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Abstract
Background: A major premise of experiential learning practices is that experience is necessary
for learning, yet our understanding of the concept of experience and its role in learning remains
unclear. Purpose: This study examines the experiencing process in experiential learning by
formulating a conceptual foundation for the experiencing concept that integrates insights from
four contemporary traditions of experiencing research: Focusing, Flow, Mindfulness and
Absorption. Empirical validation is tested with the construction of The Experiencing Scale, a
self-reported gauge of one’s level of experiencing in a given context. Methodology/Approach:
The Experiencing Scale instrument was distributed to undergraduate students following
participation in an experiential classroom activity. Analysis was conducted using structural
equation modeling to determine validity and reliability of the Experiencing Scale.
Findings/Conclusions: From a sample of 270, our findings identified 18 items, which grouped
to represent three factors, Novelty, Presence and Embodiment. Our results suggest that when
these factors are present, learners are able to more fully engage in all stages of the experiential
learning cycle (Kolb, 2015). Implications: The instrument is a useful tool for those who wish to
increase the level of experiencing and engagement in learners. Implications extend to program
design, implementation and evaluation of experiential learning.

Keywords: Experiential Learning Theory, experiencing, scale development, engagement
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As experiential, learner-centered education has gained widespread acceptance in the
twenty-first century (Prince & Felder, 2006; Slavich & Zimbardo, 2012), more and more
educators are experimenting with experiential learning practices such as service learning
(Bielefeldt, et al., 2011; Brower 2011), problem based learning (Gurpinar, et al., 2011; Bethell &
Morgan, 2011), action learning (Revans, 1980; Keys, 1994; Foy, 1977), adventure education
(Timken & McNamee, 2012; Passarelli, et al., 2010), and simulation and gaming (Taylor et al.,
2012; Shields et al., 2011). A major premise of these approaches to experiential learning is that
experience is necessary for learning. Indeed, the term learning itself is often defined as “the
acquisition of knowledge or skills through experience, study, or by being taught.” or
“modification of a behavioral tendency by experience.” (“Learning,” n.d.) Yet our understanding

of the concept of experience and its role in learning remains unclear.
The purpose of this study is to increase understanding of the experiencing process in
experiential learning by formulating a conceptual foundation for the experiencing concept that
integrates insights from four different contemporary traditions of experiencing research,
Focusing, Flow, Mindfulness, and Absorption. We attempt to validate our conceptual integration
through the construction of The Experiencing Scale, a self-reported gauge of one’s level of
experiencing in a given context.
Experiential Learning Theory
We examine the role of experience in learning through the lens of Experiential Learning
Theory. (ELT—Kolb, 2015, Kolb & Kolb, 2017) where learning is defined as “the process
whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience. Knowledge results from
the combination of grasping and transforming experience” (Kolb, 2015, p. 49). The central
concept of ELT, the experiential learning cycle, describes the learning process as a recurring
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cycle of experiencing, reflecting, thinking and acting, as depicted in Figure 1. The learning cycle
is driven by two opposing dialectic dimensions, the transforming dimension of acting/reflecting
and grasping dimension of experiencing/thinking. In the cycle of learning learners receive
information through experiencing and transform it by reflecting and thinking and then transform
it again by acting to change the world. They are both receivers and creators of knowledge.
Figure 1
Experiential Learning Cycle

John Dewey (1933), a founding scholar of the theory, argued that engagement in the
learning cycle does not begin until the learner is “stuck” by an obstacle or “struck” by something
amazing or unpredicted. Only then does the cycle move to reflecting, thinking and acting.
Ordinary experience, he said was conservative and bound by previous conclusions and beliefs. It
needs to be shaken and disconfirmed to allow a deeper level of experiencing to engage the
novelty and initiate a reflective process that seeks a new understanding. In this way, a deeper
level of experiencing is the gateway to engagement in the learning process.
Because of the dialectic competition between experiencing and thinking, how deeply one
is engaged in experiencing depends on both the thinking and experiencing modes. In the
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experiencing mode of grasping or understanding the world, we understand the world
immediately and directly through the five senses and our internal feelings and emotions. This is
in contrast to the thinking mode where understanding of the world is through remembered ideas
and concepts. The idea that experiencing and thinking are dual modes of understanding the world
is consistent with a number of contemporary dual processing theories in cognitive psychology
(Evans, 2008); most notably Daniel Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011). He says we
have two selves, an experiencing self that lives briefly in each moment and a
remembering/thinking self that is constructed through remembered memories of concrete
experiences that have been given meaning through cognitive interpretation. Unlike the
experiencing self, the remembering/thinking self is relatively stable and permanent. “It is a basic
fact of the human condition that memories are what we get to keep from our experience, and the
only perspective we can adopt as we think about our lives is that of the remembering/thinking
self.” (Kahneman & Riis, 2005, p. 286). We make our choices with the thinking self though this
is not always the best basis for decision making. The way that we remember and think about our
experiences is very different than the process of experiencing--our minds create illusions that
impact how we remember experiences. For example, we often give more weight to our most
recent experience. This can cause us to remember an event that ended well as a positive event,
even if it was filled with painful experiences. The learning cycle integrates the experiencing self
and thinking self through the transformation dimension of reflection and action. This can be
thought of as an internal conversation between the perspectives of the experiencing and thinking
selves.
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Another ELT foundational scholar, Mary Parker Follett (1924), emphasized that past
conceptions must be reviewed and integrated with ongoing immediate experiencing in the
learning cycle:
The people who ‘learn by experience’ often make great messes of their lives, that is, if
they apply what they have learned from a past incident to the present, deciding from
certain appearances that the circumstances are the same, forgetting that no two situations
can ever be the same... All that I am, all that life has made me, every past experience that
I have had - woven into the tissue of my life - I must give to the new experience. That
past experience has indeed not been useless, but its use is not in guiding present conduct
by past situations. We must put everything we can into each fresh experience, but we
shall not get the same things out which we put in if it is a fruitful experience, if it is part
of our progressing life... We integrate our experience, and then the richer human being
that we are goes into the new experience; again we give our self and always by giving
rise above the old self. (pp. 136-137)
In sum, experiential learning theory describes the role of experiencing in the learning
process as a gateway to engagement in learning cycle. Opening oneself to experiencing the
present moment fully through all of one’s senses and internal feelings sparks reflection about all
of the perspectives and paradoxes inherent in one’s situation. This reflection leads to
conceptualization and ultimately in action on one’s experience.

The Experiencing Scale
In an earlier study Stock (2014) examined the role of experiencing in a study of
participants who participated in an equine-assisted management development program. In that
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study she used a modified version of Tellegen & Atkinson’s (1974) Absorption Scale to measure
how deeply participants were experiencing the program. Her findings indicated that experiencing
significantly mediated the relationships between program characteristics--learner centered
facilitation, psychological safety and the natural setting—and post-program outcomes of
increased critical reflection and creativity.
Encouraged by these findings, we set out in this study to build a more rigorous
Experiencing Scale derived from the broader literature on experiencing. We identified four
distinct traditions of experiencing research, Focusing, Flow, Mindfulness and Absorption:
•

Focusing is an embodied way of experiencing that is beneath thought, language and

emotion. “In focusing one pays attention to the ‘felt sense.’…A felt sense is body and mind
before they are split apart” (Gendlin, 1978, p. 165).
•

Flow “is a state of total engagement in an activity that nothing else seems to matter; the

experience itself is so enjoyable that people will do it even at great cost, for the sheer sake of
doing it” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, p. 4)
•

Mindfulness “is a flexible state of mind in which we are actively engaged in the present,

noticing new things and sensitive to context” (Langer, 2000, p. 220). According to KabatZinn (1994), being mindful is living in the present moment, aware of ourselves and others as
we take in the here and now in a non-judgmental way.
•

Absorption “is interpreted as a disposition for having episodes of "total" attention that

fully engage one's representational (i.e., perceptual, enactive, imaginative, and ideational)
resources.” (Tellegen & Atkinson, 1974, p. 268).
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Research Method and Design

Using a deductive approach, the major concepts of each of the four theories were
identified and searched for a pool of self-descriptive items that represented them. To
determine the self-descriptive items of the scale, we felt that it was necessary to include two,
somewhat opposing statements to which a response could be given along a continuum
between the two. We initially developed a questionnaire in a sematic differential format
(Osgood et al., 1957) consisting of twenty items. Item development that is linked back to the
previously described theories are illustrated in Table 1.
Table 1
Experiencing Scale Items and Experiencing Theory Source
Semantic Differential Items

It was fresh & new.
I was deeply involved.
I didn't notice the passage of time.
I recall the experience vividly.

<>
<>
<>
<>

I was alert and aware.
I actively participated.
My senses were engaged.
I was fully present.
I was “in the flow”.
I was not self-conscious.
I understood it intuitively
My attention was focused.
I felt connected and whole.
I was in the here-and–now.
The experience was emotional.
I saw things in new ways.
I responded to what was
happening
I learned something new.
I felt a sense of oneness with the
natural world.
I felt the experience in my body.

<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>

Theory Source

It was pretty much as I expected.
I was uninvolved.
I was aware of time passing.
Details of the experience are
difficult to recall.
I was easily distracted.
I did not participate.
My senses were not engaged.
I was somewhere else.
I felt resistant.
I was self-absorbed.
I understood it intellectually.
My attention wandered.
I felt scattered.
I was there-and-then.
I had no emotional reactions.
My views did not change.
I was on “automatic pilot.”

Mindfulness (Langer)
Absorption (Tellegen & Atkinson)
Flow (Csikszentmihalyi)
Absorption (Tellegen & Atkinson)

I didn’t learn anything new.
I did not feel a connection with
the natural world.
I had no bodily sensations.

Mindfulness (Langer)
Absorption (Tellegen & Atkinson)

Flow (Csikszentmihalyi)
Flow (Csikszentmihalyi)
Focusing (Gendlin)
Mindfulness (Kabat-Zinn)
Flow (Csikszentmihalyi)
Absorption (Tellegen & Atkinson)
Focusing (Gendlin)
Mindfulness (Kabat-Zinn)
Focusing (Gendlin)
Mindfulness (Kabat-Zinn)
Focusing (Gendlin)
Mindfulness (Langer)
Mindfulness (Kabat-Zinn)

Focusing (Gendlin)
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Prior to testing the scale, the items were shared with colleagues in various contexts in
order to pre-test the items using a “think aloud” approach to address any cognitive difficulties in
answering questions (Bolton, 1993). Minor wording changes and instructions as to how to
complete the questionnaire were added. A quantitative multivariate research study was
conducted with data from undergraduate students enrolled in an upper level Management and
Organizational Behavior course at Walsh University, with the approval of the University’s
Institutional Review Board from the fall of 2017 through 2019. A convenience sampling method
resulted in obtaining 270 completed questionnaires. These subjects consisted of undergraduate
students ranging in age from 19-22, who completed a questionnaire following an experiential
classroom activity which was expected to be beneficial in future work environments. The
experiential activities took place during a 90-minute class session and included role plays, blindfolded exercises, and games specifically designed to teach concepts of Organizational Behavior
with an experiential approach. (Osland et al., 2007)

Statistical Analysis
Statistical analysis using SPSS 25 was conducted to estimate the internal consistency of
the twenty-item experiencing scale. Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .932, indicating a high
degree of internal consistency among the items in the scale. The means (M) of the individual
items ranged from 3.50-5.60, with a mean on the total scale of 99.07 and a standard deviation
(SD) of 20.43. Overall, the participants’ responses on the scale indicated that they possess a
fairly high degree of experiencing. The mean and standard deviation of the items of the
experiencing scale are provided in the Table 2 below.
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Table 2
Mean and Standard Deviation of the Experiencing Scale Items
Item

M

SD

It was fresh & new

5.14

1.688

I was deeply involved

5.17

1.514

I didn't notice the passage of time

4.91

1.764

I recall the experience vividly

5.49

1.313

I was alert and aware

5.43

1.419

I actively participated

5.60

1.451

My senses were engaged

5.19

1.416

I was fully present

5.48

1.424

I was in the flow

5.30

1.345

I was not self-conscious

4.96

1.396

I understood it intuitively

4.97

1.454

My attention was focused

5.36

1.494

I felt connected and whole

4.95

1.474

I was in the here and now

5.27

1.413

The experience was emotional

3.61

1.821

I saw things in new ways

4.59

1.689

I responded to what was happening

5.26

1.406

I learned something new

5.07

1.601

I felt a sense of oneness with the natural world

3.82

1.685

I felt the experience in my body

3.50

1.937

Additional analysis was conducted in order to establish reliability and validity. According
to Hair, et al. (2019), reliability is defined as “the extent to which the variables are consistent in
what they are intended to measure (p. 93)” and validity is defined as “the extent to which the set
of measures correctly represent the concept of study (p. 94).” First, Exploratory Factor Analysis
was conducted to identify factors and initial factor reliability and validity, then Confirmatory
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Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted to further test how well the theorized constructs fit the
data.
Exploratory Factor Analysis
An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted using Maximum Likelihood
Analysis, Promax rotation in SPSS 25. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling
adequacy was .936, suggesting excellent adequacy in the EFA. The Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity
result was significant (p < .001), confirming that there were correlations in the data set that were
appropriate for factor analysis (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011). When examining the output, we
deleted 2 items (I recall the experience vividly and I understood it intuitively) that did not load
significantly onto one factor. As shown in Table 2, reliability, as measured by Cronbach’s Alpha
(α), was higher than .70 for each subscale, or factor and the total variance explained in the scale
is adequate at 58.31% (Churchill, 1979). Intercorrelations among factors are presented in Table 3
and indicate discriminant validity is achieved as the correlations between factors do not exceed
.70.
Table 3
Summary of 3 Factors Resulting from EFA
Factor
Presence
Embodiment
Novelty
Total Scale

# of Items

Eigenvalue

12
3
3

8.38
1.57
.54

Variance
Explained
46.56%
8.74%
3.00%
58.31%

Reliability
α
.94
.77
.75
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Table 4
Correlation Matrix among the Experiencing Scale Factors
Factor
1
2
3

1
1.00
.412
.656

2
.412
1.00
.618

3
.656
.618
1.00

We suppressed the factor loadings to load only factors above .350, which is significant
for a sample size of 250 (Hair et al., 2010, p. 117) and three distinct sub-concepts or factors
emerged from the data, as shown in Table 5. Based on the description of the item within each
group, we labeled the factors to be called Presence, Embodiment and Novelty.
Table 5
Experiencing Factor Loadings for the Final Item Pool Exploratory Factor Analysis
Item
(1) Presence

I was deeply involved
I was alert and aware
I actively participated
My senses were engaged
I was fully present
I was in the flow
My attention was focused
I felt connected and whole
I was in the here and now
I responded to what was happening
I was not self-conscious
I didn't notice the passage of time

(2) Embodiment

I felt a sense of oneness with the natural world
I felt the experience in my body
The experience was emotional
(3) Novelty
I saw things in new ways
It was fresh & new
I learned something new
Note. EFA set to load only factors above .350

F1

Factor (F) loadings
F2

F3

.736
.832
.931
.708
.910
.817
.807
.610
.671
.588
.565
.456
.857
.866
.388
.977
.461
.552
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Confirmatory Factor Analysis
The 18 items remaining in the scale (see Appendix A) were then analyzed using
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in IBM SPSS AMOS 26 to revalidate the Experiencing
Scale’s structure. We added a common latent factor to test for method bias and performed the
Common Methods Bias Test where we compared the unconstrained common method factor to
the constrained model and ran a X2 Difference Test. Results indicate significant shared variance
which led us to retain the common latent factor (CLF) for computing factor scores. We expected
method bias since the data was gathered using a single common method. Therefore, in
accounting for method bias by the Podsokoff et al., (2003) method, the model fits the data (with
CFI = .97, GFI= .93, and RMSEA = .05).
Reliability and validity of the scale were examined. As shown in Table 6, we computed
composite reliability (CR) for each factor and found it to be above the minimum threshold of
0.70 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). We calculated the average variance extracted (AVE). For all
factors, the AVE was above .50, which indicates adequate convergent validity, i.e. measures of
the same concepts are correlated (Hair, et. al., 2010). In order to test for discriminant validity,
i.e. the degree to which conceptually similar concepts are distinct, we then calculated the
maximum shared variance (MSV) and compared this to the average variance extracted (AVE),
(Hair, et.al, 2010). While the Embodiment factor possesses discriminant validity since AVE is
less than MSV, there are minor discriminate validity concerns as the MSV is slightly greater than
the AVE for Novelty and the values for MSV and AVE are nearly equivalent for Presence. Thus,
some of the items under Novelty and Presence may be better explained by another variable.
These statistics indicate that all three factors represent the experiencing concept as defined by the
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Experiencing Scale items and that the Embodiment factor is distinct from the Presence and
Novelty factors.
Table 6
Construct Psychometrics from Confirmatory Factor Analysis
CR

AVE

MSV

Novelty

0.767 0.531

0.564

Presence

0.940 0.568

0.564

Embodiment

0.782 0.549

0.396

Discussion
The above factor analysis results shed some light on the nature of experiencing as viewed
from the perspectives of Focusing, Flow, Adsorption, and Mindfulness. They give construct
validity for a three factor model of experiencing. The first and most dominant factor is Presence
followed by Novelty and Embodiment. Presence is the strongest factor accounting for 47% of
the variance while Embodiment accounted for 9% and Novelty accounted for 3%. Average
variance extracted (AVE) suggests adequate convergent validity for items in each of the three
factors. Discriminant validity between the factors is lacking for Novelty and Presence but seems
to distinguish Embodiment. This along with lower average item scores for the three embodiment
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items (3+) versus 5+ for Presence and Novelty items suggest that embodiment may be a deeper
level of experiencing that is slower to engage.
Presence is a significant concept in all four of the experiencing research traditions. The
characteristics of the items in the Presence factor well describe the elements of the experiencing
process. The concept of Presence refers to the extent to which the learner is actively engaged
during the experience. More specifically in relation to education and teaching, Rodgers &
Raider-Roth (2006), define presence as “a state of alert awareness, receptivity, and
connectedness to the mental, emotional, and physical workings of both the individual and the
group in the context of their learning environments” (p. 265). In their view, there is a relational
dimension of presence, existing in both the teacher and the learner. When both are fully present,
the level of experiencing in deeper.
The second factor, Embodiment, refers to a somewhat deeper level of experiencing that is
beneath thought and language. The concept of Embodiment refers to the felt-sense one is attuned
to during the experience and when present, demonstrates the highest level of experiencing.
Embodiment is kinesthetic in the way that the experience is felt and brings the body into
participating in the experience. Embodied cognition theorists suggest that such learning
experiences where students participate in an immersive, embodied way, results in greater
retention of information in the long term. (Gelsomini et al, 2020)
The third factor, Novelty, is most prominent in Langer’s mindfulness theory (Langer,
2000). She argues that one technique of mindful learning is to notice in a situation, things that are

new and different from expectations. Novel situations can also serve as a trigger for
experiencing, that enables progression to other stages of the experiential learning cycle Novelty
can serve to first get the attention of the learner. While there may be comfort in routine or
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repetition, novel approaches to ideas or ways to illustrate a concept serves peak interest and
curiosity. Learners may vary in terms of the importance they ascribe to newness. The term
neophilia is used to describe the love of or enthusiasm for what is new (“Neophilia,” n.d.), and
the degree to which one thinks of oneself as a neophile can vary (Gallagher, 2012). Novelty has
the ability to pique our curiosity and inspire us to learn. So, it is logical to assume that to fully
engage in an experience, you must first get the attention of the user and doing something novel is
one way to do that.
Educational Applications
There is a crisis in student engagement around the world. For example, “A recent Grattan
Institute report suggested that as many as 40% of Australian students are consistently disengaged
in class, and that these students are one to two years behind their peers in academic performance.
The report also identified that the majority of disengaged students do not actively disrupt the
class, but rather tend to be unmotivated and off-task without attracting the teacher’s attention.”
(Mann, 2018, p. 169) Gross measures of student disengagement such as non-attendance,
disruptive behavior and poor performance can be traced in part to a failure to productively
engage in the learning process itself. When students feel they are not learning anything from
their classes, it is understandable that they would disengage, particularly when other life
circumstances bring additional obstacles. In the US, the National Survey on Student Engagement
(NSSE) has shown increases in student engagement over its twenty-year history in large part due
to the introduction of effective teaching practices that improve student learning such as
collaborative learning, reflective learning, quality advising and teacher/student interaction.
(National Survey of Student Engagement, 2020)
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The Experiencing Scale in its entirety (Appendix A) can be a useful tool to gauge
student’s levels of engagement. Reviewing the scale may be of use to those planning an
experiential learning session as a form of a checklist, or of use as a post experience feedback
form. By viewing participant’s responses to the statements provided, one could interpret dots
that favor the statements towards the left side to be in line with the experiencing self. Dots
leaning towards the right side may indicate that the participant may be considered less
experiencing, or less engaged in learning. Further insight may be gained by looking at the scores
of each of the sub-constructs, or factors we identified: Novelty, Presence and Embodiment.
Educators may find it useful to use a shortened form of the scale when immediate
feedback is desired. An abbreviated version of the complete scale includes 4 items taken from
the Presence factor. (Appendix B) The selected items possess high internal consistency
(Cronbach’s Alpha .90) and can be used to poll a class immediately following an activity as a
quick “temperature check” to determine the way in which participants are engaging and
experiencing the learning opportunity. It can also be used as pre-work to set experiencing goals
for a learning experience.
Engaging students in learning is proving even more difficult in the transition to online
learning. Yet, a number of recent studies are showing that social, cognitive and teacher
presence, experiential learning and active participation can increase online engagement in
learning. (Martin et al., 2018; Dunlap et al., 2016; Krassmann et al., 2019) The 4 item short
experiencing scale can be a useful guide and monitoring device to gauge the ongoing level of
experiencing in an online session reminding learners to be fully present with focused attention in
the here-and now and to participate in the class.
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Personal Development Applications
The experiencing scale can also be used as a tool for developing one’s own experiencing
skills to increase learning and creativity. A person can use the scale to gauge their level of
experiencing in different situations in their life. This information can help the person to
deliberately prepare for learning by seeking novelty, being present and attending to embodied
feelings and it can also serve as a gauge for on-going monitoring of one’s experience in a class or
program.
Summary and Conclusion
The Experiencing Scale is a useful measure of the relationship participants have with the
material and context of experiential learning and serves as a relevant instrument to gauge a
learner’s engagement in learning. We have theoretically explained the origin of the
Experiencing Scale and the results of its use in a classroom setting. The scale as a whole
demonstrated high internal consistency (Cronbach’s Alpha .932). Upon analysis of this sample,
overall it was found to be reliable and met convergent validity, but did not meet criteria for
discriminate validity.
Directions for Future Research
As we noted earlier the Experiencing Scale gauges the transaction between the person
and their situation. Both the personal characteristics and situational characteristics should
influence a given level of experiencing to some extent. We would hypothesize, for example that
people with an Experiencing Learning Style would engage more deeply in experiencing that
those with a Thinking Learning Style (Kolb, 2015). When considering the context for learning,
one might predict that deeper levels of experiencing would occur in an active, experiential
exercise that in a lecture.
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Further research is needed to test the scale in different environments. For example,
results could be compared when the scale is taken in a classroom versus in a natural, outdoor
setting. The method of instruction could also be compared to determine how experiencing may
differ when students partake in a lecture versus an experiential simulation or to compare
experiencing in an in-person versus online course format. In our sample, data was gathered
following various in-person experiential activities. Within this context, we found that activities
that were more immersive and highly experiential in nature further support a higher level of
experiencing. Future studies could further explore high versus low involvement in experiential
learning activities in a more systematic manner.

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial, or
not-for-profit sectors.
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Appendix A
Experiencing Scale Long Form

Note to Educator: Items 1 – 3 represent Novelty, 4 – 15 represent Presence, and 16 – 18 represent Embodiment.
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Appendix B
Experiencing Scale Short Form
Read each of the item pairs on the left and right side. Then, mark the button that best describes your experience.

I was fully present.
My attention was focused.
I was in the here-and –now.
I responded to what was
happening.

O
O
O
O

O
O
O
O

O
O
O
O

O
O
O
O

O
O
O
O

O
O
O
O

O
O
O
O

I was somewhere else.
My attention wandered.
I was there-and-then.
I was on “automatic pilot.”

