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ABSTRACT

During the past several years, the federal and state governments have adopted a
college completion agenda using graduation rates as evidence of student success. With
the demand for increased accountability on colleges and universities to ensure student
success, institutions of higher education are searching for more effective ways to help
students achieve their academic and professional goals. Experiential learning has risen to
the forefront as a high impact practice for increasing student persistence and ultimately
graduation numbers. Although there has been significant research on the positive impact
of experiential learning on student success, there is little research regarding the
association between the number of experiential learning credit hours (courses) taken and
graduation likelihood.

This study was conducted to explore the relationship between the number of
experiential learning courses taken and student graduation likelihood. Utilizing
retrospective data obtained from a large public university in Tennessee, Pearson Chi-
square tests were performed to analyze race, sex and number of experiential learning
(EXL) credit hours on graduation likelihood. In addition, the researcher performed
strength of association and effect size tests for each Chi-square analysis. Results
demonstrate that there was a very significant association between EXL credit hours and
graduation. The likelihood of student graduation showed strong incremental significance

with each additional level of credit hours completed.
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CHAPTER I.
INTRODUCTION

Problem Statement

For the past several years, the cost of higher education has been increasing at an
astounding rate while public funding has been reduced. Even more distressing is the fact
that about one-half of those that begin college fail to graduate and drop out owing
thousands of dollars in student loan debt. As a result colleges and universities have come
under intense scrutiny regarding their retention, progression, and graduation rates over
the past several years. According to Eaker and Sells (2016), “State legislatures, business
communities, politicians, parents, and students are becoming increasingly vocal in
expressing their dissatisfaction with the one thing that is not changing in higher
education” (p. 9). The authors point out that even though tuition costs have increased at
an alarming rate over the past 15 years, “student completion rates have remained
stagnant, hovering around 50 percent” (p. 9). To complicate matters even more, with the
staggering amount of student debt and dissatisfaction among employers, “Americans no
longer buy into the argument that higher costs translate into a higher quality experience—
or into greater student success” (p. 10). According to Weber, (2017), “within a century,
accountability in higher education had shifted from a peer created accreditation process to
a federal mandate of reporting of graduation rates” (p. 3).

With this increased emphasis on graduation rates as the primary measure of
student achievement, it is imperative for institutions of higher education to find ways to
improve their graduation rates, while at the same time maintaining academic rigor and

student satisfaction. Dr. Nathan Long, President of Saybrook University (2024), advises,



“As postsecondary institutions face skepticism about its ROI, it’s critical that they engage
students, collaborate with other institutions and connect with industry to deliver a truly
valuable learning experience.” While 4- and 6-year graduation rates continue to be far
below what is expected from stakeholders, it is therefore, important to seek out best
practices which lead to higher graduation rates.
Stakeholder Demands for Student Success

Higher education institutions are accountable to a very diverse set of stakeholders.
In addition to a call for increased graduation rates, various stakeholders have different
demands on higher educational institutions. For example, to employers student success
means a better prepared workforce; for civic leaders and liberal arts scholars, it means
students are better prepared to actively engage in the community; for politicians, it may
mean students are prepared to enter a specific career field upon graduation; and for,
parents and students, it means that they will see a positive return on their tuition
investment dollars (Eaker & Sells, 2016).

Although there is little agreement on the definition of student success, most federal
and state governments view retention, progression, and ultimately, graduation as the
baseline indicators of student success. Ironically, as higher education institutions are
expected to significantly improve their graduation rates, the student population over the
past few decades has dramatically shifted (Weber, 2017). Not only is there a smaller pool
of high school graduates to recruit from, but unlike the historically elite college going
population, now a great number of college students bring with them a combination of the
following traditional barriers to student success. Many are from historically under-

represented groups, first generation, low income, adults who have been out of school for



several years, or students who are otherwise underprepared academically. (Eaker & Sells,
2016) Colleges and universities are no longer in a position to recruit only the most
college ready students or to “weed out” those students who are struggling. (Eaker &
Sells, 2016) With the emphasis on college completion and funding formulas that are
based upon retention, progression and graduation rates, institutions must find ways to
serve those students who would have historically fallen through the cracks (Eaker &
Sells, 2016). Experiential Learning (EXL) has been shown to be a valuable high impact
practice (HIP), and therefore this study will examine the effectiveness of student
participation in multiple levels of EXL on graduation frequency.

College Completion Agenda

Since the early 2000’s, several organizations have been actively promoting the
college completion agenda. Probably most notable, in 2009, the nonprofit, Complete
College America (CCA), began its mission “to work with states to significantly increase
the number of Americans with quality career certificates or college degrees and to close
the attainment gaps for traditionally underrepresented populations” (Complete College
America, Linked in, n.d. About Us, para. 1 retrieved May 1, 2023). Complete College
America strategies include first year experiences, career exploration, academic and career
alignment, and adult learner engagement (Complete College America, Strategies, 2023).
In the publication, No Middle Ground, CCA advocates for “the importance of language
and intentionality in creating programs and policies to disrupt dysfunctional systems and
pave the way for all students to complete college” (Complete College America, 2022, No
Middle Ground Abstract). Tennessee was quick to adopt the Complete College America

agenda which led to Complete College Tennessee with a new degree attainment mission



for the State of Tennessee. This eventually led to the Drive to 55 legislation which strives
to ensure that 55 percent of Tennesseans will have a college degree or certificate by the
year, 2025 (Drive to 55 Alliance, 2018).

The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation also supports strategies to improve
postsecondary success and put students at the center. The organization states, “We work
with college and university leaders, innovators, policymakers, and state and local leaders
to ask the hard questions and advocate for evidence-based changes in policy and practice
to boost student success” (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 1991-2023, At a glance,
para. 4). The Lumina Foundation which also focuses on educational attainment states,
“Our mission is to prepare people for informed citizenship and success in a global
economy” (Lumina Foundation, n.d., About, para. 2). “Lumina Foundation is an
independent, private foundation in Indianapolis that is committed to making opportunities
for learning beyond high school available to all. We envision a system that is easy to
navigate, delivers fair results, and meets the nation’s need for talent through a broad
range of credentials.” (Lumina Foundation, n.d., About, para. 1) The Lumina Foundation
works with government agencies, nonprofits and private businesses to bring about
change. Their tagline declares, “Building a new system of learning and success”
(Lumina Foundation, n.d., About, para. 1). The American Association of Colleges and
Universities (AAC&U) is another important organization that works to promote
improvements in higher education. The “AAC&U serves as a catalyst and facilitator for
innovations that improve educational quality and equity and that supports the success of

all students” (AAC&U, 2023, Homepage).



In recent years, many government funding formulas for higher education have
changed from being based upon the front-end results of enrollment headcount numbers to
funding based on the back-end results of number of students graduating from a given
institution within four or six years. To meet the demand of increased accountability,
many institutions are searching for ways to increase their student completion rates.
“Tying state funding for higher education to defined benchmarks of student success has
become a primary tactic of many college completion plans” (Eaker & Sells, p. 31). This
has led to a need for results-based leadership in higher education institutions. In turn, the
need for accurate and timely data has grown at an overwhelming pace. However, the
data must be mined in order to be useful.

Data, standing alone, are only facts. They must be viewed in
comparison in order to become useful information. For example, if
a university reports that its graduation rate is 52 percent, that is
simply a fact. But what does it mean? Has the university improved
its graduation rate? Is a graduation rate of 52 percent better or
worse than others of similar size and student body composition?”
(Eaker & Sells, p. 101).
In the cases where funding is moved from one institution to another institution
based upon direct comparisons of student success benchmarks, it is even more
critical to have up-to-date information regarding one’s institutional success as
compared to sister institutions. According to Millea, Wills, Elder, & Molina

(2018),



Students who leave before they complete their degrees can cost

universities thousands of dollars in unrealized tuition revenue and

replacement recruiting costs. For students, dropping out can mean

unrealized potential and lower earnings over their working careers.

The success of the university and the success of its students are

intertwined (p. 309).
A report by Georgetown University (2019) citing U. S. Department of Education
statistics, advises that students who drop out without finishing their degrees are three
times more likely to default on their student loans than students who complete their
degrees. (Georgetown University, 2019). Hanson (2023) advised that 43.8 million
borrowers owe a total of $1.757 trillion in student loan debt. According to Jones (2022),
students “Failing to properly repay federal student loans, which are funded by taxpayers
and administered by the U.S. Department of Education, invites severe consequences
ranging from wage garnishment — in which the government withholds a percentage of
your paycheck — to seizure of income tax refunds.” (Jones, 2022, para. 4)

In addition, based upon the number of students defaulting on their loans,
institutions may also be penalized for student loan default numbers. For example, the
negative impact of students defaulting on their student loans could cost institutions their
ability to receive federal aid. Butrymowicz and Klodner (2019) advise, “Schools can lose
eligibility for federal financial aid if they have a default rate of 30 percent or higher three
years in a row or if their rate hits 40 percent” (para. 6). In a study (Takyi-Laryea, Levine,
& Oliff, 2022) covering the period from 1998 through 2018, the Pew Charitable Trust

found that one-third of borrowers had defaulted on their student loans. Therefore,



legislators are calling for even stricter penalties on colleges and universities. Carrasco
(2022) with the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators, informs
that the currently pending bill, The COLLEGE Act, calls for institutions to repay a
percentage of their student loan defaults.

Improving student success is also critical, since the pool of college applicants is
shrinking. For example, Kevin Carey (2021), vice president of the think tank, New
America in Washington, DC warns, “The population of college-age Americans is about
to crash. It will change higher education forever.” (Carey, 2021, para. 1). Carey explains
that the birthrate has been decreasing since 2008 and reached the lowest point in
American history in 2020. He continues to advise that institutions of higher education
have reached a limit in the number of recent high school graduates they can recruit and,
therefore must manage the “complex mix of past, present and future demographic trends”
(Colleges have likely hit a ceiling on how many 18-year olds they can coax onto campus
section, para. 1).

Shippensburg University President, Charles Patterson, (Carey, 2021) states
“Presidents these days are in the business of deconstruction—not in the sense of tearing
down what their forebears created, but of rethinking and reconfiguring what universities
have and who they are, for leaner times” (Higher Ed’s eight decade run of unbroken good
fortune may be about to end section, para. 7). Carey predicts that the greatest driving
force on higher education will be the labor market. He adds that universities such as
Shippensburg are already aligning curriculum with the labor market and “looking to
create more short-term, job-focused certificates that lead up to a bachelor’s degree, and

others that supplement BA’s after graduation.” Carey warns, “The near future of higher



education is one of decline, and its consequences will reshape the American landscape”
(2021, The vocationalization of less-selective colleges will further divide students by
income and class section, para. 6). The increasing demands for student success in the
form of graduation and job placement rates mean institutions of higher education must
find ways to better ensure their student success rates.

However, up until the recent past, graduation rates were not a major consideration
to institutional budget; because, funding was based on student headcount and the
emphasis was therefore focused on continual recruitment of new students to replace those
lost to attrition. The change in accountability measures and funding formulas has left
many colleges and universities scrambling to understand the factors that impact their
graduation rates and looking for interventions to increase their success rate.

For example, the Tennessee General Assembly passed the Complete College
Tennessee Act (CCTA) in January 2010. This act led to the implementation of a new
outcomes-based funding formula for Tennessee’s institutions of higher education. Based
on the new funding formula, institutions were no longer being funded based on
enrollment numbers. Instead, funding was granted based upon degree completion and
upon students’ progression toward defined benchmarks toward completion (Rost, 2016,
pp. 3-4). The goal of the new funding formula was “to produce improvements in student
retention, graduation, job placement, and research activity” (Boyle, Gotcher, & Otts,
2018, p. 1).

Creating Significant Learning Experiences
Fink (2013) tells us that in order to truly make a difference in students’ learning,

“colleges need to assemble good curricula, good instruction, and good faculty who can



interact well with students” (p. 9). It is especially important for faculty to develop
courses utilizing good educational practice which leads to significant learning. The author
explains that even good lecturing has limited effectiveness in helping students retain
information, developing the ability to transfer learning to new situations, developing
critical thinking and problem solving skills or producing a change in attitude or the desire
for life-long learning. She advocates that when relying on lecture as the main method for
student learning, students often fail to see the value in their learning or its application in
their future. Fink refers to a comprehensive study by Courts and Mclnerney, (1993, pp.
33-38) regarding student perceptions of their learning which showed that the students’
most common complaints were regarding the way the teachers teach. Fink states, “By far
the most common concern was directed specifically at the tendency of teachers to rely
primarily on lectures and workbook exercises to transmit information, on the absence of
interaction, and on the lack of what student after student referred to as ‘hands-on
learning’ (Fink, 2013, p.5).” Fink advises that significant learning experiences help
students see the value in their learning.
In a powerful learning experience, students will be engaged in their own learning,
there will be a high energy level associated with it, and the whole process will
have important outcomes or results. Not only will the students learn throughout
the course but by the end of the course they will also clearly have changed in
some important way—they will have learned something important. And that
learning will have the potential for changing their lives in an important way (p.8).
The following figure demonstrates the principles of course design which leads to

significant learning.
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Figure 1
Taxonomy of Significant Learning

Learning How Foundational

to Learn Knowledge
* Becoming a better student Understanding and
* Inquiring about a subject remembering:

¢ Self-directing learmers * Information
* Ideas

Application
* Skills

Caring
Developing new: ® Thinking
* Feelings Critical, creative, and
* Interests practical thinking

* Managing projects

* Values

Human Dimension Integration

Leaming about: Connecting:
® Oneself * Ideas

¢ Others * Learning experiences
* Realms of life

Source: Fink, 2013, p. 35

Fink explains that ready or not, institutions of higher education will be forced to change
the way they operate in order to be competitive in the new economy, and the “key
requirements will be the ability to offer a high-quality learning experience.” (p. 14). She
advocates that the entire educational process must become much more learner centered in

order to meet the needs of the diverse population of students in the coming years.
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High Impact Educational Practices
High impact educational practices utilizing student-centered teaching approaches,
has been recognized for leading to student engagement, a sense of a belonging and
increased self-confidence.
High-impact practices, or HIPs, are active learning practices that promote deep
learning by promoting student engagement as measured by the National Survey
on Student Engagement (NSSE). To be a high-impact practice, the experience
must satisfy the definition established by George Kuh (2008, Kuh & O’Donnell,
2013) and his colleagues at the Association of American Colleges and
Universities (AAC&U): achievement of deep learning, significant engagement
gains, and positive differential impact on historically underserved student
populations (University of Maryland Eastern Shore, Center for Teaching
Excellence High Impact Practices, 2023).
According to the AAC&U report by Kuh (2008), High Impact Educational Practices
provide a strong positive impact on student success as demonstrated by the National
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE). Studies reveal that students who participate in
high-impact, experiential learning activities are better equipped to face the challenges and
demands of the future global workplace. Research suggests that students who engage in
two or more high impact activities are found to have higher GPAs and higher overall
student engagement (Kuh, 2008). Kuh adds that ideally every student would participate in
at least one HIP each year in college.
In a 2017 Elon University interview with George Kuh, he explains the benefits of

these high impact practices in the following:
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The reason that we’ve come to call certain practices high impact is because when
students do them, they benefit in unusually positive ways compared to their peers
who don’t get the same opportunity. Students spend a lot more time and effort,
with effort probably the key piece—focused time and energy on tasks that extend
over a significant period of time. Students spend more time with faculty and peers
and the interactions they have are more substantive. There are more opportunities
for feedback in real time--students are allowed to see how their faculty members
respond to problems that arise. (Kuh, Center for Engaged Learning, Elon
University, 2017, October 23.)
Kuh also emphasizes that in high impact practices, students engage in much more
reflection about what’s happening to them in their experiences. Students are evaluating
how these experiences are similar or different from prior understanding and how they
connect with the other things they are doing in their lives. As a result of these
experiences, students are able to demonstrate that they can now do something that they
were not able to do before the experience. Kuh further proclaims:
This list of 11 is not just powerful for virtually every student, but they have
unusually powerful compensatory effects, so it turns out while almost every
student benefits in unusually positive ways, the students who benefit the most are
the students who are the least well-prepared for college--who may come from
low-income backgrounds, often first-generation students, and | think the reason is
these kinds of activities put students in concrete situations where they now see

relevance and meaning of what it is they’re doing in college which sometimes is
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the main reason why a lot of students leave college prematurely. (Kuh, Center for

Engaged Learning, Elon University, 2017, October 23.)

Kuh explains that often students drop out because they don’t really understand the
relevance of the course content and cautions us of the importance of high impact course
design. He states the following:

This isn’t new to people who understand the powerful developmental effects of a

well-designed undergraduate experience, but now we have data to affirm that the

people who have been doing this work and the students who experience it
primarily, really have some great advantages out of their undergraduate program.

(Kuh, Center for Engaged Learning, Elon University, 2017, October 23.)

According to Fasules & Campbell (2020), a recent report by the AAC&U
confirmed that the following competencies are considered the essential high demand
competencies across the workforce. These five competencies include 1) communication,
2) teamwork, 3) sales and customer service, 4) leadership and 5) problem-solving and
complex thinking, and are also associated with higher earnings. These workplace
competencies align closely with student learning outcomes gained as a result of
experiential education. Rutter and Mintz (2019) advocated for expanded access to
experiential learning activities as one of the eight steps that institutions should take in
order to improve student success. The authors state,

There is no doubt that the best way to build students’ credentials or to help

them make an informed choice about a future career is to increase their

opportunities to take part in experiential learning opportunities. Internships,

mentored research, practicums and field-based learning experiences, service
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learning, and study abroad all help students clarify their educational and
career goals and build their skills.” (Rutter and Mintz, 2019, para. 6).
Experiential Learning as a High Impact Practice

In 1999, Katula and Threnhauser advocated that experiential learning is one of the
most important movements in higher education in the past thirty years. Kendall, et. al.
(1986) explains, “Experiential education refers to learning activities that engage the
learner directly in the phenomena being studied. This learning can be in all types of work
or service settings by undergraduate and graduate students of all ages” (p.1) Through
research, Kuh, (2008) identified experiential learning courses as high impact educational
practices including cooperative education, internships, undergraduate research, service
learning, study abroad and other applied learning activities. Cantor (1995) asserts that
experiential learning activities are natural motivators for students which then leads
students to be more involved in the learning experience.

Tagg (2004) advises that student learning is increased when their courses are relevant
to their lives; therefore, programs such as experiential learning helps to improve student
learning. Steffes (2004) asserts that internship courses help students to see themselves as
more connected to their education and helps them to recognize the value in their
coursework. Boyer (1990) recommends experiential learning as a means to develop the
scholarship of engagement. Finally, Butcher and Patton (2004), asserts that experiential
learning helps students understand how theory is applied to real situations. In addition,
students are able to develop a sense of self and begin to see how they can make
contributions to society and find meaning in their lives. Additionally, Cantor (1995) lists

developing a respect for diversity as an outcome of service learning programs. Other
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student outcomes often associated with experiential education include: more curiosity
and motivation for learning, self-confidence, stronger belief in social and civic
responsibility, development of specific career goals, greater respect for other cultures,
realization that they can make a difference in the world, and experiences that help
students gain employment (EXL QEP, 2006, pp. 4 - 5).

This study will examine the graduation frequency of students who participate in
multiple levels of experiential learning as compared to students who do not participate in
the EXL Scholars Program.

Statement of Purpose

The value of experiential learning has been recognized by the technical and
business majors for decades, but not as prevalent in liberal arts courses. However,
according to the Eyler (2009) and American Association of Colleges and Universities
(AAC&U), experiential learning is also the ideal method for liberal educators “to design
learning environments and instruction so that students will be able to use what they learn
in appropriate new contexts—that is, to enable the transfer of learning” (Eyler, 2009, p.
24).

According to the aforementioned research, experiential education immerses
students in the learning experience allowing them to apply knowledge from the classroom
to “real world” problems. This helps students to integrate new knowledge with the old in
order to develop and utilize critical decision making, problem solving, communication,
teamwork, leadership, and intercultural skills. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to

investigate if the graduation frequency at one large regional institution does, in fact,
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improve incrementally with each experiential learning course completed and whether or
not race or sex influences the results.

Research Questions

RQ1.: Is there an association between enrollment in multiple EXL designated courses and
graduation among college students?

RQ2: Is there an association between enrollment in multiple EXL designated courses and
graduation among all races of college students?

RQ3: Is there an association between enroliment in multiple EXL designated courses and
graduation among male and female college students?

Research Hypothesis

Ha: Student participation in multiple EXL designated courses is associated with
graduation among college students.
H2: Student participation in multiple EXL designated courses is associated with
graduation among all races of college students.
Hs: Student participation in multiple EXL designated courses is associated with
graduation among male and female college students.
Definition of Terms
1. Experiential Learning — A “process of learning and a method of instruction,
immersing students in an activity and asking for their reflection on the experience;
learning activities that engage learner directly in the phenomena being studied”
(Cantor, 1995).
2. High Impact Practice — a set of teaching and learning practices whose positive

impact on students has been established by educational research. (Kuh, 2008).
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3. Cohort — The initial matriculation period in which a group of students enter their

home institution for full time study towards an undergraduate degree (Williams,

2013 in Rost, 2016, p.8).

4. Graduation Frequency — The percentage of first-time, full-time students who

received a bachelor’s degree within six years. (MTSU Board of Trustees

Dashboard, 2023).

5. Graduation — Meeting the requirements for a Baccalaureate Degree as outlined in

the Middle Tennessee State University Undergraduate catalog. To graduate from

MTSU with a bachelor’s degree, a student must meet the following requirements.

Students must complete a minimum of 120 semester hours with a 2.00 grade
point average. (Some programs may require more than 120 hours.)

A minimum of 25 percent of credit for each degree awarded by MTSU must
be earned through offerings by the University. Typically, a minimum of 30
hours earned through MTSU is required; however, in degree programs of
more than 120 semester hours a greater number of hours would be required.
At least 36 semester hours of junior and senior (3000-4000 level) courses
must be completed. Courses numbered 1000 and 2000 which are substituted
for 3000- or 4000-level courses may not be used in the calculation of the 36
upper-division hours.

With approval of the dean of the college in which the student is pursuing the
major, a candidate may complete 12 of the last 30 hours at another college or

university or by CLEP.
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No more than 60 semester hours completed by credit-by-examination, credit
for service-related experience, and flight training may be counted for credit in
a degree.

Students must complete at least 12 semester hours at the upper-division level
through MTSU in each major and at least three semester hours at the upper-
division level through MTSU in each minor. Additionally, no course used to
satisfy a requirement in a major or minor may be used in another major or
minor.

The student who seeks a second concentration in a major must complete a
minimum of nine (9) hours that do not duplicate hours in the first
major/concentration.

Students may not major and minor in the same discipline.

A minimum of 50 semester hours of senior college credit will be required of
all students who transfer from colleges of less than four-year designation.

A minimum 2.00 GPA will be required in a major pursued as a graduation
requirement and a minimum 2.00 is required in some minors.

All candidates must meet the General Education requirements as outlined and
satisfy a technology requirement.

No more than 25 percent of the credits for nonbusiness degrees may be in
courses commonly found in a school of business. Additionally, a student can
have only one business minor.

During priority registration when two semesters are remaining for graduation,

students must submit a completed Intent to Graduate form, and if required, an
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upper-division form to their graduation analyst. Students should contact their
college advisors or the college advising office of their major for the
appropriate process within their colleges. Some programs require formal
approval with additional requirements for admission to candidacy.

e Any or all students may be required to take one or more tests designed to
measure general education achievement and/or achievement in selected major
areas as a prerequisite to graduation for the purpose of evaluation of academic
programs. Unless otherwise provided by an individual program, no minimum
score or level of achievement is required for graduation. Participation in
testing may be required for all students, for students in selected programs, and
for students selected on a sample basis.

e In compliance with SACSCOC accreditation standards, all students will have
training in and use of technology (MTSU 2022-2023 Undergraduate Catalog,
Undergraduate Degree Requirements).

6. Service Learning — Service-learning is a teaching and learning strategy that
integrates meaningful community service with instruction and reflection to enrich
the learning experience, teach civic responsibility, and strengthen communities.
Curriculum includes structured field-based “experiential learning” alongside
community partners, which reinforces course learning outcomes. Within the TBR
System, credit-bearing service-learning designated courses are incorporated into
general education or college core requirements for a degree program. (Tennessee

Board of Regents, 2023).
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Applied Experience Course — Application of discipline related knowledge through
projects with businesses and non-profit organizations; a service-learning
component is not required (Experiential Learning Quality Enhancement Plan,
MTSU, 2006).

Creative Activity Course — Activity that is driven by the student’s imagination,
talents, and/or skills that result in a tangible outcome such as works rendered in
aural, visual, physical, written word, electronic media, and/or other forms.
Performance and exhibition of creative works may also be included (Experiential
Learning Quality Enhancement Plan, MTSU, 2006).

Study Abroad — Kentucky Institute for International Studies courses (KIIS).
Cooperative Center for Study Abroad courses (CCSA) courses, and formal study
abroad courses developed and led by MTSU faculty. Other types of study abroad
courses approved by the MTSU International Education and Exchange Office and
the academic department are also acceptable (Experiential Learning Quality
Enhancement Plan, MTSU, 2006).

Internship — Work experiences with businesses or non-profit organizations that
require discipline-based knowledge (Experiential Learning Quality Enhancement
Plan, MTSU, 2006).

Cooperative Education — Work experiences with businesses which generally
alternate periods of classroom instruction with periods of paid discipline-related
work experience (National Association of Colleges and Employers, n.d.,

Understanding Cooperative Education).
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12. Critical Reflection — Engagement in systematic reflection and demonstrating the
ability to critically examine experiences and create connections between those
experiences and disciplinary knowledge (Experiential Learning Quality
Enhancement Plan, MTSU, 2006).
13. Student Success — Defined by the MTSU’s Office of Student Success (2023) as
“the institution’s persistence, retention and graduation rates”.
Limitations

This study is limited to the students from one large public university located in the
southeastern region of the United States. Therefore the results of this study might not be
representative of students from other types of institutions or those in other regions.
Delimitations

The entire student population for the specific years chosen are included in study.
The study also includes the various demographic characteristics including race and sex.
Several cohort groups were included in the study to increase the ability to generalize the
findings. Furthermore, the cohort years were intentionally selected to eliminate any

subsequent support programs that may have influenced the outcomes.
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CHAPTERI II.
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction

From the earliest days of human history, experiential learning or hands-on
learning has been used to pass on knowledge and skills to the next generation. However,
the primary format for teaching in institutions of higher education has historically been
the lecture or “sage on the stage” accompanied by written tests based on rote
memorization of course content (Dewey, 1938). Fortunately, during the past few decades,
the value of hands-on learning has once again been gaining in popularity. Educational
researchers have found that student learning is much deeper and richer when students
actively participate in the learning process. Experiential learning can best be described
by the ancient proverb, “Tell me and I’1l forget; show me and I may remember; involve
me and I’ll understand” (goodreads.com, Confucius, n.d.).

John Dewey is credited as the father of modern experiential learning with his
progressive educational philosophy which advocated for learning by doing. Dewey
(1938) placed a high value on student engagement and argued that students should be
active participants in their learning, rather than empty vessels to pour knowledge into.
Thomas Ehrlich sums it up with the statement, “Students learn best not by sitting in a
closed room but by opening the doors and windows of experience to the world around
us” (Jacoby and Associates, 1996, Foreword).

“Experiential learning opportunities offer students assignments and activities
based on real-life situations or primary research that engages them in reflective problem-

solving with multiple potential avenues of inquiry” (University of Texas Austin, 2023,
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Experiential Learning). The process of experiential learning—problem solving, decision
making, reflecting on successes and failures, and making adjustments for the future based
upon these experiences—allow students to fully understand what they are learning. As a
result, students see the relevance of what they are studying and are more motivated to
learn. “Another important goal of today’s experiential education is connecting higher
education to the needs of society, which can be done by providing programs of public
service that encourage students to utilize classroom knowledge in solving problems. This
then has the potential to improve local and international communities.” (Rost, Swayze &
McCormick, 2023, p.30).

Experiential Learning, therefore, is characterized by what the student does, rather
than what the faculty member does in the learning process (Cantor, 1995). Experiential
learning begins with a concrete experience in which the student actively participates. The
experience should push students out of their comfort zones, so that they must use
problem-solving skills in order to perform. Reflection is also a critical part of the learning
process. This helps students process their experiences into learning. Students should
consider things such as: What went well and should be repeated in a similar
circumstance? What did not go well? What should be done differently next time? How
did this experience change or confirm the student’s attitudes or perceptions? Preferably,
students will reflect upon their experiences at intervals throughout the experience and
then conclude with a final reflection at the end of the experience. Reflection and critical
thinking should ultimately lead the students to determine how they can use the lessons
and apply them to real world circumstances. Ideally, students should be able to integrate

their new knowledge across courses, across disciplines, and in their personal and
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professional lives as well. Huang, et al. (2018) explains that experiential learning
“contains all the following elements: reflection, critical analysis, synthesis, opportunities
for student initiative, decision-making power, and accountability” (p. 6).

The Association for Experiential Education (What is Experiential Education?,
n.d.) explains this process in the following steps: 1) Adventure and Challenge,
2) Observation and Reflection, 3) Abstract Thinking, and 4) Application to Life. In the
Adventure and Challenge phase, students engage in the hands-on experience. The
experience should be developed to provide the correct level of challenge. In order to be
most effective, the experience should push students out of their comfort zones and into
new experiences where the greatest learning can occur. The second phase is Observation
and Reflection. During this step students should be guided into deep critical reflective
thinking, so that students are able to convert their experience into learning. Phase three
involves Abstract Thinking. In this phase students should be able to form abstract ideas
and theories from their experiences and be ready to apply them to broader “real world”
problems. Finally phase four is Application to Life where students become able to apply
new concepts to other areas to enhance all aspects of their lives. In other words,
significant learning should be transformational. Fink states, .. .teaching should result in
something that others can look at and say, ‘That learning experience resulted in
something that is truly significant in terms of the students’ lives’” (Fink, 2013, p. 7). The
following figure depicts the four phases of experiential learning as viewed by the

Association for Experiential Education.



Figure 2

Experiential Education Diagram

WHAT IS
Experiential
Education?

Experiential education is a hands-on form of learning that begins with a
concrete experience. After solving a problem, learners reflect on the
process and are able to apply lessons more broadly to their lives.

ADVENTURE AND CHALLENGE

Adventure and challenge are st the heart of experontial loarning as

they push the learner, student or client out of thesr comfort zone - G
ond into the learning zona, where the greatest educational gains
can occur. These activities are carafully craftod by instructors to
provide the appropriate leve! of challenge for a group or individual

APPLICATION TO LIFE

With the deveiopment of abstract thinking comes the
ability to theonze about concepts and apply ideas to l
other areas. This includes a deeper understanding of

intarpersonal skills like collaboration, leadership and

OBSERVATION AND REFLECTION

The leaming deesn't stop when the task |5 complete
Aftorwards, loarners participate in guided activitios and
discussions In order to help process their experienco.
Thoughttul reflection is a crucial step in distilling their
GXPOTIONCe INtO concrote Maming cutcomaes

ABSTRACT THINKING

Through obsoervation and roflection, thoy bogin to form
abstract ideas and theoties based on their hands-on
aexpatances. This is an important efement of trua learning,
a5 now they dre ready 1o apply these lessons to broadar
real-life’ oxperiences—not just classroom examples.

Source: Association for Experiential Education, What is Experiential Education
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Foundations of Experiential Learning Theory — John Dewey

This study is grounded in experiential learning theory. John Dewey, in the early
1900’s, conducted extensive research on student learning via experimentation and
experience (Dewey, 1938). Although it has been almost a century since Dewey proposed
his theory of experiential education, his work is just as relevant today. His findings have
been the foundation on which all other experiential learning theories have rested. Dewey
criticized the traditional form of education as being an authoritarian type of institution
which was much different from all other types of social institutions. He argued that the
traditional form of education was not conducive to actual learning, but rather relied upon
memorization of past facts. In defining the traditional form of education, Dewey stated,
“The subject matter of education consists of bodies of information and of skills that have
been worked out in the past; therefore the chief business of the school is to transmit them
to the new generation” (p.17). He continues by pointing out that the traditional style of
education requires a rigid code of conduct in which the students must be docile,
receptive, and obedient. He explains that books are the primary tools and have held the
wisdom of the past, while teachers are the instruments through which this knowledge and
skills are delivered. In this context, Dewey explains that in traditional education, learning
means “acquisition of what is already incorporated in books and in the heads of the
elders...It is taught as a finished product, with little regard either to the ways in which it
was originally built up or to changes that will surely occur in the future” (p.19). He
contends that it is largely “the cultural product of societies that assumed the future would
be much like the past, and yet it is used as educational food in a society where change is

the rule, not the exception” (p. 19). lronically, if nearly 100 years ago, Dewey was
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advocating for a change in educational techniques to keep up with changes in society,
then how much more today do we need students who have been educate<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>