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The natural learning cycle capitalizes on the power of experiential learning, 
which allows learners to have novel experiences with content and puts stu-
dents at the center of the learning process. The natural learning cycle consists 
of three phases:

The natural learning cycle, which is rooted in student-centered, experiential 
learning, changes the wiring of our brains.  Practice and repetition create new 
pathways and connections of our neurons, eventually coalescing into a neural 
network that is the physical equivalent of knowledge (Zull, 2004). Using the 
natural learning process via experiential learning activates the brain in order 
to create these physical sites of knowledge, which results in long-term learning 
(Zull, 2011).



Using the Natural Learning Cycle

When presenting a new concept to students, have them brainstorm what 
they know about it already. What are they curious about? What excites them 
about this material? Then, have them consider some small goals, which can 
be as simple as “learning one new thing” about whatever the topic is. Finally, 
provide activities that support students in experiential learning. Consider the 
strategies outlined below:

• Incorporate demonstrations, 
stories, and metaphors into 
lessons. Engage student curiosity 
and creativity as they explore new 
concepts. Minimize lecturing and 
explaining and allow students to 
take control of how they connect 
with material by offering them 
student-centered, interactive 
options for learning. 

• Use content-mapping and brain 
sketching activities (Tennakoon 
et al., 2019). Concept maps and 
brain sketches allow students 
to visually organize information 
and draw connections between 
past knowledge and new 
content, which can make new 
knowledge easier to understand 
and remember (Brigham Young 
University, n.d.).
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• Encourage students to see errors 
as tools for learning. Guide 
students to think of errors as clues 
that lead them toward deeper 
understanding (Zull, 2004). 
Remind them that errors signify 
gaps in their thinking, and they 
have the power to bridge these 
gaps. How can they think through 
their mistakes and strengthen their 
learning in a long-lasting way?

• Integrate peer-to-peer teaching 
and learning activities. Incorporate 
opportunities for students to 
explain their learning and thinking 
to their classmates. Students 
will have the chance to use their 
learning in a new way, which helps 
them to integrate new concepts 
into existing knowledge and 
express them clearly (Spencer & 
Guillaume, 2006).

Although experiential learning activities that leverage the natural learning 
cycle may require a shift in thinking for teachers and students, the rewards 
are worth it. The natural learning cycle promotes learning that aligns with 
the biological processes of the brain and builds physical, neural networks of 
knowledge, which results in learning that lasts. As students put their learning 
in new contexts, they are building a body of knowledge and strengthening 
their skills to turn any environment into a learning environment.
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