
The 4MAT model is an instructional design framework created by Bernice McCarthy that 
recognizes four distinct learning styles and provides a systematic approach to designing 
learning experiences that engage all types of learners. Based on research in brain 
dominance and learning preferences, the model suggests that people have different 
ways of processing information and prefer different approaches to learning. The 4MAT 
cycle moves through four quadrants in sequence: Why (creating personal meaning and 
motivation), What (delivering factual information and content), How (providing hands-
on practice and skill development), and What If (encouraging creative application and 
adaptation). This comprehensive approach ensures that learning experiences address 
the needs of analytical thinkers who want facts, creative learners who seek 
possibilities, practical learners who need hands-on experience, and dynamic learners 
who want to explore applications and innovations. 

Here's how each quadrant works: 

Why (Quadrant 1 - Concrete Experience/Reflective Observation) - This addresses the 
learner's need for personal meaning and motivation. It answers "Why do I need to learn 
this?" by connecting new information to personal experience, creating emotional 
engagement, and establishing relevance to the learner's life or work. 

What (Quadrant 2 - Abstract Conceptualization/Reflective Observation) - This 
focuses on delivering factual information and expert knowledge. It answers "What do I 
need to know?" by providing detailed content, theories, research, and comprehensive 
information from subject matter experts. 

How (Quadrant 3 - Abstract Conceptualization/Active Experimentation) - This 
emphasizes hands-on practice and skill development. It answers "How does this 
work?" by providing opportunities to practice, experiment, and apply knowledge in 
structured activities and real-world scenarios. 

What If (Quadrant 4 - Concrete Experience/Active Experimentation) - This 
encourages creative adaptation and innovation. It answers "What if I tried this 
differently?" by allowing learners to modify, adapt, and creatively apply what they've 
learned to new situations and possibilities. 

The model suggests that effective learning experiences should cycle through all four 
quadrants, starting with creating motivation and meaning, then delivering content, 
providing practice opportunities, and finally encouraging creative application and 
personal adaptation. 

 


