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Introduction 

 The learning style or styles of individuals in a training and management education 

environment should be an important consideration for trainers, not only in the development 

and design of any programme, but also in the subsequent delivery of that programme. An 

awareness of the learning preferences or learning style of trainees will facilitate in the 

development of an appropriate frame work within which training should be carried out to 

optimize effectiveness. The two most widely used inventories of learning styles have been those 

developed by Kolb –the learning style inventory [1], and Honey and Mumford – the learning 

styles questionnaire [2].  

 While the use of both the inventories mentioned above can be a useful aid in training 

programme development and delivery, there has been some criticism relating to their 

validity[3]. It is also unclear whether, once having identified an individual’s learning style, it is 

then more effective to match the training style used to that particular learning style, or to aim 

for a deliberate mismatch between training style and learning style. By selecting an approach to 

training that it is known will not be readily accessible and amenable to an individual’s preferred 

learning style, it could be argued that the learner will be forced to increase his or her learning 

versatility through the required use of unfamiliar learning approaches.  

 There is a danger that in such a situation, where there is lack of congruence between the 

preferred learning style or styles of individuals and the approach adopted by the trainer, the 

trainee may mentally opt out of the programme, while still physically attending. This possibility 

must be countered with the recognition that continually directing training activities to a single 

learning style may promote the adoption of a narrow learning focus by a particular individual. 

Certainly, in the initial stages of a training programme, matching instructional formats to 

trainees’ learning style would be appropriate, while individuals seek to overcome initial 

unfamiliarity with the new material being presented. However, as an individual’s proficiency 

 Increases, the use by the trainer of systematic mismatches between instructional approach 

and learning style, will encourage the development of a wider learning style base. Indeed it is 

possible that individuals can develop their learning capability to the point where they may 

consciously choose a learning style through which they find harder to learn, on the grounds that 

it is the most appropriate learning style for a particular learning task. 

 At a more fundamental level, however, it is questionable whether the style approach to 

learning, i.e. slotting people into pre-ordained categories, is actually appropriate. While this 

learning stereotyping will subsequently allow a degree of tailoring of programmes to meet the 

needs of small groups within a large group, there is an inherent danger in encouraging 

individuals to adopt a particular learning style, in the belief that it constitutes a “good” style. 
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Individuals may become intellectually shortsighted and tend, either consciously or 

subconsciously, to avoid learning situations that do not fall within their personal learning range.                          

 In addition to this criticism, it is arguable that a truly proficient learner is not someone who 

demonstrates capability within a narrow band of activities, as defined by a particular learning 

style, but rather someone who demonstrates the ability to select an appropriate learning style 

from a range of styles, according to the demands of the situation, and their own learning 

capability. This will be particularly true in a work environment, where the inherent flexibility to 

be able to respond to the specific needs of different situations is clearly a desirable personal 

attribute. 

 This ability of an individual to select actively from a personal style or skills portfolio is part 

of what can be termed self-directed learning. In a training and education setting, a self-directed 

learner no longer operates as a passive receiver of information, but takes responsibility for the 

achievement, and ultimately the setting of learning outcomes. In essence, the traditional trainer 

trainee divide becomes increasingly blurred, as the learner begins to structure the programme 

proactively to match his or her own learning attributes. The trainer’s role, therefore, shifts from 

being that of an instructor to that of a facilitator, and finally to that of a resource to be tapped, as 

required by the learner. 

 Ultimately it is feasible that during the course of a programme, the trainer will become 

increasingly redundant, as the learner becomes capable of identifying not only what resources 

and skills are needed to achieve objectives, but also how to acquire those resources and skills. 

Under such an approach, training as a development activity ceases to be simply something that 

is done to people, and becomes a platform from which individuals can go on, in effect, to train 

themselves.  

 
The Role of the Trainer 

 This would seem to raise questions as to the exact nature of the role of the trainer in 

training. Often the trainer will have developed a highly professional and comprehensive 

training programme into which people are then fitted. Under such conditions, the trainer adopts 

the role of an instructor, rather than that of a “causer of learning”[4]. This approach will tend to 

create learned helplessness in people, where the individual relies on the input of another external 

person: a person who normally has little awareness of that individual’s learning needs and 

learning preferences, and who may therefore use wholly inappropriate training methods. 

 The trainer also inadvertently risks being perceived by the trainee as a significant barrier to 

learning, as he or she is seen by the learner as being the expert. This may result in an increase in 

the mystique surrounding the trainer, leading to him or her being held in unnecessarily high 

regard by the trainee, because of this relative discrepancy in levels of both knowledge and 

expertise held by the two parties. The learner may then naturally become dependent on the 

trainer to provide resources, identify appropriate learning strategies, and evaluate progress 

made. It is up to the trainer to resolve this apparent role conflict by displaying sufficient 

expertise to ensure credibility among the training group, while at the same time not 

overpowering already anxious people.  
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 In addition, the trainer needs to avoid developing skills in learners that will only emerge 

and be practised within the contrived artificial setting of a training course. When the individual 

returns to the working environment without that guiding influence and structure provided by 

both the course and the trainer, learning may well cease. Training should be concerned with not 

only enhancing performance in a specific situation, but should also constitute a catalyst for 

further self-initiated development by the individual, above and beyond the contents and aims of 

a particular training course. This can be achieved by considering the development not only of 

specific skills applicable to defined situations, but also of more fundamental skills such as how 

individuals learn, how to improve that process, and how to achieve self-directed learning.      

 
The Role of the Individual  

 Although it may be stating the obvious, the key person in self-directed learning is the 

individual concerned. The implication of this is that the trainer must avoid removing traditional 

barriers to self-direction, such as a rigid programme structure, only to erect new barriers 

through the use of prescriptive self-direction strategies imposed on the trainee. The trainer must 

be prepared to stand back and allow the individual the freedom to define and devise learning 

strategies, and to make mistakes. To a large extent, it is up to the learner to decide that a 

particular learning approach or learning strategy is inappropriate. The role of the trainer must 

be essentially non-interventionist, unless the trainee seeks guidance. In attempting to initiate the 

process that will enable people to be self-directing in their learning, trainers will need to take 

into consideration: 

 what motivates individuals to self-direct their learning;  

 what are the processes through which individuals become self-aware;  

 what are the key processes that self-directing individuals already use to attain goals; 

 what is the effect of the social and physical environment on learning. 

 Trainers should also be aware that knowledge of the above factors is not in itself sufficient 

to achieve self direction, as people may still not choose to direct their own learning because of: 

 a lack of belief in their own ability;  

 a failure by them to recognize that self-direction is needed or preferable;  

 the setting of an inappropriate learning goal(s) that fails to act as a motivator;  

 previous learning and education experiences.  

 This last point can be extremely important as the majority of trainees will have been through 

an extensive period of formal education. That educational system primarily tends to concentrate 

on didactic approaches that often view learning as being of secondary importance to memory, 

where information acquisition and subsequent information regurgitation predominate. 

However, what is of fundamental importance is that learners become “learning self-aware”, i.e. 

they have an appreciation and understanding of how they learn, their own learning capabilities, 

and the outcomes they wish to achieve. This is an awareness that exhibits itself not only during 

a particular training programme, but also, and perhaps more importantly, in the longer term. 

   
The Right Learning Environment 

 It is possible to attempt to create what is viewed as an appropriate environment for learning 

through the design of a training course structure. In practice, however, this theoretical ideal may 



 
 
 

 
241 | P a g e  Shanlax International Journal of Education 

 

Vol. 6                   Special Issue 1                  December 2017            ISSN: 2320 - 4168 

 

become subsumed beneath a learning environment which subsequently develops during the 

course of a training programme, as a result of the composition of a particular group of trainees. 

Each group of trainees will produce a unique pattern of circumstances, values, learning styles, 

pressures and opinions that will interact in complex ways to generate a new and unique 

learning climate[5]. The role of the trainer in this situation is not then to attempt to overcome 

this climate in favour of his or her own ideal-type environment, but to adapt the programme to 

meet the needs of that particular group. 

 A rigid training structure that is imposed on individuals may satisfy the course 

requirements, but it may also act as a development block for people whose learning attributes 

do not match that structure. It is likely that a programme that does not have as a pre-requisite 

that participants will be required to self-direct their learning will be unsuccessful in achieving 

greater learner control. The achievement of greater self-direction requires the development of a 

co-operative learning environment, which the learner perceives as being democratic, flexible, 

challenging, and, most importantly, non-threatening. This will require that the trainer breaks 

down barriers to learning and self-direction that may be present. This covers; 

 those barriers created by the trainee during the course (wrong choice of learning approach, 

poor motivation, lack of confidence); 

 those barriers that the training programme itself may indirectly create (lack of flexibility, 

lack of direction and guidance, poor structure); 

 those barriers that the trainee brings to the course (reason for attending the course, poor 

learning skills, previous bad learning experiences). 

 It is also important that this process of breaking down barriers is not perceived by 

participants and trainers as a one-off activity. The learning environment is dynamic in nature, 

and new barriers to effective learning may subsequently develop during the running of a 

programme, independently and also arising from the three areas identified above. 

 In the initial stages of a training programme, the trainer will need to ensure the existence of 

an appropriate control structure, as trainees undergo the transition from being other-directed in 

their learning by external influences, to being self-directed. This transition is achieved by 

providing a scaffold structure that allows trainees to take control of their learning progressively, 

but that also offers sufficient guidance and direction in the early stages to prevent individuals 

from becoming lost. This structure revolves around providing clearly communicated and 

understood aims and objectives for the trainees at regular intervals. These aims and objectives 

should also be accompanied in the beginning with evaluation exercises, to ensure that 

individuals are progressing, and to identify at the earliest opportunity current and potential 

problems. 

 The difficulty for the trainer arises in achieving a balance between allowing sufficient 

flexibility for the individual to determine what is an appropriate structure, and providing 

enough support to keep the programme and the trainees on track. This situation will be further 

complicated where there is conflict between such an open, flexible philosophy, and the desire 

for a more prescriptive and dogmatic approach, that may be demanded by organizational 

requirements to meet specific targets.  
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The Path to Self-Direction 

 The first step in attempting to develop in individuals the ability to self-direct, is to assess the 

current level of selfdirection that an individual is able to exhibit. It is possible to quantify this 

quality using the self-directed learning readiness scale [6]. This is a questionnaire developed by 

Dr Lucy Guglielmino, that measures a person’s willingness and ability to engage in self-directed 

learning, when the opportunity to do so presents itself. In completing the questionnaire, 

individuals respond to a range of statements concerning how they approach learning tasks, 

indicating how often that particular statement could be said to be true of themselves. The final 

score indicates their current level of readiness to self direct their learning. 

 It is also important that at an early stage participants are encouraged to think about their 

learning. This process of reflection can be initiated by asking individuals to recall previous 

learning experiences, and to identify events during those experiences that either helped or 

hindered the effectiveness of their own learning. Trainees should be guided to recall experiences 

where they have taken control and responsibility for their learning. It is quite usual to find that 

the number of such self-directed learning experiences previously encountered by individuals is 

surprisingly high. 

 Having established at what stage individuals within a group are currently operating in 

terms of self-direction, the trainer is then better able to address the problem of enhancing that 

level of performance. Self-directed learners will exhibit some or all of the following 

characteristics:  

 ability to identify their own learning needs;  

 a positive view of their own learning capability based on past experience; 

 ability to set appropriate goals; 

 expertise in selecting learning strategies, or even devising new strategies for a particular             

situation; 

 ability to be self-motivated and to be selfdisciplined; 

 flexibility in setting objectives and choosing learning strategies; 

 awareness of how they learn, and their own learning strengths and weaknesses; 

 knowledge and skill in learning. 

 It is important to realize that achieving a greater degree of self-direction should not be solely 

concerned with the teaching of learning or study skills. While the acquisition of such skills can 

clearly be of value in improving overall learning ability, instruction concerned with these skills 

can only improve the process of self-direction. Effective self-direction also requires an internal 

change in consciousness within the learner. As mentioned earlier, learners must be self-aware, 

that is, aware of how they learn, and also how they can improve that learning capability.  

 
Implication for Trainers 

 As indicated previously, the role of the trainer in self directed learning is a flexible one that 

may require a degree of spontaneous adaptation in the trainer. As the trainees begin to 

assimilate and apply new skills and knowledge associated with self-direction, their training 

needs will alter as they gradually shift from one end of a control continuum at which the trainer 

dominates, towards self-control. To be effective in this role, the trainer will need to cross and re-

cross the divide between education and training. 
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 The primary question, however, is to what extent trainers are capable of fulfilling this role. 

The traditional position occupied by many involved in training and development, where 

pedagogical delivery to an audience of essentially passive recipients is the key function, may not 

be effective. This ineffectiveness will be particularly evident in situations where the trainer has 

opted for a mismatch between the training style used, and the learning style or styles of a 

particular group. Within this scenario, the trainer should adopt the role of group facilitator.  

 But, as the level at which trainees are able to self-direct their own learning rises, the position 

of group facilitator may become inappropriate, as individuals progress at different rates. by 

definition, those individuals who are approaching self-directing status require a facilitator, or 

indeed any formal external intervention, to an increasingly reduced extent.Whether trainers 

who have typically conducted structured training programmes from a trainer-controlled 

perspective will be able to operate effectively under such conditions remains unclear. There is 

also an implication that to be able to progress others along the path to self-direction requires 

that the trainer him or herself should also be an adept self-directed learner. 

 These points raise two important questions. First, the training of trainers, as it is currently 

carried out, certainly below Masters’ level, relies on developing the skills, knowledge and 

abilities necessary to deliver traditional structured programmes. Such an approach would be 

inappropriate in attempting to develop self-directed learners: the implication being that trainers 

would not normally have the skills necessary to facilitate selfdirection. Second, as responsibility 

for the development of employees is increasingly devolved out to line managers, rather than 

training specialists, this apparent skills deficit could be even more acute. 

 
Conclusion 

 This article began by arguing that in order for training to be effective in achieving desired 

outcomes, trainers need to have an awareness and understanding of individuals’ learning styles. 

Although it is possible to identify the learning styles of individuals, it is questionable whether 

such an approach is valid. Using existing inventories of learning styles, individuals are simply 

allocated to a narrow range of categories, containing a limited number of learning activities to 

which they are, in theory, best suited. The suggestion here is that this a fundamentally flawed 

approach.  

 Training should seek to move beyond the enhancement of performance within a narrow 

spectrum of activities, and consider the development of foundations skills, such as self-directed 

learning. Able self-directed learners may still choose to use a particular learning style that is 

relatively narrow in nature, but they are consciously taking that decision, in view of their 

perception of the needs of a particular situation. 

 As organizations operate in increasingly unstable environments that require greater levels 

of flexibility and adaptability from their employees, then self-direction would appear to be an 

increasingly desirable attribute. What is unclear is whether traditional trainers will be able to 

meet this need. 
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