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Henry James

James· poetic characterization serves to put the Experiential
Education Evaluation Project and this summary in perspective. As
experience is too immense, too complex, illusive, even too mysterious
a phenomenon to fully comprehend, so also is it the case with what
is learned from it. There is no pretense in this report that its
tables and numbers have miraculously captured that IIsensibilityll
which has eternally eluded the poet. The report's more modest aim
has been to capture some small particles of experience, to reduce some
part of the mystery to a size and form that can be grasped, understood,
manipulated, and from which conclusions may be drawn and lessons
learned. In this Executive Summary, the work of the Evaluation of
Experiential Learning Project is reviewed and its fundings summarized.
It concludes with some implications for practice and suggestions for
further research.
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Overview of Project

Case for Experiential Education

The roots of experiential education lie deep in the theory and practice of
education. It is primarily in this century, however, and with the prodding of
John Dewey, that educators have formally discussed the relation between
experience and education and promoted broadened social experience as a
foundation for learning and a method of instruction.

Manifestations of experience-based learning have risen and fallen in
cyclical fashion throughout this century and, in the 1970's, emerged again as
prominent educational practice. During the 1970's a number of blue-ribbon
panels issued calls for a broad reform of secondary education, and each firmly
recommended that schools extend the breadth and intensity of experience
available to adolescents. For example, the recent study of high schools by the
Carnegie Council on Policy Studies in Education (Kerr, 1979) recommends that
junior and senior students attend cl asses only three days a week and devote
the other two days to education-related work or community service.

The arguments for experiential education are framed in terms that go
beyond common educational discourse. They are rooted in a concern for the
total development of young people--social, psychological, and intellectual.
Thi s dev e1opment is seen as jeopard i zed by a soc i a1 system in wh i ch you ng
people are shut off from the experiences, encounters, and challenges that form
the basis for healthy development and that add purpose and meaning to formal
education. The aim of social development--the development of active,
concerned, involved citizens--is jeopardized by practices which insulate the
young from adult society and deny them an active and valued role in it. The
aim of sound psychological development--of persons Yklo have a clear sense of
who they are, Yklat they believe, and what they can do--is jeopardized by lack
of opportunity to demonstrate one's worth and to test, stretch and challenge
who one is and can be. The aims of intellectual development and academic
learning are jeopardized by equating education with classroom instruction in
an educational process that produces graduates Yklo are II information rich and
action poor ll (Coleman, 1974), Yklo have had insufficient opportunity to test
and apply that information, and who have not been prepared to continue
1earn i ng from th e experi enc es of everyday 1ife ou ts i de of school.

More by def au lt th an by des ire or des i gn, th e schoo 1s have been 1eft to
play a central role in the total development of America's young people. Few
educators are at ease with the responsibility. Some have chosen to deny its
broadest implications and to focus on the schools ' traditional aims of
dev e1opi ng cognit i ve ski 11 sand transmitt i ng th e accumul ated experi enc e and
wisdom of the society. Others have accepted a broader view--some from a sense
of cultural necessity and some from a belief in the interrelationship of all
dimensions of development--that no one aspect of it can be achieved in
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isolation from the others. Among the latter are numbered many of the
advocates of experiential education.

Purpose of Project

Whi le strong endorsements of experience-based education abound, there is
relatively little II hard II evidence to test or document the impact of such
programs on student participants. There are several reasons for this lack of
data. First, there is some confusion over what experiential education is and
how it differs from other approaches. This imprecision is a serious hindrance
to evaluating its effect. Secondly, appropriate methods and instruments for
assessing experiential programs have not been developed. The objectives of
experiential programs are varied, difficult to measure, and often
idiosyncratic to each specific program--and even to specific individuals
within a program. This, plus the fact that the programs are so
action-oriented and are located in such divergent settings, means that the
traditional techniques of educational evaluation are not adequate for
appraising their achievements. For these reasons, little effort has been made
to systematically test the assumptions underlying the endorsements for
experiential education or to investigate empirically which specific forms,
techniques, and practices may be the most effective in realizing the
hypothesized benefits.

The Experiential Education Evaluation Project was undertaken to begin
filling that gap. The specific purposes were: 1) to define experiential
education and develop a typology of programs; 2) to assess the impact of
experiential education programs on the psychological, social and intellectual
development of secondary school students; 3) to identify existing measures and
instruments and to design new ones for assessing these outcomes; and 4) to use
this data to identify the program variables and practices that are most
effective in facilitating student development.

The project was initiated by the Commission on Educational Issues and
co-sponsored by the National Association of Secondary School Principals, the
National Association of Independent Schools, and the National Catholic
Education Association. It evaluated 27 experiential programs in independent,
public, and parochial schools around the country. Over 1,000 students
participated in these programs. A preliminary study was also conducted
involving nearly 4,000 students in 33 programs.

Primary funding for the Project was provided by the Spencer and Rockefeller
Family Foundations with additional support from the General Mills Foundation.
The Project was conducted by the Center for Youth Dev el opment and Research,
University of Minnesota, under the direction of Diane Hedin and Dan Conrad.
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Defining Experiential Education

For the purposes of this research effort, experiential programs are
defined as lI educational programs offered as an integral part of the general
school curriculum, but taking place outside of the conventional classroom,
where students are in new roles featuring significant tasks with real
consequences, and where the emphasis is on learning by doing with associated
reflection. 1I

Selection of Programs

The programs included in the study are of four major types: volunteer
service, career internships, outdoor adventure, and community study/political
action. The categories are described below:

Commu nity Serv ice Programs

Students in these programs were involved in direct community service,
In most cases their efforts were channeled through local human ser­
vice organizations and the students served as volunteers in such
places as nursing homes, day care centers, elementary schools, hos­
pitals, counseling centers, and institutions for mentally, physically,
or emotionally handicapped people.

Outdoor Adventure Programs

Students in these programs were involved primarily (some exclusively)
in outdoor adventure activities. The Spt?cific activities included
wilderness trips, rock climbing, camping, living in a rural setting,
archeological excavation, and the like. The programs were school­
sponsored and faculty-led rather than directed by outside agencies
specializing in these areas.

Career Internships

Students in these programs served as interns in business, government,
arts, education, and social agencies. The major purpose of these
experiences was to get an inside view of an organization and occupation,
and to test one's interest in and competence for it.

Community Study Programs

Students in these programs studied their communities first-hand by
conducting surveys and interviews, and through direct observation.
Also included in this category were social and political action projects
wh i ch f oc used on efforts to i nf 1uenc e (and i nf orm oth ers on) pub 1i c
decision-making.
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Comparison Groups

There was at least one comparison group within each of the above categories.
The groups were not comparisons to the category as a whole but to a specific
program within it. The students were in regular classroom
(non-experiential) programs in the same school as the group with which they
were paired, and were also comparable as to age, sex, grade, socio-economic
status, and grade-point-average.

Within each type, individual programs differ in terms of length--from four
weeks to nine months; intensity--from two to four hours each week to full time;
nature of reflective component--from none to a daily seminar related to the
field experience; student characteristics--from age twelve to ninteen, good
students and poor, and from low income to highly affluent; its voluntary or
compulsory nature--with nearly all programs being voluntary.

The school programs included in the study were not a random sample of
experiential programs. Recorrmendations were solicited from knowledgeable
persons in the field, from the list provided, and participating programs were
selected based on 1) a demonstrated record of excellence; 2) a history of
being in operation for at least four years; 3) their being an integral part of
their school· s academi c program; and 4) their being representative of one of
the four major types of experiential programs. Given the current meager level
of evaluation and documentation of experiential programs, it seemed that a
study of the most well-conceptualized and established programs would provide
the most reliable data on the effects of the practice. Base line data would
then be established so that other experiential programs could be tested by
similar evaluation practices and compared against these programs.

We assumed, in addition, that the teachers and administrators involved in
exemplary projects would be the persons best able to define, articulate, and
specify the fundamental outcomes for experiential education. Furthermore,
this research effort was corrmitted to an approach which was practical,
understandable, and applicable to everydaY life in schools. Thus, a "Panel of
Practitioners" (the educators who ran the programs being studied), along with
the research project co-directors, were responsible for defining the issues to
be studied, for helping to select and develop assessment tools, for
implementing the research design, and for helping to interpret the data
collected. It would be impossible to overestimate the contribution of this
Panel to the conceptualization and implementation of the research effort and
the interpretation of the data collected. Such cooperation and counsel made
this a shared effort throughout, one in which all felt a corrmitment to its
succ ess.
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Program Descriptions

The programs included in the study are described briefly below, and grouped
according to category.

Community Service Programs

Bishop Ward is a Catholic, coeducational parochial school, and the
Community Service Program is a senior semester elective offered
within the religion department. Students work with the elderly, in
day care centers, tutor elementary students, and the like. Prior to
service assignments, students are given an intensive seven day
workshop acquainting them with the kinds of problems they will be
facing in their placements. For the rest of the semester they spend
two or three class periods each week in their field placement and one
period every other week in a seminar on their experiences. ~lost of
the students come from middle or lower middle income working class
families.

B) Peer Counseling, Work Opportunity Center, Minneapolis, Minnesota (N=16)

This program is part of a CETA demonstration project combining
academic study and practical work experience related to the study.
It aims at teaching essential knowledge and ski 11s, raising career
aspirations, and providing needed pay to low-income students.
Participants study human behavior, are trained in counseling skills,
and then apply these through working as peer counselors in a center
for runaway youth. Each student spends about five hours each week
in the classroom (which includes counseling each other as well as
more typical academic work) and 10 to 15 hours at the runaway house.
Nearly all the students in the program are from families below the
poverty 1evel and recei ve credit for the cl assroom work and pay for
their counseling work at the runaway house.

C) Social Studies Lab, Eisenhower High School, Hopkins, Minnesota (N=41)

Students in the regular 12th grade social studies classes may elect
to perform community servi ce in li eu of the book report and/or
research paper requirement of the course. There is no formal
reflective component in this program, though some of the students do
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keep journals and/or write a summary paper on their experiences. The
typical involvement for these students is from two to four hours~ one
day a week~ in settings similar to those described above for the
Comnunity Involvement Program. One major difference is that with
less time on the site they seldom can be assigned equal
responsibility with the students in the more intensive program.

D) ram~ Eisenhower Hi h School~ Ho kins~

Students in this program are involved as volunteers in elementary
schools~ day care centers~ nursing homes~ centers of retarded and/or
handicapped chi ldren~ and in other social service agencies. The
program is an option within the school's 12th grade social studies
department and carries full academi c credit. The students are
scheduled into a two-hour block during which they work in the
comnunity four days a week and spend one in class. In the class
they discuss their field experiences~ pursue a curriculum in psychology~

and work on interpersonal helping skills. The school is located in
an older~ working class comnunity surrounded by "bedroom suburbs" of
professional families. Most of the students in the program~ like those
in the school as a whole~ are from working class families.

E) Community Awareness Program, Mayo High School, Rochester, Minnesota (N=27'
!

The Comnunity Awareness Program (CAP) is offered by the social studies
department and is open to both 11th and 12th grade students on a
first come~ first served basis. CAP is scheduled in a 2-hour block
within the school day. Students usually spend 3 days a week in
comnunity settings such as day care centers, nursing homes, senior
citizens programs~ and the Rochester State Hospital. Two days are
devoted to class seminars that include readings, field trips,
discussions, role playing, etc. related to the field placements.
Rochester is a comnunity of around 50,000 people located in southern
Minnesota. Students are from professional~ working class, and rural
f ami 1i es.

F) Community Experience Program, Ridgewood High School, Norridge, Illinois
(N-33 )

In this program, students in grades 10-12 do volunteer-service either in
an out of school assignment in day care centers, homes for senior
citizens, elementary and junior highs, schools for retarded and/or
physically handicapped, hospitals~ health faciltites, youth service
programs and parks; or special projects such as food drives, a law
enforcement project~ animal care training program, etc. Students'
assignments vary from 3 to 10 hours per week and last for a semester
or a full year. Students are required to keep a journal of their
experience and attend a seminar dealing with motivation~ problem
solving, personal growth and comnunication skills.
Ridgewood is a public suburban school outside of Chicago, which
serves a middle-class population.
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G &H) Communit Commitment Pro ram, Ninth and Tenth
Eleventh and Twelfth Cathedral Hi
Minnesota

Approximately half the student body of Cathedral High School is
involved in its Community Commitment Program. On one day each
week, participating students are released from academic classes from
two to seven hours to work in a wide variety of community service
agencies while those who remain in school focus on make-up work,
special projects, small group work, etc. A student1s commitment
is for one semester, although most elect to be in the program for
two semesters and to work in two different areas of service. Older
students work independently, while younger students have a reflective
seminar each week. Students also sponsor special days in which
groups (elderly, retarded) are invited to the school for a day, and
the program also sponsors special summer projects. Duluth Cathedral
is an interdenominational parochial school whose student body
reflects the full range of religious faiths and socio-economic
back grou nd s•

I &J) Experiential Education Course, Middle School (N=lll) and 12th
grade (N-7) , Francis W. Parker School, Chicago, Illinois

Middle School students (grades 7-8) and 12th graders were involved
in social service activities.

The 12th grade students were in placements in social agencies, hospi­
tals, day care centers, elementary schools, civil liberties union, for
12 weeks from two to five hours per week. A weekly seminar--one hour
per week--included discussions of student observations and lectures by
professional and various human service agencies and community groups.
The 7th and 8th graders were enrolled in a three week course which
emphasized both theory and participation in the community. Students
spend 6-10 hours per week in a volunteer placement in a community
agency (similar to those filled by 12th graders) and one hour in
the classroom to share experiences and explore social issues with
guest speakers.

The school is an independent, college preparatory school, K-12, which
serves the children of upper-middle and upper class families.
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Outdoor Adventure Programs

A)

Each year, during the month of May, students at Parker Collegiate may
choose from a wide variety of full time, month long special
experiences. Among outdoors offerings students may choose an extended
camping experience, or a wilderness expedition, or may participate in
an archeological expedition. The experiences are full time, largely
group activities. They feature on-going informal discussion and
reflections rather than formal classes or seminars. Most of the
students come from upper-middle or higher income families.

B & h School, Colorado S rin s

Senior Semester is a full time, 18 week program open to students in
the 12th grade. Following a three day retreat and a general orientation,
each student selects four different learning blocks from among the
several offered. The blocks last three to four weeks each and include
experiences in outdoor adventure, living in a rural setting, firsthand
study of the criminal justice system, internships in community
organizations, creative projects, and several others. Each option is
intensive (full time) and experiential. There are few formal seminars,
but most options are group efforts including ongoing discussions with
the instructors and the other participants. Most of the students are
from middle and upper-middle income families.

D) Spring Outdoor Adventure (N=25) and Spring Community Study (N=35, saint
Benedict's Preparatory School, Newark, New Jersey (N-25)

All students at St. Benedict's Preparatory School participated in these
five week, full time intensive investigations of a single topic or
interest. Designed to be as different as possible from the traditional
classroom approach, the projects rely on first hand experience,
student leadership and responsibility, group interaction and personal
risk-taking. A11 9th graders participate in an outdoor experience-­
either backpacking on the Appalachian Trail, or a bicycle trip
following George Washington's route through New Jersey. The lOth and
11th graders choose one of the following community study options-­
making a fi 1m; observation of the court system culminating with a
mock trial; producing a children's play and touring it around the
city; investigation of urban problems through interviews and site
visits. Each are group projects with ongoing, informal discussion
and reflection. Students are evaluated through written or oral
tests, practical demonstrations of their ski 11s, and a group
presentation to the rest of the school during the final week.
St. Benedi ct' sis an independent coll ege prepara tory schoo 1 for boys
in grades 9-12. Approximately 3/4 of the students are black with
60% comi ng from th e city of Newa rk.
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Career Internships

A) Hills Hi h School, Beverl Hills,

This program operates out of the school·s Applied Education Center.
Students in the 11th and 12th grades may serve as interns (for credit
but no pqy) in stockbrokers' offices, law offices, medical centers,
TV studios, retail stores, hospitals, government agencies,. social
service agencies and in many other settings. The internships are
applied for and performed on an individual basis and typically run
two or three hours daily for one school term (about 16 weeks).
There is no accompanying cl ass or seminar, though some students do
write reports on their work and/or have informal and occasional
discussions with the program coordinator. As might be expected in
Beverly Hills, most of the students come from highly affluent
famili es.

B) Careers Pro ram, Central Hi h School, Minnea olis, Minnesota

This program is deliberately designed to develop inner city youths'
interest in health professions and the background and confidence
needed to pursue them as careers. The program operates for half the
school day for one trimester (12 weeks) and is repeated three times
each year. For half of each day the students (who are in the 11th
grade) intern in a variety of medical departments in a large
Veterans' Hospital. Four half-days each week are spent studying
biology at a nearby community college, and the fifth in a classroom
experience featuring discussions with minority health professionals.
The students, who receive credit but no pqy for the experience, come
largely from low-income families.

C) Spring Career Internships, Parker Collegiate Institute, Brooklyn
Heights, New York (N=26)

Career internships were a second option within the previously mentioned
spring program at Parker Collegiate. Students served as unpaid interns
in a wide variety of businesses, public agencies, and governmental
offices in New York City. These were intensive, high level, full-time
experiences and were done, for the most part, on an individual basis
without a group seminar or formal reflective component.

D) Community Construction Program, St. Paul Public Schools, St. Paul,
Minnesota (N=24)

The Construction Center was one of several programs within the Students
Serving Students project which operated in St. Paul in cooperation
with the school system and with funds from the Concentrated Employment
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Training Act (CETA). The students came from several city high schools
to a center 'tklere they 1earned the basic ski lls of construction. These
skills were then applied through contracted services performed within
and outside the school systems- from partitioning walls to building an
entire garage. Students received school credit for the training and
pay for its application in real projects. They could be in the program
for a full or half d~ for two 11 week trimesters. All were from low
inc ome f ami 1i es .

This is a program involving all high school students in grades 9 through
12 (approximately 1,000). It was created to supplement and enrich
classroom instruction, as well as provide totally new experiences
through direct involvement in the community. The program is designed
so that each student spends a minimum of four hours one day a week
at a selected activity. The activities are grouped into six major
areas: outdoor education, teacher aide, government, independent
projects, occupational exploration, and social services. For the
most part students do not have a formal seminar rel ated to thi s
involvement experience but do have some written assignments and have
individual discussions with their school and field supervisors.
The school popul ation is not easily typed, though roost students are
from professional families with smaller numbers from working class
and rural backgrounds.

Despite the variety of experiences available, the program has been
grouped with career programs for th is study as th e 1argest number
of placements can be considered career-related and, for one subgroup,
they were accompanied by a career seminar. For some purposes all
erPED students are combined in the study, and for others they are
separated into 12th graders (with 3 years of previous CIPED
experience) and lOth graders, and lOth graders with accompanying
career semi nar.

H) Intermediate Unit,

Seniors in several suburban high schools in Pittsburgh (Upper St.
Clair, Keystone Oaks and North Hills) were engaged in full-time
career internships for a semester. The major purpose of the program
was to enable students to explore, in depth, a vocational or career
interest, which they may follow upon completion of their education.
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Students pursued a wide variety of interests such as theatre,
horticulture, merchandising, secretarial, journalism, physical
therapy, medicine, psychology, television, hotel management, etc.
Students attend weekly seminars, and keep a journal as a way to
continuously analyze and assess their experience.

The participating schools were public high schools in suburban
Pittsburgh serving a lower to middle class population.

Community Study

A) Consumer Action Service, St. Paul Public Schools, St. Paul, Minnesota
( N=27)

This program is part of a larger project entitled Students Serving
Students wh i ch is funded as part of the Concentrated Employment
Training Act (CETA). The students come from several different schools
to a particular center for half of each school day. There they
study a variety of consumer issues, attempt to resolve their own and
others' consumer problems, and, as a final project, produce a
consumer guide. Several students also have internships with agencies
involved with consumer issues. Instruction in basic academic skills
and seminars on a variety of issues are central to the program.
The students are mostly in the lOth or 11th grade and nearly all
come from low-income families.

B)

This a 9th grade elective program in which students take four academic
subjects in a block: English, mathematics, citizenship and science.
During the first and third quarters students take all cl asses in
the school. In the remaining weeks students may opt to participate
in the comnunity for a two-hour period twice weekly. Students do
volunteer service, are involved in consumer and ecological projects,
and participate in other political activities. They also take
numerous field trips to the courts, government offices, and to
scientific institutions. Students also produce some product from
their project, and discuss their project thoroughly with their
instructors. Kirkwood is a suburb of St. Louis, Missouri, and is
populated largely by upper-middle income families.

C) Consumer Action Course Southwest Secondar School, Minnea olis,
Minnesota N-34

This elective course open to students in grades 10-11, consisted of
a two hoor English/Social Studies course in which they interned
two times a week in government and business to learn first-hand
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how these organizations deal with consumer problems. Students
also ran an lI ac tion line ll in which they attempted to solve consumer
prob1ems of oth er students, nei ghbor s, parents, etc. The students
had weekly seminars in which they learned about consumer law,
bureaucratic organization; verbal and written communication;
political process, etc. Southwest is an urban school in Minneapolis,
Minnesota serving primarily a middle and upper middle class
popul ation.

Unlimited, North Central Hi h School, Indiana olis, Indiana

This program, open to 10-12 grade students, offers full or part-time
alternative courses and experiences to approximately 300 students per
year. There are several options available--most students participated
in individual internships in which they pursued specialized interests
in the arts, human services, government or business. A small number
of students were involved in extended trips. Another group participated
in the government program, which consisted of classroom study and
a community project such as interns with government officials at
the state and national level, working on political campaigns, or
investigating social and political issues. This is a suburban
public school and most students come from middle and upper-middle
class income fami lies.

E) School,

See p. 11 under Spr i ng Outdoor Adventure, St. Benedi ct's, for a descri p­
tion of the community study program.

Comparison Groups

As indicated earlier there was at least one comparison group for each
category of programs. These groups were not used as comparisons to the entire
category but to a parti cul ar program withi n it to wh i ch they were matched
by way of being from the same school popul ation, age and grade, grade­
point-average, and socio-economic status. The specific difference was that
they were not engaged in an off-campus, experiential program during the prepost
test period.

Students from Comparison Group 1, Hopkins, Minnesota (N=89) were enrolled
in the regular 12th grade social studies course. Comparison Group 2 was
made up of students from Mitchell High School, Colorado Springs, (N=39) who were
enrolled in a 12th grade psychology class. Students from Comparison Group 3,
St. Benedict's, Newark, New Jersey (N=491 ~ere comparisons in that they were a
random sample of students at St. Benedicts who took the post test before the
Spring experiential program began rather than after it. Students from
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Comparison Group 4 Packer Collegiate, Brooklyn, New York (N=58) were
participants in the Spring program who chose an in-school enrichment experience
(language study, painting, dance, diplomacy seminar, etc.) instead of an
off-campus experience. Students from Comparison Group 5, Kirkwood, Missouri
(N=181were ninth grade students in the same class as the experimentals but who
did not participate in off-campus experiences. Students from Comparison Group
6, North Central, Indianapolis Indiana (N=85) were selected from lOth-12th grade
Engli sh cl asses in the regul ar school program to match those in the alternative
schoo 1.



14

Selection of Issues

~-;-----------------------
The first step of the research process was to survey the directors of the

33 experiential programs. They were asked what they believed to be the actual
effects of their programs on students, what each had directly experienced, seen,
and heard.

There was a striking similarity in this "testimony of concerned observers. II

They described a core set of outcomes vklich each of them had observed whether
they represented programs in small towns or large cities, work with low income
or affluent youth, or programs featuring oudoor adventure, service,
internships, or political action. The important implication was that there are
corrmon threads that unite a variety of exemplars of experiential education.

Among the observed effects reported by the directors were 24 which appeared
with high regularity. This list was redrawn as a questionnaire and in May,
1978, administered to nearly 4,000 students in 33 programs. The students were
asked which, if any, of the outcomes represented what they personally had gained
from their program. A summary of the results of this survey is presented in
Tab 1e 1. On 14 of th e 24 items th ere wa s an av erag e ag reement 1ev e1 of over 80%
across all programs. The most frequently cited outcomes fit into three major
categories--social, psychological, and intellectual growth. These became the
major areas of investigation for the project itself.

The Research Questions

In regard to social development, the research questions were as follows:
to wh at extent do experi enti a1 programs hav e a pos it i ve impact on students':
a) level of personal and social responsibility; b) attitudes toward others; c)
attitudes toward active participation in the corrmunity; and d) involvement in
career planning and exploration. In regard to psychological development, both
general self-esteem and self-esteem in social situations was assessed, as was
moral development. Finally, in regard to intellectual and academic growth,
students were asked for self reports on learning, were tested on
problem-solving and, as mentioned above, tested for levels of moral reasoning.

In addition to looking at the general effects of experiential education on
student participants, we also were interested in determining the ways in
which different program forms (corrmunity service, internships, political
action, corrmunity study, and adventure education) and formats (length,
intensity, characteristics of the individual field experience) affect student
learning. For example, do short-term experiences of three to four weeks show
any effect on attitudinal change? Does the intensity of the program--two
hours versus ten hours per week--affect student outcomes? Are some types of
programs, e.g., corrmunity service, more likely to promote a sense of social
responsibility or interest in corrmunity participation? To what extent do the
characteristics of each student's individual experience affect the results?



TABLE 1

WHAT STUDENTS LEARN IN EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

COMPOSITE PROFILE OF 33 EXPERIENTIAL PROGRAMS (N=4000)

15

ITEM (in rank order) PERCENTAGE OF RESP ONSES

Agree*

1. Concern for fellow human beings 93%

2. Ability to get things done and
to work smoothly with others 93

3. Realistic attitudes toward other
people such as the elderly, han-
dicapped, or government officials 88

4. Self-motivation to learn, par-
tic i pate, ac hi ev e 88

5. Self-concept (sense of confidence,
sense of competence, self-aware-
ness) 88

6. Responsibility to the group or
class 86

7. Risk-taking--openness to new
experiences 86

8. Sense of usefulness in relation
to th e community 86

9. Prob1em- so 1vi ng 86

10. Risk-taking--being assertive and
independent 86

11. Accept consequences of my own
ac t ions 85

12. Gathering and analyzing informa­
tion, observation, reflecting on
experi enc e 84

13. Knowledge of community organiza-
tions 82

14. Responsibility for my own life 80

15. Awareness of community problems 78

D' *1sagree

4%

4

4

7

7

3

7

8

9

9

9

8

7

10

13

Don't Know

3%

3

8

5

5

11

8

6

5

5

6

7

11

9

9



TABLE 1 (continued)

16

ITEM (in rank order) PERCENTAGE OF RESP ONSES

Agree*

16. Assume new, important tasks in
community and school 78

17. Comm unicat ion ski 11 s (1 i ste ni ng ,
speaking, presenting ideas
through variety of media) 77

18. Awareness of community resources 71

19. Realistic ideas about the world
of work 71

20. Learning about a variety of
careers 70

21. Use of leisure time 60

22. Narrowing career choices 54

23. To become an effective parent 52

24. To become an effective consumer 46

0 ' *1sagree

14

11

13

18

22

26

34

29

32

Oon't Know

8

7

16

11

8

14

12

19

22

*Agree and strongly agree are combined; disagree and strongly
disagree are combined.
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The Research Method

Test Instruments

The overall effects (the dependent variables) of social, psychological and
intellectual development were operationally defined as scores on the test
instruments and questionnaires employed in the study. The specific
instruments used to measure psychological development were the Defining Issues
Test (moral reasoning), the Janis-Field Feelings of Inadequacy Scale
(self-esteem in social situations), and the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale.
Social development was measured by the Social and Personal Responsibility
Scale (social responsibility), three semantic differentials (attitudes toward
others and toward community participation) and the Owens' Career Exploration
Scale (career maturity). Intellectual development was investigated through
the Problem Solving Inventory and through self reports of participants. The
test battery included both standardized tests and adaptions of standardized
tests. Two of the tests, the Social and Personal Responsibility Scale and the
Problem-Solving Inventory were original instruments designed specifically for
this study. These instruments and the scoring guides are available from the
Center for Youth Development and Research, University of Minnesota.

Because the outcomes being measured were elusive, triangulation of the
data appeared to be the most reasonable approach. Each outcome was looked at
from several different angles: paper and pencil tests; systematic
observations of parents, teachers, and community supervisors; student journals
and writing samples; case studies of individual students and programs; and a
host of unobtrusive measures.

Research Design

It should be stressed that this was the first large-scale evaluation of
experiential education, and was necessarily an exploratory study. It aimed at
developing and clarifying hypotheses about the potential impact and effective
practices of experiential programs, using the most exemplary programs
available to test these hypotheses. Therefore, a true experimental study,
including random assignment of students to experiential and traditional
programs, was neither feasible nor desirable at this stage.

In almost all the programs, for example, student participation was the
result of choice, as is almost universally the case with experiential
programs. Furthermore, it was neither possible nor desirable to demand more
from the program directors than was already required to collect such extensive
data from their students. Such realities are the norm in schools, making it
rather impractical to apply the research designs developed in the laboratory
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to natural settings. The approach taken was to use the most rigid design that
could be applied in each setting. In six of the schools, comparison groups
were available and a pre-post comparison group design could be used. The
comparison groups were made up of students not involved in an experiential
program, and who were virtually identical in age, grade, sex, and
socio-economic status to the students in the experiential program with which
they were paired. In the other schools, the best obtainable design was to
test the involved students before and after their participation in the
program. While this is not an ideal research design, it was crucial to
include a variety of programs so that various forms of experiential programs
cau 1d be compared to each other.

Analysis

The data were analyzed in two phases. In the first, pre-post results were
compared (or each experimental and comparison group individually, by
experimental and comparison groups combined, and by direct comparison between
the six experimental-comparison pairs available for the study. In the second
phase, specific features of the programs were examined to assess their
influence on pre-post change scores. The specific elements investigated were:
type, length, and intensity of the experience, existence of a reflective
component, student demographic characteristics, and the specific
characteristics of individual experiences (e.g., how interesting, how
demanding of responsibility, etc.). The analytical tools employed included
t-tests of significance, analysis of variance and multiple regression. The
conventional standard of P=(.05 has been adopted as an indication of
statistical significance with levels between P=( .10 and .05 considered as
trends.



Findings: Impact on Students

The results from the formal measures employed in this study demonstrated
that the experiential programs did have a positive impact on the social,
psychological, and intellectual development of the student participants.r This
conclusion, W1ile true in general, masks significant patterns of effect and
effectiveness which are summarized below.

Social Development

In the past decade, there has been a great deal of public concern about
the level of personal and social responsibility exhibited by teenagers.
Charges of increased privatism, hedonism, and aimlessness among adolescents
have become commonplace, along with findings that they feel a strong sense of
powerlessness in relation to the larger society and no sense of having a
significant role in it. Experiential educators have argued that it is
precisely this lack of a significant role in the community and society that
has bred apathy, cynicism, and powerlessness. They counter by suggesting
that placing students in responsible roles in which their actions affect
others will help them develop more responsible attitudes and behaviors.

This section summarizes the findings relevant to this hypothesis: that
responsible action in an experienced-based program would have a positive
impact on students' levels of personal and social responsibility, have a
positive influence on their attitudes towards adults and others, lead them to
feel more inclined to participate in their communities and, relatedly, help
them pl an for and explore potential adult careers.

The results reported below indicate that experience-based programs at least
can have precisely those effects. Despite the inevitable differences between
specific programs, there was a strong and consistent showing of positive
impact among the experiential programs as a whole. Furthermore, these gains
significantly discriminated between the paired experimental and comparison
groups. The 1atter tended to decli ne or show no s ignifi cant change on most of
the scales and sub-scales relating to social development. These results are
outlined below according to the specific scales employed.

Social and Personal Responsibility Scale (SPRS). The overall results from the
total SPRS scale indicated general positive movement by the experimental groups
and no change by the comparisons. When the six pairs of experimental and
comparison groups are compared to one another, four of the experimental groups
had significantly greater increases than their matched comparison group. The
other two pairs both showed decreases on this scale. Figure 1 gives more
detailed information on this comparison.
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All experimental groups combined had a mean increase of almost two full
points (+1.92,P=<.0001) while the combined comparisons declined (-.09, P=NS).
More precisely, 23 of 27 experimental groups increased, 13 by at least 1.50
mean points and at a level of statistical significance. Of the four groups
which did not increase, two had the highest pre-test scores of any of the
groups and were still among the highest on the post-test; the other two were
from economically and educationally disadvantaged groups who generally tended
to do poorly on these paper and pencil measures. In contrast to the
experimental groups, five of the six comparison groups declined, two at a
level of statistical significance.

There were some differences by program types. Career Internship programs
showed the largest positive gains (an average of 2.58 points); Community
Study/Action was next (1.77); followed by Service (.63) and Outdoor programs
( .30) •

SPRS Subscales. The SPRS contained five subscales relating to sense of
duty, social welfare orientation, social efficacy, sense of competence and
assessment of performance. The combi ned tota 1 of all experimenta 1 groups showed
significant positive change on all five subscales while, among the comparison
groups (combined) there was no significant change on any subscale except Social
Welfare--in which there was a statistically significant decrease. Nine of the
experimental groups showed positive change on each subscale. There were only
two instances of significant positive change among the comparison groups, both
on the Competence subscale.

The precise pattern of change was more complicated. The subscales showing
the most frequent positive change were those relating to competence (22 of 27
experimental groups) and Performance (19 of 27). The comparison groups also
made their strongest showing on these scales though to a smaller degree. On
the Efficacy and Duty subscales the patterns for the experimentals was similar
to that shown on Competence and Performance but with someW1at less positive
change. The Social Welfare scale, however, showed a pattern substantially
different from th e oth er sub seal es. The experimenta 1 groups showed th ei r
smallest (+.12 mean gain) and least consistent increase (13 of 27 groups) on
this dimension. At the same time, the comparison groups showed a
statistically significant decline (-.18,<.05) spread over five of six
programs. Stated summari ly, the experimenta 1 groups made their strongest
increases on Performance, Competence, and sense of Duty while the scales
which most sharply discriminated between experimental and comparison groups
were Social Welfare and, to a somevAlat lesser extent, Efficacy and
Performanc e.

Overall, the strongest changes were toward taking responsible action as
opposed to having more responsible attitudes; and, among attitudes, toward
having more personally responsible attitudes as opposed to socially
responsible attitudes. This finding is consistent with most research on
attitudinal and behavioral change which suggests that changes in behavior tend
to precede rather than follow changes in attitude. It also suggests that the
traditional model in citizenship education, that instruction in proper
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FI GURE 1

Social and Personal Responsibility Scale
Pre-Post Mean Gains for Six Experimental

and Comparison Groups
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attitudes about personal and social obligations will lead to responsible
behavior, may need revision. Whi le the evidence from this study can only be
suggestive of that conclusion, it is further strengthened by the fact that
most of the comparison students were in social studies classes which
deliberately, and apparently ineffectively, aimed at improving attitudes
toward taking personal and social responsibility.

One further point from the SPRS data bears mention. Students in service
programs had the highest pre-test scores on the SPRS followed by those in
career i nternshi ps, outd oor programs, and community study. The adv antag e for
students in service programs was largely accounted for by their higher scores
on the duty and the social welfare subscales. This would be consistent with
the fact that these students had volunteered for programs in which helping and
serving others is the major task (in contrast, students in outdoor programs
had the lowest social welfare pre-test-and post-test scores). Students in
Career internships had the highest scores on the performance and competence
subscales which seems consistent with their choosing placements where they
would be working independently with and as adults. It also coincides with
their being the highest-ranked students on the two measures of self-esteem
reported on later.

Attitudes Toward Adults. A common critique of modern socialization practices is
that young people are locked in an adolescent ghetto separated from meaningful
interaction with adults. The implicit assumption is that separation breeds
suspi cion, if not host ility, and that greater contact with adults wou 1d promote
more positive attitudes. This latter hypothesis was confirmed by the results of
this study. Students in the experiential programs entered into collegial
relationship with adults that are atypical of most school and work settings.
These students tended to show large consistent changes on the semantic
differential scale toward more positive attitudes toward adults.

When the six pairs of experimental and comparison groups are compared to
each other, all six of the experimental groups showed a significantly greater
increase than did their matched comparisons. This comparison is shown in
Figure 2.

There was a positive change in 22 of the 27 experimental groups, and the
combined mean change for all the experimentals was +1.45 which was
statistically significant at P=<.OOOl. This mean change of near 1.5 was made
on a scale of only seven possible points. Students in comparison groups,
conversely, showed an overall decline of -.74 mean points spread over five of
the six groups.

It is clear, from the above, that the adolescents do not automatically
think more highly of adults merely because they have moved a little closer to
that status themselves. It depends on what they are doing during that time.
Remaining in a classroom with an adult teacher appears not to be a situation
which raises their esteem of .adults. Associating with adults on a collegial
basis outside the classroom does, however, seem to have such a positive
eff ec t.
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FI GURE 2

Att i tude Towa rd Adu lts
Pre-Post Mean Gain Scores for

Six Experimenta 1 and Comparison Groups
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Attitudes Toward Others. It was also hypothesized that students would
develop more positive feelings toward the persons or institutions with whom
they were in primary contact in their community experiences. The data, from a
ten-item evaluative semantic differential scale, clearly indicates that
community participation has a positive effect on students' evaluations of the
people and places with whom they have been interacting. In the direct
contrast between the six experimental-comparison pairs, each experimental
group increased significantly while each of the comparison groups showed a
decline. The difference was significant for the individual and the combined
comparisons (the latter at <.001).

In their pre-tests the participating students rated lIhospitalsll and
lIlittle kids ll ITDst highly, followed by lI old people,lI IIbusiness persons,1I
II po lice ll and, last, IIjunior high kids. 1I On the post-tests, the ratings of all
these categories had increased significantly--except for hospitals, (which
showed a small increase) and business persons (which showed a slight
decrease). The small increase in valuation of hospitals may reasonably be
explained by the fact that the high pre-test rating (the highest of any
category) left little room for positive change. That business persons were
not rated higher after students worked with them is more difficult to
interpret. The total number of students responding to this term was small and
the pre-test ratings were quite high to begin with. It may be, though, that
increased contact alone may not account for changed attitude, and that the
nature of the interaction must be considered. One could speculate that the
students in the business internships tended ITDre to be observers than
participants, and this might account for the lack of change.

In any case, the fundamental finding of this portion of the study is that
students do tend to show increased appreciation for the people with whom they
associate in their off-campus experiences.

Attitudes Toward Being Active in the Community. A further hypothesis of
experiential educators is that direct participation in the community willI)
lead students to value such activity more highly and 2) increase the
likelihood of their accepting community responsibilities in the future. The
first part of the hypothesis was tested through a semantic differential with
pairs such as lI smart-dumb ll and lIuseless-useful.1I The second was tested by a
single continuum from ll something I will doll to ll something I won't do. 1I The
results from both scales confirmed the hypotheses.

At the time of the pre-test, students in experiential classes valued the
general notion of IIbeing active in the communityll less highly than did
students in traditional classes. The highest rating was given by students in
service programs followed by the comparison group and then students in
community study, career i nternshi ps, and au td oar programs. The pre- test
finding is someWlat surprising. One might have expected the experiential
programs, particularly those focusing on service-learning and community study,
to attract students v.k1o had an unusually high regard for community
participation. This was not the case. Perhaps student enrollment in such
programs is more related to a general disposition to pursue and accept new
responsibilities or novel experiences, as compared to a desire for community
involvement.
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By the time of the post-test, however, the situation was reversed. All of
the comparison groups decreased, while 20 of 27 experimental groups increased.
The strongest gains were by students in community study and outdoor programs,
and the smallest gain by students in career internships.

When the six experimental-comparison group pairs are compared to each
other, it was found that five of the six experimental groups increased signi­
ficantly more than did their comparison groups. It should be further noted
that for four of six comparison groups the value and importance of community
participation was a deliberate (and seemingly unattained) emphasis of the in­
school course. A more detailed picture of the analysis of the experimental­
comparison group pairs is presented in Figure 3.

A further question was whether students' evaluation of being active in the
community carries over to an inclination to actually take on community respon­
sibilities in the future. The data here revealed that secondary students
rather strongly assert that they will be active in their communities. However,
from a position of virtual equality on the pre-test, the experimental students
increased and the comparison students declined. A direct comparison between
the experimental and comparison pairs showed the difference in change scores
to be statistically significant.

Career Exploration. One common critique of adolescent socialization is
the inability of many youth to make a smooth transition from school to work.
Many teenagers appear to have very little information about the myriad of
careers available, and they fall into the trap of thinking that an interest in
some activity implies a lifelong pursu.it of one single occupation. An often
expressed goal of experiential learning programs is to increase a young
person's knowledge about work and career options. To learn whether this goal
was achieved, students were given the Career Exploration Scale.

The data from this scale show that 24 of 27 experimental groups registered
a positive gain, 13 at a level of statistical significance. Increases were
also registered by the six comparison groups, with two at a statistically
significant level. The combined change scores for both experimental and
comparison groups were significant, though the absolute level of increase was
substantially greater for the experimental groups.

The Career Exploration Scale contains two subscales. The first measures
Career Action, or the degree to which students have been actively engaged in
exploring careers. The second asks about information they have gained about a
career field. Analysis of these sl.lbscales revealed that the greater overall
increase for experimental students was 1argely accounted for by greater gains
on the Action Subscal e. All 27 experimenta 1 groups increased on the Action
Subscale, 16 significantly so.

The analysis of the six experimental-comparison group pairs reveals that
the experimental groups consistently gained more on the action subscale than
did the comparison groups. In a contrast, four of the comparison groups
showed slightly larger gains on the Information Subscale than did the
experimental groups, but overall the gain on information were about equal for
the experimental and comparisons. These patterns of change are depicted in
Figure 4.
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Apparently facts about careers can be effectively conveyed either in or
out of the classroom. But the experiential approach adds the dimensions of
active involvement in potential career choices.

Some interesting differences emerged from examining individual program
scores. The highest pretest mean was attained by affluent twelfth graders
an independent school and the lowest means by junior high and low income high
school students. It does appear that active planning and exploring of careers
is related to both age and income--with older and more affluent students
having the advantage.

Among types of programs, those offering career internships had the largest
increases. Two programs, one in health careers for low income minority youth
and another featuring semester-long, full-time internship experiences showed
increases three times greater than the average mean change. However,
community study, service, and outdoor programs also showed strong increases
even though they had almost no organized or explicit focus on careers. It may
be that when young people want to learn about careers, they actively seek such
information, on their own, in their field eperiences. Also since the scale
measures actual behavior, not attitudes, it shows that students in
experimental programs did have opportunities to learn about and tryout a
variety of careers.

In summary, the data do support the hypothesis that participation in
experiential programs does, or at least, can contribute to the social
development of adolescents. In at least 80 percent of the experiential
programs, students increased in social and personal responsibility, gained
more positive attitudes toward adults and others with whom they worked, and
felt more positively toward being active in the community. In general, the
comparison groups in traditional classroom experiences declined on these
dimensions. Students in 75 percent of experiential programs also showed
increased information about careers and nearly all (96 percent) gained in
active engagement in exploring careers. Students in the comparison groups
showed simi lar increases in information about careers, but showed no gains in
actively becoming involved in a desired career field. The data also show that
such increases are not necessary and inevitable outcomes of any and all
experiential programs. There were almost always exceptions to the general
trends suggesting there were dynamics operating within the programs that
require closer analysis. Such analysis will be presented following the
discussion of intellectual development.
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FI GURE 3

Attitude Toward Being Active in the Community
Pre-Post Mean Gain Scores for Six Experimenta 1 and Comparison Groups
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FIGURE 4

Career Action and Information Subscale
Pre-Post Mean Gain Scores for

Six Experimental and Comparison Groups
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Psychological Development

An important fi nding in research in schools is that studying the formal,
academic curriculum does not automatically lead to personal and psychological
growth. In fact, there is a body of research documenting the largely negative
impact of schooling on such variables as self-esteem, interest in learning,
and personal autonomy (Sprinthall & Sprinthall, 1977). Proponents of
experiential education have argued that psychological growth is more likely to
be achieved through their approach to learning. They believe that placing
students in well planned experiential confrontations with practical problems
is an effective mode of promoting personal growth. In summary, psychological
growth requires challenge, conflict, support and significant experience.

Did the findings of this study corroborate this theoretical argument for
experiential programs? The answer again is affirmative, though not quite so
dramatically so as was the case for social development.

Moral Reasoning. Students in two experienced-based programs and one
comparison group (from the same school) were administered the Defining Issues
Test (OIT) pre and post. Thi s is a paper-and-penci 1 test designed to measure
levels of moral reasoning as detailed by Lawrence Kohlberg. All three groups
participated in identical lessons in moral development theory, the only
difference being that the two experiential groups were simultaneously involved
in service activities in the community.

The test results showed that both experimental groups attained significant
gains in their moral reasoning scores vk1i le the comparison group did not. The
increases were significant in themselves and in contrast to the comparison
group. This finding substantiated that of several other studies which have
likewise shown the combination of significant role-taking experiences and
active reflection to be an effective means of promoting growth in this aspect
of dev e1opment •

Self Esteem. Students in experiential programs did show increases in
self-esteem and to a degree slightly but consistently greater than those
registered by comparable students in classroom-based programs.

On the Janis-Field Scale, 'tklich focuses on the confidence one feels in
social situations (e.g., meeting new people, speaking in front of a class), 20
of the 27 experimental groups increased, 10 at a level of statistical signifi­
cance «.05). On the Rosenberg Scale, 'tklich deals with more general feelings
of self-worth (e.g. III feel I have a number of good qualities ll

), 23 of the 27
experimental groups increased, 9 at a level of statistical significance.
Students in the comparison groups also registered some gain in self-esteem,
consistently on the Janis-Field Scale (5 of 6 groups increased, 3
significantly) and sporadically on the Rosenberg Scale (3 of 6 groups
increased, 2 significantly). In comparing the six experimental groups against
their six comparison pairs, the experimental groups had greater increases on
both scales, but this advantage was statistically significant only on the
Rosenberg Scale. Figure 5 showed the pattern of change for the six
experimental-comparison group pairs on the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale.
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Among program types, the highest absolute levels of self-esteem, ENen on
the pre-test, were registered by students entering career internships. It may
be that such programs attract students who are relatively more sure of
themselves, at least enough to test themselves in adult career roles. The
most consistent pre-post gains were registered by students in outdoor
programs--both in comparison to other experiential programs and to their own
gains on the social and intellectual dimensions of growth examined in the
study. Since no other program category showed such consistent results, it
suggests that intensive outdoor experience may have a particularly strong
effect on self-esteem. This may result from the intensity and uniqueness of
such experiences and/or from the fact that evidence of achievement is clearly
seen by, matters to, and is immediately reinforced by both teachers and peers.

In summary, the results from the test of moral reasoning and the two
measures of self-esteem lend support to the hypothesis that experiential
programs can promote the psychological development of adolescents. The
community service programs had a more positive effect on moral reasoning than
did the comparison group in a traditional classroom situation. It is the
combination of action and systematic reflection that appears to stimulate
moral jUdgement. Overall, the experiential programs were only slightly more
effective in increasing self esteem than were the comparison groups. The data
do suggest, however, that the impact on self-esteem is strongest when the
experience is most intensive and most dissimilar from ordinary school
activities.
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FI GURE 5

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale
Pre-Post Mean Scores for

Six Experimental and Comparison Groups

-3 I I I I I I I I -2 I I I I I I I I -1 1 I I I I I I I 101 I I I I I I I 111 I I I I I I I 121 I I I I I I I 13

d 1.07
-. 05 _"::::"":"':-'---

E1.34
.66 f

-. 17 9
- .82

c=:&LIU§J .

Exp 5 (Comn Study)
Camp 5

Exp 6 (Comn Study)
Camp 6

-.95
.87 I

OIl­
I-.l&U

All Exp
A11 Camp

d .72 I
-.30



Intellectual Development

Theorists of learning and intellectual development from Aristotle through
John Dewey to James Col eman have stressed the necessary rel ation of experience
and education. Experience serves both as the source of knowledge and as a
process of knowing. Education is of~ by~ and for experience. The study
examined this relation by looking both at academic learning and intellectual
dev e1opment.

Amount Learned. Because the programs had widely varying academic
objectives it was not practical to directly test the academic learning
assumptions through any standard test of facts or concepts. Instead~ students
were asked how much they felt they had learned in their experiential program
compared to what they learned in an average class in school. Seventy-three
percent of the students reported learning more (41 percent) or much more (32
percent) in their experiential program~ with 25 of 27 programs having mean
responses that rounded off to 4 ("1earned more") out of a possible 5 points.
The mean responses of the other 2 programs were somewhat over 3 ("1earned
about the same"). Only 9 percent of the students reported learning less.

While all programs received high ratings on this dimension~ there was a
rather large spread between the higher and lower ranked programs which invited
some speculation about the differences between them. Of the 12 highest ranked
programs~ 11 had a clearly defined seminar/reflective component~ an element
which characterized less than half (7) of the remaining 15 programs. A
second difference was that 8 of the 12 programs with highest ratings were
composed of students who might be expected to have a low opinion of regular
classes. Four involved students in special alternatives for economically and
educationally disadvantaged students~ and four others involved students who
had opted out of regular school for a full semester (one year) to participate
in an experience-based program. These factors did not characterize any of the
lower-ranked programs. Finally~ the higher ranked programs were longer and
more intensive than the lower programs.

The data indicate~ therefore~ that students tend to feel they learn more
from experiential programs than from regular school classes and that this is
most pronounced when the experiences are longer (at least 12 weeks)~ more
intensive (at least 2 hours daily)~ include a formal reflective component and~

to a lesser extent~ involve students who may be disenchanted with traditional
classroom programs.

Problem Solving. The primary measure of intellectual development used in
the study was the Problem Solving Inventory. This Inventory presented
students with three interpersonal problems and led them through the steps in
problem solving outlined by John Dewey. The steps are: experiencing a felt
problem (approximated by a stimulus story); leaping to a solution; generating
more choices and alternatives; considering the consequences; choosing; and
eva1uati ng the outcome. Student responses were scored~ pre and post ~

according to the number of alternatives listed~ the degree to which they took
responsibility for solving the problem~ the degree to which they justified a
decision according to its consequences~ and the level of empathy and
complexity of thought shown in the overall analysis of the problem.
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On the whole, neither the experimental nor comparison students showed
significant increases on the first three indices. This appeared, however, to
be more a factor of test weariness than lack of program effect. Only one
program showed significant increases in the alternatives and consequences
indices. This program was unique in the degree to which the students faced
problems similar to those in the stimulus stories and to which problem solving
per se was a central focus of their seminar sessions. One other finding of
interest is that in nearly half of the cases (48 percent), the students' "best
choice" was not their first alternative. This suggests that asking them to
generate other alternatives did help elicit their best thinking and confirms
the common sense notion that one's first impulse does not always represent
one's best judgement.

The heart of the Problem Solving instrument is its Empathy/Complexity
Index. This Index assesses the ability and/or inclination of the respondents
to empathize with the key "other" in the story, the level of need upon which
s/he focuses, and the complexity of analysis applied to the problem. It is
scored on a seven point scale made up of the following levels, which are
briefly described below:

1. Impulsive Action--no problems perceived.

2. Impulsive-Judgments -- solutions expressed through snap judgments and
arbitrary condemnation.

3. Self-Protective--concern is for self; not being caught or manipulated
by others.

4. Formalistic-Superficial Concern--shows some concern for others but
superficially expressed through cliches and stereotyped thinking.
Concern for rules and appropriate role behavior.

5. Relational Concern--strong emphasis on love, belonging, friendship;
sympathetic to needs of others; concern for opening and maintaining
dialogue.

6. Responsible Concern--concern for other's esteem, self-respect and
independence; awareness of value conflicts; emphasis on empowering
oth ers.

7. Princ i pl ed Concern-Beyond Self and Others--focus goes beyond immedi ate
players in situation to social, institutional causation and genera­
lized principles of behavior; vivid concern for autonomy for all
persons.

The pre-test means were quite simi lar for all groups, with 27 of the 33
experimental and comparison groups having means that rounded off to level 4
(conventional, stereotyped thought and concern). On the post-test there was
general movement by experimental students toward level 5, a more complex
pattern of thought with a focus on relational concerns. This is discussed
more fully below.

33



in their field placements with
in the stimulus stories and had
These programs showed an average

The Complexity/Empathy Index did clearly discriminate between experimental
and comparison groups and between types of experiential programs. In terms of
mean changes, 21 of the 27 experimental groups increased, 8 increasing at
least a one-third step on the seven point scale.* Five of the 6 comparison
groups decreased and one showed a non-significant increase.

Most interesting was the pattern of change among types of programs. It
was hypothesized that students in experiential programs would demonstrate
increased empathy and complexity of thinking, and that these increases would
be most pronounced in those programs where students were 1) directly
confronted with interpersonal problems similar to those in the stimulus
stories and/or 2) where problem solving was a deliberate focus of accompanying
seminar sessions. These turned out to be critical variables in promoting
change in complexity/empathy. The 27 experiential programs we're placed in one
of four categories:

Type A--Students experienced problems in their field placements similar to
those in the stimulus stories and had instruction in problem solving in
their seminar sessions. Type A programs registered an average mean
increase of .59 points.

Type B--Students experienced problems similar to those in the stimulus
story and had limited instruction in problem solving in the classroom
seminar. Type B programs showed an average increase of .22 points.

Type C--Students had limited experience
i nte rperso na 1 problems simi 1ar to th ose
limited instruction in problem solving.
mean gain of .17.

Type D--Students had no experience with problems similar to those
presented in the Problem Solving Inventory nor did they have direct
instruction in problem solving. Type 0 programs showed an average
decrease of -.15.

These patterns of change are shown graphically in Figure 6.

The data reported in this section suggest that experiential education
programs can and do have a positive effect on student learning and
intellectual development. This is most strongly the case when the program
features a combination of direct experience and formal reflection on that
experience. Students with this combination felt very strongly that they had
IIlearned more ll through their experiential program than they had learned in
regular classes. On the problem-solving inventory, the same pattern emerged,
with students in programs combining experience and reflection showing
substantial increases in complexity of thinking and in ability to empathize
with others.

*See Table 6, page 35.
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FI GURE 6

Problem Solving: Empathy/Complexity Index
Pre-Post Mean Gain Score Comparisons Between Types of Programs
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Summary

To recapitul ate what has been said thus far, the pre-post test data show
that experiential education programs can have a positive impact on students'
psychological, social and intellectual development. Students in experiential
programs tended to increase significantly, both in absolute terms and in
relation to students in classroom programs, in the major scales employed in
this study. These included tests of moral reasoning, self-esteem, social and
personal responsibility, attitudes toward adults and others, career
exploration, and empathy/complexity of thought.

While the results were extremely positive on a general level, they were
not invariably so. That is, on every scale there were important differences
among the experiential programs. The discussion shifts, thus, toward
examining the dynamics within individual programs that could account for the
differences in obtained results.
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Findings: Correlates of Effectiveness

The second major focus of the Experiential Education Evaluation Project
was to identify the program practices which were most effective in
facilitating development in students. The factors examined were:

1) general program features including nature of off-campus experience,
length, intensity, and reflective component;

2) student characteristics including age, grade point average, and
socio-economic status;

3) characteristics of individual experiences including the degree of
autonomy, amount of direction, how interesting and varied they seemed
to participants, and the like.

The safest conclusion that can be drawn from the data is that no single
pract ice or se t of practices gu arantees eff ec t i veness from all students.
Within every program and every type of program there were students who gained
a great deal and others who did not. There were some clear patterns, however,
patterns 'tklich suggest interesting hypotheses concerning the effective
operation of experiential programs.

Program Features

As described earlier, there were four general types of programs in this
study: community service, outdoor adventure, career internships, and
community stucly/action. In actual practice, however, few of these were pure
types. Elements of service pervaded several of the outdoor, career and
community study programs. Research about public issues (the general intent of
th e conmunity study programs) wa s ofte n also fou nd in se rv ice and career
programs. It may have been this factor as much as anything that resulted in
there being no discernible relation between program type and student growth.
While service programs appeared to do somewhat better than the other program
types on intellectual and social development, the advantage virtually
disappeared in a regression analysis in which other program and student
chal:'acteristics were controlled. Other elements, however, did appear to make
a d1ff ere nc e.

Among other program features, the presence of a formal, and at least
weekly seminar proved to be the single strongest factor in explaining positive
student change. This was particularly true on measures of social and
intellectual development. Interestingly, there was no clear relationship
between the existence of a seminar and personal growth, particularly
self-esteem. Perhaps students can make personal meaning of their experiences
on their own, but if this meaning is to affect their broader social attitudes
and intellectual skills, systematic and directed reflection must be added.



Other factors 'tklich consistently related to positive student change were
length and, to a lesser degree, intensity. Experiences lasting a full
semester (18 weeks) were relatively strol'lger than shorter experiences, as were
those in which students were in field placements two or more hours, 4-5 days
per week. Of these two factors, length was stronger than intensity though
even in combination they were not as powerful predictors of change as was the
presence of a seminar. It must be emphasized, however, that all of these
factors collectively did not predict more than about 5 percentOf the variance
(by regression analysis) in pre-post change scores.

Student Characteristics

The student characteristics analyzed were age; grade-point-average, and
socioeconomic status. These were even less influential than program features
and account for only about three percent of the variance between pre-post
scores. Among the characteristics, only age showed any influence at all, with
older students showing somewnat greater growth than younger students,
especially on issues of social development. Neither student GPA nor
socio-economic status were at all significant in predicting change. One other
relevant finding was the positive relationship between student maturity (as
measured by the Complexity/Empathy Scale) and the degree of satisfaction with
their experienced-based program. It appears that the most intellectually and
psychologically complex thinkers were the ones wno rated their experiential
programs most highly. In general these programs do present students with
ambiguous and complicated situations, the characteristics of II rea l life. 1I The
more mature the student, the more likely s/he is to find such situations
satisfying and comfortable.

The general finding of no strong relation between student demographic
characteristics and program effectiveness does support one common contention
of experiential education: that such experiences can benefit a wide variety,
if not all kinds, of students.

Characteristics of Experience

One of the major problems in educational research and evaluation is that
the assumption often has to be made that 1) the program has been implemented
as described and 2) all students have participated in the same experience.
Anyone closely associated with educational programs would probably dispute
either claim. It was an aim of this study to confront this problem and go
beyond gross program descriptors to examine more directly the specific
experiences of students within the programs. It proved to be a fruitful
se arch.
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Compared with program features and student characteristics, the specific
characteristics of an individual· s experience proved to be more powerful
predictors of pre-post gains. While the former two categories combined
explained no more than eight percent of the variance in change scores, the
latter consistently accounted for from 15 to 20 percent of variance. The
finding lends credence to the notion that people experience educational
programs idiosyncratically and that this is especially true in
experience-based programs. The relative influence of various program
features, student characteristics and characteristics of an individual's
experience on overall student growth (as measured by pre-post change scores)
isshown i n Fi gu re 7.

The first issue examined was the relation between characteristics of
experience and general rating of the program. The characteristics
contributing most strongly to a student rating his/her program as "excellent" or
"good"were that the experiences was viewed as being "interesting" and that
the student felt s/he was "appreciated for their work."

While feeling appreciated and doing interesting things contributed to
favorable program ratings, these characteristics had little or nothing to do
with whether students grew (i.e., showed an increase on the measures) from
their participation in a program. The factors which contributed most strongly
to pre-post gains were, rather, a mixture of features describing a combination
of autonomy (e.g., "did things myself") and a collegial relationship with
adults (e.g., "discussed experiences with teachers"). The 13 characteristics
which made any appreciable impact on student growth are listed, by rank, in
Tab 1e 2 below.

Tab 1e 2

Rel ative Effect of Characteristics of Experiences
on Mean Gain Scores for All Tests Combined

Rank

l.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8 .
9.

10.
11.
12.
13.

Characteristics of Experience

Discussed experiences with teachers.
Did things myself instead of observing.
Adults did not criticize me or my work.
Had adult responsibilities.
Developed personal relations with someone on site.
Had freedom to explore own interests.
Discussed experiences with family and friends.
Felt I made a contribution.
Had a variety of tasks.
Was free to dev e1op/ us i ng own ideas.
Got help wh en I needed it.
Made important decisions.
Had challenging tasks.
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FI GURE 7

Factors Contr i buti ng to Student Growth
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It should be noted that having an "interesting" experience did not make
this list. Even more significantly, characteristics which describe a more
typical student-adult relationship (e.g., "given enough training to do my
tasks" and "I was given clear directions") did not contribute to pre-post gains
and, in fact, correlated negatively with them on several scales.

The characteristics of experience were further examined to see if certain
ones contributed more to one kind of growth than another. In Table 3 the
strongest contributors to social growth are listed next to the strongest
influences on indices of personal development.



Tab 1e 3

Relative Influence of Characteristics of Experience
on Soc i a1 and Perso na1 Growth
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Social Development Rank

Discussed experiences with teachers (1)

Discussed experiences with family (2)
and friends

Adults did not criticize me or my (3)
work

Had adult responsibilities (4)

Made important decisions (5)

Felt I made a contribution (6)

Had a variety of tasks (7)

Free to explore my own interests (8)

Developed personal relations with (9)
someone at site

Personal Development

Did things myself instead of
observing

Free to develop and use my own
ideas

Had challenging tasks

Developed personal relations
with someone at site

Free to explore my own interests

Discussed experience with
te achers

Felt I made a contribution

NS

NS

As evident above, it turned out that the characteristics suggesting auto­
nomy (e.g., "free to develop and use own ideas") were more influential in pro­
moting personal growth (e.g., self-esteem, efficacy and competence) than in
social growth (e.g., responsibility, duty attitude toward others).
Conversely, the characteristics suggesting a collegial relationship with, and
even guidance by, adults, showed the opposite pattern of influence. In short,
personal growth was stimulated most by dealing autonomously with challenging
tasks while social development accrued more from interaction with adults--as
long as it was in a non-student role.



Analysis of student responses to an open-ended question asking them to
explain why they rated their program as excellent or good revealed another
interesting pattern. The majority of responses described personal benefits to
the participant (e.g., "felt a sense of achievement or learned about a career")
while only a small minority cited more socially-relevant gains (e.g., affected
another person's life or increased my understanding of others' needs).

It goes only slightly beyond the data given to argue that the analysis
suggests that students will rate a program highly if the experiences are
interesting, if they're shown appreciation for their effort, and if they sense
some personal gain from the experience. Simi larly, students will make the
strongest personal gain when they are given some autonomy to act on their own
and to use their own ideas. In contrast, positive change in social attitudes
and reasoning ski lls requires more interaction with adults--where the
involvement is collegial, not patronizing, and when they can initiate the
contact.

In sumnary, it was found that the most powerful predictors of growth were
the characteristics of the experiences of individual students, with
opportunities for autonomy leading to personal development and collegial
relationships with adults and others leading to social development. Among
program features, the most powerful factor was the existence of a regular
seminar. Of somewhat less influence was length of program (especially if 18
weeks or longer); followed by intensity (especially 2 or more hours and 4-5
days a week). There was a small positive rel ationship between age and growth
on social and intellectual measures. No significant relationship was found
between student growth 1) general type of program, 2) student GPA or 3)
student socio-economic status.

One final word may be the most significant of all. Ninety-five percent of
the participants in experiential programs rated their own program as either
excellent (49 percent) or good (46 percent).
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Implications

Jacob Varel a worked for years as an engineer before turning to the study
of psychology and sociology in an attempt to find solutions to social
problems. He has described the transition thusly:

At the time I did not realize that the goal of the social
sciences is not to solve social problems, but to study
them. Reports of brilliant experiments generally conclude
not with practical applications, but with pleas for more
research .... It has often been remarked that the social
sciences have erred in emul ating the physical sciences too
slavishly. I contend they have not emulated them enough.
Physical scientists know about the murky connections
between • laws' that apply to ideal conditions and their
real-world applications. They know that not every solution
can be tested with control groups and pristine laboratory
rules: Engineers do not build two Golden Gate bridges to
see which one will work best. They build the best bridge
they canbasedon the principles they know.

(Varel a, 1978, p. 84)

It would be well to heed Varela's call to identify practical applications
of socia1 re se arch .

It is not presumed that this study has definitively answered the question
of whether experiential education ought to be universally adoped in secondary
schools. Nonetheless, the findings of this study, combined with others
reported within it, do contain implications that merit consideration and
application even before " all the facts are in." Central among these are:
1) the demonstrated value of continuing and expanding experiential programs;
2) the value of a developmental focus for education; 3) the need for direct
experience to meet developmental goals; and 4) the possibility and need for
simultaneously working toward personal growth and social improvement.

It is important to recognize that the programs studied were carefully
selected. They have been refined through three to seven years of practice,
their directors have had extensive experience, and the students who enroll in
them are self-selected. Therefore, they do not necessarily represent all
experiential programs. ---
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Value of Experiential Education

The clearest and most significant conclusion of this study is that
well-constructed experiential programs can be a powerful educational vehicle
for promoting personal and intellectual development and can do so more
effectively than classroom instruction. Programs Wiich feature a combination
of action and reflection, and which offer challenge, autonomy and collegial
relationships with adults are the ones mostlikely to promote student growth.
One key implication of this study is that secondary schools that are committed
to such developmental goals should seriously consider adopting and/or
expanding experiential programs. This recommendation is a significant
departure from the overwhelming trend in pulic education to a return to lithe
basics. 1I The usual--and in our view--narrow meaning of lithe basics ll is
classroom instruction in symbolic representation of experience. The
consistent finding that classroom instruction in a traditional mode, as
represented by the comparison groups, showed only limited improvement in
personal and intellectual development in contrast to consistent stronq growth
for experiential programs should lead educators and the general public to
rethink the notion that only classroom instruction is legitimate and
effective.

Developmental Focus for Education

The conclusion that experiential programs are effective in promoting
development assumes that development is a legitimate aim of education.

It is through a peculiar misuse of the English language, or perhaps a
symptom of something deeper, that the comprehension of symbols and the
manipulation of mediated experience has come to be identified as learning the
IIbasics. 1I Such an interpretation of what is fundamental ignores the source of
learning (experience), the nature of the learner (especially development), and
the purpose of learning (personal growth and social improvement.) Theorists
such as John Dewey (1902/1964) and Lawrence Kohlberg (1972) have made cogent
arguments for considering development to be the aim of education; research on
the effects of schooling (Heath, 1978; McClelland, 1973) has demonstrated the
predictive power of personal development (in contrast to academic achievement)
for adult success; the present study and others have shown the viability of
promoting such development through deliberate educational interventions. It
would seem more than reasonable for educators to act on this information. The
aim and effect would not be the denigration of ITDre traditional goals, but to
imbue them with new vitality and purpose. For experiential educators as well,
a focus on development can provide both a framework for organizing activities
and a goal--that of promoting social, psychological, and intellectual
dev e1opment.
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The Need for Experience

Educators who are serious about development may also have to be serious
about adopting experiential methods for achieving that goal. Developmental
theory, from the time of Dewey to the present, has stressed that development
requires interaction, transaction, conflict, cog'nitive dissonance,
consequential choices and action on behalf of those choices. The more that
children and adolescents are isolated from broad, varied, and significant
experiences in the social environment, the more must schools encourage such
involvement to successfully work toward facilitating development.

Furthermore, if significant experience is truly a critical element in
development, it ought not be restricted to isolated doses in the later school
years but be a central focus from the elementary years and on.

Finally, the provision of more meaningful participation cannot be met by
the schools alone. The findings of this and other studies that experiential
programs can promote development must not be overdramatized. It would be
foolish to argue or believe that a change in school practice is enough to
substantially counter the effects of impoverished experience and prolonged
childhood and adolescence. Ways must be found to share the educational
mission with the broader society and to provide opportunities for children and
youth to be more seriously involved in their communities.

Personal Growth and Social Improvement

As the material of genuine development is that of human
contacts and associations, so the end, the value that is
the criterion and directing guide of educational work, is
social. The acquisition of skills is not an end in itself.
They are things to be put to use, and that use is their
contribution to a common and shared life.

(Dewey, 1934/1964, p. 11)

The above statement by Joh n Dewey may serve as a gent 1e remi nd er that both
individual and social goals are essential for either to be achieved. Perhaps
one of the greatest strengths of experiential education is that it provides
the opportunity to work on them simultaneously. As the individual grows from
direct experience in the community, so may the community benefit, and not just
in the long run. The study indicated that personal growth is a more automatic
outcome of experiential education than is social development. To acomplish
the dual goals of personal and social improvements, a new kind of rel ationship
between student and teacherl'"S necessary--a collegial mentorship.
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There is much left to be learned about human development, about experien­
tial education, and about how to bring about a better society. This study and
the others cited within it are not sufficient, do not tell us all we need to
know. Yet they provide a beginning and some idea of how to proceed. It is
only by proceeding that we will fill in the gaps in what we need to know.
Again John Dewey (1932) said it best:

The sources of educational science are any portion of
ascertained knowledge that enter into the heart, head and
hands of educators, and which, by entering in, render the
performance of the educational function more enlightened,
more humane, more truly educational than it was before.
But there is no way to discover what is I more truly
educational I except by the continuation of the educational
act itself. The discovery is never made, it is always
making. (pp.76-77)

Further Questions for Practice and Research

William Perry is fond of pointing out that people are bigger than the
theories used to explain them. In like fashion, issues of education and human
development are larger than can be contained in or investigated by one study.
Therefore, it would be well to cite some important issues that require further
exam inat ion.

Impact on Others and the Wider Community

If students are truly involved in significant experiences with real
consequences, it should then be possible to detect the effects of their
activities on others and on their communities, as well as on themselves.
While the assertion is rather commonly made that experiential education
programs can contribute to meeting the real economic, social and educational
needs of communities and the nation (National Commission on Resources for
Youth, 1974), relatively little evidence has been assembled to date. An
investigation into the social and economic impact of youth participation would
seem pa·rticularly important as discussion of the utility of a national Youth
Service Program grows more serious (Landrum, 1979).

Who Benefits?

Important questions remain concerning who benefits most from
experience-based educational programs--and why. For example, to what degree
is maturity, or advanced development, a cause or a consequence of learning
through experience? If the exercise of autonomy leads to growth, is the
demand for it a factor of the experience or setting itself, or do certain
kinds of individuals carve out autonomous roles within the experiences made
available to them? Is there a relation between cognitive style and ability or
propensity to learn from experience? What are the specific skills and habits
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that enable a person to learn and grow from experience? Can these be
isolated, and then taught and learned in the way that skills in learning from
symbols have been? Such questions require a deeper, more focused examination
of individuals and specific experiences than was possible or intended in this
study.

How to Guide Experience and Reflection

As i nstr uct i ve as it may be to know th at experi enc e must be accompani ed by
reflection, it is not practically useful without more precise information on
how best to structure, guide, and encourage such reflection. In addition,
more information is needed to identify the kinds of off-campus activities
which are most effective for achieving particular developmental and academic
goals. One important issue, for example, is whether work-study (and other job
experience) programs have effects similar to programs located in the general
academic curriculum such as were the focus of this study.

Effect on Academic Knowledge and Skills

The antidote to being information-rich and experience-poor is not to
reverse the condition. More insight is needed to understand how direct
experience and personal development may enhance the traditional academic aims
of schooling--and vice-versa.

Long-term Effects

T. S. Eliot observed: "0nl y in retrospection, selection,/ We say, that
was the day. The critical moment/ That is always now, and here" (1963, p.
57). Similarly, the investigation of the impact of experience on development
must be enriched by the study of, in Dewey's terms, "its influence upon later
experiences," the degree to which "they promote having desirable future
experiences" (1938/1963, p. 27). Clearly it would be important to know if
patterns established in the program--of learning from experience, of
participating in the community, of exercising autonomy--were continued. Also
of interest would be students' assessment of what aspects of their experiences
seemed particularly valuable a year or two after as opposed to during or
immediately following the experience.

Research Methods

An important problem in the investigation of experiential education has
been the lack of appropriate methods and instruments. The Social and Personal
Responsibility Scale and the Problem Solving Inventory were developed to help
fill this gap. The results indicate they were useful measures and merit
futher development and refinement.

Results from this study demonstrated that paper and penci 1 tests can be
useful in detecting important effects of experiential education. They also
demonstrated some of the limitations of this approach. Evidence from this and
other studies suggests that such measures are 1ess than satisfactory for some
students, particularly those with a history of negative experiences with
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testing. In addition, such measures do not adequately capture the small
individual changes, the critical incidents, the nuances, the sense and
sensibility of experience. Thus additional techniques must be developed and
used. Interviews, observations, analyses of journals, ethnographies, and case
studies could be used both to triangulate and to see beneath the findings from
paper and pencil measures. Such measures could uncover, in Dewey's terms,
lithe qualitative characteristics of things as they are orignally and
'naturally' observed" (1929/1960, p. 90).
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