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 Learning styles of EFL students in a southeast Mexican University  

Estilos de aprendizaje de estudiantes de inglés como lengua extranjera 

en una universidad al sureste de México   

 Carlos Núñez Mercado a, Esteban J. Bautista Zárate Mejía b 

 

Abstract: 

 
Researching students´ learning styles has shed light on how teachers approach pedagogical methods in language teaching. 
Scholars have identified that students can enhance their second language acquisition by acknowledging the learning style they  

are more inclined towards. However, this can vary by context and generation. For this reason, the aim of this study was to 
explore the learning styles of incoming ELF students at a  public university in southeast Mexico . A survey research framework 
based on Kolb’s questionnaire was used as a method. Its internal consistency was validated using KR-20, which yielded 0.72. 
Results showed that students are more likely to use diverging learning styles. The pedagogical implications that arose are that 
students can perceive situations from different points of view; they prefer problem-solving tasks and direct engagement with 
real-world situations.  
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Resumen: 

 

Las investigaciones sobre los estilos de aprendizaje de los estudiantes han ayudado a los docentes a esclarecer los m étodos 
pedagógicos que emplean en la enseñanza de una lengua. Los expertos han identificado que los estudiantes pueden mejorar la  
adquisición de una segunda lengua al reconocer con mayor afinidad el estilo de aprendizaje. Sin embargo, este hecho puede 
variar según el contexto y las generaciones de los estudiantes. Por esta razón, el objetivo de este estudio fue explorar los estilos 
de aprendizaje de estudiantes de nuevo ingreso en una universidad pública del sureste de México. Para dicho fin, se empleó un 
enfoque metodológico basado en la encuesta. El instrumento de recolección de datos consistió en el cuestionario de Kolb sobre 
los estilos de aprendizaje, cuya consistencia interna fue validada mediante la prueba KR-20, con un valor de 0.72.  Los 

resultados indican que los estudiantes son más propensos a un estilo de aprendizaje divergente. Las implicaciones pedagógicas 
que emergen de ello son que los estudiantes pueden comprender una situación desde diferentes puntos de vista; también 
prefieren actividades relacionadas con el proceso de identificar un problema, analizarlo y encontrar una solución, así como con 
la interacción directa con situaciones de la vida real. 
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Introduction 

Recognising learning styles can significantly enhance 

teaching methods. In this regard, research in this f ield 

has shown that aligning teaching methods with 

students' learning styles helps to reach language 

learning outcomes. For instance, studies have 

demonstrated that incorporating visual aids, such as 

videos and images, can improve vocabulary retention 

for visual learners (Chung, 2023). Similarly, 

implementing classroom activities that provide 

opportunities for active learning, such as group 

discussions and role-playing, can be particularly 

benef icial for kinesthetic learners (Lee & Tsai, 2016).   

On the other hand, there is a challenge in balancing 

individualisation with practicality. While tailoring 

instruction to individual learning styles can enhance 

engagement, it may be impractical in large classrooms 

(Pashler et al., 2009). These realities are also faced by 

English teachers at the BA in English Language and 

Teaching (ELT) at a public University in the southeast 

of  Mexico. This BA updated its curriculum in 2023, in 

which identifying learning styles plays an essential role 

in f irst-year students, as they can vary depending on 

time and context.  To achieve this aim, this study 

examined how f irst-year students process information 

during language classroom activities, drawing  on 

Kolb’s four categories of  learning styles: 

Accommodating, Diverging, Assimilating, and 

Converging.   

 

Theoretical Background 

It is said that ef fective Foreign Language (FL) learning 

requires teachers to consciously identify how students 

manage their inner processes for comprehending 

linguistic and cultural information. Such a process is 

inf luenced by individuals' preferred ways of absorbing, 

processing, and retaining new information. Individual 

preferences are informed by cognitive, affective, and 

physiological indicators “that serve as relatively stable 

indicators of how learners perceive, interact with, and 

respond to the learning environment” (Keefe, 1979, in 

Zapalska & Dabb, 2002, p. 79). In this regard, the study 

of  how students are more prone to certain forms of 

gaining knowledge is known as Learning Style.  

Furthermore, the relationship between learning styles 

and foreign language (FL) learning outcomes has been 

investigated. For instance, it is suggested that aligning 

teaching strategies with students' learning styles can 

lead to better language learning outcomes (Lin, 2024). 

Furthermore, it is claimed that tailored teaching 

approaches that align with students' learning styles can 

signif icantly enhance learners' engagement and 

achievement (Ganesh, 2014; Oxford, 2012).  

Additionally, it has been reported that students with 

dif ferent learning styles exhibit varying degrees of  

success across language-learning tasks (Chen, 2023). 

Research has been conducted in the learning styles 

f ield. The f irst one explored the learning styles of  

undergraduate students of  dif ferent majors f rom a 

private university in southern Mexico City. This research 

adopted Alonso, Gallego and Honey ś (2005) learning 

styles theory. It was revealed that learning style 

strategies improved the students' concentration, 

resulting in better academic performance in learning 

English as a Foreign Language (Recke et al., 2016). 

Another research was developed with students of the 

Degree in Languages at the Universidad Juárez 

Autónoma de Tabasco. Its objective was to determine 

the ef fectiveness of the VAK model in improving student 

motivation and, as a result, advancing learning of  

English as an L2. Findings suggested that students 

achieved higher academic performance when their 

learning styles were considered in the teaching 

procedures (Sánchez et al., 2023).  

In this f ield, particular attention is devoted to Kolb’s 

learning styles theory applied to language education. 

Research in this area has emphasised its potential to 

enhance student engagement and learning outcomes. 

For instance, Roswati and Novitasari (2018) 

investigated the correlation between learning styles and 

language prof iciency. They found that students whose 

instruction aligned with their learning preferences 

demonstrated higher achievement levels. Another study 

of  Iranian EFL students found a signif icant positive 

correlation between Kolb's learning styles and slang 

learning. Results showed that concrete experience was 

the most effective style for developing this learning task 

(Biabani & Izadpanah, 2019). On the American 

continent, research has been conducted in this f ield. 

This is the case of  Carranza-Marchena (2019), who, in 

a private institution located in Heredia, downtown Costa 

Rica, worked with beginner EFL students focused on 

learning the language for business purposes. This 

author found that teaching strategies should match 

students' learning styles to enhance their 

communicative competence in speaking .  

There exist dif ferent models that categorise learning 

styles. Some of  them include Kolb's Experiential 

Learning Theory (Kolb, 2014), Fleming's VARK model 

(visual, auditory, reading/writing, and kinaesthetic 

preferences; Fleming & Mills, 1992), and Gardner's 
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Multiple Intelligences Theory (Gardner, 2011). Another 

peculiar learning model is known as the meshing 

hypothesis (Pashler et al., 2009). This hypothesis 

asserts that there is no relationship between the belief 

that people learn more ef fectively when given 

educational resources suited to their personal learning 

style and learning outcomes. Nevertheless, research 

has shown that there was essentially no evidence to 

support that claim (Knoll et al., 2017; Rogowsky et al., 

2020). In sum, these f rameworks have been applied to 

FL education to help teachers, school  

 

authorities, and policymakers better understand how 

students' preferences inf luence their language 

acquisition processes.   

Although various theories discuss this topic, David 

Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) of fers a 

valuable f ramework for examining individual learning 

styles. This theory posits that learning occurs through 

a cyclical process involving four distinct stages: 

Concrete Experience (CE), Ref lective Observation 

(RO), Abstract Conceptualisation (AC), and Active 

Experimentation (AE) (Kolb, 2014). Learning arises 

f rom the active interaction between those stages. 

Therefore, a person’s learning style is shaped by their 

unique combination of preferences regarding the four 

learning modes (Kolb & Kolb, 2013).     

ELT states that learning style is not a f ixed 

psychological trait. Rather, it is conceived as a dynamic 

state resulting f rom synergistic interactions between 

students and the environment (in or out of  school). In 

this sense, Kolb’s learning styles are rooted in the 

interplay between the two dimensions of  ELT: 

perception (CE vs AC) and processing (RO vs AE) 

(Kolb & Kolb, 2013). In this regard, language students 

who favour CE may excel in communicative activities 

such as role-plays and simulations. In contrast, those 

who are more inclined towards RO may benef it from 

ref lective activities such as journal writing and peer 

feedback. Similarly, students who excel at AC may 

perform well on grammar and vocabulary exercises, 

while those who favour AE may perform better on 

communicative tasks that require problem-solving and 

decision-making (Reid, 1995, in Castro & Peck, 2008). 

Furthermore, Kolb’s learning styles correspond to 

dif ferent approaches to learning: Diverging, 

Assimilating, Converging, and Accommodating. Those 

approaches to learning are, at the same time, 

inf luenced by culture, personality type, educational 

specialisation, career choice, current job, and 

competencies for adapting to life (Kolb & Kolb, 2013; 

Kolb, 1984). The following table illustrates these 

relationships more clearly.    

Figure 1. Relationship Between Learning Styles and 

Five Levels of Behavior. 
Behavior 

level  
Diverging  Assimilating  Converging  Accommodating  

Personality 

types  
Introverted 

Feeling  
Introverted  

Intuition  
Extraverted 

Thinking  
Extraverted 

Sensation  

Educational 

specialization  

Arts, English 

History 
Psychology  

Mathematics 

Physical 
Science  

Engineering  
Medicine  

Education 

Communication 
Nursing  

Professional 

career  
Social 

service Arts  

Sciences 

Research 

Information  

Engineering 

Medicine 

Technology  

Sales  
Social service 

Education  

Current jobs  
Personal 

jobs  
Information 

jobs  
Technical 

jobs  Executive jobs  

Adaptive 

competencies  
Valuing 

skills  
Thinking skills  Decision 

skills  
Action  
skills  

From this perspective, students can be classified as 

diverging, assimilating, converging, and 

accommodating. Diverging learners excel in generating 

ideas. They view situations f rom multiple perspectives, 

relying heavily on CE and RO. Assimilating learners 

prioritise logical reasoning and theoretical models; they 

emphasise AC and RO. Converging learners prefer 

practical applications and problem-solving, combining 

AC and AE. Finally,  

accommodating learners thrive on hands-on 

experiences and adaptability; they focus on CE and AE 

(Evans et al., 2010).   

In the context of  foreign language acquisition, these 

styles present distinct strengths and challenges for 

language students. Diverging learners, with their 

emphasis on creativity and ref lection, may excel at 

activities such as group discussions, storytelling, role-

playing, and problem-solving. Role-playing can help 

divergers engage with real-world scenarios and, at the 

same time, foster emotional connection with the learning 

material, encouraging students to actively participate in 

the classroom (Kurt, 2020). Additionally, problem-solving 

tasks allow this type of learner to brainstorm and analyse 

multiple perspectives, requiring critical thinking and 

collaboration (Kurt, 2020; McLeod, 2025).    

Conversely, converging learners might perform well in 

tasks requiring problem-solving, such as grammar 

exercises or language-based simulations. Recognising 

these dif ferences can help educators to adapt their 

teaching strategies and methodologies, as well as to 

design more inclusive and ef fective learning 

environments. 

Additionally, assimilating learners participate with ease 

in tasks where theoretical information is systematically 

organised. Examples of  those activities include 

transferring information f rom reading passages to mind 

maps and f lowcharts, and creating infographics that 

synthesise information (Du Plessis, 2023; Olwan, 

2025). In contrast, accommodating learners benefit 

f rom participating in activities that require social 

interaction and hands-on experience. Consequently, 

role-plays, simulations, and group projects allow these 

types of students to develop interpersonal skills, engage 

in discussion to reach agreement, and solve problems 

intuitively (Du Plessis, 2023; Olwan, 2025).  
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Method 

The study employed a survey research f ramework. 

“Researchers have used survey research to investigate 

the characteristics, attitudes and opinions of language 

learners (Wagner, 2015, p.83)”. In applied linguistics, 

survey research has measured and provided valuable 

insights into unobservable phenomena such as learner 

beliefs, learning strategies, learning motivation, and 

language learning anxiety (Wagner, 2015). Therefore, 

“the goal of survey research is to get information about 

learners’ characteristics, beliefs or attitudes, 

information that is usually not available from production 

data, such as performance or observational data 

(Mackey & Gass 2005, in Wagner, 2015, p. 83-84)”.  

This study was based on the survey research 

f ramework by Wagner (2015), which consists of four 

steps: planning the project, designing the survey, 

administering the survey, and analysing the data.  

The participants of this study were 35 students from an 

undergraduate program in English Language and 

English Didactics from the University of Veracruz. The 

students were aged between 18 to 25 years old. The 

survey was validated using the Kuder-Richardson (KR-

20) coef ficient because it has dichotomous items. The 

Kuder-Richardson coefficient was used to estimate the 

internal consistency of the items. The coefficient results 

are shown in the following table (Nugroho et al., 2020).   

Figure 2. Interpretation of the Kuder-Richardson 

coefficient  

Range Correlation 
Coef f icient  

Interpretation  

0.00 – 0.10  Negligible correlation  

0.10 – 0.39  Weak correlation  

0.40 – 0.69  Moderate correlation  

0.70 – 0.89  Strong correlation  

0.90 – 1.00  Very strong correlation  

0.90 – 1.00  Very strong correlation  

Source. Nugroho et al. (2020)  

In this regard, a reliable correlation coefficient must be 

between 0.70 and 1. For the present research, the KR-

20 validity coefficient was 0.72. As can be seen, this 

value lies within the range 0.70-0.89, indicating a 

strong correlation in the test of  validity (Schober et al., 

2018).  

 

Procedure  

To gather data, four stages were followed. The f irst 

one, planning the project, consisted of answering four 

main questions, that is to say, what (incoming students’ 

learning styles), why (gap in the literature due to new 

curriculum), who (f irst-year students) and how (Kolb’s 

survey on learning styles in order to generate a model 

of  BA students’ learning styles); as well as choosing a 

sampling f rame (Wagner, 2015). Af ter analysing a 

variety of  sampling techniques, i.e. random, stratified 

random, systematic, cluster and convenience, the 

cluster sampling technique was chosen for this study.   

 Consequently, the next step was to design the survey. 

Wagner (2015) presents several options, including 

selecting, creating, or adapting instruments to obtain 

data. For this research, Kolb’s learning style 

questionnaire was adapted to f irst-year students’ 

language proficiency levels. One of the main hallmarks 

of  this questionnaire is its closed-ended dichotomous 

items (i.e. yes/no). The instrument was piloted to see its 

performance with students from the target community.  

The third step, administering the survey, considered the 

cluster sampling technique. There were seven 

classrooms for first-year students. The average number 

of  students per class is 25. Therefore, f ive students 

were selected randomly, and the questionnaire was 

sent via Google Forms. There are several advantages 

of  using the internet, such as lower cost, greater 

convenience regarding time constraints, and, most 

signif icantly, the data and results are analysed 

automatically (Wagner, 2015).  The f inal step, analysing 

the data, involved entering the data into a spreadsheet 

(e.g., Excel) to conduct descriptive statistics and assess 

the questionnaire's internal consistency reliability .    

  

Results   

The following graphs and charts show the results 

obtained from the survey. The results are classified into 

four categories: Accommodating, Divergers, 

Assimilators, and Convergers.     

Figure 3. Students’ positive responses average 50.71 

% 

 

 

The graphic shows that almost half of the students did 

not rely on an accommodating learning style. 

Therefore, it was not possible to generalise its use in 

the context.   
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Figure 4. Students’ positive responses average 76.14 

%  

 

The graphic shows that more than 70 per cent of  the 

students identified with the Divergers learning style. 

These results can be generalised throughout the 

students’ population of  this study.   

Figure 5. Students’ positive responses average 61.14  

 

Regarding Assimilators, the graphic shows that 

approximately 60 per cent of students are aligned with 

this learning style. Although a couple of  responses 

scored more than 80 per cent, the positive responses 

cannot be generalised. 

Figure 6. Students’ positive responses average 64.57  

 

 

Although these results are the second-highest for 

positive responses, it cannot be concluded that most 

students preferred the Converger's learning style.   

The results of the instrument were also validated in the 

mean score of all items; that is, Accommodating (1-20), 

Divergers (21-40), Assimilators (41-60), and 

Convergers (61-80), as it is shown in the next table:  

 

Figure 7. Mean results <0.50 based on Absolute 

Frequencies (AF)  

Item  
 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  

σ  
 
0.50  0.48  0.49  0.47  0.49  0.45  0.28  0.48  0.47  0.45  0.46  0.48  0.49  0.45  0.49  0.50  0.50  0.49  0.50  0.47  

Item  
 

21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  

σ  
 
0.28  0.44  0.40  0.28  0.42  0.47  0.42  0.40  0.35  0.47  0.49  0.44  0.32  0.46  0.50  0.38  0.48  0.23  0.44  0.40  

Item  
 

41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60  

σ  
 
0.32  0.50  0.44  0.50  0.45  0.40  0.40  0.47  0.50  0.35  0.49  0.49  0.47  0.47  0.44  0.44  0.50  0.45  0.49  0.32  

Item  
 

61  62  63  64  65  66  67  68  69  70  71  72  73  74  75  76  77  78  79  80  

σ  
 
0.46  0.28  0.46  0.40  0.42  0.45  0.50  0.50  0.35  0.46  0.35  0.42  0.44  0.47  0.48  0.49  0.50  0.45  0.49  0.47  

 

Discussion  

Kolb’s (2005) learning styles refer to a model 

comprising four types that dif ferentiate individuals in 

how they process, organise, and manage information. 

In exploring the relationship between the BA language 

students and Kolb’s learning styles questionnaire, 

dif ferent insights arose f rom the results above.  

Results showed that most students preferred the 

diverger learning style. This result implies that students 

f rom cohort 2024 are willing to generate ideas so that    

they can perceive situations f rom different points of view 

(Evans et al., 2010).  Furthermore, diverger students 

are characterised by learning through watching and 

gathering information, which favours a preference for 

ref lective observation and concrete experience (Kolb, 

1984). In this sense, communicative activities that best 

suit their learning should emphasise observation, 

imagination, exploration, and discussion-based 

interaction. These students seem to be engaged when 

participating in storytelling, brainstorming, and guided 

group discussions, as these activities allow them to 

examine language in context, draw parallels with their 

personal experiences, and consider various 

interpretations and points of  view (Oxford, 2003).   

Other communicative activities that may benef it these 

students are role-plays and problem-solving tasks. Role 

plays can assist divergent learners in synthesising 

dif ferent knowledge and developing empathy, as they 

can assume dif ferent roles and negotiate meaning 

through the language used in real-world situations. 

Through role-playing exercises, divergers can build 

knowledge by engaging with peers, ref lecting on past 



 Biannual Publication, Revista Lengua y Cultura, Vol. 7, No. 14 (2026) 57-64  

 

62 

 

experiences, and modifying their language in relevant 

contexts, thanks to emotional engagement and cultural 

understanding of others (Jimenez & Cabanilla, 2023; 

Senda, 2023; Sanako, 2024).    

Furthermore, problem-solving activities promote 

among divergers brainstorming and analysing multiple 

perspectives of  a given communicative situation. 

These tasks require students to develop social skills, 

such as working together, negotiating meaning, and 

f inding creative solutions to specific situations 

(Banjarnahor et al., 2017; García & Martinez, 2017; 

McLeod, 2025). In conclusion, problem-solving and 

role-plays should be prioritised as the main 

communicative activities in English lessons.  

The present study was developed as part of a Mexican 

BA in English Language and English Didactics. 

Courses offered in this BA emphasise the development 

of  communicative competencies, which implies the 

development of  linguistic and communication 

knowledge. Results obtained in the present inquiry 

revealed that students in this BA seemed to prefer 

learning through direct engagement with real-world 

situations, emphasising the analysis and interpretation 

of  their learning experiences (Kolb, 1984). In other 

words, diverging learning style seems to be the most 

predominant among the Mexican University BA in 

English Language and English Didactics students who 

participated in this inquiry. On the other hand, there is 

a possible contrast with Indonesian university EFL 

students, who reported a preference for an assimilator 

learning style. These f indings may manifest that 

Indonesian university students prefer to think rather 

than to act -Ref lective Observation-. What is more, this 

preference is manifested by students’ preference to 

work in detail, which is a characteristic of  Abstract 

Conceptualisation. In sum, it can be argued that 

Indonesian students favour a cognitive approach for 

language learning (Syatriana et al., 2022).  

Another relevant aspect is that Mexican BA in English 

Language students seem not to be the only ones who 

favour a divergent learning style. Consequently, 

Spanish students in an English Philology degree 

program were found to be more skill-oriented, meaning 

they preferred learning through problem-solving and 

decision-making activities (Salazar & Wageman, 

2011). Furthermore, it implied that those students 

seemed more interested in aspects of people and the 

culture of  the target language (García & Martinez, 

2017; McLeod, 2025). In general terms, based on the 

results obtained in both studies, it can be argued that 

language students f rom the Mexican BA in English 

Language and English Didactics, as well as those in 

Spanish, have Concrete Experience (CE) and 

Ref lective Observation (RO) as their dominant learning 

skills (Kolb, 2014).     

 

Conclusion 

In the present study, the aim was to shed light on the 

learning style preferences of  f irst-year students in 

English Language and English Didactics. The objective 

of  the research was to identify the most prevalent way 

of  processing information on students from cohort 2024. 

That information may enable teachers to anticipate 

which classroom activities and teaching techniques best 

suit students' learning preferences. Despite the fact that 

there are ample studies on the subject matter 

worldwide, in the context of the study (Southeastern 

Mexican BA in English Language and English 

Didactics), it could be considered the f irst exploratory 

study to reveal students' learning styles.   

Although research in neuromyth has largely challenged 

the notion that matching instructional methods to 

individual learning styles improves performance in 

language testing and assessment (Melzner & Kalpper, 

2025) or learning more successfully (Barraza & Leiva, 

2018), the objective of  this article is not to predict or 

determine learning outcomes based on learning styles. 

Rather, it seeks to examine the predominant learning 

styles among students in order to inform and support 

the development of effective learning strategies. In this 

sense, results showed that the participants in this 

inquiry preferred a diverger learning style. Pedagogical 

implications of these results can be seen in the teaching 

techniques and strategies that English language 

teachers should implement, such as communicative 

activities such as storytelling, brainstorming, 

discussion-based interactions, role-plays, and problem-

solving tasks. The purpose of shedding light on learning 

strategies is to make students aware of  the 

development of their language learning process, as 

Cruz-Martinez and Guerrero-Hernandez (2018) 

support.  

Another point of contrast is how language students have 

undergone a learning process mediated by digital tools. 

Thirty years ago, students commonly engaged with 

face-to-face instruction, which implied the use of printed 

instructional materials such as textbooks. Furthermore, 

teaching strategies over-relied on lectures and 

structured classroom activities (Howe & Strauss, 2000). 

Incredibly, at the start of the 21st century, students tend 

to participate in activities mediated by interactive digital 

tools, in which they develop a project and are asked to 

express their thoughts orally or in writing (Yamazaki et 

al., 2024).  

Finally, future lines of  inquiry emerge. First, to explore 

students’ perceptions of their learning styles. Then, to 

explore the differences between cohort 2025 and cohort 

2022 students. This comparative study may shed light 

on the learning preferences of students who are taking 

their BA studies under two different syllabi (2023 and 

2008, respectively). This last study may be foundational 

and serve as a departure point for teachers to adopt 
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teaching strategies and procedures.   
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