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bers into formulas but they don’t know how to think!” And yet,
most engineering departments have one or more faculty members
who manage to get many of those same students to perform at remarkably high levels, displaying first-rate problem-solving and critREBECCA BRENT
ical and creative thinking skills. Skill deficiencies observed in engiEducation Designs, Inc.
neering graduates must therefore also be attributable in part to what
instructors are doing or failing to do.
An implication of these observations is that to reduce enrollABSTRACT
ment attrition and improve the thinking and problem-solving skills
of engineering graduates, engineering schools should attempt to
Students have different levels of motivation, different attitudes
improve the quality of their teaching, which in turn requires underabout teaching and learning, and different responses to specific
standing the learning needs of today’s engineering students and declassroom environments and instructional practices. The more
signing instruction to meet those needs. The problem is that no two
thoroughly instructors understand the differences, the better
students are alike. They have different backgrounds, strengths and
chance they have of meeting the diverse learning needs of all of
weaknesses, interests, ambitions, senses of responsibility, levels of
their students. Three categories of diversity that have been shown motivation, and approaches to studying. Teaching methods also
to have important implications for teaching and learning are
vary. Some instructors mainly lecture, while others spend more
differences in students’ learning styles (characteristic ways of
time on demonstrations or activities; some focus on principles and
taking in and processing information), approaches to learning
others on applications; some emphasize memory and others under(surface, deep, and strategic), and intellectual development levels
standing. How much a given student learns in a class is governed in
(attitudes about the nature of knowledge and how it should be
part by that student’s native ability and prior preparation but also by
acquired and evaluated). This article reviews models that have
the compatibility of the student’s attributes as a learner and the inbeen developed for each of these categories, outlines their
structor’s teaching style.
pedagogical implications, and suggests areas for further study.
This is not to say that instructors should determine their students’ individual learning attributes and teach each student excluKeywords: learning styles, approaches to learning, intellectual
sively in the manner best suited to those attributes. It is not possidevelopment
ble to discover everything that affects what a student learns in a
class, and even if instructors could, they would not be able to
Instruction begins when you, the teacher, learn from the learner. Put
figure out the optimum teaching style for that student—the task
yourself in his place so that you may understand what he learns and
would be far too complex. Moreover, even if a teacher knew the
the way he understands it. (Kierkegaard)
optimum teaching styles for all students in a class, it would be impossible to implement them simultaneously in a class of more
than two students.
I. THREE FACETS OF STUDENT DIVERSITY
If it is pointless to consider tailoring instruction to each individual
student, it is equally misguided to imagine that a single one-sizeDeclining interest in engineering among high school students in fits-all approach to teaching can meet the needs of every student. Unrecent years has led to steep enrollment decreases in many engineer- fortunately, a single approach has dominated engineering education
ing programs. Although the problem has been exacerbated by since its inception: the professor lectures and the students attempt to
high student dropout rates that have characterized engineering cur- absorb the lecture content and reproduce it in examinations. That
ricula for decades, many engineering faculty members continue to particular size fits almost nobody: it violates virtually every principle
view the attrition positively, believing the dropouts are mainly weak of effective instruction established by modern cognitive science and
students who are unqualified to become engineers. This belief is educational psychology [2–5]. Any other approach that targets only
wrong. In their classic study Talking about Leaving [1], Seymour one type of student would probably be more effective, but it would
and Hewitt showed that grade distributions of students who leave still fail to address the needs of most students. It follows that if comtechnical curricula are essentially the same as the distributions of pletely individualized instruction is impractical and one-size-fits-all is
those who stay in. While many of those who drop out do so because ineffective for most students, a more balanced approach that attempts
of academic difficulties, many others are good students who leave to accommodate the diverse needs of the students in a class at least
because of dissatisfaction with their instruction, a fact made
some of the time is the best an instructor can do.
graphically clear in comments quoted by Seymour and Hewitt.
Diversity in education usually refers to the effects of gender and
Faculty complaints about students who remain in engineering ethnicity on student performance. Those effects are important and
through graduation are also commonly heard, with many of the are considered elsewhere in this journal issue [6]. This article examcomplaints being variations of “They can memorize and plug num- ines three other important aspects of student diversity:
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Learning Styles. Learning styles are “characteristic cognitive, affective, and psychological behaviors that serve as
relatively stable indicators of how learners perceive, interact
with, and respond to the learning environment” [7]. The
concept of learning styles has been applied to a wide variety
of student attributes and differences. Some students are comfortable with theories and abstractions; others feel much
more at home with facts and observable phenomena; some
prefer active learning and others lean toward introspection;
some prefer visual presentation of information and others
prefer verbal explanations. One learning style is neither
preferable nor inferior to another, but is simply different,
with different characteristic strengths and weaknesses. A goal
of instruction should be to equip students with the skills associated with every learning style category, regardless of the
students’ personal preferences, since they will need all of
those skills to function effectively as professionals.
●
Approaches to Learning and Orientations to Studying.
Students may be inclined to approach their courses in one of
three ways [8]. Those with a reproducing orientation tend to
take a surface approach to learning, relying on rote memorization and mechanical formula substitution and making little or
no effort to understand the material being taught. Those with
a meaning orientation tend to adopt a deep approach, probing
and questioning and exploring the limits of applicability of new
material. Those with an achieving orientation tend to use a
strategic approach, doing whatever is necessary to get the highest grade they can, taking a surface approach if that suffices and
a deep approach when necessary. A goal of instruction should
be to induce students to adopt a deep approach to subjects that
are important for their professional or personal development.
●
Intellectual Development. Most students undergo a developmental progression from a belief in the certainty of knowledge and the omniscience of authorities to an acknowledgment of the uncertainty and contextual nature of knowledge,
acceptance of personal responsibility for determining truth,
inclination and ability to gather supporting evidence for
judgments, and openness to change if new evidence is forthcoming. At the highest developmental level normally seen in
college students (but not in many of them), individuals display thinking patterns resembling those of expert scientists
and engineers. A goal of instruction should be to advance
students to that level by the time they graduate.
In this article, we outline models of student learning style preferences, orientations to studying, and levels of intellectual development; review the implications of the models for engineering education; and suggest promising avenues for future study. Before doing
so, we briefly discuss the topic of assessment instrument validation,
a research issue central to all three of these diversity domains.
●

II. A NOTE ON VALIDATION
Much of this paper describes assessments of various student attributes and inferences that have been drawn from the data. Before
too much stock is placed in such inferences, the instrument used to
collect the data should be shown to be reliable (consistent results are
obtained in repeated assessments) and valid (the instrument measures what it is intended to measure).
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In another paper in this issue, Olds, Moskal, and Miller [9] offer
a good introduction to reliability and validity analysis. Some of the
measures of reliability and validity they discuss that are applicable to
instruments of the types we will describe are these:
●
Test-retest reliability: the extent to which test results for an individual are stable over time.
●
Internal consistency reliability: the homogeneity of items intended to measure the same quantity—that is, the extent to
which responses to the items are correlated.
●
Scale orthogonality: the extent to which the different scales of the
instrument (if there are two or more scales) are independent.
●
Construct validity: the extent to which an instrument actually
measures the attribute it purports to measure. The instrument scores are said to have convergent validity if they correlate with quantities with which they should correlate and divergent or discriminant validity if they fail to correlate with
quantities with which there is no reason to expect correlation.
Reliability and validity data of these types are readily obtainable
for some of the instruments to be discussed, while for others (notably several of the learning style assessment instruments) they are
difficult or impossible to find. At the end of each of sections III
(Learning Styles), IV (Approaches to Learning), and V (Levels of
Intellectual Development), we offer lists of potential research questions. To each list might be added the following two-part question:
If an assessment instrument is used to study any of the preceding questions, what reliability and validity data support its use (a) in general, and
(b) for the population studied?

III. LEARNING STYLES
Students are characterized by different learning styles, preferentially focusing on different types of information and tending to operate on perceived information in different ways [10, 11]. To reduce
attrition and improve skill development in engineering, instruction
should be designed to meet the needs of students whose learning
styles are neglected by traditional engineering pedagogy [12–14].
Several dozen learning style models have been developed, five of
which have been the subject of studies in the engineering education
literature. The best known of these models is Jung’s Theory of Psychological Type as operationalized by the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI). Strictly speaking, the MBTI assesses personality
types, but MBTI profiles are known to have strong learning style
implications [14–16]. This instrument was the basis for a multicampus study of engineering students in the 1970s and 1980s and a
number of other engineering-related studies since then [17–24].
Other models that have been applied extensively to engineering are
those of Kolb [12, 14, 25–31], and Felder and Silverman [13, 14,
32–40]. We discuss these three models in the sections that follow.
Two other models that have been used in engineering are those of
Herrmann [14, 41–43], and Dunn and Dunn [44–46]. Relatively
little assessment has been performed on the applicability of these
models to instructional design in engineering, and we do not discuss
the models further in this paper. For information about them, see
the cited references.
Before we look at specific models, we should note that the concept of learning styles is not universally accepted. The simple mention of the term arouses strong emotional reactions in many members of the academic community (notably but not exclusively the
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psychologists), who argue that learning style models have no sound
theoretical basis and that the instruments used to assess learning
styles have not been appropriately validated. On the other hand, the
studies summarized in the sections that follow paint a clear and consistent picture of learning style differences and their effects on student performance and attitudes. Additionally, instruction designed
to address a broad spectrum of learning styles has consistently proved
to be more effective than traditional instruction, which focuses on a
narrow range of styles. We therefore propose taking an engineering
approach to learning styles, regarding them as useful heuristics for
understanding students and designing effective instruction, and continuing to use them until demonstrably better heuristics appear.

In a longitudinal study carried out at the University of Western
Ontario by Rosati [22, 23], male introverts, intuitors, thinkers, and
judgers at the low end of the academic spectrum were found to be
more likely to succeed in the first year of the engineering curriculum
than were their extraverted, sensing, feeling, and perceiving counterparts. Rosati also observed that the introverts, thinkers, and
judgers in the low-performance male population were more likely
than the extraverts, feelers, and perceivers to graduate in engineering after four years, although the sensors were more likely than the
intuitors to do so. No statistically significant type differences
were found for academically strong male students or for female students.
As part of another longitudinal study, Felder [24] administered
A. The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator
the MBTI to a group of 116 students taking the introductory
People are classified on the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator® chemical engineering course at North Carolina State University.
(MBTI) according to their preferences on four scales derived from That course and four subsequent chemical engineering courses were
Jung’s Theory of Psychological Types [15]:
taught in a manner that emphasized active and cooperative learn●
extraverts (try things out, focus on the outer world of people) ing, and type differences in various academic performance measures
or introverts (think things through, focus on the inner world and attitudes were noted as the students progressed through the
of ideas).
curriculum. The results were remarkably consistent with expecta●
sensors (practical, detail-oriented, focus on facts and proce- tions based on type theory:
dures) or intuitors (imaginative, concept-oriented, focus on
●
Intuitors performed significantly better than sensors in
meanings and possibilities).
courses with a high level of abstract content, and the converse
●
thinkers (skeptical, tend to make decisions based on logic and
was observed in courses of a more practical nature. Thinkers
rules) or feelers (appreciative, tend to make decisions based on
consistently outperformed feelers in the relatively impersonal
personal and humanistic considerations).
environment of the engineering curriculum, and feelers were
●
judgers (set and follow agendas, seek closure even with inmore likely to drop out of the curriculum even if they were
complete data) or perceivers (adapt to changing circumdoing well academically. Faced with the heavy time demands
stances, postpone reaching closure to obtain more data).
of the curriculum and the corresponding need to manage
Lawrence [15] characterizes the preferences, strengths, and weaktheir time carefully, judgers consistently outperformed
nesses of each of the 16 MBTI types in many areas of student
perceivers.
functioning and offers numerous suggestions for addressing the
●
Extraverts reacted more positively than introverts when first
learning needs of students of all types, and Pittenger [16] reconfronted with the requirement that they work in groups on
views research based on the MBTI.
homework. (By the end of the study, both groups almost
Most engineering instruction is oriented toward introverts (lecunanimously favored group work.)
turing and individual assignments rather than active class involve●
The balanced instruction provided in the experimental
ment and cooperative learning), intuitors (emphasis on science and
course sequence appeared to reduce or eliminate the performath fundamentals rather than engineering applications and operamance differences previously noted between sensors and intions), thinkers (emphasis on objective analysis rather than interpertuitors and between extraverts and introverts.
sonal considerations in decision-making), and judgers (emphasis on
●
Intuitors were three times more likely than sensors to give
following the syllabus and meeting assignment deadlines rather
themselves top ratings for creative problem-solving ability
than on exploration of ideas and creative problem solving). In 1980,
and to place a high value on doing creative work in their
a consortium of eight universities and the Center for Applications
careers.
of Psychological Type was formed to study the role of personality
●
The majority of sensors intended to work as engineers in
type in engineering education. Predictably, introverts, intuitors,
large corporations, while a much higher percentage of intuthinkers, and judgers generally outperformed extraverts, sensors,
itors planned to work for small companies or to go to gradufeelers, and perceivers in the population studied [19, 21]. In work
ate school and work in research. Feelers placed a higher value
done as part of this study, Godleski [20] reported on grades in four
on doing socially important or beneficial work in their careers
sections of the introductory chemical engineering course at Clevethan thinkers did.
land State University taught by three different instructors. The emVery few results failed to confirm expectations from type theory,
phasis in this course is on setting up and solving a wide variety of and most of the failures involved type differences that might have
problems of increasing complexity, with memory and rote substitu- been expected to be significant but were not. The conclusion was that
tion in formulas playing a relatively small role. Intuitors would be the MBTI effectively characterizes differences in the ways engineerexpected to be at an advantage in this course, and the average grade ing students approach learning tasks, respond to different forms of infor the intuitors in all sections was indeed higher than that for sen- struction and classroom environments, and formulate career goals.
sors. Godleski obtained similar results for other courses that emphasized intuitive skills, while in the few “solid sensing” courses in B. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model
the curriculum (such as engineering economics, which tends to be
In Kolb’s model, students are classified as having a preference for
formula-driven) the sensors scored higher.
(a) concrete experience or abstract conceptualization (how they take
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information in) and (b) active experimentation or reflective observation (how they process information) [12, 25]. The four types of
learners in this classification scheme are:
●
Type 1 (concrete, reflective)—the diverger. Type 1 learners respond well to explanations of how course material relates to
their experience, interests, and future careers. Their characteristic question is “Why?” To be effective with Type 1 students, the instructor should function as a motivator.
●
Type 2 (abstract, reflective)—the assimilator. Type 2 learners
respond to information presented in an organized, logical
fashion and benefit if they are given time for reflection. Their
characteristic question is “What?” To be effective, the instructor should function as an expert.
●
Type 3 (abstract, active)—the converger. Type 3 learners respond to having opportunities to work actively on welldefined tasks and to learn by trial-and-error in an environment that allows them to fail safely. Their characteristic
question is “How? ” To be effective, the instructor should
function as a coach, providing guided practice and feedback in
the methods being taught.
●
Type 4 (concrete, active)—the accommodator. Type 4 learners
like applying course material in new situations to solve real
problems. Their characteristic question is “What if ?” To be
effective, the instructor should pose open-ended questions
and then get out of the way, maximizing opportunities for the
students to discover things for themselves. Problem-based
learning is an ideal pedagogical strategy for these students.
Preferences on this scale are assessed with the Learning Style Inventory® (McBer and Company, Boston) or the Learning Type
Measure® (About Learning Inc., Wauconda, Ill.). Most studies of
engineering students based on the Kolb model find that the majority of the subjects are Types 2 and 3. For example, Sharp [26] reports
that of 1,013 engineering students she tested, 40 percent were Type
3, 39 percent Type 2, 13 percent Type 4, and 8 percent Type 1.
Bernold et al. [27] found that of the 350 students in their study, 55
percent were Type 3, 22 percent Type 2, 13 percent Type 4, and 10
percent Type 1.
Traditional science and engineering instruction focuses almost
exclusively on lecturing, a style comfortable for only Type 2 learners.
Effective instruction involves teaching around the cycle—motivating
each new topic (Type 1), presenting the basic information and
methods associated with the topic (Type 2), providing opportunities for practice in the methods (Type 3), and encouraging exploration of applications (Type 4).
A faculty training program based on the Kolb learning style
model was initiated at Brigham Young University in 1989 [28].
About a third of the engineering faculty was trained in teaching
around the cycle. The volunteers implemented the approach in
their courses, reviewed videotapes of their teaching, and discussed
their successes and problems in focus groups. Many courses were
redesigned; instructors—including a number who did not participate in the original training—used a variety of teaching methods in
addition to formal lecturing; discussions about teaching became a
regular part of department faculty meetings; and several faculty
members presented and published education-related papers. Articles describing the program do not indicate the extent to which the
modified instruction led to improved learning.
Bernold et al. [27] describe an experiment at North Carolina
State University in which one group of students was subjected to
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teaching around the cycle (in their term, “holistic instruction”), another was taught traditionally, and the course grades earned by the
two groups were compared. Although the results were not conclusive, they appeared to indicate that Types 1 and 4 students were
more likely to get low grades than the more numerous Types 2 and 3
students when teaching was traditional, and that holistic instruction
may have helped a more diverse group of students to succeed.
Spurlin et al. [29] report on an ongoing study comparing freshman
engineering students of the four Kolb types. Their preliminary results also show Types 2 and 3 students doing better academically,
and they are conducting further studies intended to pinpoint reasons for the relatively poor performance and high risk of attrition of
the Types 1 and 4 students.
Julie Sharp of Vanderbilt University has used the Kolb model in
several ways as the basis for instructional design. Her work includes
the development of a variety of “writing to learn” assignments that
should be effective for each of the four Kolb types [30] and applications of the model to instruction in communications and teamwork
[26, 31].
C. The Felder-Silverman Model
1) Model Categories. According to a model developed by
Felder and Silverman [13, 32], a student’s learning style may be defined by the answers to four questions:
1. What type of information does the student preferentially perceive: sensory (sights, sounds, physical sensations) or intuitive
(memories, thoughts, insights)? Sensing learners tend to be
concrete, practical, methodical, and oriented toward facts and
hands-on procedures. Intuitive learners are more comfortable
with abstractions (theories, mathematical models) and are
more likely to be rapid and innovative problem solvers [47].
This scale is identical to the sensing-intuitive scale of the
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator.
2. What type of sensory information is most effectively perceived: visual (pictures, diagrams, flow charts, demonstrations) or verbal (written and spoken explanations)?
3. How does the student prefer to process information: actively
(through engagement in physical activity or discussion) or reflectively (through introspection)? This scale is identical to the
active-reflective scale of the Kolb model and is related to the
extravert-introvert scale of the MBTI.
4. How does the student characteristically progress toward understanding: sequentially (in a logical progression of incremental steps) or globally (in large “big picture” jumps)? Sequential learners tend to think in a linear manner and are able
to function with only partial understanding of material they
have been taught. Global learners think in a systems-oriented
manner, and may have trouble applying new material until
they fully understand it and see how it relates to material they
already know about and understand. Once they grasp the big
picture, however, their holistic perspective enables them to
see innovative solutions to problems that sequential learners
might take much longer to reach, if they get there at all [48].
More detailed descriptions of the attributes of the different
model categories and the nature and consequences of learning and
teaching style mismatches are given by Felder and Silverman [13]
and Felder [32]. Zywno and Waalen [36] report on the development and successful implementation of hypermedia instruction designed to address the learning needs of styles less favored by
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Table 1. Reported learning style preferences.
traditional instruction, and Sharp [40] describes an instructional
module based on the Felder-Silverman model that makes students
aware of differences in learning styles and how they may affect personal interactions, teamwork, interactions with professors, and
learning difficulties and successes.
2) The Index of Learning Styles. The Index of Learning
Styles® (ILS) is a forty-four-item forced-choice instrument developed in 1991 by Richard Felder and Barbara Soloman to assess
preferences on the four scales of the Felder-Silverman model. In
1994 several hundred sets of responses to the initial twenty-eightitem version of the instrument were collected and subjected to factor analysis. Items that did not load significantly on single factors
were discarded and replaced by new items to create the current version, which was put on the World Wide Web in 1997 [49]. The
ILS is available at no cost to individuals who wish to assess their
own preferences and to instructors or students who wish to use it for
classroom instruction or research, and it may be licensed by non-educational organizations.
Learning style preferences of numerous students and faculty
members have been determined using the Index of Learning Styles,
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with results summarized in Table 1 [50]. Unless otherwise indicated, the population samples shown in Table 1 are undergraduates.
Thus, for example, of the 129 undergraduate engineering students
who completed the ILS in a study conducted at Iowa State University, 63 percent were classified as active (A) learners (and by implication 37 percent were classified as reflective learners), 67 percent
were sensing (S) learners (33 percent intuitive learners), 85 percent
were visual (Vs) learners (15 percent verbal), and 58 percent were
sequential (Sq) learners (42 percent global).
Table 1 illustrates several of the mismatches described by Felder
and Silverman [13] between learning styles of most engineering undergraduates and traditional teaching styles in engineering education. Sixty-three percent of the undergraduates were sensors, while
traditional engineering instruction tends to be heavily oriented toward intuitors, emphasizing theory and mathematical modeling
over experimentation and practical applications in most courses;
82 percent of the undergraduates were visual learners, while most
engineering instruction is overwhelmingly verbal, emphasizing
written explanations and mathematical formulations of physical
phenomena over demonstrations and visual illustrations; and 64
Journal of Engineering Education
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percent of the students were active, while most engineering courses
other than laboratories rely almost exclusively on lectures and readings as the principal vehicles for transmitting information.
Table 1 also shows that 60 percent of the students assessed were
sequential and traditional engineering education is heavily sequential, so this dimension does not involve the same type of mismatch
observed for the others. Global students constitute a strong and important minority, however. They are the multidisciplinary thinkers,
whose broad vision may enable them to become, for example,
skilled researchers or chief executive officers of corporations. Unfortunately, traditional engineering education does little to provide
students with the systemic perspective on individual subjects they
need to function effectively, and the ones who take too long to get it
by themselves are at risk academically.
Section II briefly discussed the issue of instrument validation.
The Index of Learning Styles is one of the few instruments mentioned in this paper for which reliability and validity data have been
collected for engineering student populations [37,50,54]. We will
not provide details of the reliability analyses here; suffice it to say
that all three of the studies just cited conclude that the ILS meets or
exceeds accepted reliability standards for an instrument of its type.
Felder and Spurlin [50] summarize results from several studies that
provide evidence of both convergent and divergent construct validity. Profiles of engineering students at different institutions show a
high degree of consistency with one another and differ substantially
and in a predictable manner from profiles for engineering faculty
and humanities students (see Table 1). Another indication of convergent validity is that preferences for sensing and active learning
measured on the ILS were found to correlate with preferences for
sensing and extraversion measured on the Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator [33].
As noted previously, the conventional lecture-based teaching
approach in engineering education favors intuitive, verbal, reflective, and sequential learners. In yet another demonstration of the
construct validity of the ILS, Zywno and Waalen [36] found that
on average the performance in conventionally taught courses of
each of the favored types was superior to that of the less favored
types, and they also found that the use of supplemental hypermedia
instruction designed to address the needs of all types decreased
the performance disparities. Felder and Spurlin [50], Livesay et al.
[37], and Zywno [54] conclude that the ILS may be considered
reliable and valid for assessing learning styles, although all three papers recommend continuing research on the instrument.
D. Pedagogical Implications and Potential Misuses of Learning Styles
Studies have shown that greater learning may occur when teaching styles match learning styles than when they are mismatched [11,
13, 62, 63], but the point of identifying learning styles is not to label
individual students and tailor instruction to fit their preferences. To
function effectively as engineers or members of any other profession, students will need skills characteristic of each type of learner:
the powers of observation and attention to detail of the sensor and
the imagination and abstract thinking ability of the intuitor; the
abilities to comprehend information presented both visually and
verbally, the systematic analysis skills of the sequential learner and
the multidisciplinary synthesis skills of the global learner, and so on.
If instruction is heavily biased toward one category of a learning
style dimension, mismatched students may be too uncomfortable to
learn effectively, while the students whose learning styles match the
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teaching style will not be helped to develop critical skills in their less
preferred learning style categories [13, 14]. The optimal teaching
style is a balanced one that sometimes matches students’ preferences, so their discomfort level is not too great for them to learn effectively, and sometimes goes against their preferences, forcing
them to stretch and grow in directions they might be inclined to
avoid if given the option.
The preceding paragraph suggests what we believe to be the
most important application of learning styles, which is to help instructors design a balanced teaching approach that addresses the
learning needs of all of their students. Designing such an approach
does not require assessing the students' learning style preferences: it
is enough for instructors to select a model and attempt to address all
of its categories (in Kolb model terms, to teach around the cycle), knowing that every class probably contains students with every
preference [14]. Assessing the learning style profile of a class with an
instrument such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, the Kolb Learning Style Inventory, or the Index of Learning Styles—without being
overly concerned about which students have which preferences—
can provide additional support for effective instructional design. For
example, knowing that a large majority of students in a class are
sensing and visual learners can—and should—motivate the instructor to find concrete and visual ways to supplement the presentation
of material that might normally be presented entirely abstractly and
verbally. Many specific suggestions for designing instruction to address the full spectrum of learning styles are given by Felder and Silverman [13] and Lawrence [15].
What about identifying individual students' learning styles and
sharing the results with them? Doing so can provide them with valuable clues about their possible strengths and weaknesses and indications of ways they might improve their academic performance. Precautions should be taken if students are told their learning styles,
however. The instructor should emphasize that no learning style instrument is infallible, and if the students’ perceptions of how they
learn best differ from what the instrument says, they should not discount their own judgment. They should also be assured that their
learning style preferences are not reliable indicators of what they are
and are not capable of doing, and that people with every possible
learning style can succeed in any profession or endeavor. If a student is
assessed as, say, a sensing learner, it says nothing about his or her intuitive skills (or sensing skills, for that matter); it does not mean that he
or she is unsuited to be an engineer or scientist or mathematician; and
it does not excuse the low grade he or she made on the last exam. Instructors or advisers who use learning styles as a basis for recommending curriculum or career choices are misusing the concept and could
be doing serious disservices to their students and advisees.
E. Questions for Further Study
As previously noted, learning styles are controversial, with questions commonly being raised regarding their meaning and even
their existence. Much work needs to be done to resolve these questions and also to determine the validity of different learning style
models for engineering students and to confirm or refute claims regarding the effectiveness of a balanced teaching approach. The following questions merit investigation:
1. Does an assessed learning style preference indicate (a) the
type of instruction a student is most comfortable with or
(b) the type of instruction most likely to lead to more effective learning? To what extent are the two coincident?
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2.

Do any learning style preferences depend on students’ ethnic and cultural backgrounds? Which preferences, and what
are the nature and extent of the dependences?
3. To what extent does teaching exclusively to a student’s
learning style preference lead to (a) greater student satisfaction, (b) improvement in skills associated with that preference, (c) lack of improvement in skills associated with the
opposite preference?
4. Does a curriculum heavily biased toward a particular learning style increase the incidence of dropouts of students with
conflicting styles? To what extent does more balanced instruction reduce attrition and improve academic performance of those students?
5. Is the provision of choice over learning tasks an effective
strategy for accommodating different learning style preferences? How much choice should be provided and what kind?
6. How effective is instructional technology that provides alternative pathways through a body of material, with the
pathways being designed to appeal to different learning
style preferences?
7. How should learning style preferences be incorporated in
advising? How effective are interventions that take learning
style into account?
8. Does mixing learning styles when forming project teams
lead to better team products? Does it lead to increased interpersonal conflict? If the answer to each question is “yes,”
do the improved products compensate for the greater conflict risk? Does making team members aware of their learning style differences lower the potential for conflict?
9. How helpful to students is discussion of learning styles in
class?
10. To what extent are preferences on comparable scales of different instruments correlated?
11. To what extent do the answers to any of the preceding
questions depend on the strength of students’ learning style
preferences?

IV. APPROACHES TO LEARNING AND ORIENTATIONS
TO STUDYING
A. Definitions and Assessment
Marton and Säljö [64] define three different approaches to
learning—a surface approach, a deep approach, and a strategic approach.
Students who adopt a surface approach to learning memorize
facts but do not try to fit them into a larger context, and they follow
routine solution procedures without trying to understand their origins and limitations. These students commonly exhibit an extrinsic
motivation to learn (I’ve got to learn this to pass the course, to graduate,
to get a good job) and an unquestioning acceptance of everything in
the textbook and in lectures. To them, studying means scouring
their texts for worked-out examples that look like the homework
problems so they can simply copy the solutions. They either ignore
the text outside of the examples or they scan through it with a highlighter, looking for factual information that the instructor might
consider important, which they will attempt to memorize before
the exam.
Students who take a deep approach do not simply rely on memorization of course material but focus instead on understanding it.
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They have an intrinsic motivation to learn, with intellectual curiosity rather than the possibility of external reward driving their efforts.
They cast a critical eye on each statement or formula or analytical
procedure they encounter in class or in the text and do whatever
they think might help them understand it, such as restating text
passages in their own words and trying to relate the new material to
things they have previously learned or to everyday experience. Once
the information makes sense, they try to fit it into a coherent body
of knowledge.
Students who adopt a strategic approach do whatever it takes to
get the top grade. They are well organized and efficient in their
studying. They carefully assess the level of effort they need to exert
to achieve their ambition, and if they can do it by staying superficial
they will do so, but if the instructor’s assignments and tests demand
a deep approach they will respond to the demand.
A student may adopt different approaches to learning in different courses and even for different topics within a single course. An
orientation to studying is a tendency to adopt one of the approaches
in a broad range of situations and learning environments [5, 8]. Students who habitually adopt a surface approach have a reproducing
orientation; those who usually adopt a deep approach have a meaning orientation; and those inclined to take a strategic approach have
an achieving orientation. The Lancaster Approaches to Studying
Questionnaire (LASQ) [65] is a sixty-four-item questionnaire that
involves twelve subscales relevant to the three orientations and four
additional subscales. Shorter forms of the LASQ that provide less
detailed information are referenced by Woods et al. [66], and an alternative to the LASQ is the Study Process Questionnaire developed by Biggs [67].
Woods et al. [66] report on a study in which one of the short
forms of the LASQ was administered to 1,387 engineering students. The strongest inclination of the students was toward a strategic approach, followed in order by a surface approach and a deep
approach. Bertrand and Knapper [68] report LASQ results for students in other disciplines. Chemistry and psychology students went
from a preference for strategic learning in their second year to a
preference for deep learning in their fourth year, with both groups
displaying consistently low inclinations toward a surface approach.
Bertrand and Knapper [68] also report on three groups of students in two multidisciplinary curricula—students in the second
and fourth years of a project-based environmental resource studies
program and students in a problem-based program on the impact of
new materials. All three groups showed relatively strong inclinations toward a deep approach. There was little difference in the profiles of the second- and fourth-year students, suggesting that the results might reflect the orientations of the students selecting into the
programs more than the influence of the programs.
There are similarities between orientations to studying and
learning styles. Both represent tendencies that are situationally dependent, as opposed to fixed traits like gender or handedness that
always characterize an individual. Just as a student who is a strong
intuitor may function like a sensor in certain situations and vice
versa, a student with a pronounced meaning orientation may under
some circumstances adopt a surface approach to learning, and a
strongly reproducing student may sometimes be motivated to dig
deep. Similarly, just as students may be reasonably balanced in a
learning style preference, frequently functioning in ways characteristic of, say, both sensors and intuitors, some students may be almost equally likely to adopt deep and surface approaches in
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different courses and possibly within a given course. We will shortly
say more about instructional conditions that influence the choice.
B. Effects of a Deep Approach on Learning Outcomes
Researchers have assessed student approaches to learning and
correlated the results with various learning outcomes [3, 5, 69]. In
studies cited by Ramsden [5], students who took a deep approach to
reading created comprehensive and integrated summaries of material they had read, interpreting the information rather than simply
repeating it, while those who took a surface approach were more
likely to recite fragments of the reading content almost randomly.
The deep approach also led to longer retention of information—
presumably because the information was learned in context rather
than by rote memorization—and to consistently higher grades on
examinations and in courses.
For example, Prosser and Millar [70] examined first-year
physics students’ understanding of force concepts before and after
their introductory mechanics course. Eight out of nine students
who took a deep approach and only two of twenty-three who used a
surface approach showed significant progress in understanding
force concepts, moving away from Aristotle and toward Newton.
Meyer et al. [71] found that engineering students who adopted a
deep approach in a course were very likely to pass the course (in fact,
none of their subjects in this category failed), while students who
adopted a surface approach were very likely to fail. The students
who adopted a deep approach also generally expressed greater satisfaction with their instruction.
C. Motivating a Deep Approach to Learning
The approach a student might adopt in a particular situation depends on a complex array of factors. Some are intrinsic to the student (e.g., possession of prerequisite knowledge and skills and motivation to learn the subject), while others are determined more by
the instructional environment (e.g., the content and clarity of the
instructor’s expectations and the nature and quality of the instruction and assessment).
Biggs [3] proposes that achieving desired learning outcomes requires constructive alignment of the elements just listed. Alignment
means that the factors under the instructor’s control are all consistent with the goal: the desired outcomes are clearly communicated
to the students as expectations, instructional methods known to
favor the outcomes are employed and methods that work against
them are avoided, and learning assessments (homework, projects,
tests, etc.) are explicitly directed toward the outcomes. Constructive
means that the instructional design adheres to the principle of constructivism, which holds that knowledge is constructed by the
learner, as opposed to being simply transmitted by a teacher and absorbed. The teacher’s job is to create conditions that lead students to
construct accurate representations of the concepts being studied,
first abandoning prior misconceptions if any exist.
Certain features of classroom instruction have been found to be
constructively aligned with the adoption of a deep approach to
learning, while other features have the opposite effect [3, 5, 69]:
1. Interest in and background knowledge of the subject encourage a deep approach; lack of interest and inadequate background discourage it.
2. Clearly stated expectations and clear feedback on progress
encourage a deep approach; poor or absent feedback discourages it.
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3. Assessment methods that emphasize conceptual understanding encourage a deep approach; methods that emphasize recall or the application of routine procedural knowledge discourage it.
4. Teaching methods that foster active and long-term engagement with learning tasks encourage a deep approach.
5. Opportunities to exercise responsible choice in the content
and method of study encourage a deep approach.
6. Stimulating and caring teaching encourages a deep approach;
apathetic or inconsiderate teaching discourages it. A corollary
is that students who perceive that teaching is good are more
likely to adopt a deep approach than students with the opposite perception.
7. An excessive amount of material in the curriculum and an
unreasonable workload discourage a deep approach.
8. Previous experiences with educational settings that encouraged deep approaches further encourage deep approaches . A
similar statement can be made regarding surface approaches.
Well-established instructional strategies can be used to
achieve these conditions. Inductive teaching methods such as problem-based and project-based learning [72–77] can motivate students
by helping to make the subject matter relevant to their prior experience and interests (addressing item #1 above) and they also emphasize conceptual understanding and de-emphasize rote
memorization (item #3). An excellent way to make expectations
clear (item #2) is to articulate them in the form of instructional objectives [78–80]—statements of observable actions students should
be able to do (define, explain, calculate, derive, model, design)
once they have completed a section of a course.
Several student-centered teaching approaches accomplish the
goal of actively involving students in learning tasks (item #4), notably active learning (engaging students in class activities other than
listening to lectures) and cooperative learning (getting students to
work in small teams on projects or homework under conditions that
hold all team members accountable for the learning objectives associated with the assignment) [81–84]. Trigwell et al. [85, 86] found a
positive correlation between an instructor’s use of such instructional
methods and students’ adoption of a deep approach to learning.
Other references provide numerous examples of teaching in a stimulating caring manner (item #6), providing clear feedback by,
among other ways, designing appropriate tests (item #2), and providing choice in learning tasks (item #5) [4, 87–91]. Several of
the references cited in this paragraph and the preceding one also
summarize research connecting the instructional methods mentioned with a variety of positive learning outcomes [72, 82, 84].
D. Questions for Further Study
Of the three diversity domains discussed in this paper, approaches to learning may be the one with the most solid research
base [3, 5, 69, 92]. However, little has been done thus far to apply
and extend the research to engineering. Following are some of the
questions that might profitably be studied:
1. What percentages of students in traditional engineering curricula are characterized by reproducing, meaning, and achieving orientations to studying?
2. Do approaches to learning and orientations to studying depend on students’ ethnic and cultural backgrounds? What are
the nature and extent of the dependences?
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3. Does the adoption of a deep approach to learning in an engineering course lead to improved learning as it has been shown
to do in other disciplines? If so, for which learning outcomes
can improvements be demonstrated?
4. Do the instructional conditions and methods (e.g., active
learning, cooperative learning, and problem-based learning)
that purportedly motivate the adoption of a deep approach
do so in engineering? How and to what extent can students
with a reproducing orientation be motivated to adopt a deep
approach?
5. Would one need to reduce the content or extend the length of
the engineering curriculum to reduce the heavy time demands on students that have been shown to discourage the
adoption of a deep approach?
6. How do students with meaning, reproducing, and achieving
orientations to learning compare in high-level thinking skills,
such as critical thinking and creative thinking?
7. Might discussing approaches to learning with students promote their adoption of a deep approach?

V. LEVELS OF INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT
Many students enter college in what Kroll [93] refers to as a state
of “ignorant certainty,” believing that knowledge is certain, beliefs
are either right or wrong, the authorities (e.g., their professors and
the authors of their textbooks) have the answers, and their job is to
memorize those answers and repeat them on tests. As they gain experience, most gradually progress toward a state of (again in Kroll’s
terminology) “intelligent confusion,” in which they recognize that
all knowledge is contextual, take responsibility for making their
own judgments on the basis of evidence rather than relying on the
word of authorities, and become relatively sophisticated at gathering and interpreting evidence from a wide range of sources. In other
words, those who attain that state (which relatively few do by the
time they graduate) come to think like expert scientists and engineers. This progression has been referred to as intellectual (or cognitive or epistemological) development.
Different levels of intellectual development constitute the third
category of student diversity to be discussed here. In this section
we review several models of intellectual development, discuss their
applicability to engineering education, survey existing applications, and suggest areas for further exploration. Much of the material presented is drawn from a pair of articles recently published in this journal [94, 95].
A. Models of Intellectual Development
Four models of intellectual development are described in the literature. The first, Perry’s Model of Intellectual Development
[96,97], is the only one that has had widespread application in engineering education [98–106]. The low and intermediate levels of
Perry’s model are almost identical to the low and intermediate levels
of the King-Kitchener Model of Reflective Judgment [97, 107,
108], which may be the most widely used and validated of the four
models outside engineering education. (The two models diverge at
their highest levels, which are rarely attained by college students.) In
Women’s Ways of Knowing, Belenky et al. [109] suggest that Perry’s
model largely characterizes men (its formulation was based almost
entirely on interviews with male students) and propose an alternaJanuary 2005

tive progression of stages intended to characterize women’s development. Baxter Magolda’s Model of Epistemological Development [97, 110] integrates the preceding models by defining alternative patterns for all levels but the highest one, with one pattern
characterizing more men than women and the other more women
than men. Table 2 shows the levels and patterns of the Baxter
Magolda model and the correspondences between that model and
the other three. The paragraphs that follow discuss primarily the
models of Baxter Magolda and Perry.
The developmental pattern described by all four models has the
following general form. Students at the lowest levels (Baxter
Magolda’s absolute knowing and Perry’s dualism) believe that every
intellectual and moral question has one correct answer and their
professors (at least the competent ones) know what it is. As the students confront challenges to their belief systems in their courses and
through interactions with peers, they gradually come to believe in
the validity of multiple viewpoints and concurrently decrease their
reliance on the word of authorities (Baxter Magolda’s transitional
and independent knowing and Perry’s multiplicity). Baxter Magolda’s
highest level, contextual knowing, which parallels Perry’s contextual
relativism (Level 5) and the early stages of commitment in the face of
uncertainty (Level 6 and perhaps Level 7), is characterized by final
rejection of the notions of the certainty of knowledge and the omniscience of authorities. Contextual knowers take responsibility for
constructing knowledge for themselves, relying on both objective
analysis and intuition and taking into account (but not accepting
without question) the ideas of others whose expertise they acknowledge. They move away from the idea commonly held by
independent knowers (Level 4 on the Perry scale) that all opinions are equally valid as long as the right method is used to arrive at
them, and they acknowledge the need to base judgments on the
best available evidence within the given context, even in the face of
uncertainty and ambiguity.
B. Assessment of Development
In the method traditionally used to assess developmental levels,
trained interviewers conduct structured open-ended interviews, the
interviews are transcribed, and trained raters analyze the transcripts
and assign levels to the interviewees. While this method is universally considered the most valid and reliable approach to assessment,
the cost of implementing it has motivated the design of pencil-andpaper instruments that can be more easily administered and scored.
The Measure of Intellectual Development (MID) for the Perry
model [111] and the Measure of Epistemological Reflection
(MER) for the Baxter Magolda model [112, 113] call for students
to write essays on topics derived from the interview protocols, and
the essays are rated in the same manner as the interview transcripts.
The Learning Environment Preferences (LEP) questionnaire [114]
and Reflective Thinking Appraisal [115] are Likert-scale instruments for assessing levels on the Perry and King-Kitchener
models, respectively.
While pencil-and-paper instruments are easier and faster to administer than interviews, the ratings obtained tend to be one to two
positions lower than ratings obtained with interviews and correlate
moderately at best with interview ratings [100, 104]. To improve
the correlation, Pavelich, Miller, and Olds [104] developed an online tool called Cogito, which asks questions about scenarios related
to four controversial issues, asks follow-up questions based on the
responses, and uses a neural net to identify response patterns and
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Table 2. Models of intellectual development [94].

Table 3. Perry levels of engineering students.
assign levels to them. The neural net is trained on a set of responses
submitted by individuals with known levels on the Reflective Judgment and Perry models (based on structured interviews). In initial
tests, the maximum correlation coefficient of about 0.5 between the
interview-based levels and the Cogito-assigned levels was indeed
higher than the best values obtained for the pencil-and-paper instruments, but was still well below the desired minimum value of
0.8. The authors speculated that 0.5–0.6 might be an upper bound
to the correlation coefficient between ratings obtained using interviews and objectively-scored instruments.
C. Levels of Development of Engineering Students
Table 3 summarizes results of two studies in which the Perry
levels of beginning and advanced engineering undergraduates were
measured. Pavelich’s study [102] was carried out to assess the effect
on intellectual development of the strong experiential learning environment at the Colorado School of Mines. The study by Wise et al.
[106] was intended to determine the effect of a first-year projectbased design course at Penn State. The studies are remarkably consistent in their assessments of the initial and final average levels of
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the subjects. Most of the entering students were near Perry Level 3,
only beginning to recognize that not all knowledge is certain and
still relying heavily on authorities as sources of truth. The average
change after four years of college was one level, with most of the
change occurring in the last year. Neither instructional approach
met its goal of elevating a significant number of students to Level 5.
As discouraging as these results might seem, one could speculate
that a curriculum lacking such features as the experiential learning
environment at Mines or the project-based first-year experience at
Penn State (in Wankat’s term, a “dualistic curriculum” [91]) would
lead to even less growth than was observed in the two studies in
question.
Wise et al. [106] also report Perry ratings of eight male engineering students and eight female engineering students who completed the first-year project-based design course. There was initially
no appreciable difference between the two groups in average Perry
rating or SAT scores. At the end of the first year, the average Perry
rating was 3.50 for the men and 3.16 for the women; at the end of
the third year the ratings were 3.50 (men) and 3.00 (women); and at
the end of the fourth year the ratings were 4.00 (men) and 4.50
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(women). None of the differences were statistically significant
although the differences for the third year came close (p  0.054).
The lack of significance could be an artifact of the small sample
size. To the extent that the observed differences are real, they
support the contentions of Belenky et al.[109] and Baxter Magolda [110] that men and women exhibit different patterns of
development.
D. Promoting Intellectual Development
A necessary condition for students’ intellectual growth is challenge to the beliefs that characterize their current developmental levels. An absolute knower who is never confronted with open-ended
questions that have multiple solutions cannot be expected to accept
the reality of multiplicity and move to transitional knowing spontaneously. Similarly, an independent knower who is not challenged
for inadequate use of evidence in making judgments is not likely to
make the shift to contextual knowing.
The challenge cannot be too great, however. If students are confronted with tasks that call for thinking too far above their current
developmental level (in Vygotsky’s term, outside their Zone of
Proximal Development [116]), they may not be capable of understanding what is being required of them. Moreover, challenge
alone—even at an appropriate level—may not be sufficient to move
students to higher levels of development. Students confronted with
challenges to their fundamental beliefs may feel threatened and either persist at their current developmental levels or retreat to even
lower levels. To avoid these outcomes, instructors should provide
appropriate support to help their students meet the challenges.
Felder and Brent [95] propose five instructional conditions that
should provide the balance of challenge and support needed to promote intellectual growth and suggest numerous ways to establish
the conditions. The conditions are listed in Table 4. Most of the
methods suggested in [95] are supported by extensively cited references on teaching and learning [2, 3, 5, 87, 88, 90, 91], and the
student-centered approaches of Condition D have repeatedly been
shown to have positive effects on a wide variety of learning outcomes [119–123]. However, until a researcher implements the recommendations and assesses the intellectual development of the
subjects (ideally comparing their growth with that of a control
group that goes through a traditionally taught curriculum), the effectiveness of the conditions in Table 4 at promoting growth will
remain speculative.

Table 4. Instructional conditions that facilitate intellectual
growth [95].
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E. Questions for Further Study
The study of the intellectual development of engineering students is still in a preliminary stage, with many basic questions as yet
unaddressed. Several of the questions follow.
1. What intellectual development level distributions characterize most engineering students at different stages of the curriculum? Are there differences between students at different
types of schools? Do levels vary with demographic or sociological factors or academic predictors such as SAT scores,
and if so, how? Do levels correlate with course grades? Are
the contrasting gender-related patterns of Baxter Magolda’s
model observed for engineering students? What levels and
patterns characterize engineering faculty?
2. To what extent do levels on the different models of intellectual development actually correspond in the manner shown
in Table 2? (Those correspondences are based entirely on the
descriptions of the levels and not on comparative data.)
3. To what extent do the instructional conditions listed in Table
4 promote intellectual development? What other instructional conditions or methods do so, and to what extent?
4. Is Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development a reality in the
context of intellectual development? In other words, are assertions that students cannot cope with instruction more than
(say) one Perry level above their current developmental level
valid, or can suitable support enable them to bridge broader
cognitive gaps?
5. What are the effects of introducing students to the concept of
intellectual development? For example, would being able to
identify their own attitudes in the context of developmental
levels promote their intellectual growth, or might explicit description of the different stages of development lead to resentment and increased resistance from students at lower levels?

VI. TEACHING TO ADDRESS ALL THREE
FORMS OF DIVERSITY
Teaching strategies have been recommended to help instructors
meet the needs of the full spectrum of learning styles [13, 15, 26],
induce students to adopt a deep approach to learning [3, 5, 69], and
promote students’ intellectual development [95]. The prospect of
implementing three different teaching approaches simultaneously
to achieve all three goals could be intimidating to instructors, but
commonalities among the three diversity domains and the instructional methods that address them make the task manageable. The
basis of the discussion that follows is the set of recommendations
for promoting intellectual development presented in Table 4.
Assigning a variety of learning tasks (part of Condition A of
Table 4) is foremost among the methods that have been recommended to address learning goals in all three diversity domains.
Variation enables instructors both to challenge the beliefs about
knowledge and its acquisition that characterize different developmental levels and to ensure that students are confronted with some
assignments that require a deep approach to learning. Variety in assignments is also a cornerstone of recommendations for addressing
the full spectrum of learning styles, with some problems emphasizing practical considerations and requiring careful attention to details
(sensing strengths) and others calling for theoretical interpretation
and mathematical modeling (intuitive strengths), some involving
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individual efforts (reflective) and others requiring teamwork
(active), and so on.
A clear similarity exists between the characteristics of a deep approach to learning and the defining attributes of Baxter Magolda’s
contextual knowledge level of intellectual development (Perry Level
5 and above). Both a deep approach and contextual knowing involve
taking responsibility for one’s own learning, questioning authorities
rather than accepting their statements at face value, and attempting
to understand new knowledge in the context of prior knowledge and
experience. A reasonable assumption is that conditions known to
promote a deep approach should also promote intellectual growth.
As we noted in section IV-C, Conditions A3, B, C, D1, D2, and E1
of Table 4 have been shown to encourage a deep approach.
Inductive instructional approaches such as problem-based learning (Condition D of Table 4) should also be effective for addressing
the learning goals associated with all three domains. Open-ended
problems that do not have unique well-defined solutions pose a serious challenge to students’ low-level beliefs in the certainty of knowledge and the role of instructors as providers of knowledge. Such
problems by their very nature also require a deep approach to learning (rote memorization and simple algorithmic substitution being
clearly inadequate strategies for them), and solving them eventually
requires skills associated with different learning styles: the imagination and capacity for abstract thinking of the intuitor and the attention to detail of the sensor; the holistic vision of the global learner
and the systematic analytical approach of the sequential learner.
Requiring students to modify their fundamental beliefs about
the nature of knowledge can be unsettling or threatening, as can
calling on them to adopt a deep approach to learning when they are
inclined to a surface approach or to complete assignments that call
for abilities not normally associated with their learning style preferences. It is reasonable to speculate that the conditions in Table 4 involving support for students should help students respond successfully to these types of challenges. Offering a choice of learning tasks
(part of Condition A of Table 4), explicitly communicating expectations (Condition B), modeling and providing practice and feedback on high-level tasks (Condition C), and showing respect for
students at all levels of development (Condition E) are all ways to
provide support.
While these linkages among the domains may appear logical,
they must be considered speculative in the absence of rigorous confirmatory analysis. Here, then, is our final list of suggested questions
to explore.
1. How strong is the hypothesized link between orientation to
studying and level of intellectual development? Put another
way, to what extent does a student’s level of intellectual development correlate with his or her tendency to adopt a deep approach to learning?
2. What correlations exist between learning styles and approaches to learning and/or levels of intellectual development? For example, are intuitors more likely than sensors and
global learners more likely than sequential learners to adopt a
deep approach? Are there developmental level differences between students with different learning style preferences?
3. Are there gender-related patterns in learning style preferences or orientations to studying comparable to the patterns
in Baxter Magolda’s Model of Epistemological Development? Are there cultural differences in any of the three diversity categories?
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4. To what extent do each of the conditions listed in Table 4—
including the use of student-centered instructional models
such as cooperative learning and problem/project-based
learning—promote intellectual growth, the adoption of a
deep approach, and the development of skills associated with
different learning styles in engineering students? Are there
instructional methods or conditions not covered in Table 4
that would achieve the same goals?

VII. SUMMARY
Students differ from one another in a wide variety of ways, including the types of instruction to which they respond best (learning styles), the ways they approach their studies (orientations to
studying and approaches to learning), and their attitudes about the
nature of knowledge and their role in constructing it (levels of intellectual development). While much has been written about all three
categories of diversity in the general education literature, relatively
little solid research specific to engineering education has been performed. We have suggested a number of promising areas for study:
●
Validating instruments used to assess learning styles, orientations
to study, and levels of intellectual development of engineering students. Most of the instruments listed in this paper have been
subjected to reliability and validity analysis, but few of the
validation studies involved engineering student populations.
While results obtained with an instrument that has not been
rigorously validated may be informative (especially if they are
consistently replicated in independent studies), conclusions
can be made and generalized with much greater confidence if
the instrument has been shown to be reliable and valid for the
population being studied.
●
Characterizing students. Learning style profiles, orientations
to study, and levels of intellectual development of engineering students should be assessed and analyzed. Differences in
any of the three should be identified among (a) students at
different levels of a single engineering curriculum, (b) students in different branches of engineering, (c) students at different types of schools (research-intensive and teaching-intensive, public and private, small and large), (d) engineering
students and students in other disciplines, and (e) students
and faculty.
●
Establishing correlations among the three diversity domains.
Correlations among learning styles, orientations to study,
and levels of intellectual development should be identified.
Correlations could be useful for instructional design—so
that, for example, if the anticipated correlation between a
meaning orientation to study and a contextual knowing level
of development on Baxter Magolda’s scale (Perry Level 5) is
verified, instructors wishing to promote the intellectual development of their students could feel more confident in
using methods known to promote a deep approach to learning. Moreover, confirming the existence of anticipated correlations would support the construct validity of the instruments used to assess the positions or preferences being
compared.
●
Evaluating the effectiveness of instructional methods and programs. Most engineering faculty would agree that to be effective, instruction should address the needs of students across
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the full spectrum of learning styles, promote adoption of a
deep approach to learning, and help students advance to
higher levels of intellectual development. Many authors have
proposed instructional methods for achieving one or more of
those goals. What is needed is solid evidence that either supports or refutes claims of the effectiveness of those methods
in achieving the desired outcomes.
We began this paper with an admonition by Kierkegaard that true
instruction begins when instructors understand their students. An
important component of that understanding is awareness of the different attitudes students have toward learning, the different ways they
approach it, and how instructors can influence both their attitudes
and approaches. The research summarized in this paper and the research that remains to be done can help instructors gain that awareness. The more successful they are in doing so, the more effectively
they can design instruction that benefits all of their students. In turn,
the better students understand the strengths and weaknesses associated with their attitudes and preferences, the more likely they will be to
learn effectively while they are in school and throughout their careers.
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