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2. The Process of Experiential Learning

We shall not cease from exploration And the end of all our exploring Will be
to arrive where we started And know the place for the first time.

—T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets™

* From Little Gidding in FOUR QUARTETS, © 1943 by T.S. Eliot; renewed 1971 by
Esme Valerie Eliot. Reprinted by permission of Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc.

Experiential learning theory offers a fundamentally different view of the
learning process from that of the behavioral theories of learning based on an
empirical epistemology or the more implicit theories of learning that underlie
traditional educational methods, methods that for the most part are based on a
rational, idealist epistemology. From this different perspective emerge some very
different prescriptions for the conduct of education; the proper relationships
among learning, work, and other life activities; and the creation of knowledge
itself.

This perspective on learning is called “experiential” for two reasons. The first is
to tie it clearly to its intellectual origins in the work of Dewey, Lewin, and Piaget.
The second reason is to emphasize the central role that experience plays in the
learning process. This differentiates experiential learning theory from rationalist
and other cognitive theories of learning that tend to give primary emphasis to
acquisition, manipulation, and recall of abstract symbols, and from behavioral
learning theories that deny any role for consciousness and subjective experience
in the learning process. It should be emphasized, however, that the aim of this
work is not to pose experiential learning theory as a third alternative to
behavioral and cognitive learning theories, but rather to suggest through
experiential learning theory a holistic integrative perspective on learning that
combines experience, perception, cognition, and behavior. This chapter will
describe the learning models of Lewin, Dewey, and Piaget and identify the
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common characteristics they share—characteristics that serve to define the
nature of experiential learning.

Three Models of the Experiential Learning Process
The Lewinian Model of Action Research and Laboratory Training

In the techniques of action research and the laboratory method, learning, change,
and growth are seen to be facilitated best by an integrated process that begins
with here-and-now experience followed by collection of data and observations
about that experience. The data are then analyzed and the conclusions of this
analysis are fed back to the actors in the experience for their use in the
modification of their behavior and choice of new experiences. Learning is thus
conceived as a four-stage cycle, as shown in Figure 2.1. Immediate concrete
experience is the basis for observation and reflection. These observations are
assimilated into a “theory” from which new implications for action can be
deduced. These implications or hypotheses then serve as guides in acting to
create new experiences.
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Figure 2.1 The Lewinian Experiential Learning Model
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Two aspects of this learning model are particularly noteworthy. First is its
emphasis on here-and-now concrete experience to validate and test abstract
concepts. Immediate personal experience is the focal point for learning, giving
life, texture, and subjective personal meaning to abstract concepts and at the
same time providing a concrete, publicly shared reference point for testing the
implications and validity of ideas created during the learning process. When
human beings share an experience, they can share it fully, concretely, and
abstractly.

Second, action research and laboratory training are based on feedback processes.
Lewin borrowed the concept of feedback from electrical engineering to describe
a social learning and problem-solving process that generates valid information to
assess deviations from desired goals. This information feedback provides the
basis for a continuous process of goal-directed action and evaluation of the
consequences of that action. Lewin and his followers believed that much
individual and organizational ineffectiveness could be traced ultimately to a lack
of adequate feedback processes. This ineffectiveness results from an imbalance
between observation and action—either from a tendency for individuals and
organizations to emphasize decision and action at the expense of information
gathering, or from a tendency to become bogged down by data collection and
analysis. The aim of the laboratory method and action research is to integrate
these two perspectives into an effective, goal-directed learning process.

Dewey’s Model of Learning

John Dewey’s model of the learning process is remarkably similar to the
Lewinian model, although he makes more explicit the developmental nature of
learning implied in Lewin’s conception of it as a feedback process by describing
how learning transforms the impulses, feelings, and desires of concrete
experience into higher-order purposeful action.

The formation of purposes is, then, a rather complex intellectual operation.
It involves: (1) observation of surrounding conditions; (2) knowledge of
what has happened in similar situations in the past, a knowledge obtained
partly by recollection and partly from the information, advice, and
warning of those who have had a wider experience; and (3) judgment,
which puts together what is observed and what is recalled to see what they
signify. A purpose differs from an original impulse and desire through its
translation into a plan and method of action based upon foresight of the



consequences of action under given observed conditions in a certain way. .
.. The crucial educational problem is that of procuring the postponement
of immediate action upon desire until observation and judgment have
intervened. . . . Mere foresight, even if it takes the form of accurate
prediction, is not, of course, enough. The intellectual anticipation, the idea
of consequences, must blend with desire and impulse to acquire moving
force. It then gives direction to what otherwise is blind, while desire gives
ideas impetus and momentum. [Dewey, 1938, p. 69]

Dewey’s model of experiential learning is graphically portrayed in Figure 2.2. We
note in his description of learning a similarity with Lewin, in the emphasis on
learning as a dialectic process integrating experience and concepts, observations,
and action. The impulse of experience gives ideas their moving force, and ideas
give direction to impulse. Postponement of immediate action is essential for
observation and judgment to intervene, and action is essential for achievement of
purpose. It is through the integration of these opposing but symbiotically related
processes that sophisticated, mature purpose develops from blind impulse.
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Figure 2.2 Dewey’s Model of Experiential Learning

Piaget’s Model of Learning and Cognitive Development

For Jean Piaget, the dimensions of experience and concept, reflection, and action
form the basic continua for the development of adult thought. Development from
infancy to adulthood moves from a concrete phenomenal view of the world to an
abstract constructionist view, from an active egocentric view to a reflective
internalized mode of knowing. Piaget also maintained that these have been the
major directions of development in scientific knowledge (Piaget, 1970). The
learning process whereby this development takes place is a cycle of interaction
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between the individual and the environment that is similar to the learning
models of Dewey and Lewin. In Piaget’s terms, the key to learning lies in the
mutual interaction of the process of accommodation of concepts or schemas to
experience in the world and the process of assimilation of events and experiences
from the world into existing concepts and schemas. Learning or, in Piaget’s term,
intelligent adaptation results from a balanced tension between these two
processes. When accommodation processes dominate assimilation, we have
imitation—the molding of oneself to environmental contours or constraints.
When assimilation predominates over accommodation, we have play—the
imposition of one’s concept and images without regard to environmental
realities. The process of cognitive growth from concrete to abstract and from
active to reflective is based on this continual transaction between assimilation
and accommodation, occurring in successive stages, each of which incorporates
what has gone before into a new, higher level of cognitive functioning.

Piaget’s work has identified four major stages of cognitive growth that emerge
from birth to about the age of 14-16. In the first stage (0-2 years), the child is
predominantly concrete and active in his learning style. This stage is called the
sensory-motor stage. Learning is predominantly enactive through feeling,
touching, and handling. Representation is based on action—for example, “a hole
is to dig.” Perhaps the greatest accomplishment of this period is the development
of goal-oriented behavior: “The sensory-motor period shows a remarkable
evolution from nonintentional habits to experimental and exploratory activity
which is obviously intentional or goal oriented” (Flavell, 1963, p. 107). Yet the
child has few schemes or theories into which he can assimilate events, and as a
result, his primary stance toward the world is accommodative. Environment
plays a major role in shaping his ideas and intentions. Learning occurs primarily
through the association between stimulus and response.

In the second stage of cognitive growth (2-6 years), the child retains his concrete
orientation but begins to develop a reflective orientation as he begins to
internalize actions, converting them to images. This is called the representational
stage. Learning is now predominantly iconic in nature, through the manipulation
of observations and images. The child is now freed somewhat from his
immersion in immediate experience and, as a result, is free to play with and
manipulate his images of the world. At this stage, the child’s primary stance
toward the world is divergent. He is captivated with his ability to collect images
and to view the world from different perspectives. Consider Bruner’s description
of the child at this stage:
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What appears next in development is a great achievement. Images develop
an autonomous status, they become great summarizers of action. By age
three the child has become a paragon of sensory distractibility. He is victim
of the laws of vividness, and his action pattern is a series of encounters
with this bright thing which is then replaced by that chromatically splendid
one, which in turn gives way to the next noisy one. And so it goes. Visual
memory at this stage seems to be highly concrete and specific. What is
intriguing about this period is that the child is a creature of the moment;
the image of the moment is sufficient and it is controlled by a single feature
of the situation. [Bruner, 1966b, p. 13]

In the third stage of cognitive growth (7-11 years), the intensive development of
abstract symbolic powers begins. The first symbolic developmental stage Piaget
calls the stage of concrete operations. Learning in this stage is governed by the
logic of classes and relations. The child in this stage further increases his
independence from his immediate experiential world through the development
of inductive powers:

The structures of concrete operations are, to use a homely analogy, rather
like parking lots whose individual parking spaces are now occupied and
now empty; the spaces themselves endure, however, and leave their owner
to look beyond the cars actually present toward potential, future occupants
of the vacant and to-be-vacant spaces. [Flavell, 1963, p. 203]

Thus, in contrast to the child in the sensory-motor stage whose learning style was
dominated by accommodative processes, the child at the stage of concrete
operations is more assimilative in his learning style. He relies on concepts and
theories to select and give shape to his experiences.

Piaget’s final stage of cognitive development comes with the onset of adolescence
(12-15 years). In this stage, the adolescent moves from symbolic processes based
on concrete operations to the symbolic processes of representational logic, the
stage of formal operations. He now returns to a more active orientation, but it is
an active orientation that is now modified by the development of the reflective
and abstract power that preceded it. The symbolic powers he now possesses
enable him to engage in hypothetico-deductive reasoning. He develops the
possible implications of his theories and proceeds to experimentally test which of
these are true. Thus his basic learning style is convergent, in contrast to the
divergent orientation of the child in the representational stage:
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We see, then, that formal thought is for Piaget not so much this or that
specific behavior as it is a generalized orientation, sometimes explicit and
sometimes implicit, towards problem solving; an orientation towards
organizing data (combinatorial analysis), towards isolation and control of
variables, towards the hypothetical, and towards logical justification and

proof. [Flavell, 1963, p. 211]

This brief outline of Piaget’s cognitive development theory identifies those basic
developmental processes that shape the basic learning process of adults

(see Figure 2.3).
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Characteristics of Experiential Learning

There is a great deal of similarity among the models of the learning process
discussed above.! Taken together, they form a unique perspective on learning and
development, a perspective that can be characterized by the following
propositions, which are shared by the three major traditions of experiential
learning.

1. There are also points of disagreement, which will be explored more fully in the
next chapter.

Learning Is Best Conceived as a Process, Not in Terms of Outcomes

The emphasis on the process of learning as opposed to the behavioral outcomes
distinguishes experiential learning from the idealist approaches of traditional
education and from the behavioral theories of learning created by Watson, Hull,
Skinner, and others. The theory of experiential learning rests on a different
philosophical and epistemological base from behaviorist theories of learning and
idealist educational approaches. Modern versions of these latter approaches are
based on the empiricist philosophies of Locke and others. This epistemology is
based on the idea that there are elements of consciousness—mental atoms, or, in
Locke’s term, “simple ideas”—that always remain the same. The various
combinations and associations of these consistent elements form our varying
patterns of thought. It is the notion of constant, fixed elements of thought that has
had such a profound effect on prevailing approaches to learning and education,
resulting in a tendency to define learning in terms of its outcomes, whether these
be knowledge in an accumulated storehouse of facts or habits representing
behavioral responses to specific stimulus conditions. If ideas are seen to be fixed
and immutable, then it seems possible to measure how much someone has
learned by the amount of these fixed ideas the person has accumulated.

Experiential learning theory, however, proceeds from a different set of
assumptions. Ideas are not fixed and immutable elements of thought but are
formed and re-formed through experience. In all three of the learning models
just reviewed, learning is described as a process whereby concepts are derived
from and continuously modified by experience. No two thoughts are ever the
same, since experience always intervenes. Piaget (1970), for example, considers
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the creation of new knowledge to be the central problem of genetic epistemology,
since each act of understanding is the result of a process of continuous
construction and invention through the interaction processes of assimilation and
accommodation (see Chapter 5, p. 153). Learning is an emergent process whose
outcomes represent only historical record, not knowledge of the future.

When viewed from the perspective of experiential learning, the tendency to
define learning in terms of outcomes can become a definition of nonlearning, in
the process sense that the failure to modify ideas and habits as a result of
experience is maladaptive. The clearest example of this irony lies in the
behaviorist axiom that the strength of a habit can be measured by its resistance
to extinction. That is, the more I have “learned” a given habit, the longer I will
persist in behaving that way when it is no longer rewarded. Similarly, there are
those who feel that the orientations that conceive of learning in terms of
outcomes as opposed to a process of adaptation have had a negative effect on the
educational system. Jerome Bruner, in his influential book, Toward a Theory of
Instruction, makes the point that the purpose of education is to stimulate inquiry
and skill in the process of knowledge getting, not to memorize a body of
knowledge: “Knowing is a process, not a product” (1966, p. 72). Paulo Freire calls
the orientation that conceives of education as the transmission of fixed content
the “banking” concept of education:

Education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the
depositories and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of communicating,
the teacher issues communiques and makes deposits which the students
patiently receive, memorize, and repeat. This is the “banking” concept of
education, in which the scope of action allowed to the students extends
only as far as receiving, filing, and storing the deposits. They do, it is true,
have the opportunity to become collectors or cataloguers of the things they
store. But in the last analysis, it is men themselves who are filed away
through the lack of creativity, transformation, and knowledge in this (at
best) misguided system. For apart from inquiry, apart from the praxis, men
cannot be truly human. Knowledge emerges only through invention and
reinvention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry
men pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other. [Friere,
1974, p. 58]

Learning Is a Continuous Process Grounded in Experience
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Knowledge is continuously derived from and tested out in the experiences of the
learner. William James (1890), in his studies on the nature of human
consciousness, marveled at the fact that consciousness is continuous. How is it, he
asked, that I awake in the morning with the same consciousness, the same
thoughts, feelings, memories, and sense of who I am that I went to sleep with the
night before? Similarly for Dewey, continuity of experience was a powerful truth
of human existence, central to the theory of learning:

... the principle of continuity of experience means that every experience
both takes up something from those which have gone before and modifies
in some way the quality of those which come after. ... As an individual
passes from one situation to another, his world, his environment, expands
or contracts. He does not find himself living in another world but in a
different part or aspect of one and the same world. What he has learned in
the way of knowledge and skill in one situation becomes an instrument of
understanding and dealing effectively with the situations which follow.
The process goes on as long as life and learning continue. [Dewey, 1938, pp.
35, 44]

Although we are all aware of the sense of continuity in consciousness and
experience to which James and Dewey refer, and take comfort from the
predictability and security it provides, there is on occasion in the penumbra of
that awareness an element of doubt and uncertainty. How do I reconcile my own
sense of continuity and predictability with what at times appears to be a chaotic
and unpredictable world around me? I move through my daily round of tasks
and meetings with a fair sense of what the issues are, of what others are saying
and thinking, and with ideas about what actions to take. Yet I am occasionally
upended by unforeseen circumstances, miscommunications, and dreadful
miscalculations. It is in this interplay between expectation and experience that
learning occurs. In Hegel’s phrase, “Any experience that does not violate
expectation is not worthy of the name experience.” And yet somehow, the rents
that these violations cause in the fabric of my experience are magically repaired,
and I face the next day a bit changed but still the same person.

That this is a learning process is perhaps better illustrated by the nonlearning
postures that can result from the interplay between expectation and experience.
To focus so sharply on continuity and certainty that one is blinded to the
shadowy penumbra of doubt and uncertainty is to risk dogmatism and rigidity,
the inability to learn from new experiences. Or conversely, to have continuity
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continuously shaken by the vicissitudes of new experience is to be left paralyzed
by insecurity, incapable of effective action. From the perspective of
epistemological philosophy, Pepper (1942) shows that both these postures—
dogmatism and absolute skepticism—are inadequate foundations for the creation
of valid knowledge systems. He proposes instead that an attitude of
provisionalism, or what he calls partial skepticism, be the guide for inquiry and
learning (see Chapter 5, pp. 162-163).

The fact that learning is a continuous process grounded in experience has
important educational implications. Put simply, it implies that all learning is
relearning. How easy and tempting it is in designing a course to think of the
learner’s mind as being as blank as the paper on which we scratch our outline.
Yet this is not the case. Everyone enters every learning situation with more or
less articulate ideas about the topic at hand. We are all psychologists, historians,
and atomic physicists. It is just that some of our theories are more crude and
incorrect than others. But to focus solely on the refinement and validity of these
theories misses the point. The important point is that the people we teach have
held these beliefs whatever their quality and that until now they have used them
whenever the situation called for them to be atomic physicists, historians, or
whatever.

Thus, one’s job as an educator is not only to implant new ideas but also to dispose
of or modify old ones. In many cases, resistance to new ideas stems from their
conflict with old beliefs that are inconsistent with them. If the education process
begins by bringing out the learner’s beliefs and theories, examining and testing
them, and then integrating the new, more refined ideas into the person’s belief
systems, the learning process will be facilitated. Piaget (see Elkind, 1970, Chapter
3) has identified two mechanisms by which new ideas are adopted by an
individual—integration and substitution. Ideas that evolve through integration
tend to become highly stable parts of the person’s conception of the world. On the
other hand, when the content of a concept changes by means of substitution,
there is always the possibility of a reversion to the earlier level of
conceptualization and understanding, or to a dual theory of the world where
espoused theories learned through substitution are incongruent with theories-in-
use that are more integrated with the person’s total conceptual and attitudinal
view of the world. It is this latter outcome that stimulated Argyris and Schon’s
inquiry into the effectiveness of professional education:
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We thought the trouble people have in learning new theories may stem not
so much from the inherent difficulty of the new theories as from the
existing theories people have that already determine practices. We call
their operational theories of action theories-in-use to distinguish them from
the espoused theories that are used to describe and justify behavior. We
wondered whether the difficulty in learning new theories of action is
related to a disposition to protect the old theory-in-use. [Argyris and Schon,
1974, p. viii]

The Process of Learning Requires the Resolution of Conflicts between
Dialectically Opposed Modes of Adaptation to the World

Each of the three models of experiential learning describes conflicts between
opposing ways of dealing with the world, suggesting that learning results from
resolution of these conflicts. The Lewinian model emphasizes two such
dialectics—the conflict between concrete experience and abstract concepts and
the conflict between observation and action.z For Dewey, the major dialectic is
between the impulse that gives ideas their “moving force” and reason that gives
desire its direction. In Piaget’s framework, the twin processes of accommodation
of ideas to the external world and assimilation of experience into existing
conceptual structures are the moving forces of cognitive development. In Paulo
Freire’s work, the dialectic nature of learning and adaptation is encompassed in
his concept of praxis, which he defines as “reflection and action upon the world
in order to transform it” (1974, p. 36). Central to the concept of praxis is the
process of “naming the world,” which is both active—in the sense that naming
something transforms it—and reflective—in that our choice of words gives
meaning to the world around us. This process of naming the world is
accomplished through dialogue among equals, a joint process of inquiry and
learning that Freire sets against the banking concept of education described
earlier:

2. The concept of dialectic relationship is used advisedly in this work. The long
history and changing usages of this term, and particularly the emotional and
idealogical connotations attending its usage in some contexts, may cause some
confusion for the reader. However, no other term expresses as well the
relationship between learning orientations described here—that of mutually
opposed and conflicting processes the results of each of which cannot be
explained by the other, but whose merger through confrontation of the conflict
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between them results in a higher order process that transcends and encompasses
them both. This definition comes closest to Hegel’s use of the term but does not
imply total acceptance of the Hegelian epistemology (compare Chapter 5, p. 155).

As we attempt to analyze dialogue as a human phenomenon, we discover
something which is the essence of dialogue itself: the word. But the word is
more than just an instrument which makes dialogue possible; accordingly,
we must seek its constitutive elements. Within the word we find two
dimensions, reflection and action, in such radical interaction that if one is
sacrificed—even in part—the other immediately suffers. There is no true
word that is not at the same time a praxis. Thus, to speak a true word is to
transform the world.

An unauthentic word, one which is unable to transform reality, results
when dichotomy is imposed upon its constitutive elements. When a word is
deprived of its dimension of action, reflection automatically suffers as well;
and the word is changed into idle chatter, into verbalism, into an alienated
and alienating “blah.” It becomes an empty word, one which cannot
denounce the world, for denunciation is impossible without a commitment
to transform, and there is no transformation without action.

On the other hand, if action is emphasized exclusively, to the detriment of
reflection, the word is converted into activism. The latter—action for
action’s sake—negates the true praxis and makes dialogue impossible.
Either dichotomy, by creating unauthentic forms of existence, creates also
unauthentic forms of thought, which reinforce the original dichotomy.

Human existence cannot be silent, nor can it be nourished by false words,
but only by true words, with which men transform the world. To exist,
humanly, is to name the world, to change it. Once named, the world in its
turn reappears to the namers as a problem and requires of them a new
naming. Men are not built in silence, but in word, in work, in action-
reflection.

But while to say the true word—which is work, which is praxis—is to
transform the world, saying that word is not the privilege of some few
men, but the right of every man. Consequently, no one can say a true word
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alone—nor can he say it for another, in a prescriptive act which robs
others of their words. [Freire, 1974, pp. 75, 76]

All the models above suggest the idea that learning is by its very nature a tension-
and conflict-filled process. New knowledge, skills, or attitudes are achieved
through confrontation among four modes of experiential learning. Learners, if
they are to be effective, need four different kinds of abilities—concrete
experience abilities (CE), reflective observation abilities (RO), abstract
conceptualization abilities (AC), and active experimentation (AE) abilities. That is,
they must be able to involve themselves fully, openly, and without bias in new
experiences (CE). They must be able to reflect on and observe their experiences
from many perspectives (RO). They must be able to create concepts that integrate
their observations into logically sound theories (AC), and they must be able to use
these theories to make decisions and solve problems (AE). Yet this ideal is difficult
to achieve. How can one act and reflect at the same time? How can one bhe
concrete and immediate and still be theoretical? Learning requires abilities that
are polar opposites, and the learner, as a result, must continually choose which
set of learning abilities he or she will bring to bear in any specific learning
situation. More specifically, there are two primary dimensions to the learning
process. The first dimension represents the concrete experiencing of events at
one end and abstract conceptualization at the other. The other dimension has
active experimentation at one extreme and reflective observation at the other.
Thus, in the process of learning, one moves in varying degrees from actor to
observer, and from specific involvement to general analytic detachment.

In addition, the way in which the conflicts among the dialectically opposed modes
of adaptation get resolved determines the level of learning that results. If conflicts
are resolved by suppression of one mode and/or dominance by another, learning
tends to be specialized around the dominant mode and limited in areas
controlled by the dominated mode. For example, in Piaget’s model, imitation is
the result when accommodation processes dominate, and play results when
assimilation dominates. Or for Freire, dominance of the active mode results in
“activism,” and dominance of the reflective mode results in “verbalism.”

However, when we consider the higher forms of adaptation—the process of
creativity and personal development—conflict among adaptive modes needs to
be confronted and integrated into a creative synthesis. Nearly every account of
the creative process, from Wallas’s (1926) four-stage model of incorporation,
incubation, insight, and verification, has recognized the dialectic conflicts
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involved in creativity. Bruner (1966a), in his essay on the conditions of creativity,
emphasizes the dialectic tension between abstract detachment and concrete
involvement. For him, the creative act is a product of detachment and
commitment, of passion and decorum, and of a freedom to be dominated by the
object of one’s inquiry. At the highest stages of development, the adaptive
commitment to learning and creativity produces a strong need for integration of
the four adaptive modes. Development in one mode precipitates development in
the others. Increases in symbolic complexity, for example, refine and sharpen
both perceptual and behavioral possibilities. Thus, complexity and the
integration of dialectic conflicts among the adaptive modes are the hallmarks of
true creativity and growth.

Learning Is an Holistic Process of Adaptation to the World

Experiential learning is not a molecular educational concept but rather is a molar
concept describing the central process of human adaptation to the social and
physical environment. It is a holistic concept, much akin to the Jungian theory of
psychological types (Jung, 1923), in that it seeks to describe the emergence of
basic life orientations as a function of dialectic tensions between basic modes of
relating to the world. To learn is not the special province of a single specialized
realm of human functioning such as cognition or perception. It involves the
integrated functioning of the total organism—thinking, feeling, perceiving, and
behaving.

This concept of holistic adaptation is somewhat out of step with current research
trends in the behavioral sciences. Since the early years of this century and the
decline of what Gordon Allport called the “simple and sovereign” theories of
human behavior, the trend in the behavioral sciences has been away from
theories such as those of Freud and his followers that proposed to explain the
totality of human functioning by focusing on the interrelatedness among human
processes such as thought, emotion, perception, and so on. Research has instead
tended to specialize in more detailed exploration and description of particular
processes and subprocesses of human adaptation—perception, person
perception, attribution, achievement motivation, cognition, memory—the list
could go on and on. The fruit of this labor has been bountiful. Because of this
intensive specialized research, we now know a vast amount about human
behavior, so much that any attempt to integrate and do justice to all this diverse
knowledge seems impossible. Any holistic theory proposed today could not be
simple and would certainly not be sovereign. Yet if we are to understand human



behavior, particularly in any practical way, we must in some way put together all
the pieces that have been so carefully analyzed. In addition to knowing how we
think and how we feel, we must also know when behavior is governed by thought
and when by feeling. In addition to addressing the nature of specialized human
functions, experiential learning theory is also concerned with how these
functions are integrated by the person into a holistic adaptive posture toward the
world.

Learning is the major process of human adaptation. This concept of learning is
considerably broader than that commonly associated with the school classroom.
It occurs in all human settings, from schools to the workplace, from the research
laboratory to the management board room, in personal relationships and the
aisles of the local grocery. It encompasses all life stages, from childhood to
adolescence, to middle and old age. Therefore it encompasses other, more limited
adaptive concepts such as creativity, problem solving, decision making, and
attitude change that focus heavily on one or another of the basic aspects of
adaptation. Thus, creativity research has tended to focus on the divergent
(concrete and reflective) factors in adaptation such as tolerance for ambiguity,
metaphorical thinking, and flexibility, whereas research on decision making has
emphasized more convergent (abstract and active) adaptive factors such as the
rational evaluation of solution alternatives.

The cyclic description of the experiential learning process is mirrored in many of
the specialized models of the adaptive process. The common theme in all these
models is that all forms of human adaptation approximate scientific inquiry, a
point of view articulated most thoroughly by the late George Kelly (1955). Dewey,
Lewin, and Piaget in one way or another seem to take the scientific method as
their model for the learning process; or to put it another way, they see in the
scientific method the highest philosophical and technological refinement of the
basic processes of human adaptation. The scientific method, thus, provides a
means for describing the holistic integration of all human functions.

Figure 2.4 shows the experiential learning cycle in the center circle and a model
of the scientific inquiry process in the outer circle (Kolb, 1978), with models of the
problem-solving process (Pounds, 1965), the decision-making process (Simon,
1947), and the creative process (Wallas, 1926) in between. Although the models all
use different terms, there is a remarkable similarity in concept among them. This
similarity suggests that there may be great payoff in the integration of findings
from these specialized areas into a single general adaptive model such as that
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proposed by experiential learning theory. Bruner’s work on a theory of
instruction (1966b) shows one example of this potential payoff. His integration of
research on cognitive processes, problem solving, and learning theory provided a
rich new perspective for the conduct of education.
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Figure 2.4 Similarities Among Conceptions of Basic Adaptive Processes:
Inquiry/Research, Creativity, Decision Making, Problem Solving, Learning

When learning is conceived as a holistic adaptive process, it provides conceptual
bridges across life situations such as school and work, portraying learning as a



continuous, lifelong process. Similarly, this perspective highlights the similarities
among adaptive/learning activities that are commonly called by specialized
names—Ilearning, creativity, problem solving, decision making, and scientific
research. Finally, learning conceived holistically includes adaptive activities that
vary in their extension through time and space. Typically, an immediate reaction
to a limited situation or problem is not thought of as learning but as performance.
Similarly at the other extreme, we do not commonly think of long-term
adaptations to one’s total life situation as learning but as development. Yet
performance, learning, and development, when viewed from the perspectives of
experiential learning theory, form a continuum of adaptive postures to the
environment, varying only in their degree of extension in time and space.
Performance is limited to short-term adaptations to immediate circumstance,
learning encompasses somewhat longer-term mastery of generic classes of
situations, and development encompasses lifelong adaptations to one’s total life
situation (compare Chapter 6).

Learning Involves Transactions between the Person and the Environment

So stated, this proposition must seem obvious. Yet strangely enough, its
implications seem to have been widely ignored in research on learning and
practice in education, replaced instead by a person-centered psychological view
of learning. The casual observer of the traditional educational process would
undoubtedly conclude that learning was primarily a personal, internal process
requiring only the limited environment of books, teacher, and classroom. Indeed,
the wider “real-world” environment at times seems to be actively rejected by
educational systems at all levels.

There is an analogous situation in psychological research on learning and
development. In theory, stimulus-response theories of learning describe
relationships between environmental stimuli and responses of the organism. But
in practice, most of this research involves treating the environmental stimuli as
independent variables manipulated artificially by the experimenter to determine
their effect on dependent response characteristics. This approach has had two
outcomes. The first is a tendency to perceive the person-environment
relationship as one-way, placing great emphasis on how environment shapes
behavior with little regard for how behavior shapes the environment. Second, the
models of learning are essentially decontextualized and lacking in what Egon
Brunswick (1943) called ecological validity. In the emphasis on scientific control
of environmental conditions, laboratory situations were created that bore little
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resemblance to the environment of real life, resulting in empirically validated
models of learning that accurately described behavior in these artificial settings
but could not easily be generalized to subjects in their natural environment. It is
not surprising to me that the foremost proponent of this theory of learning would
be fascinated by the creation of Utopian societies such as Walden II (Skinner,
1948); for the only way to apply the results of these studies is to make the world a
laboratory, subject to “experimenter” control (compare Elms, 1981).

Similar criticisms have been made of developmental psychology. Piaget’s work,
for example, has been criticized for its failure to take account of environmental
and cultural circumstances (Cole, 1971). Speaking of developmental psychology in
general, Bronfenbrenner states, “Much of developmental psychology as it now
exists is the science of the strange behavior of children in strange situations with
strange adults for the briefest possible periods of time” (1977, p. 19).

In experiential learning theory, the transactional relationship between the
person and the environment is symbolized in the dual meanings of the

term experience—one subjective and personal, referring to the person’s internal
state, as in “the experience of joy and happiness,” and the other objective and
environmental, as in, “He has 20 years of experience on this job.” These two
forms of experience interpenetrate and interrelate in very complex ways, as, for
example, in the old saw, “He doesn’t have 20 years of experience, but one year
repeated 20 times.” Dewey describes the matter this way:

Experience does not go on simply inside a person. It does go on there, for it
influences the formation of attitudes of desire and purpose. But this is not
the whole of the story. Every genuine experience has an active side which
changes in some degree the objective conditions under which experiences
are had. The difference between civilization and savagery, to take an
example on a large scale, is found in the degree in which previous
experiences have changed the objective conditions under which
subsequent experiences take place. The existence of roads, of means of
rapid movement and transportation, tools, implements, furniture, electric
light and power, are illustrations. Destroy the external conditions of
present civilized experience, and for a time our experience would relapse
into that of barbaric peoples. . ..

The word “interaction” assigns equal rights to both factors in experience—
objective and internal conditions. Any normal experience is an interplay of
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these two sets of conditions. Taken together . .. they form what we call a
situation.

The statement that individuals live in a world means, in the concrete, that
they live in a series of situations. And when it is said that they live in these
situations, the meaning of the word “in” is different from its meaning when
it is said that pennies are “in” a pocket or paint is “in” a can. It means, once
more, that interaction is going on between an individual and objects and
other persons. The conceptions of situation and of interaction are
inseparable from each other. An experience is always what it is because of
a transaction taking place between an individual and what, at the time,
constitutes his environment, whether the latter consists of persons with
whom he is talking about some topic or event, the subject talked about
being also a part of the situation; the book he is reading (in which his
environing conditions at the time may be England or ancient Greece or an
imaginary region); or the materials of an experiment he is performing. The
environment, in other words, is whatever conditions interact with personal
needs, desires, purposes, and capacities to create the experience which is
had. Even when a person builds a castle in the air he is interacting with the
objects which he constructs in fancy. [Dewey, 1938, pp. 39, 42-43]

Although Dewey refers to the relationship between the objective and subjective
conditions of experience as an “interaction,” he is struggling in the last portion of
the quote above to convey the special, complex nature of the relationship. The
word transaction is more appropriate than interaction to describe the
relationship between the person and the environment in experiential learning
theory, because the connotation of interaction is somehow too mechanical,
involving unchanging separate entities that become intertwined but retain their
separate identities. This is why Dewey attempts to give special meaning to the
word in. The concept of transaction implies a more fluid, interpenetrating
relationship between objective conditions and subjective experience, such that
once they become related, both are essentially changed.

Lewin recognized this complexity, even though he chose to sidestep it in his
famous theoretical formulation, B = f (P, E), indicating that behavior is a function
of the person and the environment without any specification as to the specific
mathematical nature of that function. The position taken in this work is similar to
that of Bandura (1978)—namely, that personal characteristics, environmental
influences, and behavior all operate in reciprocal determination, each factor
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influencing the others in an interlocking fashion. The concept of reciprocally
determined transactions between person and learning environment is central to
the laboratory-training method of experiential learning. Learning in T-groups is
seen to result not simply from responding to a fixed environment but from the
active creation by the learners of situations that meet their learning objectives:

The essence of this learning experience is a transactional process in which
the members negotiate as each attempts to influence or control the stream
of events and to satisfy his personal needs. Individuals learn to the extent
that they expose their needs, values, and behavior patterns so that
perceptions and reactions can be exchanged. Behavior thus becomes the
currency for transaction. The amount each invests helps to determine the
return. [Bradford, 1964, p. 192]

Learning in this sense is an active, self-directed process that can be applied not
only in the group setting but in everyday life.

Learning Is the Process of Creating Knowledge

To understand learning, we must understand the nature and forms of human
knowledge and the processes whereby this knowledge is created. It has already
been emphasized that this process of creation occurs at all levels of
sophistication, from the most advanced forms of scientific research to the child’s
discovery that a rubber ball bounces. Knowledge is the result of the transaction
between social knowledge and personal knowledge. The former, as Dewey noted,
is the civilized objective accumulation of previous human cultural experience,
whereas the latter is the accumulation of the individual person’s subjective life
experiences. Knowledge results from the transaction between these objective and
subjective experiences in a process called learning. Hence, to understand
knowledge, we must understand the psychology of the learning process, and to
understand learning, we must understand epistemology—the origins, nature,
methods, and limits of knowledge. Piaget makes the following comments on these
last points:

Psychology thus occupies a key position, and its implications become
increasingly clear. The very simple reason for this is that if the sciences of
nature explain the human species, humans in turn explain the sciences of
nature, and it is up to psychology to show us how. Psychology, in fact,
represents the junction of two opposite directions of scientific thought that
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are dialectically complementary. It follows that the system of sciences
cannot be arranged in a linear order, as many people beginning with
Auguste Comte have attempted to arrange them. The form that
characterizes the system of sciences is that of a circle, or more precisely
that of a spiral as it becomes ever larger. In fact, objects are known only
through the subject, while the subject can know himself or herself only by
acting on objects materially and mentally. Indeed, if objects are
innumerable and science indefinitely diverse, all knowledge of the subject
brings us back to psychology, the science of the subject and the subject’s
actions.

... it is impossible to dissociate psychology from epistemology . .. how is
knowledge acquired, how does it increase, and how does it become
organized or reorganized? . .. The answers we find, and from which we
can only choose by more or less refining them, are necessarily of the
following three types: Either knowledge comes exclusively from the object,
or it is constructed by the subject alone, or it results from multiple
interactions between the subject and the object—but what interactions and
in what form? Indeed, we see at once that these are epistemological
solutions stemming from empiricism, apriorism, or diverse interactionism.
... [Piaget, 1978, p. 651]

It is surprising that few learning and cognitive researchers other than Piaget have
recognized the intimate relationship between learning and knowledge and hence
recognized the need for epistemological as well as psychological inquiry into
these related processes. In my own research and practice with experiential
learning, I have been impressed with the very practical ramifications of the
epistemological perspective. In teaching, for example, I have found it essential to
take into account the nature of the subject matter in deciding how to help
students learn the material at hand. Trying to develop skills in empathic listening
is a different educational task, requiring a different teaching approach from that
of teaching fundamentals of statistics. Similarly, in consulting work with
organizations, [ have often seen barriers to communication and problem solving
that at root are epistemologically based—that is, based on conflicting
assumptions about the nature of knowledge and truth.

The theory of experiential learning provides a perspective from which to
approach these practical problems, suggesting a typology of different knowledge
systems that results from the way the dialectic conflicts between adaptive modes
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of concrete experience and abstract conceptualization and the modes of active
experimentation and reflective observation are characteristically resolved in
different fields of inquiry (compare Chapter 5). This approach draws on the work
of Stephen Pepper (1942, 1966), who proposes a system for describing the
different viable forms of social knowledge. This system is based on what Pepper
calls world hypotheses. World hypotheses correspond to metaphysical systems
that define assumptions and rules for the development of refined knowledge
from common sense. Pepper maintains that all knowledge systems are
refinements of common sense based on different assumptions about the nature
of knowledge and truth. In this process of refinement he sees a basic dilemma.
Although common sense is always applicable as a means of explaining an
experience, it tends to be imprecise. Refined knowledge, on the other hand, is
precise but limited in its application or generalizability because it is based on
assumptions or world hypotheses. Thus, common sense requires the criticism of
refined knowledge, and refined knowledge requires the security of common
sense, suggesting that all social knowledge requires an attitude of partial
skepticism in its interpretation.

Summary: A Definition of Learning

Even though definitions have a way of making things seem more certain than
they are, it may be useful to summarize this chapter on the characteristics of the
experiential learning process by offering a working definition of

learning.: Learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the
transformation of experience. This definition emphasizes several critical aspects
of the learning process as viewed from the experiential perspective. First is the
emphasis on the process of adaptation and learning as opposed to content or
outcomes. Second is that knowledge is a transformation process, being
continuously created and recreated, not an independent entity to be acquired or
transmitted. Third, learning transforms experience in both its objective and
subjective forms. Finally, to understand learning, we must understand the nature
of knowledge, and vice versa.

3. From this point on, I will drop the modifier “experiential” in referring to the
learning process described in this chapter. When other theories of learning are
discussed, they will be identified as such.
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Update and Reflections
The Learning Cycle and the Learning Spiral

The people who ‘learn by experience’ often make great messes of their lives,
that is, if they apply what they have learned from a past incident to the
present, deciding from certain appearances that the circumstances are the
same, forgetting that no two situations can ever be the same. . .. All that I
am, all that life has made me, every past experience that I have had—woven
into the tissue of my life—I must give to the new experience. That past
experience has indeed not been useless, but its use is not in guiding present
conduct by past situations. We must put everything we can into each fresh
experience, but we shall not get the same things out which we put in if it is a
fruitful experience, if it is part of our progressing life .. .. We integrate our
experience, and then the richer human being that we are goes into the new
experience; again we give ourself and always by giving rise above the old self.

—Mary Parker Follett, 1924, pp. 136-137

Chapter 2 defines the experiential learning cycle particularly as represented in
the theories of Lewin and Dewey. It further suggests that Piaget’s more linear
model of development is consistent with the learning cycle adding his two
dialectical dimensions of concrete phenomenalism/abstract constructionism and
active ego-centrism/internalized reflection.

The learning cycle and the concept of learning style are the most widely known
and used concepts in experiential learning theory; although there is considerable
confusion and misunderstanding of the concepts often resulting from being taken
out of the context of the wider experiential learning theory framework. This
update will address these issues with regard to the learning cycle (the Chapter

4 update will do so for the concept of learning style).

Understanding the Learning Cycle

In its most current statement (Kolb and Kolb, 2013) experiential learning theory
is described as a dynamic view of learning based on a learning cycle driven by
the resolution of the dual dialectics of action/reflection and
experience/abstraction. Learning is defined as “the process whereby knowledge


https://learning.oreilly.com/library/view/experiential-learning-experience/9780133892512/ch02.html#ch02
https://learning.oreilly.com/library/view/experiential-learning-experience/9780133892512/ch04.html#ch04
https://learning.oreilly.com/library/view/experiential-learning-experience/9780133892512/ch04.html#ch04
https://learning.oreilly.com/library/view/experiential-learning-experience/9780133892512/bib.html#biblio286

is created through the transformation of experience” (Chapter 2, p. 49).
Knowledge results from the combination of grasping and transforming
experience. Grasping experience refers to the process of taking in information,
and transforming experience is how individuals interpret and act on that
information. The experiential learning theory learning model portrays two
dialectically related modes of grasping experience—Concrete Experience (CE) and
Abstract Conceptualization (AC)—and two dialectically related modes of
transforming experience—Reflective Observation (RO) and Active
Experimentation (AE). Learning arises from the resolution of creative tension
among these four learning modes. This process is portrayed as an idealized
learning cycle or spiral where the learner “touches all the bases”—experiencing
(CE), reflecting (RO), thinking (AC), and acting (AE)—in a recursive process that is
sensitive to the learning situation and what is being learned. Immediate or
concrete experiences are the basis for observations and reflections. These
reflections are assimilated and distilled into abstract concepts from which new
implications for action can be drawn. These implications can be actively tested
and serve as guides in creating new experiences (see Figure 2.5).
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Figure 2.5 The Experiential Learning Cycle

This cycle of learning has been widely used and adapted in the design and
conduct of countless educational programs. A Google image search of “learning
cycle” produces a seemingly endless array of reproductions and variations of the
cycle from around the world.

While I have been personally gratified by the scholarship and pragmatic utility
generated by the concept, others have been alarmed and concerned by its
apparent simplicity and failure to “problematize” experience. Reijo Miettinen
asks, “Why is this conception so popular within adult education? . .. Perhaps the
idea of experiential learning forms an attractive package for adult educators. It
combines spontaneity, feeling, and deep individual insights with the possibility of
rational thought and reflection. It maintains the humanistic belief in every
individual’s capacity to grow and learn, so important for the concept of lifelong
learning. It comprises a positive ideology that is evidently important for adult
education. However, I fear that the price of this package for adult education and



research is high . . . the belief in an individual’s capabilities and his individual
experience leads us away from the analysis of cultural and social conditions of
learning that are essential to any serious enterprise of fostering change and
learning in real life.” (2000, pp. 70-71). In an editorial in the Adult Education
Quarterly, the editors echo this concern about the “unquestioned notion of
experience in the pragmatic tradition”: “Kolb’s learning cycle has become as
ubiquitous as Maslow’s hierarchical triangle. This is not just unfortunate, but
limiting, because it restricts the way we see and understand experience which
thus limits the way we can learn in-from-to experience” (Wilson and Hayes, 2002,
p. 174).

In a way I also, on occasion, have been disturbed by oversimplified
interpretations and applications of the learning cycle. Many times this seems to
be because the cycle has been taken out of the wider context of experiential
learning theory, and/or I have failed to explain my perspective adequately.

The Adult Education Quarterly editors should not be worried, for among the
thousands of scholarly articles published about experiential learning theory, I
have found over 50 that have examined and critiqued experiential learning
theory from their perspective as well as others. The views expressed represent a
wide range of opinion and theoretical orientations, sometimes contradicting each
other. Collectively they open a valuable conversation about the future of
experiential learning research and practice. Experiential Learning was not the
first word on the subject (as we have seen in Chapter 1 and its update), and it
certainly was not intended to be the last. With the help of the thoughtful critiques
I will address some of these views from my perspective today.

The learning cycle describes an individual model of learning that ignores the
historical, cultural, and social context of learning. Some critics (HopKkins,

1993; Seaman, 2008; Reynolds, 1997, 1998; Michelson, 1997, 1998, 1999; Fenwick,
2000, 2003) along with Miettinen and the journal editors have found the learning
cycle and experiential learning theory in general to be too psychological and
individualistic. Reynolds, for example, says experiential learning theory “is highly
individualizing, and its psychological perspective, whether orthodox or humanist,
ignores or downgrades the social context . .. being psychological in conception it
takes little or no account of the meaning of difference in terms of social or
political process” (1997, p. 128).

Michelson poses her critique from a broader historical perspective suggesting:
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“that mainstream theories of experiential learning . . . rest on an
interiorized subjectivity that emerged only with the Enlightenment, when
inner consciousness came to be seen as a ‘space’ to be explored, a realm
separate from and discontinuous with any external reality . .. (and)
reproduce the Enlightenment relationship between psychic and cognitive
interiority and political and economic agency. Just as in the writings of
Locke, the autonomy of privatized inner experience is what grounds our
rights and liberties under the social contract: according to David Kolb, the
fact that we are ‘still learning from our experience’ means that ‘we are
free’ and able to ‘chart the course of our own destiny’ (Kolb, 1984, p. 109).
Indeed, the conjoining of privatized experience with the claims to political
agency is made explicit in the quotation by John Dewey with which Kolb
(1984, p. 1) begins Experiential Learning: ‘The modern discovery of inner
experience, of a realm of purely personal events that are always at the
individual’s command and that are his [sic] exclusively ... is also a great
and liberating discovery. It implies a new worth and sense of dignity in
human individuality’” (1999, p. 144).

Agreeing with Dewey, my aim for experiential learning theory was to create a
model for explaining how individuals learn and to empower learners to trust
their own experience and gain mastery over their own learning. My
psychological training as a personality theorist has made me a great advocate of
individuality. Each of us is deeply unique, and we have an imperative to embrace
and express that uniqueness, for the good of ourselves and for the world. Martha
Graham said it well, “There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening, that
is translated through you into action, and because there is only one of you in all
time, this expression is unique, and if you block it, it will never exist through any
other medium and will be lost.” Individuality is different than individualism,
which is egocentric. In individualism, “the individual is not viewed as an integral
part of his or her social world; the feeling of belonging to a group is not seen as
giving life purpose and direction. Rather society is viewed as either corrupting or
civilizing our basically asocial nature” (Guisinger and Blatt, 1994, p. 105).

Individuality and relatedness in experiential learning theory are poles of a
fundamental dialectic of development, “. .. the capacities to form a mutual
relationship with another, to participate in society, and to be dedicated to one’s
own self-interest and expression emerge out of the integration and consolidation
of individuality and relatedness in the development of a self-identity . . .”
(Guisinger and Blatt, 1994, pp. 108-109). Similarly, Susanne Cook-Greuter (1999)
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and David Bakan (1966) argue that there is a human need to fulfill the double
goals of autonomy (differentiation, independence, mastery) and homonomy
(integration, participation, belonging).

It is true that Experiential Learning is not a discourse on social and political
factors that influence what people learn and believe in the tradition of critical
theory. This was not my purpose, though I believe that experiential learning
theory is not incompatible with these approaches. Both views together enhance
our full understanding of experiential learning. Among the experiential learning
theory foundational scholars, Dewey and Follett were leaders in the Progressive
movement, and Freire’s life was one of struggle for social justice in his country.
Vygotsky’s work is foundational for activity theory and social constructivism.
From their contributions, experiential learning theory has much to offer critical
cultural theory in pedagogy, feminist theory, post-structural scholarship, social
constructionism, post-colonial, and indigenous culture studies.

The learning cycle is constructivist and cognitivist. These terms have been
used to characterize the learning cycle as portraying learning in a way that
separates the individual from the environment. Fenwick defines constructivism
as a process where “the learner reflects on lived experience and then interprets
and generalizes this experience to form mental structures. These structures are
knowledge, stored in memory as concepts that can be represented, expressed,
and transferred to new situations (2000, p. 248). . . . In the constructivist view, the
learner is still viewed as fundamentally autonomous from his or her
surroundings. The learner moves through context, is in it and affected by it, but
the learner’s meanings still exist in the learner’s head and move with the learner
from one context to the next. Knowledge is thus a substance, a third thing created
from the learner’s interaction with other actors and objects and bounded in the
learner’s head. Social relations of power exercised through language or cultural
practices are not theorized as part of knowledge construction” (2000, p. 250).

Michelson seems to ignore the holistic characteristic of experiential learning
theory (Chapter 2, pp. 43-45) when she argues that the constructivism of the
learning cycle portrays learning as occuring in the mind alone, “. .. the mind
accesses information about the world and uses that information to produce
learning. The body functions essentially as sensate medium and testing
instrument, while the emotions and the spirit do not participate at all” (1997, p.
48).
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Constructivism, of course, originated in the work of Piaget and Vygotsky whose
ideas play a big role in experiential learning theory. However, I modified the
constructivist view in significant ways (see Chapter 3, p. 66; Chapter 6, pp. 201-
205). Holman, Pavlica, and Thorpe use the somewhat pejorative term “cognitivist”
preferred by critical theorists and social constructionists to at first acknowledge
these modifications and then discount them, “KELT is rarely linked to, and often
considered fundamentally different from cognitive learning schools. Indeed Kolb
himself has sought to distance his theory from a strict Paigetiatian cognitivism by
stressing its roots in pragmaticism and social action theories. . .. However, while
KELT may have its roots in Dewey and Lewin, Kolb’s reworking of these and
other theorists upon whom he draws embeds his work in a number of cognitivist
assumptions which relate to the nature of self and thought . .. to produce a work
that is fundametally cognitivist” (1997, p. 136). The “cognitivist assumptions” they
cite include the person is independent of the social/historical/cultural context,
representational thinking and mental process can be studied in isolation.

What I think the critics from this perspective have missed in their reading

of Experiential Learning is the posited transactional relationship of the individual
and the social environment. The Gestalt foundational scholars, Kurt Lewin and
Mary Parker Follett, William James (radical empiricism), and John Dewey
(depiction of the difference between interaction and transaction), all portray an
embedded and integrated view of the individual and the world that stands in
contrast to Piaget’s description of an individual developmental process that is
universal across contexts (see Chapter 6, pp. 201-205). In the section describing
learning as a transaction between the person and environment in Chapter

2 (pp. 45-48), I summarize the issue: “The word transaction is more appropriate
than interaction to describe the relationship between the person and the
environment in experiential learning theory because the connotation

of interaction is somehow too mechanical, involving unchanging separate
identities that become intertwined but retain their separate identities . .. The
concept of transaction implies a more fluid interpenetrating relationship
between objective conditions and subjective experience, such that once they
become related, both are essentially changed.” (See “The Learning Spiral” section
below.) Mary Parker Follett describes this process which she calls “circular
response” in human relationships: “Through circular response we are creating
each other all the time . .. Accurately speaking the matter cannot be expressed by
the phrase used above, I-plus-you meeting you-plus-me. It is I plus the-
interweaving-between-you-and-me meeting you plus the-interweaving-between-
you-and-me, etc., etc. ‘I’ can never influence ‘you’ because you have already
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influenced me; that is, in the very process of meeting, by the very process of
meeting, we both become something different” (1924, pp. 62-63).

The Experiential Learning Cycle is an oversimplified view of learning
describing a mechanical step-by-step process that distorts both learning and
experience. Seaman, who calls for an end to the “Learning Cycles Era,” suggests
that “the definition of experiential learning as an orderly series of steps is either
false ... or represents only a narrow type of experiential learning. . .. The intent
of this article is not to suggest that the routine patterns used in different
experiential practices . .. should be abandoned. This approach has
unquestionably served many practitioners throughout the years. Rather, this
article has argued against the claim that experiential learning can be
fundamentally understood as equivalent to these patterns” (2008, p. 15). Others
have also viewed the distinct sequential stages of the learning cycle as an
oversimplified description of learning (DiCiantis and Kirton, 1996; Holman,
1997; Smith, 2010; Jarvis, 1987, 1995).

As I described in the introduction, I, too, initially used the learning cycle in a
simplistic way as a pragmatic tool to organize learning events. It was only after I
saw the resulting rich experience and learning that was created for learners that
I began to search for a theoretical explanation of the learning process in the work
of the experiential learning theory foundational scholars. The concept of learning
style was created later, based on the emerging theory of experiential learning.
Our observations of different styles of learning were in fact different ways of
engaging the learning cycle (Kolb and Kolb, 2013a). The insight that led me to
think that the cycle of learning from experience was more complex was the
identification of the two dialectically related dimensions of grasping experience
via concrete experience and abstract conceptualization and transforming
experience via active experimentation and reflective observation. I first noticed
the dimensions in the theories of Lewin, Dewey, Piaget, and Freire and developed
them further with the aid of Jung’s introversion/extraversion transformation
dialectic and with James’ apprehension/comprehension grasping dialectic. (For
my explanations of these dialectic dimensions and their relationship to the
learning process, see Chapter 2, pp. 40-42; Chapter 3, pp. 65-86; Chapter 5,

pp- 159-163; Chapter 6, pp. 199, 210-215; and Chapter 8, pp. 328-333.)

Introduction of the dialectic dimensions confuses structure and
process. However, for Hopkins, an avid phenomenologist, the introduction of the
dialectic structural analysis to the stage model doesn’t work: “Kolb’s theory as a
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formalistic reification of experiential process cannot withstand
phenomenological reflection . . .” (1993, p. 54) He argues with Nelson and Grinder
(1985) that my combination of structure and process doesn’t work because it fails
to “untangle” the relation between the two. Miettinen agrees that the stage model
is not helped by the introduction of the dialectic dimensions: “The phases remain
separate. . .. Kolb does not present any concept that would connect the phases to
each other. . .. Kolb continuously speaks about ‘dialectic tension’ between
experiential and conceptual. However, he resolves the tension simply by taking
both as a separate phase to his model. There is surely no dialectics in this.
Dialectic logic would show how these two are indispensable related to each other
and are determined through other” (2000, p. 61).

For me, these dialectic opposites opened a space for experiencing that embraced
the multidimensional aspects of experience and all modes of the learning cycle as
described in James’ radical empiricism and in phenomenology (Introduction, pp.
xxii—xxiii). Experiencing, reflecting, thinking, and acting are not separate
independent entities but inextricably related to one another in their dialectic
opposition. They are mutually determined and in dynamic flux. The dialectic
dimensions also formed the basis of the concept of learning style; a habit of
learning that is formed when one or more of the learning modes is preferred
over others to shape experience, resulting in a constriction and limiting of the
experiencing space around the mode(s). The ranking format of the Learning Style
Inventory was chosen precisely to describe the interdependent holistic
relationship among the modes (generating considerable controversy about the
resulting ipsativity of the data, to be discussed later in the Chapter 4 update).
Miettinen has it backwards when he says, “The separateness of the phases and
corresponding modes of learning are also based on the fact that the model is
constructed to substantiate the validity of the learning style inventory. The
construction of distinct styles makes it necessary to postulate distinct modes of
adaptation. In this way the technological starting point partly dictates the mode
and content of the ‘theoretical’ model” (2000, p. 61).

The conflicts between opposing dialectics help explain the dynamic nature of
experience (Bassechess, 1984, 2005): as in Piaget’s ongoing to-and-fro between
assimilating experiences into existing concepts and accommodation of concepts
to new experiences, or in Dewey’s recursive uniting of desire and idea to form
purpose. There may be pragmatic utility in organizing education around an
idealized cycle that begins with concrete experience, is followed by reflection
alone or with others, introducing concepts and theory to organize and conclude
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the meaning of the experience, and then concludes with action to test the
conclusions in new experience. However, as learners, our experiences are seldom
so orderly. In one moment we may be lost in thought only to be jolted to
awareness of a dramatic event, sparking immediate action or cautious
observation depending on our habit of learning. Our learning style may dictate
where we begin a process of learning and/or the context may shape it. Learning
usually does not happen in one big cycle but in numerous small cycles or partial
cycles. Thinking and reflection can continue for some time before acting and
experiencing. Experiencing and reflecting can also continue through much
iteration before concluding in action.

The primary importance of reflection for learning and development is not
emphasized. A number of important experiential learning theorists such as
David Boud (Boud, Keogh, and Walker, 1985; Boud and Miller, 1996), Jack
Mezirow (1990, 1996), Stephen Brookfield (1987, 1995), and Donald Schon (1983)
place reflection as the primary source of the transformation that leads to learning
and development. Unlike these advocates of reflective practice, reflection in
experiential learning theory is not the sole determinant of learning and
development but is one facet of a holistic process of learning from experience
that includes experiencing, reflecting, thinking, and acting. As we have seen, the
shock of direct concrete experience may be necessary to initiate it. Reflection in
isolation can become retroflection, a turning in on itself that isolates the learners
in their own self-confirming world unable to reach conclusions or test them in
action. When reflection is structured in a critical theory framework, Kegan (1994)
and Kayes (2002) have argued that it can have dysfunctional effects. “Critical
approaches may help individuals gain insight into their social context, but this
often leaves the individual stranded in a complex world without the appropriate
tools to reorder this complexity. The newly ‘emancipated’ may experience more
repression that ever as they become stripped of their own capacity to respond to
new, more challenging demands that come with emancipation” (Kayes, 2002, p.
142).

Mary Parker Follett (1924) stresses the intimate relationship between experience,
action, and reflection. “We often hear people talk of the interpretation of
experience as if we first had an experience and then interpreted it, but there is a
closer and different connection between these two; my behavior in that
experience is as much a part of my interpretation as my reflection upon it
afterwards; my intellectual, post-facto, reflective interpretation is only part of the
story.” Reflection also requires cognitive complexity and the capacity for critical
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thinking, the abstract conceptualization phase of the learning cycle. Deep
reflection requires a rich and integrated cognitive structure to be able to adopt
different perspectives and analytical strategies.

In experiential learning theory reflection is defined as the internal
transformation of experience. This broad definition includes several more
specific reflective processes that vary by learning style and developmental level.
The three reflective learning styles in the KLSI 4.0 (Kolb and Kolb, 2011, 2013)
define a continuum of reflection. The Imagining style is focused on iconic
transformation of images that are still somewhat immersed in the concrete
experiences of sensation and affect. At the other extreme is the Analyzing style,
where reflection is more systematic manipulation of abstract symbols fully
independent of experience and context. In between, the Reflecting style explores
deeper meanings to integrate image and symbol.

The three stages of development in the experiential learning theory
developmental frame work—acquisition, specialization, and integration each are
characterized by different reflective processes. These processes have been
articulated most clearly by Humphrey (2009) as reflection, reframing and reform.

o Reflection. Reflection at this elementary level constitutes spontaneous
reflective observation of direct experiences. In Zull’s depiction of
experiential learning and the brain, direct sensory experiences are
connected to memories, images and emotions in the temporal integrative
cortex.

o Reframing. Dewey distinguished what he called casual spontaneous
reflection at the first level from a more intense reflective process he called
critical reflection (1933, p. 14). Critical reflection entails an examination
and critique of reflective observations from specialized theories and
analytic frameworks. The framework is used to examine assumption and
reframe issues, adopting alternative perspectives that produce a deeper
understanding. Critical reflection is often associated with critical theory
(Brookfield, 1995, 2009) and post-structural deconstruction (Fook, 2002),
frameworks for unmasking power manipulations and hidden forms of
social control. However, other disciplined systems of inquiry, for example,
aesthetics (Dewey, 1934; Rasanen, 1997), can also offer possibilities for
reframing that produce creative new perspectives.
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o Reform. Reflection at the integrative level, often referred to by Freire and
others as praxis, integrates critical reflection with the full learning cycle
producing a process whereby action is reformed by reflection and
reflection is reformed and informed by action and its consequences in
experience.

Is “Pure experience” impossible or necessary for learning? Another critique
of the learning cycle is that there is no such thing as concrete experience
independent from abstract theories and symbols (e.g., Holman, 1997; Miettinen,
2000; Seaman, 2008; Michelson, 1996; Fenwick, 2000, 2003). Indeed, it is axiomatic
among contemporary cognitive theorists that all perception is influenced by
cognitive schema. It is also true that the dialectic dimension of Concrete
Experience/Abstract Conceptualization recognizes that experience and concept
are usually related. James himself saw pure experience as the extreme pole of the
dialectic, saying, “only new-born babes, or men in semi-coma from sleep, drugs,
illnesses, or blows may be assumed to have an experience pure in the literal
sense of a that which is not yet any definite what. . . . Its purity is only a relative
term, meaning the proportional amount of un-verbalized sensation which it still
embodies” (1912, 2010, p. 94).

Taylor and Wozniak in Pure Experience suggest that the idea of pure experience is
foreign to Western thought: “The fact was, nothing in their history had prepared
Western philosophers and psychologists for radical empiricism. As the reactions
to his writings showed, it is exceptionally difficult to suspend our logical
categories and see the immediate moment shorn of our labels of it. . . . Yet we
have in James radical empiricism a position that goes right to the heart of the
Western viewpoint, exposing its limits (Taylor and Wozniak, 1996, p. xxxi).

James’ radical empiricism helps us to understand that all modes of the learning
cycle are experiences—“If we take conceptual manifolds, or memories, or fancies,
they also are in their first intention mere bits of pure experience” (1904, p. 483).
“Pure” Concrete Experience is but one special form of experience—moment-to-
moment, here-and-now consciousness: “the immediate flux of life which
furnishes the material to our later reflection with its conceptual categories.”
Dewey call this “immediate empiricism” and agreed with James, radical
empiricism that, “It is in the concrete thing as experienced that all the grounds
and clues to its own intellectual and logical rectification are contained” (1905, p.
397).
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As we saw in the Introduction Dewey saw that much experience was
conservative, habitual “empirical experience” and required being “stuck” or a
“shock” to provoke critical reflection and learning. In this he presaged
contemporary research on automaticity, suggesting that conscious acts of self-
regulation are rare and as much as 95 percent of behavior occurs automatically
without them (Baumeister et al., 1998; Baumeister and Sommer, 1997; Bargh, J. A,,
and Chartrand, 1999). This insight is of profound importance for experiential
learning. While many theorists described above, along with Dewey, have stressed
that critical reflection is of primary importance for learning from experience, we
see here that a concrete “pure” experience that violates the expectations

of previous convictions and habits of thought is necessary to activate such
reflection in the first place. This suggests that experience shorn of habit and
cultural interpretation is necessary for learning anything new. Seaman goes
further, “. . . evidence suggests that conscious reflection does not play a basic role
in experiential learning as is widely believed: research in social practice”
traditions show how people learn in experience not from or after it. ... These
findings . . . make the sentiment ‘experience alone is not the key to learning’
(Boud et al., 1985, p. 7) simply seem strange, if not misguided (2008, p. 11). While
some learning probably occurs from empirical experience, it is probably the kind
that reinforces previous conclusions or refines thought or behavior in small
ways. For bigger changes such as overcoming addiction, we see that a “shock”
that disrupts life is necessary.

There are, however, other ways beside “shock and awe” to strip a momentary
concrete experience from its judgmental habitual biases. There are two
deliberate learning practices for deep experiencing: focusing, derived from Carl
Rogers’ client-centered therapy, and mindfulness, derived from Eastern concepts
of metaphysics and psychology.

Focusing

Rogers’ nondirective therapy method brings awareness and trust of one’s inner
experience through the creation of a psychologically safe environment of
unconditional positive regard. “As the client senses and realizes that he is prized
as a person, he can slowly begin to value the different aspects of himself. Most
importantly, he can begin with much difficulty at first, to sense and to feel what is
going on within him, what he is feeling, what he is experiencing, how he is
reacting. He uses his experiencing as a direct referent to which he can turn in
forming accurate conceptualizations and as a guide to his behavior” (Rogers,
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1964, p. 163). When Eugene Gendlin (1961, 1962) studied this kind of experiencing
among clients of Rogerian and other forms of psychotherapy he discovered that
assessments of a client’s experiencing ability in the first two therapy sessions
predicted success or failure of the therapy. Experiencing ability was more
important than anything the therapist did in predicting outcomes. Gendlin calls
this “focusing,” an embodied way of experiencing that is beneath thought,
language, and emotion. When this bodily sense comes to awareness, there is a
physical change in the body, a felt shift that then can be analyzed and
conceptualized. In Focusing (1978) he developed a six-step technique to help
individuals learn how to engage in this kind of direct body experiencing.

Mindfulness

Taylor and Wozniak (1996) note that James’ radical empiricism, while foreign to
Western thinking, was highly compatible with Eastern metaphysics and
psychology; giving the example of the Theraveda Buddhist image of moment
consciousness as a string of pearls. The great Japanese Zen philosopher Kitaro
Nishida (1911, 1990), who sought to integrate Eastern and Western thought,
embraced James’ radical empiricism, making pure experience the center of his
life’s work. While for James pure experience was a philosophical concept rarely
experienced fully, for Nishida it was an experience to be lived fully and cultivated
as a path to realization of an authentic, integrated humanity: “To experience
means to know facts just as they are; to know in accordance with fact by
completely relinquishing one’s own fabrications. What we usually refer to as
experience is adulterated with some sort of thought, so by pure I am referring to
the state of experience just as it is, without the least addition of deliberative
discrimination. The moment of seeing a color or hearing a sound, for example, is
prior not only to the thought that the color or sound is the activity of an external
object or that one is sensing it, but also to the judgment of what the color or
sound might be. In this regard, pure experience is identical with direct
experience. When one directly experiences one’s own state of consciousness,
there is not yet a subject or an object, and knowing and its object are completely
united. This is the most refined type of experience” (1990, p. 3).

The practice of mindfulness aims to overcome automaticity and to reach direct,
pure experience through mindful awareness and attention. A number of Western
approaches to mindfulness have been developed in recent years. According to
Kabat-Zinn, who created a medical program called mindfulness-based stress
reduction, present moment experience is clouded by judgment and evaluation
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stemming from our needs and biases. It is “severely edited” by the habitual and
unexamined activity of thoughts and emotions (2003, p. 148). We have lenses that
we “slip unconsciously between observer and observed that filter and color, bend
and shape our view” (1994, p. 54). Brown and Ryan (2003) quote William James
who stated, “Compared to what we ought to be, we are only half awake.” They go
on to say, “Mindfulness captures a quality of consciousness that is characterized
by clarity and vividness of current experience and functioning that stands in
contrast to the mindless less ‘awake’ states of habitual or automatic functioning
that may be chronic for many individuals” (2003, p. 823). In their definition, the
mindful state involves flexible but stable awareness and attention, clear
awareness, nonconceptual and nondiscriminatory perception, an empirically-
oriented stance towards reality, and present-oriented consciousness.

The Learning Spiral

The learning cycle, of course, is not a circle but a spiral where, as T.S. Eliot
reminds us, we return again to the experience and know it anew in a continuous
recursive spiral of learning. It is this spiral of learning that embeds us in a co-
evolution of mutually transforming transactions between ourselves and the
world around us. The process is similar to Giddens’ theory of structuration (1984,
1991), which describes a dialectic between social structure and human agency
bringing a new emphasis on human agency to sociological theory. Giddens
describes The Constitution of Society as an extended reflection on a quotation by
Marx, “Men make history but not in circumstances of their own choosing” (1984,
p. xxi). We are shaped and transformed by the physical, social, and historical
forces in the world and at the same time have the capacity through our learning
and actions to transform the world in an ongoing spiral of learning.

Learning and Life

The experiential learning spiral represents the highest culmination of a learning
process that can be traced to the organization of life itself; one that even can be
seen in nonliving physical systems. In his classic compilation of the ubiquitous
presence of the spiral form in plants and animals of all kinds, Sir Theodore Cook
(1914) argues that the spiral is a key to understanding the process of life and the
living creations of the human mind. In his concluding chapter, he writes,
“Throughout our investigations this idea of energy and growth under resistance
seems consistently to be connected with the spiral, and we have found that idea
recognized in the use of the spiral as a conventional decoration not only by the
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philosophers of ancient China but even by peoples as old as the Aurignacian
civilization of 20,000 years ago. (408) . . . One of the chief beauties of the spiral as
an imaginative conception is that it is always growing, yet never covering the
same ground, so that it is not merely an explanation of the past, but is also a
prophesy of the future; and while it defines and illuminates what has already
happened, it is also leading constantly to new discoveries” (423). What a
wonderful description of the learning process!

Humberto Maturana (1970) discovered the learning spiral in his search for the
answer to his question “What is the organization of the living?” What is the
pattern of organization that characterizes all living systems and distinguishes
them from nonliving physical systems? His answer was that the organization of
the nervous system of all living things was basically circular, that living systems
are “organized in a closed circular process that allows for evolutionary change in
a way the circularity is maintained but not for the loss of the circularity itself.”
So, a spiral. He called this process autopoiesis, which means “self-making,”
emphasizing the self-referential and self-organizing nature of the network of
production processes that produce and transform one another in a continual
process of self-making. The closure of the system creates boundaries that allow
the system autonomy to shape its relationship with the world. Varela says,
“Closure means that you actually shape what counts as information in the
coupling you have with the world. Information is brought forth by the actual
activity of the organism or a cognitive system embedded in the world” (Davis,
1995, pp. 28-29).

With his colleague Francisco Varela, Maturana proceeded to develop the systems
theory of cognition arguing that cognition, the process of knowing, was identical
with autopoiesis, the process of life (Maturana and Varela, 1980, 1987). Their
definition of cognition, however, was more akin to the holistic concept of
experiential learning than the popular definition of cognition as thinking. “The
new concept of cognition, the process of knowing, is thus much broader than the
concept of thinking. It involves perception, emotion, and action—the entire
process of life. In the human realm cognition also includes language, conceptual
thinking and all the other attributes of human consciousness. The general
concept, however, does not necessarily involve thinking” (Capra, 1996, p. 175). In
fact, Maturana and Varela argue that this new cognition is present in all living
organisms, even those without brains or nervous systems.
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Ryan and Deci further suggest that autopoiesis is the foundation of the
autonomous self: “Thus, we attempt to place the idea of self back into biological
perspective by acknowledging the continuity of our active phenomenal core with
the coordinated and active nature of other entities with who we share the
condition of life. We suggest that the phenomenal self has its roots in the very
process from which organization unfolds. Although most animals lack awareness
of individuality as such, they manifest an active organization of behavior. It is
this organizational tendency that in evolutionary perspective represents the deep
structure on which the sense of self and autonomy in humans is built” (2004, p.
471).

The way in which the autopoietic cognition is a learning process is further
elaborated in the concept of structural coupling. Structural coupling defines the
way a system interacts with its environment, recurrently renewing and
recreating itself. The environment does not specify or direct structural changes in
the organism because the system is self-referential and self-maintaining, but it
triggers them. These structural changes produce changes in the future behavior
of the system and its environment. Structural coupling describes the continuing
path of the organism’s structural changes over time and thus describes the course
of the organism’s learning and development. Figure 2.6 illustrates

this autopoietic process in the life spiral of a shell. The spiral records the life
history of the shell’s path of growth around its self-referential spine. I have been
inspired by these lowly mollusks and the beautiful result of their life and learning
they leave behind.
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Figure 2.6 The Life Spiral of a Shell

The order-creating and self-maintaining characteristics of life can also be seen in
nonliving physical systems. The Belgian physicist and chemist Ira Prigogene won
the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for his discovery of dissipative structures in physical
systems. Dissipative structures arise in physical systems that are far from
equilibrium introducing unique higher order structures, creating “order out of
chaos” to quote the title of his famous book. His research caused a revision in the
then-prevailing view based on the second law of thermodynamics that the
universe was “winding down” and moving toward an ever increasing entropy.
Dissipative structures are created in this disorder and maintain and increase
their order and complexity at the expense of the disorder around them just as
living systems do. Prigogene believed that the discovery of these parallels
between living and nonliving systems could help overcome the separation of man
from nature that was fostered by Newtonian physics.

Recently Davis and Sumara (1997) and Fenwick (2000, 2003) have introduced
these ideas in what Fenwick calls the “co-emergence/enactivist perspective” on
experiential learning. She describes this approach as one that explores how
cognition and environment become simultaneously enacted through experiential
learning. Davis and Sumara offer the example of Gadamer’s concept of
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conversation (1965; Baker, Jensen, and Kolb, 2002) that suggests conversations
are not predetermined as in a monologue but arise in the process of conversing.
“Given its unspecifiable path, Gadamer suggests that it is more appropriate to
think of the participants as being led by the conversation than as leading it. The
conversation is something more than the actions of autonomous agents—in a
sense it has us; we do not have it.” Applied to education, they suggest that “the
boundaries that currently define schools and universities be blurred so the
relations between that which we call ‘teaching’ and that which we call learning’
might be better understood as mutually specifying, co-emergent, pervasive and
evolving practices that are at the core of our culture’s efforts at self-organization
and self-renewal” (1997, p. 110).
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