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ABSTRACT

Previous research has established that information on learning styles can: be defined for individual students, be useful in  the evolution and implementation of pedagogy and, be used to identify shared and unique characteristics across disciplines. This extends Sandman (2008) that compared Management Information Systems students and business telecommunications students.  This case compares the learning profiles of those MIS students to the learning style profiles of upper division Taxation students.  The students in this study exhibit a breadth of learning styles, with shared and unique elements, consistent with Sandman (2008) results, but the shared profile characteristics of these two samples are different than those of the Sandman samples.
INTRODUCTION
This inquiry focuses on defining learning profiles for Tax students and, using the same statistical models, determine the areas of learning style that are shared by or unique to the Taxation students, in comparison to the MIS sample.  Both disciplines are very analytical, they have higher level quantitative orientations, and precision and accuracy are of paramount importance.  Those shared elements are sufficient to drive expectations that there would be shared traits.  However, differences in the learning approaches would drive expectations that there would also be unique traits to each of the student samples.  In MIS, students incorporate graphing, tables, and mapping in their analysis while Tax students will tend to use quantitative measures and comparative analysis skills.  Further, in MIS there is a path orientation, i.e. there are logical orders in which issues are approached, while Tax students are encouraged to think “outside the box” and be innovative in their reasoning.

This paper looks at the assessment of the learning styles of undergraduate, upper division, Management Information Sciences (MIS) majors and undergraduate students in upper division, taxation classes.  One learning style instrument was used to assess the learning styles of over 450 students in the two samples.  The same set of pedagogical techniques and activities was used to collect data for all of the classes.  The goals of this endeavor included trying to identify similarities and differences between the learning style profiles for MIS students and those of Tax students.  There is not an extensive list of research on the learning styles of students enrolled in Management Information Systems (MIS) or Tax programs, and this paper attempts to fill some of the gap in that research.  

An abbreviated discussion of learning styles is provided the next section.  This is followed by a brief description and justification for the particular instrument that was used in this study, then a graphic representation of data obtained from the application of the of the learning styles instrument.  The set of formal research questions and the results that were found complete the paper.

LEARNING STYLES

There is significant agreement that individuals absorb information and learn in different ways, Park (2005) describes learning styles as general characteristics showing individual differences in intrinsic methods for processing information.  There is no correct learning style (Howard, Carver, & Lane, 1996), but it is important to be able to assess the learning style of a student.  In fact, it has been stated that the most important application of learning styles is designing effective instruction (Felder & Spurlin, 2005).  Hawk and Shaw (2007) assert that faculty who are consciously aware of both their own and their student’s learning styles are able to make more informed pedagogical choices to support learning in their courses.  
From the authors’ review of the various studies, the one dominant assessment tool for learning styles appears to be the Felder-Solomon Inventory of Learning Styles.  While there has been a significant effort to apply learning styles research to other disciplines, e.g. engineering and computer sciences, there has been little application of learning styles involving MIS or Tax students.  

FELDER-SOLOMON INVENTORY OF LEARNING STYLES

The Felder-Solomon Inventory of Learning Styles (ILS) learning style assessment tool was chosen for this study.  The ILS is based on a set of 44 questions focusing on how a student prefers to learn.  There are eleven questions pertaining to each of the four different dimensions.  Felder’s ILS is currently based on the following four dimensions (Felder & Silverman, 1988): First, Active versus Reflective Learners:  How does the student prefer to process information: actively— through engagement in physical activity or discussion, or reflectively— through introspection?; Second, Sensing versus Intuitive Learners: What type of information does the student preferentially perceive: sensory (external) -- sights, sounds, physical sensations, or intuitive (internal) -- possibilities, insights, hunches?  Third, Visual versus Verbal Learners: Through which sensory channel is external information most effectively perceived: visual -- pictures, diagrams, graphs, demonstrations, or verbal -- words, sounds?  Fourth, Sequential versus Global Learners:  How does the student progress toward understanding: sequentially -- in continual steps, or globally -- in large jumps, holistically? 

Felder and Spurlin provide clear guidance for interpreting the ILS (Felder & Spurlin, 2005): the dimensions are a continua and not either/or categories; ILS profiles show behavioral tendencies and not predictors of behavior; ILS profiles are not reliable indicators of learning strengths and weaknesses; ILS profiles can be affected by a student’s educational experiences, and; The point of identifying learning styles is not to label students and then modify instruction to fit the labels, but to gain insight that might help either design or evaluate current instruction.

ASSESSING LEARNING STYLES OF MIS AND TAXATION STUDENTS
The purpose of assessing the learning styles of undergraduate business MIS and Tax students was prompted by Felder and Spurlins’s comment:

“… one would expect undergraduates attracted to a specific field (say, engineering) to display relatively similar profiles from one year to another at similar institutions, with those profiles on average differing noticeably from profiles of students in a much different field (such as one of the humanities). (Felder & Spurlin, 2005)

Our examination of the results of the ILS shows that both samples are relatively well distributed in the Active/Reflective and Sequential/Global dimensions with the MIS students somewhat skewed toward the Active and Global styles while the Tax students somewhat skewed toward the Active and Global styles.  The Tax students are strongly skewed toward the Sensing style while the MIS students are strongly skewed toward the Visual style.  This is consistent with expectations based on anecdotal evidence.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The stated objective for this paper is to determine if there is a difference between the learning style profiles for MIS students and those of taxation students.  To determine if there is a difference between the learning style profiles for business telecommunications students and those of taxation students, collected data was analyzed.  The main hypotheses were:


H1
The student’s major (i.e., Tax or MIS) and the student’s preferred learning style are independent of each other.


H2
The student’s major (i.e., Tax or MIS) and the strength of a student’s preferred learning style are independent of each other.

RESULTS

The research question hypotheses were evaluated using the Chi-Square test for independence.  Based on our analysis:  we reject H1 and conclude there is some dependence between the student’s major (i.e. Taxation or MIS) and their learning style preference; we reject H2 and conclude that there is some type of dependence between student’s major and the strength of their learning style preference. 

SUMMARY 

The concept of learning styles has been researched and debated for over three decades, with no real consensus on how to assess the learning styles of students.  However, it is widely agreed that in any classroom, actual or virtual, there will be a variety of learning styles among the students.  Prepared with the data identifying, generally, preferred learning styles, and a good mix of pedagogical techniques and activities, instructors should be able to enhance the educational experience of all students in the class.  

This work also found that MIS students are highly visual and somewhat sequential learners.  The Tax students appear to be more sensing, global, and verbal learners, although only the verbal characteristic is statistically significant. These results are consistent with expectations stemming from the fact based analytical processes and the heavy dependence on verbal skills in their studies

The authors’ bias was that there would be commonalities between the two samples based on the fact that they are both samples of business administration majors and have similar interests and attractions in that regard.  However, MIS students display slightly different profiles than the profiles for taxation/accountancy students.  While there is similarity along different dimensions of the ILS, there is enough of a difference to identify that there is dependence between learning style profile and major.
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