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The Kolb Model Modified
for Classroom Activities

Marilla D. Svinicki and Nancy M. Dixon

typical college classroom. As stu-

dents wander in singly or in small
groups, carly comers read the studeni
newspaper, chat about their evening'’s
activities, glance over the reading assign-
ment, compare notes on the homework,
or set up their notebook for today's
class. As the bell rings, the instructor
makes his entrance, laden with books
and notes which he piles on the desk at
the front of the room. After a few brief -
announcements concerning upcoming
assignments, he lays out his lecture notes
an the podium and launches into today’s
material. The students dutifully begin to
transcribe whatever seems relevant. Not
much changes in that scene for the next
fifty minutes, after which the bell rings
and the class files out, only to be re-.
placed by the same procedure for the
next class period.

This scene is repeated innumerable
times every day in classrooms across the
country. While there is some variation,
particularly in performance-based
classes such as language or mathematics,
the use of alternative activities in the col-
lege classroom is minimal at best. In-
structors, being primarily subject matter
experts, tend to focus their attention on
the content of their courses, equating
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‘‘teaching’’ with ‘‘covering the content’’
and giving much less thought to the in-
structional methodology they use. Thus
they tend to rely on the standard instruc-
tional activities used by their own pro-
fessors, such as lecture, discussion, and
laboratories. A study conducted by
Trani (1979) of 4,433 students in five
midwestern institutions found the most
frequently used teaching methods were
the traditional ones of formal and infor-
mal lecture, discussion, laboratory, and
audiovisual aids.

An interesting twist to this finding is
that both students and faculty in Trani’s
study indicated that they would ideally
like to experience less formal lecture and
more of other teaching methods. If
everyone in the classroom would like
more variety, why don't instructors use
more alternative methods? ‘We believe
there are many reasons for their reluc-
tance, including time pressures, famil-
iarity and comfort with the standard
methods, and fear of failure. But an
additional and perhaps more subtle
source of a limited approach to instruc-
tional methodology could be the absence
of a theoretical framework for selecting
and organizing classroom activities to
enhance learning.

‘Our purpose is to use an already well-
established model that describes the
process of learning as a basis for select-
ing and sequencing activities. An under-
standing of the model should help the in-
structor take maximum advantage of the
tools with which he or she is already fa-

miliar and might even lead an instructor
to create his or her own new learning
activities appropriate to the parnicular
course. Let’s begin by examining the
model and then see how it can be used in
instructional design.

The Experiential Leaming Model

The experiential learning model of
Kolb (1984) provides a framework for
examining the selection of a broader
range of classroom activities than is in
current use. Building on Dewey, Lewin
and Piaget, Kolb has postulated that
learning involves a cycie of four proc-
esses, each of which must be present for

"learning to occur most completely (see

Figure 1). The cycle begins with the
learner’s personal involvement in a spe-
cific experience. The learner reflects on
this experience from many viewpoints,
seeking to find its meaning. Out of this
reflection the learner draws logical con-
clusions (abstract conceptualization)
and may add to his or her own conclu-
sions the theoretical constructs of
others. These conclusions and con-
structs guide decisions and actions (ac-
tive experimentation) that lead to new
concrete experiences.

The axes of the figure represent the
two dimensions of the learning task. The
vertical dimension (concrete experience
to abstract conceptualization) represents
the input of information either from ex-
perience or from abstractions. The hori-
zontal dimension (reflective observation
to active experimentation) refers to the
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Figure 1, Experiential learning cycle
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processing of information by either in-
ternally reflecting on the experience or
externally acting upon the conclusions
which have been drawn.

Experiential Leamning as
Instructional Design

We would add to this basic model the
proposal that certain activities support
different phases of this cycle. By con-
structing leaming sequences that lead
students through the full cycle, an in-
structor should be able to foster a more
complete learning than can be ga:ned
from a single perspective. Figure 2 lists
learning activities representative of cach
of the four poles of the learning cycle.
For example, field experiences, inquiry
laboratories, direct data collection, and
the reading of primary sources such as
poetry are all designed to give the leamner
firsthand, personal experiences with the
content. Activities such as discussion
and journal keeping force students to re-
flect on their experiences and the experi-
ences of others. Model building exer-
cises, research papers, or lectures that
present a mode! foster abstract concep-
tualization. Simulations and projects
force students to apply the models to
problem situations.

Thus to produce a complete cycle, the
instructor would select an activity from
each pole and guide the students through
them in order. For example, a unit de-
signed for political science, which fo-
. cuses on age variables related to political
attitudes, might begin with field work.

Students could conduct interviews with
people of different age groups (concrete
experience). Each student could catego-
rize his or her own observations (reflec-
tive observation) and make initial specu-
lations on differences between the ages
represented. Next the class as a whole
could pool their results and identify

common age patterns to generate a
model (abstract conceptualization) that
describes how different age groups are
likely to react to other political ques-
tions. Finally, the class could test their
hypotheses by follow-up interviews with
other members of the same age groups
(active experimentation). Figure 3 illus-
trates a similar sequence of instructional
activities in a number of different disci-
plines.

A specific activity, such as viewing a
film, may fit into more than one cate-
gory depending upon the instructional
intent. In the political science unit dis-
cussed ecarlier, interviewing was used
twice, first as a concrete experience and
later as active experimentation. How-
ever, the purpose for which interviewing
was employed at each point in the leamn-
ing was different. In the first instance,
the purpose was to ‘‘see what is,”’ and in
the second instance, the purpose was to
verify a theory. Laboratory activities are
another illustration of how an activity
might fit into more than one step in the
sequence. For example, when laboratory
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Figure 3. Sample Instructional Sequences
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activities precede instruction, their in-
tent may be exploratory, such as is used
in inquiry teaching. When the labora-
tory activities occur later in the instruc-
tional sequence, they may serve as a way
to apply what is being learned, i.c., they
involve active experimentation.

A similar case could be drawn for the
use of film, case study, simulations,
projects, ctc. Thus an instructor, in
selecting learning activities to corre-
spond with each of the four poles of the
experiential learmning model, must give
greater consideration to the functional
use of the activity than to the activity
itself.

To assist the teacher in concentrating
on the experience of the students when
applying the model, we can modify the
Kolb cycle slightly by designating the
four activities with action verbs that de-
scribe the activity of the learner at each
step. Thus, concrete experience becomes
experiencing; reflective observation be-
comes examining; abstract conceptuali-
2ation becomes explaining; and active
experimentation becomes applying.

The second term of each of these pairs
focuses our attention on what the stu-
dent is doing at each phase of the cycle.
We can specify that a film used during
the concrete experience phase is intended
to allow the student to ‘‘experience”
some event or phenomenon, while a film
used during the abstract conceptualiza-
tion phase is intended to explain a con-
cept. Discussion in the reflective obser-
vation phase is focused on examining an
idea, while discussion in the abstract
conceptualization phase would be con-
ducted to allow sfudents to develop an
explanation of a concept.

Disciplinary Differences

While the proposed instructional
framework has a great deal of intuitive
appeal, there may be some other imme-
diate considerations. For example, in
selecting instructional activities to incor-
porate into the experiential leamning cy-
cle, it may be appropriate to take into
account the fundamental differences in
the nature of the discipline being taught.
Kolb has suggested (Figure 4A) that the
disciplines of humanities and social sci-
ence are based in concrete experience
and reflective observation, the natural
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sciences and mathematics in reflective
observation and abstract conceptualiza-
tion, the science-based professions in
abstract conceptualization and active ex-
perimentation, and the social profes-
sions in active experimentation and con-
crete experience.

This construction was confirmed by
Biglan (1973) when he asked facuity
members to group different disciplines
on the basis of similarity. Biglan found
two dimensions, ‘‘soft-hard’’ and “‘pure-
applied'’ which corresponded to Kolb's
concrete-abstract and reflective-active
dimensions. Biglan’s results were sup-
ported with data collected in the Camne-
gie Commission on Higher Education
1969 study (Figure 4B).

If the general focus of a discipline is
toward two specific poles of the experi-
ential learning cycle, then the discipline
itself may circumscribe an instructor’s
choice of learning activities. For exam-
ple, in the abstract and reflective disci-
pline of mathematics, it may be difficult
to design activities which represent con-
crete experience and active experimenta-

tion. Likewise in history, which appeary
to be more concrete and reflective, activ.
ities which represent active experimenta.
tion may be more difficult to design,
When such disciplinary constraints limi
an instructor’s choices, one possible
solution, discussed in the next section, i
to vary the instruction along another dj-
mension, the student as actor versus stu.
dent as receiver.

Student as Actor versus
Student as Receiver

A second variable affecting the appli-
cation of this design model may be the
nature of the student’s role. This vari-
able would be reflected in a continuum
of action of activities placed at any one
of the four poles of Kolb’s model as seen
earlier in Figure 2. The continuum would
range from activities in which the stu-
dent-is the actor to those in which the
student is a more passive receiver of the
learning. Figure 5 illustrates this contin-
uum for each of the poles of the experi-
ential learning model. Activities at the
outer edge of the circle most directly in-

Figure 4A. Average leaming style inventory scores for various
undergraduate majors as reported by 800 practicing managers and graduate
students in management
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volve the student, while those closer to
the center involve the student merely as
an observer or listener.

The political science sequence cited
carlier would fall near the outer circle of
(hc_ graph. A political science sequence
designed 1o be closer 10 the center, with
students as receivers, might include
activities such as: the instructor de-
«ribes some examples of survey re-
sponses (concrete expenence); the in-
structor shows graphed results of survey
responses displayed in frequency and
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age distributions (reflective observa-
tion); the instructor states the general
principle being illustrated in the graph
(abstract conceptualization); the in-
structor displays graphs from related
studies to show how the principle applies
more broadly (active experimentation).
Such a sequence could conceivably take
place using lecures as the only method.
One drawback of this actor/receiver
dimension is that, in general, activities
involving students as actors require a
greater amount of time. For exampie, in

the engineering unit illustrated in Figure
3, it would take longer for a student to
work with a number of oscillating sys-
tems in order to observe the properties
of frequency response than it wouid for
the instructor to simply describe in class

- what the students would see if they had

done the observation themselves. Like-
wise on the reflective observation pole,
less time is consumed if the instructor
provides the functions then if the stu-
dents attempt to derive the functions
themselves. And so on throughout the
cycle. On the other hand, the active par-
ticipation in learning has long been ac-
cepted as an important concept in learn-
ing. The value of active involvement
must be weighed against the time limita-
tions most instructors face.

The Framework on a
Larger Scale

It is also possible to think of the learn-
ing cycle as extending across a curricu-
lum in addition to occurring within a
single course. For example, students
may begin their program with a course
that involves field work coupled with
class discussions about their experiences
{concrete experience and reflective ob-
servation). In the next course the field
experiences may be tied to the concep-
tual framework of the discipline through
a heavy emphasis on reading and theory
(abstract conceptualization). In the
mext, the student may work in a team to
construct applications of the theory to
their injtial field experiences (abstract
conceptualization and active experimen-
tation). And finally the students may
return to the field to try out their appli-
cations and collect new data (active
experimentation).

The experiential learning mode! ap-
pears to provide a functional framework
for the systematic selection of classroom
activities. The model takes into account
the varying perspectives of different dis-
ciplines, while the expansion of the
model to include the actor/receiver di-
mension gives consideration to the
learner’s role in the process. By includ-
ing all these aspects, the framework
frees the instructor to explore a wider
range of possibilities and choose those
most appropriate to the class situation.



Figure S. Degree of direct student involvement in various teaching methods
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