
 

Discover How You Learn Best—Without 

Putting Yourself in a Box 

College requires more than attending class and completing assignments. Much of the actual 

learning takes place when students study independently. If the hours spent hitting the books are 

not producing the expected results, however, the solution may not be to study longer. It may be 

to study differently. 

For many years, students were encouraged to take learning-style assessments that classified them 

as auditory, visual, or tactile learners. The theory held that students learned best when instruction 

matched their dominant style. An auditory learner should listen, a visual learner should look, and 

a tactile learner should touch or move. 

The idea is appealing, but research has not shown that matching instruction to one supposed 

learning style improves achievement. A major review of the evidence found no adequate basis 

for using learning-style assessments to guide instruction. Students certainly have preferences, but 

a preference is not necessarily the method that produces the most learning.  

Preferences Are Not Limitations 

You may enjoy lectures more than textbooks, remember diagrams easily, or prefer learning by 

doing. There is nothing wrong with recognizing those preferences. The problem arises when you 

turn one into a limitation: 

• “I cannot learn from reading because I am an auditory learner.” 

• “I do not understand lectures because I am a visual learner.” 

• “I need to move constantly because I am a tactile learner.” 



Those labels can become excuses for avoiding useful forms of learning. College students must 

read, listen, observe, discuss, write, and practice. Strong learners develop all of those abilities 

instead of remaining inside one preferred category. 

Match the Method to the Material 

The subject matter should help determine the study method. A map is best understood visually, 

pronunciation requires listening and speaking, and a laboratory procedure must eventually be 

performed. No single method is ideal for every task. 

Consider these examples: 

• Use diagrams to study anatomy, geography, processes, and relationships. 

• Listen to recordings when learning pronunciation, music, or spoken language. 

• Practice calculations when studying mathematics, accounting, or chemistry. 

• Perform procedures when learning laboratory, mechanical, or clinical skills. 

• Explain an idea aloud when testing whether you truly understand it. 

• Write a summary from memory when studying concepts presented in a textbook or lecture. 

The most effective studying often combines formats. Read the explanation, examine the diagram, 

describe the idea in your own words, and then apply it to a problem. 

Retrieve Instead of Merely Reviewing 

Students commonly reread chapters, highlight sentences, and look over their notes until the 

material feels familiar. Familiarity, however, can create the illusion that the information has been 

learned. A better test is to close the book and attempt to recall the material. Write everything you 

remember, answer practice questions, define terms without looking, or explain the lesson to 

someone else. Then check your answer and correct what you missed. 

Research on retrieval practice has found that recalling information strengthens long-term 

retention more effectively than repeatedly reviewing it. In one influential study, students who 

practiced retrieving material remembered more on delayed tests than students who spent the 

same time restudying it. Retrieval feels more difficult than rereading because it reveals what you 

do not know. That difficulty is not evidence that the method is failing; it is part of the learning. 

Space Your Study Sessions 

Cramming may keep information available long enough to survive tomorrow’s examination, but 

it is a poor strategy for lasting knowledge. Study a topic in several shorter sessions distributed 

across days or weeks, returning to the material after some forgetting has occurred. A broad 



review of common study techniques rated practice testing and distributed—or spaced—practice 

among the most useful strategies because they work across different subjects, ages, and ability 

levels. 

A simple schedule might include: 

1 Review the material shortly after class. 

2 Test yourself the next day. 

3 Return to it several days later. 

4 Review it again before the exam. 

Each successful retrieval makes the information easier to access in the future. 

Mix Related Problems 

Students often practice one type of problem repeatedly before moving to another. That can 

produce quick improvement during the study session but may not prepare them to decide which 

method to use on an exam. Interleaving means mixing related kinds of material or problems. A 

mathematics student might alternate among several problem types instead of completing 20 

identical examples in a row. A history student might compare events from different periods 

rather than studying each period in complete isolation. 

Mixing requires the learner to identify the problem and select the appropriate approach. It can 

feel slower, but the additional effort may improve the ability to distinguish among concepts and 

apply the correct method later. 

Make Connections and Use Examples 

New information is easier to understand when connected to something already known. Ask: 

• How does this idea relate to a previous chapter? 

• What is a real example? 

• How would I explain it in ordinary language? 

• Why does it work this way? 

• When would this principle not apply? 

Concrete examples make abstract ideas more understandable, while self-explanation exposes 

gaps hidden by passive review. A student who cannot explain an answer may have memorized a 

phrase without understanding the concept. 



Build a Flexible Study System 

Instead of taking a quiz that places you in one learning-style category, observe which strategies 

produce actual results. After an exam or assignment, consider: 

• Which methods helped me recall information without looking? 

• Which methods helped me solve unfamiliar problems? 

• Where did I confuse familiarity with understanding? 

• Did I spread the studying across enough time? 

• Did I practice the skill or merely read about it? 

• Can I explain the material clearly in my own words? 

Judge a method by what you can remember and do—not merely by how comfortable it feels. 

The Bottom Line 

You do not need to discover whether you are an auditory, visual, or tactile learner. You need to 

develop a varied set of learning strategies and select the ones appropriate to the material. Use 

diagrams when relationships must be seen, sound when something must be heard, and physical 

practice when a procedure must be performed. Whatever the subject, retrieve information from 

memory, spread practice over time, connect new ideas to prior knowledge, and apply what you 

learn. 

Studying smarter does not mean finding one perfect style. It means becoming flexible enough to 

learn in more than one way. 

 


