DESCRIPTION OF THE LEARNING STYLES AMONG PSYCHOPEDAGOGY STUDENTS OF THE UNIVERSITY OF EXTREMADURA

Resumen
Durante muchos años la formación inicial del profesorado se ha centrado en convertirse en un profesional con experiencia. En las últimas décadas se han producido muchos cambios en la formación inicial del profesorado: profesores deben adquirir una base común de conocimientos, habilidades, capacidades, competencias, un sistema sólido y bien organizado de valores, rutinas establecidas, y una mayor supremacía en la institución. Esta investigación presenta un enfoque empírico para determinar las características de los estudiantes el aprendizaje, por lo que, como formadores, se puede adaptar nuestros métodos para su modo de aprendizaje y promover su éxito académico. El objetivo general de esta investigación es, por una parte, para determinar el estilo de aprendizaje predominante en los estudiantes de Psicopedagogía en el Colegio de Educación Universitaria de la Universidad de Extremadura (UEX) y por otro lado para averiguar si había diferencias en los estilos de aprendizaje por género. La metodología utilizada es descriptivo-cuantitativo; 124 estudiantes de Psicopedagogía son la muestra de esta investigación. El instrumento utilizado para la recolección de datos es el cuestionario CHAEA. Los resultados indican que no hay cambios en los estilos utilizados por los estudiantes durante los dos primeros años de formación de aprendizaje, aunque los cambios leves e insignificantes en quinto año son visibles, el estilo cognitivo es el perfil predominante en ambos años.
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Abstract 

For many years the initial teacher training has been focused on becoming an experienced professional. In recent decades there have been many changes on initial teacher training: teachers must acquire a common knowledge base, skills, abilities, competences, a solid and well-organized system of values, established routines, and a greater supremacy at the institution. This research presents an empirical approach to determine learning features of students, so we, as trainers, can adapt our methods to their way of learning and promote their academic success. The overall goal of this research is, on the one hand, to determine the prevalent learning style among Psychopedagogy students at the University College Education of the University of Extremadura (UEX) and on the other hand to find out whether there were differences in learning styles by gender. The methodology used is descriptive-quantitative; 124 Psychopedagogy students are the sample of this research. The instrument used for data collection is the CHAEA questionnaire. The outcomes indicate that there is no change in learning styles used by students during the first two years of training, although slight and insignificant changes in fifth year are visible. Reflexive style is the prevalent profile in both years.
Keywords: learning styles, higher education, teaching-learning process and initial training.

1. INTRODUCTION

Currently, our society is immersed in a constant change which rules different aspects or our lives, including organizational skills, working life, personal relations, etc. All these changes clearly influence the educational establishments, responsible for shaping future citizens. 

This society boosts innovation and promotes an entrepreneurship determination of its members which is directly connected to the education given to citizens. 
As Cué, Quintanar, Velazquez and Tapias says (2012), there is some interest in the concept and nature presenting learning styles for professionals within the educational field right now.
Under the same consideration can mentioning Guerrero (2014), which indicates that current trends in the field of education, arouses some interest among teachers and educational psychologists to get away from educational instructional models to focus on the study and understanding of the process of learning that students develop. 
Nowadays, in many fields (Marcelo, 2009) knowledge has an expiry date so professionals have to adapt to a constant training process; in other words, professionals need to update their knowledge and take part in an active learning process throughout their lives.  

After 30 years since the inception of CAP (Pedagogical Aptitude Certificate) until the recent Master in Secondary Education Teaching, the initial training pattern aimed at secondary education teachers has not been modified. Therefore, several groups and studies have disagreed in the way of organizing and managing this training pattern for future teachers.  

The current training pattern is sequential: students have to complete a specific programme first and acquire psycho-pedagogical theory and practical training later. We consider this model unsatisfactory and limited to promote adequate pedagogical skills. Besides, one existing pattern is “to teach one just needs to know discipline” (Marcelo, 2009).
The learning process to teach requires a broad range of different learning opportunities applied to diverse contexts in order to develop an appropriate identity as a teaching professional. 

However Imbernon (1997), the initial training aimed at secondary teachers is supposed to incorporate cultural, psycho-pedagogical and personal knowledge when training future teachers in the hard task of educating. In this sense teachers need to be flexible and strict in their activities. 

Initial training is one of the main educational stages to prepare future teachers through specific training programmes and within a basic context. Thus, future teachers acquire some educational competences which may serve as a starting point to cultivate different knowledge dimensions and develop a professional activity that may contribute to improve quality in education, (Jaén y Banet, 2003).   

Future professionals (Cuadrado, Fernández y Ramos, 2010) working in education must acquire a range of competences which may help them to analyze situations or tasks and take the right decisions from an ethical, social and human point of view each time. Once all these competences have been put in practice and developed, teachers will be able to assess the effect of these skills in the students’ learning process. 

The Bolonia Plan for Higher Education leaded the change in teach-and-learn processes. Those processes turned to be more flexible and less strict, if we compare them with traditional methods. They pursue to settle the content established for each subject in a new system based on competences. 

To ensure an effective teach-and-learn process, participants involved must carry it out consciously. 

For that purpose, teachers must have the resources and strategies needed to detect and solve any problem that may arise during the learning process, acquiring them previously by a practical and constructive learning. With this new Plan for Higher Education students become an active actor in their own learning process. Consequently, students will determine and organize their academic work, setting out their learning process in accordance with their own aims. In the meanwhile, the role of teachers is orientating students in this learning process, guiding them to achieve the competences established for each subject.     

Competences, strategies and skills which must be acquired by students are set out in the Bolonia Plan of Higher Education (Cuadrado, Monroy y Sayago, 2011).
In our opinion it is necessary to know the different learning styles presented by the students in order to determine if new changes suffered in the High Education System lately go hand by hand with the learning approaches and students’ skills and strategies. 

Learning styles contribute to categorize the different personal approaches when students are immersed in a learning process. For that reason we can state that these styles are not independent of other inherent elements students have, in fact they are related to their mental activity, where motivation, self-esteem, memory, skills, etc play a determinant role. 

We would like to mention, among a very wide range of definitions existing on learning styles, the one that considers Alonso, Gallego y Honey (2007) cognitive, affective and physiological aspects as relatively stable learning styles indicators which show how students understand, interact and answer in certain learning environments. As the previous definition, Adán (quoted Martínez, 2007) states that learning styles are general learning processes integrated by cognitive, affective and behavioral aspects that we all use to face learning situations in different contexts. We can conclude then by saying that both authors agree in the approach of their definitions on learning styles. 
According Alonso and Gallego (2002) note that most authors consider the learning process as a cyclical process or spiral, where we can find four phases and that these in turn become the four learning styles.
The following classification on learning styles, designed by Honey y Mumford (1995), has been one of the post popular taxonomy among authors researching on this topic and has been considered a key reference (Alonso, Gallego y Honey, 2007) in this field:

· Active Style: These students usually have in common the way of implicating their experience when carrying out the activities proposed. They normally prefer personal commitment and sharing their opinions and ideas so they do not feel intimidated facing a new challenge or solving problems. With the ability to take initiative, they are usually reluctant when dealing with structured tasks, rules and routine.  They loose interest for any activity they already master as which becomes routine. They act first and reflect on the consequences of their actions afterwards. Their motivation increases with every new challenging experience. Teachers and students with a tendency to the active style usually get involved in new and current experiences that would mean a big challenge and they would try hard until they achieve their aims. 

· Reflexive Style: Sensible people with a great aptitude to carefully reflect before making a decision and acting.  They usually observe, listen to different points of view and weight up advantages and disadvantages before making a decision. They try to memorize all data they are able to collect to ease their reflection and the decision making, although they would reflect carefully again on a resolved issue if necessary. Reflective people hardly ever take part in a situation they do not control. On the contrary they enjoy analyzing other people’s behaviors and expressions. It can be said that reflective teachers and students observe and analyze experiences from different perspectives.  

· Theoretical Style: People who seek coherence, logic and lean on knowledge relations. They normally analyze and summarize issues from the reasoning and objectivity. Theoretical students are usually against team working, unless the members of the team have been selected according to their point of view and are on the same intellectual level. Their interests are related to thinking systems, such as theoretical patterns, general principles and conceptual maps. They are motivated when dealing with tasks they need to understand, explain and organize methodically. Teachers and students who prefer this style are competent and skilled to present their observations within theoretical patterns. 

· Pragmatic Style: Their main feature is their will to put in practice their ideas and combine both theory and technique to understand a problem. Pragmatic students are constantly pursuing new ideas to put in practice and always choose learning activities that can be applied to something. They prefer functional and practical tasks and make decisions in accordance with the level of usefulness. Their principle could be the following: “there is always a proper way to do things right, if everything works out is because it is the good way”. Pragmatic teachers and students are often inquiring. They like to face and manipulate straight away projects or tasks which catch their attention.  
Given these definitions and considerations that underlie them we can point out the importance of teachers to carry out the following tasks: a) diagnose learning styles dominant class and guide classroom strategies for effective learning; b) identify the skills that are less developed and work some kind of homework help students improve not achieved; c) it is advisable to vary teaching strategies to promote some subjects and other skills.
2. OBJETIVE

The main goal of this research is getting the pattern of learning styles which is prevailing among Psychopedagogy students at the University College of Education of the University of Extremadura. Given that the students come from different knowledge backgrounds, the research will also focus on any possible changes of this pattern through their two-year period at school.
3. METHODOLOGY

The methodology applied to this research is descriptive with a quantitative approach in order to reach our objective. I try to explain both the process and the techniques carried out through this method, being non linear due to the possibility of getting back to data or changing our interpretation.

The descriptive analysis which has been done is based on: a survey of items with a positive answer for each of the learning styles, the average of learning styles, and a chart of interpretation for the CHAEA survey.

3.1. Participants

The population which has been part of this research is the Psychopedagogy students at the University College of Education of the University of Extremadura. The survey has been carried out among an heterogeneous group of junior and senior Psychopedagogy students, whose age is between 21 and 25 years old. This sample has been intentionally selected, counting a total of 124 students surveyed.

3.2. Instrument

The “Learning Styles Questionnaire” (CHAEA, as known in Spanish) designed by Alonso y Gallego (1992) has been used in order to collect all data. It is an instrument taken and adapted to Spanish from the Learning Style Questionnaire (LSQ), designed by Honey and Mumford (1986). This questionnaire consist of 80 items which are presented as short and divided into 4 subgroups of 20 items each, taking into account the 4 different learning styles. All items have been randomly distributed and presented as a whole; it is also been scaled based on the total Spanish university students population.
3.3. Process 

In order to have a wide sample, the process followed for the data collection has consisted of taking days and courses where attendance among students is higher. Permission from professors was asked in order to use their lecture time for our questionnaire, letting them know the day and time to do it. The questionnaire was explained to the students; questions and queries were answered once the questionnaire was filling out by the students. While questionnaires were hand in, the person in charge of that was individually solving any difficulty or trouble. This way all answers were monitored to be well completed.
4. ANALYSIS AND OUTCOMES  

As stated before, to carry out this study we have applied the CHAEA questionnaire (Alonso, 1992) to a sample of 124 Psychopedagogy students from forth and fifth year enrolled at the University College of Education of the University of Extremadura. With these questionnaires we wanted to determine the learning style profiles given in each class and the variation of profiles from one year to the next one if applicable. The dependent variable is the year, although the questionnaire gives us the opportunity to consider other types of variables as socio-academic backgrounds. The independent variable we have considered is the 80 items of the questionnaire, distributed in 4 groups of 20 items for each learning style. 

The sample presented in the following table of contents, Table 1, has been distributed by frequency and participation rate per year of study.  
Table 1. Sample distribution considering frequency and percentage.

	
	
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Valid
	Forth
	68
	51,9

	
	Fifth
	56
	42,7

	
	Total
	124
	94,7

	Lost
	System
	7
	5,3

	Total
	131
	100,0


Table 1 displays more participation of forth year Psychopedagogy students than fifth year students. 68 forth year students participated in the questionnaire meaning a 51.9% of participation, while 56 fifth year students, a 42.7% of participation, took part in the study. 
4.1. Applied testing statistics

To achieve the main goals set in the beginning of this study we have applied a factorial analysis of positive (plus) and negative (minus) answers to each item related to each learning style, as described in CHAEA questionnaire (Alonso, 1992). This method helped us to determine the prevalent learning style profile among Psychopegagogy students by calculating the average ratio of each learning style profile given among all the students of the same year.  The outcomes are displayed in the following Table 2: 
Table 2. Average ratio of learning styles per year.

	
	Active
	Reflexive
	Theoretical
	Pragmatic

	A. 4th year
	10,49
	14,15
	12,41
	10,94

	A. 5th year
	11,14
	14,86
	13,07
	12,16


In table 2 we can observe average ratios of 4 learning styles, considering on the one hand year of study as a variable and in the other hand the 4 learning styles set in Alonso’s Classification (1992): Active, Reflexive, Theoretical and Pragmatic Style, grouping factorial analyses of items which correspond to each style. In order to calculate the ratio of active style, we have carried out the factorial analysis of the 20 items which belongs to this style and then we have calculated the frequency of the number of questions answered with PLUS. The outcome obtained is the average ratio of students that belongs to this style according to their answers. We carried out the same procedure with the rest of items, considering each learning style presented by the survey group and the corresponding year of study. 

Both 4th and 5th year students present reflexive style as the prevalent learning style, with an average ratio of 14.15 points on 4th year and 14.86 points on 5th year. The average ratios presented by students of different years do not differ significantly. Theoretical style is the second style in average ratio, it is to say, the second style more used by students, while active style shows the lowest frequency among students in their learning process. Generally, outcomes indicate no significant differences among the 4 learning styles used by 4th and 5th year students so we can state that there is no variation throughout their studies. 

Chart 2 represents the 4 learning styles used by each year group participating in the study. Table 2 displays the values obtained after calculating the average ratio of learning styles presented by students of each year.  By using these average ratios we have made a chart with learning styles as coordinate axis. 

Chart 3, however, displays the results obtained in both, 4th and 5th year students. This chart clearly corroborates what we stated before: there is no significant difference between the outcomes presented by students of both years. 

Chart 2. Learning style profiles per year of study.

[image: image1.png]


[image: image2.png]



Chart 3. Learning style profiles in both years of study.
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Once calculated the points for each coordinate as previously explained, we draw in the chart each learning style profile presented by students of both, 4th and 5th year, by connecting the dots. We obtain then a rhombus shape as observed in charts 2 and 3. Chart 3 shows a slight but insignificant difference in the pragmatic style, while the results on the other 3 styles are very similar in 4th and 5th year students.  

In the next table we introduced gender as a new variable, using then gender and the 4 learning styles. With this new variable we wanted to check if there are significant differences in the styles by gender and if the outcomes presented are influenced by the gender of the students. 
Table 3. Average of learning styles by gender.

	
	
	Active
	Reflexive
	Theoretical
	Pragmatic

	A. 4th year
	M
	9,56
	13,78
	13,44
	10,22

	
	F
	10,63
	14,20
	12,25
	11,05

	A. 5th year
	M
	13,00
	14,22
	13,11
	13,00

	
	F
	10,79
	14,98
	13,06
	12,00


In table 3 the average of learning styles categorized by gender are shown. The outcome shows a tendency for the reflexive style in both genders, even though no significant difference has been observed. Male students in fourth year obtain the lowest average regarding the active style with an average of 9.56, being not as frequently used; however, students in fifth year reach an average of 13.00. Female students reach the lowest average too, being the active style the lesser used with an average of 10.63 for fourth course students, and 10.79 for fifth year students. 

Chart 4. Average of learning patterns classified by gender.
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Chart 4 visually shows learning styles patterns by gender. As outcomes obtained in table 3 and represented in chart 4 show, the prevailing tendency among both male and female students in fifth year is the reflexive style, being higher among female students   with 14.98 compared to male students with 14.22; the lower average was obtained for the active style.

The average obtained for each one of the learning styles does not mean that obtaining a certain average for the active style counts equal as obtaining the same average for the pragmatic style. CHAEA questionnaire (Alonso, 1992) uses a chart of interpretation which will ease to interpreting the average obtained. There are five levels, suggested by Honey and Mumford (1986), as follows:
1. Level of preference: Very high, representing 10% of the total surveyed people with the highest average.

2. Level of preference: High, representing 20% of the total surveyed people with a high average.

3. Level of preference: Moderate, representing 40% of the total surveyed people with a medium average.

4. Level of preference: Low, representing 20% of the total surveyed people with a low average.

5. Level of preference: Very low, representing 10% of the total surveyed people with a very low average.

This classification may be used as comparison and orientation patterns for students regarding the importance of all learning styles. It may be also used to guide faculty when using a learning system or even when planning classes depending on each group outcomes.
Table 3. Chart of interpretation of preferred learning styles.
	N= 144
	Very low
	Low
	Moderate
	High
	Very high

	Active
	0 – 8
	9 – 10
	11 – 14

(Average 11,36)
	15 – 16
	17 – 20

	Reflexive
	0 – 11
	12 – 13
	14 – 17

(Average 14,58)
	18 – 19
	20

	Theoretical
	0 – 9
	10 – 11
	12 – 15

(Average 12,68)
	16 – 17
	18 – 20

	Pragmatic
	0 – 8
	9 – 10
	11 – 14

(Average 11,97)
	15 – 16
	17 – 20


Following this chart of interpretation, and as an example of that, if a student gets 15 for the active style, 15 for the reflexive style, 15 for the theoretical style, and 15 for the pragmatic style that would mean that he/she presents a high level of active style, a moderate level of reflexive and theoretical styles, and a very high level of pragmatic style.

The prevalent pattern of learning styles, as a result of the outcomes, is the reflexive style for both courses of Psychopedagogy at the University College of Education. The highest profile is for students in fifth year with an average of 14.86. The reflexive style keeps prevalent among female students, being higher with an average of 14.98 for students in fifth year, and lower for male students in fourth year with an average of 13.78, as shown in table 3.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The prevalent learning style among Psychopedagogy students is the reflexive style. However, students in 5th year present a second option of learning which is the theoretical style, with an average of 13.07, being the highest mark after the reflexive style with regard to the previous course. This change might have been caused by students’ experience of learning after years of studying, and because they might have found easier to relate knowledge, i.e. systems of thinking, theoretical models, general principles and conceptual maps. This shows them a way to acquire analyzing and synthesizing skills, from objectivity and reasoning.

Overall, senior students have obtained a higher average compared to 4th year students, getting similar outcomes when referring to the four learning styles studied here (as shown in table 2). The pragmatic style is the most outstanding of all, considering that it goes from an average of 10.94 for forth year students to an average of 12.16 for fifth year students.  The outcomes are higher for fifth year students regardless gender (as shown in table 3). In spite of these outcomes, the differences are irrelevant regarding learning styles according to course and gender; no change in learning styles have been found regarding forth and fifth students. However students of fifth year have reached a higher position in the rest of styles. 

The importance of learning patterns among students have to be considered by our faculty, so they may adjust contents and methodology to each student’s learning style. This way will ease the achievement of goals as well as the improvement of the professor to student, and student to student interactions.
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