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INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _GoBack]As practitioners, reflection is an essential tool we must engage with. Reflection can be useful for personal development and well as development in our professional practices. To aid in reflection, one might choose to use a reflective model. 
The aim of this essay is to specifically review Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Cycle, including advantages and limitations, suggestions for potential adaptations, and application for professional reflection. Kolb’s model is widely known and implemented by educators in areas such as counseling and management development. Kolb and Kolb (2018) state that its simplicity, adaptability and usefulness are reasons for its popularity. 
I begin by giving an overview of the model, which Kolb has divided into four stages: experiencing, reflecting, thinking and acting. Kolb additionally provides four learning styles that complement the stages, these are: diverging, assimilating, converging and accommodating. The ELC is a continuous process for effective learning that explains and outlines how individuals learn through concrete experience. The model was intentionally named experiential on the basis that all learning comes from experience.  
The model displays some benefits for practitioners, especially when used as a starting point for reflection. One might find this model useful if they are feeling stuck when trying to reflect back on a situation and are not sure where to begin. Caution should be used however, as the model may hinder reflection and development if the practitioner does not hold themselves accountable for further, deeper reflection. Moving away from single loop learning to double loop learning is essential in fully understanding and processing an experience or situation. 
Single loop learning is a cycle that begins with an action and then leads to a result. It is just basic problem solving. Double loop learning has the additional piece of questioning our values and assumptions that lead to our actions. It is a deeper level of processing and includes more than just fixing the problem. 
After reviewing the ELC, I will reflect on a professional experience using Kolb’s framework. The limitations of the model are apparent in my reflection. Issues that arose during my reflection will be addressed. Furthermore, I will discuss how therapy supplemented my reflective process in a way that rendered the model impractical for me personally. 

THE EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING CYCLED REVIEWED
Reflective models are used extensively in education and learning. Using a model for reflection can be helpful when dealing with a situation or experience. Models can be especially advantageous in reflection when the individual is unsure of where to begin. A model guides the individual using it to follow the process to order to understand and reflect on their experience on a deeper level.
The Experiential Learning Cycle (ELC) was developed by David Kolb in 1984. The model is a cyclical reflective and learning model that consists of four different stages. Kolb suggests that effective learning occurs when the learner progresses through all four stages: experiencing, reflecting, thinking, and acting. The first step happens when a person does or has a concrete experience. The reflecting stage follows, which is when the individual reflects, reviews and observes on that experience. Next, the thinking stage consists of the formation of abstract concepts and generalizations, which is when the concluding and actual learning from the experience transpires. Finally, the acting or the active experimentation phase is when the individual implements what they have learned from the experience in new situations. Kolb deliberately uses the word experiential in the ELC to suggest that we learn through our experiences. Understanding and implementing this model can support reflection and learning.
Additionally, the Kolb provides four different learning styles. These styles of learning are: diverging (feeling and watching), assimilating (watching and thinking), converging (doing and thinking), and accommodating (doing and feeling). Kolb suggested that knowing an individual’s learning style would allow for learning to be tailored to their learning style preference. These learning styles were developed to differentiate the various ways people “spiral through the learning cycle” (Kolb and Kolb, 2018: 10). 
	This model may be useful for practitioners because it helps to understand their process and then further more allows them to take that learning and development into their professional practice. “What is counseling if not a process of learning and exploration?” posed Sugarman (1985: 267). He proposed that Kolb’s model could be used to represent the counseling process. It was suggested that practitioners could use the model to reflection on their personal counseling styles. 
However, practitioners must use models with caution. Bolton (2018) states that learning differs between every individual and situation they encounter. She emphasizes that learning is a “dynamic process” and is not a “thing” (2018: 52). Models may hinder reflection and development rather than support it if we see and use them as an instruction guide for “making a thing”. 
	According to Kolb and Kolb (2018) the brain is wired for experiential learning. When humans learn from their experience they develop and modify their thoughts and behavior. Learning from experiences is responsible for pruning of neurons, synapses and neuronal networks.   
While there are many beneficial aspects of using the Experiential Learning Cycle, there are also limitations and potential adaptations and/or additions to consider. 
Vince (1998) points out a limitation being that some lessons are not learning from first-hand experience. Examples such as terminal illness, torture, sexual or racial harassment support this statement. Although a large piece of the learning process is concrete experience, we cannot ignore the fact that a great deal of our learning is due to others experiences.  
Vince additionally highlights another limitation of the model is that it focuses solely on past experiences. Building off of that statement it appears that the ELC includes reflection on action but fails to incorporate an important component to reflection: reflection in action, or learning on the spot in the present time. “There is a need within the educative environment to reflect on our reflections in a way that calls our process into question” (Vince, 1998: 309). 
Similarly, the model fails to clearly incorporate double loop learning. The ELC seems to focus on the single loop learning process. Bolton also noticed this flaw in Kolb’s model. She emphasizes the importance of asking why and reflecting deeper to progress from single loop learning to double loop learning. When critiquing Kolb’s model, Bolton suggests that it is less of a model and more of a description of how individuals learn from experience. If individuals go around the cycle as the ELC suggests then this may only would only be single loop learning. To improve and to adapt this model for double loop learning we need to start asking why and we must seriously question and challenge our values and assumptions. Double loop learning includes more than just learning and fixing the problem, this style of learning questions underlying assumptions values and beliefs behind our actions.  “There is a need within the educative environment to reflect on our reflections in a way that calls our process into question” (Vince, 1998: 309). 
The surface level reflecting suggested by the model fails to develop the practitioner’s reflexivity. Reflexivity is higher self-awareness that is attained when one is aware of and challenge their own values, morals and stereotypes. For ultimate personal and professional development, we must engage with reflexivity. The acquisition of knowledge can be increased if we engage with deeper reflection.  
Miller and Maellero (2016) found that adding deeper reflection to the ELC was beneficial for learners. They observed students consider their experience more thoroughly and create more possible outcomes to test and apply in the active experimentation phase of the cycle. One method they used for engaging students in deeper reflection was implementing five why’s. They found engaging in the why’s encouraged the students to go beyond the surface level. Integrating reflection into the ELC supports a deeper level of reflection, understanding and learning and more success in the active experimentation phase.
The final limitation of the ELC that I will cover is the lack of diversity or acknowledgement of social inequity. 
The lack of representation and inclusivity in the ELC model is pointed out by Vince (1998). He points out that all experiences are affected and influenced by society, power, and privilege. Additionally, there are clear “unequal relations around knowledge” (1998: 312). We cannot ignore the weight of power and privilege, whether that be internally or externally constructed, and the role it plays in the learning process for individuals. An improved version of this model may acknowledge and include social and political components. 
The Experiential Learning Cycle proves to be a beneficial tool for practitioners, but also includes some notable limitations. An improved version of Kolb’s model might explain or add experiences that are had outside of the learners own experience such as harassment or illness. It would also consider reflection in action, double loop learning, and reflexivity. Additionally, the ELC would acknowledge social inequity and the role it plays in the learning process. 

APPLICATION OF THE MODEL
 Following Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle model of reflection, I will begin by discussing my experience. First to give some background, I have been working in disability care for about six years. I love this work and it has been a driving force in my pursuit for a career in counselling. The individuals I support have taught me many lessons over the years. One of my most recent clients proved to be one of my most difficult, consequently teaching me one of the biggest, most memorable lessons. I will call this client Linda for privacy reasons.  
Linda is a lively woman. She loves her grandchildren, cares about the environment, enjoys painting, and loves a dirty joke. Linda is a quadriplegic and requires 24/7 care. She is a survivor of a very serious drug overdose that she survived but that paralyzed her from the neck down. She suffers from a toxic brain injury, quadriplegia, depression and anxiety. For the last seven years, she has been getting used to this new life. She is working on her speech, building back strength in her core and arms. Additionally, she is working through a lot of mental health concerns.  
I was introduced to Lisa without knowing her full story, but when I earned her trust she openly spoke about her addiction and abuse. Supporting Linda almost every day we got to know each other well. I enjoyed her quick wit and her dark sense of humor. 
Once Linda got comfortable with me I felt as though she started to display some disrespectful behaviors. I find that as clients warm up to staff they start to display more behaviors and it usually does not surprise me. However, this felt different as the clients I previously supported had physical disabilities as well as intellectual disabilities and while Linda had obvious physical disabilities her TBI and mental health issues were not as apparent. 
 These behaviors felt different to ones I had experienced with other clients because they felt more personal. I felt as though Linda had the capacity for manners and that we had a mutual respect so when these behaviors happened I could not help but feel a little hurt and unappreciated. 
 During one shift, I had with Linda instead of asking me for a glass of water she looked at another staff working with us and asked that staff to ask me to get her a glass of water. I was confused about why she would not just ask me directly. We had been working together for a while and this had never happened. I gently said to her “Hey Linda, I’m here to help with whatever you need. If you feel comfortable you can ask me directly if you need something and I’d be happy to help.” Her response was an eye roll and I could not help but feel a bit hurt and confused. 
During hand offs with the next staff coming in, I would ask for advice about how to respond to the behavior. The other staff were experiencing similar behavior now and had in the past as well. I felt better hearing that this was not just a problem that was happening with me. However, I shamefully admit that sometimes this felt more like a gossip session. While it was standard procedure to complete a “hand off” and let the next staff coming in know how Linda was and what we had done that day, this turned into a rant session from whichever staff she had upset that day.
My reflection, which is the next step in Kolb’s model is reflection first started when Linda’s team had their monthly meeting. Some other staff were experiencing similar problems and during meeting with her team this was addressed. Staff shared different occurrences and ideas and feedback were bounced around. Then a newer staff spoke and said that she had done more research about brain injuries and depression and that helped her understand and accept Linda’s behaviors better. When she said that I had an AH-HA moment. 
While Lisa seemed as though she could regulate her behavior and emotions this was not necessarily the case. As I got more comfortable with her I had totally neglected to take into account that her disability and mental health had an effect on her outward behavior. I remember blushing after hearing the staff say that because I was embarrassed that working in disability for so long I had failed to do the same. 
I continued this reflection in some sessions with my therapist. This experience made me realize that I had some work to do on myself. In some sessions with my therapist we talked about my need to please others and how easily my feelings get hurt. Working through this in my sessions have helped me in not taking others action to heart. I feel a lot more in control of myself and I do let others words or actions have such an impact on me. Additionally, it is important to understand and remember that we are human with our own experiences and even though we are trained, at times our emotions are naturally going to influence us.
The next step in Kolb’s model is the abstract, or the conclusion and learning from the event. While working with Linda I felt that I got to know her very well but I let my feelings get in the way of how I responded to her mental health and disability. I think the bigger picture take away from my experience is that you cannot take any interaction with a client or anyone for that matter at face value. There are always a million things going on with someone behind the scenes that influences an individual. If we make the effort to understand the behavior better it may be easier to handle and to facilitate more positive, productive interactions. 
I also worked through some of my own personal issues with my therapist. I learned that I cannot control others behavior but I can control how I respond and how it impacts me. I found that speaking with my therapist helped in avoiding burnout and encouraged self-care. 
Active experimentation is the final step in the ELC model. I went home and I read articles about disability and mental health to refresh my memory and to give me more perspectives. I spoke to my coordinator one on one and told her about my experience and my take away from our meeting. It helped having explanation for Linda’s behavior and justified a lot of the experiences we were having. Additionally, I found some new ideas of how to respond or not respond to behavior. I took all of this information and learning in with me on my shifts with Linda. I felt like I had a better understanding of her and her mental illness and disability. Overall, this positively impacted our shifts together. 
I have noticed a positive shift after self-reflection and reflection with my therapist. I feel more prepared for shifts with high behavior clients and I also am more professional in my work. 
 That brings me to present day where I have recently moved and started working at a new residential house with four women with varying abilities. One of the ladies reminds me of Linda and now I am much better prepared to respond to her behaviors. 

USEFULNESS OF THE MODEL
Kolb’s ELC did not prove to be exceptionally useful in my reflective process. reflection was already “complete” in a sense because of the deeper reflecting and processing I was able to do in therapy, before even thinking about using a model. 
The deeper reflection or the moving from single loop learning to double loop that is not included in the model is more challenging for me personally and that is why I really benefit from my therapy so much. My therapist constantly supports my reflective process by questioning my assumptions, values and beliefs. The reflecting on refection so to speak. I felt a bit like I was having to fit my experience into each step rather than the model helping to process my experience. 
I feel as though I have more experience in reflective practice through therapy and the models are not as necessary as they might be, had I not been in therapy or had that experience with reflection. Unpacking situation in therapy layer by layer with my therapist helps me think about thinks in a different way. I feel as though the model is excessive and unnecessary because after my therapy session, I walk away and chew on those questions and ideas we have spoken about and I have this internal counselor or internal reflection that is helping me process the situation from a different perspective. It has become a natural way of thinking and being for me and a model is not necessarily beneficial in my reflective process. 
The use of this model, like other models would be greatly useful for me personally, if I was stuck on a situation or experience and I did not know where to start. I think using a model to kick start the reflection process is really helpful.  The model may be more useful closer to the event because I can be difficult to separate oneself from an event especially a recent one and I think when that issue occurs, using a model could help a great deal. The event I used with my client was less than a year ago, but in that time, I have had lots of time to reflect on my own and also in therapy. 
In the future, I will continue to use models especially when I am feeling “stuck” with an experience, like I suggested before. I will continue to explore different models and the ones that work best for me and also test out different models on different types of situations. 
Overall, models are a great starting point for reflection and give the reflector a process to follow. However, I do believe they can hinder learning if the individual using the model does not go beyond it. I believe you can always reflect deeper on an experience.  

CONCLUSION
	The simplicity and flexibility of the learning cycle makes it a great tool for practitioners as a starting point in reflection. Kolb’s model would certainly be useful for those who are new to or are feeling stuck with reflective practice. It is clear why the model is frequently implemented by educators in areas such as counseling and management development. 
While the model demonstrates its usefulness, it also proved to have numerous limitations. Limitations were discussed, such as the idea presented by Vince (1998) that not all learning needs to be from experience such as illness or harassment. The models lack of reflection on reflecting was apparent by not including double loop learning and reflection in action. Using only single loop learning and reflection on action obstructs the reflective process. Vince also brought light to the fact that the model failed to incorporate extremely important social and political factors and they role they play in an individual’s learning process.  
While using the model to discuss a professional situation, I found some of these limitations to be personally true. The foremost limitations being the exclusion of double loop learning and reflexivity. 
I found that my therapy sessions supplemented my reflection process in a way that made the use of Kolb’s model to be unnecessary and redundant.  I have also found that after a year of therapy I almost have an internal counselor going on in my thought process and I am constantly asking those important reflexive questions about my experiences.
	In the future, I may only use a model as a starting point when feelings stuck in my processing of a situation. 
The attainment of knowledge for personal and professional development is maximized when engaging with deeper reflection.
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