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How Can We Teach Our Students
if We Do Not Know How they Learn?
- Medical students’ learning styles and academic performance -

Extended summary

Learning styles refer to the idea that people learn in different ways. Learning ability is
the natural or instinctive ability to acquire and process information. Students learn in different
ways — by listening and observing; by imitating and reflecting upon something; by interpreting
information intuitively and logically. How much a student will learn in class also depends on
the compatibility of his/her learning style with the teacher’s way of working, i.e., on the adapta-
tion of teaching methods and tools to the student’s dominant learning style.

The concept of learning styles has continuously expanded its influence in recent decades.
Learning style is defined as a developmentally and biologically determined set of characteris-
tics that make the same teaching method excellent for some and unpleasant for others. Today,
there is a growing understanding that teachers should pay special attention to students’ prefer-
ences so that teaching methods comprehensively support learning styles.

In the field of medicine, the need for individualized education is clearly recognized.
The introduction of an innovative way of educating medical students in an online environ-
ment should contribute to reaching the standard of the collective knowledge of doctors neces-
sary for improving the health of individuals and the population as a whole, in the usual way of
working, and especially in extraordinary circumstances such as the Corona virus pandemic.
In recent years, the Department of Medical Statistics and Informatics has initiated the imple-
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mentation of different learning environments at the Faculty of Medicine of the University of
Belgrade in order to enable students to choose the way they study and to encourage a more ef-
ficient acquisition of knowledge. This reform was triggered by a growing awareness that an in-
sufficient knowledge of statistics contributes to erroneous conclusions in medical literature. In
this research, the goal was to determine the dominant learning styles among medical students
and analyze the connection between learning styles and students’ academic performance in the
course Medical Statistics and Informatics. This research then served as the basis for improving
a distance learning platform for medical statistics to improve the academic performance of the
students attending medical schools.

A prospective cohort study was conducted among the students of the Faculty of Medi-
cine of the University of Belgrade who were enrolled at the compulsory course Medical Statis-
tics and Informatics during the academic year 2017/18. The Learning Styles Index question-
naire was used to measure the dimensions of learning styles: sensory/intuitive, visual/verbal,
active/reflective and sequential/global. Additional data included demographic data and a for-
mal evaluation of student achievement. The existing approach to online teaching supported by
the distance learning platform Moodle was upgraded for the academic year 2020/2021 in order
to cover all ways in which students learn.

The research included 462 medical students. Most respondents were female (64.5%),
while their average age was 21.4+1.1 years. The average results of the problem solving and the
final grade in the subject were 16.8+2.6 and 82.8+12.4. The dominant learning styles on the ac-
tive/reflective and sensing/intuitive scales were active (74.9%) and sensory (50%). On the vis-
ual/verbal scales and the sequential/global scales, the main learning characteristics were neu-
tral toward visual (48.5% vs. 41.3%) and neutral toward sequential (72.3% vs. 18.4%). Sensory
learning style and age were significant predictors in multivariate regression models, with prob-
lem solving and final course grade as dependent variables. Based on these findings, the existing
learning platform was upgraded to cover all learning idiosyncrasies and to personalize learning
for students with non-sensory learning styles.

The students with a strong preference for the sensory learning style have better academic
results in Medical Statistics and Informatics. A better knowledge and understanding of learn-
ing styles can help teachers and staff design curriculum and adapt teaching methods to help
students reach their full academic potential.
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