Online experiential learning

Prepared by Stephen Segrave

Grasping the concept of experiential learning

Before considering ‘online’ experiential learning we first need to ask what experiential learning is more generally and try to identify helpful examples. There can be some uncertainty about whether it is a method, strategy, approach, theory, etc. There is considerable scope for further exploring the specific nature/characteristics of the real‑world experience that receive attention during intended, authentic experiential learning. Perhaps there are sliding scales of legitimate forms of experiential learning, ranging from complete physical immersion in the real world, (perhaps simulated immersion in a virtual world), through to less situated experiences that may include greater teacher influence. 
There is an openness to changing teacher perceptions about the nature and value of experiential learning and also to investigate the relative value of experiences of different kinds involving technologies, such that we better understand what a given experience might be contributing to the ‘intended’ learning of the curriculum. Also, rather than conceiving this at the level of a unit, there are likely to be substantial benefits from more broadly understanding the contributions to learning by a student during a whole course and their ‘life‑long’ learning trajectory.

Examples of traditional experiential learning

There are a number of traditional forms of experiential learning which operate within Deakin, including the practicum (e.g. School experience rounds in Education), internships and work placements at various times in a wide variety of professional and vocationally oriented courses. These are seen as traditional as they involve students learning in actual workplace environments away from the University either within Australia or internationally. The thrust of the University’s activities in promoting experiential learning in recent years has been to expand the opportunities for actual work placements in the physical world in local, national and overseas settings. These work placements might benefit through the supportive use of information and communication technologies but the actual learning experience itself occurs off-campus, in various work environments. These traditional examples of experiential learning can be possibly contrasted with activities like viewing a video presenting documentaries or dramatisations of real experiences which some may not see as being authentic experiential learning.

Concepts and terms perhaps related to ‘experiential learning’ (in the minds of just plain folks!)

Many staff would associate the following with experiential learning: 

· Problem-based learning (PBL)
· Role playing and debates

· Case Studies

· Games

· Virtual reality

· Simulations

· Situated learning

· Cognitive apprenticeship

· Active reflective practice.
Are there essential elements of any form of experiential learning?

Based on the above, the following might be seen as essential elements of experiential learning:
· Authenticity of real life situations which is a key to experiential learning.

· Ambiguity resulting from complex problem spaces and inadequate knowledge and experience.

· Facilitating the transition from novice to expert.

· Apprenticeship model / Learning by doing (cognitive apprenticeship).

· Reflection on experience is a key activity emphasised by theorists like Kolb (1984).

· Making mistakes is a key ingredient and games and simulations reduce or eliminate the negative outcomes of these.

· While different approaches to simulations, PBL and case studies on‑campus create useful learning experiences, to what extent, or in what aspects of the experience, do we see genuine ‘experiential learning’ enacted?

· While audio, video and multimedia can present the ‘appearance’ of real events and contexts, and reception of these is an experience, active engagement in the authentic world (as represented) may not be evident. Are we clear about what constitutes the valid experience for the learning sought?

· Real world projects require students to address a wider range of issues.
Some examples of online experiential learning used at Deakin

· Reflection on practical experiences, is something that can occur online at any time, particularly when students are off‑campus, perhaps in work‑related placements. These reflections can be enabled through such things as online journals and portfolios.
· Learning the language of a new profession and discipline can occur perhaps more safely (and in an accelerated manner) online.

· Teaching communication skills and team functioning in an e‑community (work community) can occur online.

· When online one can simulate real world conditions (e.g. incoming information arrives late, or just in time in problem-based learning scenario designs). The HOTCopy simulation developed in journalism is one example, Save Wallaby Forest role play in public relations another, along with online PBL scenarios developed in nursing.
· MSC120 Business Information Systems major assignment structured around a bookshop with the book-keeper online.

· Using authentic use of IT tools in a university classroom can be an authentic experience of what happens in professional practice, through enactments in a role play or gaming approach.

Wrap up

Reflecting on the various forms of experiential learning online there appears to be a need for all staff involved in the design and development of learning environments to explore a wider range of teaching and learning strategies based on distinctly different theories, pedagogies, locations and technologies.

A professional development event demonstrating and discussing the behaviour and benefits of using (appropriately) a variety of teaching strategies beyond the mainstream methods, might facilitate improvements in the quality of teaching and learning. This would be a means of breaking down misconceptions of some strategies and misperceptions about constraints and freedoms to use a wider range of strategies, learning environments and events. 

All staff can benefit from opportunities to question the efficacy of the learning environments they create with colleagues, and to see and play with new models, particularly new efforts to inject authentic, grounded experiences. We have already experienced benefits from sharing between faculties the stories about pedagogy (see Fellowship cases). The stories are drawn from different disciplines sometimes requiring different categories of learning that make different demands on the learner, the teacher and the learning context. 

While it is worthwhile in university policy to draw staff attention to experiential learning (grounded, situated, active, reflective etc) it absolutely requires local, contextual interpretation and evaluation (valuing). It is important that we continue to investigate possible actions to promote a greater variety of concepts and approaches to teaching that are likely to result in quality learning experiences valued by our students. Such investigations should include the role of technologies in providing authentic experiential learning.
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