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Agricultural Education has always had 
a strong orientation toward learning by 
doing or "experiential learning". Hands 
on approaches to learning are evident 
throughout the curriculum, in laboratory 
and shop exercises, supervised 
occupational (agricultural) experience 
projects and activities of the FFA. 
Experiential components of agriculture 
education programs have a firm grounding 
in experiential learning theory. There 
is a growing body of evidence which 
supports the use of experiential learning 
for the development of the worker traits 
needed for improvements in American 
productivity and competitiveness. The 
purpose of this article is to introduce 
the reader to developments in the theory 
and practice of experiential learning 
which should be considered in improving 
agriculture education programs. 

ROOTS OF EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 

Experiential learning has its roots 
in the earliest thought on what it is "to 
know". Aristotle first espoused the idea 
that knowledge comes from experience. 
This was in contrast to Plato's position 
that knowledge comes through the reasoning 
process, not through ones senses. \.lhi le 
modern science has largely adopted the 
empirical view (Aristotle) for the 
definition of knowledge, the rational view 
(Plato) is dominant in the transmission 
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of knowledge. Formal schooling is 
largely a rational process of mastering 
theories which often are seen as 
unrelated to the "real" world. Programs 
with experiential learning such as 
laboratory sciences, languages, and 
vocational topics have been the exception 
rather than the rule, and all have some 
degree of traditional (rationalist) 
instruction in them. These program 
leaders have intrinsically understood the 
value of experience in education and have 
taken their lead to a large degree from 
the philosophy of John Dewey. 

Dewey saw experience as the process 
that links education, work and personal 
development. He saw the greatest 
challenge to education being the need to 
cope with change and lifelong learning, 
two concepts which are very much a part 
of the present educational dialogue. 
Parallel to increased concerns about 
productivity and competitiveness there 
has been a steady increase in the call 
for experiential learning methods in the 
schools. These methods include 
apprenticeships, internships, work/study 
programs, cooperative education, 
laboratory studies, field projects, and 
social service programs. While there is 
no single agreed upon definition of 
experiential learning, the common thread 
of this concept is expressed by the 
definition forwarded by Keeton and Tate 
(1978, p. 2). 



"It (experiential learning) involves 
direct encounter with the phenomenon 
being studied rather than merely thinking 
about the encounter or only considering 
the possibility of doing something with 
it." This definition fits well with the 
many of the ideals of agricultural 
education and it should be reasonable to 
assume that advances in the theory and 
practice of ex peri entia l education can be 
instructive for agriculture education 
professionals as well. 

THEORIES OF EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 

Many authors (Chickering, 1976; 
Coleman, 1976; Kolb, 1983; Jarvis, 1987) 
have attempted to explain the role of 
experience in learning by applying 
general theories and philosophies of 
instruction to the development of models 
of experiential learning. 

Firsthand experience, reflections or 
analysis, and application are COITillOn 
components of the theories advanced by 
experiential learning scholars. 
Experience is important as a reinforcer 
of learning. Observation and reflection 
on experience are means for transforming 
experience into learning. The real 
consequences of actions provide feedback. 

Another common theme is that the 
needs of the learner should be emphasized 
in order to foster interest and 
motivation. Active engagement in 
activities which satisfy needs, involve 
physical or mental challenge, confron
tation, or high levels of responsibility 
are important for stimulating interest, 
analysis and growth. 

Coleman (1976) describes experiential 
learning as a four step process. It 
begins with an individual observing the 
results of some form of action. The 
second step is understanding the effects 
of the action in a particular instance, 
"so that if the exact same set of 
circumstances reappeared, one could 
anticipate what would follow from the 
action." The third step is understanding 
"the general instance under which the 
particular instance falls". Generalizing 
may involve actions over a range of 
circumstances to gain experience beyond 
the particular instance and suggest the 
general principle. The last step is 

application of the general principle in 
a new circumstance. 

Central to most models is the process 
of "reflection". Reflection is the 
critical examination of an experience so 
as to understand its implications for a 
general conceptual model of the 
phenomena. Joplin (1981) describes 
reflection as "the process of examining 
an experience and transforming it into a 
learning". This concept of critical 
examination of experience through 
reflection is a focal point of much of 
the current work in experiential 
education. 

MODELS OF EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION 

Theories of experiential learning deal 
with the process whereby individuals gain 
knowledge from experience. Experiential 
education facilitates education through 
experience. 

Common to models of this process are 
the concepts of 1) pre-experience 
briefing, 2) reflection in practice, and 
3) post experience debriefing. An 
element of challenge is frequently 
incorporated into these models. 
Planning is emphasized, espec~ally the 
importance of matching the learning 
experience to the students perceived 
learning needs. 

Joplin ( 1981) elaborates on the general 
model with a five 'step model of 
experiential education. The five steps 
are: 

1. Focus- Presentation of the task and 
orientation of the students to what is 
expected of them. 

2. Action - Learners are placed in a 
stressful situation in which they are 
unable to avoid the problem presented; 
action may be physical, mental, 
emotional, or spiritual. 

3. Support - Enables the student to 
persevere and overcome difficult or 
frustrating situations. Reflection in 
action is emphasized as is an 
understanding and conscious application 
of the experiential learning cycle by the 
student. 



4. Feedback - Provides information to 
the students on how well they are 
progressing in their learning. 

5. Debrief - A sorting and ordering of 
information via groupdiscussion, written 
projects, and oral presentations. 

Joplin emphasizes that in 
experiential learning the reflective 
process often occurs within the 
individual. In experiential education a 
debrief provides public reflection.which 
allows for the assessment of student 
learning. This model provides structure 
to the learning program which is based on 
reflection. 

Another framework for experiential 
education is that of Gass (1981) who 
proposes a model which begins with an 
assessment of student needs relative to 
the subject matter to be taught and 
determination of the learning objectives 
based on this assessment. Tasks, 
experiences and activities are then 
designed or specified to attain these 
goals. Ongoing reassessment and feedback 
is used to adapt the program for 
increased student learning and the 
potential of transfer to future 
situations. After the experience, follow 
up activites are designed to aid in 
retention and transfer. 

The need for structure in 
experiential learning programs is 
supported by Drui an, Owens and Sharon 
(1986). In their conclusions of a study 
of experiential education programs they 
state, 

"Successful experiential 
education programs have clearly 
articulated purposes that are 
interpreted by program 
participants. It is reasonable 
to suppose that stated program 
purposes (should) both reflect 
the needs of a group of learners 
and imply a certain content. In 
successful programs, the 
relationship of program purposes 
to educational need and program 
content are demonstrable." (p. 
53) 

Experience based programs (beyond 
vocational education) are not advocated 

for their ability to develop specific 
technical skills. Rather, the greatest 
benefits claimed are in the interpersonal 
skills and character traits which they 
develop (Conrad & Hedin, 1986; 
Chickering, 1976). Programs such as 
Experienced Based Career Education, 
Foxf ire and Outward Bound have been shown 
to have positive effects on students 
communication, problem solving and 
interpersonal skills. Students also 
develop the ability to initiate and 
conduct learning projects (Drui an, 1986). 
All of the aforementioned skills are 
specific goals of these programs. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR AGRICULTURE 
EDUCATION 

The models and theories outlined above 
provide a framework for examining 
experiential programs in agriculture 
education. Questions about how well we 
identify the purposes of our programs and 
how well the process we engage in reflect 
these purposes need to be addressed. 
Experiential programs in agriculture are 
often defended on the grounds that they 
develop problem solving skills, 
communication skills and other 
employability traits. 

Are our programs structured so as to 
get the maxilllllll benefits from experience? 
To what extent are the processes of needs 
assessment, debriefing and reflective 
thinking employed in agriculture 
education programs? 

We have experiences which are 
appropriate for the development of 
communication skills, independent 
learning skills and problem solving 
skills. Shows, judging contests, public 
speaking, and parliamentary procedure 
contests develop student abilities to 
communicate with adults in an adult 
fashion. This learning needs to be 
fostered. Likewise SAEs provide 
opportunities for students to interact 
with the business community, either 
through co-op placement or simple tasks 
such as finding buyers for project 
animals. 

We have choices of how to implement 
programs that can make a difference. If 
all of the information required for 
conducting a project is spoon fed to the 
student, then the ability to learn 



independently may not be developed. If 
FFA officers handle all contacts with the 
business community, then only they, and 
not the members at large, will benefit. 

Some suggestions for assuring that 
our experiential programs cent inue to add 
value to student learning include: 

1. Identify independent or autonomous 
learning skills, effective coom.mication 
skills and problem solving skills as 
specific objectives of our programs. 

2. Spend time with the student looking 
back on an experience and asking why 
problems arose and how they might have 
been better handled or prevented. 

3. In addition to docllllenting their 
experiences, chat lenge students to 
provide evidence that they have defined 
problems, learned some new skills, sought 
out necessary information and solved 
problems. 

4. Encourage students to identify their 
needs for information and find it on 
their own. Teachers need to encourage, 
and if necessary force, students to 
communicate with agencies and individuals 
in the community. 

5. Require students to provide evidence 
of learning which has taken place through 
experience. For exa~le, third party 
testimony or evidence of performance in 
addition to wages or net worth. 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this article has been 
to promote thinking about experiential 
learning in a broader context than 
agriculture education. It should be 
evident that there is a lot going on in 
experiential learning and much to gain 
f rom work in areas outside of agriculture 
education. It is hoped that this article 
will start an expanded discussion among 
agriculture education professionals as to 
the purpose and nature of the 
experiential aspects of their programs. 
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