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ABSTRACT 

Children have modality strengths through which they learn more 

efficiently. Certain characteristics and observations have been ident-

ified which allow instructors to distinguish between children whose 

modality strength is visual and those whose strength is auditory. 

Once a child is recognized as either a visual or auditory learner, 

appropriate instructional methods can be app;ied to improve learning. 



Children have modality strengths which, in comparison to other 

modalities, provide maximum efficiency in learning. An individual's 

modality strength is the perceptual channel most efficient for pro­

cessing information. 1•2•J, 4,5 School programs and instructors often 

emphasize one modality, neglecting individual differences in the way 

children learn.J• 4 When teaching and learning modalities are mismatched, 

a learning problem is more likely to occur, Conversely, learning is 

more efficient when teaching modes are matched to learning modes of 

the children. 2•6•7 

The purpose of this review is to determine characteristics and 

observations which can ve used to identify visual learners and aud­

itory learners and to come up with instructional approaches best suited 

for each group. 

Identifying Visual and Auditory Learners 

Research has shown that individuals have modality strengths through 

which they learn best. 7•8•9•10 This can have valuable applications in 

the classroom as wellas in other learning situations. 6 In order to im-

prove learning through their strongest modality, children first have 

to be identified as auditory learners or visual learners. Each group 

has certain characteristics that set it apart from the other. 



2 

Characteristics of the Auditory Learner 

1. On tests of perceptual functioning he shows a preference for the 

auditory modality, generally scoring better on tests of auditory 

functioning than on tests of visual functioning. For example, on the 

Illinois Test of Perceptual Abilities he would score better on the 

Auditory Sequential Memory, Auditory Closure, and Sound Blending 

subtests than he would on the Visual Sequential Memory and Visual 

11 12 Closure subtests. ' 

2 8 2. He is most likely of pre-school or early elementary age. ' This is 

consistent with his primary mode of interaction with others, which 

is speaking and listening. 

J. He may have difficulty remembering information presented visually. 6•13 

For example, he may recall only parts of a word or he may remember 

all the parts, but gets them in the wrong order when asked to repro-

duce the word. 

4. He has good comprehension of aurally presented material.J, 13• 14 He 

seems to get more out of a lesson presented as a lecture or class 

discussion than if it were given as a reading assignment. 

5· He may have difficulty distinguishing words and symbols that look 

similar. 6•13 Written words such as "pot", "put", and "pat" may be 

confused. 
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6. He does well on phonics activities. 1•4 He can take sounds ascribed 

to specific letters and blend thim into words; he can "solllld out" 

words. 

7. Often he is a poor speller, spelling words as they sound.iJ,i5 

8. He may move gis lips while reading.J 

9. He performs better on oral tests than on printed or written tests. 2 

Characteristics of the Visual Learner 

1. Preference for the V:isual mode is indivated by a child 1 s overall 

better performance on tests of visual functioning than on tests of 

auditory functioning. 11 •12 Examples of such tests are the Illinois 

Test of Perceptual Abilities subtests. 

2. He is most likely in the upper elementary grades or older. 2•9,iO 

J. He has difficulty remembering material presented aurally. 6•13,i6 

Although he is able to follow written directions, he often gets 

confused when the same instructions are spoken. 

4. Comprehension is more efficient when material is presented by means 

of written words rather than spoken words.3 He may be inattentive 

to oral presentations, prefering to look around the room or out the 

window. 

5. He may confuse similar sounding words, especially those containing 
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. 1 J 14 16 short vowel sounds, such as l~d and led or pot and pet. ' ' ' 

6. He does better with sight words than with phonics. 4' 15 After seeing 

a word, he is later able to identify it accurately. 

7, Usually he is a good speller, being able to "see" a word in his 

mind and then write it from this image. 15 

8. He is more likely to have a speech articulation problem. 1' 16 

9, He performs better, relative to his level of competence, on printed 

2 tests than he does on oral tests. 

Instructional Approaches 

Matching teaching modes to learning modes results in more effi-

cient learning. 2 ' 6'7 However, it is not always possible to provide 

individualized instruction on a one to one basis. Agroup of children 

with varying modality strengths could be divided into two subgroups, 

one auditory and. one visual. Instructional modes could then be matched 

1 to the modality strength of each subgroup. 

When grouping or individual instruction is not possible, a multi-

modal teaching approach may be an effective way of reaching all indi-

viduals in a group. Information would be presented to both channels, 

allowing each individual to use the mode which is most efficient for 

him. 17 Not only would information be available to each individual's 
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stronge~t modality, but it would be reinforced through the other.5 

Instructional Approaches for the Auditory Learner 

1. Lecture and group discussion as methods of presenting new naterial 

allows the auditory learner to make use of his most efficient modal-

ity for learning. 

2. Oral instructions and directions, or telling a child how to do 

something, is more effective than showing him. 16 If an auditory 

learner is trying to distinguish "b" from "d", it iwuld be more 

advan~agious to tell him the difference rather than b~ve him simply 

compare the two visually.J 

J, The use of tapes provides individualized instruction for the aud-

itory learner. When a taped narrative is used in conjunction with 

slides and films, the child is provided with input to his strongest 

modality as well as reinforcement through the visual modality. 3, 13 

4. Oral tests may give a more accurate evaluation of an auditory learner's 

level of competency and understanding. He may not perform as well 

on a comparable printed test because of its emphasis on the visual. 2 

Instru~tional Approaches for the Visual Learner 

1. Use of printed words and pictures is the best way of presenting 
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new information to the visual learner. This may be accomplished 

through reading assignmints and by giving him the printed equivalent 

of material presented orally so he can follow along. 

2. Providing a visual model or showing a visual learner how to do 

something is more effective than telling him. Learning how to form 

letters and spell new words is best accomplished by providing a 

visual model from which he can form a visual image. Later he can 

recall this visual image and recognize or reproduce the letter or 

word.3,i5 

J. Films, slides, flashcards, and worksheets are means of providing 

visual input for individual and group learning.J Narratives that 

accompany films and slides can provide auditory reinforcement for 

information to the stronger visual mode. 

4. Printed tests are better suited to the visual learner than are oral 

tests. Written examination is likely to give a more accurate assess-

ment of his proficiency in a certain area than is an equivalent 

1 . t' 2 ora exam1na 1on. 

Summary and Conclusions 

Children have modality strengths and they learn more efficiently 

when taught through those stronger modalities. Specific observations 
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and characteristics have been recognized and serve as a means of ident-

ifying auditory and visual learners. Once identified, a child's modal-

ity strength can be matched with instructional methods to help max-

.imize learning efficiency. 

Instructors should be aware of and watch for visual and auditory 

characteristics in children. However, it should be kept in mind that 

there may be inconsistancies within an individual, such as a child 
i 

who displays both visual and auditory characteristics. In such a case, 

one should consider the overall picture that the child presents in 

order to come to a conclusion about his modality strength. 

Once a child is recognized as either auditory or visual, teaching 

methods which take advantage of his strength can be applied. Although 

it is often not possible to provide individual instruction aimed at 

one particular modality strength, this is not necessarily a disadvan-

tage. Input to the weaker modality, such as would be available in a 

multi-modal teaching situation, could serve to strengthen that modal-

ity as well as to reinforce input to the stronger modality. 
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