
Research shows that (1) students should be taught through their perceptual strength from the beginning; (2) students 
can identify their preferences accurately; and (3) younger children learn better through visual than auditory, and best

I through tactfle-kinesthetic, experiences, i

Modalities:
An Open Letter to

Walter Barbe, Michael Milone,
and Raymond Swassing

W e strongly support most of 
what you have written. 
Where differences exist, it is 

important for readers to understand 
that many of us are exploring an 
emerging theory based on new knowl 
edge of how children actually absorb 
and retain information and skills. At 
this stage, no one is "right" or 
"wrong"; there are only differences 
among data that should be examined 
cooperatively by concerned research 
ers. It is with that belief that we 
share alternative findings and per 
ceptions.

1. Your major premise that it is 
important to teach students through 
their perceptual strengths is so cru 
cial to effective instruction2 that you 
should not diminish its impact by 
suggesting that teachers should 
initially l ecture to their classes and 
then u se modality based instruction 
for those youngsters who fail. 3 That 
procedure promotes underachieve- 
ment and reduced self-esteem for es 
sentially tactual, kinesthetic, or visual 
pupils. Even when teachers lack the 
skills for teaching through individual 
learning styles,4 they can respond to 
perceptual strengths simply by orga 
nizing class and homework assign 
ments so that new information is in 
troduced through each youngster's 
strongest modality and reinforced 
through the second, and then the 
third strength.

2. P lease identify the research that

Rita Dunn is Professor, Division of 
Administrative and Instructional Lead 
ership, St. John's University, New York; 
and Marie Carbo is President, World 
Record Publications, Ltd., Willislon 
Park, New York.

RITA DUNN AND 
MARIE CARBO

evidences that "personal preference 
is not very reliable," that "individual 
judgments will be inconsistent," and 
that "Few adults and almost no chil 
dren have a clear picture of the con 
ditions under which they learn 
best." 5 Many well-designed and well- 
conducted studies verify the increased 
academic achievement that occurs 
when students are taught through 
their identified perceptual prefer 
ences. 6

An instrument, such as the Learn 
ing Style Inventory (LSI), which in 
corporates a reported Consistency 
Score on each respondent reveals the 
accuracy with which individuals 
answer its questions. Ohio State Uni 
versity's National Center for Re 
search in Vocational Education pub 
lished the results of its two-year study 
of instruments that identify learning 
style and verified that the LSI has 
"established impressive reliability and 
face and construct validity." 7 That 
would have been an impossible task 
if students could not identify their 
preferences accurately.

3. The contention that primary 
grade children are more auditory than 
visual and learn least well k ines- 
thetically is not supported by the 
studies you cited. Careful examina 
tion of the seven experiments on your 
chart reveals selected problems in de 
sign, control, and interpretation. For 
example, McKirdy and Rovee 
(1978), whose subjects were infants, 
did find signs of response diminution 
when the total auditory stimulus was 
removed; the visual reinforcer, how 

ever, was always in view and could 
have negated the findings. The 
authors themselves recommended a 
redesign of that aspect of the study. 
Both Perelle (1975) and Budoff and 
Quintan (1965). required second 
graders to leam words by either lis 
tening or reading. The interpreted 
auditory superiority could have been 
the result of the comparative ease 
with which children can listen before 
they have learned to read well. When 
weighing modality strengths, a sub 
ject's ability to remember what has 
been seen should not be contingent 
upon reading ability.

Research clearly has demonstrated 
that both nonsense words and diffi 
cult material are learned more easily 
through the visual, rather than 
through the auditory, modality. 8 
Thus, Lockhard and Sidowski's pre 
sentation of nonsense words to fourth 
and sixth graders, Von Mondfrans 
and Travers' experiment with non 
sense syllables with adults, and 
Many's findings that sixth grade stu 
dents mastered complex learning 
most easily through the visual modal 
ity all should have been anticipated.

The study by Cooper and Gaeth 
was incorrectly reported. The dom 
inant modality of the fourth graders 
was t visual, but the 12th graders 
learned better through the auditory 
presentation.

Figure 1 presents eight experi 
ments that verify that younger chil 
dren learn better through visual and 
kinesthetic presentations than through 
auditory.

Montessori's methods are based on 
observations that indicated that 
young children learn and remem 
ber most easily through manipula-
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Figure 1

Subjects

Kindergarteners
Kindergarteners
First Graders
Second Graders
Second Graders
Seven Year Olds
Second Graders
Third Graders
Eight Year Olds
Fourth Graders
Fourth Graders

Fifth Graders
Twelfth Graders

. Summary of Selected Modalities/Methods Research"

Investigators

Waugh (1971)
Burton (1980)
Freer (1971)
Pulliam (1945) .
Ot!o (1961)
Mills (1956)
Waugh (1971)
Bruininks (1970)
Mills (1956)
Otto (1961)
Cooper and Gaeth

(1967)
Russell (1938)
Cooper and Gaeth

(1967)

Compared Modalities* 
or Methods*

Visua ,
Visua ,
Visua ,
Visua ,
Visua ,
Visua ,
Visua ,
Visua ,
Visua ,
Visua ,
Visua ,

Visual,
Visual,

Auditory*
Auditory 4"
Auditory*
Kinesthetic*
Auditory, Kinesthetic*
Auditory, Kinesthetic*
Auditory*
Auditory*
Auditory, Kir jsthetic*
Auditory, Kinesthetic*
Auditory*

Auditory*
Auditory*

Dominant 
Modality
Reported

Visual
Visual
Visual
Kinesthetic
Kinesthetic
Visual
Auditory
Visual
Kinesthetic
Visual
Visual

Auditory
Auditory

live (tactile) and experiential (kines- 
thetic) activities. Price's study of 
3,972 subjects in grades three 
through seven verified that the 
younger the child the more tactile/ 
kinesthetic he/she was. Those modal 
ities were followed by the develop 
ment of visual strengths and, begin 
ning w ith grades five and six, the 
development of the ability to remem 
ber increasing amounts of informa 
tion through the auditory modality. 9 
Keefe also reported that, "Perceptual 
preference seems to evolve for most 
students from psychomotor (tactile/ 
kinesthetic) to visual and aural as 
the learner matures." 1 0

Despite that data, researchers have 
not begun to examine modality devel 
opment to the extent that its im 
portance demands. Restak docu 
mented the auditory superiority of 
females over males and that boys 
tend to be more kinesthetic longer 
than girls." In that regard, note that 
most studies test primary children for 
visual or auditory abilities and rarely 
include tactile/kinesthetic treatments; 
when they do, "kinesthetic" is usually 
restricted to tracing over words 
(which is tactile) rather than to the 
use of tactile/kinesthetic resources 
such as task cards, electroboards, 
learning circles, body games, trips, 
and "real life" experiences.

The R eview of Educational Re 
search stipulated "... a lack of in 
vestigations into the relationship of 
the tactile and kinesthetic modalities 
to the reading process. Without such 
studies, conclusions drawn with re 
gard to the visual and auditory 
modalities may be severely lim 
ited. . . ," 12 We would not state it 
better only more strongly!  

Editor's Note: Walter Barbe and his 
colleagues will reply in a future issue of 
Educational Leadership.
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