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Abstract 

This study aims to analyze how students and alumni from a graduate accounting program at a 
Federal University in Southern Brazil perceive the transformation of their learning styles during 
their master's degree, in light of Kolb's (1984) theory. The relevance of this research stems from 
the scarcity of literature exploring self-awareness regarding cognitive evolution at advanced 
educational levels, specifically within the business context. Methodologically, this qualitative 
and interpretative study was conducted through semi-structured interviews with seven 
participants, two current students and five alumni, with data examined using Bardin's Content 
Analysis. Analytical categories were defined a priori, namely: "Learning Styles in 
Undergraduate Studies," "Academic Transition and Adaptation," "Learning in Scientific 
Practice," and "Learning Trajectory". The results reveal a striking dichotomy in the students' 
trajectories: while undergraduate studies are dominated by a pragmatic learning process, 
aligned with Active Experimentation and strictly focused on assessment performance, the 
graduate environment demands a necessary shift toward Abstract Conceptualization and 
Reflective Observation. Consequently, this transition is not linear but marked by tensions that 
require students to reframe their cognitive identities, abandoning the strategic superficiality of 
"studying to pass" in favor of deep theoretical reflection. Furthermore, findings indicate a 
perceptual divergence: while current students view this cognitive shift as a mandatory 
adaptation driven by academic pressure and tight deadlines , alumni articulate it as a natural 
process of intellectual maturity. One of the study's main contributions lies in fostering self-
reflection, enabling students to manage their transition between learning styles as a strategy to 
accelerate academic adaptation and build their researcher identity. Practically and socially, 
these insights can assist educators in designing flexible pedagogical strategies and support 
institutional policies aligned with Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education). 
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1. Introduction 
The expansion of higher education and the growing focus on student diversity make it 

imperative for educational institutions, especially at the graduate level, to understand and 
address their students' varied learning styles (Srivastava & Shah, 2021). Consequently, 
understanding how individual students learn and process information provides valuable insights 
for developing more effective teaching and learning processes, ultimately aiming to maximize 
individual potential (Scipião et al., 2023). 

The literature has devoted considerable attention to this theme, recognizing that student 
performance is closely tied to predominant learning styles (Yousef, 2018). These styles are 
defined as the preferences, attributes, and qualities through which individuals gather, memorize, 
and process information (Srivastava & Shah, 2021), or as the consistent manner in which a 
learner responds to and interacts with stimuli in an educational context (Yousef, 2018). 

Within this context, several theoretical models have been developed to categorize these 
styles, including those based on multidimensional stimuli (Dunn & Dunn, 1979), sensory 
modalities (Fleming & Mills, 1992), and cognitive preferences (Alonso et al., 2007). Among 
these, this study adopts the theoretical lens proposed by Kolb (1984), which emphasizes that 
learning styles fundamentally stem from experiential cycles. 

This experiential model combines two modes of perception (concrete and abstract) and 
two modes of processing (active and reflective), giving rise to four distinct learning styles: 
Accommodating, Diverging, Assimilating, and Converging. Each style is characterized by 
different approaches to learning, involving hands-on practice, creativity, theoretical reflection, 
or the practical application of solutions (Kolb, 1984). This model posits that learning styles are 
not fixed traits; rather, they are continuously constructed and reshaped through lived 
experiences (Leite, 2022). 

Entering a graduate program represents a critical new stage characterized by distinct 
academic challenges and workloads that are significantly more demanding than undergraduate 
studies, requiring greater autonomy and different study approaches (Leite, 2022; Yusuf, 2023). 
Graduate students may exhibit wider variations in their preferred learning styles, influenced by 
their specializations, professional experiences, and previous academic backgrounds (Srivastava 
& Shah, 2021). 

Internal factors, such as motivation and subjective views on effective study methods, 
alongside external factors like the academic environment and institutional facilities, play a 
critical role in shaping these students' study patterns (Yusuf, 2023). Moreover, students' self-
awareness regarding their own learning styles can evolve as they mature academically and 
accumulate experience (Dalfovo et al., 2017). 

While Scipião et al. (2023) and Leite (2022) reinforce the importance of continuing 
education and critical reflection on one's own practices, the literature does not directly address 
whether—and how—the conception of learning styles changes with academic maturity and 
professional experience. Addressing this gap, the following research question guides this study: 
How do students and alumni of a graduate accounting program perceive the transformation of 
their learning styles during their master's degrees, in light of Kolb's (1984) theory?  

To answer this question, this study aims to analyze the perceptions of students and 
alumni from a graduate accounting program at a Federal University in Southern Brazil 
regarding their cognitive evolution. A qualitative approach with an interpretative 
epistemological positioning was adopted, thereby allowing the research to capture the full 
complexity of the participants' contexts and experiences. 

 
Given that graduate education imposes distinct academic challenges and demands 

significant autonomy, investigating how students perceive and adapt their learning styles 
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throughout their academic trajectories is essential (Leite, 2022; Yusuf, 2023). This research is 
further justified by the scarcity of studies exploring the evolution of self-awareness regarding 
these styles at advanced educational levels (Srivastava & Shah, 2021). 

To contextualize this phenomenon within recent literature, a survey was conducted in 
June 2025 across the following databases: Sage Journals, Scopus, Web of Science, Scientific 
Electronic Library Online (SciELO), and the Coordination for the Improvement of Higher 
Education Personnel (CAPES). Using the descriptors "continuing education" and "learning 
styles theory", a review of this literature reveals that different variables influence learning 
modes. For instance, Sjöblom et al. (2024) highlight self-efficacy and continuous learning 
experiences; Gamage, Dehideniya, and Ekanayake (2021) evidence the role of personal values 
in style selection; and Asad and Ashar (2019) point out that undergraduate students tend to 
adopt a strategic approach, whereas graduate students prioritize a deep learning approach. 

Theoretically, this study provides an in-depth understanding of how graduate students 
perceive their learning styles through Kolb's (1984) lens, highlighting cognitive adaptations 
resulting from academic rigor. From a practical perspective, the generated knowledge can 
support educators and program directors in developing more flexible and personalized 
pedagogical strategies, capable of fostering deeper student engagement and maximizing 
teaching effectiveness. 

Socially, this research contributes to the development of institutional policies that value 
continuing education and critical reflection on educational practices, ultimately mitigating 
student dropout intentions and reducing program attrition rates. Through this lens, the study 
aligns with and supports the targets of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 – Quality 
Education (UN, 2015), strengthening graduate programs and better preparing professionals for 
complex market demands. 
 
2. Theoretical Framework 
2.1 Learning Styles Theory 

Learning styles theory emerged from the need to understand individual differences in 
how people process, assimilate, and retain information (Scipião et al., 2023). Although 
discussions regarding cognitive styles from a psychoanalytic perspective began in the mid-
1950s, it was not until the 1970s that the theory formally took shape within Educational 
Psychology (Alonso et al., 2007; Scipião et al., 2023). 

Over time, several models have been proposed to categorize learning styles, each 
featuring its own specific dimensions and assessment instruments (Coffield et al., 2004). 
According to Alonso et al. (2007), Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model remains one of 
the most influential. Rooted in the foundational ideas of Dewey, Lewin, Piaget, and Freire, Kolb 
posits that learning occurs through a continuous cycle comprising four stages: Concrete 
Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualization, and Active Experimentation, 
as illustrated in Figure 1: 
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Figure  1 - Kolb's experiential learning cycle 

 
Source: Prepared by the authors based on Kolb (1984). 
 

Kolb's (1984) cycle is structured along two continuous dimensions. The first axis, 
representing perception, ranges from Concrete Experience (CE), based on feeling,to Abstract 
Conceptualization (AC), based on thinking and theoretical analysis. The second axis, 
representing processing, ranges from Reflective Observation (RO), which involves pondering 
and analyzing from multiple perspectives, to Active Experimentation (AE), which focuses on 
practical application and action (Kolb, 1984; Leite, 2022). 

The interaction of these axes yields four distinct learning styles: the Accommodating 
style (CE/AE), characterized by a practical, trial-and-error approach and a preference for action; 
the Diverging style (CE/RO), which is creative, observant of multiple perspectives, and people-
oriented; the Assimilating style (AC/RO), which focuses on reflection, theoretical construction, 
and logical soundness; and the Converging style (AC/AE), which seeks to apply ideas 
practically to solve concrete problems (Ikeshoji & Terçariol, 2020; Kolb, 1984; Leite, 2022). 

This cycle reinforces the concept of learning as an active and integrated process, wherein 
experience serves as the fundamental basis for personal and professional development (Kolb, 
1984; McKenna et al., 2018). Consequently, experiential learning is a dynamic and progressive 
process that results in the gradual construction of knowledge through constant interaction 
between the individual and their environment (Kolb, 1984; Scipião et al., 2023). 

While Kolb's (1984) original model established the foundations of experiential learning, 
Kolb and Kolb (2017) later refined this framework. They placed greater emphasis on context 
and educability, recognizing that individuals can develop the flexibility to transition between 
different styles. Therefore, although individuals may have a preferred style, true learning 
effectiveness lies in the ability to navigate all four stages of the cycle (Boström & Lassen, 2006; 
Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2017). 
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Supporting this dynamic perspective, Dalfovo et al. (2017) highlight that learning styles 
evolve in tandem with a student's maturity, implying that the perception of teaching methods 
transforms throughout the academic trajectory. Srivastava and Shah (2021) expand on this 
understanding, observing that graduate students exhibit greater variation in their styles, heavily 
influenced by their specializations and prior professional experiences. 

The theory's relevance lies in its capacity to inform and enhance the educational process. 
As Scipião et al. (2023) note, understanding how each individual processes and retains 
information is crucial for maximizing learning potential and promoting continuous education. 
Ultimately, academic evolution requires students to shed the passive role of mere content 
receivers and assume the identity of active producers of scientific knowledge—a transition that 
demands self-awareness regarding their own learning strategies (Vita et al., 2023). 

However, despite its widespread adoption, Kolb's (1984) theory is not without criticism. 
Scholars such as Coffield et al. (2004) and Pashler et al. (2008) question whether these styles 
represent fixed traits or flexible states, and challenge the reliability of the measuring instrument 
(the Learning Style Inventory, or LSI). Furthermore, Boström and Lassen (2006) have pointed 
out the inherent complexity of "unraveling" learning styles and strategies, suggesting that such 
categorization may oversimplify the cognitive process. 
 
2.2 Learning Styles in Postgraduate Studies 

The transition to graduate studies demands greater autonomy and imposes more rigorous 
academic requirements on students compared to their undergraduate experience (Sjöblom et al., 
2024). According to these authors, this transition is associated with an increased risk of burnout, 
necessitating a shift in the student's role. Consequently, the learner transitions from being 
primarily a passive receiver of knowledge to an active producer of scientific research (Vita et 
al., 2023). 

This journey of knowledge production maps directly onto Kolb's (1984) Experiential 
Learning Cycle, which highlights the multifaceted nature of academic work. Kolb and Kolb 
(2017) note that Concrete Experience manifests in the practical challenges of research, such as 
a failed experiment or unexpected feedback at a conference. Reflective Observation, on the 
other hand, forms the basis for literature reviews and data analysis. 

Abstract Conceptualization serves as the core for building the theoretical framework 
and writing the dissertation. Finally, Active Experimentation occurs during the thesis defense 
and the submission of articles, where knowledge is tested before the academic community. 
Therefore, effective learning requires navigating the entire cycle, integrating concrete 
experience, reflection, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation (Kolb & Kolb, 
2017). 

Thus, it is important for educators to recognize different learning styles and adapt their 
pedagogical practices to meet the specific needs of each student, promoting a more effective 
and personalized educational environment (Srivastava & Shah, 2021). This alignment, the 
authors argue, enhances both knowledge assimilation and practical application. Within this 
academic discourse, the terms "learning styles" and "learning approaches" are frequently used 
interchangeably to describe how students process information (Asad & Ashar, 2019). 

These terms, however, are not synonymous. Styles refer to the inherent methods 
individuals use to learn and recall information, or how they initially concentrate on, process, 
and retain content (Asad & Ashar, 2019). Learning approaches, meanwhile, describe the 
interaction between the student, the context, and the task, reflecting the underlying motivations 
and strategies employed in the learning process (Asad & Ashar, 2019; Gamage et al., 2021). 

Given this distinction, both styles and approaches can fluctuate depending on the 
academic context (Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2017; Scipião et al., 2023). A graduate student, 
for instance, might possess a preferred learning style, but the pressure of publications and tight 
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deadlines can force a shift in their overall approach. Reinforcing this idea, Gamage et al. (2021) 
connect learning approaches to student values, suggesting that the misalignment caused by 
academic pressure can negatively impact performance. 

Therefore, learning styles are dynamic and susceptible to change throughout the 
educational trajectory (Leite, 2022). Educators must adopt diversified pedagogical strategies 
(McKenna et al., 2018) and recognize how different learning styles reflect on academic 
performance (Srivastava & Shah, 2021), ensuring an environment capable of optimizing the 
graduate experience. 

Understanding these diverse learning mechanisms is vital not only for institutional 
strategy but for individual student success, directly influencing motivation and academic 
outcomes (Gamage et al., 2021). Particularly within business disciplines, this relationship 
between academic performance and learning styles is highly evident (Srivastava & Shah, 2021). 
According to these authors, high-performing students tend to be more pragmatic, preferring to 
test ideas and theoretical applications, or activists, who learn through direct experience. 

Conversely, lower performance is often associated with reflective students, who prefer 
to observe and ponder before acting, and theorists, who focus heavily on logical models and 
concepts (Srivastava & Shah, 2021). Similar studies corroborate this significant influence of 
learning styles and approaches on overall academic achievement (Gamage et al., 2021; 
McKenna et al., 2018). 

 
3. Methodology 

This study adopted a qualitative approach, grounded in an interpretative epistemological 
positioning. According to Geertz (1973), this perspective highlights the understanding of the 
meanings constructed by subjects within their own social contexts. Procedurally, it constitutes 
field research, which involves data collection carried out directly in the natural environment 
where the phenomena occur, allowing the researcher to observe, record, and analyze social 
interactions within their empirical reality (Gil, 2008). 

This research focuses on the interpretations of students and alumni from a graduate 
accounting program regarding the transformation of their learning styles throughout their 
master's degrees. Consequently, the participants comprise current students from the Master's 
Program in Accounting at a Federal University in Southern Brazil, as well as alumni who 
graduated from the same program within the past two years. 

Master's students and alumni were selected due to their involvement in a more advanced 
educational process, where shifts in learning styles are more pronounced and the academic and 
practical demands of the program are highly rigorous (Sjöblom et al., 2024). Initially, six 
current students and ten alumni from the program were invited to participate. Of this total, seven 
individuals ultimately agreed to be interviewed. 

The non-participation of the other invitees can be attributed to various factors. Two 
potential participants formally declined the invitation, likely due to time constraints or 
competing professional and personal priorities. One invitee reported being temporarily 
unavailable, while the remaining individuals did not respond to contact attempts. This lack of 
response may stem from an overload of academic and professional commitments, outdated 
contact information, or a general unavailability to engage in scientific research. 

Following approval by the Ethics Committee, invitations were sent via WhatsApp, and 
the interviews were subsequently conducted through the Google Meet platform. The data 
collection aimed to capture the participants' perceptions regarding the transformations in their 
learning styles during their accounting master's degree. To achieve this, the primary data 
collection instrument was a semi-structured interview guide, originally developed based on 
existing literature (Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2017).  
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This instrument was validated by experts, specifically, female professors holding PhDs 
in accounting with extensive experience in education, and was pre-tested on one alumna and 
one current master's student. The interview guide was divided into two sections. The first 
section contained four questions designed to identify the respondent's profile. The second 
section comprised thirteen questions exploring the participants' academic trajectories, their 
learning strategies, the challenges they faced, and their direct perceptions of the changes in their 
learning styles. 

Following the data collection phase, data analysis was conducted using the Content 
Analysis technique, adhering to the guidelines established by Bardin (2016). This technique 
encompasses three main stages. The first stage, pre-analysis, involves the organization and 
systematization of the documents, a process facilitated by an audio processing tool used for 
transcriptions. During this phase, the analytical categories were also established. 

To ensure alignment with the adopted theoretical framework, analytical categories were 
defined a priori (Bardin, 2016), corresponding to the four thematic axes of the research derived 
from Kolb's (1984) Learning Styles Theory. The construction of these categories is detailed in 
Table 1. 
 
Table 1 - Construction of a priori categories 

Category Questions Relationship with Kolb (1984) 

Learning Styles in 
Undergraduate Studies 

1, 2 and 3 Identifies the initial manifestations of the four modes of the 
learning cycle (Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, 
Abstract Conceptualization, Active Experimentation) and the 

students' predominant style. 

Academic Transition 
and Adaptation 

4 and 5 Analyzes the transformation of the consolidated learning 
style. The transition to graduate studies forces the individual 

to develop the less dominant modes of their cycle to meet new 
demands. 

Learning in Scientific 
Practice 

6, 7 and 8 Maps the integrated and cyclical application of Kolb's four 
modes in research practice. The process of reading, 
understanding, and writing is viewed as a complete 

experiential learning cycle. 

Learning Trajectory 9, 10, 11 and 12 Fosters self-analysis regarding one's own evolution within the 
learning cycle. Explores the individual's awareness of their 
style, its transformations, and plans for developing future 

learning modes. 

Source: Prepared by the authors. 
 

The second phase, material exploration, involved data coding, a process wherein 
relevant segments of the transcripts were classified to identify underlying patterns (Bardin, 
2016). Using the sentence as the recording unit, each excerpt was assigned to one of the four a 
priori categories derived from Kolb (1984). This procedure systematically organized the raw 
data into four distinct categorical sets.  

Finally, the treatment, inference, and interpretation of the results were conducted 
(Bardin, 2016). In this concluding stage, the identified patterns were interpreted to understand 
how students and alumni perceive the evolution of their learning styles, thereby enabling the 
formulation of well-founded conclusions. This phase requires the systematization of 
information and critical reflection on the underlying meanings within the data, revealing 
relationships, regularities, and divergences. 
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This research complied with the ethical guidelines established in Resolution 510/2016 
of the Brazilian National Health Council, which regulates research in the Human and Social 
Sciences involving data obtained directly from participants. The study is formally registered on 
the Plataforma Brasil database and has received a consolidated ethical approval opinion. 

 
4. Results and Discussion 

This section presents and analyzes the data collected through semi-structured 
interviews. To facilitate comprehension, the findings are organized into two main parts. First, 
the research participants' profiles are characterized. Subsequently, the analysis delves into the 
categories that emerged from the data, examined through the lens of the adopted theoretical 
framework. 

 
4.1 Participant Profiles 

The initial analytical stage involves characterizing the participants. Table 2 details the 
respondents' profiles concerning age, gender, academic status, and their occupations during 
both undergraduate and graduate studies. 
 
Table 2 - Participant Characteristics 

Interviewee Age Gender Academic Status Undergraduate 
Occupation 

Graduate 
Occupation 

E1 23 Female Master's Student Internship / Work Scholarship 
Holder 

E2 22 Male Master's Student Internship  Scholarship 
Holder 

E3 24 Female Alumna Work Work 

E4 27 Female Alumna Work Scholarship 
Holder / Work 

E5 40 Female Alumna Work Work 

E6 38 Female Alumna Work Scholarship 
Holder 

E7 44 Female Alumna Work Scholarship 
Holder 

Source: Prepared by the authors. 
  

The sample predominantly comprises female participants (six out of seven), 
corroborating the findings of Cruz et al. (2022), who highlight accounting as a field with high 
female academic production and participation. Additionally, program alumni form the majority 
(five out of seven), representing a broad age range from 22 to 44 years. 

Regarding occupation, most interviewees were employed during their undergraduate 
studies, indicating a student profile characterized by early entry into the job market and 
familiarity with the practical application of knowledge. During their graduate studies, the 
participants are divided between those holding academic scholarships (E1, E2, E4, E6, E7), 
those remaining exclusively in the corporate job market (E3, E5), and those combining both 
(E4). 

This diversity in work and scholarship experiences is highly relevant. External factors, 
including the academic environment and professional experiences, significantly shape these 
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students' study patterns (Srivastava & Shah, 2021; Yusuf, 2023). Moreover, the age gap 
between participants E1 and E7 suggests varying levels of maturity and life experience, which 
can influence how they perceive and articulate the transformation of their learning styles, 
aligning with the cognitive reframing advocated by Leite (2022). 

 
4.2 Analytical Categories 

Following the precepts of Bardin's (2016) content analysis and the established a priori 
categorical structure, the data analysis yielded four thematic topics corresponding to the 
investigated categories. 

 
4.2.1 Learning Styles in Undergraduate Studies 

The first category outlines the interviewees' profiles during their undergraduate studies, 
focusing on their strategies, preferences, and perceptions of the teaching and learning process. 
The responses reveal a highly pragmatic study pattern, frequently driven by the need to pass 
assessments. This posture reflects a predominant inclination toward the Active Experimentation 
mode, wherein learning is directed at practical application and immediate problem-solving. 

The most recurring undergraduate study strategies included summarizing, solving 
practical exercises, and memorizing content. E2 describes his mentality at the time: "[...] I 
basically kept it for the test and threw the information away after the test [...]". E6 corroborates 
this perspective, noting: "[...] Usually we study the day before and go, take the test and that's it 
[...]". 

This assessment-driven mentality suggests a superficial learning approach (Asad & 
Ashar, 2019). While the reliance on solving exercises and emphasizing practice for immediate 
application aligns with the Active Experimentation mode (Kolb, 1984; Leite, 2022), it does not 
necessarily foster in-depth conceptual understanding (Scipião et al., 2023). 

Regarding interaction preferences, individual study predominated. Most interviewees 
stated they learned better alone, utilizing this isolated time to concentrate and grasp the core 
content. In the words of E1, "[...] Alone, I have always studied much better alone [...]". For 
many, group study functioned merely as a secondary stage, intended to clarify doubts or debate 
previously assimilated material. 

When evaluating teaching methodologies, a strong consensus emerged. The 
interviewees considered classes integrating theory and practice to be the most effective. For E7, 
the optimal methodology "[...] is when we had theory followed by practice [...]". E4 adds that 
"[...] exercises with actual practice, calculating real data, I think that way we understand much 
better [...]". 

This preference for methodologies uniting Abstract Conceptualization and Active 
Experimentation closely resembles the Converging style (Ikeshoji & Terçariol, 2020; Kolb, 
1984; Leite, 2022). Assimilating and Converging styles are prevalent in business disciplines 
due to their natural affinity with abstract conceptualization, active experimentation, and 
reflective observation (Azevedo et al., 2023; Srivastava & Shah, 2021). However, despite this 
predominance, students exhibiting an Accommodating profile frequently achieved the highest 
academic performance (Azevedo et al., 2023). 

This inclination toward styles valuing direct experience and action justifies the 
participants' perception that passive pedagogical models are inefficient within the accounting 
program. Consequently, purely expository methods were deemed the least effective, criticized 
by E1 as scenarios where "[...] the professor would put fifty-seven slides on the screen and then 
you would already start unwillingly [...]". Dynamic classes demonstrating the real-world 
application of content were consistently highlighted as superior. This finding aligns with Leite 
(2022), who emphasizes that student engagement is intrinsically linked to dynamic and highly 
contextualized approaches. 
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4.2.2 Academic Transition and Adaptation 

This category focused on the process of change and the challenges faced when entering 
graduate studies. Experiencing a "reality shock" was a common sentiment, manifesting 
primarily through the shift in the required student posture. As E4 summarized, "[...] In 
undergraduate studies, all the content we need, we receive on our desks. [...] And in 
postgraduate studies, no. [...] we have to go after the content [...]". This indicates that the 
necessity of becoming self-taught was a primary impact, alongside an abrupt increase in 
workload and a reduction in deadlines. 

Transitioning to graduate studies demands greater autonomy and imposes more rigorous 
academic challenges than undergraduate education (Asad & Ashar, 2019). This shift implies 
that the student must transition from the role of a knowledge receiver to that of an active 
producer of scientific research (Sjöblom et al., 2023). This process of academic maturation is 
clearly evidenced in the words of E5, who highlights the importance of learning to think and 
connecting theory to professional experience: 

[...] They teach us to think, right, to go after a result, an objective, but making us think, 
making us look for an article. [...] in the master's program, I learned to think and to 
remember, like, the way they speak, how they explain, how they teach us, and with 
the experience I have today, right, with the age I am today, I could fit the theories into 
my daily work, or into things I have already lived, already learned [...] (E5) 

The intensification of the academic pace was another central aspect of this transition. 
For E1, who already had experience with undergraduate research, the shock was not the method 
itself, but the compression of time and the increased demand: "[...] I believe the main shock 
was this, that the time was shortened and the work was increased [...]". This new reality forced 
a fundamental change in the purpose of studying. The undergraduate mentality, described by 
E7 as that of someone who "[...] studies to pass the tests [...]", became completely unsustainable.  

Conversely, E7 states that graduate studies "[...] demand more reading, more depth, 
more knowledge, more analysis, more actual research from you [...]". Consequently, this 
demand for greater depth and knowledge reflects a transition from a superficial or strategic 
approach to a deep learning approach (Asad & Ashar, 2019). This deep approach is a 
fundamental priority for research and knowledge construction at advanced levels (Sjöblom et 
al., 2023). 

E2 noted this pressure for dynamism, pointing out that "[...] in postgraduate studies, we 
don't have time [...]", a reality that forces students to abandon exhaustive repetition in favor of 
more efficient methods focused on genuine comprehension and the connection of ideas for 
classroom debates. This transition rendered many undergraduate strategies obsolete. The 
memorization method, for instance, became ineffective because, as E5 explained regarding her 
old questionnaire technique, "[...] you don't learn, you memorize it, right [...]".  

The ineffectiveness of superficial reading and the replacement of video lessons with the 
dense reading of scientific articles necessitated the development of the Reflective Observation 
and Abstract Conceptualization learning modes, which constitute the thinking axes in Kolb's 
cycle (1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2017). Even the preference for individual study required adaptation, 
as reported by E6: "[...] in my undergrad, I tried to study alone, right? And in postgraduate 
studies, I had to seek help from classmates [...]".  

This required adaptation demonstrates that learning styles are dynamic and susceptible 
to change throughout the educational trajectory (Ikeshoji & Terçariol, 2020; Leite, 2022). This 
finding aligns with Dalfovo et al. (2017), who demonstrated that business administration 
students shaped their learning methods based on their experiences. It becomes evident that 
developing the flexibility to transition between different styles is crucial for learning 
effectiveness and for overcoming academic challenges (Kolb & Kolb, 2017).  
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From this perspective, the transition toward the thinking axes, notably Abstract 
Conceptualization, transcends the pedagogical sphere and directly reflects on the accounting 
professional's technical competence and judgment. By mastering the ability to analyze 
dilemmas under a dense theoretical lens, the student becomes capable of interpreting economic 
essence over legal form in accountability processes, ensuring that information fulfills its social 
function of transparency and responsibility. 

 
4.2.3 Learning in Scientific Practice 

The third category explored how the interviewees learned to operationalize their 
research work. The construction of a researcher's identity was described as a multifaceted 
process. E3 summarized the general view by stating that "[...] it's a bit of everything, a bit of 
the professor guiding us, but also if we don't absorb, read and search [...] we can't develop 
ourselves [...]". The journey of knowledge production can be mapped directly onto Kolb's 
(1984) Experiential Learning Cycle, which highlights the multifaceted nature of academic 
work. 

Trial and error were recurring terms, along with guidance from professors and the 
fundamental exchange of experiences with peers. Professor guidance manifests as Concrete 
Experience within the practical challenges of research (Kolb & Kolb, 2017). Meanwhile, the 
exchange of experiences and trial and error relate to Active Experimentation (Kolb, 1984; Leite, 
2022). Thus, learning reveals itself as a highly practical and interactive process, constantly 
refined by the guidance of professors and enriched by peer collaboration (Gamage et al., 2021). 

When describing how they approach complex scientific articles, the interviewees 
revealed the development of systematic processes. E1's experience with a text by Foucault 
illustrates a common strategy: "[...] I read it, and read it, and read it, and it seemed like I didn't 
understand anything [...] then I tried to rewrite it in my own words to see if I understood it in a 
more digested way [...]". Other tactics include initially focusing on the abstract and the results 
to assess relevance, as well as using digital support tools. 

This effort to comprehend the scope of a work through reading and rewriting highlights 
the importance of Reflective Observation, which involves pondering and analyzing from 
multiple perspectives (Kolb, 1984). Thus, Reflective Observation serves as the foundation for 
literature reviews and data analysis in scientific practice. The account of E2 highlights this 
practice, describing that he prioritizes mapping the literature to situate his own research: 

[...] The first part would be the previous studies. [...] I will always prefer to start with 
previous studies, for the simple reason of understanding the scope of what I am 
working on. For example, which authors have done studies on the topic? [...] But 
primarily I would look for a review article. I would take a literature review article [...] 
and try to understand the articles it listed [...] (E2) 

The process of writing an article also follows well-defined stages, beginning, for most, 
with a search for previous literature to identify research gaps. This work is inherently 
collaborative, because, as E1 states, "[...] we don't write anything alone, right? [...]". E2 
reinforced his particular approach to initiating the writing process: "[...] Many people like to 
start with the introduction; I will always prefer to start with previous studies, for the simple 
reason of understanding the scope of what I am working on [...]". 

Consequently, Abstract Conceptualization becomes the core of building the theoretical 
framework and engaging in scientific writing, developed by initiating the process with previous 
studies to properly contextualize the research (Kolb & Kolb, 2017). The necessity to move 
through this cycle demonstrates that learning effectively occurs when the learner navigates all 
stages, successfully integrating concrete experience, reflection, abstract conceptualization, and 
active experimentation (Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2017). 

 
4.2.4 Learning Trajectory 
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The final category encapsulates the interviewees' reflections on their personal cognitive 
evolution. Comparing their previous roles as "undergraduate students" with their current 
identities as "researchers" revealed a profound shift in mindset. E3 summarized this 
transformation concisely: "[...] I think that at graduation it was something much more I have to 
do to pass and as a researcher, I have to do to learn [...]". This shift reflects a transition from 
extrinsic to intrinsic motivation, centered on genuine learning. 

The primary catalyst for this evolution was the necessity imposed by the program's 
rigorous demands. In the words of E2, "[...] I'm sure it was necessary due to what I had already 
mentioned: the question of time [...]". Heavy workloads and tight deadlines forced this 
adaptation. Conversely, others, like E5, attributed the change to accumulated experience, 
stating that “[...] experience is the source of everything [...]”. Students' understanding of their 
own learning styles can transform as they mature and accumulate experience (Dalfovo et al., 
2017; Kolb & Kolb, 2017). 

This transformation reinforces the premise that learning styles are not static, rather, they 
are continuously constructed and redefined through lived experiences (Kolb, 1984; Leite, 
2022). Consequently, learning effectiveness lies in the ability to navigate all four stages of the 
cycle. E5 clearly describes this evolution, associating cognitive changes with maturity and 
experience across different academic levels: 

[...] It has changed completely. But I don't know if this isn't also linked to maturity, 
right? Because we change a lot, right? I learned one way in college. And then in 
another way when I did postgraduate studies. Then another way in the master's degree. 
Because you learn from teachers. You learn from yourself, right? Because you start 
seeing new ways of trying to remember what you studied [...] (E5) 

Looking ahead, participants identified specific skills they still needed to develop. E4 
highlighted the challenge of communicating knowledge: "[...] We have to know how to convey 
the content. And, sometimes, this is difficult to put into practice [...]". E1 reflected on the need 
for greater self-criticism regarding personal writing methods, recognizing that "[...] we get very 
stuck on the same path that we know will work. And, sometimes, we forget that there are other 
things beyond that [...]". 

Admitting to being "stuck on the same path that we know will work" illustrates an 
inherent resistance to abandoning a preferred learning style in favor of the cognitive flexibility 
required by a master's program. Remaining in this cognitive comfort zone, while offering 
immediate security, obstructs the researcher's evolution. It demonstrates that flexibility between 
styles is not automatic, rather, it is a process permeated by internal tensions and the necessity 
to break with entrenched habits (Leite, 2022). 

Thus, self-reflection and proactive planning for future learning methods foster a deeper 
self-analysis of one's evolution within the learning cycle. Identifying specific gaps, such as 
difficulties in communicating knowledge (Active Experimentation) and the need for self-
criticism (Reflective Observation), demonstrates that even after initial adaptation, the process 
of developing and cultivating flexible learning styles remains continuous and progressive (Kolb 
& Kolb, 2017). 
 
5. Conclusions 

This study aimed to analyze how students and alumni from a graduate accounting 
program at a Federal University in Southern Brazil perceive the transformation of their learning 
styles during their master's degrees, examined through the lens of Kolb's (1984) theory. 
Through the content analysis of the interviews, it was possible to capture the complexity of this 
trajectory and interpret how perceptions of learning style transformations accompany the 
transition from undergraduate to graduate studies. 

Addressing the research objective, the findings indicate that master's students and 
alumni perceive the transformation of their learning styles as a mandatory cognitive 
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reconfiguration, driven by demands for greater autonomy and theoretical depth. In this context, 
change is understood as a fundamental prerequisite for managing research complexity and 
navigating the autonomous construction of knowledge. 

Furthermore, the results revealed a definitive shift in the participants' learning 
approaches. While undergraduate studies were dominated by a pragmatic, assessment-oriented 
style, suggesting an initial inclination toward Active Experimentation, the transition to graduate 
studies imposed a "reality shock." This shock forced students to actively develop their less 
dominant learning modes. 

This migration, driven by the need for time management and theoretical depth, required 
the intensification of Reflective Observation and Abstract Conceptualization. These modes are 
essential for dense reading and critical analysis, ultimately culminating in a motivational shift: 
from "studying to pass" to "studying to learn". The master's degree, therefore, acts as a catalyst 
for cognitive flexibility, demonstrating that effective learning in scientific practice requires the 
navigation and integration of all stages within Kolb's (1984) cycle (Kolb & Kolb, 2017). 

Broadly, the results reveal a structural convergence in the trajectories of both current 
students and alumni, confirming that the transition to graduate studies demands a migration 
from a pragmatic style, focused on Active Experimentation and immediate performance, to 
approaches that prioritize Abstract Conceptualization and Reflective Observation. However, an 
analytical distinction emerges regarding the perceived triggers of this transformation. Current 
students tend to view the change as a strategic and mandatory adaptation, imposed by 
compressed deadlines and high academic demands. 

Conversely, alumni articulate this evolution through the lens of intellectual maturity and 
accumulated experience, which facilitates a deeper connection between theoretical frameworks 
and practical professional realities. This divergence reinforces that, while the ultimate goal is 
the development of cognitive flexibility necessary for scientific practice, the stimuli prompting 
new learning methods vary according to the individual's current stage in their educational 
journey. 

Therefore, the learning trajectory within the accounting master's program is 
consolidated not merely as an accumulation of technical skills, but as a continuous process of 
reframing the researcher's identity. This highlights the critical relevance of institutional policies 
that encourage student self-awareness as a vital tool to mitigate the inherent tensions of this 
academic transition. 

Ultimately, the findings confirm that learning styles are not fixed traits, but are 
continuously constructed and reconstructed throughout the academic trajectory, converging 
with the postulations of Leite (2022), Kolb and Kolb (2017), and Kolb (1984). Thus, this study 
contributes to the academic field by supporting educators and program directors in developing 
more flexible pedagogical strategies and by expanding scientific discourse regarding learning 
adaptation in higher education. 

Additionally, this study offers a significant theoretical contribution by addressing a 
distinct gap in the literature concerning cognitive evolution at advanced levels of accounting 
education. The investigation empirically validates the trajectory of growth and the 
transformation of learning styles posited by Experiential Learning Theory. By demonstrating 
that accounting students undergo profound changes and differential development across the 
cycle's phases, this research consolidates a relevant advancement of the model proposed by 
Kolb (1984) and Kolb and Kolb (2017), proving its applicability and robustness within the 
specific context of an accounting master's program. 

From a student-centric perspective, this study provides valuable insights for graduate 
students by actively encouraging self-reflection and self-awareness. By understanding that the 
cognitive conflicts experienced at the onset of a master's program stem not from a lack of 
aptitude, but from the necessary transition between the quadrants of Kolb's (1984) cycle, 
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students can leverage this knowledge to accelerate their academic adaptation. Consequently, 
awareness of one's own learning processes acts as a strategic tool, empowering graduate 
students to more effectively manage their intellectual development and construct their identities 
as researchers. 

Socially, this research contributes to the enhancement of institutional policies that value 
continuous education and critical reflection on educational practices. This strengthens the 
overall quality of graduate programs, aligning directly with Sustainable Development Goal 
(SDG) 4 of the 2030 Agenda, which advocates for quality education and the promotion of 
lifelong learning opportunities. 

Finally, the low participation rate of the invited individuals is acknowledged as a 
limitation, which restricted a broader exploration of the phenomenon. Future studies should 
consider combining qualitative and quantitative methods, such as applying the Learning Style 
Inventory (LSI), to complement these qualitative perceptions with the empirical quantification 
of shifts in preferred learning styles. 
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