus, it can be stated that the visual group improved their
knowledge of vocabulary in a meaningful way. In other words, a visual approach is better
than an approach based on an enhanced text entry when teaching vocabulary in the case of
English as a Foreign Language (EFL).

The Tactile Learning Style and English Learning

According to Chen (2023), there is a negative correlation between the tactile learning style
and language proficiency, which indicates that the students following this learning style
would not adapt to the learning environment successfully. Traditionally, the learning styles
of students are deeply visual because they concentrate on reading books and looking at the
board to get information, and they are also auditory, which means that students are used to
listening to what their teachers say. Therefore, the students following a tactile learning style
could be at a disadvantage in learning an FL (Hung et al. 2020). However, Chen (2023) claims
that there exist some resources to help us face this problem. Teachers should promote the
creation of a learning environment connected to physical activities and/or practical
experiences. According to Xu (2011), if these kinds of students are given the opportunity to

do something physical with the different resources—for example, perform some experiments,
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touch and work on the material, or build something—they will most probably do better
because these learning situations are more advantageous for them. This is the reason why said
practices could help students acquire new knowledge meaningfully (Biggs et al. 2022).

The use of different learning styles has a great influence on the academic performance of
students, as demonstrated by Chen (2023) in a study conducted at a university in Lampung
where researchers gathered information related to the use of VAK learning styles. The
investigation revealed that the highest average score with respect to the learning styles that
improved students’ learning outcomes was the kinesthetic, which was followed by the
auditory style and the visual one was last place. This shows that the kinesthetic learning style
is more efficient than the other two to increase students’ proficiency in the FL.

Relationship Between Teaching Styles and Learning

Felder and Spurlin (2005) claim that when there is a mismatch between the teaching styles
adopted by teachers and the learning styles followed by students the outcome can be negative
and disappointing. Learners can get bored, lose attention, get poor results in their exams, feel
frustrated, show bad behavior, feel discouraged in the classroom, or even drop out of the class
completely. According to Felder and Brent (2017), in the case of teachers, they could become
highly critical of their students and themselves, and they could even question their own
teaching skills. Adapting the teaching and learning styles in EFL teaching could improve the
academic outcomes, attitude, and behavior of each student to a great extent. Moreover, these
authors highlight that this does not mean that teachers should always apply the learning styles
favored by their students, but they should find a balance between the methods of instruction.
Felder and Brent (2017) suggest the following techniques to cover various learning styles:
motivating learning, finding a balance between concrete and conceptual information,
compensating structured and more open activities, using visual cues, doing simulation
activities, combining reflexive and active activities, creating spaces for group work, and
integrating inductive and deductive presentation of materials. These authors explain that
teachers should not force themselves to apply all these techniques during the same term.
Instead, they are expected to choose only some techniques they feel comfortable with and put
them into practice. This way, teachers will develop their own teaching style that they will
naturally adopt and that will be tailored to their students. Dunn et al. (2009) also support the
adaptation of teaching and learning styles. These authors state that their research has
demonstrated that when the teaching methods complemented the characteristics of the
students, their motivation increased, and their results improved. Thus, they recommend that
teachers adapt the didactic materials to the characteristics of their students while being open
to new learning styles that enhance learning and create a relaxed atmosphere in the

classroom. In his study about teaching and learning styles, Peacock (2001) also proved that
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the mismatch between the styles that learners and teachers have leads to frustration and
affects students’ learning process deeply.

However, Rush and Moore (1991) were in favor of the mismatch, since they claimed that
this helped students to overcome their weaknesses and stimulate learning and flexibility in
the learning process. On the other hand, Vaughn et al. (2016) supported the mismatch due
to a totally different reason: adapting teaching to the learning styles could cause boredom
and inefficiency in students. Finally, Felder and Brent (2017), together with Zakrajsek and
Nilson (2023), supported the idea that teaching should be balanced to cater for diverse
learning styles without really trying to identify them.

Alkhatnai (2011) presented three possible approaches that demonstrate how teachers can
address the diverse learning styles in their classes:

*  Matching: teachers should identify their students’ learning styles and adapt their
teaching practice to them.

*  Mismatching: teachers should identify the learning styles and, afterward, they should
guide their instruction in the opposite direction of their students’ learning
preferences so as to strengthen their weaknesses.

* The third approach does not aim at identifying the learning styles, but the
instruction should include diverse methods that are adapted to most of the learning
styles favored by the students and, if possible, to all of them.

The Importance of the Learning Process and Learning Styles for FL Teachers

Huge attention has been paid to aspects related to teaching and teachers themselves, such as
teaching methodologies, didactic materials, and the syllabus; a large number of professionals
have debated thoroughly to try to answer the following question: “What is the best teaching
method?” In the last years, instead, to improve the process of teaching, more attention has
been paid to the learning process.

Cook et al. (2024) explain that the success of the teaching process depends on learning,
since it is no use delivering entertaining, lively, and well-planned lessons if students do not
learn. The evidence of teaching is the learning outcome. Most FL teachers have been trained
to focus on how to teach rather than on how students learn. However, we all know that
everything we achieve in the classroom context depends on what happens in the minds of
our learners. In fact, learning is an aspect that cannot be ignored and, as one of the factors
involved in the learning process, it is also necessary to pay duly attention to the learning
styles. Oxford (2016), Pawlak (2022), and Cook et al. (2024) coincide in that the individual
learning styles and strategies of students can work together or come into conflict with the
methodology used for instruction. The ideal type of instruction will be that which can be
adapted to the learning approach preferred by a given student. Be it from the perspective of
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student—instruction matching or from the relationship between learning styles and strategies,
it is necessary to attend to the diverse learning styles.

Conclusion

Students should become aware of their learning styles. If they know what type of student they
are, they can have a clearer vision of their learning process. Once students develop a greater
awareness of their learning style, they will understand why they feel comfortable when
learning one specific way and uncomfortable when following another approach and they will
know what they are good at, and why they are behind others when learning a given subject
or improving a skill. This way, students will be able to adjust or modify slightly their learning
environment or the teaching methods. What is more significant is that they will be able to
follow learning strategies based on their learning styles and the analysis of their strong and
weak points.

As teachers, we need to remember that each student has their own learning styles and
that the diversity of learning styles in the same classroom is one of the main factors that makes
teaching a complex and challenging task. Thus, we need to adapt the different teaching
methods and find a balanced didactic approach. However, in the first place, we must conduct
a survey to identify our students’ learning styles. Considering the survey results, we will
determine which learning style is the most popular in our specific class and which is the least
popular. Once they are identified, our teaching methods will adapt to the differences in
learning styles. Furthermore, we could also group students who have the same or similar
learning styles in one class, which will allow the teaching practice to be more centered on the
students and it will also be easier to develop.

One unique teaching approach or method can lead to diverse results for each learner
irrespective of the fact that they attend the same class. For instance, the well-known
communicative approach could be unsuitable for visual or analytic students. In the case of
the task-based approach, this could be a good option if the tasks are carefully designed and if
they can attract the attention of diverse students.

In the case of FL teachers, it could be relevant to revise the basic ideas on learning styles.
Identifying the diversity of learning styles is highly significant for our teaching practices so
that we consider those learning styles when we plan, design, and deliver our lessons. Teachers
should give instruction in a balanced way that matches the learning styles of our students
without concentrating only on one teaching method if it is not suitable for the whole class.
Different pedagogical approaches could be integrated, and a wide range of tasks and activities
could be performed in class to cater for all students and achieve better academic outcomes.

When teachers consider the VAK learning styles, applying visual, auditory, and tactile
styles, students could obtain substantial benefit and their results in the FL tests could improve
to a great extent. This means that applying the most appropriate learning styles for a specific
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class is not only important for students but also for teachers. These three learning styles bring
about noticeable effects when learning a FL; thus, students should adopt them wisely to increase

their motivation, enhance their level of proficiency, and obtain better academic outcomes.
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