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Report on the Dialogue Seminar  

1st March  2012 

Exploring our different learning and communication styles  
 
Coordinators of Seminar: Val Bissland and Rob Mark  

 

The seminar was the first of a seminar series held in Glasgow as part of the European ‘Dialogue’ 

project. The project’s overall aim is to look at research in lifelong learning and consider how it 

could have more impact on practice. The session was introduced by Dr Rob Mark, Director of the 

Centre for Lifelong Learning and coordinator of the project  and Dr Val Bissland made the 

presentation and compiled the report. 

 

The audience comprised twelve learning in later life students (participants in  Dr Val Bissland’s 

research project), an additional eleven older students (currently attending classes at the Centre) and 

six academic (or academic-related) staff. 

 

 The event had three distinct 15 minute sections –  

 An illustrated lecture on the growing understanding of the neurological basis of learning  

 break-out into five groups discussing neuroscience issues 

  feedback from the groups from appointed spokespersons. (One group comprised staff 

only.) 

 

The Lecture: the four key issues addressed were brain plasticity, building deeper understanding, 

the influence of social, emotional and cultural factors, and exciting learning environments. 

  

Brain Plasticity:  Brain development was once thought to be at the mercy of our genes. 

However, our tangled neural networks change physically as we learn through experience, 

actions, culture and environment. This process is never-ending, and continues in fits and 

starts throughout our lives. 

Building deeper understanding: Activities in the classroom which assist students in 

creating mental patterns, building connections and finding associations between their own 

experience and new information, assists learning. Learners must make sense of things for 
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themselves. The tutor’s task is to provide clues to link older networks of knowledge with new 

input, as learning is a process of constant modification. Mind-mapping is an example of a 

useful tool that helps to make abstract ideas more visual, tangible and hopefully, more 

understandable. 

Emotional, social and cultural factors: Brain research has revealed that emotions and 

thinking are inextricably linked, with brain chemicals helping or hindering the strengthening 

of cell connections. The kind of atmosphere created in a learning environment will make a 

considerable difference to the ability to absorb new information, and the learning culture (for 

example, how success and failure are viewed) will also greatly influence learning. 

Exciting learning environments: An emotionally healthy classroom is one where 

cooperation rather than competition holds sway. We are wired to connect to other people and 

sense what they are feeling, thinking and intending. The brain cells involved in this process 

are called ‘mirror’ neurons and fire unconsciously in response to other people’s thoughts, 

attitudes and actions.  Our emotional wellbeing is strongly influenced by the thoughts and 

feelings of those around us and is maximised by enthusiasm. 

 

Discussion 

The questions posed were: 

  Do you think insights from neuroscience have relevance for your classroom learning? 

  How might the insights be used to improve your learning experience in practical ways? 

  Do you have any suggestions as to how research in general could have more impact? 

 

Feedback from older adult groups 

There was a general feeling that neuroscience was important and insightful and that it should be part 

of every teacher’s professional knowledge. The more known about brain function the more teachers 

should be able to assist learning. Indeed all professions might benefit from neuroscience insights. 

 

KEY ISSUES 

Prior learning and learning styles: Knowing what students already know is vital.  It is the basis 

for determining teaching styles and taking into account individual learning styles. This could 

involve a preference for visual, auditory or kinaesthetic styles or a combination, depending on the 

task. When these different modalities are combined this has the greatest impact on learning. It ties 
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in with the way the brain processes different sensory input in the association cortex and makes 

sense of it in the frontal cortex where it links into existing networks. 

Another issue concerned the expectations of older adults who often come to learning with 

preconceptions of how to learn. Most have experienced ‘chalk and talk’ education – the downward 

transmission of knowledge. Yet older adults have a desire to learn new things, not linked to work or 

necessity, and are aware of the mantra “Use it or lose it”.  Therefore, more awareness of their 

current style of learning would be beneficial. It was mooted that a customised Learning Styles 

questionnaire for older adults could perhaps be developed, so they could maximise their learning 

capacity by gaining insights into their learning style and ways of retaining knowledge 

(metacognition), and thus be able to use their brains more effectively. Teachers equipped with such 

knowledge would become more aware of the range of diversity in a class and possibly be able to 

arrange group work for different styles, and implement a range of methods.  

 

Mirror neurons: This newly discovered aspect of brain architecture was found particularly 

interesting because, when everyone got together for discussion round the group tables, they were 

aware that they were firing off one another, picking up on each other’s ideas, and seeing things 

from another’s point of view.  Their mirror neurons were firing! There was a realisation that this 

was inextricably linked to social and emotional aspects of learning. Being able to interact 

cooperatively with other students deepens understanding, and for the teacher, being able to read the 

emotional states of her/his students is vital.  

 

Enjoyable Learning: There was an awareness of a lack of emphasis on enjoyment, joy and fun in 

the traditional Scottish education system.  Fun is not seen as much to do with learning, yet 

neuroscience seems to challenge this omission, with the role of pleasure chemicals in reinforcing 

new neural connections. Therefore, it would be a very positive step if enjoyment were built into 

learning to make it more successful. There was a general feeling that this could be achieved by 

more activity which prevents boredom - a major barrier to learning.  

However, there was a doubt about whether all learning at all levels can always be enjoyable. Types 

of learning and stages of learning can be difficult and challenging. So perhaps it cannot always be 

‘fun’. However, pleasure for many older adults has to be integral to the learning process or they 

would not be motivated to attend classes. Therefore, the tutor bears a considerable responsibility to 

make learning rewarding, and students are responsible for taking away what they can from the 

experience.   
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Mindmapping:  

There was a recognition that not everyone’s brain fell easily into mind-mapping mode and that this 

is a reflection of the diversity of learning styles people have developed. However, mind-mapping is 

probably an underused learning tool despite having being around for many years. As the mind-

map’s structure reflects brain networks, mind-maps should help people form powerful visual 

representations of ideas, and improve memory. Also, the possibility of more customised learning 

assisted by computer programmes is increasingly possible. 

 

 

FEEDBACK FROM THE STAFF GROUP 

This group of adult educators thought that neuroscience currently posed more questions than 

answers. What would the teacher actually do with neuroscience in the classroom? How might 

pedagogy change?  

 
Active and passive learning: The group was aware that ‘active learning’ is a label for a whole 

variety of learning – often used rhetorically to contrast with the notion of ‘passive learning’ How 

can you learn passively? In this sense, the idea of the mirror neurons was interesting because it 

suggested that the business of being present at a lecture - hearing, seeing, being able to ‘connect’ 

with the lecturer’s ideas - could be more active than some of the opponents of the genre would have 

us believe. And, by implication, there might be less learning going on in so-called ‘active learning’. 

They questioned also the whole discourse of the teacher versus facilitator argument, where the 

language used carries certain pedagogical assumptions, with meanings not explicitly defined by the 

protagonists.  

 
Socio-cultural context:  In some ways, the socio-political and cultural context of education and 

learning is more critical in defining what teachers can and cannot do. Teachers working within the 

education system are not free agents. How would the insights from neuroscience sit with Michael 

Gove’s (the education secretary) plans for the curriculum in England and Wales? He would 

probably reject these as nothing to do with knowledge, hard work and success. However, some of 

the ideas about plasticity and creativity might go down very well with the rhetoric of skills for 

business and employment.  

This group raised the question of whether there is a difference in the socio-cultural climate in 

England and Wales, with a Gove-type traditional approach contrasting with the Scottish Curriculum 
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for Excellence*. The latter encompasses a very different philosophy, garnering a explicit view of 

education as the creation of successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and 

effective contributors. Although the above document is aimed at the education of children and 

young people, the results of such a curriculum will only come to fruition in adulthood through the 

creation of a population of rounded, thoughtful individuals, contributing to the common good. In 

many respects, this echoes the statement of Professor Una Firth at the Royal Society’s Neuroscience 

and Lifelong Learning group (2011)** that understanding the neurological basis of learning could 

help most individuals become fulfilled and productive members of society.  

   
 
* Scottish Government (2011): Curriculum for Excellence Factfile. 
http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/CfEFactfileOverview_tcm4-665983.pdf  
 
** Frith, U. (2011). Brain Waves Module 2: Neuroscience: implications for education and lifelong 
learning.  RS  Policy document 02/11. London: The Royal Society. 
 
 

http://www.educationscotland.gov.uk/Images/CfEFactfileOverview_tcm4-665983.pdf

