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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to critically analyze Kolb‟s theoretical model on experiential learning 

from a constructivist perspective by relating it to more contemporary practices in the field of 

experiential education. It has been observed that the experiential learning phenomenon has 

been overwhelmed by individualistic views and overly deterministic intents of 

reconceptualization. In particular, this paper investigates the deficiencies in Kolb‟s 

experiential learning cycle by comparing it with alternate conceptions to learning proposed 

by Fenwick (2001). The discussion further develops a theoretical critique based on 

assumptions compiled after a theoretical discourse of the literature enlisting factors which 

question the effectiveness of the learning cycle. Lastly, the authors propose modifications in 

the concept of experiential learning by identifying the environmental and structural 

constraints which may affect the effectiveness of the experiential learning process. 
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1. Introduction  

Experiential learning has always been mistakenly used interchangeably with experiential 

education. Without going in depth the authors try distinguishing briefly the difference 

between experiential education and experiential learning earlier on to avoid any 

misconception throughout the reconceptualization. Itin (1999) describes experiential 

education as, „a process that occurs between a teacher and a student that infuses direct 

experience with the learning environment and content‟. It is a methodology inspired by 

experience to engage learners to reflect on their actions to gain knowledge and develop skills 

and abilities of students (Dirkx & Lavin 1991). On the other hand, experiential learning refers 

to, „making meaning from direct experience‟. Experiential learning plays a supporting role in 

experiential education which facilitates the process of knowledge creation, sense-making and 

knowledge transfer in teaching, training and development. Since its conception by John 

Dewey in the mid 1930‟s, experiential education has been used in multiple disciplines 

including sociology, anthropology, science and research due to its interdisciplinary nature 

(Carver, 1996). However, David Kolb‟s (1978) theory of experiential learning has greatly 

contributed to the expanding philosophy of experiential education.    

 

Contributing further to the discussion of experiential learning, Brookfield (1983) indicates 

that experiential learning has been used in two contrasting ways. The first view focuses on 

learning that takes place in which students are encouraged to „acquire and apply knowledge, 

skills and feelings in an immediate and relevant setting‟ (Borzak, 1981: p.9). In this type of 

learning academics tend to create an environment with which students‟ encounter directly to 

interpret a phenomena rather than thinking about it – facilitated by an institution (Brookfield, 

1983). The second view corresponds to learning that „occurs as a direct participation in the 

events of life‟ (Houle, 1980). In this case learning is facilitated by the individual. David 

Kolb‟s work on experiential learning in which learning takes place in a cyclical manner acts 

as a point of reference for experiential education especially in the area of higher education.     

2. Experiential Learning: a Constructivist Perspective  

The school of thought emphasizing learning through reflection on experience, considers 

individuals to gain and construct knowledge by interacting with their environment through a 

set of perceived experiences (Fenwick, 2001). Works of Kolb (1984), Piaget (1966), Dewey 

(1938) and Wells (1995) have greatly contributed to the constructivist view of experiential 

learning. The theory of constructivism implies that the learners or the individuals are 

constructors of their own knowledge which is generated by interacting with their 

socio-cultural environment (Vygotsky, 1978). Constructivists like David Kolb whose book 

entitled, “Experiential Learning” published in 1984, focuses more on individual development 

through reflection on its past experiences but issues of cognition with respect to environment 

interaction tend to lack from his theoretical model. Bandura (1977) emphasized that children 

tend to imitate adults‟ actions based on their perception. Learning experts must understand 

that the experiential diaphragm of individuals is filled with information starting from their 

childhood and lasts throughout life. During their life individuals tend to draw on their 

experiences of their interaction with people, places, situations and environments. Students 
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especially when moving ahead from their adolescence towards young adulthood are prone to 

absorbing experiences which occur as a part of their daily life. Teachers as constructivists 

must be able to understand the psychological mind-sets of students and help them engage in 

the knowledge interpretation process by imparting a constructive approach to learning. 

3. Understanding the Modalities of the Kolbian Cycle  

Kolb‟s experiential learning cycle is considered to be one of the most influential theoretical 

models in management education illustrating the nature of experiential learning (Vince, 1998; 

Cunningham, 1994). Kolb‟s model describes learning as, “the process whereby knowledge is 

created through the transformation of experience” (Kolb, 1984). This model proposes six 

assumptions (Vince, 1998; Kayes, 2002) which are (Kolb, 1984; p.25-38): 

 

 Learning is a process not outcome. 

 Learning is driven from experience. 

 Learning requires the learner to resolve conflicts through dialect. 

 Learning carries a more holistic and an integrative view. 

 Learning requires the individual to interact with its environment. 

 Learning creates knowledge.  

 

 

 

Figure 1. Kolb‟s (1984) Experiential Learning Cycle 

Source: Kolb (1984), “Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning 

and Development” 

 



International Journal of Learning & Development 

ISSN 2164-4063 

2011, Vol. 1, No. 2 

www.macrothink.org/ijld 30 

The cycle emerges from the third proposition that a learner is required to interact with the 

environment as an individual and resolve conflicts, whereas, this provides a link to other 

ideas of individual development and knowledge creation (Vince, 1998). Manager or a learner 

learns by responding to the set of diverse demands through two dimensions of knowledge: 

acquisition and transformation (Kayes, 2002). In order to learn, individuals first acquire 

knowledge of the complex situations or demands resulting into gaining knowledge (concrete 

experience) and breaking down of the knowledge into meaningful chunks (abstract 

conceptualization). The second dimension „transformation‟ is responsible in the learning 

process, which helps the individual to recall or reflect upon the experience gained (reflective 

observation) and stimulates the learner to interact with the environment (active 

experimentation) (Kayes, 2002). However, when the process ends, it is again initiated 

through the results gained from previous active experimentation and the learner would now 

choose a different approach or a strategy to achieve its goal. 

4. Theoretical Discourse of Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle 

The main theme of this section is to contradict with intent to provide an overview to assess 

the strengths and weaknesses of the learning cycle. The methodology for conducting the 

analysis is based upon a comparison of Kolb‟s (1984) learning cycle with a compilation of 

alternative conceptions to learning. Fenwick (2001) has suggested that traditional theories 

and practices have been unsuccessful to acknowledge the significance of “multidimensional 

experience” of individuals, with “overly deterministic understandings” of experience, 

cognition, and relationship of perception, experience, knowledge and the learning process.  

 

In a compilation of literature, Fenwick (2001) has identified four alternate conceptions to 

learning. According to Fenwick (2001) these have been selected on the basis of their 

significance in the literature or due to their originality, which logically question the 

constructivist view of theorists. The four alternate conceptions are (i) the psychoanalytic 

(interference) perspective, (ii) the situative (participation) perspective, (iii) the critical 

cultural (resistance) perspective and (iv) enactivist (co-emergence) perspective. Following is 

a detailed discussion about each of the conceptions with respect to Kolb‟s learning cycle: 

4.1 The Psychoanalytic Perspective 

The psychoanalytic perspective indicates that a learner‟s mind is involved in a struggle 

between the conscious and the unconscious mind referred as to the “inner-world”. However, 

the conscious mind is responsible for generating anxiety (force) which may result as a barrier 

and causes hindrance in learning and gaining knowledge (Britzman, 1998). The unconscious 

defense mechanism may pose a threat to learning (Hirschhorn, 1988; Vries, 1991). Anxiety 

might limit the learner‟s ability to learn, as anxiety itself is a very common emotional 

experience (Vince, 1998). Kolb‟s learning cycle has been unsuccessful to address the 

emotional experience of a learner at the start of the cycle, leading in two directions (i) 

holding anxiety (promoting learning) (Britzman, 1998; Fenwick 2001; Vince 1998) and (ii) 

fight or flight (discouraging learning) (Miller & Rice 1967; Bion, 1961; Trist & Murray, 

1990; Vince, 1998)[See Appendix-I, Figure-4, Pp 15). Moreover, Kolb‟s learning cycle lacks 
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the inclusion of “here and now” the “immediate experience” of a learner (Vince, 1998) and 

focuses on the past events. The perception of a learner (as a whole) incorporates the 

immediate experience (“living in the moment”) triggering the event and past experiences 

(Schein, 1993).  

 

4.2 The Situative Perspective 

The situative perspective proposes that learning is situated in the environment that a learner 

interacts with, it is not a theoretical or an intellectual concept inside a learner‟s head upon 

which it can be reflected (Fenwick, 2001). The cycle provides inadequate information about 

the environment of the learner, hence maintaining the status quo of resisting the influx of new 

information or adapting to the environment undermining the cycle‟s effectiveness. Beckett 

and Hager (2000) described experiential learning in an organizational environment to be 

focused on individuals “practical judgment” of the workplace context. Individuals here refer 

to their perception “cognitive, affective and social” (Winch, 1998). Kolb‟s cycle, in order to 

complete its revolution and again start at concrete experience requires individuals to be 

dependent on their eloquence, cognition and community of practice. Often, researchers have 

also questioned the actors in a certain environment (Ellsworth, 1997), which might act as 

important factors in making or streaming of an experience (good or bad) when related.  

 

4.3 The Critical Cultural Perspective  

The critical cultural perspective as a third alternate views power as being inseparable from 

experience. Furthermore, power as an influence of one‟s self development cannot be 

undermined (Fraser, 1989), whereas, Kolb‟s cycle has not been able to address the issues of 

power relations. Researchers in the field of critical cultural pedagogy propose that resistance 

is generated when cultural power mechanisms are formed (Gore, 1993; McLaren, 1994; 

Kellner, 1995). Kolb‟s cycle emphasizes on direct experience of the learner, but in order to 

include power there needs to be a transitional shift from individuality to subjectivity (Flax, 

1993). The learning cycle needs to be extended from individual‟s learning through experience 

to a contemporary model that incorporates (i) “creation of knowledge” through power 

relations and (ii) “role of subjectivity” in creating relations (Vince, 1998). Hence, such a 

dimension will enhance the learner‟s capability to be creative, stress on relations and 

structure the current experiences of one‟s self in the society.   

 

4.4 The Enactivist Perspective 

The enactivist perspective relates to the concept of enacting environment and cognition 

simultaneously to facilitate learning (Fenwick, 2001). These are interconnections between 

two systems, when they coincide; it generates a response in the other system (Maturana & 

Varela, 1987). In order to make an individual learn, a dialect between the individual‟s 

cognition and the environment needs to be established. Kolb‟s learning cycle has also not 

been able to relate to the interaction of cognition with the environment. Furthermore, 

investigation into the aforementioned perspective has shown that a dialect facilitates the 

learner to understand the multidimensional meanings (Individually or collectively) (Piper & 
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Thompson, 1991). This “metastructural level” provides varied meanings of individual and 

collective contexts (Vince, 1998). Hence the model is inadequate to help managers to 

understand the reflections and actions (Vince, 1998) of the interaction of cognition with 

environment.    

 

5. Reconceptualizing the Experiential Learning Model 

The theoretical discourse in the previous section has identified certain gray areas in Kolb‟s 

learning cycle based on the Poststructural analysis as alternate conceptions to learning. The 

authors have tried extracting the critical areas in the Kolb‟s learning cycle through a process 

of „language-behavior‟ to „textual-analysis‟ of critics and proponents of Kolb. The aim is to 

conceptualize the experiential cycle by incorporating the deficiencies through a constructivist 

approach. The deficiencies in the experiential learning cycle have been tabulated from 

alternate conceptions to future development in the cycle. The proposed tabulated piece of 

literature is indicated as a ‘table of facts’ which may be considered as an agglomeration of the 

literature review which focuses on the inadequacy and possible future enhancements to the 

learning cycle. The matrix consists of five columns and four rows. The ‘table of facts’ will be 

helpful to researchers in identifying the key areas missing and who look to address key issues 

and extend the model.  

 

 

S# Alternate 

Conceptions 

Deficiencies in 

Kolb’s ELC 

Issues Identified Future Development 

1. Psychoanalytic 

Perspective –  

 

 

Emotional 

experience of the 

learner 

Anxiety (Internal 

Stimuli), Desire 

(Self-motivation) 

Identifying immediate 

experiences, 

encourage to learn 

and reduce anxiety 

2. Situative 

Perspective 

 

 

Participation of 

learner in a 

situation 

Participation, Practical 

Judgment, Perception 

Improving perception 

through structured 

learning 

3. Critical Cultural 

Perspective 

 

 

Cultural aspects of 

self-development 

(Individually & 

Collectively) 

Power influence, Power 

relations, Subjectivity, 

Socio-political 

perspective 

 

Self development 

through power 

relations (creation of 

knowledge) 

4. Enactivist 

Perspective 

 

 

Simultaneous 

Interaction of 

cognition with 

environment 

Dialect, Processing of 

thoughts 

Facilitating reflection 

of experience through 

a process of dialect or 

interaction 

Table 1. Table of Facts – Self Extracted from Literature 

Discourse Analysis of Kolb‟s Learning Cycle and Corresponding Deficiencies 
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In-depth analysis into the Kolbian cycle yielded a table of facts, which reveals that the 

alternate conceptions of learning implicate the process of learning. The conceptions cannot be 

isolated from the learning process which impacts the learner, learning and its associative 

derivation of experience. The authors would like to propose that if these alternate conceptions 

are combined with a constructivist view many deficiencies of Kolb may be addressed. 

Furthermore, using the table of facts, the authors have proposed that the psychoanalytic and 

enactivist perspective depict the inner-environment of the learner while situative and cultural 

perspective influences the outer environment of the learner in the learning cycle. Each circle 

in the framework represents an environment which either impact the learner in close 

proximity or the learning cycle.  

 

The psychoanalytic perspective renders itself to the relationship of the inner thought process 

to the outer world knowledge. This may have a considerable impact on the interpretation of 

experience of individuals in the cycle. The enactivist perspective indicates that the learner is 

in a continuous process of accepting the changes by using the power of reflection on actions 

and past experiences. This can affect the output of the learning experience when cognitive 

abilities of the learner are challenged. The situative circle denotes the level of participation 

and judgment that an individual encounters in a situation. The forces such as external and 

internal motivation may play a key role in the judgment and decision process of the learner. 

However, internal motivation may be subject to the psychological and physical states of the 

leaner. The critical cultural perspective has an influence on the learner‟s ability to perceive 

thy self and the situation based on the programmed knowledge (the knowledge gathered 

through values, norms, society, ethnicity etc.). These perspectives can be divided into two 

distinct environments based on its features to impact the learner and the learning process.  

 

In an attempt to re-conceptualize the model, we have proposed that the two environments 

acting upon an individual in the learning cycle includes: a). the first environment is the 

internal environment (consisting of psychoanalytic forces and enactivist forces); and b). the 

second is the external environment (consisting of the situative forces ad critical cultural 

forces) exert pressure on the learning cycle. The perturbation ignites the process of learning 

which may also be known as reinforced learning. This type of learning may be able to 

address the wide range of issues lacking from the Kolb‟s experiential learning cycle. The 

aforesaid four perspectives or environments have been observed by the authors in a period of 

five years while teaching students and using experiential learning methodologies. The authors 

have somewhat able to relate the ability to think experientially by students to Carver‟s (1996) 

model of ABC‟s of experiential education. However, the discussion of environmental impact 

from within and outside the individual was given less priority in Kolb‟s cycle.  

 

Transfer of knowledge has been an area of concern for learning specialists who have focused 

on the experiential interaction of students and teachers (Jacobs, 2003). Bates et al. (2000) 

suggest that structural techniques in experiential learning can be utilized as a means of 

enhancing transfer of knowledge into performance. In our experience as academics, the role 

of a teacher (facilitator) in experiential education is of great significance. Students are 
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valuable but vulnerable and naïve especially when it comes to using experience as source of 

learning. We have observed that while teaching undergraduate and postgraduate students, 

they may require the support of a teacher to help extract and interpret their experiences for 

sharing and reflection. The teacher as a facilitator must be able to understand the physical, 

emotional and psychological state of students and direct their efforts accordingly (Carver, 

1996).  If left alone, students might wander off into imagination beyond control. Lawson et 

al. (1997) suggest that educational institutes are focusing more on pedagogical methods 

aimed at traditional lecturing techniques where experience is no more than an intrusion. 

Educational institutes must now understand the importance of experiential education which 

has evolved as a core method and an appreciative tool in the development of students in 

university-setups (Holton, 1996). The authors were able to predict certain experiential 

behavior of students based on their interaction with their psychoanalytic, situative, enactivist 

or cultural environment.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Reconceptualized Outlook of Kolb‟s Experiential Learning Cycle 
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6. Conclusion 

The critical analysis of Kolb‟s learning cycle reveals that the constructivist view of learning 

which indicated creation of knowledge through experience is not only based on the learner 

but several other perspectives which act as forces exerting pressure on the learner. Kolb‟s 

(1984) cycle has depicted areas and concerns which Kolb wasn‟t even able to address 

properly. The critical analysis of Kolb‟s learning cycle also revealed that the alternate 

conceptions to learning proposed by Fenwick (2001) could be used as a measure to observe 

the deficiencies in the model. Furthermore, the conceptions which are (i) psychoanalytic, (ii) 

situative, (iii) critical cultural and (iv) enactivist may be divided into two environments i.e. 

the internal and external environment. A re-conceptualization of the model shows that these 

forces act upon the cycle and the individual igniting the process of learning.  Thus, creating 

more opportunity for the learning cycle to anticipate and mimic reality through experience 

rather used as a cliché for learning through experience.  
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