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Is there a person on your school board you can't seem to connect with,
who ignores your ideas, and refuses to see things your way?
The problem may simply stem from a difference in learning styles, the author says.

ow can [ make a difference on the
school board when those jerks
won’t listen to me?” thought Henry
after a lengthy “debate” about sell-
ing prime school property to a
developer — actually, it was more
like a polite shouting match, and
Henry v felt like punching a couple of people
more than once. “Why are they so damned
difficult?” he muttered while driving home
to an empty house. “And another thing,”
he said as if his beloved Ford pickup would
respond, “Why the hell did she leave me,
anyway? Everything was going great, and
she ups and leaves.”

What Henry fails to understand is that it
takes two to tangle and that tangling may
be based on differences in learning style.
Why is it difficult to work with some people
and a joy to work with others? Clearly,
there are many factors, but a major reason
may be how differently different people
process the same information.

Fortunately, Henry can learn to work
with difficult board members and anyone
else whose response patterns differ from
his. Adapting to others’ patterns of interac-
tion may feel like wearing oversized clothes,
but if Henry wants them to embrace his
point of view, shuffling around in their
learning styles may be essential.

What’s a learning style? Learning style
pioneers Rita and Kenneth Dunnt! gave this
definition: “Learning style is the way each
learner begins to concentrate on, process,
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and retain new and difficult information.”
It is the rather stable way people react to
input, so that if two people hear the same
thing differently, think about it differently,
and then communicate it in ways foreign
to the other, problems occur.

To-explain this process, the Dunns
identified five major learning channels:
emotional, sociological, psychological,
physiological, and environmental. Each has
numerous elements, but the Dunns empha-
sized 21 primary influences on learning
(see page 5). Based on these definitions,
learning style may be the fundamental core
of our humanness; it may encompass what
makes us similar to but unique from one
another in how we learn and get along
with others.

Learning style is associated with biologi-
cal structures of the brain molded by devel-
opment into a set of personal characteristics
that make the same methods of working
with one person ineffective for others.2

Since learning-style preferences differ
significantly from one person to another,
the stronger the preference, the more
important it is to provide compatible input
and feedback. Accommodating individual
learning-style preferences through comple-
mentary input and feedback has a high
probability for increasing positive interac-
tions, and most school board members can
learn to use learning styles as a cornerstone -
of their interactions. This next statement is
the hooker: The less successful the individu-
al is at getting his or her views understood,
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the more important it is to accommodate
the learning-style preferences of others.

A good place to begin is understanding
differences between our style preferences
and those of others. This understanding can
prompt effective alternative communication
approaches. Peter Senge,3 in his best-selling
book The Fifth Discipline: The Art and
Practice of The Learning Organization, noted
that people in conflict tend to foctis on getting
away from what they don’t want rather than
on creating what they do want. Consequently,
when working with difficult people, the ten-
dency is to move away and ignore the source
of conflict, or to respond as if threatened —
the fight-or-flight reaction. Have you noticed
who does the moving away in your interac-
tions? You, the other person, ot both of you?

Members of an effective school board
work in reasonable harmony toward a
shared vision of the school district. That
harmony becomes more likely when mem-
bers have an understanding of learning
styles and the role they play in how we feel,
think, respond to our environments, and
interact. Yes, you're thinking, but I thought
learning style pertained to kids, are they
effective for adults, too?

Documented evidence exists that style-
responsive instruction contributes to higher
academic achievement and positive attitudes
toward learning in school-aged students.4
Surprisingly, however, a meta-analysis con-
ducted on 36 experimental studies complet-
ed at 13 different universities revealed that

when style preferences were matched,
college and other adult learners showed
greater gains than elementary or secondary
school learners. Further, accommodating
individual physiological preferences such as
sensory strengths, food intake, time of day,
and mobility had a greater impact than
matching emotional, environmental,
or sociological preferences.s
Consequently, it stands to reason that
efforts to understand difficult adults could
begin with a focus on their physiological
preferences.

Sensory preferences. Does the difficult
person need to see, hear, touch, or walk
around the information to truly appreciate
your point of view? If he needs to see it and
the information is presented orally, then
only bits and pieces will be heard. If she

is tactile and there is nothing to handle,
manipulate or play with, then the infor-
mation may not “feel” right.

Think about a time when you were learn-
ing a new computer program or attempting
to program your VCR to record a particular
selection or putting a doll house together.
Did you read the manual carefully before
beginning and then follow the directions in
a step by step sequence? Maybe you asked
someone to tell you what to do? Or, did you
look at the pictures without reading the
directions? Perhaps you opened all the
packages and handled the pieces until you
figured out how they fit. Or did you ask
someone to show you what to do?

The human tendency is to believe others
want information provided in ways that are
most comfortable to us, but if the variance is
great, so too will be the tension. For exam-
ple, if you are a visual-tactual learner, you
probably need flow charts, diagrams, and
illustrations you can touch, trace with your
finger, and look at from different angles. If
you receive oral descriptions, then chances
of your grasping the subtleties of the discus-
sion without visual aids are remote.

Like children, adult learners retain only
a portion of what they absorb through their
senses. In fact, Magnesen found that adult
learners retain only 10 percent of what they
read, 20 percent of what they hear, Iy
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30 percent of what they see, 50 percent of
what they see and hear, and 70 percent of
what they say. With practice and talk about
the personal significance of what is present-
ed, adults can increase their memory reten-
tion to 90 percent, Magnesen discovered.
Ingham® went a step further. She found
that when truck drivers for Enntamann’s
Bakery were introduced to new material
through perceptual preferences, they
remembered significantly more than when
the information was introduced through
their least preferred modality. Dunn and
Dunn reported that most people have just
a single perceptual strength, but if they're
interested in the topic, they can remember
in a less-preferred modality when that
sensory modality is moderately strong.
This research clearly suggests that when
the preferred sensory modalities of difficult
people are taken into account, they absorb
more and respond with greater comfort
than when presented the same information
with disregard for their preferences. That
sounds great, but how do you find out what
a person’s sensory preferences are?
Bandler and Grinder? developed an
entire business around “reading” the
sensory preferences of others. Their
Neurolinguistic Programming business
focuses on observing how people express
themselves in speech patterns. Visual
learners reportedly use phrases like “I see
what you mean” and “It looks good to me,”
while auditory learners substitute Zear and
sounds for see and looks. Tactile and
kinesthetic learners express themselves
with words like feels, grabs, and moves.
When Bandler and Grinder used lan-
guage similar to what they heard, those
individuals were more likely to respond
positively to requests than if the preferred
modality was ignored. Psychotherapists
Mills and Crowley,® have found modality
strengths so powerful that they use
metaphors based on them to treat clients,
and Griggs?® includes modality preferences
as key elements for counseling.

The whole versus parts. In addition to
sensory modalities, some people want an
overview of the whole issue and what
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impact it may exert on the school division
and community before they study the
details. As youngsters in a geography class
studying land features of their state, these
adults probably needed to see the pull-down
map and a globe of the world, then the con-
tinent, country, state, and their town hefore
making sense from details. By contrast,
others want a step-by-step detailed presen-
tation that leads up to the whole picture.
The majority of the first group would also
prefer to snack while learning something
new, while the second group would find
food or drink a distraction. Therefore, a
person’s intake needs are important during
decision-making about something difficult.

Biorhythms. Similarly, biological rhythms
help determine whether a person is more
alert, able to absorb new information, and
make decisions during early or late morn-
ing, after lunch, early or late afternoon, or
during evening hours. Everyone has a
“down” time and a more alert time of day
when thinking comes easier. Matching the
preference with difficult tasks can result in
their timely accomplishment as opposed to
a mismatch, which may require extra ener-
gy for concentration.

School boards generally meet at night
regardless of the time-of-day preferences
of its members. Knowing that decisions made
at night may resurface with a vengeance
later, it may be a good idea to delay decisions
until a later meeting, and — in the meantime
— phone or send e-mail messages during the
morning or afternoon to clarify issues.

Values. Modality preferences help determine
values. Visual learners care about how things
look; thus meeting in a cluttered environment
or presenting a disheveled appearance may
prevent others from hearing the details dis-
cussed. By contrast, an auditory learner may
be totally unaware of the mess while focusing
on how a request sounds. Confident lan-
guage, pacing of delivery, voice volume, and
timbre build.trust and respect for what is said
for an auditory learner, who may dismiss a .
plan, regardless of its merits, when the
speaker’s voice grates on her sensitivities.
Similarly, a strongly kinesthetic learner
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may find processing information difficult
unless given an opportunity to walk, pace,
swing a leg, or otherwise move while listen-
ing and talking.

Modality preferences, intake needs, and
time of day, therefore, help establish what
is personally valued and what is not.

What can board members do? Here are
some suggestions for accommodating
different learning styles among school
board members.

If a board member is global, provide a
snack while discussing difficult issues from
the community or give the big-picture point
of view before the details. If she is sluggish
during evening board meetings but animated
and full of life after lunch or in the late after-
noon, save your discussion for the alert, posi-
tive time of day. Cognition will be higher and
the chances of reaching a solution greater.

If the board member is kinesthetic or
needs mobility, take a walk with her while
presenting issues of concern. Don’t just tell.
Let her experience what you are talking
about — kinesthetic learners need first-
hand experiences. Visual board members
want to see your concerns in writing, draw-
ings, photographs, or in person. Write them
a memo, give them information to read, and
offer alternative solutions in writing before
you tell them about it.

Save your lengthy explanations for the
auditory member who places heavy empha-
sis on how things sound. For him, articulate
clearly. Know what you want to say, and
say it in a confident manner. Select words
that match his preferred modality and
provide quiet or soft music if appropriate.

Be congruent with your verbal and non-
verbal messages so visual-kinesthetic learn-
ers believe what you intend as well as what
they visually perceive. Further, prepare the
environment for the board member’s audito-
ry and visual comfort rather than your own.

v

What'’s the bottom line? Responding to the
physiological preferences of difficult board
members can go a long way in resolving con-
flicts and reaching agreements. Clearly, pref-
erences in the other learning style domains
— environmental, sociological, emotional,

and psychological — are also important, but
based on research evidence, honoring the
physiclogical preferences of difficult people is
a great place to begin. In the process, it's a
good idea to monitor your own learning style
so you can identify where your preferences
differ from those of persons you find difficult.
Even though your way of explaining feels
comfortable and seems like the “way it’s sup-
posed to be,” without a doubt, you are some-
one else’s difficult person. Maybe if Henry
understood his style and how it affects oth-
ers, he might experiment with alternative
modes of interaction. If he accepted this
premise, and began acting on it, he would
be taking a big step toward changing his
interaction patterns — both personal and
professional. Before long, his difficult board
member may turn out to be his best ally. ®
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