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The Reflective Learning Process
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One of the problems of "book learning", is the difficulty of trying to relate theory to practice. We might know the answers, but true understanding cannot be absorbed until the experiences have been captured, analysed and related to the environment in which we work. Experiential learning, can be useful to learners who want to use direct learning experiences in order to develop an understanding of a process and gain further knowledge about a topic or issue. So how easy is it to translate experiences into learning? Kolb's learning styles model and experiential learning theory are useful concepts towards our understanding of our learning behaviour and towards helping others to learn. 
The following example might illustrate the value of turning book learning and emotions into learning experiences. A social worker interviews a parent of a young child. The social worker receives a question from the parent:

"Do you have children?" 


"No", is the reply.
The credibility of social workers in the field can be undermined. A lot of distrust can arise from "book learning", so using the work place to apply learning can be very useful. Kolb's learning theory is a four-stage learning cycle, (which might also be interpreted as a 'training cycle') but can be very useful. Kolb's model is particularly well-designed, since it offers both a way to understand individual people's different learning styles and also an explanation of a cycle of experiential learning that can apply to learning in the work place. 
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The four-stage cycle of learning, invites learners to think of learning as an experience that has a direct effect or concrete experience. 

These experiences provide a basis for 'observations and reflections'. 






Kolb has indicated that ideally the learning process represents a cycle where the learner 'touches all the bases', i.e. a cycle of experiencing, reflecting, thinking, and acting. 
1. Concrete Experience - (CE) 

2. Reflective Observation - (RO)
3. Abstract Conceptualization - (AC) 

4. Active Experimentation - (AE) 

In order to avoid learners reflecting on a 'so what experience', the cycle should force the learner to review and apply what they have learnt. An important part is to tempt the learner into self-appraisal of the learning by stepping back after the 'doing'.
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Our personal learning style is also an important aspect of the learning process. This preference for one learning style over another is something which Kolb sees as the product of two pairs of variables, or two separate 'choices'. The choice that we make is seen as a pair at odds with each other and at either end of a continuum:

Concrete Experience - CE (feeling) versus Abstract Conceptualization - AC (thinking)

Active Experimentation - AE (doing) versus  Reflective Observation - RO (watching)

If we look at an East-West axis or continuum, WEST represents Active Experimentation and EAST represents Reflective Observation. This is known as the Processing Continuum or how we approach a task. 

North
Concrete Experience - CE (feeling)

West Active Experimentation - AE (doing) ….. Reflective Observation - RO (watching) East
South
Abstract Conceptualization - AB (how we think about it) 
The north-south axis, as represented by Concrete Experience - CE (feeling) and Abstract Conceptualization is called the Perception Continuum (our emotional response, or how we think about some learning or how we feel about it being more active).

These learning styles are the combination of two lines of axis (continuums). One line of the axis recognizes a 'grasping experience' (doing or watching), and the other part of the axis recognises a 'transforming experience' (feeling or thinking).
So there is a suggestion that we experience a situation by either wishing 'to do' or 'watch' and at the same time, we wish to 'think' or 'feel'  . This, is urging us to have a discussion which needs to be resolved in our minds. The outcome of combining the two opposites on the continuum means that we have a preferred or dominant learning style. 
One learning approach urges us to 'grasp the experience', by either 'doing' or 'watching'. We either; study some ones else's approach and learn from it by seeing what happens or, by actively experimenting in order to test our learning;  This is referred to as 'reflective observation' - 'watching' or 'active experimentation' - 'doing'.  During this experience, we also intend to either 'alter or modify the experience' so that we can continue our learning by rationalising our thoughts and create meaning by either 'feeling' or by 'thinking'. Our learning style is a product of these two choice decisions; i.e. 'grasping experience' - preferring to (a) watch or (b) do , and our emotional response to the experience i.e. 'transforming experience' - preferring to think or  feel. 

Choosing to emotionally transform the experience into something meaningful is carried out in tow ways: by contemplating on the outcome further, or to have a tangible outcome that is concrete:

· adding information by thinking, analyzing, or planning - abstract conceptualization'  
· the experiencing of the 'concrete, tangible - concrete experience'  

The combination of these two choices produces a dominant learning style. Kolb's model can be adapted further to help learners explore their dominant or preferred learning style. Kolb has introduced terminology to cover the four learning styles; diverging, assimilating, converging and accommodating. Most of us use the two approaches identified earlier. We can also describe a learning style through the 4 segments. See below.







You may be able to determine your dominant learning style. If you can decide your approach, look at the ways that you learn. Are you interested in 'doing' rather than 'watching' the task and 'feeling' rather than 'thinking' about the experience? Use the learning style model above to place yourself by combining the styles that best represents those processes and approaches that you take.

We haven't mentioned how the stages of the learning cycle can interrelate. A feature of the cycle shows show how the two approaches have been combined, however, it's up to the individual to internalise or externalise the process. Kolb created 4 descriptions. These descriptions are learning styles that fall into 4 key stages in the flow diagram. 






Most learners can identify with the terms below. Where would you fit into the descriptions? Are you an 'activist', 'reflector', 'theorist', and 'pragmatist' (respectively representing the four key stages or learning steps) also seek to explain Kolb's model. The terms 'activist', 'reflector', 'theorist', and 'pragmatist' are from a learning styles model developed by Honey and Mumford, which although based on Kolb's work, is different. 

Peter Honey and Alan Mumford developed their learning styles system as a variation on the Kolb model.  The typical presentation of these H&M styles and stages would be respectively at north, east, south and west on a circle or four-stage cyclical flow diagram.

1. 'Having and Experience' (stage 1), and Activists (style 1): 'here and now', gregarious, seek challenge and immediate experience, open-minded, bored with implementation. 

2. 'Reviewing the Experience' (stage 2) and Reflectors (style 2): 'stand back', gather data, ponder and analyse, delay reaching conclusions, listen before speaking, thoughtful. 

3. 'Concluding from the Experience' (stage 3) and Theorists (style 3): think things through in logical steps, assimilate disparate facts into coherent theories, rationally objective, reject subjectivity and flippancy. 

4. 'Planning the next steps' (stage 4) and Pragmatists (style 4): seek and try out new ideas, practical, down-to-earth, enjoy problem solving and decision-making quickly, bored with long discussions. 

Conclusion
So the Experiential Learning process can be useful to learners who want to use direct learning experiences in order to develop knowledge and apply theory in an active and reflective way. Kolb's learning styles model and experiential learning theory are useful concepts towards our understanding of our learning behaviour and towards helping others to learn. 
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These 'observations and reflections' are absorbed and distilled into 'abstract concepts' . The abstract concept produces new meanings for action which can be 'actively tested' in turn creating new experiences.
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