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The learning cycle: Steps in the process of
learning and change

Learning is a complex process that is frequently understood as an intellectual activity of
gaining knowledge or as a combination of intellectual and physical dimensions, required to
develop a certain skill. However, by describing it that way, we leave out a number of key
components of the process, which in turn impact the result.

From the many definitions of learning, I like the one by Argyris (1993):."Learning is not
simply having a new insight or a new idea. Learning occurs when we take effective action,
when we detect and correct error.” Linking learning to a change is the key facet that |
would like to highlight, given the fact that my experience with adults learning is aimed at
people changing the way they interpret and judge events, and ultimately the way they re-
spond and react to daily life challenges.

From this perspective, there are several steps in the learning process, some of which lead to
change. In order to understand the steps of the learning cycle, it is helpful to locate where
an individual is in the process. This is especially useful for those who support others
through coaching, as the model allows to offer more appropriate supports and tools, ac-
cording to what stage of the process the person is going through.
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This learning cycle begins with an Action. The reason to root the process in an action, is
that it brings relevance to the learning. Various authors have used the relevance of the cur-
rent action as an important launching platform for the learning process (Dewey, 1916; Vig-
otsky, 1988; Kolb, 1984, Revans, 1982, Bruner, 1986, Fosnot, 1996). The relevance of the
current action seems to bring the ownership and interest required to engage in a learning
process. So rather than starting with a concept chosen and brought in by the instructor or
the expert, who then tries to instill the contents into the learners, taking a current action
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that directly involves the learners is the preferred place to start. This points to the need to
set up learning scenarios where the learning can flow naturally from an action that is both
current and relevant to the learner.

But action by itself does not imply learning. While plain repetition and practice may de-
velop skills and expertise in certain domains, it is called implicit or tacit knowledge (Hayes
and Broadbent, 1988). What we learn without being aware of it, what we are unable to ex-
plain or express in words, is tacit knowledge and is the heart of many successful decisions
based on “intuition”. However, we don’t have control over that knowledge, as we do not
know what it is, therefore we are unable to share it, to transfer it to others, to build upon it
or even to apply and repeat it consciously. It just “happens” — sometimes successfully and
we are happy about it. But we are also unable to make any corrections when our “intuition”
guides us in a direction that ends up being less successful.

Reflection on Action

So for the purpose of building a conscious learning, we need to start the learning process,
and the next step is to reflect on what happened, to draw meaning from an action taken.

This step was first defined by John Dewey (1916). , for whom learning depended on action.
Knowledge and ideas emerged only from a situation from which learners were able to ex-
tract experiences that had meaning and importance to them. Be it through individual re-
flection on the result itself or hearing what others have to say, if we don’t realize if and why
an action was successful or not, we cannot develop any learning. We just jump from one action
to the next.

This step to reflect on action involves a pause to ponder what happened, to look back and
develop observation skills by describing a result:

> What happened?
> How did it go?
> Why s0?

The US Army is one of the few organizations that has institutionalized this reflection step
after an event. Their “After Action Review” procedure (Sullivan and Harper, 1996, Garvin,
2000) is implemented formally or informally after an exercise or an important activity, to
identify successes and failures and how to perform better the next time. With a similar goal
as our Reflection on Action step, the first part of After Action Review procedure involves
the questions:

> What did we set out to do?
>  What actually happened?
>  Why did it happen?

This step is necessary to launch the learning process, as it creates a first moment of
awareness. Learning should go beyond tacit and intuitive knowledge, and has to include
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the possibility of articulating in words the connections within an event, the elements that
played a role and the relationship with the result obtained. As in a scientific experiment,
we invite individuals to observe carefully, to describe the variables, to formulate relation-
ships between the variables, and to develop hypotheses that can be tested.

This principle of reflection on action and the impact on learning has been researched by
Figueiredo and Barros (2004). The authors highlight that every student comes with his/
her own knowledge, which will only be questioned when a new experience shows that the
knowledge is not applicable, or cannot explain a result or event. But for this to happen,
the students will have to reflect on the event, describing it and explaining it with their
frameworks. The instructor (acting as a learning facilitator) can invite students to talk
about such an event, with the purpose of having them:

observe what they perceived

describe it in their words

reflect on the thoughts the event triggered in them
reflect on the feelings the event generated in them
reflect on the frames of observing and describing

This describes a process that can increase in depth going from mere cognition to meta-
cognition (Ribeiro, 2003), from being aware of what happened to developing awareness of
how their frames, their thinking patterns, and their assumptions and values condition
their interpretation of what happened. (Figure 2).

Figure 2

Feedback Step at Cognition and Meta-Cognition Levels as defined by Figueiredo and Barros
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It is clear that our own mental paradigms define (and limit) the spectrum of our percep-
tions: our values, cultural conditioners, habits, experiences, assumptions etc. will shape
what we describe, and what we are not even able to perceive. For instance, if we are used
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to participate freely in a meeting of peers, we may not perceive this as something to be
described, while someone coming from a cultural context that honors seniority (like the
Malay culture) may immediately notice that people were talking without waiting for their
elders to go first, which can be perceived as disrespectful. This is the reason why it is a
good idea to design this step in a group setting (Figueiredo and Barros, op.cit.), where dif-
fering perceptions open other participant’s minds to new perspectives, helping them be-
come aware of their own blind spots and broadening their horizon. This was recom-
mended by Dewey in 1916 : “These [learning] situations had to occur in a social context,
such as a classroom, where students joined in manipulating materials and, thus, created a
community of learners who built their knowledge together.” (op.cit.).It also can pave the
way to deeper questions, addressing the meta-cognitive level, by uncovering mental mod-
els, assumptions and beliefs (i.e. “What makes me see things as | do, as opposed as how
you see them?”).

The more diverse the group, the richer the reflection experience, because group members
will hear, and be confronted by, differing frames and experiences to challenge their own
experiences and assumptions. The greater the variety of voiced perceptions, the deeper
the learning among members. As participants become familiar with this step, they will in-
crease their observation skills, knowing that they will be asked to reflect on what they ob-
served and perceived. This is a secondary benefit from this step.

Both the Learning and Change model | propose and the “After Action Review” approach,
as well as other learning cycles (Kolb, 1984) invite us to search for reasons and meaning,
looking for the “why”.

Self-Awareness

One important element that is not explicitly mentioned in the different learning cycles
(Juch, 1983 cited by Greenaway, 1995) is the reflection on the individual’s contribution to
an event.

Figure 3.
Kolb’s Learning Cycle
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(Continued on page 6)
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While Kolb (Figure 3) goes from concrete experience, through reflective observation to
the abstract conceptualization in order to make meaning, there is a factor missing that has
a significant impact on the learning. | am referring to the question: How did I contribute to
this?

This question transcends the mere description of an event or the variables that played a
role in the results, and concentrates attention on the individual’s contribution to the re-
sult. This is not to disqualify the other intervening factors, but it brings to the front what
an individual has done that made an impact on the result. This step helps the person in-
crease awareness of the power and impact of one’s own actions, be it words, decisions, at-
titudes, etc.

We live in a fast paced world, where we spend our time doing and reacting to what others
do. We invest time interpreting the behaviors of others, trying to make meaning, with a
significantly low percentage of our time devoted to reflect on ourselves (Figueiredo and
Barros, op.cit). This contributes to frequent feelings of being exposed and at the mercy of
events, of other people’s actions and decisions, with a restricted level of influence and no
control of what happens. This feeling of powerlessness is at the root of much of the stress
we suffer these days.

It may well serve a purpose to attribute all the responsibility for events that occur, out-
side of our area of control: it is easier to blame others than to acknowledge our own con-
tribution. To do so, however, is to short change our learning, and to inhibit our personal
growth. Research done with students (Morais & Valente, 1991 cited by Ribeiro, 2003)
showed that understanding their own cognitive processes helped the students to control
and manage them, increasing their feelings of ownership of the task, of responsibility for
the results, and of raising their self confidence with respect to their capabilities. This
seems to indicate that the more we know about ourselves, the more resources we have to
control our own decisions and actions, and to feel better about ourselves.

This is a principle very much used in psychological therapeutic contexts, as well as in
conflict resolution settings (Stone, Patton and Heen, 1999). Goleman (1996) took the So-
cratic “Know Thyself” to a number of pragmatic levels in his work on Emotional Intelli-
gence.

I call this step the self-awareness, which is the time to explore how WE contributed to
what we obtained as a result of the action. It is not enough to realize how successful or
not we were. If we don’t discover what our contribution was, we lose our chances to learn.

The Need

However, if we are looking at learning as changed behavior, the real turning point is the
next step: Establish the need for change. If we understand what happened, realize how we
contributed to it, but don’t see any need to change our behavior no change will occur.
The need is the fuel for change..

(Continued on page7)
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The energy required to effect behavioral change, to learn and try out something new, to
“unlearn” a pattern of behavior, is directly proportional to the benefits that are anticipated
to accrue to the individual making the effort.

This step has not been made explicit in the various versions of learning cycles. A possible
reason may be that the learning cycles focus on intellectual learning and address how in-
dividuals develop new mental frameworks or a new conceptualization of reality. Within
this scientific approach, an individual would analyze an event, reflect on its variables, es-
tablish hypotheses and try them out in a new experiment. This cycle, however, seems to
have some shortcomings when it addresses change of human behaviors, which include
emotions that increase the complexity.

The need for change can originate in avoidance of certain results or attraction of certain
results.

When the avoidance of certain results is the main origin of the need, it is desirable to ex-
plore what scenario would be the attractive one. This principle of the power of the positive
goal was developed extensively by Cooperrider (1990). Observing that the traditional ap-
proach to change had been based on an inventory of what is not working, what needs to
be solved, David Cooperrider and his associates at Case Western Reserve University chal-
lenged this approach in the Seventies, suggesting that attention be put on what works.
“The tangible result of the inquiry process is a series of statements that describe where
the organization wants to be, based on the high moments of where they have
been.”(Hammond, 1998). By building a positive goal-scenario, that is strong and appeal-
ing, it will be possible to sustain the energy level required to draw and implement a plan.

The Plan

While intellectual learning can remain at the awareness level, if we understand learning as
changed behavior or, as in Argyris (1993) words, “Learning occurs when we take effective
action”, the energy provided by the need has to be channeled into a feasible, concrete plan.

Bert Juch (1983), cited by Roger Greenaway (1995) has collected and listed 17 different
learning process cycles linked to various learning theories, and came up with his own ver-
sion (Figure 4).

Figure 4
Juch’s 4-stage Learning Cycle
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The importance of a Plan cannot be overstated. We may have the wish to change a behav-
ior, but in absence of a plan for making it happen, the chances of failure are high. The plan
connects what we want with what we can do and control, with what we can influence. A
plan gives us back the power we think we have lost when we feel victims of failure. (See

Appendix)
The New Action

Finally, the learning is not really anchored until it is expressed in a changed behavior, in
other words, until the plan becomes a New Action. All learning cycles have a spiraled

shape, leading into a new action where the cycle can restart.

Applying the Change Model

During the course of a session designed with the Action Reflection
Learning methodology (Rimanoczy, 2002) the Learning Coach will in-
tervene at different appropriate moments to help the group and/or the
individuals to move along this change cycle, with questions, tools and
concepts. That does not mean that there is only one change cycle go-
ing on, and that all the participants go step by step through the proc-
ess together. Most frequently, there are several simultaneous cycles
going on, some individual, some for the team, and even several for each
individual as they address different behavior challenges.

In addition, as learning does not occur in an instant, it requires repeti-
tion and practice. It is critical that the individuals put into practice
what they have learned. For this reason, ARL interventions take place
over time so that participants try out new behaviors, practice some
new skills and get feedback from their colleagues on their results. Pro-
gram members then report on their experiences when they next meet
and reflect with their teammates on their experience and what they
have learned. With the help of the Learning Coach the team members
analyze the obstacles and seek alternate ways to overcome them.

The purpose of the Change model is to establish a framework that
helps both the learner and the coach to understand at what stage of the
process they might be stuck, in order to find the appropriate tools/
support to help moving the process forward.

Isabel Rimanoczy
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APPENDIX

Characteristics of a successful Plan

For a plan to be successful, if has to be feasible and realistic. Planning does not nec-
essarily refer to extensive long term strategic plans. A plan can be as simple as “I will re-
mind myself to smile on the phone by sticking a smiley face on my screen”. The simpler,
the better the chances to succeed. Behavior change plans are mostly about little things.

Nevertheless, there are some elements to pay attention to when drawing a plan.

Table 1.

Elements of a Plan

Identify and act on behaviour chains

What behaviours or context conditions are
linked to the one you want to change?
Example: | cannot listen carefully when |
have urgent pending issues

Make them feasible

Concrete small steps, clearly defined: ‘I
will check what my urgent issues are, be-
fore agreeing to a meeting where I need to
listen carefully’

Ensure available resources

Time and timing (how long and when):
‘The late afternoon is the critical time’
Knowledge (know what) ‘I will stick a re-
minder on my screen’

Skills (know how) No special skills re-
quired

Establish measurements

How will I know that | completed a step? ‘I
will look at the reminder and just know’

Involve others around you

Who can help/support? ‘I will ask my PA
to remind me not to book meetings in the
late afternoon’

Be clear in your requests, get clarify about
the terms of their acceptance ‘I will explain
that her support is needed, but has to be
sensitive to critical meetings’

Action Learning News, September 2004

Page 9



References:
Argyris, Chris. Knowledge for Action. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1993,

Bruner, Jerome. Actual Minds, Possible Worlds. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1986.

Cooperrider, David. Positive Image, Positive Action: The Affirmative Basis of Organizing. San
Francisco, Jossey-Bass, 1990.

Costa Figueiredo, Fernando and Oliveira Barros, Joao. Metacognicao: Tempo para ouvir a nos
proprios. http://www.ipv.pt/millenium/17 ect10.htm

Dewey, John. Democracy and Education. Toronto:Macmillan, 1916.

Fosnot, Catherine. Constructivism: Theory, Perspectives and Practice. New York: Teachers Col-
lege Press, 1996.

Garvin, David. Learning in Action, A Guide to Putting the Learning Organization to Work. Bos-
ton: Harvard Business School Press, 2000, 106-116.

Goleman, Daniel. Emotional Intelligence. London:Bloomsbury Publishing, 1996.

Greenaway, Roger. Experiential learning cycles, In:Powerful Learning Experiences in Man-
agement Learning and Development. Doctoral dissertation 1995. http://www.reviewing.co.
uk/research/learning.cycles.htm

Grotzer, Tina. The Keys to Inquiry, Section 1. Inquiry-Learning and Learning from One’s
Own Experience. Project Zero, Harvard Graduate School of Education. http.//hea-
www.harvard.edu/ECT/Inquiry/inquiryltext.html

Hammond, Sue. The Thin Book of Appreciative Inquiry. Plano Tx: Thin Book Publishing, 1998..

Hayes, N.A., and Broadbent, D.E. Two modes of learning for interactive tasks. Cognition,
28:249-276, 1988.

Juch, Bert. Personal Development: Theory and Practice in Management Training. Shell Inter-
national, Wiley, 1983.

Kolb, David. Experiential Learning as the Source of Learning and Development. Englewood Cliffs:
Prentice-Hall, 1984.

Revans, Reginald. The Origin and Growth of Action Learning. Brickley, UK: Chartwell-Bratt,
1982.

Ribeiro, Celia. Metacognicao: Um Apoio ao Processo de Aprendizagem. In Psicologia: Re-
flexao e Critica, 2003, 16(1), pp. 109-116.

Rimanoczy, Isabel. Learning and Action. 2002. http://limglobal.net/readings/Articles/
Learning%20and%20Action.doc

Stone, D., Patton, B. and Heen, S. Difficult Conversations. New York: Penguin Books, 2000.

Sullivan, Gordon and Harper, Michael. Hope is not a Method. New York: Broadway Books,
1996 .

Vigotsky, Lev. Thought and Language. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988.

Isabel Rimanoczy is an international Executive Coach and a Partner with LIM, Leadership in International Man-
agement. Isabel.rimanoczy@L IMglobal.net— www.L IMglobal.net






