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Abstract
The match of teaching and learning styles plays an important part in the research of second
language acquisition in tertiary education. This paper analyzes the connotation and the research
perspectives of the match of teaching and learning styles in tertiary learners’ second language
acquisition, introduces a new measuring indicator: a compatible teaching style, and proposes its
achieving methods: 1) initiating a student-centered teaching style, 2) developing a proper learning
style, and 3) adjusting the match of teaching and learning styles.
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1. Introduction
To implement the notion of people-oriented education and individualized teaching, and to transfer the focus of
education from teaching to learning, people have begun to study the individual differences in and the influence
of the initiative and creativity on foreign language learning. The match of teaching and learning styles in tertiary
learners’ second language acquisition has become an important part in the research of the match of teaching and
learning. In the field of intellectual styles, the argument for the effectiveness of matching teaching styles to students’ learning styles has long been prevalent among scholars (Saracho, 1990; Wentura, 1985). Research shows
that the match of teaching and learning styles in tertiary learners’ second language acquisition can effectively
improve students’ achievement (Arthurs, 2007; Beck, 2001; Felder & Brent, 2005; Ford & Chen, 2001; Rogers,
2009; Shaugnessy, 1998) and exert positive influence on their motivation of and attitudes toward study (Bell,
2007; Tulbure, 2011; Zhang, 2006; Beck, 2001; Marshall, 1991). The mismatch of teaching and learning styles
will potentially damage students’ interest in and attitude toward learning, hence resulting in poor achievement
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(Felder, 1988; Reid, 1996). However, the mismatch may also have a positive influence (Baker & Cooke, 1988;
Kowoser & Berman, 1996), and the match does not necessarily affect students’ performance (Akdemir & Koszalka, 2008; Massa & Mayer, 2006). It can be seen clearly that controversies still exist. The lack of a conceptual
framework for both learning style theory and measurement is a common and central criticism in this area (Gardner, 1999; Frank, Eleanora, & Melody, 2009). After a systematical examination of existing learning style models and instruments, Coffield (2004) identified several inconsistencies in learning style models and instruments and cautioned educators with regards to their use. But, what is the reason for these controversial results?
What is the ideal match of teaching and learning styles in tertiary learners’ second language acquisition? And
how can such an ideal match be achieved?
In this paper, we will explore the reasons for the controversial results from the connotation and the research
perspectives, propose a new measuring indicator, and finally put forward the achieving methods of an ideal
match of teaching and learning styles for tertiary learners in their second language acquisition.

2. Connotation
The concept of learning style refers to the individual differences in approaches to learning based on an individual’s preference for using a combination from the dialectic modes (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). That is, learning styles
are the approaches that individuals are generally close to use and improve with which they feel better themselves,
in the process of learning, while they transform facts and events into experience by internalization. Teaching
styles often reflect teachers’ views on teaching and learning and their preferred behaviors. The match of teaching and learning styles means that the teachers’ teaching styles are in consistency with the students’ learning
styles, which will promote the learning and educational effectiveness. “If the two types of styles are in consistency, it’s obvious that the teacher’s teaching styles match with the students’ learning style, otherwise, they mismatch or unmatch.” (Lu, 2009). However, because of the fact that there are different definitions for teaching and
learning styles and the classification is rather complicated, different researchers have developed different measuring indicators for different purposes. This enables people to highlight only one or several factors relevant to
the match of teaching and learning styles. It is difficult to integrate different researches to conduct a crosswise
empirical research. On one hand, different researchers emphasize different measuring methods. This will result
in controversial influences of the existing match of teaching and learning styles on the motivation, attitude, presence and achievement in tertiary learners’ second language learning. On the other hand, the existing match of
teaching and learning styles focuses only on the consistency of the style of teaching and that of learning, ignoring the dominancy of the teachers’ self-judging and the changeability of the styles. In other words, the variability and complexity of the teaching and learning styles are ignored. This makes a unidirectional and static rather
than a dynamic match of teaching and learning in tertiary learners’ second language learning. Therefore, the influence of the match of teaching and learning styles on the teachers and the students cannot be properly measured and a scientific match cannot be acquired.

3. Research Perspectives
3.1. Teacher-Centered
The traditional second language acquisition research in tertiary education focuses on the teacher-centered match
of teaching and learning styles. As there is some evidence that teaching styles can help to interpret the influences
of teachers on student achievement and on attitudes towards subjects, teaching styles have received a considerable degree of attention within the educational literature over the past two decades (Aitkin & Zuzovsky, 1994;
Ebenezer & Zoller, 1993). A considerable number of researches emphasize the importance of beliefs, thoughts,
judgments, knowledge, attitudes and theories of teachers for teaching practice (Fullan, 1982; Shuell, 1996; Maxwell, 2001). However, the teacher-centered match emphasizes a unidirectional relationship construction and the
students’ individual differences are neglected. This is in contradiction with the principle of language acquisition
and cannot encourage students to be active in class. The teacher is teaching the students, and the students are
passively receiving knowledge, or are mechanically drilling under the teacher’s control. They cannot effectively
understand their own learning styles or improve their learning abilities based on their learning styles. They are
not satisfied with the classroom teaching or enthusiastic for the classroom learning. The research of the teachercentered match focuses on the teaching style, with the students’ initiative and creativity ignored.
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3.2. Student-Centered

Over the past few decades, there has been a prominent shift in focus from teaching to learning within the field of
second language education (Peng, 2002). As a considerable number of studies have shown that students’ individual differences play an important role in second language learning (Galbraith & Gardner, 1988; Oxford &
Ehrman, 1993; Skehan, 1989), especially language learning styles appear to be one of the most important variables influencing performance in a second language (Oxford, 1989), a student-centered match of teaching and
learning styles began to be dominant in tertiary learners’ SLA. There appears a series of researches on learners’
individual differences such as learning strategies, learning aptitude, age, gender, culture and affective domain,
especially on the learners’ learning styles, according to which the quality of teaching should not be measured by
teaching but by learning. Therefore, the second language acquisition research should focus on the language learners. In teaching practice, the student-centered principle is highly treasured. However, in the process of shifting
from teaching to learning, extreme ideas occurred. Some teachers changed their teaching styles to meet the students’ requirement only to lose themselves. This to some extent is a neglect of the teacher’s leading role, and the
desired objective of teaching is difficult to be achieved.

3.3. Double-Centered
With the in-depth research on the theories and practices of foreign language teaching, people come to find that
neither the teacher-centered nor the student-centered match of teaching and learning styles can do best to improve the quality of teaching. This is because the teacher-centered relationship construction will inhibit students’
initiative, enthusiasm and creativity, etc., while the student-centered relationship construction will decrease the
function of the teachers and hence lead to an undesired teaching effect. Therefore, in the late 20th century, the
notion of the teacher-student interaction arose, according to which, teaching and learning should be of equal importance. Kolb & Kolb (2005) introduce the concept of “learning space” in an attempt to elaborate this dynamic
nature of the learning style. Chinese scholars (see Xiao, 2005) propose that the teachers and students should be
side by side as double centers, or in other words, the dialectical-dynamic double centers. That is, the teachers
and students in foreign language teaching should be a dynamic equal match. The notion of dynamic equal match
is indeed of epoch-making significance. It takes into account how to mobilize the enthusiasm, initiative and creativity of both the teachers and the students.

4. A New Measuring Indicator
Differences occur in the measuring of the match of teaching and learning style in tertiary learners’ second
language acquisition. Here are the reasons. First, various measuring scales of teaching and learning styles and
different hypotheses proposed for different purposes result in the diversity of match measuring indicators.
Second, both the teacher-centered and the student-centered style matches measure only the similarities between
the teaching styles and the learning styles. However, due to the large number of students in a class, there exists
certainly more than one learning style, and the teacher’s teaching style is not possibly the same as the students’
learning styles. This is to say that the match and mismatch of teaching and learning styles largely coexist. When
the students’ preferred learning styles are inconsistent with the teacher’s teaching style, the mismatch occurs.
This will result in students’ failure, anger and loss of motivation, etc. (Reid, 1987), and the teachers’ tiredness
and depression, having no intension to improve their teaching styles. If teachers use a completely different
teaching style, they will fail to promote the teaching effectiveness; rather it may be counterproductive (Liu,
2007).
What is then the solution to this problem? Although the impact of the match of teaching and learning style on
the learning performance is still controversial, researchers have found in the theoretical exploration and practice
that one way to overcome the style mismatch is to introduce a compatible teaching style. This cannot only reflect the leading role of the teacher, but also adapt to different learning styles, and will make the teaching activities accepted by the majority of students (Lu et al., 2009). This method conforms to the research perspective of
the teacher-student double center style match, and is in line with the current need of tertiary learners’ second
language acquisition. To achieve such a scientific teacher-student double center style match, it is necessary to
propose an appropriate match measuring indicator, according to which the teaching and learning styles can be
adjusted and balanced in time.
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Therefore, for the deficiencies of the existing research of match of teaching and learning styles in tertiary
education, this article proposes the match degree of teaching and learning styles as the new indicator from a
bidirectional perspective of the teachers and the students. In different second language acquisition processes, the
match degree of teaching and learning styles varies. The higher degree the teaching style is realized, the higher
degree the learning style will be realized, and vice versa. This indicator makes it unnecessary to consider the
similarities between the teaching style and the learning style; it considers to what an extent both the teaching and
learning styles are achieved, hence a dynamic match of the teaching and learning styles in second language
acquisition.

5. Achieving Methods
The teacher-student double centered style match can be achieved from three aspects.

5.1. Initiate a Student-Centered Teaching Style
The teachers’ teaching style originates from the teaching styles they accepted and their optimal learning methods
(Oxford, 1992). It is formed gradually in the long-term teaching practice and needs their constant exploration.
Many Chinese foreign language teachers at universities are not consciously aware of their own learning styles
and teaching styles. They often teach their students based on their own experience and their styles are still at the
stage of their own original teaching style. It is believed that reflection on the teachers’ own learning styles would
help them appreciate individual needs in learning and differentiate their instruction to accommodate these needs
(Hadfied, 2006). In order to help students to form a better learning style and to improve their foreign language
performance, a college foreign language teacher should continue his own study by participating kinds of teacher
training courses or consulting relevant experts to better understand the outstanding teachers’ teaching styles and
make comparisons with his own learning and teaching styles. He then needs to consciously develop his studentcentered teaching style, that is, to change from the teacher-centered teaching style to a compatible teaching style
to adapt to a variety of students’ learning styles. On the other hand, because a better knowledge of learning styles can help the teacher tailor pedagogy so that it best coincides with learning styles exhibited by the majority of
students, the teachers should fully understand the students’ learning styles in foreign language teaching and
accept the fact that different learning styles maybe coexist. Through observation, interview, questionnaires, the
teachers can actively explore an appropriate teaching mode to meet the students’ requirement and to improve
their classroom performance.

5.2. Developing a Proper Learning Style
The learning style is formed in the long-term study and practice, and is affected by the surrounding environment,
emotion, physiological characteristics and the psychological tendency (Quoted from: Chen & Cao, 2007). According to Dag & Gecer (2009), the students who are familiar with their own learning styles will also be able to
find their own strengths and weaknesses, and to adjust their learning strategies. In other words, understanding
their own learning styles can help them bring their learning potential into play and use various techniques to enhance learning, which in turn may impact the overall educational satisfaction. However, many foreign language
teachers at universities pay little attention to the students’ learning styles, resulting in the mismatch of the teaching and learning styles. A considerable number of students will lose interest and confidence in foreign language learning, resulting in their poor academic performance (Naimie et al., 2010). Therefore, it is necessary for
the teachers to be familiar with the students’ learning styles to help them understand their learning styles and
guide them to make full use of their learning styles to improve their foreign language learning. They should at
the same time help students understand and learn other types of learning styles to be able to adjust their learning
styles. The students can thus be able to adapt to different teaching styles to get better language learning achievement.

5.3. Adjusting the Match of Teaching and Learning Styles
The classroom activity is a changing interaction between the teacher and the students. Only when the teaching
and learning styles adapt to each other is it possible to achieve the desired teaching effect. The new measuring
indicator of the match of teaching and learning styles can be helpful for the teachers to understand their own
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teaching styles and for the students to understand their learning styles. Thus, the teachers will be able to adjust
their teaching styles to form a compatible teaching style, and the students will be able to understand and expand
their own learning styles to give full play to their own learning styles. Forming a dynamic match of teaching and
learning styles will improve the quality of foreign language teaching.
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