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ABSTRACT

Experiential learning is a learner-focused learning methodology, which is very important in helping in the development
of the skills necessary in the 21st century. Unlike the traditional method, which only involved the mere imparting of
knowledge, experiential learning involves engaging the learners in meaningful experiences to reflect on, understand
concepts, experiment, and apply the knowledge in practical situations. Through such processes, experiential learning
facilitates the development of skills, attitudes and competencies such as critical thinking, creativity, problem solving,

communication, collaboration, flexibility, decision-making and self-directed learning among others. Experiential

learning can be facilitated using projects, simulations, field trips, internships, laboratory work, community involvement,

role-playing, problem solving among other methods. This article focuses on the meaning, theories behind, significance,
application, strengths and challenges of experiential learning within the context of developing 21st century skills. It
also looks at its implications for teachers and learners in terms of reflective learning and engagement.
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INTRODUCTION

The fast-changing technological, and
professional environment of the 21st century has

significantly changed the goals and methods of

social,

education. Apart from gaining expertise in a particular
discipline, learners are expected to develop various
competencies, such as critical thinking, creativity,
communication skills, teamwork, problem-solving
abilities, digital literacy, adaptability, and self-
regulation. In accordance with these expectations,
modern educational systems are introducing learner-
centered and competency-based strategies that
motivate students to be active participants in the
process of knowledge construction. In this respect,
experiential learning is becoming more relevant as the
strategy, which correlates learning with experience,
reflection, conceptualization, and application. Kolb’s
(1984) model of experiential learning serves as one of
the fundamental theories of this strategy, according to
which learning is considered as a process of
knowledge creation based on the experience
transformation. Through the involvement in
meaningful activities and reflection on the experience,
experiential learning allows creating connections

between theory and practice. Additionally, it allows
relating academic knowledge to real-life experience
and thus deepening it (Kolb & Kolb, 2017).
Experiential learning is especially useful in building
the skills of the 21st century since the learners will be
put in a situation where they have to analyze
problems, take decisions based on the information
obtained, collaborate with other people, communicate
ideas, reflect upon their actions and transfer the
knowledge to new environments. Project-based
learning, field experience, simulation, internship,
community service, laboratory activity, role-playing
and problem-based learning are some of the
strategies, which allow students to build both
academic knowledge and personal/professional skills,
which could be transferred to various situations. The
model for 2Ist-century learning emphasizes the
development of the skills of critical thinking,
communication, collaboration, and creativity needed
to participate in society (Partnership for 21st Century
Learning [P21], 2019). Similarly, Voogt & Roblin
(2012) highlight the increasing international interest
in building competences to face the challenges of
society, technology and work. Experiential learning
becomes an important teaching strategy to redirect
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education to active participation, reflective thinking,
and practice and competency development.

2. Experiential Learning

Experiential learning is a process of education
whereby knowledge construction results from
experiencing activities, reflecting on the experiences,
gaining a conceptual understanding of the subject
matter, and using the acquired knowledge in new
situations. As opposed to other teaching
methodologies that view students as mere receptacles
of knowledge, experiential learning involves active
participation of the learners in real life situations. In
this regard, Kolb (1984) identified experiential
learning as a cyclic process that entails four
interrelated phases including concrete experience,
reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and
active experimentation. Through these phases,
learners gain connections between theoretical
concepts and reality hence acquiring a more
meaningful understanding of their academic subjects

(Kolb & Kolb, 2017).
3. 21st Century SKkills

21st century skills refer to the knowledge, skills,
attitudes, and dispositions that an individual requires
to function effectively in the modern world, in
education and at the workplace. Some examples of
such skills include critical thinking, creativity,
collaboration, problem solving,
adaptability, self-directed
learning. Whereas the traditional academic skills tend
to emphasize mainly the acquisition of knowledge,

communication,

digital literacy, and

21st century skills place much more emphasis on the
ability to apply knowledge effectively under complex
and dynamic conditions. Educational models are
increasingly making calls to integrate such
competencies in the curriculum, instruction, and
assessment in order to equip learners with the
necessary skills in order to cope with rapidly changing
societies and environments (Partnership for 21st

Century Learning [P21], 2019).
4. Critical Thinking

Critical thinking is a learner's capacity to analyze
information, evaluate evidence, make assumptions,
view alternative viewpoints, and draw conclusions
based on reason. Critical thinking helps learners
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advance beyond memorizing and blind information
absorption  through encouraging inquiries,
interpretations, reflections, and evidence-based
reasoning. Experiential learning may help improve
critical thinking skills by involving learners in real-
life or simulated scenarios that require investigation
of issues, evaluation of information, reflections on
their experience, and evaluations of alternatives
(Facione, 1990; Kolb, 1984).

5. Collaboration

Collaboration is the ability to cooperate with other
people in  achieving common  objectives.
Communication, cooperation, listening, discussions,
negotiations, sharing responsibilities, and problem
solving are some of the elements of collaboration.
Collaboration has become an increasingly vital
learning, and social
people are
collaborate with those with varied perspectives,
backgrounds, and expertise. Activities involving

competency in work,

environments, where required to

group work, fieldwork, simulations, and community-
based activities learners to develop
collaboration skills through shared responsibilities,

allow

joint decision making,
(Johnson & Johnson, 2009).

and reflective practice

6. Problem-solving

The problem-solving process includes recognizing the
problem, analyzing the causes and possible effects of
the problem, thinking about alternative solutions,
evaluating the options available, and finally putting in
place an adequate response to the problem. Problem
solving is essential in experiential learning as learners
often deal with real or virtual problems that need to be
explored, thought about, and solved. Problem-based
learning experiences inspire students to think
theoretically, try out possible ways of solving the
problem, learn from the results and come up with
solutions (Jonassen, 2011).

7. Active Learning

Active learning is an instructional strategy that
involves students in the learning process by means of
activities like discussions, questioning, problem-
solving, experimenting, reflecting, project work, and
cooperation. It is different from teacher-centered
instruction, where students only have to listen to the
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lecture and learn things passively. Active learning is
achieved in experiential learning through involvement
in meaningful experiences and interpretation of the
acquired knowledge and skills. Active learning
enables learners to connect with course content and
gain in-depth understanding of the subject matter
(Prince, 2004).

8. Competency-Based Education

Competency-based education is a form of education,
which puts more focus on the development, and
demonstration of specified knowledge, skills,
attitudes, and abilities of learners rather than simply
concentrating on the completion of the required time
of study or courses. In this type of education, the
expectation is that learners will be able to demonstrate
how well they can use their acquired knowledge in
actual situations. Experiential learning goes hand in
hand with competency-based education where

learners can practice, apply, evaluate, and
demonstrate competencies like communication,
collaboration, critical thinking, creativity, and

problem-solving.

9. Major Approaches
Experiential Learning

and Techniques of

The process of experiential learning can take various
forms of approaches through which students are
immersed in authentic or simulated conditions to
connect theoretical knowledge with its application.

e Project-Based Learning is an approach
through which students examine important
questions, problems or topics over time and
apply knowledge from various disciplines to
create something, such as a product,
presentation, model, or solution to the

problem.

e Problem-Based Learning offers students a set
of complex and often real problems that need
to be analyzed, researched, discussed and
solved based on the available evidence.

e Inquiry-Based Learning encourages learners
to ask questions, research topics, gather and
analyze information and build knowledge
through inquiries.
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e Service community-based
learning connect studies with actual practice

and community involvement where learners

learning and

use their knowledge to solve social problems
and become socially responsible citizens.

e Field-Based Learning offers learners real-life
experiences through field work, visits and
investigation.

e An internship and an apprenticeship can
provide experiences in the professional or
work setting. These methods help develop
occupational knowledge, work behavior,
communication skills, and professional skills.

e Learning using simulation is a method in
which real or virtual situations are simulated
where learners can practice making decisions,

solving problems, and

activities in a

communicating,
executing professional
controlled manner. This method provides the
opportunity for students to make mistakes
without facing any danger due to these
mistakes in reality.

e Using role-playing and drama involves the
assumption of different roles by learners. It
helps learners get involved in different
situations from various perspectives and
practice communicating and interacting.

e Laboratory learning allows for knowledge

development through experimenting,
observing, measuring, and investigating. It
enables learners to test theories in a controlled

environment.

e Outdoor and adventure learning involves
taking students to challenging environments
where students are encouraged to work
together as a team and make decisions.

Despite the differences in format, these theories have
similar elements of active learning, reflecting,
building knowledge, and applying the knowledge
gained. All together, they change the way of education
from being passive to being participative, reflective,
collaborative, and skills-based. They help to develop
necessary knowledge and skills to become an
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effective participant in today’s society (Kolb, 1984;
Kolb & Kolb, 2017).

10. Experiential Learning and the Development of
21st-Century SKkills

Experiential learning allows learners to acquire 21st-
century skills by way of participation, involvement,
reflection, and application of knowledge. Unlike
teaching skills in isolation, experiential approach
incorporates them into the tasks requiring
investigation, communication, collaboration,
creation, and decision-making on the part of the
learner. The role of experiential learning in relation to
each skill is addressed below.

10.1 Creativity

Creativity consists in producing original ideas,
looking for alternatives, and coming up with
innovative solutions. It can be promoted through
experiential learning because learners are provided
with an opportunity to experiment, take intellectual
risks and learn from mistakes. Some of the activities,
which help students generate new ideas and apply
knowledge creatively, include project work, design,
role-playing, art activities, and so on.

10.2 Communication

Through experiential learning, communication skills
will be reinforced since it is necessary for students to
articulate their thoughts, listening skills, presentation,
and  message discussion,

presentations,

delivery.  Group
debate,

activities, and community project activities offer real-

interviews, simulation
life opportunity to improve learners’ oral, written,
visual, and interpersonal communication skills.
Feedback from the teacher and peers help in

improving communication skills.
10.3 Digital Literacy

Digital literacy is defined as the competence of using
technologies responsibly and efficiently to access,
assess, generate, communicate and share information.
Experiential learning builds digital literacy skills
through activities like online research, digital
presentation,  collaborative  tools, multimedia
production, virtual simulation, data analysis, and
problem solving through technology. In addition,

experiential learning helps learners build skills to
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assess the credibility of digital information, privacy
issues, and ethical and safe use of technology.

10.4 Leadership

Leadership is described as the process of leading
others, being proactive, accepting responsibility,
communicating a vision, and facilitating the
attainment of common goals. Experiential learning
fosters leadership through assigning the learner
different roles such as project coordinator, team
leader, group facilitator, and community
representative. Through the assigned role, the learner
gets practice in organising the tasks, motivating
fellow learners, conflict resolution, decision-making,
and evaluating their leadership qualities.

10.5 Adaptability

Adaptability means adjusting to  changing
circumstances, new situations, and unexpected
occurrences.  Experiential  learning  promotes

adaptability because learners are always involved in
unpredictable situations where the plan may change
and solutions may be lacking.

10.6 Self-Directed Learning

Self-directed learning entails accepting responsibility
for assessing one’s own learning needs, setting
learning objectives, developing learning strategies,
and evaluating outcomes. Experiential learning
facilitates this process through enabling the learners
to take more control over choosing the subject matter,
planning the activity, undertaking investigations, and
evaluating their own performance. Reflection helps
the learners to assess what they have learnt, identify
the areas which need to be developed further and take
charge of developing them.

10.7 Decision Making

Decision-making is about considering the available
information, analyzing its implications, selecting
among the available options and accepting the
responsibility for the outcomes. Experiential learning
provides the learners with the opportunity of making
decisions in real-life situations, where there may not
be sufficient information or the result of the decision
may be uncertain. The use of simulations, case
studies, projects, internships, and problems facilitate
this process.
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10.8 Integrated Development of Skills

Though these skills can be talked about separately, yet
experiential learning tends to develop them in an
integrated manner. For instance, an example of a
group assignment could call for the use of technology,
communication, collaboration, problem-solving,
decision-making, leadership, and adaptability by the
learners. The process of reflection allows the learners
to get insight into how these skills work in relation to
each other and how to transfer these skills into
practical situations. Hence, it can be said that
experiential learning is holistic in its nature of
preparing learners for the 21st-century world.

CONCLUSION

Experiential learning is an efficient learner-centered
strategy that helps learners develop the necessary
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and competencies for the
21st century. Unlike traditional learning when the
process of acquiring knowledge is associated with
passively receiving information, experiential learning
involves engaging learners in meaningful experiences
that are aimed at reflection, conceptualization,
experimentation, and the use of acquired knowledge
in practice. Project-based learning, problem-based
learning, inquiry-based learning, service learning,
fieldwork,
laboratory activities, community involvement, and
outdoor learning are some examples of strategies that

internships, simulations, role-play,

allow learners to relate theoretical concepts to the
realities of life. The strength of experiential learning
consists in helping learners develop critical thinking,
creativity, communication skills, teamwork, problem
solving, digital literacy, leadership skills, flexibility,
self-directed learning, and decision making. All of
these competencies are essential for those learners
who need to adapt successfully to the complex and
fast-changing educational,

technological, and social environment.

professional,
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