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Learning Styles and Ways of Knowing

Learning and teaching is a key part of the supervision process. How do we each learn? Do we have ways we do this automatically without even thinking about it?  What would the benefits be of learning how we learn and making this a key part of all our work as supervisors and coaches? 

There have been many attempts to explore the idea that we all have particular ways of processing information, learning new skills, storing information, whether or not we like learning with others or on our own, through reading or experimenting and so on. The other question is are our styles fixed in some way by our personality or can we adapt and stretch into new ways in the right environment? It seems there is no clear evidence for either the fixed view or the flexible view. The key skill may well lie in the learner’s ability to develop her capacity to learn per se.

Polanyi (1967) distinguishes "tacit knowledge" from "explicit knowledge" 

‘The tacit aspects of knowledge are those that cannot be codified, but can only be transmitted via training or gained through personal experience. Tacit knowledge has been described as “know-how” (as opposed to “know-what” [facts] and “know-why” [science]) . It involves learning and skill but not in a way that can be written down. The simplest example of the nature and value of tacit knowledge is that one does not know how to ride a bike or swim due to reading a textbook, but only through personal experimentation, by observing others, and/or being guided by an instructor. In fact the rules for riding a bike can be articulated, but they are of no use to a learner - they are: to turn left on a bike, first turn slightly to the right; if you are falling to the left steer to the left. But being told this only confuses the learner. Another example, given by Polanyi, is our ability to quickly recognize the face of someone we know in a crowd of strangers.’

Tacit knowledge is personal, context specific, subjective knowledge, whereas explicit knowledge is codified, systematic, formal, and easy to communicate. Perhaps recognising these two kinds of knowledge would be a good starting point when thinking about knowledge building as part of learning.

Gendlin (1978 ) in his work on Focusing has developed ways to access this tacit knowledge. He calls the process ‘Thinking at the Edge,’ (TAE).

‘like Focusing, is a practice developed from the Philosophy of the Implicit. It is a set of exact steps to develop a fresh use of language and a new kind of theory to speak from something in one's field which one knows but has not been able to say. This is a way to say something that can restructure the basic terms and practices in your field, rather than being able to say only what fits the current available concepts.

Current science, social policy and human relations tend to exclude the intricacy of the individual's experience. TAE (Thinking at the Edge) is a way to think and speak about our world and ourselves by generating terms from a "felt sense". Such terms formulate experiential intricacy, rather than turning everything into externally viewed objects. Language and concepts that emerge directly from experience can point to aspects of experience that cannot otherwise be formulated.’

With Focusing we find that the human body is much more finely ordered than the definitions of our various cultures and common phrases. Behind the usual emotions, feelings, memories, images, perceptions, and thoughts is the directly-sensed murky zone. When it opens we discover that we and others are rich, intricate, finely organized and always imply freshly emerging possibilities.’

Gendlin’s work comes close to that of Senge (2004) and his colleagues who have developed a model called The U-Process. This describes the steps needed to drop down into a place of not knowing, finding a deeper part of the self from which to draw fresh insights before returning to everyday consciousness, and fresh action.

The term ‘reflective practitioner’ used by Schon (1983) describes another part of this process of knowledge building. Here he refers to the importance in professional education of distinguishing between ‘theories in use’ and ‘espoused theories’.  When describing an intervention the learner will be asked about the thinking or theory that underlies their action. The action is then reflected upon and a discrepancy or difference is often found between what people say they do and what they actually do. It is only on reflection, and through enquiry that these distinctions can be made and new learning begun. The learner is supported to develop the key skill of reflection –  in-action rather than apply a set technique, to learn by doing and reflecting as they meet the reality of the complex world.

Some of the following researchers have explored this field and influenced much of the thinking around learning styles:

1. Kolb’s Learning Styles Inventory proposes 4 styles: active, reflective, abstract, concrete. He sees these as not so much as fixed personality traits, but more relatively stable behavioural patterns. His learning cycle has 4 phases; have a concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active implementation. He suggests that we all need to develop all four styles to become balanced and integrated learners. 

2. Honey and Mumford also describe four types: activists, reflectors, theorists and pragmatists, and define learning style as a ‘description of the attitudes and behaviour which determine an individual’s preferred way of learning.’ They say that most people exhibit more than one trait.

3. Both the Meyers Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) and the Insights Discovery Profile are based on Jung’s theory of the personality, with 4 bi-polar scales; perceiving/ judging, sensing/intuiting, thinking/feeling, with each having an extravert or introvert application, making 16 types for the MBTI, and 72 for the Insights model. As a personality type psychometric neither of them is specifically designed to look at learning styles. However both suggest that personality preferences will affect the ways we prefer to learn.

In the Insights model there are 8 styles proposed; focused thinking, practical action, intuitive experimentation, interactive participation, flexible involvement, considered reflection, systematic processing, and detached analysis. 

We can see with all these approaches that whatever learning is being done, there will be a variety of processes undertaken and much will be done almost unconsciously as preferences are habitual. What really enhances us as learners is to become more conscious of our own process and make choices about the most appropriate ways for the task in hand. Without consciousness we may well miss the step that really supports and extends our learning.

What is important in supervision is to attune to what the supervisee knows of their preferred ways. It is likely they will have a strength born of much use in some ways and not others.  We can then work with extending their range as this will give more creative possibilities to their coaching. 
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