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Abstract

The 4MAT System of Learning is a program developed to incorporate varying learning styles and preferences into a teaching methodology.  The philosophy is detailed along with the structure of the program.

4MAT Background

Program Overview

The 4MAT System® is a learning system focused around learning styles and teaching methods created by Bernice McCarthy.  Developed in the 1970’s Ms. McCarthy has demonstrated the consistency of her method across the curriculum.  Designed to leverage the learning strengths of the individual, the program focuses on the cyclical nature of learning, the individual learning style of the student, and the varied methodologies, which may be incorporated by the teacher to leverage learner strengths.  4MAT has been used for all ages and stages of education from young children through adult learners.  The program is grounded in the theories of cognitive psychology, brain-based learning, and places significant emphasis on the left-right brain continuum.  McCarthy’s work parallels the stages of Jean Piaget, Myers-Briggs personality types, and complements the learning theories of David Kolb and Howard Gardner. Her goal is to have the teachers “create experiences that connect to their learners so they come to value the learning and adapt it to their own lives.” (McCarthy, 2000, p. vii)

The Learning Cycle

Perceptions and Processing

McCarthy’s learning cycle is based on two continua: processing and perceptions, focusing on how information is taken in, and how that information is acted on.  The first dimension, perception runs from the initial experience through the abstraction of it.  The second dimension is the processing arena, ranging between action and reflection.  When these two continua are meshed, they form a compass of how learning takes place.


Initially, new information is experienced.  That information is reflected upon, then abstracted into new patterns and synthesized in the mind.  The mind takes this new information and acts upon it, leading to new experiences of information and the repetition of the cycle.


Each phase has its own unique discoveries.  In phase one, the experience phase, the learner is immersed into the concept with his/her own set of biases and preconceptions based on prior experiences.  During the second phase, reflection on the experience occurs, and the learner filters the new information and begins to take an objective look at the new information.  The third phase, conceptualization occurs when the learner begins to examine the information for specifics, and may examine what experts say about the concept.  At this point, the new concept has transferred into the realm of comprehension, and the learner is ready to do something with the new information.  In phase four, the acting phase, the learner takes the new information and uses it in a new setting, interacting with it in his/her own way.  At this point, the learner integrates the new information and owns it.

The Learning Styles

Different Learner Types Identified


McCarthy also teaches that learners have favorite places along the learning cycle.  This is the place that they learn the most because they are operating in their preferred style.  The 4MAT System has a standardized test(The Learning Type Measure or LTM) that is used to indicate the learner’s preferred style.  The learner answers multiple choice questions such as “I am most comfortable with people who are: __supportive  __unique __productive  __informed”  (Question 12, Part A)  Test takers must rank the four choices based on which s/he considers him/herself 

most like to least like, using a rating scale of 1-4.  There are 15 questions of this type, and 11 additional 2 choice questions.  After completing the questions, the answered are assigned symbols and the total score of each set or symbols  is tallied to determine a score for each quadrant.  The highest score is considered to be the learners preferred learning style.  The 11 questions are given +1 and –1 scores to determine a watching/doing score.  The scores are plotted on a grid to visualize the scores.


A second test is administered to determine right/left brain dominance.  The Hemispheric Mode Indicator or HMI has the learner rate him/herself on a series of thirty words, determining if the word is somewhat, a lot like them or has no preference.  Words are things like Literal/metaphoric (#1)  and heart/head (#25).  The choices are assigned point values of +2, +1, 0, -1 and –2.  The positive scores are added, the negative scores are added and the final score is the difference between them.  Final scores in the positive range fall into the right mode preference, and negative scores fall into the left mode preference.  This score is added into the plotted grid  to create a composite picture of the learner.

Characteristics of the Different Styles


The learning styles are made of the cross section of the intersection of the perception/processing continua.  Quadrant One is the cross between experiencing and reflecting.  Quadrant Two is the crossing between reflecting and abstraction, Quadrant Three is between abstracting and acting, and Quadrant Four is between acting and experiencing.   Each quadrant has its own unique characteristics, which are summarized on the chart on the following page.

Learning Quadrant Preferences

	Learner Type
	Intersection of
	Characteristics

	Quadrant One

Type One Learners

Strength: Innovation and Ideas
Favorite Question: Why?
	Experience/Reflecting
	· Learn by feeling their experiences

· Trust perceptions

· Like sensory input

· Seek meaning and clarity

· Good imaginations

· Can view ideas from many perspectives

· Perceive concretely

	Quadrant Two

Type Two Learners

Strength: Creating Concepts and Models
Favorite Question: What?
	Reflecting/Abstraction
	· Form concepts by integrating observations into what is known

· Excel in traditional learning environments

· Work for defined goals

· Uncomfortable with subjective judgments

· Combine disparate facts into coherent theories

	Quadrant Three

Type Three Learners

Strength: Practical Application of ideas
Favorite Question: How does this work?
	Abstraction/Acting
	· Look for utility and results

· Pragmatic

· Limited tolerance for fuzzy ideas

· Like plans and timelines

· Open to dealing with conflict

· Edit Reality

· Like problem solving

· Need to understand how things work

	Quadrant Four

Type Four Learners

Strength: Action, getting things done
Favorite Question: What if?
	Acting/Experience
	· Intuitive learners

· Seek to influence others

· Learn by trial and error

· Flexible and adaptable

· Risk takers

· Create exciting informal cultures

· Reach conclusions in the absence of logical justifications

· Open to new ideas

· Thrive on challenge and crisis


Adapted from McCarthy, 4MAT Coursebook  p 1.2-1.4 , and About Teaching, p 42-45

Hemispheric Dominance


McCarthy also focuses on the learner preferences for left and right brain dominance.  Left brain dominance includes language intensive, verbal activity, concerned with doing; while right brain dominance is concerned with being, synthesis, visual/spatial patterns.  Each of the Learner types is divided among the brain dominance preferences, making eight areas of focus for the learner population.

Teacher Responsibilities

Teach to include differences


Because the learners may fall into one of eight categories, McCarthy recommends incorporating all eight areas into the teaching process.  Teachers need to be aware that they have a preferred style and work to include other styles.  McCarthy stresses the inclusion of both left and right brain activities, but also recommends that the teaching be structured around the learning cycle, which is inclusive of all of the learning styles.  The 4MAT system provides a circular template with eight pie wedges designed to assist the teacher in lesson planning to incorporate all areas.  The 4MAT method has many devoted followers, and there are many demonstration lesson plans available on the internet that follow the system.

Role of the teacher


Another unique feature of the 4MAT system is the role that the teacher plays.  In traditional classrooms, the teacher is the imparter of information, and the students are the receptacles.  In the 4MAT system the teacher acts as a mentor or coach, providing direction, but allowing for self-discovery by the students.  During this process, students are more likely to embrace the learning because they are more involved with it.  The teacher acts as a resource by providing the information an creating the activities the students participate in to complete the cycle.

The 4MAT Steps


The 4MAT System follows a deliberate cycle of learning.

	Step
	Hemisphere
	Type
	Activities

	EXPERIENCING

	Step One
Connect
	Right
	Q1
	Engage the learner in the experience. Exposing the learner to the new information, giving them a puzzle to solve, or relating it to a personal experience can do this.  This session arouses the learner’s interest in the topic.

	Step Two

Attend
	Left
	Q1
	This session has the learner reflect on the experience of step one.  In it, the information is analyzed, which is a favored left brain activity.

	CONCEPTUALIZING

	Step Three

Imagine
	Right
	Q2
	The student does something to imagine or picture the concept in a non-verbal way.  Examples include drawing, modeling, and mind maps.

	Step Four

Inform
	Left
	Q2
	In this step, the learner learns concepts and skills.  This may be a teacher lecture, or student reading and research.  The teacher provides sources of information for the student.

	APPLYING

	Step Five

Practice
	Left
	Q3
	In this step, the learner works with the content through exercises, and opportunities to use the new information.

	Step Six

Extend
	Right
	Q3
	During this phase, the new information is applied to more complex experiences, such as a project.  It often incorporates group activities.  Learners look for ways the information personally impacts themselves.

	CREATING

	Step Seven

Refine
	Left
	Q4
	In this step the application created in step six is evaluated, and other areas of application are determined.  Any errors in learner information are discovered and refined for accuracy here.

	Step Eight

Perform
	Right
	Q4
	In the final phase, the new learning is presented/shared with others and there is some acknowledgement of the process of learning.


Conclusion


The 4MAT System is a learner-centric program.  It takes into account the individual learning styles of every learner, and provides the teacher with a guide to provide the necessary steps to insure that each learner has an opportunity to receive and process the information in their preferred style of learning.  It also forces teachers to consider the individual needs of the learners, which, in many cases, may be different from their own.
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