BERNICE MCCARTHY

Using the 4MAT System to Bring
Learning Styles to Schools

4MAT offers a way to accommodate, as well as
challenge, all types of learners, by appealing to
their accustomed learning styles while stretching
them to function in less comfortable modes.

System to help teachers organize
their teaching based on differ-
ences in the way people learn. 4MAT is
an eight-step cycle of instruction that
capitalizes on individual learning
styles and brain dominance process-
ing preferences. Designed to raise
teacher awareness as to why some
things work with some learners while
others do not, 4MAT is based on re-
search from the fields of education,
psychology, neurology, and manage-
ment. The theories of David Kolb
(1981, 1984, 1985), Carl Jung (1923),
Jean Piaget (1970), John Dewey
(1958), Joseph Bogen (1969, 1975),
Gabriele Rico (1983), Betry Edwards
(1979), and John Bradshaw and Nor-
man Nettleton (1983) have contrib-
uted 10 4MAT's conception
Research we have conducted in 17
school districts' that have commitied
to long-range implementation of
4MAT has given us interesting insights
into the change process. Here, we
report on what we are trying to teach
them about the 4MAT System and its
uses in instruction and staff develop-
ment planning *

In 1972, 1 developed the 4MAT

The 4MAT System: An
Overview

Inherent in the 4MAT System are two
major premises: (1) people have major
learning styles and hemispheric (right-
mode/leftmode)  processing  prefer-
ences; and (2) designing and using mul-
tiple instructional strategies in a

systematic framework to teach to these
preferences can improve teaching and
learning,

All of us feel, reflect, think, and do,
but we linger at different places along
the way. And these lingerings form our
learning style preferences, complex
patterns of individuality, developed
over time, that bias what we see and
how we see it. Differences in our
learning styles depend on many
things: who we are, where we are,
how we see ourselves, what we pay
attention to, and what people ask and
expect of us.

Fig. 1. Continuum of Perception
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Perceiving and Processing
David Kolb (1976, 1984, 1985), whose
work forms the theoretical base for
4MAT, described two major differ-
ences in how people leam: how they
perceive and how they process. Peo-
ple perceive reality differently. Some
people, in new situations, respond pri-
marily by sensing and feeling their
way, while others think things
through. No one uses one response to
the total exclusion of the other. How-
ever, in their reactions, people hover
near different places on a continuum,
and that hovering place is their most
comfortable place (fig. 1).

Those who perceive in a sensing
feeling way project themselves into
the reality of the now. They attend 0
the actual experience itself. They im-
merse themselves directly, they per-
ceive through their senses. They intuit
On the other hand, those who think
through experiences attend more to
the abstract dimensions of reality
They analvze what is happening Their
intellect makes the first appraisal, they
reason experience, they approach ex-
periences logically

These two kinds of perception are
quite different; they complement
rather than exclude each other. Both
are equally valuable, and both have
strengths and weaknesses. Most im-
portant of all, every learmer needs
both for the fullest possible under-
standing of experience

Perception alone, however, does not
equal learning. The second major dif-
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ference in how people learn is how
they process experience and informa-
tion, how they make new things part of
themselves (fig. 2). Some people are
watchers first, others are doers first.
The watchers reflect on new things;
they filter them through their own
experience to create meaning in a
slow, deliberate choosing of perspec-
tives. The doers act on new information
immesdiately. They reflect only after
they have tried it out. They need to do
it, to extend themselves into the world,
in order to make it theirs. Both ways of
processing information and experience
are equally valuable, and each has its
own strengths and weaknesses.

The processing dimension is a con-
tinuum that ranges from the need o
internalize to the need 10 act. Watchers
need to refine their reflective gifts while
developing the courage to experiment
and try. And doers need to refine their
experimenting gifts while developing
the patience to watch reflectively.

The Four Major Learning
Styles

When these two dimensions of perceiv-
ing and processing are juxtaposed, a
four-quadrant model is formed. The re-
sulting structure delineates the qualities
of four major learning styles (fig. 3).
Type One: Imaginative Learners
Imaginative learners perceive infor-
mation concretely and process it re-
flectively. They integrate experience
with the self. Listening and sharing
ideas to learn, they are imaginative
thinkers who believe in their own
experiences. They work for harmony
and need to be personally involved.
They seek commitment and are inter-

Some people are
watchers first,
others are

doers first.
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ested in people and culture. Some-
times, because they see all sides, they
have difficulty making decisions. They
seek meaning and clarity. They find
school too fragmented and discon-
nected from the personal issues that
théy find most interesting. They strug-
gle to connect the content of school-
ing with their need to grow and un-
derstand their world.

Type Two: Analytic Learners
Type Two learners perceive informa-
tion abstractly and process it reflec-
tively. They devise theories by inte-
grating their observations into what
they know. They learn by thinking
through ideas. They need to know
what the experts think. They value
sequential thinking. They need details,
and are thorough and industrious.
They enjoy traditional classrooms and
find ideas fascinating. Sometimes they
enjoy ideas more than people—they
can be cool and aloof. Seeking intel-
lectual competence and personal ef-
fectiveness, they are highly skilled ver-
bally and, generally, avid readers. They
find school well suited to their needs
Type Three: Common Sense
Learners

Type Three learners perceive informa-
tion abstractly and process it actively.
They integrate theory and practice,
learning by testing theories and apply-
ing common sense. Type Threes are
pragmatists: they believe if something
works, then use it. Down-to-earth
problem solvers, they resent being
given answers. They value strategic
thinking. They are skills-oriented peo-
ple who like to experiment and tinker
with things because they need to know
how things work. They edit reality to

cut right to the heart of things. Be-
cause they feel a strong need to work
on real problems, they find school
frustrating. They want to see how what
they are learning is of immediate use
to them.

Type Four: Dynamic Learners
Dynamic learners perceive informa-
tion concretely and process it actively.
They integrate experience and appli-
cation, learning by trial and error.
Enthusiastic about new things, they are
adaptable people who relish change.
They excel when flexibility is needed.
Type Fours often reach accurate con-
clusions in the absence of logical jus-
tification. They are risk-takers who are
at ease with people, and sometimes
they are seen as manipulative and
pushy. They seek to influence. For
them, school is often tedious and
overly sequential. Because they seek
to pursue their interests in diverse
ways, they too are frustrated with the
structure of our schools.

Using 4MAT to Engage the
Whole Brain
Other illuminating views of prefer-
ences can be derived from research
on the different functions of the wo
hemispheres of the brain. Current
brain research has found that (1) the
two halves of the brain process infor-
mation differently; (2) both hemi-
spheres are equally important in terms
of whole-brain functioning; and (3)
individuals rely more on one informa-
tion processing mode than the other,
especially when they approach new
learning (Bogen 1969, 1975).

Research typically describes the left
mode as serial, analytic, rational, and
verbal. Left-mode processing is sys-
tematic. Analysis and planning are key
strategies. Problems are solved by
looking at the parts, and sequence is
critical

The right mode is global, visual, and
holistic, able to see patterns and con-
nections. Right-mode processing seeks
patterns and solves problems by look-
ing at the whole picture. Intuition,
beliefs, and opinions are key process-
ing strategies.

To illustrate the importance of
whole-brain functioning, Jeremy Cam-
pbell (1989) remarks on how the hu-
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man mind forms its notions by mixing
up its own nature with the nature of
things. When scientists engage in ex-
plicit theory development, he ob-
serves, they use logical reasoning. But
in the discovery phase that must pre-
cede the definitive process of creating
a new theory, they often use illogical
reasoning, reasoning that reflects their
own subtle biases.

The reality is that we approach
learning with our whole minds, with
our intuition, our beliefs, our subjec-
tivity intact. Accordingly, schools
should engage the subjective mind
more openly and with honor. It is the
whole brain that flexes and flows. If
the left mode engages in analyses—
breaks down, specializes, names
things, and agrees on the existence of
these things—and if the right mode
seizes upon the character of the
whole—understands from experience
and grasps directly—then it is clear we
need to honor both modes of process-
ing in our schools: we must engage
the whole brain.

Each of the four learning styles
quadrants contains right-mode, left-
mode, and whole-brained learners, al-
though there are strong tendencies
toward left-mode dominance in Quad-
rants Two and Three and toward right-
mode processing in Quadrants One
and Four. But because there are right-,
left-, and whole-brained learners in
each of the quadrants, I made a com-
monsense decision to alternate right-
and left-mode techniques through the
four learning styles cycle. If all four
learning styles are taught to all learn-
ers in a cycle that alternates from right-
to lefti:mode information processing,
and if in doing this, all styles are
equally valued, this integration will
allow learners to be comfortable some
of the time and stretched and chal-
lenged at other times. And because it
is clear that all learners need all seg-
ments of the cycle, the entire cycle
then becomes more valuable than any
one segment

Thus, teachers can use the 4MAT
System to improve their instructional
designs by employing diverse strate-
gies in a cycle of learning (fig. 4). This
cycle appeals to each leamer’s most
comfortable style in turn, while stretch-

ing her or him to function in less
comfortable modes. The movement
around this circle is a natural learn-
ing progressicn. Humans sense and
feel, they experience, then they
watch, they reflect, then they think,
they develop theories, then they try
out theories, they experiment. Fi-
nally, they evaluate and synthesize
what they have learned in order to
apply it to their next similar experi-
ence. They get smarter. They apply
experience to experiences.

The 4MAT Cycle as a

Change System

As a learner-focused model for adapt-
ing curriculum and instruction to the
diverse needs of students, 4MAT ben-
efits teachers by giving them a frame-
work to design learning activities in a
systematic cycle. But 4MAT has other
applications: administrators can use
the 4MAT quadrants to sketch out the
desired outcomes of staff development
(fig. 5).

By examining the primary charac-
teristics in each quadrant of the cycle,
the role shifts of teachers and learners
become apparent. Each quadrant has a
different emphasis. Quadrant One's

emphasis is on meaning, or how the
material to be learned is connected to
learners’ immediate lives. Quadrant
Two's emphasis is on content and cur-
riculum and the importance of deliv-
ering instruction through an inte-
grated approach. Quadrant Three
addresses the usefulness of learning in
the lives of the learners both in and
out of school—it emphasizes the
transferability of learning. Quadrant
Four encompasses creativity, how the
learner adds to the original learning in
new and unique ways.

When these quadrants are put to-
gether, they make up a complete de-
velopmental learning cycle, moving
from subjective knowing to objective
knowing to integrated knowing
(Kegan 1982). This cycle can be a
valuable framework to those design-
ing staff development strategies.
Quadrant One: Attitude Sbifts
in Meaning
When we use the 4MAT cycle in staff
development, we begin by affirming
what teachers already know about
good practice. We begin with the
teachers themselves: where they live,
who they are, and how they learn (by
having them find out their own best
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learning style). As we connect 4MAT
principles to the immediate lives and
concerns of the teachers, we see
changes in three major areas: in teach-
ers’ aritudes toward diverse kinds of
intelligence, in their auitudes about
the act of teaching, and in their sense
of responsibility for their students’
motivation.

When teachers take the Learning
Style Inventory (Kolb 1976, 1985) and
the Hemispberic Mode Indicator for
Left and Right Information Processing
Preferences (McCarthy 1986), they be-
gin to address the issue of differences
in learners through the eyes of their
own preferences. Then their attitudes
about the act of teaching begin to
change: teaching becomes more dia-
logue, less monologue—more of an
interactive exchange of different reali-
ties rather than the mere giving of
information. They begin to see student
diversity as a positive outcome, one
that can enhance learning Teachers
also feel a deeper sense of responsi-
bility for motivating students: they re-
pOrT 2 new Urgency 1o create curiosity
and interest in their students. They
develop Quadrant One “hooks” to get
their students involved with the con-
tent. In addition, teachers’ artitudes
toward their fellow teachers become
more positive. As a new sense of col-
legiality emerges, their professional-
ism rises.

Teachers begin talking about in-
struction: the best ways to introduce
new concepts, their reactions to stu-
dent responses to right-mode tech-
niques, thoughts about students be-
coming invoived in the problem-
solving aspects of the cycle, and
concerns about the difficulty of zero-
ing in on the best concepts (best in the
sense of structurally important to the
content itself and significant in its po-
tentiality for making connections).

Teachers need practice when un-
deraking innovations, and they need
immediate feedback from that prac-
tice. The implementation strategy
called Learning Partners® helps fill that
need. This strategy, a form of peer
coaching, is a powerful tool in helping
teachers master 4MAT. Teachers form
new relationships as they come rto-
gether during feedback sessions to

discuss and critique lesson units for
improvement and refinement

Content

As teachers examine their approaches
to content during long-range 4MAT
projects, they often find themselves
increasingly frustrated with the frag-
mentation of the curriculum. The writ-
ing of a 4MAT lesson necessitates spot-
lighting the concepts or key issues that
underlie the content. In searching for
these issues, teachers turn to concepts
that connect several ideas together,
and they find this difficult. Many dual
fields of knowledge, such as bioengi-
neering and neurophysiology, have
emerged in our time, yet our curricu-
lumns show few programs that merge
content successfully. Once teachers re-
discover this fragmentation, they en-
counter the content coverage di-
lemma. If we are to make the
conceptual choices necessary to teach
to depth rather than merely to cover
material, we must strengthen our abil-
ity to understand the structure of con-
tent fields.

Teachers often need help in under-
standing content areas in this higher-
order way, since textbooks for the
most part have not been written con-
ceptually and, of course, our tests also
lack a conceptual approach. For exam-
ple, a social studies teacher might
choose the theme “Exploration,” and
then integrate the perspectives of
geography and history (how particu-
lar places influence and become part
of historical events), the economic
exigencies, the political struggles,
and the anthropological cast of hu-
mans living out their need to contin-
uously seek and know. Such an inte-
gration of content encourages
students to construct their own
meaning and connections.

Staff developers, perhaps depart-
ment chairs and supervisory person-
nel, need to build in this integrated
approach to content as they move to
conceptual approaches, In 4MAT inter-
mediate training, we give teachers the
time and assistance to conceptualize
their content areas, and they are most
successful when they undertake this
task together.

Quadrant Two: Changes in
Approaches

Quadrant Three: Changes in
Strategies for Mastery
Quadrant Three calls for tinkering,
checking out the validity of the content
they are being asked to master. We
want our students to question, to ask:
Is this valid? Does it work? What hap-
pens when this is applied to life outside
school? The 4MAT cycle requires stu-
dents to transfer what they are learn-
ing into their own lives, and this ques-
tioning, validatuing phase is a crucial
step in the process of putting learning
to use. Without practical application,
there is no real learning. Teachers
themselves need to be “tinkerers,” to
model the act of pondering ambigu-
ities, of facing uncertainties, of high-
lighting subtleties, in order to help
students question, try, struggle with
complexities, and then personalize
Teachers in the 4MAT projects learn
to find activities that call for experi-
menting, for doing, for acting. Because
these requirements go far beyond
workbook pages and chapter ques-
tions, teachers report a new sense of
extension, of moving students beyond
set content objectives. As they tinker
with new applications for their learn-
ing and begin to take over the re-
sponsibility for the learning process,
teachable moments proliferate. Staff de-
velopers should include strategies for
helping teachers to fulfill their new
roles as coach and resource. Teachers

Fig. 5. The 4MAT Cycle as a
Change System
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need help in creating the risk-free en-
vironments that invite open-ended
learner participation, particularly those
whose own learning styles make partic-
ipation difficult

Quadrant Four: Changes in
Evaluation Tecbnigques

When 4MAT long-range projects move
into their second year, teachers begin
to feel the inadequacy of traditional

evaluation methods, wpically Type
Two. The need to assist leamers in
accepting greater responsibility for
self-evaluation becomes clear
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students to function in all four quad-
rants, teachers must devise and imple-
ment techniques for evaluating the
4MAT quadrants, as well as right- and
lefi-mode activities. Most evaluation
techniques used by teachers apply
mainly 10 objective test items, with
SOme CONIent areas using essay tests,
which they may or may not know how
o grade effectively. The nature of ob-
jective testing has kept educators from
dealing with evaluation process issucs
such as the clarity of conclusions, the
insights brought to bear on a situation,
and the elegance of a solution to a
complex problem. Our present mea-
surement methods are inadequate to
the task of multiple ways of knowing.
Teachers must accept the task of en-
gaging in dialogue with colleagues o
create standards of excellence—stan-
dards based on subjective judgrnents
about what constitutes excellence
Evaluation methods must be ex-
panded to include Quadrants One,
Three, and Four and right-mode proc-
essing activities if we are to assess
learning in all its forms.

Finally, student self-evaluation must
become central to all evaluation. I am
not speaking of loose, uneven stan-
dards; rather, we must help our teach-
ers teach their students high standards
for original and creative work and
hold them to this redquirement. In
Quadrant Four, students are led o
self-discovery. The chief responsibility
for learning shifts from the teacher
{Quadrants One and Two) to the stu-
dents (Quadrants Three and Four). In
Quadrants Three and Four, students
practice and personalize, until they
finally create and integrate. The es-
sence of Quadrant Four, the last piece
in the cycle, occurs when students find
original and creative ways to integrate
what they have learned into their lives
and their communities.

The 4MAT Process as a
Systems
None of these changes can happen
unless administrators and swaff devel-
opers take a systems approach to
learning styles implementation. To do
this, each quadrant of the 4MAT cycle
can be divided into principal, teacher,
and student perspectives (see fig. 6)
When the 4MAT Wheel is used to

Learning style issues
lead directly to
instructional issues,
which lead directly
to curriculum issues
and their attendant
ambiguities about
the nature of
evaluation.

plan a systems approach, Quadrant
One becomes devoted to the question
Why? Quadrant Two be :omes What?,
Quadrant Three, How does this work?,
and Quadrant Four, /f? Each question
is then addressed to the principal,
teacher, and student, whose roles
change according to the demands of
each question

In Quadrant One, the principal's
role is to articulate the meaning of the
school through his or her vision yhe
teacher's role involves connecting
meaning to content, and the student’s
role is to construct meaning in dia-
logue with each other and their teach-
ers, dialogue about content that con-
nects to their lives.

In Quadrant Two, the principal is
the instructional coordinator, aligning
the curriculum with the mission state-
ment. The teachers assume the roles
of instructional leaders (it is they, after
all, who specialize in content), and the
students are the comprehenders of
that content.

In Quadrant Three, the student as-
sumes the role of user of content and
skills. The teacher becomes the coach,
and the principal becomes the facilita-
tor of resources, honoring multiple
methods of instruction and arranging
time, money, and materials

And fAnally, in Quadrant Four, the
student becomes the innovator. The
teacher becomes the facilitator of cre-

ative options, and the principal be-
comes the refocuser, setting up collab-
oration  possibilities, coordinating
evaluations, enlarging diffusion net-
works, and re-articulating meaning
and mission

Through our staff development ef-
forts over the last few years, [ have
experienced the need to couch our
instructional designs and project plans
in a systems approach. The complexity
of schooling makes it necessary to
understand how the parts and the
whole fit together and to plan accord-
ingly. To focus only on instruction (as
I believed I would at first) will not
work. Learning style issues lead di-
rectly to instructional issues, which
lead directly to curriculum issues and
their attendant ambiguities about the
nature of evaluation. The necessity to
integrate curriculum leads to questions
about teacher time, time away from
students for teachers to work together,
to construct integrated approaches to
content, and to be learning partners to
one another. And all of it hinges on
outcomes. What are our goals? Do we
want our students skilled in multiple
forms of conceptualization, or are the
present narrow forms of evaluation suf-
ficient for life in contemporary society,
where meaning is experienced as mul-
tiple and interactive?

I continue 10 ponder these ques-
tions and to experience the complex-
ity of the schooling enterprise as I go
It has become apparent to me that a
systems approach is vital. And I be-
come more and more perplexed by—
and leery of—people who have easy
answers.[]
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 See also B. McCarthy, (1981, 1987), The
4MAT System: Teaching to Learning Styles
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with Right/left Mode Technigues (Bar-
rington, 111.. Excel, Inc.)

* Coined by Area Il1, Fairfax County, Va.,
teachers as preferable o the term peer
coaches
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DEE BLAIR AND SHERRY SELPH JUDAH

Need a Strong Foundation
for an Interdisciplinary Program?

Try 4MAT!

Using the 4MAT System to help them work
together, high school teachers in Monroe County
Community Schools, Bloomington, Indiana,
initiated a new program designed to prepare

for today’s technological world.

students

ave you ever seen high school
H English teachers engaged in in-
tense conversation about an ex-
citing short story with their math and
science colleagues? Or math and En-
glish teachers taking basic science con-
cepts and integrating them into their
own lesson plans? An innovative new
state program called Technology Prepa-
ration is creating outcomes such as
these in Monroe County high schools
“Tech Prep” prepares high school
students for the realities of the work-
place by ensuring that their course of
study offers practical applications of

academic concepts to real-life situa-
tions. Too often, we teach children 0
appreciate academic skills like reading
literature for their own sake, not for
their universal applications to today's
society. Tech Prep can help students
take a piece of literature like The Scar-
let Letter and apply it to today’s world
where debates on abortion and single
parenting are relevant to teenage stu-
dents.

We found the 4MAT model a natural
and perfectly compatible structure on
which to build our Tech Prep Pro-
gram. It helped us accomplish the feat

of getting teachers to work together by
sensitizing them to individual learmning
styles, including their own

First, we administered the Learning
Stvles Inventory and the Hemispheric
Mode Indicator to our teachers. We
compared the results to see who was
similar and who was different in sryle
and what teachers’ particular “comfort
zones” with various styles were. This
provided essential information on team
members’ working and teaching styles.

Second, we moved ahead to use
4MAT as a curricular model for teach-
ers' lesson plans. The 4MAT wheel with
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