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Abstract

Proponents of learning styles-based instruction recommend using learning styles inventories in
school settings. One such inventory is Kolb’s Learing Style Inventory (LSI). Critics, on the other
hand, discourage the use of such questionnaires because of some challenges associated with
learning styles-based instruction. Despite these challenges, learning styles-based instruction
continues to thrive because of the proponents’ effort to ground leaming styles in sound
pedagogy. Consequently, the use of Kolb’s LS in school settings is worthwhile.

The use of Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory (LSI) in school settings is a contentious issue in
the literature because of the following challenges. First, the meshing hypothesis remains
unresolved. This hypothesis states that students learn best from classroom instruction suited to
their learning preferences. Second, the question of validity and reliability undermines the
questionnaire. Third, the construct of learning cycle oversimplifies the learning process. These
challenges offer deep insights into the discourse of learning styles-based instruction. Therefore,
addressing these challenges related to the use of Kolb’s LSl in school settings is important.

The Unresolved Meshing Hypothesis

Pashler et al. (2009) commented on the cost associated with the criteria for resolving or
refuting the meshing hypothesis. In particular, the criteria require an experimental design,
involving a large-scale instructional intervention. However, the projected cost of the design
outweighs the benefits of resolving or refuting the hypothesis. As a result, the hypothesis
remains unresolved. Critics of learning styles-based instruction, on the other hand, have used
the unresolved meshing hypothesis in order to discourage the use of learning styles
guestionnaires in school settings. Nonetheless, they have shown bias in their results by
disregarding the cost associated with the criteria.

Cuevas (2015) disregarded the cost associated with the criteria when he selected for
evaluation 31 peer-reviewed articles, including seven correlational studies that administered
Kolb’s LSI in adult settings. None used instructional intervention, validity test on the
questionnaire, and experimental design in order to confirm the hypothesis. Cuevas concluded
that the papers lacked quality because none met the criteria, without mentioning the cost
associated with the criteria.

Gudnason (2017) cited Cuevas’ inconclusive results in order to discourage the use of
learning styles questionnaires in school settings. First, she highlighted the unresolved meshing
hypothesis. Second, she criticized the association of learning styles with differentiated
instruction and inclusive education. Consequently, she discouraged the use of learning styles
questionnaires in school settings because of Cuevas’ inconclusive results.

These critics of learning styles-based instruction focused more on the problem of
unsubstantiated teaching practices in pedagogy. For example, Cuevas (2015) criticized learning
styles-based instruction because of its lack of support in the literature. Similarly, Gudnason
(2017) criticized Jennifer Katz’s three-block model because of its association between learning
preferences and multiple intelligences, pointing out that Howard Gardner himself, who innovated
multiple intelligence theory, has opposed such association. Having discouraged the use of
learning styles questionnaires in school settings, they discussed the confirmation bias
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associated with learning styles questionnaires (Cuevas, 2015; Gudnason, 2017). Nonetheless,
they showed bias themselves because of their disregard of the cost associated with the criteria,
despite their deep insights into the problem of unsubstantiated teaching practices in pedagogy.

The challenge of the unresolved meshing hypothesis reinforces the cost associated with
the criteria. Critics of learning styles-based instruction have discouraged the use of learning
styles questionnaires in school settings because of the unresolved hypothesis. Without
mentioning the cost associated with the criteria, on the other hand, they have shown bias in
their results. Consequently, they have misrepresented the unresolved meshing hypothesis in
the literature.

The Question of Validity and Reliability

Cassidy (2004) commented on the contentious issue of the construct validity of Kolb’s LSI
in psychometric research. He also reported the inconclusive results of a few test-re-test studies
on the questionnaire’s reliability. In contrast, Terry (2001) reported the questionnaire’s
established reliability in the literature. It is important to note that Kolb (2015) himself reworked
the questionnaire over the years in order to improve its validity. Consequently, the question of
validity and reliability have undermined the inventory because of such contradictory results in
the literature.

Kolb (1981) disputed his critics’ contrapositive approach to discrediting the LSI’s validity
and reliability, offering instead a more standard approach to validating these psychometric
properties. Nonetheless, he merely presented a brief overview of the four opposite modes,
mentioned a few published papers that already established the questionnaire’s validity, and
reinterpreted his critics’ inconclusive results on the questionnaire’s reliability in the context of his
own theories. As a result, he expressed bias in his response, despite his use of a more standard
approach to validating these psychometric properties.

Kolb followed a more rigorous approach to validating these psychometric properties in his
2015 book. First, he reported his own results on the correlation between the four opposite
modes in order to establish internal validity. Second, he analyzed the result of a longitudinal
study that compared Kolb’s LSI to other learning styles questionnaires in order to establish
reliability. Third, he accounted for the bias effect of the questionnaire’s forced-choice format
through a study that controlled the effect. Fourth, he reinterpreted his critics’ inconclusive results
on the questionnaire’s external validity through a heuristic approach. Consequently, he
established the questionnaire’s psychometric properties through a more rigorous approach in
his 2015 book.

Kolb (2015) focused more on the purpose of the LS| in pedagogy. He argued that the
inventory represents the unique learning process of individuals grounded on the constructs of
individuality and possibility-processing structure. Furthermore, he described that the
questionnaire reflects the “holistic, dynamic, and dialectic” relationship between the four
opposite modes. Lastly, he maintained that the primary purpose of the questionnaire is to help
students reflect on their own learning preferences. Consequently, he encouraged the use of the
LSl in school settings because of its purpose in pedagogy.

Terry (2001) embraced the questionnaire’s purpose by proposing learning styles-based
instruction that uses Kolb’s LSI in adult settings. Terry (2002) also proposed the use of
Gregorc’s styles delineator. These papers reflect her educational philosophy; that is, she
strongly believed that teachers usually self-regulate their teaching strategies based on their own
learning styles, but they often adapt willingly, perhaps unconsciously, to their students’ learning
styles in order to help them achieve success (M. Terry, personal communication, October 30,
2019). As a result, she offered deep insights into the use of learning styles-based instruction in
adult settings because of her educational philosophy.

Contrary to Kolb’s favourable results, the questionnaire’s validity and reliability continue to
pose a credibility challenge in the literature. For example, Barry and Egan (2018) highlighted the
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continued lack of coherence among psychometricians on the question of validity and reliability
of learning styles questionnaires in adult settings, including Kolb’s LSI. Consequently, this
credibility challenge remains unresolved in the literature.

Challenges to the LSI’s validity and reliability emphasize the importance of establishing the
psychometric properties of learning styles questionnaires in research. Proponents of learning
styles-based instruction have focused on pedagogy, as infused by their own educational
philosophy, in order to encourage the use of learning styles questionnaires in school settings.
Consequently, they have offered deep insights into the discourse of learning styles-based
instruction, despite the challenging questions of validity and reliability in these questionnaires.

Oversimplification of the Learning Process

Kolb identified in his 2015 book six constructive criticisms that influenced his views on
experiential learning theory. One of these constructive criticisms was oversimplifying the
learning process within the construct of learning cycle. Nonetheless, he circumvented the
challenge through an indirect response filled with quotations and personal anecdotes, wherein
he consistently referred to pages in the book. Having said this, the challenge offered
opportunities to research one of the six constructive criticisms that influenced Kolb’s views on
experiential learning theory because of his indirect response to the challenge.

Based on his indirect response, Kolb (2015) disregarded the role of unconsciousness in the
learning cycle. Furthermore, he dissociated his views on experiential learning theory from
Freud’s psychoanalytic theory. In contrast, Peterson et al. (2015) explicitly acknowledged the
role of unconsciousness in the learning cycle. It is important to note that the paper’s authors,
one of whom was Kolb, merely inferred the role of unconsciousness in the learning cycle. As a
result, Kolb contradicted himself in the paper because he disregarded in his 2015 book the role
of unconsciousness in the learning cycle.

M. Terry (personal communication, October 30, 2019) acknowledged an automated
mechanism in the unconscious mind (“Freud’s Model,” 1994-2018) or unconscious mechanism
(Papies & Aarts, 2011) that regulates learning disposition (Gray et al., 2014) when she stated
her educational philosophy. In particular, she referred to an unconscious mechanism that moves
teachers to adapt to students’ learning styles. Similarly, in his 2015 book Kolb acknowledged an
unconscious mechanism that elicits motivation and self-confidence from prolonged studying.
Consequently, these authors inferred the role of unconsciousness in the learning cycle because
of their acknowledgement of an unconscious mechanism that regulates learning disposition.

The role of unconsciousness in the learning cycle is suggestive of nonconsciousness self-
regulation (Papies & Aarts, 2011). For example, M. Terry’s acknowledgement of an unconscious
mechanism that regulates learning disposition suggests a construct of self-regulation at the
unconscious level (personal communication, October 30, 2019). However, Etkin (2018) defined
self-regulation in-terms of consciousness or working memory (Hofmann et al., 2011). These
contradictory statements elicit a deep question that Papies and Aarts (2011) explored: How is it
possible for the mind to form a goal outside of consciousness? Consequently, the role of the
unconscious in the learning cycle offers research opportunities concerning the unconscious
mechanism that regulates learning disposition.

Conclusion

The use of Kolb’s LSl in school settings is a contentious issue in the literature because of
the unresolved meshing hypothesis, problems with the questionnaire’s validity and reliability,
and dangers of oversimplifying the learning process within the construct of learning cycle. These
challenges suggest research opportunities in the discourse of learning styles. Consequently, the
use of Kolb’s LSl in school settings is a worthwhile endeavour despite these challenges.
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