
Chapter 17  

Learning Styles

Derek Tate  

"When you allow students to envision their own learning and create a style that really works 
for them, what you are doing is creating lifelong learners".  

Unknown  

Learning object ives ? at the end of this chapter you will be able to 
do the following:  

- Understand different learning styles.
- Understand the steps in the learning cycle process.
- Understand how teaching styles can be used to match the 

learners preferred way of learning.
- Reflect on your own practice and compare it to the theories.  

List  of  t opics:   

- Honey and Mumford?s four 
learning styles.

- Kolb?s ?learning cycle?.
- Teaching styles.
- Bringing it all together. 
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Introduction 

As was highlighted earlier in this section of the manual, learning is one of the best things about life and if the exper ience 

of learning is positive and one where the learner is able to use styles that really work for them then there is a good chance 

that lifelong learning will be the result in whatever domain is chosen.  For snowsports instructors this is both a great 

responsibility and challenge as it calls for an understanding of different learning styles and a recognition that individuals 

will have a preferred or dominant style.  This, in turn, will require instructors to use different teaching styles that match 

individual learner needs.  

This chapter will begin by looking at the four learning styles or preferences as identified by Peter Honey and Alan 

Mumford: Activist, Reflector, Theorist, and Pragmatist.  This will then be followed by looking at David Kolb?s learning cycle: 

Experiencing, Reflecting, Conceptualisation, Experimentation.   

The next section will look at Muska Mosston?s spectrum of teaching styles:  The reproduct ive st yles where the learner 

reproduces known knowledge, imitates demonstrations, recalls information and practices skills and drills, and the 

product ion st yles where the learner has the opportunity to discover new knowledge, new ways of achieving the task and 

problem solving. Essentially these styles allow the instructor to cater for different learners both in terms of their preferred 

style and their level of skill (see the Diamond Model of Skill Acquisition, chapter 14).  

The chapter will then conclude by bringing it all together and seeing how the learning cycle integrates with the learning styles 

and what the most relevant teaching styles would be to match the learner?s style.  

It is important to point out that the information presented here is just an overview of these theories and should the reader 

wish they can seek a more in depth knowledge by following up on the suggested reading and resources highlighted towards 

the end of this chapter.  
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Honey and Mumford?s four learning styles 

Peter Honey and Alan Mumford?s ?learning styles? were developed in the 1980?s and based on the earlier work of David 

Kolb. These four distinct styles:  Activist, Reflector, Theorist and Pragmatist, have been widely used in sporting contexts as 

part of coach education. 

The suggestion here is that individual learners will have a preferred or dominant style and in order to maximise their 

learning, and the experience, each learner should seek out opportunities to use that approach.   

REFLECTION 

As an instructor, do you like to teach your guests in a similar way to how you personally like to 
learn? For example, if your preferred style is that of an activist, is your natural tendency to have 
lots of activity in your lessons with not much time for chat and thinking? 

  

If this suggestion has even a grain of truth then it highlights how important it is for you to 
develop your ability to learn using different styles so that as a snowsports instructor you can 
better cater for your learner?s needs.   
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 Act ivist : The activist will want a learning experience that is hands-on where they get a chance to practice the activity 

and have lots of repetition.  Learning here happens through trial and error.  Activists tend to naturally immerse 

themselves in the present and become fully engaged in the task in hand which links nicely to some of the elements 

discussed earlier in the chapters on mindful learning and flow.  Activists also tend to be open minded, flexible and 

full of enthusiasm.  However, a potential downside is the susceptibility to act before thinking.  

SUGGESTION FOR INSTRUCTORS 

Keep explanations short and succinct.   

Ref lect or : The reflector likes to observe and listen weighing up all the options before doing.  They want clear 

demonstrations and full explanations so that they have all of the information.  They are inclined to be more cautious 

learners who reach conclusions slowly.  They will often want to observe other learners, within their peer group, having a go 

so that they can determine how successful they are before committing themselves.  

 SUGGESTION FOR INSTRUCTORS 

Explanations should be clear and thorough with demonstrations to aid understanding. Using other 
learners who are ?getting it? as further demos can be useful.  
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Theor ist : The theorist is a logical thinker who needs to understand what and why they are been asked to do 

something before they are happy to give it a go.  They like to know the principles and concepts that underpin what 

you are telling them and would therefore be interested in how different skills work and impact on each other 

(covered in part IV of this manual).  

SUGGESTION FOR INSTRUCTORS 

Give clear explanations that cover the ?why? they should do something and ?how? it 
will improve their performance. In other words, prove it.   

Pragm at ist : The pragmatist tends to be confident and once they hear or see something that interests them they 

will want to experiment and see if it works.  They like to take the theory and put it into practice.  They are practical 

people who look for the quickest ways to problem solve.  They respond well to those whom they perceive as an 

expert.  

SUGGESTION FOR INSTRUCTORS 

Clear explanation and accurate demonstration.   
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Kolb?s experiential learning cycle 

David Kolb suggests that there are four steps in the process of learning: concret e exper ience, ref lect ive observat ion , 

abst ract  concept ualisat ion and act ive exper im ent at ion .  Using all four steps of this experiential learning cycle leads to a 

fuller and more fulfilling learning experience.  However, as we shall see these four steps overlap with the Honey and Mumford 

learning styles, identified earlier, so the suggestion is that individuals will favour particular steps in the process over others.  

But, it is important to note that your preferred learning style is not a fixed trait and can therefore evolve over time.  

Concret e exper ience: This is where the learner encounters a new experience or situation or a reinterpretation of an existing 

experience. At this point the learner is having an experience, engaged in the activity and aware.  

Ref lect ive observat ion: This is where the learner reviews and reflects on that experience and determines if there are any 

inconsistencies between the experience and their understanding. 

Abst ract  concept ualisat ion: This is where the learner thinks and makes conclusions about the experience leading to new 

ideas or a modification of an existing concept.  

Act ive exper im ent at ion: This is where the learner experiments, applies and tries out what they have learned.  

The cycle can be summarised as:  Experience - Reflection - Conceptualise - Test    
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Teaching styles  
In the 1960?s Muska Mosston developed the spectrum of teaching styles.  These eleven styles, or landmarks,                 

have continued to be developed over the years most notably in conjunction with Sara Ashworth after she met         

Muska Mosston in 1969.  

Com m and ? St yle A: In this style the teacher makes all the decisions.  The learner reproduces the tasks or exercises in a 

precise manner following the instructions, examples and demonstrations by the teacher.  This style is useful if the teacher 

wants to cover a lot of content and is looking for uniformity of performance amongst learners.  It can also be useful where 

there are safety concerns and the teacher wants to keep tighter control.  However, from the learners? perspective there is not 

much opportunity to reflect, conceptualise or experiment.   

The idea behind the spectrum is that the decision making process between teacher and learner begins with the teacher 

making all the decisions (command) and this then gradually shifts, more and more, to the learner with each subsequent style.  

The first five styles, A-E are clustered into what is known as reproduct ion st yles where the learner has the ability in varying 

degrees to reproduce known knowledge, copy demonstrations, recall technical information and to practice these skills.  The 

second cluster of styles, F-K are the product ion st yles where learner has the opportunity to discover new knowledge, which 

is new to the learner and may or may not be new to the teacher.    

What follows is a brief description of styles A-H with a comment on how each style might relate to the previously mentioned 

learning styles.   

Pract ice ? St yle B: In this style the learner has the opportunity to reproduce and practice a task that was previously set by the 

teacher. Using this style is a vital part of skill acquisition and in terms of motor learning and developing sound movement 

patterns repetition is essential.  This is probably the most important style for the act ivist  as they enjoy doing rather than 

talking about it.  

It is worth noting that the three styles that follow, C-E are ALL in reality a form of practice style or if you like practice with a twist!  
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Self -Check  ? St yle D: In this style the leaner has the opportunity to practice a previously done task and to evaluate their 

own performance either through internal cues (feelings, sensations, awareness) or external cues (sounds, tracks in the 

snow). Feedback from the teacher will often come in the form of questioning to help the learner understand if his or her 

own perception of the performance is accurate.  This fits very well with the learning cycle steps of reflective observation and 

abstract conceptualisation and therefore is well suited to the t heor ist .  

Inclusion ? St yle E: In this style learners of varying skill level are given the opportunity to practice at their own level.  It is a 

particularly good style for teachers to use where they have mixed ability levels.  So, in essence, the teacher is setting a task 

with multiple levels of difficulty.  The style has sometimes been called the ?slanty rope style? because if the task were to jump 

over a rope that is higher at one end and lower at the other (on a slant) then each learner could choose where to jump over 

the rope based on their ability e.g. same task, different degrees of difficulty.  Using this style will allow the teacher to cater 

for a number of different learners and learning styles but it is especially useful if there are act ivist s in the group.  

Reciprocal ? St yle C: In this style the primary goal is for the learner to gain greater understanding through 

observation of performance in their peer group and then have the opportunity to practice.  The ?operation? of the 

style can be done in pairs where each person swaps roles of being observer and doer.  However, it works equally 

well where the teacher asks the learner to comment on the performance of a peer and give feedback to their peer 

based on the task that was previously set by the teacher.  What is vitally important here is that the teacher 

monitors the feedback that is given, peer to peer, to ensure that it is accurate.  Should it not be accurate then the 

teacher would direct questions to the learner who gave the feedback rather than the person who did the 

performance.  This style is particularly suited to the ref lect or  who is a more cautious learner and wants to gather 

all the information. They will benefit from seeing demonstrations from their peer group as well as the teacher.  

IASI Manual - Chapter -17 - Learning styles Version 1.0



Guided Discovery ? St yle F: In this style the teacher designs or uses a series of sequential questions that lead the 

learner to discover a new idea, concept or movement that was previously unknown to them.  Each question is used 

to, in effect, set the next task allowing the learner to experiment and then come back with the answer.  The teacher 

should have an overall goal/task and an ideal way of achieving it.  However, the goal is not stated to the learner, as 

the idea is that they discover and are guided to the answer through the series of questions.  Again this style will 

particularly suit the act ivist  but will also be relevant to the pragm at ist  as there is lots of doing, experimenting and 

being engaged in each task.  

Convergent  Discovery ? St yle G: While having some similarity to the previous style, this type of discovery is all about producing 

the anticipated answer to a single question. This style presents the learner with a problem to be solved hence it is very relevant to 

the pragm at ist .  

Divergent  Discovery ? St yle H: In this third discovery style the learner has the opportunity to discover and design multiple 

solutions to a problem posed by the teacher.  This style is also commonly called ?Divergent Production? as it produces a number of 

ways of addressing a problem. Like the previous discovery styles the ?problem solving? nature of this style very much suits the 

pragm at ist . 

In addition to the styles covered in this chapter there are three further styles in the spectrum: Learner Designed Individual 

Program ? Style I, Learner Initiated ? Style J and Self Teaching ? Style K. Please refer to the suggested reading and resources 

towards the end of this chapter if you would like more information on these.

Bringing it all together 
As with all theories it is vital that the reader can understand how to apply it and can also reflect on their own practice and see 

how it matches up to the information contained in this chapter.  In an attempt to pull all this information together the following 

model (Figure 1 on the following page) shows the learning cycle, the learning styles and suggested teaching styles to match the 

steps in the process.   
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 Figure 1 
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Suggested reading and resources 
  

This chapter has drawn on three key theories related to learning and teaching: Honey and Mumford (learning styles), Kolb 

(learning cycle) and Mosston (teaching styles). The most relevant texts relating to these theories are the Ski Inst ruct ors 

Handbook: Teaching t ools and t echniques by Andrew Lockerbie and Derek Tate.  This book has information on the learning 

styles and an in-depth look at the Teaching Styles in a snowsports environment. In addition to this book the recent publication 

(2017) How You Learn is How You Live by Kay Peterson and David Kolb covers in detail the learning cycle and learning styles. 

Finally, a very useful website is www.spectrumofteachingstyles.org which has a wealth of information and resources about the 

teaching styles, how they have been developed and used since their inception in the 1960s.  
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Summary ? key points from this chapter 
- Learning is enhanced if the learner is able to use their preferred or dominant style.

- The four learning styles are: Activist, Reflector, Theorist & Pragmatist.

- Your preferred learning style is not a fixed trait and can therefore evolve over time.

- The learning cycle can be simplified as Experience - Reflection - Conceptualise - Test.

- The spectrum of teaching Styles encapsulates a decision making process with decisions 

being gradually transferred from teacher to learner as the student & teacher move 

along the continuum.

- Theories are only useful if they can be applied to your own teaching and if your own 

practice is reflected upon and compared against the theory.
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