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How Cadets Learn:  Learning Styles and Preferences
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Introduction
In our last discussion, I talked about the incredible differences in thought processes among the cadets and the unique and diverse contributions they could make to the overall missions of the Civil Air Patrol.  Within the Cadet Squadron, individual cadets talents range from developing a web page on the computer, building a working rocket to running the mile in five minutes.  As each cadet’s brain has its own neurological substrate, developing an understanding of their distinctive strengths and weaknesses and matching them to programs and assignments is a real challenge.  As Dr. Howard Gardner would suggest, each intelligences area can be channeled in specific ways to overcome boundaries and allow young people to advance to a greater level in order to meet demands and new dimensions of an ever-changing society.   Our commanders and senior officers need to create balance between opening opportunities that will insure success for each cadet and at the same time create opportunities for individual growth.  This will in turn advance our squadron and increase CAPs’ ability to fulfill our missions and to provide better volunteer service. 
With a brief understanding of how cadets think, it is not surprising to know that cadets acquire knowledge and learn in a variety of different ways as well.  We call these ways learning styles or learning preferences.  In one of the books I co-authored, Field Guide to Educational Renewal, I identified how our understanding of students’ learning would have major implementations on developing pedagogical approaches. I suggested that if the learner’s styles of learning were accommodated within the teaching and learning process, more students would be successful.  Although I featured several excellent models, I believe that the model developed at St. John’s University by Drs. Rita and Kenneth Dunn is well researched and fairly understandable to the  parent or CAP instructor.  Also, perhaps they are the most widely published and therefore best known scholars in this line of study. Basically, from their research three facts were confirmed.  First, students can identify their own style and preferences; secondly, attitudes towards learning and higher achievement levels will improve should teaching or training accommodate learning styles.  Finally, persons learning style preferences are consistent across subject areas and tend to be stable across a long period of time, even throughout adulthood.
Diagnosing Learning Styles
 The model includes five psychological stimuli which encompass a listing of 21 learner characteristics that their research has identified as having a direct impact on learning achievement.  The Dunn’s research would suggest that if the element is necessary and a vital part of students learning style, it will directly impact on their achievement.  Should it only be a preference, they can learn under different conditions and through other elements without much impact.  However, the learning process may be less enjoyable.  Time on task may also need to be extended.  The five stimuli include: (1) Environmental, (2) Emotional, (3) Sociological, (4) Physical, and (5) Psychological.  A parent can identify which elements among the various stimuli are important to their cadet when they are learning by simple observation and asking their cadet directly.   By the time they reach adolescents, most cadets should know what elements need to be in place in order for them to learn even if they did not consciously think about it.  A profile can then be developed and better study strategies can be established.
Environmental Factors
Environmental factors include elements of sound, light, temperature and design of the study area.  Some cadets find it necessary to have background sounds such as music playing while others need dead silence in order to concentrate.  In terms of lighting, one may need a brightly lit area while others prefer a more dimly lit area or a concentration of light just where they are studying. Also natural light near a window may be better for some rather than artificial lighting.   Temperature is a relative thing but, some cadets need a cool air conditioned room while others need a warmer room temperature, (72 degrees) level of heat. The design of the study area may be a factor. Some cadets’ need an informal area to study such as lying on the floor or in an over- stuffed chair.  Others need a more structure arrangements such as studying at a well organized desk or at a table that is not cluttered. 
Emotional Factors
Emotional factors involve such elements as motivation, persistence, responsibility and structure.  Many cadets have a great deal of potential but need external motivation while others are self motivated by the challenge of what they need to learn.  This factor may be determined by both subject matter content and the cadet’s personality.  Persistence is an element that has degrees of variability.  I know that some cadets may work on a project for hours until they complete the assignment while others give up too soon.  In my own personal style, I often take frequent breaks and then return until I finally complete the task. Responsibility is an element whereby the cadet assumes full accounting for his or her own learning.  Sometimes this is done because parents or the instructor expects it.  On the other hand, some cadets depend on their parents or others for supervision at different levels.  Some need more while some need less.  Structure is an element that depends on the individual cadets need to understand due dates and concept of time.  I keep a calendar and often schedule blocks of time when I can work on various projects.  I like to put space between my works and then review them with a fresh mind at a later date.  I personally do not appreciate last minute tasks.  Both my boys on the other hand pull all-nighters at the university to complete assignments the night before they are due.
 Sociological Factors 
Sociological factors involve the need or lack of need for personal human interactions such as with colleagues, self, pairing, team, needing an authority figure or varied arrangements.   Many cadets enjoy working with other cadets in study groups.  Cooperative learning is encouraged in most squadrons usually for review just before a test.   Others like to study by themselves in isolation.  By studying alone they can concentrate without distractions.  Working in pairs or with a peer tutor is often an arrangement that meets the needs of some.  However, a certain percentage of cadets need an authority figure such as a parent or an instructor to motivate them.  In short, they need direct instruction.  Finally, some cadets prefer a variety of study arrangements and can function under any group situation or even be able to work alone.
Physical Factor      
The physical stimuli include the elements of perceptual sensing, intake, time, and mobility.  Cadets vary greatly in their perceptual abilities.  These perceptional abilities involve the use of your senses of vision, hearing, taste, smell and touch.  The visual, auditory and tactile or kinesthetic are considered the most important sensory channels.  It was reported that of a given population 28% are visual, 47% auditory and 27 % are tactile in terms of their areas of strength.  Many have a strong visual and tactile combination.  When I was in school, eating in class would get you a trip to the Principal’s Office.  Today we know that some people need food intake to help them study.  The time of day also varies by individuals.  I am a morning person and do most of my best work between 7:00 am to about 2:00pm.  My wife on the other hand is a night owl who can work best into the late evening hours.  Some people need to move around. In many schools if you get out of your seat, you are reprimanded.  We know now, mobility may be required by some while studying or in between sessions.   
 Psychological Factor
Finally, psychological factors include analytic or global thinking, cerebral preference (left or right brain dominance), and reflective or impulsive decision-making. I tend to think of myself as a global thinking person concerned with understanding the big picture.  As a researcher, I have learned to think analytically but it is not my preference.  I am also right brain dominant.  Many left handed people are.  This is the creative side of the brain.  Left brain dominate people tend to be more business oriented.  I also tend to be reflective, taking the time to think and sometimes talk things out before I make decisions. I am excellent at long range planning.  Impulsive people tend to make decisions quickly and let the cards fall where they may.  They are often concerned with the bottom line and short term gains.     
Learning styles has emerged as key elements to make learning and teaching of content to be more responsive to the needs of the learner.  You can learn more about the Dunn and Dunn model by searching eniwikipedia.org/wiki/learning-styles.   We have so far discussed how cadets think and learn based on research.  Next time I will discuss motivation and how it not only will stimulate your cadet to learn but how it is a large factor in the leadership development curriculum in the CAP Cadet Program. 
