A two-year study of 20 high school experiential education
programs assesses their impact and identifies key
characteristics of effective programs.

by Diane Hedin and Dan Conrad

n the 1970’s, experiential education
I became an increasingly significant
feature of the rhetoric and practice
of American education. All of the major
commissions and panels (see References)
that studied secondary education and
adolescence recommended that schools
extend the depth and breadth of experi-
ence available to adolescents. For ex-
. ample, the most recent study of high
schools by the Carnegie Council on
Policy Studies in Higher Education rec-
ommends that juniors and seniors attend
classes three days a week and devote the
other two to education-related work or
community service.

While strong endorsements of experi-
ence-based education by leading educa-
tors and social scientists abound,
relatively little hard evidence of the
impact of such programs on students
appears. Little effort has been made to
test systematically the assumptions under-
lying the endorsements or to investigate
empirically which specific forms or for-
mats of experiential programs may be the
most effective in realizing the hypothe-
sized benefits.

The Evaluation of Experiential Learn-
ing Project (EELP) was undertaken to do
just that—to assess the impact of experi-
ential education programs on the social,
psychological, and intellectual develop-
ment of secondary school students and to
use this data to identify empirically the
program variables that are most effective
in facilitating such development.

Though the follow-up portion of the
study will not be done until 1981 and
some of the available data have not been
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analyzed fully, EELP’s findings show
that experiential education increases stu-
dents’ social, psychological, and intellec-
tual development more than traditional
education does. Research also indicates
that the most effective programs give
students substantial autonomy, include a
reflection component, last at least one
semester, and involve students in the
community four or five days a week.
Furthermore, service-learning programs
scored higher than the three other types of
experiential programs studied in several
important developmental aspects.

Initiated by the Commission on Educa-
tional Issues and cosponsored by the
National Association of Secondary
School Principals, National Association
of Independent Schools, and the National
Catholic Education Association, EELP
evaluated 30 experiential learning pro-
grams in independent, public, and paro-
chial schools around the country. The
Center for Youth Development and Re-
search, University of Minnesota, con-
ducted the research.

Approximately 4,000 students ranging
in age from 12 to 19 participated. They
were urban and rural, poor and affluent.

For purposes of the study, experiential
programs are defined as ‘‘educational
programs offered as an integral part of the
general school curriculum, but taking
place outside of the conventional class-
room, where students are in new roles
featuring significant tasks with real con-
sequences, and where the emphasis is on
learning by doing with associated reflec-
tion.”” The kinds of program activities
include volunteer service, political and

social action, outdoor adventure, intern-
ships in government and business, and
research in the community. The study
encompasses virtually all forms of what is
termed experiential education in second-
ary education, with the notable exception
of work-related or vocational programs
and the Experience Based Career Educa-
tion Program (EBCE), which have been
extensively evaluated elsewhere.

At the heart of the project is its panel of
practitioners, teachers, and administrators
directing programs in 20 diverse school
systems from Beverly Hills, California,
to Newark, New Jersey. With the assist-
ance of educational evaluators, the panel
members were responsible for defining
the issues to be studied, for helping select
and develop instruments for implement-
ing the design, for helping interpret the
data collected—and for keeping the
whole study practical, understandable,
and applicable to everyday life in schools.

Selecting the Issues

The first step of the research process was
to survey the directors of the 30 experi-
ential programs. The survey asked what
they most confidently believed to be their
programs’ actual effects on students,
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The other measure used to assess stu-
dents’ interest in and reaction to com-
munity participation was a semantic
differential on ‘‘being active in the
community.”’ It was hypothesized that
direct participation would lead students to
value such activity more highly and in-
crease the likelihood of their participation
in the future. The results confirmed this
hypothesis.

While both students in experiential
programs and in the comparison groups
started out valuing community participa-
tion about equally, by the end of the
program the experimental groups had a
higher evaluation of it and the comparison
groups a lower one.

Perhaps the most commonly cited cri-
tique of adolescent socialization is the
inability of many youth to make a smooth
transition from school 10 work. This is
thought to occur because youth lack op-
portunities to learn about and explore a
variety of possible careers; to acquire the
basic work habits of orderliness, punc-
tuality, and attention to work; and to
develop the desire to be productive in the
workplace.

An oft-expressed goal of experiential
learning is to increase a young person’s
knowledge about the myriad of career
options. To learn whether this goal was
achieved, EELP administered the Career
Exploration Scale. Of all the measures of
student growth and achievement, this
scale showed the most consistent and
positive increases, with 27 of the 28
programs increasing, 19 of them signifi-
cantly so. The comparison groups also
showed an increase, but a much smaller
one. Analysis of the subscales revealed
that greater increase for students in ex-
periential programs was largely because
of greater gains on items relating to
exploratory activities and not on factual
information gathered about careers.

It is also noteworthy that both the
community service and community study
programs—even though they had almost
no organized and explicit focus on
careers—produced approximately as
much change (a substantial increase) as
those whose major goal was career
development.

Intellectual Development

Theorists of learning and intellectual
development from Aristotle through
Dewey to James Coleman have stressed
the necessary relation of experience and
education. Experience serves both as the
source of knowledge and as a process of
knowing. Education is of, by, and for
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experience. The study examined this re-
lation by looking both at academic learn-
ing and intellectual development.

Because the programs’ academic goals
varied widely, it was not practical to test
academic learning through any general
test of facts or concepts. Instead, EELP
asked students how much they felt they
had learned in their experiential program
compared to what they had learned in an
average class in school. Nearly 80 percent
of the students said they had learned more
or much more in their experiential
program. Only 9 percent reported learn-
ing less.

Student responses on the Problem
Solving Inventory were scored according
to the number of alternatives suggested,
the degree to which they took responsi-
bility for solving the dilemma, the degree
to which they justified a decision ac-
cording to its consequences, and the level

Among the general
program characteristics, the
strongest factor influencing

change, particularly on social
attitudes and complexity of
thought, was the existence
of a seminar in which
students reflected on
their experience.

of empathy and complexity of thought
shown in the overall analysis of the prob-
lem. None of the programs showed sig-
nificant changes except in the last
category. The Complexity/Empathy
scale, which combined several develop-
mental frameworks into one in a seven-
level scale, showed significant upward
movement by students in most of the
experiential programs and no change in
the comparison groups. The movement
was from the fourth level (stereotyped
thinking, concern for rules, focus on
physical needs) to the fifth (emphasis on
friendship and belonging, on communica-
tion, and concern for emotional as well as
physical needs).

The strongest increases were found in
those programs where students were in a
helping role that related closely to the
dilemmas to be solved and were engaged
in regular seminars in which they pro-
cessed their experiences. Both of these
elements were critical. Since these were
common features of the service-learning
programs, most consistent gains on this
measure were found in this program type.

Program Variables

The second major focus of the study was
to identify the program variables that
were most effective in facilitating devel-
opment in students. The clearest finding
is that no single factor or set of factors
guarantees effectiveness. Within every
program, some students gained a great
deal and others did not. Though the anal-
ysis is not complete, preliminary conclu-
sions are that the strongest predictor of
change proved to be the degree to which
students perceived themselves as having
the freedom to develop and use their own
ideas, make important decisions, explore
their own interests, make an important
contribution, and assume adult responsi-
bility. In short, the most powerful ex-
periences were those in which students
participated with substantial autonomy in
activities that made a difference.

A corollary finding was that the factors
that most influenced growth were not the
same as those that influenced how posi-
tively students rated a program. For
students, the key issues were how inter-
esting they found the experiences and
whether they felt appreciated.

Taken together, these findings reflect
Dewey’s point that what is *‘satisfying’’
is not necessarily ‘‘satisfactory.”” While it
is important that an experience be in-
teresting enough to engage students, that
is not sufficient. The experience must
also challenge them and stretch their
capacities.

Among the general program character-
istics, the strongest factor influencing
change, particularly on social attitudes
and complexity of thought, was the exist-
ence of a seminar in which students
reflected on their experiences.

The most effective programs were
those lasting at least a full semester (18
weeks) and involving students in the
community four or five days each week.

The overall conclusion of this study,
then, is that experiential education pro-
grams can promote social, psychological,
and intellectual development more effec-
tively than classroom-based programs.

The authors now anticipate the pub-
lication of three documents: a compre-
hensive report, a compilation of the
instruments used, and a combination of
anecdotal and statistical materials. These
will be announced in Synergist. Those
who wish to receive a notice of the avail-
ability of publications should send a
stamped, self-addressed envelope to the
authors at the Center for Youth Develop-
ment and Research.



