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We know what emergency services do: 
they rescue those who are stranded or injured or caught in life-threatening 

situations. Kurt Hahn, one of the past century’s progenitors of expe-

riential education in schools, insisted that students in his schools be 

responsible for such emergency services. At Salem College in Germany, 

students were responsible for firefighting; at Gordonstoun in Scotland, 

sea rescue; and at Atlantic College in Wales, sea, beach, and cliff rescue. 

Hahn referred to the service rendered in rescuing lives as “the moral 

equivalent of war.” What did he mean by this gnomic phrase? Quite simply, 

he was fascinated by the tight bonds of fellowship and total support that the 

dangers of war can engender in soldiers of the same side. He wanted to pre-

serve that feeling, but cleanse it of the trappings of combat. So the service 

of rescue, of saving lives, became a moral way in which to nurture the deep 

dependency and togetherness that flourish under fire. “The passion of res-

cue,” Hahn would say, “reveals the highest dynamic of the human soul.”

the rise of experiential education

24 I n d e p e n d e n t  S c h o o l



T h e  R i s e  o f 

e x p e R i e n T i a l  l e a R n i n g
T h e  R i s e  o f 

e x p e R i e n T i a l  l e a R n i n g
T h e  R i s e  o f 

e x p e R i e n T i a l  l e a R n i n g
T h e  R i s e  o f 

e x p e R i e n T i a l  l e a R n i n g
T h e  R i s e  o f 

e x p e R i e n T i a l  l e a R n i n g
T h e  R i s e  o f 

e x p e R i e n T i a l  l e a R n i n g
T h e  R i s e  o f 

e x p e R i e n T i a l  l e a R n i n g
T h e  R i s e  o f 

e x p e R i e n T i a l  l e a R n i n g

T h e  R i s e  o f 

e x p e R i e n T i a l  l e a R n i n g

By  M a lco l M  M cK e n z i e  •  i l lu st rat i o n  By  r i c h  l i l l as h

e d u c a T i o ne d u c a T i o ne d u c a T i o ne d u c a T i o ne d u c a T i o ne d u c a T i o ne d u c a T i o ne d u c a T i o n

We know what emergency services do: 
they rescue those who are stranded or injured or caught in life-threatening 

situations. Kurt Hahn, one of the past century’s progenitors of expe-

riential education in schools, insisted that students in his schools be 

responsible for such emergency services. At Salem College in Germany, 

students were responsible for firefighting; at Gordonstoun in Scotland, 

sea rescue; and at Atlantic College in Wales, sea, beach, and cliff rescue. 

Hahn referred to the service rendered in rescuing lives as “the moral 

equivalent of war.” What did he mean by this gnomic phrase? Quite simply, 

he was fascinated by the tight bonds of fellowship and total support that the 

dangers of war can engender in soldiers of the same side. He wanted to pre-

serve that feeling, but cleanse it of the trappings of combat. So the service 

of rescue, of saving lives, became a moral way in which to nurture the deep 

dependency and togetherness that flourish under fire. “The passion of res-

cue,” Hahn would say, “reveals the highest dynamic of the human soul.”

the rise of experiential education

24 I n d e p e n d e n t  S c h o o l



26 27S p r i n g  2 0 1 3I n d e p e n d e n t  S c h o o l

the rise of experiential education

Service is an obvious example of 
experiential education — and experi-
ential education, in its widest sense, is 
becoming a needed emergency service 
in this world. We need more experien-
tial learning in order to restore a bal-
ance to school learning that, perhaps 
of sad necessity, has become more 
syllabus-driven and more test-focused. 
Of course, there is a place for both 
academic learning and experiential 
learning in schools. And each should 
complement the other. Right now, 
however, the urgency of the emergency 
demands to be underscored. Doing 
things, often outdoors and in groups, 
is a vital antidote to childhood and 
adolescent lifestyles that are increas-
ingly virtual and insular. Some of the 
great challenges of our times, such as 
environmental degradation and the 
cultural clashes in globalization, need 
to be experienced to be fully grasped. 
In cultures in the post-industrial 
world that are by and large risk-averse, 
getting one’s hands dirty in outdoor 
activities engages the brain in novel 
and sustaining ways. The culture of 
learning in such schools and societies 
needs to be rescued.

The DefiniTion
The term “experiential education” can 
be — and has been — applied to a 
wide range of educational program-
ming. My working definition of expe-
riential education: it promotes learn-
ing through direct experience, often 
outside the classroom, at times not 
directly related to academic courses, 
frequently not graded, and sometimes 
not mediated through language or aca-
demic discourse and practice. 

Its roots are often traced to a 
saying commonly attributed to Con-
fucius around 450 BC (although it 
more likely belongs to the Confucian 
philosopher Xunzi): “Tell me, and 
I will forget. Show me, and I may 
remember. Involve me, and I will 
understand.” More recently (1984), 
educational theorist David Kolb 
updated this insight, saying, “Learn-
ing is the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation 
of experience.”  Many other dicta 

similarly describe the deep learning 
that occurs through direct experience, 
through doing.

I find it useful to work with a three-
part typology: (1) experiential learn-
ing that takes place in the classroom, 
through the immediate apprehension 
of what is imaginatively shown rather 
than told; (2) experiential learning 
that occurs outside the classroom, but 
is related directly to the discourse of 
the classroom, such as field studies 
or focused trips; and (3) experiential 
learning that boils down to the work 
of doing something, such as growing 
food or learning a sport (or partici-
pating in sea and cliff rescue), which 
has a value in and of itself and is not 
academic. All three, but especially the 
last, can act as an open doorway to an 
expansive learning experience. The 
following quote from a student who 

has worked at the farm at my school — 
The Hotchkiss School (Connecticut) 
— shows precisely, and experientially, 
what I mean:

�I� always� thought� that� the� meat� that�
appeared� on� our� tables� was� so� differ-
ent� from� live� animals� I’ve� seen� and�
I’ve� never� truly� made� the� connection�
from� animals� to� killing� and� then� to�
them� being� produced� as� meat.� After�
experiencing� the� chickens� being� killed�
firsthand�I�feel�that�I�finally�understand�
the�true�gravity�of�ending�the�life�of�an�
animal�and�I�think�that�unless�one�gets�
to�witness�or�take�part�in�the�killing�of�
an�animal� for� food�one�will� spend�his�
or�her�whole�life�in�ignorance�of�what�it�
really�means�to�kill�an�animal�for�food.

— dedicating his life to this work was 
simple, so discouraged was he by the 
standard teaching practices of his day. 
As he said (and felt in his bones), “The 
destiny of character takes place outside 
the classroom.”

More recent and more theoretical 
thinkers have tried to organize experi-
ential education in connected stages. 
According to David Kolb, in his many 
musings on the topic, experience leads 
to reflection, then to conceptualizing, 

and then to action. Action is a critically 
important part of the cycle. In the area 
of community service, concern with 
this full sequence has led to an empha-
sis on service learning, not just service 
in and of itself.

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential education. 
They miss the mark. For instance, I 
have never heard U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan speak in any 
national debate about this topic. And 
the various McKinsey studies that I 

have seen, ranging across the inter-
national spectrum, omit experiential 
education completely. Test taking and 
test results take center stage.

When a broad overview does men-
tion experiential learning, we need to 
take note. This one comes from the 
report published in 1996, commis-
sioned by UNESCO, on education in 
the 21st century. The international 
commission, chaired by French econo-
mist Jacques Delors, called its chal-
lenging and exciting document Learn-
ing:� The� Treasure� Within. The Delors 
Report, as it is commonly known, iden-
tified four general “pillars” of learning. 
These include the following (with my 
parenthesis as a gloss): 

Learning�to�know� (cognition)
Learning�to�do� (experiential)
Learning�to�live�together� (social)
Learning�to�be� (existential)

The ordering of these four is impor-
tant: cognition, applied action, com-
munity with and through others, 
and then life — full, human life 
— described in the Delors Report as 
learning “so as better to develop one’s 
personality and be able to act with ever 
greater autonomy, judgment, and per-
sonal responsibility.” This framework 
clearly identifies both the place and the 
value of the experiential.

Personal, autobiographical stories 
usually provide a more compelling 
background. My two stories, chosen 
from many, both come from the early 
1990s when I worked at Maru a Pula 
School in Gaborone, Botswana. This 
school has to be one of the most 
remarkable on the African continent. 
Service is engrained in the ethos of the 
school, and was so from its inception 
in 1972, at a time when service was 
hardly even considered elsewhere. 
One internal service task took place on 
Monday afternoons, for about an hour, 
when students and teachers cleaned 
the school buildings. I remember well 
an encounter with a dapper gentle-
man, a prospective student’s parent, 
who was sent to see me in the class-
room where I was sweeping. When 
he saw me cleaning the room — the 

principal of the school working in this 
way with students — he said to me: 
“This is why I want my son to come to 
your school. Too much is done for him 
in his current school. He does not do 
enough.”

The second story took place out-
doors. During the more than 10 years 
that I spent at Maru a Pula, I set up a 
bush campus on the banks of the Lim-
popo River — an eight-hour drive from 
the city campus. Maru a Pula estab-
lished the remote campus for weeklong 
courses in environmental education. 
In a camp 10 yards from the river, with 
hippos and crocodiles sunning them-
selves and elephants occasionally walk-
ing around the tents, this was indeed 
an experience. Some schools in the 
United States and the United Kingdom 
sent groups of students to the campus. 
I remember well an incident involving 
a redoubtable head of a girls’ school in 
England, as I showed her what we did 
on site. During an eventful day, she, 
her husband, my son, and I had to seek 
refuge in a baobab tree from a small 
herd of elephants. When they walked 
away, and we descended, she turned to 
me and said, in plummy tones: “I want 
my girls to experience the sense of dan-
ger that I have just felt.” Experiential, 
indeed. The next year, the girls came, 
they experienced, and they learned 
things they will likely never forget.

The QuesTions
Schools, especially our more narrowly 
academic independent schools, that 
try to introduce or develop experiential 
education opportunities often face 
severe questioning from faculty. Here 
are some typical examples, with my 
suggested responses.

Is experiential education faddish and 
ephemeral? 
My answer is most definitely no. We 
have been doing it for decades in 
athletics and, at boarding schools, in 
residential life. We know that the skills 
and lessons learned in those areas are 
indelible — and invaluable. More con-
temporary experiential opportunities 
are merely an extension of that tradi-
tion. Practicing service, working on the 

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential educa-
tion. They miss the mark. 

And this one, from another student, 
sums up the urgency and the beauty of 
experiential learning in a world popu-
lated by young people suffering from 
nature deficit disorder:

�These� lessons� that� I� have� learned�
through�my�experience�will�forever�stay�
with�me.�Now,�even�when�I�simply�walk�
around� the� campus,� I� appreciate� the�
beauty� of� nature� every� second.� When�
I�talk�about�nature�and�my�experience�
with�the�farm,�I�instantly�smile�and�get�
excited�about�talking�about�nature�and�
its�wonders.�

The BackgrounD 
Writer and educator John Dewey is a 
central name in the annals of experi-
ential educators. Although he never 
uses the word “experiential” in his 
1938 classic, Experience� and� Educa-

tion, he writes about his topic in ways 
that underscore experience and are 
strikingly contemporary: Progressive 
education is based on experience but 
experience-based learning can occur 
in traditional classrooms; experience 
can lead both to educative and to 
“miseducative” outcomes; educative 
experience is characterized by continu-
ity and interaction; and it is important 
to select experiences that build on one 
another — a curriculum of experiences 
— so as to move away from the merely 
episodic. 

Another key proponent of experien-
tial education is, as noted, Kurt Hahn. 
For Hahn — who founded Outward 
Bound in addition to a number of 
experiential-based schools and colleges 
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similarly describe the deep learning 
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— dedicating his life to this work was 
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have seen, ranging across the inter-
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Learning�to�do� (experiential)
Learning�to�live�together� (social)
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1990s when I worked at Maru a Pula 
School in Gaborone, Botswana. This 
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principal of the school working in this 
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United States and the United Kingdom 
sent groups of students to the campus. 
I remember well an incident involving 
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England, as I showed her what we did 
on site. During an eventful day, she, 
her husband, my son, and I had to seek 
refuge in a baobab tree from a small 
herd of elephants. When they walked 
away, and we descended, she turned to 
me and said, in plummy tones: “I want 
my girls to experience the sense of dan-
ger that I have just felt.” Experiential, 
indeed. The next year, the girls came, 
they experienced, and they learned 
things they will likely never forget.
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try to introduce or develop experiential 
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are some typical examples, with my 
suggested responses.
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ephemeral? 
My answer is most definitely no. We 
have been doing it for decades in 
athletics and, at boarding schools, in 
residential life. We know that the skills 
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indelible — and invaluable. More con-
temporary experiential opportunities 
are merely an extension of that tradi-
tion. Practicing service, working on the 

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential educa-
tion. They miss the mark. 

And this one, from another student, 
sums up the urgency and the beauty of 
experiential learning in a world popu-
lated by young people suffering from 
nature deficit disorder:

�These� lessons� that� I� have� learned�
through�my�experience�will�forever�stay�
with�me.�Now,�even�when�I�simply�walk�
around� the� campus,� I� appreciate� the�
beauty� of� nature� every� second.� When�
I�talk�about�nature�and�my�experience�
with�the�farm,�I�instantly�smile�and�get�
excited�about�talking�about�nature�and�
its�wonders.�

The BackgrounD 
Writer and educator John Dewey is a 
central name in the annals of experi-
ential educators. Although he never 
uses the word “experiential” in his 
1938 classic, Experience� and� Educa-

tion, he writes about his topic in ways 
that underscore experience and are 
strikingly contemporary: Progressive 
education is based on experience but 
experience-based learning can occur 
in traditional classrooms; experience 
can lead both to educative and to 
“miseducative” outcomes; educative 
experience is characterized by continu-
ity and interaction; and it is important 
to select experiences that build on one 
another — a curriculum of experiences 
— so as to move away from the merely 
episodic. 

Another key proponent of experien-
tial education is, as noted, Kurt Hahn. 
For Hahn — who founded Outward 
Bound in addition to a number of 
experiential-based schools and colleges 
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land, living in different cultures near 
and far — all these and other experien-
tial opportunities add to the knowledge 
gained not just in the mind but also 
in the heart. Through doing, learning 
goes even deeper than anything taught 
in our classrooms, and more radically 
transforms students. 

What is the value of experiential edu-
cation in relation to regular academic 
work? Does it enhance scholastic 
learning? 
Without question, experiential learn-
ing enhances scholastic learning. This 

type of learning builds confidence, 
encourages risk taking, reduces the 
fear of failure, gives oxygen to col-
laboration, nurtures imagination, pro-
motes problem solving, allows reverie, 
and grows a taproot from which scho-
lastic learning flowers.

How do we move away from the 
episodic and build a continuity of 
experience? 
Each school will have its own answer to 
this important query. At The Hotchkiss 
School, one way that we have achieved 
this is by introducing class themes 
to each grade level, starting with the 
environmental for freshmen, and then 
working through the intercultural to 
service and, finally, to citizenship and 
leadership for seniors. To give one 
example, our freshmen work on the 
recently acquired school farm, which 
is about a 20-minute walk from the 
main campus. When walking there 
two years ago with a student who had 

just arrived at school (we were going 
to dig potatoes with the whole class), 
she told me that she had never left the 
city before coming to Hotchkiss. She 
reveled in the farm experience, and 
learned from it. Each of these Class 
Themes entails learning by doing and 
complements the discussion and theo-
retical input occuring through the year. 

How do we find the time for it? 
We have always done so with athletics 
and residential life. So one answer, for 
boarding schools, is to build a wider 
range of possibilities into those two 

slots in the schedule. Day 
schools can focus on expand-
ing the options during the 
time traditionally dedicated 
to athletics. Move away from 
a sole focus on athletics to a 
genuine cocurricular set of 
offerings that includes athlet-
ics or experiential education. 
In addition, appreciate the 
greater range of options that 
the experiential education 
lens brings to the classroom. 
Open up the conversation 
with the faculty, and you’ll 
open up time.

Am I qualified for this? 
Yes, at the most fundamental level, 
we all are. Training will be required, 
however, for expeditionary and related 
skills. The school will need to provide 
this training.

Why now?
Because this is a deep form of learn-
ing that we have largely forgotten in 
many schools, because it adds greater 
complexity to our total understanding 
of the mystery of learning, and because 
it is enjoyable and fun.

The Journey
Schools that want to make progress in 
either introducing or extending expe-
riential education would benefit from 
observing the following:

• Encourage questioning along the 
lines of the previous section, and have 
clear, concise answers at the ready.

• Remember that music, debate, the-
ater, math competitions, and the like 
are viable experiential offerings to 
place alongside athletics.

• Review all courses and curricula 
through the experiential lens, and do 
not forget the first two categories of my 
three-part typology — that experiential 
learning can take place both outside 
and inside the classroom.

• Offer administrative positions to 
exponents of experiential education in 
the school. At Hotchkiss, we created 

two senior positions a few years ago: 
an assistant head of school, director 
of global initiatives; and an assistant 
head of school, director of environ-
mental initiatives. We wished to make 
a bold statement, and attract the most 
talented people. We succeeded in both 
endeavors.

• Let the students loose, and let them 
lose themselves in the experiential 
world. They will soon convince the 
adults in the community of the learn-
ing that takes place there. 

Malcolm� McKenzie� is� head� of� The� Hotchkiss� School�
(Connecticut).� Before� coming� to� Hotchkiss� in� July�
2007,� he� had� been� principal� of� Atlantic� College,� the�
founding�school�of�the�United�World�Colleges,�for�seven�
years.� This� article� is� derived� from� his� address� at� the�
2012�Independent�Schools�Experiential�Education�Net-
work� (ISEEN)� Conference,� hosted� by� The� Hotchkiss�
School.�This�piece�contains�a�few�minor�overlaps�with�
an�article�that�he�published�recently�in�the�Journal of 
Research in International Education.�

Without question, 
experiential learning 
enhances scholastic 
learning. 
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体验式学习的兴起
拯救 教育

Malcolm McKenzie
北京市鼎石学校校长

我们知道救援指的是
营救受困、受伤或生命受到威胁的人员。库尔特·哈恩（Kurt Hahn），上世纪体验式

教育的先驱之一，在其创办的多所学校中坚持让学生承担起救援的责任：德国萨勒

姆王宫中学（Schule Schloss Salem）的学生负责消防；苏格兰戈登斯敦学校（Gordon-

stoun）的学生负责海上救援；而位于威尔士的大西洋世界联合书院（UWC Atlantic 

College）的学生更是要负责海上救援、海滩救援和悬崖救援。

发表于《国际教育研究期刊》2012年12月

体验式学习的兴起





之美。每当我谈起大自然和我在农场

的那段经历，我都会情不自禁地露出笑

容，兴致勃勃地谈论大自然及蕴藏其中

的种种奥妙。

背景
著名的教育家、作家约翰·杜威

（John Dewey）在体验式教育的史册中

举足轻重。虽然他在1938年发表的经典

著作《经验与教育》一书中没有提到“体

验式”（experiential）这个词，但却把“体

验”（experience）作为该书主题进行论

述，而且论述的方法非常现代：进步主义

教育（progressive education）基于体验，

但基于体验的学习完全可以存在于传统

的课堂教学之中。体验可能带来两种结

果——让学生受益或误导学生。让学生

受益的体验，应当是具有连续性和互动

性的。为了避免误导学生，精心挑选连续

的、具有累积效应的体验形式，如设计一

套完整的体验课程，是非常重要的。

提到体验式教育，不得不提到另一位

关键人物——上文曾提到的库尔特·哈

恩。由于对那个时代的标准教学方式感

到十分沮丧，哈恩将自己的毕生精力投入

了推广体验式教育的事业之中。除了创办

多所采用体验式教育的学校和学院之外，

他还创办了外展训练（Outward Bound）
组织。正如他自己所说（并且深刻体会到

的）那样：“人格是在课堂之外形成的。”

更现代、更理论化的思想家试图将

体验式教育分成多个彼此相连的阶段。

大卫·库伯在对这一课题的论述中曾多次

哈恩把营救生命时所提供的服务称

作“道义上的战争”。这话应如何理解？其

实很简单，令哈恩感兴趣的是处于战争险

境之中时，士兵因同仇敌忾、并肩作战而

产生的亲密友情和为彼此提供的全力支

持。他希望剔除战争的负面因素后，依然

保留这种团队精神。而营救行动这种高尚

的行为，可以代替战火煅造出深度的依赖

与团结。因此，哈恩说：“营救的激情揭示

了人类灵魂的最高境界。”

显而易见，参与营救是体验式教育的

一个典型例子。从更广义的层面上来说，

当今世界也急需体验式教育的“营救”。

可能是迫于无奈的现实需求，如今越来越

多的学校倾向于采用以教学大纲为主导、

以考试为重点的教育方式。因此，我们需

要更多的体验式学习来平衡当前的学校

教育。学校本应同时容纳学术式学习和体

验式学习，并且，这两种学习方式理应互

为补充。但是，由于体验式学习的缺席，

我们现在必须强调它的重要性与紧迫性。

如今，儿童和青少年越来越沉迷于虚拟世

界，越来越孤立，而活动——尤其是户外

团体活动——是重新激发他们生命力的

一剂良药。我们这个时代面临的诸多重大

挑战——环境恶化，全球化所带来的文

化冲突等等——都需要亲身体会才能获

得真正意义上的理解。后工业时代文化

的一个显著特征是，人们希望尽可能地

远离风险，而户外活动能刺激和改善日益

僵化的大脑。小至一所学校，大至整个社

会，我们的学习文化都亟待“营救”。

定义
“体验式教育”一词可以、也一直被

广泛地用于教育项目当中。我个人的定义

是：通过直接经验来深化学习体验，教育

地点通常在课堂之外，未必与学术课程相

关，多数情况下不涉及成绩评估，甚至无

需使用语言、学术课程和实践来传授。

体验式教育的起源，可追溯到中国儒

家学者荀子的一段话：“闻之不若见之，

见之不若知之，知之不若行之；学至于行

而止矣。”近代（1984）教育理论家大卫·

库伯（David Kolb）远绍先贤，进一步提

出：“学习是通过经验转化而创造认知

的过程。”此外，也有许多其他类似的格

言，说明深刻的认知必须通过直接的体

验——实践——来获取。

根据我的经验，采用以下三组综合的

方法是非常有效的：（1）课堂之内的体验

式学习，富有想象力地向学生传递知识，

使学生获得第一手、直接的感知，而非向

学生灌输知识；（2）课堂之外，但是与课

堂教学内容直接相关的体验式学习，例

如田野调查或主题旅行；及（3）以实践为

根基的体验式学习，例如参与种植和养

殖活动，或者学习某项运动或技能（如参

与海上和悬崖救援）——这种非学术性

的实践，自有其独立的价值。这三种体验

式学习，尤其是最后一种，可以说是一扇

通往浩瀚的学习体验的大门。有一名学生

在我的学校——位于康涅狄格州的The 

Hotchkiss School——亲身体验了农场工

作之后，写下了如下的感慨，生动而准确

地传达了我所要表达的含义：

多年以来，我一直以为餐桌上的肉食与

我所见到的活生生的动物是两码事，从

未真正想到肉食生产与杀生之间的联

系。亲历了杀鸡过程之后，我才切身感

受到强行夺走一只动物的生命有多么沉

重。我想，除非一个人亲眼见到或参

与屠宰动物的过程，否则，终其一生都

无法了解为获取食物而屠杀动物意味

着什么。

当今世界充斥着被“大自然缺失症”

所困扰的年轻人，其中一员，也是我的一

名学生，总结了体验式学习的美好，以及

推广体验式学习的急迫性：

通过亲身经历学到的这些经验教训将

使我终身受益。现在，即使我只是在

校园里漫步，我也能时时感悟到大自然

26 27S p r i n g  2 0 1 3I n d e p e n d e n t  S c h o o l

the rise of experiential education

Service is an obvious example of 
experiential education — and experi-
ential education, in its widest sense, is 
becoming a needed emergency service 
in this world. We need more experien-
tial learning in order to restore a bal-
ance to school learning that, perhaps 
of sad necessity, has become more 
syllabus-driven and more test-focused. 
Of course, there is a place for both 
academic learning and experiential 
learning in schools. And each should 
complement the other. Right now, 
however, the urgency of the emergency 
demands to be underscored. Doing 
things, often outdoors and in groups, 
is a vital antidote to childhood and 
adolescent lifestyles that are increas-
ingly virtual and insular. Some of the 
great challenges of our times, such as 
environmental degradation and the 
cultural clashes in globalization, need 
to be experienced to be fully grasped. 
In cultures in the post-industrial 
world that are by and large risk-averse, 
getting one’s hands dirty in outdoor 
activities engages the brain in novel 
and sustaining ways. The culture of 
learning in such schools and societies 
needs to be rescued.

The DefiniTion
The term “experiential education” can 
be — and has been — applied to a 
wide range of educational program-
ming. My working definition of expe-
riential education: it promotes learn-
ing through direct experience, often 
outside the classroom, at times not 
directly related to academic courses, 
frequently not graded, and sometimes 
not mediated through language or aca-
demic discourse and practice. 

Its roots are often traced to a 
saying commonly attributed to Con-
fucius around 450 BC (although it 
more likely belongs to the Confucian 
philosopher Xunzi): “Tell me, and 
I will forget. Show me, and I may 
remember. Involve me, and I will 
understand.” More recently (1984), 
educational theorist David Kolb 
updated this insight, saying, “Learn-
ing is the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation 
of experience.”  Many other dicta 

similarly describe the deep learning 
that occurs through direct experience, 
through doing.

I find it useful to work with a three-
part typology: (1) experiential learn-
ing that takes place in the classroom, 
through the immediate apprehension 
of what is imaginatively shown rather 
than told; (2) experiential learning 
that occurs outside the classroom, but 
is related directly to the discourse of 
the classroom, such as field studies 
or focused trips; and (3) experiential 
learning that boils down to the work 
of doing something, such as growing 
food or learning a sport (or partici-
pating in sea and cliff rescue), which 
has a value in and of itself and is not 
academic. All three, but especially the 
last, can act as an open doorway to an 
expansive learning experience. The 
following quote from a student who 

has worked at the farm at my school — 
The Hotchkiss School (Connecticut) 
— shows precisely, and experientially, 
what I mean:

�I� always� thought� that� the� meat� that�
appeared� on� our� tables� was� so� differ-
ent� from� live� animals� I’ve� seen� and�
I’ve� never� truly� made� the� connection�
from� animals� to� killing� and� then� to�
them� being� produced� as� meat.� After�
experiencing� the� chickens� being� killed�
firsthand�I�feel�that�I�finally�understand�
the�true�gravity�of�ending�the�life�of�an�
animal�and�I�think�that�unless�one�gets�
to�witness�or�take�part�in�the�killing�of�
an�animal� for� food�one�will� spend�his�
or�her�whole�life�in�ignorance�of�what�it�
really�means�to�kill�an�animal�for�food.

— dedicating his life to this work was 
simple, so discouraged was he by the 
standard teaching practices of his day. 
As he said (and felt in his bones), “The 
destiny of character takes place outside 
the classroom.”

More recent and more theoretical 
thinkers have tried to organize experi-
ential education in connected stages. 
According to David Kolb, in his many 
musings on the topic, experience leads 
to reflection, then to conceptualizing, 

and then to action. Action is a critically 
important part of the cycle. In the area 
of community service, concern with 
this full sequence has led to an empha-
sis on service learning, not just service 
in and of itself.

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential education. 
They miss the mark. For instance, I 
have never heard U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan speak in any 
national debate about this topic. And 
the various McKinsey studies that I 

have seen, ranging across the inter-
national spectrum, omit experiential 
education completely. Test taking and 
test results take center stage.

When a broad overview does men-
tion experiential learning, we need to 
take note. This one comes from the 
report published in 1996, commis-
sioned by UNESCO, on education in 
the 21st century. The international 
commission, chaired by French econo-
mist Jacques Delors, called its chal-
lenging and exciting document Learn-
ing:� The� Treasure� Within. The Delors 
Report, as it is commonly known, iden-
tified four general “pillars” of learning. 
These include the following (with my 
parenthesis as a gloss): 

Learning�to�know� (cognition)
Learning�to�do� (experiential)
Learning�to�live�together� (social)
Learning�to�be� (existential)

The ordering of these four is impor-
tant: cognition, applied action, com-
munity with and through others, 
and then life — full, human life 
— described in the Delors Report as 
learning “so as better to develop one’s 
personality and be able to act with ever 
greater autonomy, judgment, and per-
sonal responsibility.” This framework 
clearly identifies both the place and the 
value of the experiential.

Personal, autobiographical stories 
usually provide a more compelling 
background. My two stories, chosen 
from many, both come from the early 
1990s when I worked at Maru a Pula 
School in Gaborone, Botswana. This 
school has to be one of the most 
remarkable on the African continent. 
Service is engrained in the ethos of the 
school, and was so from its inception 
in 1972, at a time when service was 
hardly even considered elsewhere. 
One internal service task took place on 
Monday afternoons, for about an hour, 
when students and teachers cleaned 
the school buildings. I remember well 
an encounter with a dapper gentle-
man, a prospective student’s parent, 
who was sent to see me in the class-
room where I was sweeping. When 
he saw me cleaning the room — the 

principal of the school working in this 
way with students — he said to me: 
“This is why I want my son to come to 
your school. Too much is done for him 
in his current school. He does not do 
enough.”

The second story took place out-
doors. During the more than 10 years 
that I spent at Maru a Pula, I set up a 
bush campus on the banks of the Lim-
popo River — an eight-hour drive from 
the city campus. Maru a Pula estab-
lished the remote campus for weeklong 
courses in environmental education. 
In a camp 10 yards from the river, with 
hippos and crocodiles sunning them-
selves and elephants occasionally walk-
ing around the tents, this was indeed 
an experience. Some schools in the 
United States and the United Kingdom 
sent groups of students to the campus. 
I remember well an incident involving 
a redoubtable head of a girls’ school in 
England, as I showed her what we did 
on site. During an eventful day, she, 
her husband, my son, and I had to seek 
refuge in a baobab tree from a small 
herd of elephants. When they walked 
away, and we descended, she turned to 
me and said, in plummy tones: “I want 
my girls to experience the sense of dan-
ger that I have just felt.” Experiential, 
indeed. The next year, the girls came, 
they experienced, and they learned 
things they will likely never forget.

The QuesTions
Schools, especially our more narrowly 
academic independent schools, that 
try to introduce or develop experiential 
education opportunities often face 
severe questioning from faculty. Here 
are some typical examples, with my 
suggested responses.

Is experiential education faddish and 
ephemeral? 
My answer is most definitely no. We 
have been doing it for decades in 
athletics and, at boarding schools, in 
residential life. We know that the skills 
and lessons learned in those areas are 
indelible — and invaluable. More con-
temporary experiential opportunities 
are merely an extension of that tradi-
tion. Practicing service, working on the 

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential educa-
tion. They miss the mark. 

And this one, from another student, 
sums up the urgency and the beauty of 
experiential learning in a world popu-
lated by young people suffering from 
nature deficit disorder:

�These� lessons� that� I� have� learned�
through�my�experience�will�forever�stay�
with�me.�Now,�even�when�I�simply�walk�
around� the� campus,� I� appreciate� the�
beauty� of� nature� every� second.� When�
I�talk�about�nature�and�my�experience�
with�the�farm,�I�instantly�smile�and�get�
excited�about�talking�about�nature�and�
its�wonders.�

The BackgrounD 
Writer and educator John Dewey is a 
central name in the annals of experi-
ential educators. Although he never 
uses the word “experiential” in his 
1938 classic, Experience� and� Educa-

tion, he writes about his topic in ways 
that underscore experience and are 
strikingly contemporary: Progressive 
education is based on experience but 
experience-based learning can occur 
in traditional classrooms; experience 
can lead both to educative and to 
“miseducative” outcomes; educative 
experience is characterized by continu-
ity and interaction; and it is important 
to select experiences that build on one 
another — a curriculum of experiences 
— so as to move away from the merely 
episodic. 

Another key proponent of experien-
tial education is, as noted, Kurt Hahn. 
For Hahn — who founded Outward 
Bound in addition to a number of 
experiential-based schools and colleges 
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food or learning a sport (or partici-
pating in sea and cliff rescue), which 
has a value in and of itself and is not 
academic. All three, but especially the 
last, can act as an open doorway to an 
expansive learning experience. The 
following quote from a student who 

has worked at the farm at my school — 
The Hotchkiss School (Connecticut) 
— shows precisely, and experientially, 
what I mean:

�I� always� thought� that� the� meat� that�
appeared� on� our� tables� was� so� differ-
ent� from� live� animals� I’ve� seen� and�
I’ve� never� truly� made� the� connection�
from� animals� to� killing� and� then� to�
them� being� produced� as� meat.� After�
experiencing� the� chickens� being� killed�
firsthand�I�feel�that�I�finally�understand�
the�true�gravity�of�ending�the�life�of�an�
animal�and�I�think�that�unless�one�gets�
to�witness�or�take�part�in�the�killing�of�
an�animal� for� food�one�will� spend�his�
or�her�whole�life�in�ignorance�of�what�it�
really�means�to�kill�an�animal�for�food.

— dedicating his life to this work was 
simple, so discouraged was he by the 
standard teaching practices of his day. 
As he said (and felt in his bones), “The 
destiny of character takes place outside 
the classroom.”

More recent and more theoretical 
thinkers have tried to organize experi-
ential education in connected stages. 
According to David Kolb, in his many 
musings on the topic, experience leads 
to reflection, then to conceptualizing, 

and then to action. Action is a critically 
important part of the cycle. In the area 
of community service, concern with 
this full sequence has led to an empha-
sis on service learning, not just service 
in and of itself.

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential education. 
They miss the mark. For instance, I 
have never heard U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan speak in any 
national debate about this topic. And 
the various McKinsey studies that I 

have seen, ranging across the inter-
national spectrum, omit experiential 
education completely. Test taking and 
test results take center stage.

When a broad overview does men-
tion experiential learning, we need to 
take note. This one comes from the 
report published in 1996, commis-
sioned by UNESCO, on education in 
the 21st century. The international 
commission, chaired by French econo-
mist Jacques Delors, called its chal-
lenging and exciting document Learn-
ing:� The� Treasure� Within. The Delors 
Report, as it is commonly known, iden-
tified four general “pillars” of learning. 
These include the following (with my 
parenthesis as a gloss): 

Learning�to�know� (cognition)
Learning�to�do� (experiential)
Learning�to�live�together� (social)
Learning�to�be� (existential)

The ordering of these four is impor-
tant: cognition, applied action, com-
munity with and through others, 
and then life — full, human life 
— described in the Delors Report as 
learning “so as better to develop one’s 
personality and be able to act with ever 
greater autonomy, judgment, and per-
sonal responsibility.” This framework 
clearly identifies both the place and the 
value of the experiential.

Personal, autobiographical stories 
usually provide a more compelling 
background. My two stories, chosen 
from many, both come from the early 
1990s when I worked at Maru a Pula 
School in Gaborone, Botswana. This 
school has to be one of the most 
remarkable on the African continent. 
Service is engrained in the ethos of the 
school, and was so from its inception 
in 1972, at a time when service was 
hardly even considered elsewhere. 
One internal service task took place on 
Monday afternoons, for about an hour, 
when students and teachers cleaned 
the school buildings. I remember well 
an encounter with a dapper gentle-
man, a prospective student’s parent, 
who was sent to see me in the class-
room where I was sweeping. When 
he saw me cleaning the room — the 

principal of the school working in this 
way with students — he said to me: 
“This is why I want my son to come to 
your school. Too much is done for him 
in his current school. He does not do 
enough.”

The second story took place out-
doors. During the more than 10 years 
that I spent at Maru a Pula, I set up a 
bush campus on the banks of the Lim-
popo River — an eight-hour drive from 
the city campus. Maru a Pula estab-
lished the remote campus for weeklong 
courses in environmental education. 
In a camp 10 yards from the river, with 
hippos and crocodiles sunning them-
selves and elephants occasionally walk-
ing around the tents, this was indeed 
an experience. Some schools in the 
United States and the United Kingdom 
sent groups of students to the campus. 
I remember well an incident involving 
a redoubtable head of a girls’ school in 
England, as I showed her what we did 
on site. During an eventful day, she, 
her husband, my son, and I had to seek 
refuge in a baobab tree from a small 
herd of elephants. When they walked 
away, and we descended, she turned to 
me and said, in plummy tones: “I want 
my girls to experience the sense of dan-
ger that I have just felt.” Experiential, 
indeed. The next year, the girls came, 
they experienced, and they learned 
things they will likely never forget.

The QuesTions
Schools, especially our more narrowly 
academic independent schools, that 
try to introduce or develop experiential 
education opportunities often face 
severe questioning from faculty. Here 
are some typical examples, with my 
suggested responses.

Is experiential education faddish and 
ephemeral? 
My answer is most definitely no. We 
have been doing it for decades in 
athletics and, at boarding schools, in 
residential life. We know that the skills 
and lessons learned in those areas are 
indelible — and invaluable. More con-
temporary experiential opportunities 
are merely an extension of that tradi-
tion. Practicing service, working on the 

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential educa-
tion. They miss the mark. 

And this one, from another student, 
sums up the urgency and the beauty of 
experiential learning in a world popu-
lated by young people suffering from 
nature deficit disorder:

�These� lessons� that� I� have� learned�
through�my�experience�will�forever�stay�
with�me.�Now,�even�when�I�simply�walk�
around� the� campus,� I� appreciate� the�
beauty� of� nature� every� second.� When�
I�talk�about�nature�and�my�experience�
with�the�farm,�I�instantly�smile�and�get�
excited�about�talking�about�nature�and�
its�wonders.�

The BackgrounD 
Writer and educator John Dewey is a 
central name in the annals of experi-
ential educators. Although he never 
uses the word “experiential” in his 
1938 classic, Experience� and� Educa-

tion, he writes about his topic in ways 
that underscore experience and are 
strikingly contemporary: Progressive 
education is based on experience but 
experience-based learning can occur 
in traditional classrooms; experience 
can lead both to educative and to 
“miseducative” outcomes; educative 
experience is characterized by continu-
ity and interaction; and it is important 
to select experiences that build on one 
another — a curriculum of experiences 
— so as to move away from the merely 
episodic. 

Another key proponent of experien-
tial education is, as noted, Kurt Hahn. 
For Hahn — who founded Outward 
Bound in addition to a number of 
experiential-based schools and colleges 
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Service is an obvious example of 
experiential education — and experi-
ential education, in its widest sense, is 
becoming a needed emergency service 
in this world. We need more experien-
tial learning in order to restore a bal-
ance to school learning that, perhaps 
of sad necessity, has become more 
syllabus-driven and more test-focused. 
Of course, there is a place for both 
academic learning and experiential 
learning in schools. And each should 
complement the other. Right now, 
however, the urgency of the emergency 
demands to be underscored. Doing 
things, often outdoors and in groups, 
is a vital antidote to childhood and 
adolescent lifestyles that are increas-
ingly virtual and insular. Some of the 
great challenges of our times, such as 
environmental degradation and the 
cultural clashes in globalization, need 
to be experienced to be fully grasped. 
In cultures in the post-industrial 
world that are by and large risk-averse, 
getting one’s hands dirty in outdoor 
activities engages the brain in novel 
and sustaining ways. The culture of 
learning in such schools and societies 
needs to be rescued.

The DefiniTion
The term “experiential education” can 
be — and has been — applied to a 
wide range of educational program-
ming. My working definition of expe-
riential education: it promotes learn-
ing through direct experience, often 
outside the classroom, at times not 
directly related to academic courses, 
frequently not graded, and sometimes 
not mediated through language or aca-
demic discourse and practice. 

Its roots are often traced to a 
saying commonly attributed to Con-
fucius around 450 BC (although it 
more likely belongs to the Confucian 
philosopher Xunzi): “Tell me, and 
I will forget. Show me, and I may 
remember. Involve me, and I will 
understand.” More recently (1984), 
educational theorist David Kolb 
updated this insight, saying, “Learn-
ing is the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation 
of experience.”  Many other dicta 

similarly describe the deep learning 
that occurs through direct experience, 
through doing.
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ance to school learning that, perhaps 
of sad necessity, has become more 
syllabus-driven and more test-focused. 
Of course, there is a place for both 
academic learning and experiential 
learning in schools. And each should 
complement the other. Right now, 
however, the urgency of the emergency 
demands to be underscored. Doing 
things, often outdoors and in groups, 
is a vital antidote to childhood and 
adolescent lifestyles that are increas-
ingly virtual and insular. Some of the 
great challenges of our times, such as 
environmental degradation and the 
cultural clashes in globalization, need 
to be experienced to be fully grasped. 
In cultures in the post-industrial 
world that are by and large risk-averse, 
getting one’s hands dirty in outdoor 
activities engages the brain in novel 
and sustaining ways. The culture of 
learning in such schools and societies 
needs to be rescued.

The DefiniTion
The term “experiential education” can 
be — and has been — applied to a 
wide range of educational program-
ming. My working definition of expe-
riential education: it promotes learn-
ing through direct experience, often 
outside the classroom, at times not 
directly related to academic courses, 
frequently not graded, and sometimes 
not mediated through language or aca-
demic discourse and practice. 

Its roots are often traced to a 
saying commonly attributed to Con-
fucius around 450 BC (although it 
more likely belongs to the Confucian 
philosopher Xunzi): “Tell me, and 
I will forget. Show me, and I may 
remember. Involve me, and I will 
understand.” More recently (1984), 
educational theorist David Kolb 
updated this insight, saying, “Learn-
ing is the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation 
of experience.”  Many other dicta 

similarly describe the deep learning 
that occurs through direct experience, 
through doing.

I find it useful to work with a three-
part typology: (1) experiential learn-
ing that takes place in the classroom, 
through the immediate apprehension 
of what is imaginatively shown rather 
than told; (2) experiential learning 
that occurs outside the classroom, but 
is related directly to the discourse of 
the classroom, such as field studies 
or focused trips; and (3) experiential 
learning that boils down to the work 
of doing something, such as growing 
food or learning a sport (or partici-
pating in sea and cliff rescue), which 
has a value in and of itself and is not 
academic. All three, but especially the 
last, can act as an open doorway to an 
expansive learning experience. The 
following quote from a student who 

has worked at the farm at my school — 
The Hotchkiss School (Connecticut) 
— shows precisely, and experientially, 
what I mean:

�I� always� thought� that� the� meat� that�
appeared� on� our� tables� was� so� differ-
ent� from� live� animals� I’ve� seen� and�
I’ve� never� truly� made� the� connection�
from� animals� to� killing� and� then� to�
them� being� produced� as� meat.� After�
experiencing� the� chickens� being� killed�
firsthand�I�feel�that�I�finally�understand�
the�true�gravity�of�ending�the�life�of�an�
animal�and�I�think�that�unless�one�gets�
to�witness�or�take�part�in�the�killing�of�
an�animal� for� food�one�will� spend�his�
or�her�whole�life�in�ignorance�of�what�it�
really�means�to�kill�an�animal�for�food.

— dedicating his life to this work was 
simple, so discouraged was he by the 
standard teaching practices of his day. 
As he said (and felt in his bones), “The 
destiny of character takes place outside 
the classroom.”

More recent and more theoretical 
thinkers have tried to organize experi-
ential education in connected stages. 
According to David Kolb, in his many 
musings on the topic, experience leads 
to reflection, then to conceptualizing, 

and then to action. Action is a critically 
important part of the cycle. In the area 
of community service, concern with 
this full sequence has led to an empha-
sis on service learning, not just service 
in and of itself.

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential education. 
They miss the mark. For instance, I 
have never heard U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan speak in any 
national debate about this topic. And 
the various McKinsey studies that I 

have seen, ranging across the inter-
national spectrum, omit experiential 
education completely. Test taking and 
test results take center stage.

When a broad overview does men-
tion experiential learning, we need to 
take note. This one comes from the 
report published in 1996, commis-
sioned by UNESCO, on education in 
the 21st century. The international 
commission, chaired by French econo-
mist Jacques Delors, called its chal-
lenging and exciting document Learn-
ing:� The� Treasure� Within. The Delors 
Report, as it is commonly known, iden-
tified four general “pillars” of learning. 
These include the following (with my 
parenthesis as a gloss): 

Learning�to�know� (cognition)
Learning�to�do� (experiential)
Learning�to�live�together� (social)
Learning�to�be� (existential)

The ordering of these four is impor-
tant: cognition, applied action, com-
munity with and through others, 
and then life — full, human life 
— described in the Delors Report as 
learning “so as better to develop one’s 
personality and be able to act with ever 
greater autonomy, judgment, and per-
sonal responsibility.” This framework 
clearly identifies both the place and the 
value of the experiential.

Personal, autobiographical stories 
usually provide a more compelling 
background. My two stories, chosen 
from many, both come from the early 
1990s when I worked at Maru a Pula 
School in Gaborone, Botswana. This 
school has to be one of the most 
remarkable on the African continent. 
Service is engrained in the ethos of the 
school, and was so from its inception 
in 1972, at a time when service was 
hardly even considered elsewhere. 
One internal service task took place on 
Monday afternoons, for about an hour, 
when students and teachers cleaned 
the school buildings. I remember well 
an encounter with a dapper gentle-
man, a prospective student’s parent, 
who was sent to see me in the class-
room where I was sweeping. When 
he saw me cleaning the room — the 

principal of the school working in this 
way with students — he said to me: 
“This is why I want my son to come to 
your school. Too much is done for him 
in his current school. He does not do 
enough.”

The second story took place out-
doors. During the more than 10 years 
that I spent at Maru a Pula, I set up a 
bush campus on the banks of the Lim-
popo River — an eight-hour drive from 
the city campus. Maru a Pula estab-
lished the remote campus for weeklong 
courses in environmental education. 
In a camp 10 yards from the river, with 
hippos and crocodiles sunning them-
selves and elephants occasionally walk-
ing around the tents, this was indeed 
an experience. Some schools in the 
United States and the United Kingdom 
sent groups of students to the campus. 
I remember well an incident involving 
a redoubtable head of a girls’ school in 
England, as I showed her what we did 
on site. During an eventful day, she, 
her husband, my son, and I had to seek 
refuge in a baobab tree from a small 
herd of elephants. When they walked 
away, and we descended, she turned to 
me and said, in plummy tones: “I want 
my girls to experience the sense of dan-
ger that I have just felt.” Experiential, 
indeed. The next year, the girls came, 
they experienced, and they learned 
things they will likely never forget.

The QuesTions
Schools, especially our more narrowly 
academic independent schools, that 
try to introduce or develop experiential 
education opportunities often face 
severe questioning from faculty. Here 
are some typical examples, with my 
suggested responses.

Is experiential education faddish and 
ephemeral? 
My answer is most definitely no. We 
have been doing it for decades in 
athletics and, at boarding schools, in 
residential life. We know that the skills 
and lessons learned in those areas are 
indelible — and invaluable. More con-
temporary experiential opportunities 
are merely an extension of that tradi-
tion. Practicing service, working on the 

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential educa-
tion. They miss the mark. 

And this one, from another student, 
sums up the urgency and the beauty of 
experiential learning in a world popu-
lated by young people suffering from 
nature deficit disorder:

�These� lessons� that� I� have� learned�
through�my�experience�will�forever�stay�
with�me.�Now,�even�when�I�simply�walk�
around� the� campus,� I� appreciate� the�
beauty� of� nature� every� second.� When�
I�talk�about�nature�and�my�experience�
with�the�farm,�I�instantly�smile�and�get�
excited�about�talking�about�nature�and�
its�wonders.�

The BackgrounD 
Writer and educator John Dewey is a 
central name in the annals of experi-
ential educators. Although he never 
uses the word “experiential” in his 
1938 classic, Experience� and� Educa-

tion, he writes about his topic in ways 
that underscore experience and are 
strikingly contemporary: Progressive 
education is based on experience but 
experience-based learning can occur 
in traditional classrooms; experience 
can lead both to educative and to 
“miseducative” outcomes; educative 
experience is characterized by continu-
ity and interaction; and it is important 
to select experiences that build on one 
another — a curriculum of experiences 
— so as to move away from the merely 
episodic. 

Another key proponent of experien-
tial education is, as noted, Kurt Hahn. 
For Hahn — who founded Outward 
Bound in addition to a number of 
experiential-based schools and colleges 

对一国或多国教育方式的
系统性研究通常会忽视体
验式教育的存在。这些研
究没有体现教育的本质。



提到：体验引起反思，反思的结果内化于

心，再落实于行（体验）。这三个阶段周

而复始，循环作用，但其中的“行”极为重

要。目前在社区服务这一领域，由于对整

个循环过程的关注，重点已从服务本身转

移到服务学习上来。

对一国或多国教育方式的系统性研

究通常会忽视体验式教育的存在。这些

研究没有体现教育的本质。例如，我从

未听过美国教育部长阿恩•邓肯（Arne 
Duncan）在任何全国性辩论中提到过这

一话题。在我看过的麦肯锡公司发表的

各种国际研究报告中亦完全忽视了体验

式教育的存在。所有的话题都围绕着考

试和考试结果展开。

因此每当我们看到一份综述性文章

提到体验式学习时，都应给予额外关注。

应联合国教科文组织的委托，一个由法

国经济学家雅克·德洛尔（Jacques De-
lors）牵头的国际委员会于1996年出具了

一份研究报告，主题是21世纪的教育。这

份充满挑战且激动人心的报告题为《学
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Service is an obvious example of 
experiential education — and experi-
ential education, in its widest sense, is 
becoming a needed emergency service 
in this world. We need more experien-
tial learning in order to restore a bal-
ance to school learning that, perhaps 
of sad necessity, has become more 
syllabus-driven and more test-focused. 
Of course, there is a place for both 
academic learning and experiential 
learning in schools. And each should 
complement the other. Right now, 
however, the urgency of the emergency 
demands to be underscored. Doing 
things, often outdoors and in groups, 
is a vital antidote to childhood and 
adolescent lifestyles that are increas-
ingly virtual and insular. Some of the 
great challenges of our times, such as 
environmental degradation and the 
cultural clashes in globalization, need 
to be experienced to be fully grasped. 
In cultures in the post-industrial 
world that are by and large risk-averse, 
getting one’s hands dirty in outdoor 
activities engages the brain in novel 
and sustaining ways. The culture of 
learning in such schools and societies 
needs to be rescued.

The DefiniTion
The term “experiential education” can 
be — and has been — applied to a 
wide range of educational program-
ming. My working definition of expe-
riential education: it promotes learn-
ing through direct experience, often 
outside the classroom, at times not 
directly related to academic courses, 
frequently not graded, and sometimes 
not mediated through language or aca-
demic discourse and practice. 

Its roots are often traced to a 
saying commonly attributed to Con-
fucius around 450 BC (although it 
more likely belongs to the Confucian 
philosopher Xunzi): “Tell me, and 
I will forget. Show me, and I may 
remember. Involve me, and I will 
understand.” More recently (1984), 
educational theorist David Kolb 
updated this insight, saying, “Learn-
ing is the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation 
of experience.”  Many other dicta 

similarly describe the deep learning 
that occurs through direct experience, 
through doing.

I find it useful to work with a three-
part typology: (1) experiential learn-
ing that takes place in the classroom, 
through the immediate apprehension 
of what is imaginatively shown rather 
than told; (2) experiential learning 
that occurs outside the classroom, but 
is related directly to the discourse of 
the classroom, such as field studies 
or focused trips; and (3) experiential 
learning that boils down to the work 
of doing something, such as growing 
food or learning a sport (or partici-
pating in sea and cliff rescue), which 
has a value in and of itself and is not 
academic. All three, but especially the 
last, can act as an open doorway to an 
expansive learning experience. The 
following quote from a student who 

has worked at the farm at my school — 
The Hotchkiss School (Connecticut) 
— shows precisely, and experientially, 
what I mean:

�I� always� thought� that� the� meat� that�
appeared� on� our� tables� was� so� differ-
ent� from� live� animals� I’ve� seen� and�
I’ve� never� truly� made� the� connection�
from� animals� to� killing� and� then� to�
them� being� produced� as� meat.� After�
experiencing� the� chickens� being� killed�
firsthand�I�feel�that�I�finally�understand�
the�true�gravity�of�ending�the�life�of�an�
animal�and�I�think�that�unless�one�gets�
to�witness�or�take�part�in�the�killing�of�
an�animal� for� food�one�will� spend�his�
or�her�whole�life�in�ignorance�of�what�it�
really�means�to�kill�an�animal�for�food.

— dedicating his life to this work was 
simple, so discouraged was he by the 
standard teaching practices of his day. 
As he said (and felt in his bones), “The 
destiny of character takes place outside 
the classroom.”

More recent and more theoretical 
thinkers have tried to organize experi-
ential education in connected stages. 
According to David Kolb, in his many 
musings on the topic, experience leads 
to reflection, then to conceptualizing, 

and then to action. Action is a critically 
important part of the cycle. In the area 
of community service, concern with 
this full sequence has led to an empha-
sis on service learning, not just service 
in and of itself.

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential education. 
They miss the mark. For instance, I 
have never heard U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan speak in any 
national debate about this topic. And 
the various McKinsey studies that I 

have seen, ranging across the inter-
national spectrum, omit experiential 
education completely. Test taking and 
test results take center stage.

When a broad overview does men-
tion experiential learning, we need to 
take note. This one comes from the 
report published in 1996, commis-
sioned by UNESCO, on education in 
the 21st century. The international 
commission, chaired by French econo-
mist Jacques Delors, called its chal-
lenging and exciting document Learn-
ing:� The� Treasure� Within. The Delors 
Report, as it is commonly known, iden-
tified four general “pillars” of learning. 
These include the following (with my 
parenthesis as a gloss): 

Learning�to�know� (cognition)
Learning�to�do� (experiential)
Learning�to�live�together� (social)
Learning�to�be� (existential)

The ordering of these four is impor-
tant: cognition, applied action, com-
munity with and through others, 
and then life — full, human life 
— described in the Delors Report as 
learning “so as better to develop one’s 
personality and be able to act with ever 
greater autonomy, judgment, and per-
sonal responsibility.” This framework 
clearly identifies both the place and the 
value of the experiential.

Personal, autobiographical stories 
usually provide a more compelling 
background. My two stories, chosen 
from many, both come from the early 
1990s when I worked at Maru a Pula 
School in Gaborone, Botswana. This 
school has to be one of the most 
remarkable on the African continent. 
Service is engrained in the ethos of the 
school, and was so from its inception 
in 1972, at a time when service was 
hardly even considered elsewhere. 
One internal service task took place on 
Monday afternoons, for about an hour, 
when students and teachers cleaned 
the school buildings. I remember well 
an encounter with a dapper gentle-
man, a prospective student’s parent, 
who was sent to see me in the class-
room where I was sweeping. When 
he saw me cleaning the room — the 

principal of the school working in this 
way with students — he said to me: 
“This is why I want my son to come to 
your school. Too much is done for him 
in his current school. He does not do 
enough.”

The second story took place out-
doors. During the more than 10 years 
that I spent at Maru a Pula, I set up a 
bush campus on the banks of the Lim-
popo River — an eight-hour drive from 
the city campus. Maru a Pula estab-
lished the remote campus for weeklong 
courses in environmental education. 
In a camp 10 yards from the river, with 
hippos and crocodiles sunning them-
selves and elephants occasionally walk-
ing around the tents, this was indeed 
an experience. Some schools in the 
United States and the United Kingdom 
sent groups of students to the campus. 
I remember well an incident involving 
a redoubtable head of a girls’ school in 
England, as I showed her what we did 
on site. During an eventful day, she, 
her husband, my son, and I had to seek 
refuge in a baobab tree from a small 
herd of elephants. When they walked 
away, and we descended, she turned to 
me and said, in plummy tones: “I want 
my girls to experience the sense of dan-
ger that I have just felt.” Experiential, 
indeed. The next year, the girls came, 
they experienced, and they learned 
things they will likely never forget.

The QuesTions
Schools, especially our more narrowly 
academic independent schools, that 
try to introduce or develop experiential 
education opportunities often face 
severe questioning from faculty. Here 
are some typical examples, with my 
suggested responses.

Is experiential education faddish and 
ephemeral? 
My answer is most definitely no. We 
have been doing it for decades in 
athletics and, at boarding schools, in 
residential life. We know that the skills 
and lessons learned in those areas are 
indelible — and invaluable. More con-
temporary experiential opportunities 
are merely an extension of that tradi-
tion. Practicing service, working on the 

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential educa-
tion. They miss the mark. 

And this one, from another student, 
sums up the urgency and the beauty of 
experiential learning in a world popu-
lated by young people suffering from 
nature deficit disorder:

�These� lessons� that� I� have� learned�
through�my�experience�will�forever�stay�
with�me.�Now,�even�when�I�simply�walk�
around� the� campus,� I� appreciate� the�
beauty� of� nature� every� second.� When�
I�talk�about�nature�and�my�experience�
with�the�farm,�I�instantly�smile�and�get�
excited�about�talking�about�nature�and�
its�wonders.�

The BackgrounD 
Writer and educator John Dewey is a 
central name in the annals of experi-
ential educators. Although he never 
uses the word “experiential” in his 
1938 classic, Experience� and� Educa-

tion, he writes about his topic in ways 
that underscore experience and are 
strikingly contemporary: Progressive 
education is based on experience but 
experience-based learning can occur 
in traditional classrooms; experience 
can lead both to educative and to 
“miseducative” outcomes; educative 
experience is characterized by continu-
ity and interaction; and it is important 
to select experiences that build on one 
another — a curriculum of experiences 
— so as to move away from the merely 
episodic. 

Another key proponent of experien-
tial education is, as noted, Kurt Hahn. 
For Hahn — who founded Outward 
Bound in addition to a number of 
experiential-based schools and colleges 
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Service is an obvious example of 
experiential education — and experi-
ential education, in its widest sense, is 
becoming a needed emergency service 
in this world. We need more experien-
tial learning in order to restore a bal-
ance to school learning that, perhaps 
of sad necessity, has become more 
syllabus-driven and more test-focused. 
Of course, there is a place for both 
academic learning and experiential 
learning in schools. And each should 
complement the other. Right now, 
however, the urgency of the emergency 
demands to be underscored. Doing 
things, often outdoors and in groups, 
is a vital antidote to childhood and 
adolescent lifestyles that are increas-
ingly virtual and insular. Some of the 
great challenges of our times, such as 
environmental degradation and the 
cultural clashes in globalization, need 
to be experienced to be fully grasped. 
In cultures in the post-industrial 
world that are by and large risk-averse, 
getting one’s hands dirty in outdoor 
activities engages the brain in novel 
and sustaining ways. The culture of 
learning in such schools and societies 
needs to be rescued.

The DefiniTion
The term “experiential education” can 
be — and has been — applied to a 
wide range of educational program-
ming. My working definition of expe-
riential education: it promotes learn-
ing through direct experience, often 
outside the classroom, at times not 
directly related to academic courses, 
frequently not graded, and sometimes 
not mediated through language or aca-
demic discourse and practice. 

Its roots are often traced to a 
saying commonly attributed to Con-
fucius around 450 BC (although it 
more likely belongs to the Confucian 
philosopher Xunzi): “Tell me, and 
I will forget. Show me, and I may 
remember. Involve me, and I will 
understand.” More recently (1984), 
educational theorist David Kolb 
updated this insight, saying, “Learn-
ing is the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation 
of experience.”  Many other dicta 

similarly describe the deep learning 
that occurs through direct experience, 
through doing.

I find it useful to work with a three-
part typology: (1) experiential learn-
ing that takes place in the classroom, 
through the immediate apprehension 
of what is imaginatively shown rather 
than told; (2) experiential learning 
that occurs outside the classroom, but 
is related directly to the discourse of 
the classroom, such as field studies 
or focused trips; and (3) experiential 
learning that boils down to the work 
of doing something, such as growing 
food or learning a sport (or partici-
pating in sea and cliff rescue), which 
has a value in and of itself and is not 
academic. All three, but especially the 
last, can act as an open doorway to an 
expansive learning experience. The 
following quote from a student who 

has worked at the farm at my school — 
The Hotchkiss School (Connecticut) 
— shows precisely, and experientially, 
what I mean:

�I� always� thought� that� the� meat� that�
appeared� on� our� tables� was� so� differ-
ent� from� live� animals� I’ve� seen� and�
I’ve� never� truly� made� the� connection�
from� animals� to� killing� and� then� to�
them� being� produced� as� meat.� After�
experiencing� the� chickens� being� killed�
firsthand�I�feel�that�I�finally�understand�
the�true�gravity�of�ending�the�life�of�an�
animal�and�I�think�that�unless�one�gets�
to�witness�or�take�part�in�the�killing�of�
an�animal� for� food�one�will� spend�his�
or�her�whole�life�in�ignorance�of�what�it�
really�means�to�kill�an�animal�for�food.

— dedicating his life to this work was 
simple, so discouraged was he by the 
standard teaching practices of his day. 
As he said (and felt in his bones), “The 
destiny of character takes place outside 
the classroom.”

More recent and more theoretical 
thinkers have tried to organize experi-
ential education in connected stages. 
According to David Kolb, in his many 
musings on the topic, experience leads 
to reflection, then to conceptualizing, 

and then to action. Action is a critically 
important part of the cycle. In the area 
of community service, concern with 
this full sequence has led to an empha-
sis on service learning, not just service 
in and of itself.

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential education. 
They miss the mark. For instance, I 
have never heard U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan speak in any 
national debate about this topic. And 
the various McKinsey studies that I 

have seen, ranging across the inter-
national spectrum, omit experiential 
education completely. Test taking and 
test results take center stage.

When a broad overview does men-
tion experiential learning, we need to 
take note. This one comes from the 
report published in 1996, commis-
sioned by UNESCO, on education in 
the 21st century. The international 
commission, chaired by French econo-
mist Jacques Delors, called its chal-
lenging and exciting document Learn-
ing:� The� Treasure� Within. The Delors 
Report, as it is commonly known, iden-
tified four general “pillars” of learning. 
These include the following (with my 
parenthesis as a gloss): 

Learning�to�know� (cognition)
Learning�to�do� (experiential)
Learning�to�live�together� (social)
Learning�to�be� (existential)

The ordering of these four is impor-
tant: cognition, applied action, com-
munity with and through others, 
and then life — full, human life 
— described in the Delors Report as 
learning “so as better to develop one’s 
personality and be able to act with ever 
greater autonomy, judgment, and per-
sonal responsibility.” This framework 
clearly identifies both the place and the 
value of the experiential.

Personal, autobiographical stories 
usually provide a more compelling 
background. My two stories, chosen 
from many, both come from the early 
1990s when I worked at Maru a Pula 
School in Gaborone, Botswana. This 
school has to be one of the most 
remarkable on the African continent. 
Service is engrained in the ethos of the 
school, and was so from its inception 
in 1972, at a time when service was 
hardly even considered elsewhere. 
One internal service task took place on 
Monday afternoons, for about an hour, 
when students and teachers cleaned 
the school buildings. I remember well 
an encounter with a dapper gentle-
man, a prospective student’s parent, 
who was sent to see me in the class-
room where I was sweeping. When 
he saw me cleaning the room — the 

principal of the school working in this 
way with students — he said to me: 
“This is why I want my son to come to 
your school. Too much is done for him 
in his current school. He does not do 
enough.”

The second story took place out-
doors. During the more than 10 years 
that I spent at Maru a Pula, I set up a 
bush campus on the banks of the Lim-
popo River — an eight-hour drive from 
the city campus. Maru a Pula estab-
lished the remote campus for weeklong 
courses in environmental education. 
In a camp 10 yards from the river, with 
hippos and crocodiles sunning them-
selves and elephants occasionally walk-
ing around the tents, this was indeed 
an experience. Some schools in the 
United States and the United Kingdom 
sent groups of students to the campus. 
I remember well an incident involving 
a redoubtable head of a girls’ school in 
England, as I showed her what we did 
on site. During an eventful day, she, 
her husband, my son, and I had to seek 
refuge in a baobab tree from a small 
herd of elephants. When they walked 
away, and we descended, she turned to 
me and said, in plummy tones: “I want 
my girls to experience the sense of dan-
ger that I have just felt.” Experiential, 
indeed. The next year, the girls came, 
they experienced, and they learned 
things they will likely never forget.

The QuesTions
Schools, especially our more narrowly 
academic independent schools, that 
try to introduce or develop experiential 
education opportunities often face 
severe questioning from faculty. Here 
are some typical examples, with my 
suggested responses.

Is experiential education faddish and 
ephemeral? 
My answer is most definitely no. We 
have been doing it for decades in 
athletics and, at boarding schools, in 
residential life. We know that the skills 
and lessons learned in those areas are 
indelible — and invaluable. More con-
temporary experiential opportunities 
are merely an extension of that tradi-
tion. Practicing service, working on the 

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential educa-
tion. They miss the mark. 

And this one, from another student, 
sums up the urgency and the beauty of 
experiential learning in a world popu-
lated by young people suffering from 
nature deficit disorder:

�These� lessons� that� I� have� learned�
through�my�experience�will�forever�stay�
with�me.�Now,�even�when�I�simply�walk�
around� the� campus,� I� appreciate� the�
beauty� of� nature� every� second.� When�
I�talk�about�nature�and�my�experience�
with�the�farm,�I�instantly�smile�and�get�
excited�about�talking�about�nature�and�
its�wonders.�

The BackgrounD 
Writer and educator John Dewey is a 
central name in the annals of experi-
ential educators. Although he never 
uses the word “experiential” in his 
1938 classic, Experience� and� Educa-

tion, he writes about his topic in ways 
that underscore experience and are 
strikingly contemporary: Progressive 
education is based on experience but 
experience-based learning can occur 
in traditional classrooms; experience 
can lead both to educative and to 
“miseducative” outcomes; educative 
experience is characterized by continu-
ity and interaction; and it is important 
to select experiences that build on one 
another — a curriculum of experiences 
— so as to move away from the merely 
episodic. 

Another key proponent of experien-
tial education is, as noted, Kurt Hahn. 
For Hahn — who founded Outward 
Bound in addition to a number of 
experiential-based schools and colleges 

习：内在的财富》，俗称《德洛尔报告》。

该报告确定了学习的四大“支柱”（括弧

里插入的内容是我的解读）：

学会求知	 （认知）

学会做事	 （体验）

学会共处	 （社交）

学会做人	 （存在）

这四大“支柱”的先后顺序很重要：认

知，付诸于行动，与别人、并通过别人的

协助建立社会团体，而后是生活——作

为人类社会的一员，所拥有的充实的人

生。《德洛尔报告》将“学习”描述为：“

更好地培育一个人的性格，使他的行为更

加自主、更具有判断力、更富有个人责任

感。”这个框架明确指出了体验在教学中

的地位和价值。

个人的、自传式的故事总是更具有说

服力、更能打动他人。因此接下来我要举

的两个例子，都是我的亲身经历。上世纪

90年代初，我在博茨瓦纳首都哈博罗内的

Maru-a-Pula中学工作。这所学校绝对是

非洲最不寻常的学校之一——自1972年
学校成立伊始，当时在世界各地鲜少有人

关注的服务意识就已在这所学校生根发

芽，并一直延续至今。其中一个服务任务

是在每周一的下午，师生们要花一小时进

行校内大扫除。我清楚地记得一位准学

生家长见到我时的场景。当时他衣履整

洁，而我正在打扫教室。当他看到校长和

学生一起打扫教室时，不由得感慨道：“

我就是因为这点才想把孩子送进您的学

校。他现在就读的那所学校，太多事情都

不用自己做。他的实践机会太少了。”

第二个故事发生在户外。我在Ma-
ru-a-Pula中学工作了十多年，期间，我在

距离市区校园八小时车程之外的林波波

河（Limpopo）河畔设立了一处野外校园，

作为学校为期一周环保课程的教学场所。

这所野外校园距离林波波河只有十米之

遥，河马和鳄鱼习惯在河岸上晒太阳，大

象有时也会从我们的帐篷旁边经过——

的确是一种非常独特的经历。我们的野外

校园时常会接待来自美国和英国的学生。

有一次，我带领一所英国女子学校的校长

参观校园，她受到惊吓的样子至今依然

历历在目。当时有一群大象冲我们走来，

她、她丈夫、我和我的儿子爬到一棵猴面

包树上才躲过了危险。当大象离去后，我

们从树上下来，这位校长非常严肃地对我

说：“我希望我的学生也能体会到刚才那

种面临危险的恐惧。”不愧是一次体验式

教育！第二年，那所女校的学生们果然来

到了这里，掌握了新知，也经历了一段终

生难忘的人生体验。

问题
在试图引进或开展体验式教育的过

程中，学校往往需要面对来自教师们的质

疑。这一现象在那些非常注重学术教育的

私立学校里尤为突出。以下是一些典型问

题，以及我所建议的答复。

体验式教育是否只是一个风靡一时但并

不能持久的教育模式？

我的答案是，肯定不是。这种教育模

式已经在传统的体育教学以及寄宿学校

的生活环境中实践了几十年。这些学习课

程和寄宿生活教授给我们的技能和经验，

都是非常宝贵、终身难忘的。当今社会的

体验机会只是这些传统的延伸。服务他

人、农场劳作、在不同文化中生活等体验

活动，不仅会让我们的大脑获得新知识，

也会给心灵带来新感受。通过实践学到的

知识远比从课堂上获得的更加深入，更

能给学生带来根本性的触动和转变。

相比普通的学术课程，体验式教育有什

么价值？它是否能提升学术能力？

毫无疑问，体验式学习会提升学术能

力。这种学习方式鼓励冒险，有助于培养

自信心及减少对失败的恐惧，促进团队合

作，激发想象力，提高解决问题的能力，包

容、呵护孩子的奇思妙想，让学术学习更

加扎实，也更有收获。

我们如何将现有断续性的体验式教育转

变成连续性的体验式教育？

对于这个重要的问题，每个学校有它

自己的答案。在The Hotchkiss School，
我们实现这种转变的一个方法是给每个

年级设定一个主题。9年级的主题是环

保，10年级是多元文化，11年级是服务，

最后12年级的主题是公民意识和领导力。

举一个具体的例子：我们在距离校园仅

需步行20分钟的地方收购了一个农场，新

生们都需要在农场里干活。两年前，我和

一名新生步行去农场（全班一起去挖土



豆），路上她告诉我在来 The Hotchkiss 
School之前从未离开过城市。她对农场的

经历津津乐道，也学到了不少新知识。事

实上，我们每个年级的主题都提倡在实

践中学习，而且具体内容会跟课堂上的讨

论和学术理论相结合。

怎么才能抽出时间开展体验式教育？

其实大家在体育教学和寄宿生活中已

经做到体验式教育了。所以对寄宿学校

来说，答案是可以在这两个项目中提供更

加丰富多彩的活动内容。走读学校则可以

增加体育课的选择，从单纯的体育教学

模式转化为涵盖体育和体验式教育——

名副其实的双课程教学模式。此外，从体

验式教育的视角出发，还能给传统的课

堂教学增添很多新的可能性。多跟教师交

谈，自会找到开展体验式教育的时间。

我有能力开展体验式教育吗？

有，我们在最基础的层面都具有这种

能力。但是，有些技能需要通过培训才可

获得，例如野外生存及相关技能。学校应

该提供这种培训。

为什么现在就要开展体验式教育？

因为许多学校已经忘记了这种深入学

习形式的存在；因为它能丰富我们对学习

的理解；也因为它很有意思，会给我们带

来乐趣。

实践
希望引进或进一步发展体验式教育

的学校，只需遵循以下几点就能从中受

益：

• 鼓励大家按照上文所列问题的思路

提问，并准备好简明扼要的答案。

• 记得音乐、辩论、戏剧、数学竞赛等

活动与体育一样，都可以成为体验式

教育的科目。
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land, living in different cultures near 
and far — all these and other experien-
tial opportunities add to the knowledge 
gained not just in the mind but also 
in the heart. Through doing, learning 
goes even deeper than anything taught 
in our classrooms, and more radically 
transforms students. 

What is the value of experiential edu-
cation in relation to regular academic 
work? Does it enhance scholastic 
learning? 
Without question, experiential learn-
ing enhances scholastic learning. This 

type of learning builds confidence, 
encourages risk taking, reduces the 
fear of failure, gives oxygen to col-
laboration, nurtures imagination, pro-
motes problem solving, allows reverie, 
and grows a taproot from which scho-
lastic learning flowers.

How do we move away from the 
episodic and build a continuity of 
experience? 
Each school will have its own answer to 
this important query. At The Hotchkiss 
School, one way that we have achieved 
this is by introducing class themes 
to each grade level, starting with the 
environmental for freshmen, and then 
working through the intercultural to 
service and, finally, to citizenship and 
leadership for seniors. To give one 
example, our freshmen work on the 
recently acquired school farm, which 
is about a 20-minute walk from the 
main campus. When walking there 
two years ago with a student who had 

just arrived at school (we were going 
to dig potatoes with the whole class), 
she told me that she had never left the 
city before coming to Hotchkiss. She 
reveled in the farm experience, and 
learned from it. Each of these Class 
Themes entails learning by doing and 
complements the discussion and theo-
retical input occuring through the year. 

How do we find the time for it? 
We have always done so with athletics 
and residential life. So one answer, for 
boarding schools, is to build a wider 
range of possibilities into those two 

slots in the schedule. Day 
schools can focus on expand-
ing the options during the 
time traditionally dedicated 
to athletics. Move away from 
a sole focus on athletics to a 
genuine cocurricular set of 
offerings that includes athlet-
ics or experiential education. 
In addition, appreciate the 
greater range of options that 
the experiential education 
lens brings to the classroom. 
Open up the conversation 
with the faculty, and you’ll 
open up time.

Am I qualified for this? 
Yes, at the most fundamental level, 
we all are. Training will be required, 
however, for expeditionary and related 
skills. The school will need to provide 
this training.

Why now?
Because this is a deep form of learn-
ing that we have largely forgotten in 
many schools, because it adds greater 
complexity to our total understanding 
of the mystery of learning, and because 
it is enjoyable and fun.

The Journey
Schools that want to make progress in 
either introducing or extending expe-
riential education would benefit from 
observing the following:

• Encourage questioning along the 
lines of the previous section, and have 
clear, concise answers at the ready.

• Remember that music, debate, the-
ater, math competitions, and the like 
are viable experiential offerings to 
place alongside athletics.

• Review all courses and curricula 
through the experiential lens, and do 
not forget the first two categories of my 
three-part typology — that experiential 
learning can take place both outside 
and inside the classroom.

• Offer administrative positions to 
exponents of experiential education in 
the school. At Hotchkiss, we created 

two senior positions a few years ago: 
an assistant head of school, director 
of global initiatives; and an assistant 
head of school, director of environ-
mental initiatives. We wished to make 
a bold statement, and attract the most 
talented people. We succeeded in both 
endeavors.

• Let the students loose, and let them 
lose themselves in the experiential 
world. They will soon convince the 
adults in the community of the learn-
ing that takes place there. 

Malcolm� McKenzie� is� head� of� The� Hotchkiss� School�
(Connecticut).� Before� coming� to� Hotchkiss� in� July�
2007,� he� had� been� principal� of� Atlantic� College,� the�
founding�school�of�the�United�World�Colleges,�for�seven�
years.� This� article� is� derived� from� his� address� at� the�
2012�Independent�Schools�Experiential�Education�Net-
work� (ISEEN)� Conference,� hosted� by� The� Hotchkiss�
School.�This�piece�contains�a�few�minor�overlaps�with�
an�article�that�he�published�recently�in�the�Journal of 
Research in International Education.�

Without question, 
experiential learning 
enhances scholastic 
learning. 

• 从体验式教育的角度，重新审视所

有学科以及课程设置，而且不要忘记

之前提到的三组综合方法中的前两

组——也就是体验式学习在教室内

外都可以开展。

• 为体验式教育的倡导者提供相

应的管理职位。The Hotchkiss School在
几年前设立了两个高级职位：助理校长兼

全球行动主任，以及助理校长兼环保活动

主任。我们想通过实际行动表明我们的决

心，聘任最优秀的人才。我们在这两个方

面都取得了成功。

• 放手让学生充分沉浸在体验式教育

的世界之中，他们自会说服社区里的

成年人，并让成年人亲眼见到体验式

教育所产生的效果。

Malcolm McKenzie 于2007年7月
起开始担任康涅狄格州	 The Hotchkiss 
School的校长。此前，他曾担任大西洋
联合书院（UWC, Atlantic College）的
校长一职长达七年之久，该学院是联

合世界书院（UWC）的创始学校。本
篇文章的内容源自他在私立学校体验

式教学组织（Independent Schools Ex-
periential Education Network，英文简
称“ISEEN”）2012年会议上发表的演
讲。此次会议由The Hotchkiss School
主办。本文的内容与他在《国际教育

研究期刊》（Journal of Research in In-
ternational Education）上发表的另一
篇文章有些许重复。
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Service is an obvious example of 
experiential education — and experi-
ential education, in its widest sense, is 
becoming a needed emergency service 
in this world. We need more experien-
tial learning in order to restore a bal-
ance to school learning that, perhaps 
of sad necessity, has become more 
syllabus-driven and more test-focused. 
Of course, there is a place for both 
academic learning and experiential 
learning in schools. And each should 
complement the other. Right now, 
however, the urgency of the emergency 
demands to be underscored. Doing 
things, often outdoors and in groups, 
is a vital antidote to childhood and 
adolescent lifestyles that are increas-
ingly virtual and insular. Some of the 
great challenges of our times, such as 
environmental degradation and the 
cultural clashes in globalization, need 
to be experienced to be fully grasped. 
In cultures in the post-industrial 
world that are by and large risk-averse, 
getting one’s hands dirty in outdoor 
activities engages the brain in novel 
and sustaining ways. The culture of 
learning in such schools and societies 
needs to be rescued.

The DefiniTion
The term “experiential education” can 
be — and has been — applied to a 
wide range of educational program-
ming. My working definition of expe-
riential education: it promotes learn-
ing through direct experience, often 
outside the classroom, at times not 
directly related to academic courses, 
frequently not graded, and sometimes 
not mediated through language or aca-
demic discourse and practice. 

Its roots are often traced to a 
saying commonly attributed to Con-
fucius around 450 BC (although it 
more likely belongs to the Confucian 
philosopher Xunzi): “Tell me, and 
I will forget. Show me, and I may 
remember. Involve me, and I will 
understand.” More recently (1984), 
educational theorist David Kolb 
updated this insight, saying, “Learn-
ing is the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation 
of experience.”  Many other dicta 

similarly describe the deep learning 
that occurs through direct experience, 
through doing.

I find it useful to work with a three-
part typology: (1) experiential learn-
ing that takes place in the classroom, 
through the immediate apprehension 
of what is imaginatively shown rather 
than told; (2) experiential learning 
that occurs outside the classroom, but 
is related directly to the discourse of 
the classroom, such as field studies 
or focused trips; and (3) experiential 
learning that boils down to the work 
of doing something, such as growing 
food or learning a sport (or partici-
pating in sea and cliff rescue), which 
has a value in and of itself and is not 
academic. All three, but especially the 
last, can act as an open doorway to an 
expansive learning experience. The 
following quote from a student who 

has worked at the farm at my school — 
The Hotchkiss School (Connecticut) 
— shows precisely, and experientially, 
what I mean:

�I� always� thought� that� the� meat� that�
appeared� on� our� tables� was� so� differ-
ent� from� live� animals� I’ve� seen� and�
I’ve� never� truly� made� the� connection�
from� animals� to� killing� and� then� to�
them� being� produced� as� meat.� After�
experiencing� the� chickens� being� killed�
firsthand�I�feel�that�I�finally�understand�
the�true�gravity�of�ending�the�life�of�an�
animal�and�I�think�that�unless�one�gets�
to�witness�or�take�part�in�the�killing�of�
an�animal� for� food�one�will� spend�his�
or�her�whole�life�in�ignorance�of�what�it�
really�means�to�kill�an�animal�for�food.

— dedicating his life to this work was 
simple, so discouraged was he by the 
standard teaching practices of his day. 
As he said (and felt in his bones), “The 
destiny of character takes place outside 
the classroom.”

More recent and more theoretical 
thinkers have tried to organize experi-
ential education in connected stages. 
According to David Kolb, in his many 
musings on the topic, experience leads 
to reflection, then to conceptualizing, 

and then to action. Action is a critically 
important part of the cycle. In the area 
of community service, concern with 
this full sequence has led to an empha-
sis on service learning, not just service 
in and of itself.

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential education. 
They miss the mark. For instance, I 
have never heard U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan speak in any 
national debate about this topic. And 
the various McKinsey studies that I 

have seen, ranging across the inter-
national spectrum, omit experiential 
education completely. Test taking and 
test results take center stage.

When a broad overview does men-
tion experiential learning, we need to 
take note. This one comes from the 
report published in 1996, commis-
sioned by UNESCO, on education in 
the 21st century. The international 
commission, chaired by French econo-
mist Jacques Delors, called its chal-
lenging and exciting document Learn-
ing:� The� Treasure� Within. The Delors 
Report, as it is commonly known, iden-
tified four general “pillars” of learning. 
These include the following (with my 
parenthesis as a gloss): 

Learning�to�know� (cognition)
Learning�to�do� (experiential)
Learning�to�live�together� (social)
Learning�to�be� (existential)

The ordering of these four is impor-
tant: cognition, applied action, com-
munity with and through others, 
and then life — full, human life 
— described in the Delors Report as 
learning “so as better to develop one’s 
personality and be able to act with ever 
greater autonomy, judgment, and per-
sonal responsibility.” This framework 
clearly identifies both the place and the 
value of the experiential.

Personal, autobiographical stories 
usually provide a more compelling 
background. My two stories, chosen 
from many, both come from the early 
1990s when I worked at Maru a Pula 
School in Gaborone, Botswana. This 
school has to be one of the most 
remarkable on the African continent. 
Service is engrained in the ethos of the 
school, and was so from its inception 
in 1972, at a time when service was 
hardly even considered elsewhere. 
One internal service task took place on 
Monday afternoons, for about an hour, 
when students and teachers cleaned 
the school buildings. I remember well 
an encounter with a dapper gentle-
man, a prospective student’s parent, 
who was sent to see me in the class-
room where I was sweeping. When 
he saw me cleaning the room — the 

principal of the school working in this 
way with students — he said to me: 
“This is why I want my son to come to 
your school. Too much is done for him 
in his current school. He does not do 
enough.”

The second story took place out-
doors. During the more than 10 years 
that I spent at Maru a Pula, I set up a 
bush campus on the banks of the Lim-
popo River — an eight-hour drive from 
the city campus. Maru a Pula estab-
lished the remote campus for weeklong 
courses in environmental education. 
In a camp 10 yards from the river, with 
hippos and crocodiles sunning them-
selves and elephants occasionally walk-
ing around the tents, this was indeed 
an experience. Some schools in the 
United States and the United Kingdom 
sent groups of students to the campus. 
I remember well an incident involving 
a redoubtable head of a girls’ school in 
England, as I showed her what we did 
on site. During an eventful day, she, 
her husband, my son, and I had to seek 
refuge in a baobab tree from a small 
herd of elephants. When they walked 
away, and we descended, she turned to 
me and said, in plummy tones: “I want 
my girls to experience the sense of dan-
ger that I have just felt.” Experiential, 
indeed. The next year, the girls came, 
they experienced, and they learned 
things they will likely never forget.

The QuesTions
Schools, especially our more narrowly 
academic independent schools, that 
try to introduce or develop experiential 
education opportunities often face 
severe questioning from faculty. Here 
are some typical examples, with my 
suggested responses.

Is experiential education faddish and 
ephemeral? 
My answer is most definitely no. We 
have been doing it for decades in 
athletics and, at boarding schools, in 
residential life. We know that the skills 
and lessons learned in those areas are 
indelible — and invaluable. More con-
temporary experiential opportunities 
are merely an extension of that tradi-
tion. Practicing service, working on the 

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential educa-
tion. They miss the mark. 

And this one, from another student, 
sums up the urgency and the beauty of 
experiential learning in a world popu-
lated by young people suffering from 
nature deficit disorder:

�These� lessons� that� I� have� learned�
through�my�experience�will�forever�stay�
with�me.�Now,�even�when�I�simply�walk�
around� the� campus,� I� appreciate� the�
beauty� of� nature� every� second.� When�
I�talk�about�nature�and�my�experience�
with�the�farm,�I�instantly�smile�and�get�
excited�about�talking�about�nature�and�
its�wonders.�

The BackgrounD 
Writer and educator John Dewey is a 
central name in the annals of experi-
ential educators. Although he never 
uses the word “experiential” in his 
1938 classic, Experience� and� Educa-

tion, he writes about his topic in ways 
that underscore experience and are 
strikingly contemporary: Progressive 
education is based on experience but 
experience-based learning can occur 
in traditional classrooms; experience 
can lead both to educative and to 
“miseducative” outcomes; educative 
experience is characterized by continu-
ity and interaction; and it is important 
to select experiences that build on one 
another — a curriculum of experiences 
— so as to move away from the merely 
episodic. 

Another key proponent of experien-
tial education is, as noted, Kurt Hahn. 
For Hahn — who founded Outward 
Bound in addition to a number of 
experiential-based schools and colleges 
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Service is an obvious example of 
experiential education — and experi-
ential education, in its widest sense, is 
becoming a needed emergency service 
in this world. We need more experien-
tial learning in order to restore a bal-
ance to school learning that, perhaps 
of sad necessity, has become more 
syllabus-driven and more test-focused. 
Of course, there is a place for both 
academic learning and experiential 
learning in schools. And each should 
complement the other. Right now, 
however, the urgency of the emergency 
demands to be underscored. Doing 
things, often outdoors and in groups, 
is a vital antidote to childhood and 
adolescent lifestyles that are increas-
ingly virtual and insular. Some of the 
great challenges of our times, such as 
environmental degradation and the 
cultural clashes in globalization, need 
to be experienced to be fully grasped. 
In cultures in the post-industrial 
world that are by and large risk-averse, 
getting one’s hands dirty in outdoor 
activities engages the brain in novel 
and sustaining ways. The culture of 
learning in such schools and societies 
needs to be rescued.

The DefiniTion
The term “experiential education” can 
be — and has been — applied to a 
wide range of educational program-
ming. My working definition of expe-
riential education: it promotes learn-
ing through direct experience, often 
outside the classroom, at times not 
directly related to academic courses, 
frequently not graded, and sometimes 
not mediated through language or aca-
demic discourse and practice. 

Its roots are often traced to a 
saying commonly attributed to Con-
fucius around 450 BC (although it 
more likely belongs to the Confucian 
philosopher Xunzi): “Tell me, and 
I will forget. Show me, and I may 
remember. Involve me, and I will 
understand.” More recently (1984), 
educational theorist David Kolb 
updated this insight, saying, “Learn-
ing is the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation 
of experience.”  Many other dicta 

similarly describe the deep learning 
that occurs through direct experience, 
through doing.

I find it useful to work with a three-
part typology: (1) experiential learn-
ing that takes place in the classroom, 
through the immediate apprehension 
of what is imaginatively shown rather 
than told; (2) experiential learning 
that occurs outside the classroom, but 
is related directly to the discourse of 
the classroom, such as field studies 
or focused trips; and (3) experiential 
learning that boils down to the work 
of doing something, such as growing 
food or learning a sport (or partici-
pating in sea and cliff rescue), which 
has a value in and of itself and is not 
academic. All three, but especially the 
last, can act as an open doorway to an 
expansive learning experience. The 
following quote from a student who 

has worked at the farm at my school — 
The Hotchkiss School (Connecticut) 
— shows precisely, and experientially, 
what I mean:

�I� always� thought� that� the� meat� that�
appeared� on� our� tables� was� so� differ-
ent� from� live� animals� I’ve� seen� and�
I’ve� never� truly� made� the� connection�
from� animals� to� killing� and� then� to�
them� being� produced� as� meat.� After�
experiencing� the� chickens� being� killed�
firsthand�I�feel�that�I�finally�understand�
the�true�gravity�of�ending�the�life�of�an�
animal�and�I�think�that�unless�one�gets�
to�witness�or�take�part�in�the�killing�of�
an�animal� for� food�one�will� spend�his�
or�her�whole�life�in�ignorance�of�what�it�
really�means�to�kill�an�animal�for�food.

— dedicating his life to this work was 
simple, so discouraged was he by the 
standard teaching practices of his day. 
As he said (and felt in his bones), “The 
destiny of character takes place outside 
the classroom.”

More recent and more theoretical 
thinkers have tried to organize experi-
ential education in connected stages. 
According to David Kolb, in his many 
musings on the topic, experience leads 
to reflection, then to conceptualizing, 

and then to action. Action is a critically 
important part of the cycle. In the area 
of community service, concern with 
this full sequence has led to an empha-
sis on service learning, not just service 
in and of itself.

Systemic overviews of educational 
practice, within and across nations, 
tend to neglect experiential education. 
They miss the mark. For instance, I 
have never heard U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan speak in any 
national debate about this topic. And 
the various McKinsey studies that I 

have seen, ranging across the inter-
national spectrum, omit experiential 
education completely. Test taking and 
test results take center stage.

When a broad overview does men-
tion experiential learning, we need to 
take note. This one comes from the 
report published in 1996, commis-
sioned by UNESCO, on education in 
the 21st century. The international 
commission, chaired by French econo-
mist Jacques Delors, called its chal-
lenging and exciting document Learn-
ing:� The� Treasure� Within. The Delors 
Report, as it is commonly known, iden-
tified four general “pillars” of learning. 
These include the following (with my 
parenthesis as a gloss): 

Learning�to�know� (cognition)
Learning�to�do� (experiential)
Learning�to�live�together� (social)
Learning�to�be� (existential)

The ordering of these four is impor-
tant: cognition, applied action, com-
munity with and through others, 
and then life — full, human life 
— described in the Delors Report as 
learning “so as better to develop one’s 
personality and be able to act with ever 
greater autonomy, judgment, and per-
sonal responsibility.” This framework 
clearly identifies both the place and the 
value of the experiential.

Personal, autobiographical stories 
usually provide a more compelling 
background. My two stories, chosen 
from many, both come from the early 
1990s when I worked at Maru a Pula 
School in Gaborone, Botswana. This 
school has to be one of the most 
remarkable on the African continent. 
Service is engrained in the ethos of the 
school, and was so from its inception 
in 1972, at a time when service was 
hardly even considered elsewhere. 
One internal service task took place on 
Monday afternoons, for about an hour, 
when students and teachers cleaned 
the school buildings. I remember well 
an encounter with a dapper gentle-
man, a prospective student’s parent, 
who was sent to see me in the class-
room where I was sweeping. When 
he saw me cleaning the room — the 
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毫无疑问，体验式学习会提
升学术能力。
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