

Learning Experience 1
PAGE  
15
Learning Experience


Running Head: LEARNING EXPERIENCE

A Design and Research Framework for Learning Experience

Patrick Parrish

The COMET® Program

Brent G. Wilson

University of Colorado Denver

Corresponding Author Contact Information

Email: pparrish@comet.ucar.edu
Phone: 303-497-8366

Fax: 303-497-8941

Keywords: learning experience, aesthetics, transformative learning, motivation

Abstract

As designers in related fields are shifting from speaking of usability to user experience, many instructional designers are confronting the challenge of improving the learning experience, seeking to move beyond technically effective designs to create meaningful and compelling experiences. A focus on learning experience raises many questions for instructional design (ID) practice. Unlike behavioral objectives or discrete cognitive skills, the construct of learning experience lacks the precision or control that instructional designers are accustomed to. The notion of experience is more holistic, requiring simultaneous attention to cognition, behavior, and affect – even agency and identity. This article presents the concept of experience as a transactional process and offers a framework for learning experience, including individual and situational qualities that affect that the nature and level of experience. A concluding section considers several methods appropriate for research on learning experience, and suggestions for relating the construct to the practice of instructional design.
A Design and Research Framework for Learning Experience

Introduction

Recent literature in a variety of design fields has called for a shift in focus from products and usability, and from effectiveness and efficiency, toward characteristics of user-experience (McCarthy & Wright, 2004; Hassenzahl & Tractinsky, 2006). For example, instead of simply making products that work and provide ease of use, designers are looking more at ways to provide meaningful and enjoyable use – culminating in a satisfying and fulfilling user experience. While creating a technically reliable, easy-to-use product clears an initial hurdle, many designers are looking for ways to deepen and strengthen the user’s experience with the product.

This shift from utility to user experience is not purely altruistic of course – it is largely a response to increasingly competitive market conditions. Users of educational products, for example, face a glut of messages demanding their attention about an intimidating array of products and choices. Within an “attention economy,” learners attend to messages that are inviting and engaging in addition to those expected to fill functional needs (de Castell & Jenson, 2004). For good reason instructional designers have shown increasing interest in exploring the learning experience, frequently drawing from the sister design fields and from the arts (Dickey, 2005; Hokanson, Miller, & Hooper, 2008; McLellan, 2002; Parrish, in press; Wilson, Parrish, & Veletsianos, 2008). The surge of interest in educational gaming reflects this new focus on learning experience.

A similar shift is happening in the health professions, with new emphases on patient wellness (not just a physical state, but a relationship of increased connectedness to one’s body and the world) rather than merely curing illness, and on nursing care and presence (being there for all patient needs, including social, emotional, and spiritual ones, rather than just carrying out patient treatments—see Watson, 2008; Woodward, 2003). This is partly a response to perceived threats to the profession from standardized healthcare delivery and an increasing emphasis on efficiency. But it originates in the recognition that approaches focused on technical solutions are often limited in their impacts, unnecessarily costly, and fail to address quality-of-life issues. Educators, facing the move toward mandated competencies, assessments, and restricted professional roles, along with an increasingly diverse demographic of students, might be expected to have a similar response. In some respects both school and healthcare reforms have gained efficiencies and accountability; in other respects they have reduced the role of professional judgment and concern for the broader experience of students and patients. Instructional designers might draw from the health professions through a similar broadening of intended outcomes, substituting wellness with its educational parallels, including open-mindedness and a healthy desire to learn. 

A focus on learning experience raises many questions for instructional design (ID) practice. Unlike behavioral objectives or discrete cognitive skills, the construct of learning experience lacks the precision or control that instructional designers are accustomed to. The notion of experience is more holistic, requiring simultaneous attention to cognition, behavior, and affect – even agency and identity. Clearly a conceptual framework of the learning experience is needed. This could then serve as a basis for advancing knowledge through research and theory, and shaping the learning experience in real situations, as instructional designers would be called to do.

This paper offers a framework for understanding learning experience that can guide instructional designers in creating more engaging designs and contribute toward a research agenda for advancing knowledge in this area. The framework is consistent with pragmatist and phenomenological perspectives of experience, and is also informed by current learning theory.

A Range of Learning Experiences

Before detailing the framework, the next section describes two contrasting cases. They diverge in several dimensions that will become clearer as the framework is discussed. We will revisit them later when we apply the framework to analyze their qualities.

Pat’s Experience with Psychology 302

As an undergraduate, I (Pat) took a sophomore-level course in Developmental Psychology to fulfill one of my core requirements. This was a popular course, and so it was taught in a large lecture hall to more than 200 students. As was my habit in such courses, I sat nearer the back than the front of the hall, and rarely offered to interact by asking questions or providing answers. Instructor contact consisted of twice-weekly lectures, following the comprehensive text students were assigned to read in sequence and nearly in its entirety. Lectures were interesting because the content was interesting, and the instructor was personable, but beyond using infrequent photographic slides and reporting on additional research, the instructor did little to expand the content beyond the text. The text was organized chronologically by developmental stages, and interwove theoretical explanations as they applied to those stages. It was easily recognizable as a standard college textbook, using a clear but unimaginative writing style and predictable end-of-chapter comprehension questions. Assessments included three long exams composed of multiple-choice and short response items, administered by a teaching assistant. 

 Because I had not yet taken advantage of my university’s policy to offer students the option of taking up to two core course on a pass/fail basis, I did so in this case, assuming the reduced pressure would allow me to put more effort into my major area literature and film history courses. While the course content interested me, I found myself putting in minimal effort. In fact, having passed the two mid-term exams with high grades, and knowing that the lowest test grade would be thrown out, I naively decided to skip the final exam, assuming that failing grade would be thrown out. The teaching assistant thought “it probably would be ok.” It wasn’t, and I received a grade of incomplete for the course. 

That summer, I was required to meet with the course professor—the first time I’d seen her at a distance less than 25 feet—and she assigned an alternative final exam composed of short essay questions. I enjoyed the brief meeting, and in many ways, I found the final exam interesting to complete. While I never saw a final grade other than “Pass,” I’m sure I did well. 

Erin’s Arctic Adventure

This fictionalized report is based on descriptions of Arctic Transect 2004 (Doering, 2006), an online “Adventure Learning” program offered to K-12 teachers for use in their classrooms. Erin was an 8th grade student when she participated in Arctic Transit 2004. Her science and humanities teachers decided to collaborate in employing the program to enhance their standard curriculum during spring semester. Arctic Transit was centered on an adaptable, problem-based curriculum that could be downloaded on demand from the program Website. The curriculum was linked to a real-time, 3,000-mile dogsled expedition by educators and adventurers through the northernmost Canadian province of Nunavut. Erin’s teachers chose to implement units that challenged students in collaborative problem-solving activities (with students from around the world) to understand Inuit culture, language, and, in particular, their ecological knowledge and strategies for adapting to their often harsh environment, and the potential impacts of climate change. 

The science and humanities text-based units were augmented by classroom and Internet-based activities, and live and recorded reports from the expedition participants as they travelled through the region interacting with the Inuit people. The Internet activities included chat sessions with expeditioners and experts, during which Erin submitted questions that were directly or indirectly answered.  Erin also viewed online photos and videos, and downloaded audio reports from the expedition that expanded upon the text. Classroom activities asked Erin to connect the course content to her own life, such as her own family’s environmental impacts and cultural practices. She shared reports of these online with the worldwide cohort of fellow students. But her favorite part of the program was learning about the team of dogs pulling the expedition sleds, and following the adventure from their perspective. She checked in weekly for an update “written” by one of the dogs. A portion of the Website focused on the dog teams also allowed her to share photos and stories of her own dog.  

Erin often found herself having so much fun with the online collaborations and opportunities to share her insights and experiences that she put in more effort than she usually did for school work. She looked forward to the upcoming chat sessions and the weekly reports from the field, and always found time to read the assignments that prepared her to participate. The experience has increased her interest in geography and environmental science to the level that she has read additional books and articles on similar topics. She remembers it as one of the most fun times she had learning in middle school, and hopes she can convince her high school teachers to participate in new adventure learning programs.

A Framework of Experience

Experience is partly an internal process, but it is more than the collection of psychological states undergone by an individual in a given situation. By the same token, experience contains external conditions and events, but it is more than merely something that happens to a person. In other words, it is neither merely an individual’s subjective responses to a situation nor just the objective conditions that make up that situation – and it is not merely the addition of the two. It is useful to view it more broadly as the transaction or engagement that takes place between an individual and the world (Dewey, 1925/2000). Experience in this sense is a reciprocal activity that includes a conscious individual engaging with a responsive world—a world that includes objects, physical qualities and other people. The individual and the world are co-creators of the experience. From the transactional point of view, the value of an experience can be described in terms of the quality of the transaction that develops and its potential to improve future experience (Dewey, 1938/1997). In turn, the qualities of the experience worth exploring are those that impact the nature of the transaction. 
Although not fully captured by a breakdown of internal and external elements, experience includes:

· A person’s active engagement in an activity involving the outside world, including material objects and other people

· A person’s immediate apprehension of that ongoing activity, including the physical/bodily response to the situation

· A person’s construction of meaning from that activity, typically built around a narrative

· The intersubjective, joint construction of meaning of groups of participants

· The responses and changing nature of the world that dynamically impacts a given situation

Thus when we ask a learner what meaning they derived from an activity, we are probing experience – but experience is not reduced to their report or their construction of meaning. Maintaining a holistic, transactional view of experience helps avoid reducing the construct to a psychological state or process and maintains the unit of analysis at the person + world level.

The instructional model of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) is well documented and has been adopted by many practitioners. While we view it as strong model for developing powerful learning experiences, the range of potential qualities of experience are not addressed by this primarily prescriptive model. We share the belief with Kolb that all learning happens within experience, but are unwilling to call some forms of learning "experiential" and others not. Our goal here is to account for the continuum of learning experiences by identifying the qualities that    lead to those with the most powerful learning potential, but not to prescribe a particular sequence of instructional events.

Interest in the construct of engagement has increased in recent years (e.g., Dickey, 2005; Greeno, 2006; Hung & Khine, 2007), partly to acknowledge its key role in flow-like activities such as game playing, and partly out of dissatisfaction with constraining models of motivation available from cognitive psychology. To some extent, engagement with the world leads to experience. In another sense the two terms are synonymous—they both refer to activity with the world. Engagement both leads to and is part of a learner’s experience with the world. In general, engagement becomes an important part of our language when trying to articulate the processes of experience.

Temporal Dimensions of Experience

Experience has several temporal dimensions that account for its nature and potential value. 
It is immediate. Experience is felt, not just observed or reflected upon. An individual’s relationship to the situation at a given moment, before rational analysis and when affective influences hold at least equal sway to cognition, is a critical factor in the ultimate value attached to it. The qualities of immediate experience can color all other aspects, determining how deeply one engages and the meaning one attaches to it. 

· Experience is composed or constructed. Some experiences stick with us and, upon reflection, develop qualities that might not have been noticed during the situation itself. Later experiences might color the prior experience in a way that recasts it. For example, an illness may have been unpleasant at the time, but reflection might focus on personal struggle successfully faced, social relationships strengthened, and changes in outlook and habits that resulted—coloring the experience as ultimately positive and conducive to growth.

· Experience unfolds over time. Experience can be seen also in the accumulation of immediate experiences or, moreover, as an unfolding sequence of immediate experiences that move toward an outcome. Similar to the way a piece of music builds or a novel grows on you, an experience may lead to increasing complexity and a rewarding conclusion that depends upon the totality of unfolding events. Like immediate experience, this unfolding and its unfolded conclusion are also felt, and not just objects of cognition.

· Finally, experience is historically situated. The meaning ascribed to any given experience depends in part on the history of previous interactions. This is a significant factor for example, as students encounter non-intuitive math and science principles or as they adjust to the routine of a new teacher. This notion of history is central to cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) (Cole, 1996).

Levels of Experience

The effectiveness of an experience can be understood pragmatically in terms of the level of its potential impact—the degree of change it can stimulate in the near term or the growth that might continue in the future experiences to which it leads. This potential depends upon the quality of engagement that takes place, and can be demonstrated in each of the temporal dimensions described above. The levels listed below do not describe a strictly ordered continuum along a single variable; rather they describe common kinds of experience based on numerous converging conditions and qualities.

· No experience. Given the definition of experience as transaction, not all situations qualify as experience. If one is unconscious of things in the world or makes no attempt to influence them, learn from them, or enjoy them, little or no experience occurs and no value results.

· Mindless routine. Some experience can be characterized by the boredom that comes from forced or mindless routine. In this case, little investment is made by the individual, and little impact is felt from the situation. Growth is stymied, and the only likely impact is a developing aversion to similar experiences in the future.

· Scattered/Incomplete Activity. At this level of experience, an investment of engagement is evident, but it is frustrated by interruptions, diversions, and roadblocks that leave it unfulfilled. Unfortunately, much of life can fall into this category. An individual can be quite immersed in activity, but the experience remains unsatisfying and unmemorable. At the end of a day filled with such experience, one might ask, “What did I accomplish today?” and be unable to come up with an answer other than that it was filled with activity. 

· Pleasant routine. At the level of pleasant routine, experience begins to have lasting value. Pleasant routine, as opposed to mindless routine, suggests significant engagement and investment in the transaction, both by the individual and by the situation in response. However, the growth that results from this kind of experience is likely to be evident only in the long term, developing incrementally and slowly. Tending a garden is a prime example and metaphor for this kind of experience—the routine tasks are not necessarily significant on their own, but an awareness of what they lead to colors them as pleasant and meaningful (cf. Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; James, 1976).

· Challenging endeavors. Whether one succeeds or fails, challenging endeavors lead to significant growth and new knowledge about one’s place in the world. Challenge suggests substantial engagement in the transaction of experience, again, not just on the part of the individual attempting to meet the challenge, but also on the part of the world imposing the challenge. The most significant challenges come about from sustained effort, not instantaneous reward for confronting a difficult situation. Therefore, the nature of challenge is often revealed more fully in-the-making and in-reflection, even though immersion in the moment is also a critical characteristic.

· Aesthetic experience. When an experience stands out from the general flow of experiences, when one can point to it as exhibiting heightened meaning throughout in its immediacy, its unfolding, and in reflection, experience reaches its highest level and qualifies as aesthetic (Dewey, 1934/1989). ‘Aesthetic,’ in this sense, includes recognition that works of art are refined experiences—they function as an exercise of our ability to derive meaning from life, and are not distinct in quality from many everyday experiences (Berleant, 1991). Aesthetic experience is characterized by meeting an indeterminate situation with anticipation and active engagement, and following through toward a unifying consummation. Aesthetic as peak experience can be powerful and life-changing, and at minimum intensely enjoyable and memorable.

As the levels of experience proceed from mindless to pleasant routine through challenge to aesthetic experience, increased engagement is assumed. In fact, engagement may be the best indicator of the level of potential outcomes of an experience. The quality of engagement that develops in an experience is influenced by both situational and individual qualities, some of the most significant of which are discussed in the following sections.  

Situational Qualities Influencing Experience

The situation in which an experience takes place includes the physical world and material objects that afford or constrain engagement, including one’s own body. Other people are also a key part of the situation, as are related social and cultural qualities. The list below examines a very general set of qualities that describe these conditions.

· Immediacy. Experience has an immediate temporal dimension, and therefore a key quality of situations is how well they absorb individuals in this dimension by offering substantive immediately felt qualities. The degree to which an experience becomes immediate, in the sense of un-mediated or unencumbered by intervening interpretation or representation, can be an important indicator of its ultimate power (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Experience, from the viewpoint of the individual, comes in waves of perceptions, thoughts, and feelings that arise from active engagement with a situation. To submit to these waves, even when they occur without apparent organization, is to appreciate the immediacy of an experience. Merely considering a situation in the abstract or passively observing it without immersion will have lesser impact. Designers achieve immediacy by attending to the emotional authenticity and sensual qualities of a situation or product, and when the forms and textures of experience they offer are consistent with an unfolding meaning.
· Malleability. As a transaction, effective experience requires give and take, both doing and undergoing on the part of the individual involved. Experience and what we gain from it relies heavily upon what we bring, what we contribute to its unfolding, and how we think about it upon reflection. In turn, situations that provide for effective experience will be malleable, or open to the contributions of individuals. Situations conducive to powerful experience leave room for individualized engagement and ownership, even if only by remaining open to interpretation, as is the case with otherwise finished works of art. Malleability is also the quality that allows experience to be composed over time from the raw materials of immediate experience. To be malleable is more than being responsive, suggesting an explorability or openness to taking shape—giving experiences an adventure-like quality. In this sense, malleable situations are to a degree provisional, with their final meaning deferred and begging additional action and/or interpretation.
· Compellingness. By presenting something of novelty or interest, a compelling situation invites entrance and pursuit. It draws a person in; it leads a person along or propels a person forward. Compelling situations invite movement and response by presenting a provocative idea, challenge, issue, or conflict in need of resolution. This relates to the notion of problem solving in cognition and instructional design (Jonassen, 2000), but extends to a more general way people encounter the world (Wong, 2007). Compelling situations create a degree of tension, or at times even anxiety, which exists naturally at the upper boundary of optimal experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).
· Resonance. Experiences show varying degrees of influence and persistence, but they never just stop at the edges of the situation. We carry experiences within us and into new situations, continuing to reflect upon their meaning, allowing it to develop contours and depth as it resonates with other aspects of our lives. The richest experiences can change the timbre of the other situations we encounter with the knowledge we’ve gained and new points of view we’ve adopted. If their resonance is sufficiently strong they can recast nearly everything we do or have done and continue to impact our lives indefinitely by sending ripples of influence forward, backward, and outward. When situations are too scattered and incomplete or too closed in and too pat in what they have to tell us, they can fade quickly. Situations gain resonance by connecting to our lives and by leaving a residue of ideas and attitudes that can attach to the future situations we touch. Resonant experiences leave us energized to ponder them further and to look for future connections. 

· Coherence. Much of experience is disjointed and seems to move from event to event without connection or meaning. More rewarding experiences feel unified and coherent—they hang together. To judge something as coherent is equivalent to saying that something is meaningful—either it connects to our lives and intentions in a way that completes previous experience, or it reveals a high degree of internal unity and can be appreciated on its own terms. As it is with works of art, those experiences that reveal significant coherence of intent in the midst of threatening chaos, or those that achieve successful unification of widely disparate elements, are often those judged most rewarding. Experiences richen when one has to struggle toward consummation (Dewey, 1934/1989).

Instructional providers can aspire to high degrees of immediacy, malleability, compellingness, resonance, and coherence in the learning situations they create.
 Attention to the textures of experience, providing opportunities for learners to mold a situation, showing connections to other experience and pointing to future experience, and creating learning activities that move in concert toward a consummation of growth in the learner—each of these is critical in allowing a powerful learning experience to develop. 

Qualities of Individuals Influencing Experience

What an individual brings to a situation influences the experience as much as its situational qualities. To a large degree, each individual creates a unique experience with herself at the center. While instructional designers are often primarily concerned with influencing situational qualities and with how learner qualities mesh with these, they always bring personal qualities to the learning experience that also impact its effectiveness. Some of the more important individual qualities are described below.   

· Intent. Each person has a particular orientation to the world indicated by the goals and interests (intentions in common parlance) they carry into a situation. But intent goes beyond this notion of having an express purpose. Intentionality also suggests the inherent world-directedness of consciousness (Stewart & Mickunas, 1990), a fundamental relationship with the world that includes our attitudes, values, hopes, beliefs, likes, and dislikes, as well as assumptions about one’s place within the world (Husserl, 1982/1999). Clearly, the concept of intentionality covers a lot of ground that psychology typically tries to sort out (Anderman & Wolters, 2006). One’s intent has an important impact on the experience that develops in a situation, and the intentions of other individuals involved (such as instructors and IDs) will also have an impact. When a person exercises conscious intent, an experience has a higher chance to develop to its full potential.

· Presence. One’s ability to have an experience and the resulting level of that experience depend on the degree of presence one brings to it. Presence begins with being-there, which includes physical and mental presence, leading to sufficient engagement with the content of a situation for understanding to occur. But presence also includes the important quality of being-with, a willingness to engage with the other individuals in an experience at multiple levels. Being-with includes a willing vulnerability that supports others—the practice of empathy rather than focusing entirely on one’s own intentions. For example, with an empathic stance, one encourages an open exchange of thoughts and feelings rather than professing a single point of view. Presence also includes being-one’s-self, an attitude of authenticity and genuine expression of one’s own thoughts and feelings. Being-one’s-self is important for connecting with others and having a genuine relationship to the situation in general (Heidegger, 1962). A person lacking this aspect of presence may be unable to learn from an experience because he never admits to the need. As an educational goal, enhancing the learning experience entails two related outcomes: helping learners (1) become more fully alive and aware in the present and (2) be more completely responsible agents who can draw on their pasts to project, imagine, and make things happen in the future.

· Openness. Openness doesn’t imply passively giving in to any external force, but instead possessing the willingness to submit to being changed while maintaining personal integrity (Dewey, 1916). The ability to change in productive ways requires such integrity combined with openness. Openness is also a type of dependency that “denotes a power rather than a weakness” because it creates interdependency and increased social capacity (p. 44). Openness is an essential state for developing engagement within a situation.

· Trust. Trust encompasses several essential qualities of the individual in an experience. It suggests a degree of faith that positive outcomes can emerge from a situation—a willingness to “suspend disbelief,” demonstrate patience, and extend one’s presence without immediate reward. It also describes having anticipation, a mental and emotional attachment to the situation that looks ahead to outcomes based on indeterminate conditions that need resolution. Finally, trust always contains an element of forgiveness that although the situation and individuals will occasionally fall short of expectations, things can be repaired and reconciled and differences bridged (Wilson, 1999; Song, Hannafin, & Hill, 2007). 

While these qualities relate to the individual learner, they fit all individuals participating in the situation. This includes other learners – but also the instructional designer, the teacher, and others involved in the learning transaction. 

The dimensions and qualities of experience posited here are not assumed to be independent. Instead, they are to a degree overlapping, mutually influencing, and interdependent. However, even a non-orthogonal framework is useful in providing structure for instructional design judgment. Because experience is highly contextual, and therefore subject to cultural influences, the framework is also likely, to a degree, influenced by the Western values of the authors. For example, while the framework suggests the importance of situational malleability and individual intent in enhancing experience, in other cultures these qualities might be de-emphasized in favor of stability and social harmony.

In keeping with the transactional nature of experience, one can see both parallel and complementary relationships between the individual qualities in an experience and the qualities of the situation. For example, individual intent can be seen as parallel to the resonance of the situation—they are qualities that reach outside the experience. One complement of intent—the situational quality that allows it to be exercised—is malleability. An additional parallel relationship is that between individual presence and situational immediacy (how a situation exudes its presence), and both individual openness and trust have a parallel in situational malleability (a trust that control is not required). Additional complementary relationships include those between individual presence and the situational malleability that can admit it, individual openness to a situational resonance, and individual trust that situational coherence will become evident. In reality, one could make the case that each of the individual qualities is complemented by each of the situational qualities, and even helps to bring them about, an observation that further reinforces the advantage of a holistic view of experience.

Figure 1 depicts the relationships between situational and individual qualities of an experience and the levels of experience. Increasing levels in each of the qualities, when they meet and interact, will lift experience to higher levels. Where the qualities are lacking or mismatched, the level of experience is likely to remain low. Experience exhibits peaks and valleys through time depending on the convergence of these qualities. The relationship between intent and experience has additional complexities—individual intent must match to a sufficient degree the content that the situation has to offer. 
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Figure 1: Qualities and Levels of Experience

The characteristics of situations and individuals impacting experience are of course more numerous than those listed above. For example, each experience also has a particular content or set of contents that are most salient. In complement, individuals come with a particular level of knowledge and prior experience with that content, which will determine the quality of learning that occurs. This relationship is one that instructional providers understand quite well, and so it has not been treated here directly. However, the quality of intent does capture entry conditions such as goals, attitudes, and beliefs in regards to content, and malleability suggests situational accommodation to these and to a learner’s level of content knowledge.
Examining Learning Experiences

With the framework now in place, we revisit the two learning experiences described earlier, applying the framework to analyze their qualities.

Pat’s Psychology Course Revisited

The most salient qualities of this learning experience are my own limited intent, presence, and openness, demonstrated by my having taken the pass/fail option and refusing to mitigate the effects of the large lecture-hall environment by sitting closer to the instructor and asking or answering questions. While I brought a level of interest to the course, I did little to build upon it. The instructor herself fell victim to the large lecture medium by offering limited opportunities for interaction or engaging activity, and by keeping her professorial distance.  The course was predictable, and largely trustworthy, but at the expense of engagement.

The course situation created by the instructor offered little to increase immediacy or resonance. Few interesting media or activities broke the lecture-hall impediments to engagement, and the large class size limited discussion that could make the course content more relevant to students’ lives. Malleability was never a goal for the course, or at least I did not recognize opportunities to poke and probe and engage with course elements. There appeared to be little I could do to contribute to the structure or even the details of the experience, other than perhaps to ask a question during a lecture. Being a young adult just leaving behind adolescence, the content on human  psychological development offered significant resonance, and was  at times inherently compelling in explaining the drama of maturation, but I don’t recall these qualities being used to advantage. Coherence was achieved only by “sticking to the text,” but it was a coherence with little reward, one created more through routine than through challenge or aesthetic experience.

In reality, the only memorable aspect of the learning experience was created by my decision to violate protocol and skip the final exam. The engagement that resulted during the post-semester meeting with the professor and while completing the final, essay-based exam in a way salvaged what would otherwise have been a completely weak experience. 

Erin’s Adventure

This learning experience was designed in direct response to the limitations imposed by courses like Psychology 302, so it shows many opposite qualities. For example, while malleability was almost entirely absent in the lecture hall, the Arctic Transect program was predicated upon offering teachers and students the malleability necessary to customize, and even personalize, the curriculum, even though it was  primarily focused on a remote part of the world. Erin’s teachers could choose curricular components and activities according to how well they felt these fit their existing curriculum and student preferences; the problem-based design of the materials called for active student engagement in guiding the outcomes and even many of the particulars of instruction. Frequent chat sessions and online collaborative zones gave Erin additional powerful opportunities for making contributions, which in turn increased the resonance of the experience. 

The immediacy and, ultimately, the coherence of the experience were enhanced by the linkages to the real-time expedition. The subject matter came alive for Erin as she viewed photos and videos and read stories from those on the expedition. The naturally developing drama of the dangerous trek and anticipation of its completion became compelling and immediate through its emotional impact and visceral appeal.  

Even though many of the interactions in the course were had with remote participants and experts via the Web, the program was designed to increase the presence of all participants through structured, moderated discussions. Frequently emails to teachers and students from “Education Basecamp” kept the program activities and expedition in front of participants. The open forums and chat sessions, as well as the collaborative areas, demonstrated a high degree of trust that students could make constructive contributions and share personal stories and ideas. While Erin may not have come to the experience with a high degree of interest or intent to learn, the connections she made to the content and other participants (including, of course, the sled dogs) created a developing intent that made her highly engaged and has continued to grow beyond the end of the experience.

Conclusions

The framework reveals experience as temporally grounded, multi-dimensional, and systemic in nature. This of course places high demands on anyone attempting to research the learning experience that results in any given instructional situation.  Developing a clear picture of learning experience calls for a variety of research methodologies, including phenomenological and ethnographic techniques. Narrative approaches to research (Polkinghorne, 1988) will be useful for capturing a rich description of the qualities a learner brings to bear in response to the qualities of learning situations, and how these meet in the unfolding story of the experience (as well as narrative approaches to design – see Dickey, 2006). Mixed methods approaches (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2004) are also appropriate because the examination of quantifiable learning outcomes  is seen as critical by many stakeholders in educational contexts. Observation protocols borrowed from research in technology usage might provide an additional objective measure of experience (Axelrod & Hone, 2006). 

Our research lab (IDEAL Lab, no date) is currently exploring ways to better track and capture the conversational nature of instructional transactions over time. Simultaneously, instructors and students are engaging each other and observing and noticing impacts and changes. A research protocol that collected data from instructor and students over the course of a unit or term, then noting differences and converging perceptions, could help capture a multi-party transaction and get a window into people’s experiences—especially when combined with after-the-fact reflections and stories. 

In a similar spirit, Parrish and Botturi (2008) performed research to understand how learning engagement evolved in two distinct instructional situations in which conscious attention was applied to increasing the aesthetic qualities of the learning experience. Their results showed high variability among the individual and group patterns of engagement, and evidence of highly individualized responses to the same instruction, reinforcing the ideas that peak aesthetic experience is somewhat idiosyncratic and subjective, and cannot be strictly designed by arranging the situation in a particular way.

Because research in this area has a dual focus of understanding processes and improving instructional outcomes, we suggest action research as a viable strategy. Action research engages participants with the intent of improving outcomes and effectiveness and effecting social change – goals very much in line with efforts to understand learning experience in real environments. 

Activity theory is an existing framework that can describe the transactional nature of a learning experience (Cole, 1996; Jonassen & Roher-Murphy, 1999; Lemke, 1997), and so it might seem to offer a sufficiently strong starting point for research. However, activity theory, while accounting for the individual goals and intentions of the actors within activity systems, sees them as somewhat disembodied. Also, activity theory does not concern itself with level of experience as a critical component in an activity system. The framework provided here deepens activity theory’s materialist, “outside looking in” account of learning by adding an “inside looking out” perspective. 

A number of other theories can assist in formulating the experience construct. Working largely from a socio-cognitivist perspective, educational game theorists have explored engagement and the learning experience (Dickey, 2005; Gee, 2003). Also as mentioned, traditional design fields have explored the user experienced (McCarthy & Wright, 2004). Other contributing theory bases for understanding experience include sociological theories of agency (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998 – see also Greeno, 2006); pragmatist philosophy of action and reasoning, particularly ideas of John Dewey, William James, and George Herbert Mead; practice theory (Bourdieu, 1990; Giddens, 1984; Kemmis, in press); critical theory in general (Dimitriadis & Kamberelis, 2006).; and conversation theory (Pask, 1976). Most of these areas are not well represented in the instructional-design literature, and their inclusion could prove fruitful for the field.

In addition to theory, examination of best practices can yield insights and provocations. Public school teachers have received recognition for outstanding efforts to bring classrooms alive with drama, adventure, and challenge. The Hobart Shakespeareans are an example (see their website), as is Albert Cullum, profiled in the PBS Independent Lens film, A Touch of Greatness (see website reference). 

Learning experience as a central concern for instructional providers is an innovation in several ways. Close attention to and valuing of learning experience leads to a crafting stance toward practice (Sennett, 2008). And greater attention to craft leads to additional care and responsiveness in implementation. One way of nurturing this attitude is to approach the instructional design task as one of composing a narrative of learning experience (Parrish, 2006), using story writing as a tool to imagine and better understand the complexity of the experience. Consideration of the temporal dimensions and situational qualities of experience suggest that multiple approaches to content presentation, learning activity design, and context and relationship building are critical. The framework of experience provided here calls for an increased accounting of the qualities learners bring to an instructional situation and strategies for encouraging higher levels of positive qualities. Finally, the framework might remind instructional providers of their own roles as individuals contributing to learning experiences, and ask them to consider their own intentions, levels of presence, openness, and trust. Instruction and learning become as much about relating and connecting as about knowledge-demonstrating. 

Aesthetic experience, the level of experience that offers the deepest and potentially most lasting impacts, is not an inexplicable occurrence. It is merely a powerful convergence of high levels of each of the qualities of experience discussed. Aesthetic experience is worth striving for in instructional situations not only for developing situational motivation and engagement, but because it can spill over into other parts of learners’ lives, offering an empowering anticipation of the potential to be found in any new experience (Dewey, 1916; Wilson, Switzer, Parrish, & Balasubramanian, 2007).  It can instill a desire for the rewards of attending to the immediacy, engaging the malleability, ensuring compellingness, and finding the resonance and coherence in experience. It can also inspire learners toward higher levels of presence, openness, and trust, and stimulate healthy intent. On the other hand, repeated experiences that don’t allow these qualities to manifest themselves may cause learners to shut down to the potential of experience and growth. 

References

Anderman, E. M., & Wolters, C. A. (2006). Goals, values, and affect: Influences on student motivation. In P. A. Alexander & P. H. Winne (Eds.), Handbook of educational psychology (2nd ed., pp. 369-389). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Axelrod, L., & Hone, K. S. (2006). Affectemes and allaffects: A novel approach to coding user emotional expression during interactive experiences. Behaviour & Information Technology, 25(2), 159-173.

Berleant, A. (1991). Art and Engagement. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.

Bourdeiu, P. (1990). The logic of practice (trans. Richard Nice). Stanford CA: Stanford University Press.

Cole, M. (1996). Cultural psychology: A once and future discipline. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990). Flow: The psychology of optimal experience. New York: Harper & Row.

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990). Flow: The psychology of optimal experience. New York: Harper & Row.

de Castell, S., & Jenson, J. (2004). Paying attention to attention: New outcomes for learning. Educational Theory, 54 (4), 381-397.

Dennett, D. C. (1991). Conciousness explained. Boston, MA: Little, Brown and Company.

Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and education. New York: The Free Press.

Dewey, J. (1925/2000). Experience and philosophic method. In J. J. Stuhr (Ed.), Pragmatism and classical american philosophy (Second ed., pp. 460-471). New York: Oxford University Press.

Dewey, J. (1934/1989). Art as Experience (Vol. 10). Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press.

Dewey, J. (1938/1997). Experience and education. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Dickey, M. D. (2005). Engaging by design: How engagement strategies in popular computer and video games can inform instructional design. Educational Technology Research and Development, 53(2), 67-83.

Dickey, M.D. (2006). Game design narrative for learning: Appropriating adventure game design narrative devices and techniques for the design of interactive learning environments. Educational Technology Research and Development, 54 (3). 245-263.

Dimitriadis, G., & Kamberelis, G. (2006). Theory for Education. New York: Routledge.

Doering, A. (2006). Adventure learning: Transformative hybrid online education. Distance Education, 27(2), 197-215.

Emirbayer, M., & Mische, A. (1998). What is agency? The American Journal of Sociology, 103 (4), 962-1023.

Gee, J. P. (2003). What video games have to teach us about learning and literacy. New York: Palgrave MacMillan. 

Gagné, R. M. (1985). The conditions of learning (4th ed.). New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Giddens, A. (1984). The constitution of society. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press.

Greeno, J. G. (2006). Authoritative, accountable positioning and connected, general knowing: Progressive themes in understanding transfer. The Journal of the Learning Sciences, 15 (4), 537-547.

Hassenzahl, M., & Tractinsky, N. (2006). User experience: A research agenda. Behaviour & Information Technology, 25(2), 91-97.

Heidegger, M. (1962). Being and time. San Francisco, CA: Harper & Row.

Hobart Shakespeareans (2007). Website: http://www.hobartshakespeareans.org/ See also: http://www.pbs.org/pov/pov2005/hobart/
Hokanson, B., Miller, C., & Hooper, S. (2008). Commodity, Firmness, and Delight: Four Modes of Instructional Design Practice. In L. Botturi & S. T. Stubbs (Eds.), Handbook of Visual Languages for Instructional Design: (pp. 1-17). Hershey, PA: Information Science Reference.

Hung, D., & Khine, M. S. (Eds.). (2006). Engaged learning with emerging technologies. New York: Springer.

Husserl, E. (1982/1999). The basic approach to phenomenology. In D. Welton (Ed.), The essential husserl (pp. 60-85). Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.

IDEAL Lab (no date). Innovative Designs of Environments for Adult Learning: A doctoral lab at the University of Colorado Denver. Online: http://thunder1.cudenver.edu/ideal/
James, W. (1976). Essays in radical empiricism. Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press.

Jonassen, D.H. (2000). Toward a design theory of problem solving. Educational Technology Research and Development, 48 (4), 63-85.

Jonassen, D. H., & Roher-Murphy, L. (1999). Activity theory as a framework for designing constructivist learning environments. Educational Technology Research and Development, 47 (1), 61-79.

Kemmis, S. (in press). What is professional practice? Recognizing and respecting diversity in understandings of practice. Retrieved October 12, 2008, from: http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ripple/docs/Kemmis%20Prof%20Practice%20Chapter%20060419_14.pdf
Kolb, D.A. (1984) Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall.

Lemke, J. L. (1997). Cognition, context, and learning: A social semiotic perspective. In D. Kirshner & J. A. Whitson (Eds.), Situated cognition: Social, semiotic, and psychological perspectives (pp. 37-55). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

McCarthy, J., & Wright, P. (2004). Technology as experience. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

McLellan, H. (2002). Staging experiences: A proposed framework for designing learning experiences. Educational Technology, 42(6), 30-37.

Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Leech, N. L. (2004). Enhancing the interpretation of "significant" findings: The role of mixed methods research. The Qualitative Report, 9(4), Available online at http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR9-4/onwuegbuzie.pdf.

Parrish, P. E. (in press). Aesthetic principles for instructional design. Educational Technology Research and Development.

Parrish, P. E. (2006). Design as storytelling. TechTrends, 50(4), 72-82.

Parrish, P. E. (2008). Designing compelling learning experiences. Unpublished Dissertation, University of Colorado Denver. <I think we can delete this one now>

Parrish, P.E. & Botturi, L. (2008) Assessing engagement and aesthetic qualities in learning experiences. Retrieved November 1, 2008, from: http://www.comet.ucar.edu/~pparrish 

Polkinghorne, D. E. (1988). Narrative knowing and the human sciences. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.

Sennett, R. (2008). The craftsman. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Song, L, Hannnafin, M.J., & Hill, J. (2007). Reconciling beliefs and practices in teaching and learning. Educational Technology Research and Development, 55(1), 27-50.

Stewart, D., & Mickunas, A. (1990). Exploring phenomenology: A guide to the field and its literature (2nd ed.). Athens, OH: Ohio University Press.

A Touch of Greatness (2008). Website: http://www.pbs.org/independentlens/touchofgreatness/film.html
Watson, J. (2008). Nursing: The philosophy and science of caring. Boulder, CO: University Press of Colorado.

Wilson, B. G. (1999). Adoption of learning technologies: Toward new frameworks for understanding the link between design and use. Educational Technology, 39 (1), 12-16.

Wilson, B. G., Parrish, P. E., & Veletsianos, G. (2008). Raising the bar for instructional outcomes: Toward transformative learning experiences. Educational Technology, 48 (3), 39-44.

Wilson, B. G., Switzer, S. H., Parrish, P., & the IDEAL Research Lab. (2007). Transformative learning experiences: How do we get students deeply engaged for lasting change? In M. Simonson (Ed.), Proceedings of selected research and development presentations. Wash​ing​ton D. C.: Association for Educational Communications and Technology. Retrieved October 12, 2008, from: http://thunder1.cudenver.edu/ideal/docs/AECT06ProceedingsRevised.doc
Wong, D. (2007). Beyond control and rationality: Dewey, aesthetics, motivation, and experiences. Teachers College Record, 109 (1), 192-220. Also online: http://www.msu.edu/~dwong/publications/Wong-TCRBeyondControl.pdf
Woodward, T. (2003). Children's perceptions of nurse presence as revealed through assemblage and story. Beth-El College of Nursing and Health Sciences, Colorado Springs.

5 The potential power of aesthetic experience stands in contrast to its common marginalization when compared other forms of everyday life. Compared to technical and more narrowly rational forms of life, the aesthetic is typically de-valued and its influence minimized. This value imbalance is one of the prompts for our research agenda along these lines.


� We use the term ‘situation’ in a similar way that Gagné (1985) uses ‘external conditions’ of learning. Our use highlights the relevance of both instructional and naturally occurring situations.






