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Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle 
Category: Professional Learning, Coaching and Reflection 
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle explains learning as the transformation of experience through four 
connected modes: Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualisation and Active 
Experimentation. Learners engage with an experience, examine it from different perspectives, form or 
revise ideas and test implications through further action. 
The process is better understood as an iterative spiral than a compulsory four-step lesson sequence. A 
learner may enter at different points, revisit modes and draw on prior experience, dialogue and 
disciplinary knowledge. Experience alone does not guarantee accurate or ethical learning (Kolb, 1984). 

Four Modes and Iteration 
1. Concrete experience: Participate in a sufficiently rich event, task, case or practice situation. 
2. Reflective observation: Notice outcomes, tensions and perspectives, separating relevant evidence 

from immediate assumption. 
3. Abstract conceptualisation: Develop or revise an explanation by connecting experience with 

concepts and theory. 
4. Active experimentation: Apply the explanation through a purposeful test, prediction or changed 

course of action. 
5. Iterative learning: Use results as new experience and refine understanding rather than merely 

repeating activity. 

Examples in Practice 
After facilitating a multilingual group task, a tutor reviews participation patterns, connects them with 
research on wait-time and status, predicts that assigned preparation roles will broaden contribution, tests 
the design and compares new evidence with the original session. 

Why It Matters 
The cycle links action, reflection, ideas and testing instead of treating activity as self-explanatory. 
Associated learning-style classifications should not label learners or match teaching mechanically. 
Critics question aspects of the model’s categories and graphic logic; it remains a heuristic whose 
usefulness depends on context, evidence and facilitation (Bergsteiner et al., 2010). 
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