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Traditional Learning vs. Experiential Learning 
 

JOHN SEKAR, J 
 
Abstract 

Traditional ESL/EFL classroom in India is characterized by repetition and memorization 

of the literary-grammatical content of prescribed textbooks, but experiential language 

classroom stresses ‘learning by doing’ style. It targets acquisition of communication 

skills through critical thinking, problem solving, and decision making. Experiential 

approach accelerates learning. English can be learnt not by learning about it but by doing 

tasks and projects that promote English communication skills and critical thinking skills. 

It is personal and effective and it has a positive force on cognitive, affective, and physical 

domains of learners. It ensures involvement and participation of learners since it treats 

language as a social activity. The article is an attempt to assess the applicability of 

experiential approach to ESL in Indian context. 

Keywords: experiential learning, whole person approach, personalized learning, 

reflection 

Introduction 

English continues to be a foreign language to the vast majority of Indian learners. 

Learners and users are unable to use English for social communication (basic 

interpersonal communication skills) and academic purposes (cognitive academic 

language proficiency). In spite of several methods of teaching and learning English as a 

second or foreign language, English language classrooms continue to be traditional, 

conventional, and therefore teacher-fronted. It continues to be guided by prescribed texts. 

Learners suffer being passive listeners in lecture-dominated classrooms. Their previous 

language learning experience is not used to relate with the present learning experience, 

and they are therefore given to understand that their experience has very little to learn. As 

a result, they are made to believe that teachers’ experience matters much. Teachers’ 

image as ‘guru’ is after all perpetuated to the extent that teachers would feel immensely 

happy and satisfied with students’ admiration and adoration for their lectures. 

Unfortunately, they fail to realize that their experience is being marginalized.  

However, language is a social phenomenon and it can therefore be learnt socially 

only through interaction. Unless learners experience learning through reflection, 
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participate in learning activities, internalize their learning experience and transfer it to the 

future use, it can be confidently ascertained that learning has not taken place at all. 

Learners should function as second language users in all possible, unpredictable domains. 

Furthermore, acquisition of English as a second or foreign language would naturally lead 

to different, newer cultural environments and expectations, and newer ways of 

articulation than they do in their mother tongue. Learners might also acquire new social 

and cultural identities. Experiential approach to language acquisition stresses critical self-

reflection and negotiation of social meaning. Teachers are therefore expected to organize 

a series of experiences through carefully chosen and graded activities and they may 

influence positively potential future experiences. Attention must be focused on learners’ 

previous language learning experience. It can be secured by asking them to reflect over 

their learning experience and to link it with the present and future experience.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions enabled the researcher to focus on the idea of 

applicability of experiential approach to learning English as a second or foreign language:  

1. Why is experiential learning called so? 

2. How does its theoretical foundation support second language learning? 

3. How is it relevant to traditional and conventional ESL classrooms? 

Review of Literature 

Kolb (1984) provides a model which demonstrates how experience could be 

translated into learning. He is of the view that learners reflect on the initial experience 

and then understands what the new learning means to them individually and finally, 

conceptualizes how it could be used in the future. Koenderman (2000) supplies a model 

that focuses on four phases between the introduction of the theme and conclusion: 

Exposure phase, participation phase, internalization phase, and dissemination/transfer 

phase. Learners are provided the topic and they are given the opportunity to reflect over 

their own experiences in the area at the first phase. In the second phase, they are expected 

to participate in activities both in the class and outside of the class for enhancement of 

their previous experience. They get opportunities to reflect over their participation in 

activities and to relate them to their future attitudes and behaviour during the 
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internalization phase. In the dissemination/transfer phase, they apply their classroom 

learning experience to real life experience outside the classroom.  

Discussion 

Experiential learning means the process of learning from experience. It is referred 

to by different labels, such as ‘learning by doing” by John Dewy, “experience-based 

learning” (ELB) by Wolfe and Byrne, ‘trial and error’ learning, problem-based learning, 

experiential teaching, and experiential activities. Experience per se is the first phase in 

the learning process. However, it cannot be equated to learning since learning requires 

certain conditions like reflection. Reflection on learners’ initial experience is vital to 

learning. It is very often missing in learners and therefore the input does not transform 

into output. Teachers as facilitators should therefore help learners reflect on their 

experiences, beliefs, and assumptions of learning English. Mollaei and Rahnama (2012: 

270) define experiential learning as “an educational orientation which aims at integrating 

theoretical and practical elements of learning for a whole person approach, emphasizing 

the significance of experience for learning.” In other words, experiential approach to 

English as a second or foreign language requires a complete orientation as a built-in 

component of the educational system. This orientation is based on the concept ‘whole 

person development. Learners’ cognitive, affective, and psychomotor domains should 

develop simultaneously in all classes including second language classes.  

Not only are learners prime stakeholders in learning process but also they are 

responsible, reflective, autonomous learners. Indian educational system from the KG to 

PG levels overemphasizes the examination and marks. Parents, administration, and 

government inadvertently make learners believe that their performance can be judged 

solely on the basis of their performance in examinations in terms of grade and score. 

Learners thus tend to neglect language learning (including mother tongue) in preference 

to content subjects. This erroneous examination-cum-grade attitude/belief stands in the 

way of true learning since learners do not get a chance to reflect over their own learning 

experiences in order that they learn from them. They come to classes with their previous 

language learning experiences and they should be given several opportunities in the class 

to relate them with the present language learning experiences. Learners are after all active 

organic human beings who are capable of responding to their own experiences. They are 
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also responsible for their own learning or non-learning. In this sense, they are 

autonomous. Academic autonomy comes with responsibility. They are expected to 

participate in the various experiential activities that engage them in experience. Some of 

them are personal journals and diaries, portfolios, reflective personal essays and thought 

questions, role plays and drama activities, games and simulations, personal stories and 

case studies, visualizations and imaginative activities, empathy-taking activities, story-

telling, sharing with others, and discussions and reflection in cooperative groups (Mollaei 

& Rahnama (2012) Experiential learners should help themselves to learn by asking for 

help from each other, from the teacher. They should face challenging, communicative 

classrooms. They learn only through tasks and activities that promote interaction and 

communication. 

Experiential learning is characterized by the phases of reflection on the part of the 

learners relating current learning experience to past and future experience. However, 

immediate personal experience is of paramount importance for reflection and learning. 

Hence, there is a significant relationship between experience and learning via reflection.  

All cultures believe that experience is the best teacher. Ironically, some cultures 

do not respect the role of experience in learning as much as they value it in life. Indian 

culture is no exception. Indian educational system does not stress learners’ experience. 

Rather, it values teachers’ experience as vital and it should therefore be imitated by 

learners. Unfortunately, it leads to memory-based education and it, in turns, encourages 

recycling and mechanical reproduction. Such a mechanically unproductive education is 

neither creative nor communicative. Teachers still willingly act as subject-experts and not 

facilitators of communication skill acquisition process. They refuse to give up the old 

notion of their being ‘sages on the stage.’ Consequently, the language education 

continues to depend on the traditional grammar translation method that encourages the 

memorization of the content and its reproduction on examination.  

Moreover, ESL teachers’ communicative competence and experience itself 

becomes a million dollar question. Most of them are not inclined to reading the latest in 

teaching English as a foreign or second language, nor do they communicate through 

writing articles and presenting papers in conferences. Hence, there is no question of 

reflecting on their own communicative experiences. Their classroom spoken English is 
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by and large textbook English and not English which learners could follow as a model for 

use in their real life. If at all they digress from textbook English, they invest all their 

classroom time on their own ‘personal’ experience which learners cannot and therefore 

need not internalize and transfer to their life.  

While experiential learning clearly defines the role of learners, it also expects teachers to 

change their role from knowledge disseminators to facilitators. On the other hand, 

teachers are expected to encourage reflection on the part of learners by creating 

comfortable relaxed classroom atmosphere where learners to share and reflect 

experiences. They should equip themselves with questioning skills so that learners can be 

encouraged to collaboratively find solutions to the tasks and activities. They should 

create a sense of trust, respect, and care for the well-being of the learners. Spruck-

Wrigley (1998) describes teachers of experiential learning not as experts but facilitators, 

guides, and helpers. Of course, they might face certain constraints like lack of time, 

institutional support, and training for teaching experientially. Hussin, Nooreiny, & 

D’Cruz (2000:.1) foresee difficulties with assessment.  

Experiential approach to learning stresses the transformative process from 

experience to learning. Learners at any level bring with them plenty of life and language 

learning experiences and they can be related to the classroom language learning 

experience, and reflection over them can also be compared to the future experience. Since 

the object of experiential language learning is communication and not the discrete formal 

elements, communicative tasks and activities should be authentic. Saddington (2001:1) 

affirms that “we seldom learn from experience; unless we assess the experience, 

assigning our own meaning in terms of our own goals, aims, ambitions and expectation,” 

acquisition and accumulation of experience means nothing. Learners’ benefits from 

reflection are the new insights, discoveries, and understanding. Reflection enhances 

learners’ self-esteem, confidence, and personal value.  

Experiential learning is therefore an educational philosophy and it is based on the 

notion of active, reflective learning. Learners are expected to build on previous learning 

experiences through active involvement in the learning process. They should be 

personally involved, and the whole person is involved. Thus, they acquire a sense of 
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ownership to their learning by becoming participants in the learning process. Rogers 

(1969: 5) says: 

It has a quality of personal involvement—the whole person in both his 

feeling and cognitive aspects being in the learning event. It is self-

initiated. Even when the impetus or stimulus comes from the outside, the 

sense of discovery, of reaching out, of grasping and comprehending, 

comes from within. It is pervasive. It makes a difference in behavior, the 

attitudes, perhaps even the personality of the learner.”  

Moreover, experiential learning does not permit the fragmentation of learner domains 

into affective, cognitive, and psychomotor skill acquisition. It aims at the overall 

development of the learners. ESL learners are therefore expected to acquire and develop 

English language communication skills through interaction by adopting cooperative and 

collaborative strategies. All classroom activities form an integral part of learner 

experience. Learners should acquire the questioning skills by working both in groups and 

individually. Experience-based, task-based, project-based are all experiential because 

reflection is common to all of them.  

 Though several teaching methods from the days of GT method have been tried in 

different cultures, “each new method broke from the old, but took with it some of the 

positive aspects of previous practices” (Brown, 1987, p.52). However, today’s ESL 

classes should be different from traditional GT classes. Since language use and language 

learning are social activities, learners form a cooperative community and they learn 

language only through interaction, cooperation, and collaboration. Wilhelm (1999) 

observes: 

They occur best in situations which encourage negotiation of meaning and 

learner collaboration with other learners. Language learning necessarily 

involves active participation through taking risks, testing hypotheses, making 

plans and decisions, and making judgments about one’s own progress. 

Experiential learning is characterized by a cycle that involves five steps or phases: 

carrying out a task/project, recalling what learners carried out, reflecting on the 

experience of accomplishing the task; drawing conclusions from the reflection, and 

finally using them to prepare for future practical experience. The following table 
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illustrates the crucial differences between conventional teaching and experiential 

learning: 

Traditional Teaching Experiential Learning 
Teachers, their lectures & 
theories mater  

Learners, & learning by doing matter  

Textbooks are fixed & prescribed 
top-to-bottom 

Study materials are flexible & open-ended 

Scoring marks & grade is the aim Discovering inner potentials for communication & 
achievement 

Skills/knowledge are transferred 
from teacher 

Skills/knowledge/feelings are developed through 
reflection on experience 

Delivery of knowledge is 
structured 

Acquisition is unstructured with minimal teacher 
intervention & facilitation  

 

General English curriculum in India has always been literature-oriented due to 

colonial language education orientation and predilections of the English language 

teaching community with scholastic training in English literature. Such a literature-based 

curriculum is of little use to the majority of ESL/EFL learners of English who are 

struggling with poor competency in the basics of communication for academic purposes 

like writing examination essays. However, experiential approach appears to offer some 

ray of hope on how to optimize the harvesting of literary texts for the acquisition and 

enhancement of communication skills. It values the past, present, and future experience 

of learners.  

Teachers can exploit literary texts for discussion in the class. Students can easily 

relate literary experience with their personal knowledge of life and compare it with past 

experience. It can inform them in the future. It ensures the whole person approach to 

learning. Personal, past experience can inform their present experience via literary 

experience. In the process of discussion in pairs and groups, they can develop their oral 

and written communication skills as naturally as possible. Active lecturing and passive 

listening to lectures are replaced by active conversing and attentive listening among all 

group members on the cooperative collaborative basis. Structural elements and aspects of 

language need not be mastered and mistaken for learning English for communication at 

all. Communicative experience becomes the yardstick to measure the learning outcomes.  

Conclusions  
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Experiential learning is the foundation for adult learning even though experience 

has not been valued as much as it should have been. Though experience-based learning is 

elusive for want of solid methods and techniques, it can be translated into reality with 

proper in-service training to teachers. Students should be given ample opportunities to 

use English in the class by way of reflecting over experience that they derive from 

learning so that real learning can be measured. Cooperation and collaboration should 

become the norm rather than passive listening to prepared lectures on the prescribed 

themes. Experiential learning is preferred for it facilitates participation, interaction, and 

application. The index of success in language class is the acquisition of capacity to 

communicate with fellow learners and the teacher. Language is social and not individual. 

It can be learnt and used only collaboratively and socially.  
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