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 Introduction
Ever since Dunn & Dunn (1978) described learning styles, many educators, particularly those in management positions and high school teachers, have generally greeted the concept with “resistance and skepticism” (Prashnig, 2000).  However, teachers in the classroom have known for many years that their students learn in different ways and this is reflected by most educational institutions implementing study skills programs in which students learn how to learn.  Studies in left brain/right brain analysis (Sperry, 1987), multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1983) and N.L.P. (Kammer, 1997) indicates that learners possess strong learning preferences in visual, aural and kinesthetic modalities.  This has led to other researchers developing learning styles inventories such as Kolb’s Learning Styles (Kolb, 1984), VARK (Fleming, 1995) and the ubiquitous Myers-Briggs Type Indicator test (2002).  Other workers such as St Hill (1997) have actively used learning styles to improve student achievement in their courses.  The interest in learning styles continues today with researchers in Hong Kong attempting to use fuzzy logic to personalize a web-based educational experience for online learning and claim improvements in learning effectiveness (Xu et al., 2002).  Finally, learning and personality styles have come to assume great importance and urgency in the US where high school managers attempt to define and describe potentially violence-prone students to avert further high school massacres (Centre for the Study and Prevention of Violence, 2002).
Educational settings such as Dubai Men’s College seem to offer an ideal opportunity to maximize the learning potential of their students through student profiling via learning styles inventories and surveys.  Though Prashnig (2000) warns us that “caution towards any innovation is appropriate”, identification of student learning styles and offering study strategies based on those preferences would appear to enhance both student empowerment and teaching effectiveness.
The Setting
An initiative was started at the beginning of the academic year (September 2002) to assess the learning preferences of entry-level male Emirati students at Dubai Men’s College, one of the 11 post-secondary institutions that make up the Higher Colleges of Technology in the United Arab Emirates.  The author has six years of teaching experience and two years of supervisory experience at the College which offers a range of bachelor, higher diploma and Certificate/Diploma programs in business and technology subjects.
As Team Coordinator responsible for student supervision and learning support in the Certificate/Diploma Year 1 program, the author used the VARK Learning Preferences survey (Fleming, 1995) to assess student modal preferences and to provide independent study strategies.  
The impetus for the survey came from a comment in a department document, “Best Practices”, collated by the author in early 2002 to record cherished and proven teaching and learning practices as the Higher Colleges of Technology moved towards further integration of e-learning and m-learning strategies.  The comment pleaded for faculty to “see the students as individuals, not as a group.”  An additional impetus arose from informal discussions with a fellow Instructional Skills Workshop facilitator following his presentation on teaching and learning styles in local government schools in the UAE.  
In June 2002, a decision was made to survey all entry level students in the Certificate/Diploma and Foundations programs at the start of the new academic year in September 2002 in an attempt to quantitatively describe student learning preferences, thereby adding further information about student profiles.  Students who attain an average of less than 70% in their high school exams enter the Certificate/Diploma program whilst those exceeding 70% go into Foundations in preparation for their Higher Diploma studies.
VARK
Developed initially in 1987 by Neil Fleming of Lincoln University, New Zealand, VARK is a questionnaire that provides users with a profile of their learning preferences (Fleming, 1995).  The questionnaire contains 13 questions that focus on how a person communicates in different situations.  Responses to the questionnaire are then used to determine one of five modal preferences – visual, aural, read/write, kinesthetic and multimodal – that users employ when inputting and outputting information.
The modal preferences are expanded below:

· visual – preference for graphic and symbolic representation

· aural – preference for “hearing and speaking” information
· read/write – preference for information in written form

· kinesthetic – preference for experiential information
Multimodalism is the fifth modal preference that identifies no strong single preference and typically takes the form of bi-modal, tri-modal and all-modes preferences.
The inventory consists of 13 questions delivered either by the VARK website or completed manually using the inventory downloaded as a pdf file.  Respondents are given the opportunity to make multiple selections to each question and may omit a question entirely.  The questions were translated into Arabic by an Arabic studies teacher at Dubai Men’s College.  When completing the online or hard copy questionnaire provided in English, students were able to consult the Arabic translation provided to them in hard copy.  Immediately upon completion of the questionnaire, students were provided with their VARK learning preference which was recorded by the supervising faculty.  The learning modalities were then entered in an Excel spreadsheet against the student’s name, ID number, section, and scaled CEPA score (Common English Placement Assessment, given to all students on entry to tertiary education in the UAE).  Finally, classlists were produced that displayed each student’s VARK preference which, in turn, alerted faculty to the diversity of learning preferences in their classes.  This summative VARK ‘snapshot’ was hoped to assist teachers in adapting their teaching style to the learning styles of their classes – if teachers knew they had a class of mainly visuals, they could make more use of graphical components in their teaching.  Further, teachers were urged to take the VARK survey, and, in knowing their own preferred learning style, they could broaden their own teaching styles to accommodate the range of student learning styles in their classrooms.
Study Strategies
The questionnaire alerts people to the variety of different approaches to learning.  More importantly, the respondents receive assistance and direction in developing additional, effective study skills when taking in information, studying information for maximum learning and studying for increased performance in an examination.  For each learning modality, the VARK website provides a detailed description of the kinds of activities that maximize learning for each preference.  For example, aural learners should discuss topics with other students or use a tape recorder when taking in information, read their lecture notes aloud to maximize their learning, and spend time in quiet places recalling ideas and concepts when preparing for an examination.  Students were privately counseled by their section leaders to take advantage of their preferences by using the study and test-taking strategies offered from the VARK website.  As suggested by Fleming from the website materials (VARK, 2001), modal preferences do lessen as individuals mature and one would expect more multimodal learners at tertiary level than at early childhood where the preferences are more clearly and singularly defined.
The Results
The results from 438 Certificate/Diploma Year 1 and Foundations students surveyed in September 2002 can be seen in figure 1.  The most significant feature is the large percentage of multimodal learning preferences (59% for CD Year 1 to 69% for Foundations), indicative of mature students with sophisticated strategies for inputting and outputting information (Fleming, 1995).  
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Very minor differences exist between the two programs and when the combined results are compared to the responses from the VARK website database of over 
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31,000 respondents (figure 2), the similarity of the results is apparent, with the DMC survey showing slightly more aural and slightly less kinesthetic modalities compared to the VARK database.  The breakdown of the multimodal category provides additional information in figure 3.  There are significant differences in bi-modal and tri-modal categories with far less variation in single mode or all modes categories.  Almost twice as many DMC students are bi-modal compared with the
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VARK database, with considerably more aural, read/write and kinesthetic learning modalities.  Conversely, the VARK database shows tri-modal respondents with almost three times the numbers of DMC tri-modals.  In summary, the results appear to broadly mirror the international VARK website database but there are some differences in the multimodal sub-categories. 
In support of these results is a study by Reid (1987) who found that Arab learners were no less multimodal than learners from other ESL language groups (figure 4).


Discussion of VARK results
Given the cultural and educational background of male Emiratis, it would have seemed reasonable to describe Arab learners as mainly aural and visual.  This assessment would additionally find support by the implementation of traditional teaching models found in most Emirati schools which favour rote learning and memorization techniques.  The overall similarity between the two VARK databases appears to debunk the ‘myth’ of the aural and visual Arab learner, and rather supports the view that Arab learners are no less different to other learners across the globe.  However, the strong bi-modalism of DMC students in the AR and AK modes may also suggest an influence from Koranic aural traditions still experienced in modern Dubai. The strong multimodalism evident in both CD Year 1 and Foundations students indicates mature learners with sophisticated learning strategies.  Further, the strong Read/Write learning preference of 16% informs educators in this setting that their students have at least the potential to function in an academic arena which traditionally rewards read-writers.  Finally, Reid’s (1987) study supports the findings of strong multimodalism but further VARK surveys in Middle Eastern settings are required to provide independent corroboration. 
CEPA and VARK Comparisons
One of the main tenets of VARK is the notion that no single preference is superior to another.  However, the author wanted to compare the scaled CEPA scores against VARK modalities to explore the concept of multimodalism’s association with more sophisticated and mature learning styles.  Would higher scaled CEPA scores denote multimodal learners?  The graph in figure 5 shows increasing scaled CEPA scores are associated with increasing percentages of multimodal learning preferences.  The lower half of CEPA scores (<160) additionally show decreasing percentages of multimodalism (apart from the 131-140 CEPA scores)


with increasing incidences of single modalities of V, A, R and K., especially across the 131-160 scaled CEPA scores.  Overall, these findings support the notion that stronger English proficiency scores are associated with multimodalism.
Multiple Intelligences
A second survey instrument was used to further define the male Arab student profile.  This involved the use of Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences (Gardner, 1989).  Gardner argues that traditional intelligence quotients tests ignore many other significant intelligences which people use in their lives.  He states that “people are not born with all of the intelligences they will ever have.  Intelligence can be learned and improved throughout life” (Gardner, 1983 p.41).   These intelligences can be seen in figure 6.
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The survey was confined to 213 CD Year 1 students and was conducted a month after VARK.  It was translated into Arabic and completed in hard copy format under teacher supervision.  Figures 7 and 8 show students with high intrapersonal (20%), existential (16%) and bodily/kinesthetic (16%) intelligences.  Low intelligences include naturalistic (6%), musical (2%), linguistic (8%) and spatial/visual (7%).  Given the usual characteristics of CD Year 1 entry students, it is not surprising to note the low linguistic intelligence although it could be argued whether we are talking about Arabic or English here!  Moderate strengths in math/logic and interpersonal intelligences are supported anecdotally by the author who has observed these positive aptitudes among CD Year 1 students over many years.
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The lessons that Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences teaches us are to get to know your students in different contexts and situations, vary your teaching and assessment approaches, and finally, keep an eye on what is going on in the world outside with a view to maintaining the relevancy of the learning.
Overall summary

The use of VARK and Multiple Intelligences surveys help us as educators to define how our students learn and what strengths they bring to the learning process.  Further, they encourage the notion of a ‘learning partnership’ which implies both responsibilities and expectations of faculty and students.  Faculty have a responsibility to address the different learning styles of their individual students while students must also share the responsibility by operationalizing the VARK study strategies in their college and study routines.  By combining these two approaches, students are made aware of their responsibilities to apply the modal study strategies and faculty are informed/reminded of the diverse nature of their students.
The effectiveness of learning styles has yet to be proven in this program – survey reliability and inconsistent student counseling remain as issues to be dealt with in the new academic year.  However, learning styles are here to stay and the pedagogical problems will continue to be addressed on a daily basis, working with our students to help them grow as learners with strong self-awareness that includes the knowledge of how they learn best.  
(This paper is written from a presentation made at the TESOL Arabia Conference held in Dubai in March, 2003.  The author may be contacted on 04 608 5637 or peter.greene@hct.ac.ae)
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Figure 1.  VARK Learning Preferences - CD Year 1, Foundations and combined








Figure 2.  VARK website database, 2002








Figure 3.  Breakdown of multimodal category





Figure 4.  Learning styles of different ESL language groups (Reid, 1987)





Figure 5.  Scaled CEPA scores and VARK modalities





Naturalistic – aptitude for being with and respecting nature 


Musical – aptitude for musical expression


Logical/mathematical – aptitude for math, logic, deduction


Existential – aptitude for understanding one’s purpose


Interpersonal – aptitude for working with others


Bodily/kinesthetic – aptitude for being physical 


Linguistic/verbal – aptitude for the written/spoken word


Intrapersonal – aptitude for working alone


Spatial/visual – aptitude for picturing, seeing


Emotional – aptitude for identifying emotion (not assessed)








Figure 6.  Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences





Figure 7.  Multiple Intelligences, CD Year 1, 2002





Figure 8.  Multiple Intelligences (percentages), CD Year 1, 2002
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