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Learning through experience – learn through doing 

 Use any initiative for value creation as a learning opportunity 

 Learn with others, including peers and mentors 

 Reflect and learn from both success and failure (your own and other 
people’s) 

 

Proficiency Levels 

Foundation Level 

Learners can recognise what they have learnt through taking part in value-
creating activities.  

Intermediate Level  

Learners can reflect and judge their achievements and failures and learn from 
these.   

Advanced Level 

Learners can improve their abilities to create value by building on their previous 
experiences and interactions with others. 
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What is ‘learning through experience’?   

The concept of learning through experience covers a number of different 

approaches or terms within its broad heading, such as experiential learning, co-

operative learning, adventure learning and apprenticeship. It basically means 

‘doing’, and then reflecting and learning from the experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research in the 1980s by the Center for Creative Leadership concluded that 70% of all 

learning comes from ‘doing’ – actively trying out, reflecting on and modifying the theory. 

 

 

 

Learning through experience is considered a crucial method of learning and it is why the 
training for many jobs and professions includes a large amount of practical or ‘on the job’ 
experience e.g. doctor, teacher, nurse, plumber, electrician, social worker, physiotherapist 
etc. There is also no substitute for testing and experimenting with prototypes in science and 
business, which is another form of ‘learning through experience’. 

 

Simon Fraser University defines experiential learning as: 

“The strategic, active engagement of students in opportunities to learn through doing, and 

reflection on those activities, which empowers them to apply their theoretical knowledge to 

practical endeavours in a multitude of settings inside and outside of the classroom.” 
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Learning through experience  

Learning by doing or experiential learning is a method of educating through first-hand experience. 

Throughout the experiential learning process, the student (you) is actively engaged in posing 

questions, investigating, experimenting, being curious, solving problems, assuming responsibility, 

being creative and constructing meaning. Experiential learning can include internships, studies 

abroad, field trips, field research, entrepreneurship, experiments, work experience, service-learning 

projects and countless other opportunities. 

The concept of experiential learning was first explored by John Dewey and Jean Piaget, amongst 

others. It was made popular by education theorist David A. Kolb, who, along with Ron Fry, developed 

the experiential learning theory, which is based on the idea that learning is a process whereby 

knowledge is created through transformation of experience. 

The learning process is based on four main elements, which operate in a continuous cycle during the 

learning experience: 

 

                             

 

The model suggested by D. Kolb consists of a sequence made up of 4 stages which cyclically repeat. 

Starting from a concrete experience (either a group one or an individual one) which may be 

connected to emotions, feelings, observations, the students build up an image of that experience. 

 

If you have ever embarked on a work experience which you hated, and thought of it as a waste of 

time, then the experiential learning process was very useful for you, because on reflection you realised 

that you did not want to spend your life doing that job! 
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Kolb’s Theory Explained  

Concrete Experience 

Concrete experience describes the hands-on personal experiences that we learn from. It’s where we 

try new things, get stuck in and step out of our comfort zone. These experiences could be anything in 

your personal or academic life… trying a new recipe, performing a daily study task, trying a start-up, 

etc. Through experience, we can learn from our successes and failures. It’s what happens next that 

creates the real behaviour change! 

Reflective Observation 

Next we need to reflect to successfully learn from our experiences. This is what the ‘reflective 

observation’ phase of the experiential learning cycle is all about. It’s during this stage that we consider 

and ponder experiences. What went right and what could be improved? It’s also a chance to observe 

how it could have been done differently and to learn from others. 

So, this is a stage of analysis, observing alternatives and drawing up pros and cons. Why did the cake 

not rise? Why could you not remember those facts? Why did nobody buy the product? This is the most 

important stage of the learning process. 

Abstract Conceptualisation 

Once we have identified and we understand the defining characteristics of an experience, we can 

decide what we will do differently next time, if anything. This is a time for planning and brainstorming 

strategies for success. 

You could set the oven timer to avoid a baking mishap, try a different revision technique, spend more 

time on market research. Through experiential learning you’ll do better next time. 

Active Experimentation 

The active experimentation phase of the learning cycle is where we get to experiment with our ideas. 

It’s time to put your plan of action to the test in the real world! After all, if we don’t try something we 

won’t know if it works. Whatever you’re seeking to master, however lofty or detailed your plans, at 

some point you have to put away the textbooks and do it for real. However many times you have to 

go back to the drawing board, the taste of success is worth it! It is a cyclical process. 

 

(Adapted from: What is Experiential Learning? Here is Everything You Need   

https://www.growthengineering.co.uk/what-is-experiential-learning/) 

https://www.growthengineering.co.uk/what-is-experiential-learning/
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Why ‘learning through experience’ works 

Research has shown that after 30 days, only about 20% of learning acquired in a passive state is 

retained. This is why, in school, teachers ask you to actively engage with the work they set you, not 

just listen and let it wash over you! It is also why revision techniques need to be pro-active. The 

tendency of humans to forget is called the ‘Ebbinghaus forgetting curve’. 

 

 

 

However, learning by doing, especially if the ‘doing’ is challenging, fun or terrifying, requires an 

emotional response from your brain which is very easily remembered.  The more intense the action 

and practice, the higher the potential for learning. 

Activities which are really beneficial for ‘Learning through experience’ are outdoor adventure trips, 

overseas volunteer or language visits, work placements or university/apprenticeship taster days, and 

any others which totally immerse you in the activity and require reflection on what you have learnt. 

This graphic shows the proven best ways to learn: 
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The Benefits of Work Experience 

1. You’ll develop Your Transferable Skills 

Whether it’s a short work placement or a longer internship, you’ll equip yourself with certain 

transferable skills (such as communication and leadership) that are highly sought after by employers 

or investors in your start-up. As the name suggests, these skills can be transferred across one role or 

industry to another, and this is what makes them (and you) so darn valuable. They’re also great for 

when you need to overcome a lack of ‘real-world’ professional experience. And they look good on a 

well-written CV and accompanying cover letter, too, so make sure you include them! 

2. You’ll get to Test Things Out 

The beauty of work experience is that it allows you to test the waters before you fully commit 

yourself to a specific role, industry or even company. This is especially true for school leavers who 

are at a loss as to what they should do next: what should they study and should they even go to 

university? Essentially, doing some experience can help you avoid making some very costly mistakes 

(both in terms of money and time) like spending a large amount of money and four years at 

university studying something that, ultimately, you don’t even care about. Of course, there’s nothing 

wrong with changing careers further down the line if you realise that your true passion actually lies 

in designing handmade wedding invitations and not investment banking, for example. But the 

sooner you know whether a particular career path is the right one for you, the better off you’ll be 

once you’re on the road.  

3. It Makes You More Employable 

Leading on from the previous point, gaining an understanding of the ins and outs of a sector or 

company will certainly give you an edge over the competition. Consider this little scenario: two 

recent graduates apply for the same job. They have the exact same qualifications from the same 

university and their CVs are practically identical – the only difference is that one of the applicants 

completed an unpaid internship in the industry they’re applying to get into. Suddenly, that applicant 

looks a lot more attractive to the hiring manager. The bottom line is that having some work 

experience shows employers that you are motivated to develop yourself and learn new things – and 

this drastically improves your employability in the process. 
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4. It Could Lead to a Full-Time Job 

One of the biggest benefits of completing a work experience placement or internship is that it often 

leads to a full-time job offer – provided that you performed well in the role, of course. That’s 

because employers are far more willing to employ people who already know the ins and outs of the 

company than having to train someone new from scratch. In other words, don’t discount the 

opportunities that even working for free can provide you with further down the road! In fact, 

students taking internships were three times more likely to secure a job than those without any 

form of work experience, according to a study by High Fliers Research back in 2013. This means 

you’ll have little chance of getting a job if the only thing in your job search arsenal is a degree, as 

your more qualified and experienced peers will snap up all the top jobs from right under your nose. 

5. It Introduces You to the World of Work 

Another way work experience is important to your long-term career is that it offers you the 

opportunity to learn skills and processes that you’ll only ever be able to learn in a workplace setting. 

You’ll get a real feel of how people work together, how things get done and basically how work 

differs from school and university, and this essentially prevents any surprises when you finally go 

from student to full-time employee. 

6. You’ll Broaden Your Network 

Ah, networking. It’s one of those things that you either love, hate or at least tolerate. It’s also 

probably the most important thing you can do to help yourself in your job search. In your work 

placement, you’ll meet – and work alongside – a variety of professionals. And these folks can do a lot 

more than simply show you the ropes and provide you with valuable insight into the company, 

sector and position. They can also prove incredibly useful when you’re looking for a job by pointing 

you into the direction of suitable vacancies or directly recommending you to their clients or business 

partners who are looking for someone with your knowledge and skillset. Even if they can’t help you 

find a job, you’ll still be able to pick the brains of industry professionals and get a better 

understanding of the ins and outs of your target sector. Whatever happens, it’s important that you 

keep in touch with these professionals, even when you’ve parted ways and moved on to greener 

pastures. You just never know when you may need their help, so send them a brief email or LinkedIn 

message to say ‘hello’ and see how they’re doing on a regular basis. But remember: building (and 

maintaining) a network isn’t just about what others can do for you – it’s also about being open and 

willing to help others out, too!  

 
 

(Adapted from The 6 Biggest Benefits of Work Experience  https://www.careeraddict.com/benefits-

work-experience) 

https://www.careeraddict.com/benefits-work-experience
https://www.careeraddict.com/benefits-work-experience
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Now it’s over to you . . . 

Time to plan your work experience! 

 

Whatever you are thinking of doing in the future, and you may not yet have 

any clear idea of this, these are the three top things to consider: 

 

1. What skills do you enjoy using? 

E.g. writing, reading, numeracy, analysis, debating, scientific, forensic, physical, perfectionism, ideas, 

creative, knowledge of current affairs, teamwork, teaching, coaching, vision, seizing opportunities, 

entrepreneurialism, design, coding, languages, technology, empathy, organisation, leadership . . .  

2. What do you want to get out of work? 

Money, status, making a difference, variety, excitement, own business, adventure, routine, financial 

security, personal legacy, vocation . . . 

3. What do you want your working environment to look like? 

Indoors, outdoors, office, classroom, forest, zoo, other people, only you, corporate, gym, modern, 

traditional, hometown, city, overseas . . . 

 

When you have written a list of the things that matter to you, it is advisable to get work experience 

as soon as possible, and in a variety of different careers. It does not matter how long you spend in 

each workplace – one day to one month – as long as you have had experience of the good and bad 

aspects of it and can reflect on whether you can see yourself flourishing in that career. 

Part-time jobs are also very valuable as work experience and again can equip you with a wide range 

of skills, but if possible, try to experience other types of workplaces too.  

Further ideas for valuable experiences are cultural and language exchanges, adventurous 

expeditions and residential university courses. The more experiences you can get, the better! 
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Case Study 1 - Language Exchange 
 

Amaya went on a French language exchange when she was 15. She stayed with a host family in the 

Loire region for two weeks. Although she travelled with her school, she only saw her friends twice 

during the two weeks so she had to speak a lot of French and immerse herself in the life of the 

family she was staying with. 

On her return to England, Severine, her French host, came back with her and stayed with her for two 

weeks. Amaya showed her round the delights of northern England, visiting the Lake District, 

Blackpool and the Yorkshire Dales. Severine was not very confident in speaking English, so Amaya 

had to translate everything for her. All in all the experience gave Amaya a month of intensive French 

speaking and listening. 

 

Here is an interview with Amaya about the experience: 

What did you enjoy about the exchange? 

I enjoyed seeing how a French family lived. The food was really good. I’d never had steak before and 

it was delicious. It was strange to see how they added sugar to natural yoghurt and I liked the green 

minty cordial they drank. I was also really pleased to see my school friends twice during the exchange 

so I could speak English! 

What were the main challenges? 

I was quite homesick at first because I had never been away from my family for so long. I struggled to 

understand the language because they spoke so fast. However, I got better and better at tuning in to 

their language and soon started to understand it quite easily. I learnt really useful phrases and slang 

to help me get along with Severine’s friends. They laughed at me because I couldn’t say grenouille 

(frog). 

What was it like when Severine came back to England?  

It was great that I got to spend some more time with Severine because we became good friends. She 

was definitely not very confident at speaking English which forced me to keep speaking French. I liked 

showing her all the beauty spots of our region. She wasn’t so keen on English food! 

What did you learn from the experience? 

I realised that I really liked learning French and it made me decide to take French A-Level. It definitely 

helped with my grade at GCSE. It has made me more confident at travelling to other countries on my 

own and coping with a different language. I might decide to study a language at university or have a 

year abroad during my studies. Although I found the first week particularly hard because I was 

homesick, I learnt that I could get through it and enjoy the experience. 
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Case Study 2: 25 before 25 

 

Emma Rosen worked hard at school, did well in her exams, went to university and then got a 

place on the prestigious fast track Civil Service scheme. It appeared that her career was 

sorted for life. However, she wasn’t happy. What she did next was entrepreneurial in every 

way. 

She handed in her notice and decided to embark on a huge challenge – to get work 

experience in 25 careers before she turned 25. Her blog and this TED talk tell the story of 

this challenge and what she learnt along the way. 

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/8Swu8iiuFx4 

 

Emma is now living her dream. Having experienced 25 different careers in a year, as well as 

growing in confidence and learning a lot about herself along the way, she has crafted herself 

a ‘portfolio’ career as a writer, advisor, editor and speaker. 

 

 
 

 

https://youtu.be/8Swu8iiuFx4
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Final Remarks 
 

Everyone learns more quickly and remembers more information when the subject matter relates to 

them personally. The act of doing makes learning extremely personal. As Sir Richard Branson says, 

“You don't learn to walk by following rules. You learn by doing, and by falling over.” The process of 

experiential learning involves both self-initiative and self-assessment, as well as hands-on activity. 

 

 

                              

 

  

 

Three tips that can help you to get closer to learning: 

 

Even if something really goes 
wrong and doesn't want to work 

out at all, this is no reason to 
feel bad. 

Being in a learning process 
means that mistakes are an 

important factor. 

This is the only way to find out 
what is not working and how 
you can do better next time.

Learning by doing always 
carries the risk that things 

do not run optimally on 
the first try. 

The important thing is that 
you do not let the fear of 

such a failure stop you 
from learning something 

new.

Accept 
possible 

mistakes.
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Potential Interview Questions linked to this competency 

 What have you learnt from your work experiences so far? 

 Tell me about something disastrous that happened to you and what you learnt from 

it 

 Tell me about your best experience and what you learnt from it 

 What have been your best school experiences and why? 

 Tell me about a time you failed and what you did or would do differently next time 

 What would you love to do that you haven’t yet experienced? 

 

How do I prove competence in Learning through experience? 

• Overseas experience e.g. World Challenge/cultural exchange/volunteer 

programme  

• Volunteer work 

• Mentoring younger students 

• Charity work/fundraising  

• Doing a first aid course 

• Attending a university/apprenticeships/management schemes 

• Enterprise/Business competition  

• Taking part in sports teams/competitions 

• Planning a big event/event management 

• Studying Business and Management/Economics at A-Level 

• Duke of Edinburgh  

• CCF camp 

• NCS Course 

• EPQ 

• YE competition 

• Prince’s Trust course 
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Key Reflections on Learning Through Experience 

 

What experiences have been the most memorable and why? 

What have I learnt from my experiences? 

What was the best and worst thing about my experiences? 

Is there any career I now know I would not enjoy? Why? 

Is there any career I now know I would love? Why? 
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Want to find out more? 

Ideas for further research 

Books 

 Peterson, K. Kolb, D. How You Learn Is How You Live: Using Nine Ways of Learning to Transform Your 

Life Berrett-Koehler Publishers (2017) 

 New Scientist, The Brain: Everything You Need to Know, John Murray, 2018 

 Rosen, E. The Radical Sabbatical: The Millennial Handbook to the Quarter Life Crisis Paperback, John 

Catt, 2019 

 Stokes, M. Advice To Your Younger Self: A unique collaboration of reflections, lessons and advice, 

inspiring you to fulfil your unlimited potential, Mark Stokes, 2019 

Online Articles 

 What is the experiential learning cycle? (2017) https://www.growthengineering.co.uk/what-is-

experiential-learning/ 

 Kimmig, M. The undiscovered country. Learning through experience during Volunteering Activities 

Abroad (2018)  http://michaelkimmig.eu/the-undiscovered-country-learning-through-experience/ 

 Puri, I.K. Why learning from experience is the educational wave of the future (2018) 

https://theconversation.com/why-learning-from-experience-is-the-educational-wave-of-the-future-

92399 

 Stempedia, Aristotle to Feynman — Learning through Experience (2018)  

https://medium.com/@thestempedia/https-medium-com-thestempedia-aristotle-to-feynman-

learning-through-experience-304a2d7876bb 

 What uni, 5 Reasons to do a Sandwich Course at University (2018) 

https://www.whatuni.com/advice/choosing-a-course/reasons-to-do-sandwich-course-at-

university/37820/ 

Videos 

 Experiential Learning: How we all learn naturally 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aF63HHVbpQ8 

 Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v74nRbWSNqk 

 Entrepreneurship is about learning through experience 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q0uGwvBVCus&list=PLGI5zHT2w7jAPsfSjWfatN4tlxJhvbj7-

&index=14 

 Emma Rosen Ted Talk 

https://youtu.be/8Swu8iiuFx4 

Websites – ideas for challenges/volunteering/work experience  

 https://www.allaboutcareers.com/ 

 https://www.notgoingtouni.co.uk/ 

 https://www.princes-trust.org.uk/ 

 https://wearencs.com/ 

 https://www.vsointernational.org/ 

 https://europa.eu/ 

 https://www.25before25.co.uk/ 

 

https://www.growthengineering.co.uk/what-is-experiential-learning/
https://www.growthengineering.co.uk/what-is-experiential-learning/
http://michaelkimmig.eu/the-undiscovered-country-learning-through-experience/
https://theconversation.com/why-learning-from-experience-is-the-educational-wave-of-the-future-92399
https://theconversation.com/why-learning-from-experience-is-the-educational-wave-of-the-future-92399
https://medium.com/@thestempedia/https-medium-com-thestempedia-aristotle-to-feynman-learning-through-experience-304a2d7876bb
https://medium.com/@thestempedia/https-medium-com-thestempedia-aristotle-to-feynman-learning-through-experience-304a2d7876bb
https://www.whatuni.com/advice/choosing-a-course/reasons-to-do-sandwich-course-at-university/37820/
https://www.whatuni.com/advice/choosing-a-course/reasons-to-do-sandwich-course-at-university/37820/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aF63HHVbpQ8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v74nRbWSNqk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q0uGwvBVCus&list=PLGI5zHT2w7jAPsfSjWfatN4tlxJhvbj7-&index=14
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q0uGwvBVCus&list=PLGI5zHT2w7jAPsfSjWfatN4tlxJhvbj7-&index=14
https://youtu.be/8Swu8iiuFx4
https://www.allaboutcareers.com/
https://www.notgoingtouni.co.uk/
https://www.princes-trust.org.uk/
https://wearencs.com/
https://www.vsointernational.org/
https://europa.eu/
https://www.25before25.co.uk/

