


The Cross Papers

learn from experience. In the second way of connecting experience
and learning, we say that we want an education that is useful-one
that will lead to improved performance. Students—and more
broadly speaking, the American public-want an education that is
“relevant,” one that provides knowledge that can be used.

Experience as teacher—as a pedagogical tool-has a long and
fruitful history in education. John Dewey, the father of
“experiential learning” and “learning by doing,” has been called
“the most important public intellectual of his day,” and a
philosopher with unprecedented impact on society and education
(Ehrlich, 1996, p. xi). Dewey proposed that learning should be a
concrete experience. Students should be faced with the task of
solving problems that are real to them. Teaching, therefore, should
consist of applying the principles of problem solving, which he
defined as follows:

They are first that the pupil have a genuine situation of
experience-that there be a continuous activity in which
he is interested for its own sake; secondly, that a
genuine problem develop within this situation as a
stimulus to thought; third, that he possess the
information and make the observations needed to deal
with it; fourth, that suggested solutions occur to him
which he shall be responsible for developing in an
orderly way; fifth, that he have opportunity and
occasion to test his ideas by application, to make their
meaning clear and to discover for himself their validity.
(Dewey, 1967, p. 163)

The influence of Dewey lives on in various attempts to bring
experience into the classroom and has been bolstered by modern
research. It is fairly common practice today for teachers to try to
make the connections between learning and experience through
the use of simulations, gaming, role playing, problem-based
learning, case studies, and other experiential learning techniques
that get students involved in something that feels less abstract and
more like learning through experience. It is also fairly common to
do it the other way around, starting with formal learning and then
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connecting it to experience through internships, apprenticeships,
cooperative education, service-learning, and the like. In both
cases, we are recognizing the value of making connections
between formal schooling and experience, but in both of these
efforts the pattern is too often linear. In the first case, the direction
starts with experience to enhance formal learning; in the second
case, the direction is from formal learning to application.

What we really need for workers and citizens of the twenty-first
century is people who can conduct a lifelong conversation
between their own experience and learning-who can use their
experience to enhance learning and their learning to enrich
application. Employers insist that they need workers who can
think and analyze problems on the job. This is a different skill
demand from the old manufacturing format of training workers to
apply knowledge gained in school to the job. Today, there are so
many different jobs, and they change so rapidly, that training for
specific jobs has become largely irrelevant. Employers want
workers who can think, analyze problems, critique solutions, and
perhaps most importantly continue to learn to do their jobs better.
That will require the ability to learn from experience, to constantly
reflect on what has been learned, to experiment with alternatives,
and to evaluate the outcomes.

David Kolb (1984) articulates the symbiotic relationship between
experience and learning in his Experiential Learning Model,
which presents the interaction between learning and experience in
a spiraling, four-step, repeating cycle. The model’s four steps are
Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract
Conceptualization, and Active Experimentation.

The learning may begin at any point in the cycle; a moment’s
reflection by readers of their own experiences in teaching will
reveal numerous examples of the operation of Kolb’s model.
Almost daily, an alert teacher will have the “concrete experience”
of observing a student—or maybe an entire class-having difficulty
with a particular learning task. If she is motivated to learn more
about that learning problem, she may “reflect” on whether or
where she has seen that problem before. She may then connect it
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to an “abstract concept,” which she may have developed from the
experience of clustering similar experiences or perhaps she has
seen something in a textbook that will help to identify the problem
as belonging to a cluster of similar problems. She will probably
“actively experiment” with several different ways to help that
student and others to follow. In the best of all possible worlds,
teaching is a continuing learning experience in which the
learner/teacher is constantly making connections between
experience, reflection, experimentation, and evaluation. Kolb’s
model has been used most often in adult and continuing
education, where learning may be self-directed, but it also has
important messages for classroom teachers for the Learning
College. Perhaps the most significant message—or at least the one
that relates most closely to current research and scholarship on
learning—is the role of reflection in learning. Learning occurs, not
necessarily as a result of the experience itself, but as a result of
reflecting on the experience and testing it against further
experience and the experiences of others.

Donald Schon (1983; 1987) has written provocatively about the
importance of reflection in the practice of professions such as law,
architecture, education, and the social services, where the
problems are fuzzy and ill defined. While his work is best
known-but not often practiced—in professional education, his
concepts apply equally well to any form of learning that is
intended to be applied. In the practice of most careers today, it is
not a matter of applying a learned answer to a clearly defined
problem, but rather of analyzing the problem and seeking a
solution for what is often a nonstandard situation. Schén contends
that much of the learning that is relevant to practice today is not in
books or in academic courses. Practitioners, he says, learn from
their practice by reflecting on what they are doing while they are
doing it. He calls this “reflection-in-action.” He contends that
practitioners construct their own body of knowledge as they go
about solving the problems they meet in their practice. Teachers,
therefore, should function as coaches, helping students to reflect
on what they are doing.

Service-learning is an example of a pedagogical approach that
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makes explicit the power of reflecting on experience. It is a form
of experiential learning in which learning and service are
intentionally linked; students address real problems in their
communities while deepening their understanding of course
content. It differs from volunteer service in that the service
performed by the student must be linked to coursework. “The
hyphen in service-learning is critical,” writes Jacoby (1996, p. 5),
“in that it symbolizes the symbiotic relationship between service
and learning.” Service to the local community may be a good
thing and worthy in its own right, but it is not learning unless
students construct their own knowledge by reflecting on the
experience and connecting new learning to existing knowledge to
make it their own.

Experiential learning is a powerful form of learning,
incorporating an ancient practice into modern research and
theories about learning. It is undergoing something of a revival in
modern education, supported and enhanced by unfolding
knowledge about the working of the neural brain, cognitive
processes, and the reality of each learner’s social environment.

CONCLUSION

So what can we conclude about what modern learning theory
has to contribute to the twenty-first century task of building
Learning Colleges? The Learning College will concentrate on
helping students make the connections that constitute learning.
Cognitive and neural connections are made through establishing
and keeping in good repair the pathways that connect new
learning to existing knowledge. Social connections are utilized to
challenge thought and to engage students actively in questioning
and thinking about knowledge that is rooted in the culture and
language of our society. Experiential connections are necessary to
assure that students conduct an active lifelong conversation
between experience and learning.

All of these connections are best established in a community
dedicated to the mission of producing learning. A decade ago, the

Commission on the Future of Community Colleges opened the
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door to the Learning College by titling their final report, Building
Communities: A Vision for a New Century. They advised that “The
term community should be defined not only as a region to be
served, but also as a climate to be created” (1988). Creating a
climate for learning is the challenge that lies ahead. It will require
the active participation and dedication of every member of the
college community, working to establish the connections that
constitute learning.
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