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Assessment Of Auditory/Visual Modes Of Learning
Jeannette Miccinati, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor
Elmira College, Elmira, New York
Teachers are aware that students have
individual differences. They are aware
that some students learn to read well if
taught phonics, that some learn to read
well by learning whole words, and that
some learn well by any method. Unfortunately for the classroom teacher, the
administrator, and even the teacher of
learning disabled children, knowledge of
how to identify modes of processing information, and more importantly, how
this factor affects some but not all students is• difficult to understand. To confuse the issue further, available information is conflicting. The direct result is the
non-use of many teaching strategies which
might help some children to learn to read
successfully. For example: All of the
primary children in Vulture Crossing's
schools are taught to read via one system
of instruction. The instructional materials
are purchased from one publishing company. The teachers find the manual that
accompanies the basal series so convenient that they teach from the manual,
page by page. All children are fitted to
the system of instruction with little concern for how they learn best. Failures in
first, second, and third grades are subjected to identical training the following
year; i.e., repetition of the same methods
and materials. When a child's reading
disability becomes hard-core, then the
child is referred to the school reading
specialist.
An extreme case you say? Unfortunately it is not. One has only to visit a
number of schools to realize that some of
this exists in every school system, sometimes in at least one classroom in every
school. Enlightened teachers and administrators are essential to reverse this
dilemma.
The purpose of this paper is to suggest
various ways of identifying a reading disabled student's strongest or preferred
mode of learning, so that appropriate
teaching strategies can be devised to meet
the individual needs of that child. Both
formal and informal assessment procedures will be explored as well as current

thinking on the practicality of teaching to
a child's preferred mode of learning.
Identification of a Preferred Mode

Those who work with reading disabled
students must be knowledgeable about
formal assessment instruments for identifying a child's modality preference. Unfortunately it is difficult to predict reading achievement from these auditory/
visual perception tests. The correlation of
reading achievement to poor auditory and
visual discrimination and memory has not
been adequately proven. Specific tasks
within tests do not always parallel the
reading process; for example, recalling
digits may have little if any relation to
reading. It does indicate a child's sequential auditory memory ability, but it does
not guarantee that competence in recalling digits will equal competence in recalling common auditory reading tasks
such as retaining a particular sound-symbol relationship. Being able to recall the
sequence of the visual-motor sequential
act in the Knox Cube Test does not
guarantee a child's ability . to correctly
sequence visual letters in words.
To compound the problem, it is difficult to ascertain how many or which portion of a total skill is being tapped by
many of the subtests. Subtests labeled as
auditory memory in one test are quite
different from those similarly labeled in
another. Several modalities may be used
by the test taker rather than the one
supposedly tested.
Choice of an assessment instrument
and its interpretation requires an experienced diagnostician. In the hands of such
an examiner all of these instruments have
some value. In spite of these constraints,
the presence of difficulty in the auditory
and/or visual mode can point the way to
appropriate remedial procedures for reading disabled students. The following
assessment measures are those commonly
used by various educational specialists.
One test commonly used to identify
modality, as well as receptive and exp res82

sive language skills, is the Slingerland
Screening Test for Identifying Children
With Specific Language Disability. The
main purpose of this test is to screen
children with specific language disabilities
through subtests of visual discrimination
and memory, auditory discrimination and
memory as well as auditory /kinesthetic
tasks. When interpreting the results of
this test, the diagnostician must be aware
of its weaknesses. The test is not normed,
the contents have not been validated, and
interpretation of results is purely subjective. Analysis of some of the subtests
reveal, for example, that a visual task has
other sensory input as well.
A test often mentioned· in studies of
intersensory integration and reading is the
Birch-Belmont dot-tapping test. This test
is thought to determine visual-auditory
(modality) integration and reading. Although the test has been modified (Rodendorn, 1970; Muehl and Kremenak, 1966)
its relevance to reading is still questionable.
The Detroit Test of Learning Aptitude
is used by reading .clinicians, and educational psychologists. Two auditory, two
visual, and a combined auditory, visual,
kinesthetic task, are commonly selected
for administration from the large number
of subtests. The latter combined modality
subtest is similar to classroom tasks and
perhaps is the most valid. In administering the two visual tasks, it is common to
hear children verbalize and thus rehearse
the objects or letters shown. Thus two
modalities rather than one are used.
Similarly, it is possible to use visual
imagery on an auditory subtest which
requires a child to repeat sentences spoken
by the examiner.
A test which has undergone more investigation than any of the aforementioned, is the Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Ability. This test, although intended
as an instrument to determine a student's
strengths and weaknesses in receptive and
expressive language, has also been used to
determine modality. Unfortunately, this
test has not revealed consistent results as
a tool for reading and modality assessment. Furthermore, critics have questioned the reliability and validity of the
test. Burns and Watson (1973) indicate
that there are five rather than ten psycholinguistic abilities measured by the Revised Edition. Two of these are modality

oriented, auditory-vocal and visual-motor
channels of communication. Tierney,
Ames, and Teasdale (1976) evaluated the
differential diagnostic potential of the
ITPA, and concluded that considerable
caution should be exercised by anyone
wishing to use it for diagnostic purposes.
Forty-five of the 66 subtest comparisons
isolated were inappropriate at least at one
age level. Auditory Association-Grammatic Closure; Grammatic Closure-Auditory Closure often used to assess a child's
auditory ability and a task associated with
reading were found to be inappropriate
at all age levels.
Sp ache ( 197 6) suggests the Mills Learning Methods Test as a measurement of a
child's ability to learn words. This test
identifies whether a child can learn best
auditorially,. visually, or by a combined
approach using tracing. This test has been
field tested, and Spache believes it is
appropriate for assessing a child's preferred modality. What he does not indicate is the possibility that some tasks are
not true samples of a specific modality.
The auditory task, for example, has a
visual component.
The lack of clearcut information on
the value of many of these assessment
instruments for reading and modality
preference is an area for further study.
Until that time, selective administration
of these tests to determine a child's preferred mode seems to be necessary even
if the information is very limited. Interpretation of the test results must be done
in conjunction with performance reading
tasks. It is not reasonable to assume on
the basis of any of these tests that a child
is totally weak or strong in one particular
mode. For example, a child may be able
to recall a sequence of visual objects but
be unable to recall a sequence of visual
letters. Thus the interpretation and subsequent recommendation for teaching strategies depends a great deal upon the
ability of the diagnostician.
Informal Means of Identifying
Auditory and Visual Strengths
and Weaknesses

Informal means of assessing a reading
disabled child's strength or weakness in
particular mode can be used in lieu of, or
in conjunction with more formal tests.
Informal means can be used as a screening
device or as a teaching-testing technique
to determine specific areas of strength
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and weakness. If a weakness in a particular
modality is identified, which is influencing the student's ability to learn to read,
then alternate or additional instructional
strategies can be prescribed to suit the
needs of the student.
An Auditory Learner
An auditory learner can discriminate
similarities and differences between
sounds. S/he can learn, retain, and blend
a sequence of sounds, and match them
to visual information (letters, spelling
patterns) resulting in the decoding of
words. A student who learns well auditorially progresses rapidly in the ability to
read words if given appropriate training
in decoding. In addition, this type of
learner often is able to listen to many
forms of communication such as speech,
oral reading, the radio, and retain the
information.
Difficulties in performing many of the
following auditory skills will influence
detrimentally a student's performance
when placed in a phonics based program.
1. Is the student able to rhyme or
supply rhyming words in exercises?
2. Is the student able to distinguish
similarities and differences between
sounds. For example: "Are these
the same or different? book - look,
chat- chap, bat-hat, hear - pear."
3. Is the student able to identify
vowel sounds within a word? For
example: "Tell me the vowel sound
you hear in tip. "
4. Is the student able to blend sounds
or syllables to form a complete
word? Some students may be able
to do all of the previous tasks but
have difficulty with this. Some students may be able to blend letters
and two syllable words, but have
difficulty with words that have
three or more syllables. For example: tht word absolute may be
called ablute.
5. Is the student able to sequence
sounds? For example: some students will say sap or salp for slap.
It is necessary to remember that students having difficulty with auditory information do not necessarily have hearing
problems. A severe example of poor
auditory learning is that of a fifth grade
boy who had been able to hide his disability under the guise of what his teachers

labeled laziness, inattentiveness, or daydreaming. Informal assessment revealed
his severe disability in unraveling auditory
messages of any length. Even more severe
was his inability to "make sense" of the
information coming from a mechanical
source such as the loudspeaker in his
classroom. Yet this boy did not have .a
hearing loss of any kind.
A Visual Learner

In contrast, a student who learns well
visually remembers or recognizes visual
stimuli that has been previously seen. An
important ingredient for good visual memory is the ability to identify distinctive
features of objects and words. Those who
learn well by this method say incorrectly
that their ability to revisualize is due to
having a "photographic memory."
Difficulties in performing many of the
following visual tasks will influence a student's ability in word recognition, spelling and learning to read.
1. Is the student able to put together
simple puzzles, or follow a pattern
of design using blocks?
2. Is the student able to find an error
in a picture, or identify incomplete
objects in a picture when there are
many "hidden" incomplete objects?
3. Is the student able to pick out one
letter in a sequence of four letters
that is the same as the stimulus
letter? Example sp sh sb sp st
4. Is the student able to find one word
in a sequence of four words that is
different from the others? Example:
big pig big big
5. Is the student able to retain words
being learned for one hour, one day,
a week, or longer?
6. Is the student able to sequence
letters correctly in writing and in
spelling?
7. Is the student able to correct reversals, such as was - saw? Reversals usually disappear during or at
the end of second grade except
when the student is having visual
problems.
8. Is the student able to copy information correctly from a book on the
desk and from the chalkboard?
Few students, even those having problems learning to read, are completely
weak or strong in one mode. T1!ere may
84

be strengths and weaknesses within a
single mode of processing information.
Some learning disabled children have been
known to have very good visual memory
for objects but very poor visual memory
for whole words. Another instance of
weaknesses and strengths in one area is
the case of a high achiever, Jane. She
hated spelling bees. She had great difficulty spelling orally. As a result she was
always chosen last by the team captain.
She knew she could spell the words if
allowed to write them, but her humiliation at being unable to perform on the
auditory task kept her silent.
Later, in high school, a knowledgeable
English teacher wrote on one of Jane's
papers, "You integrate visual information
far better than you do auditory information" (i.e., class lectures). This message
focused Jane's thinking, for the first time,
on her manner of learning. She knew it
was necessary to take copious lecture
notes in order to retain information, that
verbal directions were hard to follow,
that even maps, graphs, charts, diagrams,
and pictures showing how to make something were all easier to understand than
the same information presented in paragraph form. She realized that her retention was greatly improved if she used
visualization or imagery to translate the
print to a picture. Fortunately, Jane was
able to compensate for her weaknesses.
Reports from achieving college students indicate that they have been able
to cope with various learning situations
throughout their schooling no matter
what mode or modes of learning they
ultimately prefer. Not all students are as
fortunate as this. Dunn, Dunn, and Price
(1977) believe that high achievers have
strong perceptual strengths in several
areas but that slow learners tend to be
tactual, tactual/visual and/or kinesthetic
learners - ways in which the majority of
instruction does not occur for poor or
non-readers.

areas. Through experience it is also apparent to the teacher that children who are
low in auditory and/or visual modalities
have great difficulty learning to read until one modality becomes strong enough
to be used effectively. Those who teach
disabled children to read are also aware
that if a dominant mode of learning is
identified, and if teaching is aimed at that
strength then other modes of learning can
be introduced gradually and strengthened.
It is equally true that some children are
unable to integrate information from a
weak mode for many years, perhaps as
late as junior high.
Review of research studies has not
been particularly enlightening. Research
has been encumbered with procedural
problems, poorly controlled variables, inappropriate statistical procedures, non-use
of reading tasks, as well as difficulty
isolating auditory and visual tasks (Blanton, 1971). In a recent review of 15
studies investigating the interaction between perceptual modality preference and
method of teaching reading, Tarver and
Dawson (1978) conclude that only two
studies indicate interaction between modality preference and method of teaching
reading. The two studies that reported
interaction employed listening rather than
actual reading tasks. Tarver and Dawson
indicate that the results of these two
studies suggest that modality preference
may interact only when a particular mode
of presentation of material is to be recalled. Therefore, they conclude that
teaching of reading through the strong
modality is unnecessary.
Some theorists believe that input from
modalities must be integrated and organized as a prerequisite for formal learning
to read. Inspection of a review of the
literature on sensory integration and reading achievement by Derevensky (1977)
indicates that inability to integrate information from several modes or many
modes of learning does affect reading
achievement (Birch and Belmont, 1964,
1965; Beery, 1967; Jorgenson and Hyde,
1974; Kahn and Birch, 1968; Muehl and
Kremenak, 1966; Reilly, 1971, 1972;
and Sterritt and Rudnick, 1966 cited in
Derevensky, 1977). The amount of relationship is complex - depending in part
on sex and economic background. From
this it is plausible to assume that children
having difficulty in learning may have a

Modality Preference
and Teaching Method

There is disagreement whether it is
necessary to identify student's preferred
mode of learning, and whether it makes a
difference in reading achievement to teach
to that mode. The practitioner is cognizant that severely disabled readers often
have a preference for a particular mode
of learning, and that some are weak in all
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student's strengths and weaknesses enables
teachers to capitalize on competencies
that students already possess and then
develop individual programs for students.
For the handicapped learner correlating
teaching strategies with the stronger style
of learning makes the difference between
no progress and some progress. Spache
(1976) says that there is "inherent logic
in teaching to modality" (p. 108).
Whether research supports this or not,
teachers knowledge of teaching strategies
directed toward these styles should make
for more efficient student learning, accomplished in a more humanistic manner.

maturation delay in their intersensory
integration process.
In contrast, conclusions drawn from
studies by Baker and Raskin (1973) and
Golinkoff (1974) suggest that some children block out a modality which relays
confusing information or which is not an
efficient way for them to learn. Baker and
Raskin (1973) noticed that some children
who were assigned to a visual and touch
treatment group did not look at the
forms; therefore, both modalities were
not used. The crucial factor for correct
responses was the amount of time at task.
To lend support to the idea that time
may be a crucial factor in children's use
of a modality, William, D. and William J.
(1972) found that there were complex
relationships between mode, length of
time, and materials used. Raab, Deutsch
and Friedman (1960), and Katz and
Deutsch (1963) support the length of
time concept. Their findings indicate that
poor readers demonstrate greater difficulty than good readers in reaction time
to cross modal shifts suggesting that poor
readers need more time at task to succeed.
From many of these studies, it appears
that the identification of poor readers
modality strengths and weaknesses, their
ability to integrate and organize information, and the length of time it takes, has
some validity. Formal and informal assessment measures must be used to determine
these factors in spite of their inherent
weaknesses. Once identification has been
made, then teaching strategies can be
developed to meet the student's needs.
Summary
Formal and informal means of determining a reading disabled student's auditory or visual mode of learning have been
presented. Judicious use and interpretation of assessment measures does reveal
important information for instructional
planning. A •review of the literature indicates that there is little to support the
notion that there is interaction between
modality and teaching methods. Yet it is
clear that modality is, in itself, a complex
concept, acting and being acted upon by
many variables.
Practitioners who have kept careful
observational records have come to recognize that some children learn well through
a phonics approach, some learn well using
a 'whole word approach, and some learn
well by any method. Knowledge of each
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