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EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 

Experiential learning theory is built upon the central notion 

that experience plays a critical role in the learning process 

(Kolb, 1984).  Jarvis et al. (1998, pg. 46) define experiential 

learning as, “the process of creating and transforming 

experience into knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, 

emotions, beliefs and senses.”   Perhaps the most widely 

cited experiential learning model is the Kolb Learning Cycle 

(Kolb, 1984), which is simplified into four continuous stages 

as shown in the adjacent inset: 

1. The learner has a ‘concrete experience’. 

2. The learner makes observations and reflections 

based upon the experience. 

3. The observation and reflections are assimilated into a new conceptual understanding and interpretation of the 

meaning of the experience. 

4. This conceptual understanding is translated into ‘actionable knowledge’ that is applied and then used to guide 

new experiences. 

Mezirow (1990, pg. 1) argues that knowledge is inherently dependent 

upon one’s understanding of an experience and their ability to use this 

interpretation to guide future decisions or actions stating,  “Learning 

may be defined as the process of making a new or revised 

interpretation of the meaning of an experience, which guides 

subsequent understanding, appreciation and action.  He further 

contends that, “Experience strengthens, extends and refines our structures of meaning by reinforcing our expectations 

about how things are supposed to be” (pg.4).   Glisczinski (2007) summarizes Mezirow’s approach to the experiential 

learning process as a continuous cycle through experience (or a disorienting dilemma), critical reflection, dialogue and 

renewed action.  Central to this notion is knowledge development which is informed through experience and an increased 

awareness and acceptance of diverse view points.  

An important process of the experiential learning cycle is the ability of the learner to reflect upon and explore their 

previously held beliefs and assumptions regarding the subject matter. To learn experientially, a learner must first be 

provided with opportunities to understand and draw upon their own experiences (Kolb and Kolb, 2005).  In order to 

facilitate experiential learning, instructors need to skillfully create instructional and assessment strategies that promote 

deep or critical reflection.   Critical reflection occurs when learners analyze and challenge the validity of their 

presuppositions and assess the appropriateness of their knowledge, understanding and beliefs given their present contexts 

(Mezirow, 1990).   

“Learning is best facilitated by a process that 

draws out the students’ beliefs and ideas about 

a topic so that they can be examined, tested, 

and integrated with new, more refined ideas” 

(Kolb and Kolb, 2005, pg. 205). 
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However, Brookfield (1990) cautions that becoming aware of the 

assumptions which underlie our thoughts and actions can be both a 

difficult and threatening process.  He recommends the use of critical 

incidents, which are brief written descriptions of significant events 

related to the learners’ personal life experiences.  In order to reduce 

the fear and anxiety associated with personal reflection, he suggests 

that the instructor must clearly state what information is being 

sought, and that this information should progress from specific to 

general.  That is, first the learner is asked for a detailed account of 

specific events and then they are asked to produce an enhanced 

analysis of general elements and themes embedded within those 

experiences.   Inquiry-based discussion can be used to effectively 

encourage students to reflect upon diverse points of view and shared experiences to construct informed knowledge (Boggs 

et al., 2007). 

Learning is enhanced when students are equipped with the ability to apply their knowledge in new contexts, which are 

often complex and ambiguous.  In an effective experiential learning environment, students: 

 Increase their knowledge through direct observation of how theories, concepts and constructs relate to real-life 

situations and personal experiences;  

 Encounter and reflect upon diverse points of view and broaden their perspective; and  

 Develop a sense of self-confidence in their ability to apply new knowledge and ideas to future experiences 

through informed action (Boggs et al., 2007).  

One of the primary benefits of an experiential approach to learning is that 

students become increasingly aware of the fact that their ideas, knowledge and 

skills are not static, but rather are constantly evolving based upon their ability to 

reflect, conceptualize and adapt their experiences to new contexts and situations 

(Brookfield, 1995).  Students become empowered and actively engaged in the 

process of learning, rather than focusing solely on the content of their learning.  
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Reflecting Upon Experience 

What happened (describe the experience)?  

Why did this experience happen? What 

circumstances or factors contributed to this 

experience? How do you feel about it? 

What is the significance of what happened?  

What did you learn about yourself and others? 

What will you do as a result of this experience? 

“Making space for students to take 

control of and responsibility for their 

learning can greatly enhance their 

ability to learn from experiences” 

(Kolb and Kolb, 2005, pg. 209). 


