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Introduction

Pacific Airlines is Vietnam’s and Australia’s new low fares airline for Vietnam and for Southeast Asia. Founded in 1992 as a wholly state-owning traditional airline, Pacific Airlines saw the business opportunity arising from the demand of low- and middle-income travellers. In order to grasp the opportunity, Pacific Airlines has changed itself into the first joint-venture Vietnamese low-cost airline investigated by Qantas Airways and taken to the skies from March, 2007.

Although the typical practice of low – cost airlines in the world emphasize on direct sales of tickets, especially via the internet to avoid fees and commission paid to travel agents and computer reservation systems, travel agents and tour operators are still be the main distribution channels of Pacific Airlines due to the underdevelopment of electronic commerce in Vietnam. Currently, there are approximately 350 agents spreading through out 16 provinces of Southern Vietnam that are selling tickets of Pacific Airlines. 

As a Deputy Sales Manager in chart of managing Southern Vietnam Market, I am responsible to grasp the opportunity of the quick development of air travelling in Southern Vietnam. My main duty is to praise, encourage, support and coax sales staff into the best possible performance.
One of my most important tools in encourages the sales staff is that implementing a pay-for-performance policy, which their cash flow is influenced by their effort. Thus, those staff is divided into 3 teams to create the competition and each team is assigned a number of agents to supervise and to support, and most of their income is the incentive based on the revenue generated by those agents and new agents that they acquire. However, a problem arose after this compensation plan was implemented. A team claimed that boosting the revenue from those agents that were assigned to them was much more difficult than boosting the revenue from those agents that were assigned to the other teams, and they wanted to be paid in a more fair way.

Literature Review

An old Chinese proverb says: “Learning is a treasure that shall follow its owner everywhere”. Generally, learning is very important for life success, however there are few people knowing the best way to learn.  One of the ways that people can maximize their learning is by using experiential learning approach. 
Experiential learning, which is the central to many approaches of education, has its foundation in the humanistic approaches to learning of Dewey (1938), Maslow (1968) and Rogers (1961) who each recognized the value of experience in the learning process. In fact, no generally accepted definition of the concept exists and it seems to be used in different ways. Borzak (1981, cited in Smith, 2001) suggested that experiential learning involves a direct encounter with the phenomena being studied rather than merely thinking about the encounter, or only considering the possibility of doing something about it. This idea is sponsored by institutions and might be used on training programs for professions such as social work and teaching or in field of study programs such as those for social administration or geography courses. The second type of experiential learning is “education that occurs as a direct participation in the events of life” (Houle, 1980, cited in Smith, 2001). It is learning that is achieved through reflection upon everyday experience and is the way that most of people do their learning, being sponsored by people themselves. 
Whilst there have been many additions to experiential learning, the Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (KELT) is still be one of the most popular to be discussed and applied. Based on Dewey’s philosophical pragmatism, Lewin’s social psychology and Piaget’s cognitive developmental genetic epistemology, Experiential Learning Theory provides a holistic model of the learning process and a multi-linear model of adult development, both of which are consistent with what people know about how people learn, grow and develop (Kolb et al, 2000). 
According to the KELT, learning is “the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience, and knowledge results from the combination of grasping and transforming experience” (Kolb, 1984, p. 41). Thus, this model reflects two independent dimensions based on (1) grasping or perceiving, which involves concrete experience CE (feeling) and abstract conceptualization AC (thinking), and (2) transforming or processing, which involves active experimentation AE (doing) and reflective observation RO (watching). The outcome of these dimensions is developed as the components of the four-stage learning cycle, the central principle of Kolb’s experiential learning theory. The four stages represent four different kinds of abilities that the learners need for effective learning. He must be able to involve himself in new and concrete experiences, and then he must be able to make reflective observations on these experiences and to integrate his observations into abstract concepts that are form of logically sound theories that actively must be used or experimented with to create new experiences (see Figure 1).  
Figure 1: Structural dimensions underlying the process of experiential learning and the resulting basic knowledge form (Adapted from Kolb, 1984)


Although the ideal learning style consists of high skills on all four abilities, Kolb (1976) pointed out that rarely learner can be able to achieve that ideal style. According to Kolb, due to hereditary equipment, particular past life experience, and the demands of present environment, most people develop learning styles that emphasize some of the four-mentioned learning abilities over others. Hence, Kolb (1984) defined learning style as “generalized differences in learning orientation based on the degree to which people emphasize the four modes of the learning process”.
According to Kolb (1984, 2000), there are four dominant learning styles, each with two dominant learning abilities, including Diverging (Diverger), Assimilating (Assimilator), Converging (Converger) and Accommodating (Accommodator) (Figure 1). The Diverging style’s dominant learning abilities are CE and RO. People with this learning style are the best at viewing concrete situations from different perspectives. They perform better in situations that call for generation of ideas, such as brainstorming sessions or team working. Their approach to situation is to observe rather than take actions, tending to gather information and use imagination to solve problems. The Assimilating style’s dominant learning abilities are AC and RO. People with this learning style are the best at understanding a wide of information and putting it into a concise, logical format. As working, they are less focused on people and more interested in ideas and abstract concepts. The assimilating style is important for effectiveness in information and science careers. The Converging’s dominant learning abilities are AC and AE. People with this learning style are the best at finding practical uses for ideas and theories. They have ability to solve problems and to make decisions by finding solutions to questions and problems. They prefer to deal with technical tasks and problems rather than social issues and interpersonal issues, and they are more successful in specialists and technology careers than the other careers. The Accommodating’s dominant learning abilities are CE and AE. Individuals with accommodating learning style have abilities to learn from “hand-on” experience. They enjoy carrying out plans and involving themselves in new and challenging experiences. In solving problem, such people rely more heavily on people for information than on their own technical analysis. 
Therefore, understanding one's preferred learning style is very important. It helps him or her understand his or her areas of weakness, giving him or her opportunity to work on becoming more proficient in the other modes or it helps him or her realize his or her strengths, which might be useful in certain social situations, such as deciding on a career (Curtis Kelly, 1997). Kolb (1976) developed the 12-item self-reported Learning Style Inventory (LSI) to access learning styles. Twelve short statements concerning learning situations are presented, and respondents are required to rank-order four sentence ending correspond to the four learning styles. 
Subsequently, two other researchers, Peter Honey and Alan Mumford, used Kolb's cycle as the basis for a study on learning styles. According to their theory, having experience does not guarantee effective learning. The experience should be reviewed, conclusions drawn from the review, and action taken to build upon the conclusion drawn. However, it seems to be the case that some people concentrate on, or are better at, some stages of the above-mentioned process to the exclusion of others and, consequently, to the detriment of learning. Honey and Mumford (1982) identify four learning styles: Activists; Reflectors; Theorists; and Pragmatists (Figure 2). The activist tends to have an open-minded approach to learning, involving fully and without bias in new experiences. Reflectors, on the other hand, prefer to stand back and view experiences from a number of different perspectives, collecting data and taking the time to work towards an appropriate conclusion. Theorists prefer to analyze and synthesizes, drawing new information into a systematic and logical “theory”. Pragmatists are the experimenters, trying out new ideas, theories and techniques to see if they work in practice.
Figure 2: Honey and Mumford's Learning Styles Model (1982)
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Another learning style model that based on Kolb’s work is the Mind Style Model (Gregorc, 1982). This is a model, based in phenomenological research as well as Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, that defines learning style as “distinctive and observable behaviours that provide clues about the meditation abilities of individuals and how their minds relate to the world and, therefore, how they learn” (Gregorc, 1979, p. 19). According to the model, there are four learning styles of Concrete-Sequential (CS), Abstract-Sequential (AS), Abstract-Random (AR), and Concrete-Random (CR).
To summarize, in an aim to benefit people in experiential education, there are various experiential learning theories and their applications built to influence people. Among them, Kolb’s theory is one of the key contributions. By discussing the “Cycle of Learning” as a progression, Kolb helps people understand themselves. By discussing the Learning Style Inventory, Kolb helps people recognize themselves and thus help them improve their life skills.
Analysis

After receiving the complaint from my sales team, I skimmed some books on sales management and then assumed two reasons for this problem as follows: (1) The sales team did not try its hardest and was unable to boost the revenue, so it invented spurious reasons to support its weakness (2) The problem really arose from some reasons that were out of the team’s hand. By reviewing the historical statistics and by having brainstorming with all people in my department, I found that the characters of an agent’s influence in the performance of that agent’s e.g. location – a downtown agent is more potential in selling air tickets than a suburban agent. In other words, the team that had the complaint was right. I developed two options of solution as following: (a) Allowing each sales team choose agents that it want to manage and supervise (b) Retaining the way of agent assignment but changing the compensation policy relevant to the new discovery. However, implementing the first option seems to create a potential confliction of benefit, e.g. every team want to be assigned downtown agents. Thus I decided to adjust my compensation policy. I tried to identify the main factors that have chief effects on revenue of an agent’s, such as location, experience in ticket selling, human resource, past performance, etc. Together my sales teams and I measured how much each factor contributes to the revenue of an agent’s and estimated that factor of each agent’s. After that, I evaluated each agent based on those factors, using weighted average equation. Basing on the final result, I determined the compensation the sales teams receive as they succeed in boosting the revenue of that agent’s. After that, the sales teams were advised of new policy and were asked for comments before my plan was implemented. Consequently, the team with the above trouble satisfied with what they would receive, and its later performance in sales increasing was excellent. 
The processes of handling above problem mirror the stages in the Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle as following: (1) CE – Involving in the job assignment problem (2) RO – Taking time out of doing and pausing consider what has just taken place, i.e. lack of effort or right complaint (3) AC – Analyzing and developing ideas to solve the problem, i.e. Analyzing and measuring the influential factors of agents’ revenue (4) AE - Influencing people and events through action, i.e. changing the compensation policy. In the first stage of the cycle, I relied on my personal feeling than on a systematic approach to problems and situations. I was open-minded and ready to change in the case that the current job assignment was unreasonable. In the second stage, I tried to see the problem from many perspectives, i.e. effort of getting job done or characteristics of agents’. In fact, I relied on both my thought and my feeling to form opinion on the matter. In the thinking stage, I dominated the way to solve the problem by logically analyzing ideas. Contrasting with the first stage, in this stage it is clear that I relied on logic and ideas, rather than feelings, to understand problems or situations, i.e. basing on quantitative analysis. In the final stage of the cycle, I experimented with real action and changing the situation in order to achieve what I looked forward to.
As mentioned, Learning Style Inventory developed by Kolb is used to identify individual’s learning style. Through the real situation presented in the first part of this paper, I take the test to discover myself. The scores I marked for each section are as follows: (1) Concrete experience – 26, (2) Reflective Observation – 26, (3) Abstract Conceptualization – 35, (4) Active Experimentation – 33. Thus, my grasping score (AC - CE) and my transforming score (AE – RO) are 9 and 7 respectively. Plotting those scores on the Learning – Style Type Grid, my data point is in the shaded region of Converging grid. My learning style is converging (converger), drawn from the learning modes of abstract conceptualization and active experimentation. 
Naturally, this result is not surprising at all. As I am the best at AC and AE, I seem to be a doer than a watcher (RO<AE) and to be a thinking guy than a sensitive-to-feeling guy (AC>CE). AC correlates positively with truth seeking, analyticity, systematic and self-confidence; while AE correlates with inquisitiveness. As I deal with a problem, I shall firstly try to find the truth before doing anything. If the sales team tells me that boosting sales of its agents is much more difficult than the other teams’, I shall not believe a word of it before having concise evidences. I shall be self-confident in finding what actually happens by my own way. Besides, I shall rely more on number, statistic, data and reality than my feeling while analyzing the problem. Thus, in the above problem, it is more likely that I focused more on the third stage of the learning cycle, which related to flow of logic and measurement. As having a high score of AE, I always bear in mind the questions: ‘How does it happen?’ or ‘How to react to this situation?’ in progress of handling any issue and am eager to see the result. My greatest strength is the ability to efficiently solve problems, make decisions and apply practical ideas to solve problems. For example, in my daily works, I am usually better at analyzing air travelling market data, formulating business strategy for a travelling season, or looking ahead market change. In fact, I am well adept at controlling my emotions, and prefer dealing with technical tasks and problems rather than with issues that involve interpersonal and social interactions, e.g. my teams always get into argument with each other but I have not been able to resolve it thus far. This means that the way I handled and resolved the problem seems to be better in term of human resource management if I can embrace sensitivity to feeling of diverging learning style my own learning style of converging. For instance, if I had asked my teams whether they agreed to the first compensation plan, it would have been adjusted sooner with their fully consensus and thus implementation might have been better. 
In brief, though my process of solving the problem includes all four stages of Kolb Learning Cycle, it is likely that I have tendency in concentrate on some specific stage as having converging learning style. As a result, I am great at some particular jobs, such as computer programmer, manager, applied scientist, industrial salesperson, etc. Besides, I shall resolve technical-related issues well. However, because daily problems relate to every aspects of life, it is better that I should develop the other learning skill abilities of the other learning styles’.
Evaluation

In the light of the experiential learning theory, I can come to a full understanding of my own abilities. Consequently, my strengths and my weaknesses are revealed. Hence I have ability to know how to improve myself by improving my nature and developing my Achilles heels. Moreover, being a Sales Manager with converging learning style, I find that many characteristics of mine are not fixed with the current job. That is the reason why I have to develop the accommodative learning skills to succeed in my industry, such as committing myself to objectives, seeking new opportunities, trying to influencing and leading others, being personally involved and ready to deal with people. Besides, through the Kolb’s learning cycle, I understand what actually happens as I am learning and handling daily problems.  Thus improvement of each process of handling problem and balance among stages can be generated to enhance the result of later problem-solving. 
There is no denying that the Kolb’s learning theory is kind of useful. However, in my point of view, there are some critical aspects in this theory, in the Kolb Learning Cycle and in the Kolb Learning Style Inventory. Firstly, there is no evidence to prove that as learners take the Learning Style Inventory test, what they think and write on the paper is exactly what they really do. Common sense shows that when people rate themselves, they often have a tendency to underestimate or overestimate their true values.  Besides, the model of Kolb’s was constructed basing on the culture and the standards of Westerner’s. So I am wondering whether this model fits my learning as an Asian. Thus the reliability of the test is questionable. Secondly, since team working has become an important part in the real life of every organization, the relevance the team-working has to individual’s learning style is concerned too little or in other words, the theory ignores social processes in learning. As a whole team has to contribute to a solution for a problem, the experiential learning approach of a team member in that team is different from the approach that he would favour as solving the problem alone. Thus it is suggested that Kolb Learning Style is not updated. 

In conclusion, although there are still some limitations, there is no doubt that the experiential learning is worth to master and is an effective means of enhancing our problem-solving skill. Hence, indirectly, it gives us more chances to succeed in life.
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