Learning Styles

…for AFS
& Friends

When you need to solve a problem, what do you usually do first? Do you ask a friend who may
know the answer? Do you consult an expert? Do you read the instruction manual or book to plan
your next step? Or do you immediately try things out on your own? We all have different
preferences when it comes to learning, and they tend to vary based on the task and context.
David Kolb, a US-American psychologist, used his theory of the
experiential learning cycle to develop an understanding of
individual learning preferences. Based on the four-stage
experiential learning cycle, Kolb identified four corresponding
learning styles. Learning styles are defined as the preferences a
learner has for different types of learning and instructional
activities. There are other factors that are important to consider
in the learning process, such as preferred physical environment
and the type of teacher or trainer guiding the learning
experience.
As facilitators of learning, it is helpful for AFS volunteers and
staff to understand the unique characteristics of each learning style. This understanding allows
facilitators to be able to anticipate participants’ reactions and ensures a more integrated approach
to workshop design to support learners’ preferences.

CYCLE OF LEARNING
Since Kolb’s learning styles are based on the four-phase cycle of learning, it is important to review
the experiential learning cycle.
The four phases include: Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract
Conceptualization, and Active Experimentation.
Concrete Experience (CE)
Learning by experiencing:
A new experience occurs or a previous
experience is reinterpreted.
Reflective Observation (RO)
Learning by reflecting:
Using a concrete experience as the basis, the
learner reflects on the experience.
Abstract Conceptualization (AC)
Learning by thinking:
Based on reflection about an experience, the
learner theorizes, classifies, or generalizes
their experience to generate new knowledge.
Active Experimentation (AE)
Learning by doing:
The learner applies the newly-gained insight in the real world. The application of learning is a new
experience from which the cycle begins again.
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Learners are constantly moving through the experiential learning cycle, which is why it can also be
referred to as a “learning wheel.” Although the model begins with a concrete experience,
individuals have different preferences for when and how they begin the learning process. It is
possible for an individual to have more than one learning style preference or a combination of
preferences depending on the activity or context. For example, how you approach a task at the
office might be different than how you handle an issue at home. Various factors can influence an
individual’s learning preference such as their culture, social environment, and educational
background.
Kolb’s learning styles are typically presented on the axes with the x-axis being the processing
continuum (how we approach a task) and the y-axis the perception continuum (how we respond,
think, or feel about a task). According to Kolb, it is impossible to perform both variables on a single
axis simultaneously (e.g. feel and think); therefore, each learning style represents a combination of
two variables from opposite axis. The graphic to the right depicts how the learning stages are
combined to construct Kolb’s
four basic learning styles:
1. Concrete Experience (CE) +
Reflective Observation (RO)
= Diverging Learning Style
2. Reflective Observation (RO)
+ Abstract Conceptualization
(AC) = Assimilating
Learning Style
3. Abstract Conceptualization
(AC) + Active
Experimentation (AE) =
Converging Learning Style
4. Active Experimentation (AE)
+ Concrete Experience (CE)
= Accommodating Learning
Style
In order to discover an individual’s unique learning style preference, Kolb created an assessment
tool, the Learning Style Inventory (LSI). Based on a series of questions, the LSI assesses an
individual’s preference toward learning and identifies which of the four dominant learning styles
most accurately matches your learning tendencies. As you learn more about the characteristics of
the four major learning styles, it may become easier
to identify your own personal learning style.
Other researchers have built on the work of Kolb,
such as Bernice McCarthy, an educational
psychologist, who has also contributed to our
understanding of learning styles and preferences.
McCarthy developed a cycle of instruction, the
4MAT System, which offers teachers a way to
accommodate and challenge learners based on
their unique learning styles.
Like Kolb, the foundation of McCarthy’s work on
learning styles is based on the continuums of
perception and processing. The intersecting
continuums form a four-quadrant model and out of
this model, four major learning styles or types of
learners are identified: imaginative, analytic,
common sense and dynamic. There are many
parallels between these two models of learning
styles and for that reason many times the
terminology associated with certain quadrants is
used interchangeably between models.
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LEARNING STYLE CHARACTERISTICS
In their research, Kolb and McCarthy both provide detailed explanations of the four major learning
styles; each learning style has a unique set of characteristics.
Divergers prefer concrete experience and reflective observation; therefore, their approach to
learning is to observe rather than take immediate action. They are imaginative in their thinking and
use brainstorming as a tool to think through ideas. Divergers value social interaction and usually
are more attuned to people’s feelings.
Assimilators are oriented toward abstract conceptualization and reflective observation, which
means they learn best by thinking through ideas, reflecting on facts, and developing models or
theories. They tend to value expert opinions, statistics, and information in their learning.
Convergers are learners with a tendency toward abstract conceptualization and active
experimentation. This combination makes it possible to take theory into practice as a means to
solve problems. Convergers are practical and logical in their approach to learning and often prefer
technical-based tasks to social interactions. They value learning that they deem useful and
practical for their lives.
Accommodators are the combination of active experimentation and concrete experience and this
creates a hands-on learner that is adaptable and ready to for action. This type of learner is
interested in the real-world implications of their learning and often relies on people and gut
reactions to make decisions as opposed to technical analysis.
Based on the characteristics of each learning style, you can begin to see how certain training
techniques and learning methods correspond to the four major learning styles. It is important to
recall that the four major learning styles are based on the four-phase cycle of learning.

Matching learning styles with training techniques
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In a training session or orientation workshop, it is important to use a variety of techniques,
methods, and activities to ensure that all learners are able to engage with the material. Research
indicates that individuals learn better and more quickly if the methods used in a training or
workshop match their preferred learning style. However, since every learning style is unique and
there will never be a workshop with only one singular learning style present, you can use the
experiential learning cycle as a framework to design your training to make certain that all learning
styles are being accommodated.

THE INFLUENCE OF CULTURE
We all have the potential in us to use all four learning styles, and to begin the experiential learning
cycle during any stage. However, as with most kinds of mental and physical activity – we are only
good at the learning styles that we engage in most frequently. If our professional or personal
environment values a specific style of learning and we do not practice the other three, we may
begin to prefer the learning style that we use most frequently. In different contexts you will find
different preferences for teaching and learning, along with different concepts of what a good
teacher is, and of what it means to be a good student.

CONSEQUENCES FOR FACILITATORS AND TRAINERS
It is important to be aware of preferred local learning
styles and to work with them in a way that
a c k n ow l e d g e s t h e l o c a l n e e d s , h a b i t s a n d
expectations. When we know that a specific way of
learning has been supported and fostered by the
local environment in the past, we have a better
chance to deliver a training or lesson that
corresponds well with the local expectations.
However, we should always remember that
regardless of culture, we all have the ability to use all
four learning styles. A group of individuals with
different preferences can be trained or taught best
when the trainer or teacher employs a balanced mix
of activities that address all four learning styles.
Ideally, a trainer goes “around the wheel” when s/he trains. This way, the trainer can give learners
the chance to experience the content, then to reflect on this experience, to build their theoretical
knowledge about it, and to support them to learn by applying what they already know. This
inclusive approach ensures that everybody’s needs are met and your trainees have a chance to
explore different learning styles while their own preferred learning style is still being
acknowledged.

Learning Styles…
✓

Build on the four ways people learn: by experimenting (active
experimentation); by experiencing (concrete experience); by
reflecting (reflective observation); and by analyzing (abstract
conceptualization).

✓

Are divided into four major learning style types: diverging,
assimilating, converging, and accommodating.

✓

Vary based on context and task as well as cultural
background.

✓

Provide a framework for understanding the variety of ways of
learning and training/teaching around the world.
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