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ABSTRACT 
 
Although complex, controversial, and contradicting, learning styles is highly 
influential.  Distance education (DE) has experienced tremendous growth in the last 
few decades.  The popularity of learning styles and DE necessitates research. This 
correlational research study was conducted to determine if there is any evidence to 
incorporate learning styles in DE.  
 
The following is the research question for this study. Are students’ learning styles 
based on the visual, auditory, tactile model correlated to satisfaction of course 
format in an online undergraduate course?  The participants of this study were 
students enrolled in three sections of the Contemporary Worldviews course at a 
private higher education institution (HEI).  Learning styles were determined by a 
variant of the visual, auditory, read/write, and kinesthetic (VARK) framework.  
Satisfaction of course format was determined from one composite question with 
responses based on a Likert scale.  The response rate was 53.5%. Statistical 
analysis determined that learning styles was not correlated to satisfaction of course 
format in this current study.  There are implications from this study that curriculum 
can be designed for a single course that leaves students highly satisfied. Educators 
should saturate DE courses with as much variance as feasible given technology and 
cost limitations to account for possible learning style differences. 
 
Keywords: Distance education, learning styles, satisfaction, VARK. 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In the last few decades, learning styles has become a highly influential area of 
tremendous interest (Pashler, McDaniel, Rohrer, & Bjork, 2008) comprised of a 
large body of research (Coffield, Moseley, Hall, & Ecclestone, 2004).  However, this 
area of study remains complex and steeped in controversy with no consensus 
among scholars concerning research results or pedagogical implications (Coffield et 
al., 2004; Graf & Kinshuk, 2007; Santo, 2006).    
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Many issues contribute to the “opaque, contradictory and controversial” (Coffield et 
al., 2004, p. 2) nature of this field of study such as fragmented research, the 
continuum nature of learning styles, a vast number of classification models, the 
potential dynamic nature of individual learning styles, the potential bias of sample 
populations, and the commercialism of measurement instruments.  
 
Additionally, there doesn’t appear to be a single definition of learning styles (Beyth-
Marom, Saporta, & Caspi, 2005; Graf & Kinshuk, 2007; Santo, 2006). However, the 
following definition provides a general understanding of what this construct is.  
Maushak, Chen, Martin, Shaw, & Unfred (2001) state that “Researchers agree that 
learning styles represent the ways in which individuals interpret, process, 
understand, and integrate information” (p. 126).  Other scholars include the aspect 
of an individual’s preference (Honey & Mumford, 1982), ease (Nilson, 2010), or 
even best (Drago & Wagner, 2004) way of learning in their definitions. The 
implication of these challenges concerning learning styles is that sound research in 
this area is still warranted.  Contextually, the need to study learning styles in light 
of the conception of distance education (DE) has become greater than ever. 
 
DE defined by Parsad and Lewis (2008) and adopted by the U.S. Department of 
Education is “a formal education process in which the students and instructor are 
not in the same place” (p. 1). DE can be synchronous or asynchronous.  
Synchronous DE occurs with real-time communication between the instructor and 
learner where asynchronous DE occurs with a time-delay (Hillstock, 2005). DE has 
experienced continuous growth (Neely & Tucker, 2010), global expansion (Eaton, 
2004), and has been utilized by an enormous numbers of institutions and 
individuals. Scholars claim that DE is now “mainstream” (Sahin, 2008, p. 123) with 
others claiming that it has replaced traditional education (Spears, Fried, Olia, 
Manski, Craig, & Covington, 2008).  This appears to be an educational process that 
is not diminishing, and remains dynamic (Buboltz, Wilkinson, Thomas, & Jenkins, 
2001).  Similar to learning styles, DE has a commercial aspect as a multi-billion 
dollar industry and the fastest growing market in education (United States Distance 
Learning Association, 2009) involving two-thirds of degree-granting postsecondary 
institutions with an estimated 12.153 million students nationally (Parsad & Lewis, 
2008, p. 9). Graham and Essex (2001) contend that the popularity of DE in academic 
and corporate settings impels the need for study.   
 
Fortunately, scholars began studying DE early after conception. Much research has 
been focused on comparison of DE against traditional education in what is known as 
the no significant difference phenomenon.  Though challenged by some scholars as 
less successful based on failure rates (Rolfe, 2007), course grades (Edvardsson & 
Oskarsson, 2008), or a direct comparison of exams or tests (Bozkaya, 2001; Deka & 
McMurry, 2006), scholars have empirically demonstrated the no significant 
difference phenomenon (e.g., Glenn, 2001; Head, 2001; Hoban, Neu, & Castle, 2002; 
Spears et al., 2008).   
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In fact, many times studies report a significant difference in performance in favor of 
DE (e.g., Jones, 1999; MacFarland, 2006; Magagula & Ngwenya, 2004; Schoenfeld-
Tacher & McConnell, 2001). Meta-analysis such as Shachar and Neumann (2003) 
also support that DE students outperform their traditional counterparts. With the 
apparent legitimizing of DE through the consensus of the no significant difference 
phenomenon, scholars began to focus attention on studying learning styles in the 
context of DE (e.g., Battalio, 2009; Beaumaster & Long, 2002; Eom, Wen, & Ashill, 
2006; Offir, Bezalel, & Barth, 2007; Manochehri, 2008; Rothenberger & Long, 2001; 
Roy, 2006; Shaw, 2012; Zacharis, 2010).  Education professionals must continue to 
critically evaluate whether learning styles should be considered and how it should 
be considered in DE.   
 
The following review of literature demonstrates that existing research studies 
utilize satisfaction and performance as criterion variables in related research.  The 
review of literature also demonstrates that while there are numerous studies that 
evaluate learning styles and satisfaction in DE, very few studies utilize Fleming and 
Mills’ (1992) visual, auditory, read/write, and kinesthetic (VARK) framework for 
learning styles.  This is the research gap that this current study attempts to address.  
This current study is significant as it adds to the pool of existing research literature 
available that helps to determine if there is any empirical evidence to incorporate 
learning styles based on the VARK in DE.  If learning styles is correlated to course 
satisfaction, there could be empirical evidence in support of the “meshing 
hypothesis” (Pashler et al., 2008, p. 108) of matching instruction to students 
learning styles whether that is accomplished by saturating a course or varying 
instruction (e.g., adaptive hypermedia).  Conversely, these recommendations may 
not be justified if there is no correlation between students learning styles and 
satisfaction or performance.   
 
The specific purpose of this study is to determine the correlation (if any) of learning 
styles on student satisfaction with course format in DE.  The scope of this study is 
restricted to learning styles and satisfaction of DE in the higher education context.  
The research question for this study is: Are students’ learning styles based on the 
visual, auditory, tactile model correlated to satisfaction of course format in an 
online undergraduate course?  
 
The following review of literature, methodology, results, discussion, and conclusion 
attempt to provide more clarity with this “vague” (Santo, 2006, p. 85) construct of 
learning styles.  
 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
This review of literature presents the origin of learning styles, existing 
controversies, existing research basis for the criterion variable, and current 
research gap being explored.  Coffield et al. (2004) is utilized as the theoretical 
framework for the discussions of this current review of literature.  
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Coffield et al. (2004) describe learning styles as “controversial” (p. 2). The 
controversies concerning learning styles are multi-faceted and can be seen 
beginning with the origin of learning styles. 
 
Origin of Learning Styles 
There are conflicting accounts concerning the contemporary origin of learning 
styles.  Pashler et al. (2008) traces the contemporary origin of learning styles to the 
Myers-Brigg Type Indicator (MBTI) test which started to be popular in the 1940s 
(Pashler et al., 2008). However, Buboltz et al. (2001) attributes the origin of 
learning or cognitive styles to Allport (1937).  Regardless of the conflicting accounts 
of the contemporary origin of learning styles, it is ultimately rooted in ancient 
theories of medicine.  Attributed by the second century A.D. to the ancient Greek 
Hippocrates, the four humors doctrine was further developed by Galen (Nutton, 
2005).  Although originally a medical doctrine, the four humors doctrine serves as 
the origin of the first temperament, trait, or type theory of learning styles. 
 
Controversial Nature of Learning Styles 
The controversy concerning learning styles extends beyond conflicts concerning the 
contemporary origin of learning styles. It involves a philosophical debate of 
whether learning styles are viewed as fixed or flexible. Coffield et al. (2004) is a 
literature review that identified 71 existing models of learning styles, evaluated in 
detail 13 of those models, and provided a theoretical framework to classify learning 
style models. Coffield et al.’s (2004) framework is a continuum based on how fixed 
or flexible learning styles are viewed. Coffield et al. (2004) group the identified 
models into the following five families in increasing order of flexibility:  
constitutionally-based learning styles and preferences; cognitive structure; stable 
personality type; “flexible stable” (p.12) learning preferences; and learning 
approaches and strategies.  
 
Theoretically, the controversy in learning styles also involves whether the construct 
is viewed as dynamic and can change for an individual over time (Maushak et al., 
2001).  Pragmatically, another controversy of this field of study involves the every 
expanding theoretical frameworks, instruments, and resulting commercialism 
(Coffield et al., 2004; Pashler et al., 2008) of those measurement instruments.  
Perhaps the most controversial issue concerning learning styles is the 
tremendousconflict concerning the results of existing research studies as well as 
the implications of the research.  Much of the controversy regarding research 
pertains to the meshing hypothesis previously introduced which is one of most 
common hypothesis (Pashler et al., 2008) or recommendations (Coffield et al., 
2004) in related research.   
 
The majority of studies involving learning styles and DE in the current review of 
literature pertain to the meshing hypothesis or recommendation (e.g., Battalio, 
2009; Buboltz et al., 2001; Combs, 2001; Gee, 1990; Maushak et al., 2001; 
Rothenberger, & Long, 2001; Walls, 2005).   
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However, this meshing hypothesis is strongly contradicted by some contemporary 
scholars (e.g., Coffield et al., 2004; Pashler et al., 2008).  Coffield et al. (2004) base 
this criticism on conflicting research, complexity of interactions between other 
constructs, complexity of the construct of learning, and the fact that it is 
pragmatically unrealistic.  Pashler et al. (2008) also contend there is no empirical 
basis for this hypothesis.  However, their criticism is primarily based on the lack of 
“methodologically sound studies” (Pashler et al., 2008, p. 105) that supports this 
hypothesis.  Pashler et al. (2008) argue that causation has to be demonstrated by a 
crossover interaction shown through an experimental research design. 
 
Existing Research Basis for Criterion Variables 
In contrast to the controversies presented, there is consensus that the research 
basis for evaluating learning styles in DE is academic achievement and/or 
satisfaction.  Researchers have stressed that the first and central issue that must be 
evaluated is student achievement (Eaton, 2001; Schoenfeld-Tacher & McConnell, 
2001). Research concerning the construct of academic achievement is tremendously 
extensive (Winnie & Nesbit, 2010). However, existing research concerning learning 
styles and DE pragmatically utilizes a multiple of measurements for this construct 
including final grades, course completion rates, pre-test/post-test gains, grades on 
individual assignments, and grade point averages (GPA).  Although not classified as 
Coffield et al.’s (2004) constitutionally-based learning styles, there are studies 
numerous (e.g., Battalio, 2009; Beaumaster & Long, 2002; Gee, 1990; 
Rothenberger, & Long, 2001; Shaw, 2012; Shih et al., 1998; Spears et al., 2008; 
Zacharis, 2010) that utilize achievement as a criterion variable.  Interestingly, only 
Battalio (2009) and Gee (1990) report an association between learning styles and 
achievement in these cited examples. 
 
Concerning student satisfaction, Eom et al. (2006) articulate that this variable is 
one of two outcomes “widely cited as measures of the effectiveness of online 
education systems” (p. 216). Although not classified as Coffield et al.’s (2004) 
constitutionally-based learning styles, there are numerous studies (e.g., Cook, 
Gelula, Dupras, & Schwartz, 2007; Manochehri, 2008; Miller, 1997; Shaw, 2012; 
Yunfei & Simpson, 2002) that utilize satisfaction as a criterion variable for research 
design.  Interestingly, only Yunfei and Simpson (2002) based on Kolb’s (1984) 
Learning Style Inventory reports a correlation between learning styles and 
satisfaction in these cited examples.   
 
Constitutionally-based Learning Styles and Satisfaction 
The following studies are discussed in more detail as they are based on the same 
family of learning styles from Coffield et al. (2004) as the current research study 
which is the constitutionally-based classification.  This family views learning styles 
as fixed and “very difficult to change” (Coffield et al., 2004, p. 13).  This current 
review of literature only resulted in three sources pertinent to learning styles and 
satisfaction in DE that were based on the VARK framework for learning styles.   
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The review of literature also confirms Graf and Kinshuk’s (2007) allegations that 
there is a lack of consensus with results of research concerning learning styles in 
DE.  The following studies report contradicting results regarding learning styles and 
course satisfaction.   
 
Eom et al. (2006) is a quantitative research article that examines six independent 
variables including learning styles against the dependant variables of satisfaction 
and perceived learning outcomes.   
 
Specifically, the hypothesis concerning learning styles is visual and read/write 
students would experience greater satisfaction (Eom et al., 2006).  Most 
significantly, learning styles in Eom et al. (2006) is based on Fleming and Mills’ 
(1992) VARK framework.  Eom et al. (2006) sent surveys to 1854 online higher 
education students and received 397 responses.  The data are analyzed statistically 
by the partial least squares methodology (Eom et al., 2006).   
 
Eom et al. (2006) determine that all six independent variables including learning 
styles are significantly correlated to satisfaction, and only learning styles and 
instructor feedback are correlated to perceived learning outcomes.  Drago and 
Wagner (2004) is another study that reports a correlation between learning styles 
and satisfaction.  Drago and Wagner (2004) use a correlational design to determine 
if there is a relationship between learning styles and satisfaction.  Drago and 
Wagner (2004) is also based on the VARK learning styles framework. Their sample 
for the study consists of graduate students in “11 MBA management courses” (p. 4) 
offered by “a large Midwestern university” (Drago & Wagner, 2004, p. 4).   
 
In contrast to these two quantitative studies (Drago & Wagner, 2004; Eom et al., 
2006), Roy (2006) is a qualitative study based on the VARK.    
 
Additionally, Roy (2006) states “that it has not been proven that learning styles 
make a difference when considering interactions in an asynchronous e-learning 
environment” (p. 25).   
 
Roy (2006) utilizes the following methods of research: a literature review, limited 
interviews, and a survey with a small sample size.  Due to these conflicting results 
and the small number of studies utilizing the VARK, this study seeks to address this 
current research gap.   
 
METHOD 
 
This current study attempts to determine if students’ learning styles based on VARK 
are correlated to satisfaction of course format in an online undergraduate course.  
The details concerning the methodology of this current correlational study are as 
follows.  Specific details concerning the participants, outcome and instruments, and 
data analysis are subsequently described. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

118 

Participants 
The participants of this study were selected from a population of a HEI. The 
pseudonym for this HEI was Western Private University (WPI). WPI is a private 
university located in the southeastern United States with a residential enrollment of 
12,600 students and an online student population of over 80,000. WPI is a private, 
religious, co-educational, and comprehensive higher education institution. The 
population consisted of a diverse student body in terms of geographical location 
and gender. The online student body is 39% male and 61% female and is located in 
all 50 states and 95 countries.  At WPI, DE is conducted in the form of online 
courses and residential intensives.   
 
There are no hybrid courses or blended courses at WPI. The participants of this 
study were representative of the diversity of the population.  Based on voluntary 
information provided by individual participants during a course introduction 
discussion board, the participants were diverse with respect to gender, marital 
status, age, and geography.  Racial information was not readily available.   
 
The socioeconomic status appeared to be the only homogeneous factor based on 
the introductory discussion board. Most of the participants appeared to be blue 
collar with professions such as law enforcement personnel, construction workers, 
truck drivers, clerical employees, enlisted military members, and spouses of enlisted 
military members. This study utilized a convenience sample.  
 
The participants of this research study were undergraduate students enrolled in 
three sections of Contemporary Worldviews with WPI. The Contemporary 
Worldviews course included an introduction and application of critical thinking 
skills, a study of religious and philosophical worldviews, and the nature of tolerance 
and basic apologetic methodology. The asynchronous Contemporary Worldviews 
courses complied with the definition of DE provided by Parsad and Lewis (2008). 
The Contemporary Worldviews course was required for all undergraduate DE 
students, but not required for residential students. This course was not offered as a 
residential intensive.  Consequently, all DE students in Contemporary Worldviews 
were online students and all online students in Contemporary Worldviews were DE 
students. 
 
Outcome and Instruments 
For this current study, learning styles was the predictor variable and satisfaction 
was the criterion variable.  As introduced, a variant of the VARK model was selected 
due to Drago and Wagner’s (2004) confirmation of the popularity of this learning 
styles model (as cited in Eom et al., 2006). Specifically, the “Learning Style 
Inventory” (Penn State University, n.d.) was a short online 24 question survey that 
determined whether a student was primarily an auditory, visual, or tactile learner.  
Additionally, this model was selected because of the ease of understanding the 
model and the speed with which the survey could be completed.  
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The ease of understanding the learning styles model was important as the 
participants of this research study were new undergraduate students who 
presumably would have little existing knowledge concerning learning styles.  The 
speed of completing the survey was important as a high response rate was desired 
given the low number (43) of active students in these three sections of 
Contemporary Worldviews.   
 
Satisfaction as the primary outcome of this study was measured through a single 
survey question sent to the participants. The researcher asked students how 
satisfied they were with how the course material and assignments had been 
formatted for the Contemporary Worldviews course.   
 
Answers were requested based on the following Likert scale: Strongly Satisfied (1); 
Satisfied (2); neither Satisfied nor Dissatisfied (3); Dissatisfied (4); or Strongly 
Dissatisfied (5). Emphasis was placed on the format of the course material.  One 
final conditional question assisted in determining whether participants correctly 
understood the limited scope of the satisfaction question. Participants who 
answered the satisfaction question with a 4 or 5 (Dissatisfied or Strongly 
Dissatisfied) were requested to explain why they felt this way and/or what 
suggestions they had for improvement of how this course was formatted.  
Additionally, the researcher gave all participants the opportunity to ask for any 
clarifications. The researcher explained that participation may benefit future 
academic pursuits by increasing self-awareness that could also lead to more 
effective study strategies. The researcher assured the participants that there was 
no right or wrong answer for this exercise. The researcher invited students to 
participate in the study during week 5 of the 8 week course, and offered extra 
credit as an incentive.  The extra credit was offered in an attempt to increase the 
response rate. The timing of a mid course survey assisted in mitigation of academic 
achievement as an intervening variable in students’ responses concerning 
satisfaction with the format of the course material. The invitation was sent 
electronically by email to every student and posted in the course management 
system (Blackboard).Participants had ten days to respond. The researcher 
requested two responses, the participants primary learning style indicated by the 
survey instrument and the answer to the previously discussed satisfaction of course 
format question.   
 
Data Analysis 
Due to the single predictor variable and the single criterion variable, the data of this 
current study were evaluated by the following statistical analysis.  Data were 
analyzed with “the most common correlation coefficient-the Pearson product-
moment correlation coefficient (r)” (Howell, 2011, p. 189) and evaluated with an 
alpha (α) of .05 based on a two-tailed significance test.  The result was evaluated by 
comparison to a table of “Significant Values of the Correlation Coefficient” (Howell, 
2011, p. 592).  The null hypothesis of this experiment was that learning styles is not 
correlated to satisfaction of course format. 
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RESULTS 
 
In order for the data to be statistically analyzed as previously described, the 
learning styles were assigned the following values: tactile learners  
 

 visual learners  
 auditory learners and  
 unknown learners  
 

 
These values were assigned based on maximizing the correlation coefficient which 
would result in the highest probability of rejecting the null hypothesis. The 
following were the descriptive and correlation results of this current study based on 
this assignment of values. 
 
Descriptive Results 
Out of 43 undergraduate students, 23 students participated in this study resulting 
in a 53.5% response rate. As shown by Figure: 1, fourteen of the respondents were 
visual learners, six were auditory; one was a tactile learner; one was a combination 
of visual and auditory; and one was unknown. The one respondent that was a 
combination of auditory and visual was represented in the data with a value of 2.5 
(which was the median value of auditory learners represented by 3 and visual 
learners represented by 2).  The numeric values of the x-axis corresponded to the 
previously identified values for learning styles.  The mean of the learning styles was 
determined to be 2.326 with a standard deviation of 0.619.  For satisfaction of 
course format, the mean was 1.478 with a standard deviation 0.511. Also, 52.17% 
of the respondents were very satisfied and 47.83% were satisfied with the format 
of Contemporary Worldviews.    
 

 
 

Figure: 1 
Learning styles histogram (2012).  

This figure illustrates the frequency distribution  
for the learning styles of the respondents. 
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Correlation Results 
The data collected were represented in Figure 2 as a scatterplot of learning styles 
and satisfaction of course format.  As shown by Figure 2, there appeared to be no 
correlation between learning styles and satisfaction of course format in this current 
study which was confirmed by the following statistical analysis.   
 

 
 

Figure: 2 
Learning styles scatterplot (2012).  

This figure illustrates the scatterplot of the learning styles 
and course satisfaction data. 

 
With 23 respondents, the degrees of freedom (df) was calculated to be 21.  Based 
on the learning styles and satisfaction of course format data collected, the r was 
calculated to be 0.269.   
 
With a 21 df, the critical value of 0.413 was determined from a table of “Significant 
Values of the Correlation Coefficient” (Howell, 2011, p. 592).  The r of 0.269 was 
less than the critical value of 0.413, so the null hypothesis could not be rejected at α 
=0.05.  Consequently, learning styles was not correlated to satisfaction of course 
format in this study. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
These results answer the research question of this current study which was whether 
students’ learning styles based on the visual, auditory, tactile model are correlated 
to satisfaction of course format in an online undergraduate course.  
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The following interpretation of the findings, recommendations to educators, and 
recommendations for future research are derived from the results of this current 
study.  However, it is critical to consider the limitations of this current study before 
presenting interpretations and recommendations. 
 
LIMITATIONS 
The primary limitation of this current study is its ability to be generalized due to 
three factors. For a quantitative study, 23 respondents is a small sample size.  
Secondly, there are some problems inherent to learning styles that potentially affect 
generalizing any findings.   
 
Use of multiple frameworks for learning styles makes generalization difficult 
(Maushak et al., 2000), and learning styles may not even be stable over time (Graf 
& Kinshuk, 2007; Maushak et al., 2000).  
 
Thirdly, the context of this study only included one course offering with WPI.  
Curriculum designs vary tremendously for DE courses often times even within the 
same institution.   
 
Additionally, a single course offering means that subject matter is not considered as 
a variable of interest.  Another limitation of this study concerns the validity and 
reliability. The validity of the “Learning Style Inventory” (Penn State University, 
n.d.) is a limitation of this current study. Penn State University (n.d.) overtly 
acknowledges this limitation in their inventory. Theoretically, Maushak et al. (2000) 
challenge the validity of many learning style inventories such as the one utilized by 
this study because of their bipolar measurement basis as opposed to measurement 
on a continuum.  Unfortunately, there are no statistics available for the validity and 
reliability of both measurement instruments used in this current study. 
 
INTERPRETATION OF FINDINGS 
 
With the acknowledged limitations of this current study, readers should be careful 
in definitively concluding that learning styles are not correlated to satisfaction of 
course format.  The results may have been different had another learning style 
framework been selected as the instrument of measurement.   However, this seems 
unlikely given the data collected as shown by Figure 2 and the satisfaction of course 
format mean of 1.478.  All respondents indicated that they were either very 
satisfied or satisfied with the format of the course.  No respondents were neutral or 
dissatisfied with the format of Contemporary Worldviews.  This lends to a 
discussion concerning curriculum design.  These findings can be interpreted to 
support that APOL has excellent curriculum design based on the VARK framework.  
The format of course material for Contemporary Worldviews includes video 
podcasts, reading assignments, threaded discussion boards, written assignments, 
and online quizzes.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR EDUCATORS 
 
One of primary implications of these findings is as follows.  Although the results of 
this study appear to lend support to scholars (Cook et al., 2007; Pashler et al., 
2008) that contend there is little or no evidence to incorporate learning styles in 
education, this depends upon how learning styles is incorporated into curriculum 
design of DE courses.  There are generally two reoccurring themes concerning how 
to account for learning styles in DE.  Some scholars recommend assessing student 
learning styles and varying the course content (e.g., Combs, 2001; Rothenberger & 
Long, 2001; Walls, 2005).  Other scholars recommend saturating a course with as 
much technology as possible (e.g., Bowen, 2006; Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & 
Zvacek, 2012).   
 
This study provides evidence there isn’t a need to assess and vary course content as 
all students were satisfied with the course content of APOL regardless of their 
learning style. Alternatively, the implication is that it is possible to design 
curriculum for a single course that leaves students satisfied regardless of their 
learning styles irrespective of how their learning styles are assessed.  Based on the 
VARK framework, educators should saturate DE courses with as much variance as 
feasible given technology and cost limitations to account for possible learning style 
differences. Threaded discussion boards are one of the most effective means of 
fostering interaction in DE (Simonson et al., 2012).   
 
Consequently, use of threaded discussion boards would satisfy tactile learners.  Use 
of video recorded lectures or “vodcasts” (Nilson, 2010, p. 261) would satisfy and be 
effective for visual and auditory learners.  How much of each type of medium may 
need to be varied across disciplines as “optimal instructional method is likely to 
vary across disciplines” (Pashler et al., 2008, p. 116). 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
 
This leads to a major recommendation concerning future research.  Subject matter 
should be considered as a mediating variable between learning styles and 
satisfaction and/or performance.  
 
This would help to address Coffield et al.’s (2004) criticism concerning this “factor 
which is frequently neglected by the learning theorists” (p. 122).  The following are 
other recommendations for future research.   
 
A similar study could be conducted that requests course satisfaction feedback from 
additional course satisfaction questions instead of one composite question. For 
example, students could be asked how satisfied they were with the threaded 
discussion boards, “vodcasts” (Nilson, 2010, p. 261), or textbooks as separate 
mediums.  Similar studies could be completed across all sections of Contemporary 
Worldviews in order to increase the sample size.   
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Also, some racial preferences could be incorporated into the design of future 
studies.  Studies could also be completed from a population inclusive of multiple 
institutions which would contribute to results being able to be generalized.   
 
Future studies could also utilize a different learning style framework than the 
variant of the VARK used in this current study.  Future studies can be based on an 
experimental research design recommended by Pashler et al. (2008) to determine if 
a crossover interaction is revealed.   
 
The options are almost unlimited and are bounded primarily by the creativity of 
scholars and willingness of educational institutions to endorse such research.   
 
CONCLUSION 
 
In contraction to other studies based on the VARK framework (Drago & Wagner, 
2004; Eom et al., 2006), this current study has concluded that learning styles is not 
correlated to satisfaction of course format in Contemporary Worldviews.   
 
This has an implication that there may not be empirical evidence to incorporate 
learning styles in DE as other scholars (Coffield et al., 2004; Pashler et al., 2008) 
contend.   
 
Alternatively, there is also a potential implication that curriculum design for can be 
accomplished in such a way DE (e.g., threaded discussion boards, video recorded 
lectures, reading and writing assignments) that learners are satisfied with the 
format of course material based on the VARK regardless of individual learning 
styles.   
 
With the controversy, complexity, and contradictions concerning learning styles and 
the tremendous growth of DE, it is imperative that researchers continue to explore 
this area of study in order to refine pedagogy for DE in order to maximize learning 
outcomes for students.   
 
As previously discussed, future studies can be replication studies based on different 
measurement instruments, different populations, or different learning styles 
frameworks.   
 
Alternatively, different research designs such as true experiments can be utilized to 
evaluate the meshing hypothesis.  However, another existing research gap is the 
lack of studies that consider subject matter in their research designs (Coffield et al., 
2004).  
 
 Perhaps instruction should be matched to subject matter rather than individual 
student learning styles in order to maximize the effectiveness of DE as measured by 
achievement and satisfaction.   
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

125 

BIODATA and CONTACT ADDRESSES of the AUTHOR 
 

Dr. Darren WU is currently served as an Assistant Professor at Liberty 
University.  He has served in this capacity since the fall semester of 
2008. Dr. Wu teaches a Contemporary Worldviews course with 
Liberty University Online, the largest private, nonprofit online 
university in the United States. Dr. Wu has been teaching this course 
since 2009.  He has served since 2001 in various roles at Liberty 
University in the student affairs department prior to beginning his 

teaching career.  He has a Bachelor of Science degree in Mechanical Engineering.  
He has a Master of Arts in Religion.  He has an Ed.D. from Liberty University.   
 
Dr. Darren C. WU 
Liberty University 
1971 University Blvd 
Lynchburg, VA 24515, CANADA 
Phone: 434-582-2416 
Fax: 434-582-2660  
Email: dcwu@liberty.edu 
 
REFERENCE 
 
Battalio, J. (2009). Success in distance education: Do learning styles and multiple 
formats matter? American Journal of Distance Education, 23(2), 71-87.  
 
Beaumaster, S., & Long, J. A. (2002). Pedagogy, technology and learning styles—
their effect on the online learner. Proceedings from National Conference on 
Alternative and External Degree Programs for Adults ’02, Pittsburg, PA, 80-97.  
Retrieved from http://ahea.org/files/pro2002beaumaster.pdf 
 
Beyth-Marom, R., Saporta, K., & Caspi, A. (2005). Synchronous vs. asynchronous  
tutorials: Factors affecting students’ preferences and choices. Journal of Research 
on Technology in Education, 37(3), 245-262.   
 
Bowen, T. (2006). Designing curricula to ensure student completions (DECA-25). 
Retrieved from http://www.detc.org/downloads/publications/25%20-

%20Designing%20Curricula%20-%20Bowen.pdf 
 
Bozkaya, M. (2001).  Effects of instruction administered through written and visual 
symbol systems on the achievement of formal and distance education students. 
Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED470071) 
 
Buboltz, W., Wilkinson, L., Thomas, A., & Jenkins, S. (2001). Learner styles and potential 
relations to distance education. In J. Price, et al. (Eds.), Proceedings of Society for 
Information Technology & Teacher Education International Conference 2001, 
Chesapeake, VA (pp. 144-148).  Norfolk, VA: AACE. http://www.editlib.org/p/16665 

 
 
 

mailto:dcwu@liberty.edu
http://www.detc.org/downloads/publications/25%20-%20Designing%20Curricula%20-%20Bowen.pdf
http://www.detc.org/downloads/publications/25%20-%20Designing%20Curricula%20-%20Bowen.pdf
http://www.editlib.org/p/16665


 

 

126 

Coffield, F., Moseley, D., Hall, E., & Ecclestone, K. (2004). Learning styles and 
pedagogy in post-16 learning: A systematic and critical review. London: Learning 
and Skills Research Centre. 
 
Combs, L. (2001). Planning for e-course success. Proceedings of ED-MEDIA 2001 
World Conference on Educational Multimedia, Hypermedia & Telecommunications, 
Tampere, Finland, June 25-30, 2001, 317-321.  http://www.editlib.org/p/15746 
 
Cook, D. A., Gelula, M. H., Dupras, D. M., & Schwartz, A. (2007). Instructional 
methods and cognitive and learning styles in web-based learning: Report of two 
randomized trials. Medical Education, 41(9), 897-905. doi:10.1111/j.1365-
2923.2007.02822.x 
 
Deka, T. S., & McMurry, P. (2006). Student success in face-to-face and distance 
teleclass environments: A matter of contact? International Review of Research in 
Open and Distance Learning, 7(1), 1-16.   
 
Drago, W. A., & Wagner, R. J. (2004). Vark preferred learning styles and online 
education. Management Research News, 27(7), 1-13. 
doi:10.1108/01409170410784211 
 
Eaton, J. S. (2001). Distance learning: Academic and political challenges for higher 
education Accreditation (CHEA Monograph Series 2001, Number 1). Retrieved from 
http://www.chea.org/pdf/mono_1_dist_learning_2001.pdf 
 
Edvardsson, R., & Oskarsson, G. (2008).  Distance education and academic 
achievement in business administration: The case of the University of Akureyri.  
International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning, 9(3), 1-12.  
 
Eom, S. B., Wen, H. J., & Ashill, N. (2006). The determinants of students’ perceived 
learning outcomes and satisfaction in university online education: An empirical 
investigation.  Decision Sciences Journal of Innovative Education, 4(2), 215-235. 
doi:10.1111/j.1540-4609.2006.00114.x 
 
Gee, D. (1990). The impact of students’ preferred learning style variables in a 
distance education course: A case study. Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED358836)  
 
Glenn, A. S. (2001). A comparison of distance learning and traditional learning 
environments (Doctoral dissertation). Available from ProQuest Dissertations and 
Theses database. (UMI No. 3007263)  
 
Graf, S., & Kinshuk (2007).  Technologies linking learning, cognition, and 
instruction.  In J. M. Spector, M. D. Merrill, J. V. Merrienboer, & M. P. Driscoll (Eds.), 
Handbook of research for educational communications and technology (pp. 305-
315).  New York, NY: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group.   
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.editlib.org/p/15746
http://www.chea.org/pdf/mono_1_dist_learning_2001.pdf


 

 

127 

Graham, C., & Essex, C. (2001). Defining and ensuring academic rigor in online and on-
campus courses: Instructor perspectives. Proceedings of Selected Research and Development 
[and] Practice Papers Presented at the National Convention of the Association for 
Educational Communications and Technology, Atlanta, GA, November 8-12, 2001. Retrieved 
from ERIC database.  (ED470163) 

 
Head, R. (2001).  Distance learning at Piedmont Virginia Community College. 
Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED459876)  
 
Hillstock, L. G. (2005). A few common misconceptions about distance learning.  
Proceedings from Association of Small Computer Users in Education (ASWPIE), 
Myrtle Beach, SC, June 12-16, 2005, 39-145. Retrieved from 
http://www.ascue.org/files/proceedings/2005/p139.pdf 
 
Hoban, G., Neu, B., & Castle, S. R. (2002). Assessment of student learning in an 
educational administration online program. Retrieved from ERIC database. 
(ED464146)  
 
Honey, P., & Mumford, A. (1982). Manual of learning styles. London: P. Honey. 
 
Howell, D. C. (2011).  Fundamental statistics for the behavioral sciences (7th ed.). 
Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing. 
 
Jones, E. R. (1999).  A comparison of an all web-based class to a traditional class.  
Proceedings of Society for Information Technology & Teacher Education 
International Conference, San Antonio, TX, February 28-March 4, 1999, 1372-1377.  
Retrieved from http://www.editlib.org/p/7758 
 
Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and 
development.  Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 
 
MacFarland, T. W. (2006).  An assessment of Nova Southeastern University fall term 
2004 course section grades: Selected off campus sites v. campus-based report 06-
09.  Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED494834) 
 
Magagula, C. M., & Ngwenya, A. P. (2004).  Comparative analysis of the academic  
performance of distance and on-campus learners. Turkish Online Journal of 
Distance Education, 5(4). http://tojde.anadolu.edu.tr/tojde16/articles/magagula.htm 
 
Manochehri, N. (2008). Individual learning style effects on student satisfaction in a 
web-based environment. International Journal of Instructional Media, 35(2), 221-228. 

 
Maushak, N., Chen, H., Martin, L., Shaw, B., & Unfred, D. (2001). Distance 
education: Looking beyond the no significant difference.  The Quarterly Review of 
Distance Education, 2(2), 119-140. 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.ascue.org/files/proceedings/2005/p139.pdf
http://tojde.anadolu.edu.tr/tojde16/articles/magagula.htm


 

 

128 

Miller, G. (1997). Are distance education programs more acceptable to field-
independent learners? Proceedings of Selected Research and Development 
Presentations at the 1997 National Convention of the Association for Educational 
Communications and Technology, Albuquerque, NM, February 14-18, 1997.  
Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED409854)  
 
Neely, P. W., & Tucker, J. P. (2010). Unbundling faculty roles in online distance 
education programs. International Review of Research in Open and Distance 
Learning, 11(2), 20-32.   
 
Nilson, L. B. (2010). Teaching at its best: A research-based resource for college 
instructors (3rd ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Nutton, V. (2005). The fatal embrace: Galen and the history of ancient medicine. 
Science in Context, 18(1), 111-121. doi:10.1017/S0269889705000384 
 
Offir, B., Bezalel, R., & Barth, I. (2007). Introverts, extroverts, and achievement in a  
distance learning environment. American Journal of Distance Education, 21(1), 3-
19. doi:10.1080/08923640701298613 
 
Parsad, B., & Lewis, L. (2008). Distance education at degree-granting postsecondary  
institutions: 2006–07 (NCES 2009–044). Washington DC: National Center for 
Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education.  
 
Pashler, H., McDaniel, M., Rohrer, D., & Bjork, R. (2008).  Learning styles: Concepts 
and evidence.  Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 9(3), 105-119. 
doi:10.1111/j.1539-6053.2009.01038.x 
 
 
Penn State University. (n.d.). Learning style inventory. Retrieved April 12, 2012, 
from http://www.personal.psu.edu/bxb11/LSI/LSI.htm 
 
Rolfe, C. J. (2007).  Getting the bugs out of the distance learning experience.  
College Quarterly, 10(3), 1-35. 
 
Rothenberger, M., & Long, J. (2001). The effect of learning styles on success in online 
education. Paper presented at Adult Higher Education Alliance/ACE Conference, 
Austin, TX.  Retrieved from http://ahea.org/files/pro2001rothenberger.pdf 
 
Roy, K. (2006). The impact of learning styles on interactivity in asynchronous e-
Learning. Performance Improvement, 45(10), 21-26. doi:10.1002/pfi.4930451026 
 
Sahin, S. (2008). The relationship between student characteristics, including 
learning styles, and their perceptions and satisfaction in web-based courses in 
higher education. Turkish Online Journal of Distance Education, 9(1), 123-138.   
 
 
 
 

http://www.personal.psu.edu/bxb11/LSI/LSI.htm
http://ahea.org/files/pro2001rothenberger.pdf


 

 

129 

Santo, S. A. (2006). Relationships between learning styles and online learning: Myth 
or reality? Performance Improvement Quarterly, 19(3), 73-88. 
 
Schoenfeld-Tacher, R., & McConnell, S. (2001). An examination of the outcomes of a 
distance-delivered science course. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American 
Educational Research Association, Seattle, WA, April 10-14, 2001.  Retrieved from ERIC 
database. (ED452069) 

 
Shachar, M., & Neumann, Y. (2003). Differences between traditional and distance 
education academic performances: A meta-analytic approach. International Review 
of Research in Open and Distance Learning, 4(2), 1-20.  
 
Shaw, R. (2012). A study of the relationships among learning styles, participation 
types, and performance in programming language learning supported by online 
forums. Computers & Education, 58(1), 111-120. doi:10.1016/j.compedu.2011.08.013 
 
Shih, C., Ingebritsen, T., Pleasants, J., Flickinger, K., & Brown, G. (1998). Learning strategies 
and other factors influencing achievement via web courses.  Proceedings of the Annual 
Conference on Distance Teaching & Learning, Madison, WI, August 5-7, 1998, 359 – 366.  
Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED422876) 

 
Simonson, M., Smaldino, S., Albright, M., & Zvacek, S.  (2012).  Teaching and learning 
at a distance: Foundations of distance education (5th ed.).  Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.   
 
Spears, K. E., Fried, J. L., Olia, N., Manski, M., Craig, J., & Covington, B. (2008). The  
effect of dental hygiene student learning styles on achievement in the online 
learning setting. Journal of Dental Hygiene, 82(5), 56. 
 
United States Distance Learning Association. (2009). United States Distance 
Learning Association and Elluminate, Inc. partner to launch new website. Retrieved 
from www.usdla.org/assets/word_files/ElluminatePresss+ReleaseF977.doc  
 
Walls, C. M. (2005). Some strategies for balancing economies of scale and 
interaction in online/distance education courses. E-Journal of instructional science 
and technology, 8(1), 1-15. doi:10.1.1.114.2123 
 
Winnie, P. H., & Nesbit, J. C. (2010).  The psychology of academic achievement.  
Annual Review of Psychology, 61(1), 653-678.   
 
Yunfei, D., & Simpson, C. (2002). Effects of learning styles and class participation on  
students’ enjoyment level in distributed learning environments. Paper presented at the 
Annual Conference of the Association for Library and Information Science Education, New 
Orleans, LA. Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED463755) 

 
Zacharis, N. (2010). The impact of learning styles on student achievement in a web-based 
versus an equivalent face-to-face course. College Student Journal, 44(3), 591-597. 

 
 

 

www.usdla.org/assets/word_files/ElluminatePresss+ReleaseF977.doc

