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“Educators have a choice of constructing the information for the students and trying to  

coerce them to ingest it or develop an environment where students can actively construct  
their own understanding of a concept” (Salyer, 2003, p. 107). 

 
Classroom learning was long thought of in terms of a knowledgeable teacher lecturing to a 

group of passive students, who needed only to memorize and assimilate what they were told in order to 
learn and grow.  Over the past century, however, a number of theorists have challenged this 
assumption, and their work has dramatically changed how we expect students to learn.  These 
“experiential learning proponents” including Dewey, Lewin, and Piaget, “reject the behavioralist 
descriptions of learners as blank slates or empty vessels” (Gresham, 2001, p. 19).  David Kolb 
assimilated the work of these and other experiential learning theorists into his own experiential learning 
model, which provides the groundwork for modern discussion.  While his work focused primarily on 
adult and continuing education, the principles of the theory are applicable to K-12 classrooms, and can 
be observed in the participatory learning techniques which are now common.   
 

Definition and Description 
 

 Kolb (1984) defines experiential learning as “a process by which knowledge is created through 
the transformation of experience” (p. 38).  In other words, rather than receiving (and hopefully 
understanding and remembering) secondhand information from a teacher, students participate and 
contribute to a conversation from which new knowledge is generated.  This can occur through a variety 
of experiences, including projects, lab experiments, volunteer work, role playing, social experiments, 
problem solving activities, and games.  The critical characteristic, as Kolb puts it, is that “the learner is 
directly in touch with the realities being studied rather than merely thinking about the encounter” 
(Kolb, 5, 1984).  In experiential learning, action comes first, and understanding is generated by 
reflecting on the action. 
 Kolb's model assumes that knowledge is generated and reinforced through a four step, repeating 
cycle.  Although Kolb states that learners may begin at any step in the cycle, the order is as follows: 
concrete experience, reflective observation, formation of abstract concepts, and testing in new 
situations. 
   

Image url: http://serc.carleton.edu/images/introgeo/enviroprojects/kolb_cycle.gif 
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In his article on the topic, Mark Smith (2001) asserts that “if learning has taken place the process could 
be viewed as a spiral.  The action is taking place in a different set of circumstances and the learner is 
now able to anticipate the possible effects of the action” (para. 13).  In this model, the role of the 
teacher shifts from delivering content information to guiding the student through the four forms of 
learning. 
  

Connection to AASL 21st Century Learning Skills 
 

 Experiential learning as Kolb envisions it supports all of the AASL standards.  Students are 
required to personally “inquire, think critically, and gain knowledge” as they participate in their own 
learning (AASL, 2009, p. 19).  Experiential learning theory directly relates to Standard Two, which 
requires that students “draw conclusions, make informed decisions, apply knowledge to new situations, 
and create new knowledge” (AASL, 2009, p. 25).  As students grow their understanding by reflecting 
on their experiences, they also form concepts which can then be tested in new situations.  Kolb (1984) 
also discusses experiential learning as a bridge between intellectual, vocational and personal growth, 
which fits well with Standards Three and Four (p. 4). 
 

Pros and Cons  
 

 Experiential learning can be an excellent tool for spurring not only content knowledge but 
motivation and skill development as well.  It personalizes learning, allows students to draw on their 
own strengths, and gives them a stake in the creation and use of knowledge.  This process empowers 
students by making them collaborators in their own learning.  Roberts (2003) also discusses the fact 
that active learning on the part of the students frees the teacher to tailor instruction to individuals and to 
take advantage of teachable moments, as well as provides feedback on the progress of each student (p. 
6). 
 Experiential learning techniques present some challenges which can become drawbacks if not 
properly addressed.  This technique requires careful planning in order to be effective.  Because 
emphasis is shifted from what the teacher knows to what students are capable of learning, familiarity 
with the students is necessary in activity planning.  Active learning activities can also become 
confusing or overwhelming, which defeats the purpose of using them.  Successful execution requires 
monitoring and guidance from the instructor to prevent the lesson from becoming “chaotic and counter 
productive” (Roberts, 2003, p. 5).  Experiential learning may also be challenging to teachers who feel 
that an open-ended approach, even if it does succeed in developing students' thinking skills, does not 
prepare them adequately for state and national assessments (Salyer, 2003, p. 110). 
 

Relation to Motivation Theory 
 

 Experiential learning theory correlates very well with John Keller's ARCS model of information 
motivation, which states that instruction must address attention, relevance, confidence and satisfaction 
in order to motivate students to learn (Chauncey, n.d.).  Attention is addressed through the fact that 
learning is action-based.  Short of refusing to participate, a student's attention is assured.  Confidence is 
developed through the repeated, successful cycle of building knowledge on top of prior knowledge, and 
the potential for satisfaction is very high simply because the student contributes his or her own unique 
perspective to the experience.  Most importantly, relevance is clearly demonstrated throughout, as 
students are required to call on prior knowledge, and they are able to see not only how that knowledge 
is relevant to new situations, but also to immediately experience putting new knowledge to use. 
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Lesson 

 
Scenario: Fourth grade students are working on a unit about New York State geography and landforms.  
They have been working primarily with handouts in class, learning the basic facts about each type of 
landform.  They will come to the library for two full period sessions.  During the first session, students 
will pair up and select a landform that they would like to research.  They will be tasked with finding 
certain information about their landform, including an image, a map, data about the size of the 
landform, how it has impacted its local community, and at least one interesting fact.  Students will be 
given access to web resources, atlases, and other books.  Following the information gathering session, 
students will be asked to group with another team and compare experiences, focusing on which 
resources provided the best information, which were easiest to use, and what they learned in the 
process that will help them in the future.   
 
During the second session, students will use image editing software to compile their information and 
present it in some form.  They may create a trading card or a poster, give a short speech, or a simple 
webpage using BuILder or a similar tool.  Regardless of the medium, the final product must include a 
listing of the resources used and an assessment of their usefulness for this and other potential projects.   
 
Students will be assessed by their successful presentation of the content information in the medium of 
their choice, and by their thoughtful use of information resources. 
 
Standards Addressed: 
 NYS Social Studies – Standard 3 – Geography 
 AASL – Standard 3 – Indicator 3.1.4: Use technology and other information tools to organize  
  and display knowledge and understanding in ways that others can view, use, and assess. 
 

Thinking Questions  
 

Please discuss the following two comparative scenarios. 
 
Think of one positive and one negative (or mis-educative) active learning activity you have been 
assigned in the past.  Describe how the positive experience guided you through Kolb's four steps, and if 
relevant, which parts of the ARCS model were stimulated for you.  For the negative experience, 
consider why it was not effective, and what you would do differently. 
 
Think of a subject in which you received both lecture instruction and an experiential activity (possibly 
even at different times in your academic career).  Which method was more beneficial to you?  Did 
either help you retain content information better?  Was either more memorable?  Do you feel like you 
obtained better information one way or the other?  Was one or the other a more positive learning 
experience? 
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