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Abstract

Some drawbacks of traditional teacher-centred teaching have gradually become apparent and have led
to a growing interest in experiential teaching. Students and teachers are prominent participants in the
teaching process, and their behavioural performance largely determines the learning outcomes.
Likewise, a harmonious teacher-student relationship is essential to students’ learning experience. In
this paper, we have analysed the impact of experiential teaching on three aspects: student engagement,
teacher-teaching innovation and teacher-student collaboration, to show that experiential has clear
advantages for student learning. However, some argue that the design and practice of experiential
teaching are challenging for teachers and that the student-centred approach is not conducive to
managing classroom order. This, therefore, suggests new elements for teacher education and
schoolteacher training to avoid the gap between instructional design and practice. And further
research is needed by educational researchers on how to manage classroom order in experiential
teaching and to make students learn effectively.
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1. Introduction and Context

For many years, the traditional teacher-centred approach to teaching has been rooted in the education
system. This way of teaching was seen as advantageous to the transmission of core knowledge and a
cost-effective way to teach in groups (Oderinu et al., 2019). However, now that the drawbacks of this
approach to teaching have become apparent, there is a growing interest in student-centred experiential

teaching.
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1.1 Traditional versus Experiential Teaching

Traditional teaching methods tend to have professional educators making decisions and imparting
knowledge to students through lectures. On the other hand, students receive information passively and
follow the rules of the letter (Garrett, 2008; Breunig, 2017; Long & Gummelt, 2019). However, this
approach only focuses on the subjective role of the teacher and neglects the importance of inspiration
and participation in the learning process for students (Dewey, 1986; Pedrosa de Jesus et al., 2006). In
addition, research has shown that teacher-centred approaches to teaching can make students fearful of
learning and teachers (Garrett, 2008; Henry & Thorsen, 2021). Therefore, traditional methods to
education are not conducive to students’ motivation to learn, and experiential teaching can avoid these
problems.

Experiential teaching is a method of teaching in which the teacher creates the environment and students
actively construct their understanding of knowledge during the experience (Garrett, 2008; Kolb, 2015;
Breunig, 2017; Fenwick, 2022). Specific ones include a variety of teaching methods, such as outdoor
experiences and games that have inspired teachers to adapt their teaching (Menguiano-Rodr fuez & del
Mar del Pozo-Andrés, 2021). In contrast to traditional teaching, experiential teaching is student-centred,
involves understanding and applying knowledge during the experience, and empowers students (Garrett,
2008; Manolis et al., 2013). Among the relevant theories, the most widely used is the experiential
learning model proposed by Kolb (2015), who argues that experience-based learning is a continuous
cycle. It is a circular structure consisting of four stages: (a) experience gained through practice (b)
reflection on experience (c) theory drawn from experience (d) theory guiding action. And he argues that
the learner can start at any stage. This allows the learner to apply the knowledge acquired to a new
scenario, thus gaining a deeper understanding, and so on (Radovi¢, Hummel, & Vermeulen, 2021).

1.2 Some Arguments about Experiential Teaching

Roberts (2016) questions both the quality of teaching and the limited reach of experiential learning.
However, Breunig (2017) argues that education should be a productive facilitator of collaboration and
creativity rather than merely using memorisation skills as a measure of knowledge acquisition. Many
applications of experiential teaching play an important role in the overall achievement of students in
school, such as collaborative assignments and projects and global learning (Kuh, 2008). Furthermore,
Lindsey and Berger (2009) suggest that experiential learning is not only applicable at different levels of
education, from primary to tertiary. It also supports the application of experiential learning in a variety
of fields, such as sports management and design (Frontczak, Loveland, & Daughtrey, 2015, pp. 41-48).
However, it is also the case that different levels and domains may require new and specific pedagogical
frameworks. This poses new challenges for the design of pedagogical frameworks and instruction
(Reigeluth & Carr-Chellman, 2009). In addition to this, limited funding for teaching equipment is an

obstacle to the implementation of experiential learning (Hadjikou, 2021).
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1.3 Remaining Structure of the Article

The rest of this paper will have the following four parts. As the two main actors in student learning, the
actions and relationships between teachers and students have a significant impact on student learning.
Therefore, the next three sections will compare and contrast the impact of traditional teaching and
experiential teaching on student learning from the perspectives of student initiative, teacher-teaching
methods and teacher-student collaboration. The final section will conclude with a summary and outlook

on the advantages and debates of experiential teaching.

2. Claim 1: Experiential Teaching Requires Students to Take Their Initiative, which is more
Conducive to Student Learning

Experiential teaching allows students to become leaders in their learning process rather than just
listeners in traditional teaching. Students are required to make relevant decisions and explore the
generation of knowledge through their experiential processes. This facilitates students to take full
ownership of the learning process and promotes active participation.

2.1 Experiential Teaching Requires Students to Make Their Own Decisions and Contributes to Student
Subjective Motivation (Ponticorvo, Dell ’Aquila, & Di Fuccio, 2022)

Unlike traditional teaching, where decisions are made entirely by the teacher, experiential teaching
requires students to take responsibility for the learning process and outcomes themselves. And in the
learning process, only the situation and the objectives are defined, not as in traditional teaching, where
there are fixed patterns and steps that only need to be followed at the same pace as the teacher. So in
the experiential learning process, students inevitably have to make judgements and choices about
situations (Morris, 2020), such as the choice of approach, whether to work alone or in a team. In these
processes, students will use their initiative to make what they feel is the right choice, considering the
specific situation.

However, related researchers have questioned the decision-making position of students. Buck and
Akerson (2016) argue that although experiential education has always emphasised the need to be
student-centred, the teacher is still involved in decision-making. They fail to recognise that the guiding
and supervisory functions of the teacher remain in experiential learning (Hadjikou, 2021). The teacher
needs to be responsible for the overall quality of teaching (Garrett, 2008; Morris, 2020). When some
students appear deviating from the learning objectives, timely guidance and correction are provided.
However, this process still depends on the teacher’s control of his or her role and mastering the balance
between guidance and decision-making. When students take a leading role in exploring their learning,
they develop a sense of ownership. This will allow them to be more proactive in identifying problems
and solving them.

2.2 Experiential Teaching Allows Students to Discover Knowledge on Their Own and Further Promotes
Active Participation (Hadjikou, 2021)

In traditional teaching, teachers tend to keep students on the receiving end of knowledge and reciting it
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through lectures and exercises. On the other hand, experiential learning is more focused on allowing
students to explore knowledge production through some games or practical processes. This
student-centred approach is more conducive to motivating students to take the initiative and actively
participate. In a study of 56 secondary school students who participated in an outdoor experiential
learning environmental study (James & Williams, 2017), most students reported that it allowed them to
learn about the specific process of data collection through hands-on practice, rather than just seeing
completed data tables from a worksheet or textbook. In this way of learning, knowledge is discovered
by the students themselves through exploration and research rather than through reciting boring word
combinations from textbooks or hearing jargon from the teacher’s mouth, as in traditional teaching.
This makes students feel more engaged in the learning process and have a greater sense of achievement
when completing the task. Furthermore, James and Williams® (2017) experiment found that some
students who expressed little interest in learning in the classroom were actively engaged and focused
on observing and investigating things during practical learning. These students often lacked the skills
necessary in the traditional classroom, such as patience and sitting. They are, therefore, more likely to
be actively engaged in exploratory learning outside the control of the teacher. Experiential teaching is

therefore more motivating and makes learning more effective.

3. Claim 2: Experiential Teaching Requires Teachers to Adapt Their Teaching Methods, which is
more Conducive to Student Learning

Experiential teaching allows the teacher to change from being the decision-maker in traditional
teaching to being the guide. Unlike the utilitarian approach of traditional teaching, experiential teaching
requires the teacher to focus more on the students themselves in the teaching process. Teaching
methods are adapted from students’ interests, abilities and development to enhance their interest in
learning while promoting their understanding of knowledge.

3.1 Experiential Teaching Requires Teachers to Change the Classroom Routine (Lindsey & Berger,
2009) to Increase Students’ Interest in Learning

Experiential teaching allows teachers to experiment with popular teaching methods, such as digital
games, outdoor experiences, etc., to increase students’ interest in learning with contextualised activities.
In the traditional classroom, the teacher’s priorities are disciplinary and utilitarian
(Menguiano-Rodr fuez & del Mar del Pozo-Andrés, 2021). For the teacher, the ultimate goals are good
class order and excellent results. As a result, teachers tend to teach repetitive lectures and exercises
without paying attention to innovation, which also leads to students’ feelings of difficulty and
disinterest in learning. In contrast, experiential teaching facilitates teachers to replace rote learning with
flexible and varied teaching techniques, thus reducing students’ fear and boredom with learning.
However, Radovi¢ et al. (2021) question this. They argue that this is a massive challenge for teachers
because any gaps between instructional design and practice can impact teaching effectiveness. However,

they fail to note that teaching effectiveness can often be biased because educators do not focus on
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students’ different interests, abilities and starting points (Darling-Hammond, 2012). Therefore, teachers
must design instruction according to the many factors of their students. This, of course, places demand
on teacher training in schools. Teachers need to be trained to design instruction with clear objectives in
mind and, more importantly, to anticipate and select activities that students are interested in and capable
of completing. If the teacher provides experiences beyond what the students can absorb, then the most
significant effect will be far from being achieved. It is, therefore, important that teachers adapt and
design their teaching methods, which have a direct impact on student learning outcomes.

3.2 Experiential Teaching Requires Teachers to Help Students to Reflect on Their Learning Afterwards,
which Helps to Deepen Their Understanding

Post-practice reflection is a crucial stage in the experiential learning process. Unlike traditional
teaching, after completing the teaching task, the teacher must provide ample time for students to reflect
by setting open-ended questions and brainstorming. Students are allowed to deepen their understanding
of the process of reflection. The traditional teaching style is too passive, relying on the teacher’s
information delivery and lacking the students’ own reflection session, which is not conducive to
understanding knowledge. As can be seen from Kolb’s (2015) four-stage model, students come to the
reflection stage when learning becomes active and is applied in context. Students’ understanding of
knowledge is further deepened with reflection (Barlow, 2015). They will find that some concepts are
less difficult to remember after reflection and that memories are retained for a more extended period.

In an experiential task focusing on deepening their understanding of sustainable eating habits in which
143 food nutrition students participated, Maher and Burkhart (2017) found that upon completing the
experiential task, students demonstrated adequate self-understanding and problem-solving skills in
response to both reflective questions and suggestions for natural barriers. These are difficult to generate
in an education where information is received passively. Reflection in the experiential learning process
promotes higher-order process reasoning and holistic thinking by learners to achieve stated goals
(Leary & Sherlock, 2020). In this process, students continually review the experience and how they
think about the goal until they succeed. Therefore, post-practice reflection helps students move from

knowing the what to understanding the why.

4. Claim 3: Experiential Teaching Requires Teachers and Students to Collaborate, which is more
Conducive to Student Learning

In experiential teaching, knowledge is gained by the teacher and students’ collaboration rather than
being passed on by the teacher in a one-way manner, as in traditional teaching. The teacher is
committed to providing relevant learning situations for the students, while students interact and
communicate with the teacher during their learning process to facilitate the achievement of learning
objectives. Good teacher-student collaboration not only brings teachers and students closer together but
also increases communication between them. This helps to create a harmonious and democratic

learning environment for students, thus facilitating their learning.
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4.1 Experiential Teaching Brings Teachers and Students Closer to each other and Helps to Promote
Teacher-student Interaction

In traditional teaching, the teacher’s position of authority is inviolable, and students are completely
subservient to the teacher’s control. This results in students having a respectful but fearful attitude
towards the teacher. This teaching mode makes it more difficult for the teacher to interact with students
and is not conducive to student learning and thinking. In contrast, experiential teaching teachers
encourage students to explore knowledge with guidance and work collaboratively with them to achieve
learning objectives. Experiential teaching makes the teacher less inaccessible and more like an older
relative and wiser sibling (Fifolt, Morgan, & Burgess, 2017). This works well to reduce the
psychological distance between the teacher and the students and helps to further facilitate
teacher-student interaction during the teaching process, thus promoting student learning outcomes.

In a study of preschool teachers’ beliefs about child-centred education and research (Sak, Erden, &
Morrison, 2015), the teacher who adopted experiential teaching showed a change in his relationship
with his students. In the student’s mind, he can be a teacher, a mother, and a peer, and they also engage
in intimate behaviour such as hugs and kisses. Meanwhile, another study exploring the effects of
teacher self-representation on student motivation (Henry & Thorsen, 2021) found that teachers who
developed positive teacher-student relationships had classrooms filled with more intense
teacher-student interactions. These two examples show that experiential learning makes students feel
less distant from their teachers and that this more intimate teacher-student relationship makes students
more willing to express their ideas to their teachers. Experiential learning allows the teacher and
students to become more like peers, exchanging ideas and even arguing about issues, which is an
excellent way to promote intellectual understanding and engagement in learning.

4.2 Experiential Teaching Increases Communication between Teachers and Students (Isaak et al., 2017)
and Helps Students’ Feelings to be Noticed

Experiential teaching empowers students, and class rules can be set by the teacher and students after
communication, which facilitates the democratic nature of the teaching process. In traditional
classroom learning, the teacher has absolute control and decision-making power. Both the content and
the class rules are decided unilaterally by the teacher. In Sun’s (2012) study on the transformation of
teacher-student relationships in ESL (English as a Second Language), he found that 93.7% of the
responses to the question on teacher-student relationship preferences chose “understanding, respect,
trust, democracy “. This is good evidence of students’ desire to communicate and interact with their
teachers, to be listened to and understood rather than questioned and passively obeyed.

However, Garrett (2008), in a study of three teachers’ classroom management in a student-centred
teaching model, found that some teachers felt that listening to students was not necessary and that
direct management of the classroom by the teacher was more effective. However, they should also give
some trust to students, and classroom management promotes student self-management by establishing a

shared contract with students through communication. There is no direct evidence that communication
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positively impacts classroom management. However, when students are allowed to gain power over
their identity transformation from a communicative environment, the positive impact of their
motivation on the learning process follows (Henry & Thorsen, 2021). That is, when students feel that
their opinions are being adopted, this has the potential to promote self-discipline and, thus classroom
management. Therefore, communication between teachers and students is essential in experiential
teaching, which makes the relationship between teachers and students more democratic which is more

conducive to facilitating student learning.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

This study found that experiential learning has clear advantages in facilitating students’ learning
development. Experiential learning can mobilize student initiative and engagement by allowing
students to make their own decisions and explore on their own. Moreover, this approach is conducive to
allowing educators to focus more on changes to the regular classroom and student reflection after the
experience, thus further improving the overall effectiveness of student learning. More importantly,
experiential learning fosters a good relationship between teachers and students working together,
enhancing teacher-student interaction while allowing students’ feelings to be noticed and respected. In
contrast, traditional teaching lacks an emphasis on student initiative and engagement, to the detriment
of student motivation. Moreover, this teacher-centered approach to teaching is monotonous and not
only tends to make students feel difficult and uninterested, but it is also not conducive to building a
positive teacher-student relationship.

In the discussion of teacher-student collaboration, although this paper examines that communication
between teachers and students positively affects student motivation, this has the potential to indirectly
facilitate a smooth experiential learning process. It has not been fully demonstrated that experiential
learning facilitates teacher-student communication and thus effective classroom maintenance. Further
research could be conducted in the future regarding how experiential learning is managed in the
classroom. At the same time, as this paper mainly emphasizes the positive impact of experiential
learning on students’ learning, this also limits the ability to explain in detail the impact of this teaching
style on other aspects of students’ relationship management, skills, and so on.

Overall, experiential teaching is more conducive to student learning than traditional teaching. However,
more needs to be done by schools and the government in terms of experiential teaching and learning
implementation. Schools should conduct some teacher training on experiential teaching and learning
design to help teachers adapt to the change in status while developing relevant instructional skills. At
the same time, the government should consider increasing funding for experiential learning to address
the challenge of limited funding for infrastructure. And publicize the benefits of experiential learning to

help schools secure some additional investment.
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