
 

 

 

NCRM Bitesize Lessons for Teaching 

Social Science Research Methods  

2: Experiential Learning 

What is experiential learning? 

Experiential learning is rooted in the idea that 

experience plays a critical role in learning1. The core 

idea is that you learn by doing and by reflecting on that 

doing. The experience in experiential learning tends to 

be in an authentic context or, if it has to be simulated, 

readily translatable to an authentic context. Experiences 

thus support holistic learning2 and this kind of learning is 

often contrasted with more fragmented, classroom-

based or textbook style learning. 

The underpinning ideas include: 

• Learners benefit from exposure to (or immersion in) 

novel experiences and real-world problems that 

make the learning meaningful to them. Dialogue 

with others helps them to make sense of what they 

are learning. 

• To learn something we need to experience it. In 

experiential learning (rather than just active 

learning), the learning is grounded in experience in 

an ongoing way. 

• The theory of Kolb3, that is, that there is a learning 

cycle involving experiencing, reflecting, thinking, 

and acting. In this way the student is able to act on 

their learning in an applied way. 

• The theory of Schön4 about the need for reflection 

to inform professional practice.  

Using experiential learning in 

research methods education 

Experiential learning is a model that underpinned old-

style PhDs in the UK in which the doctoral researcher 

learned almost as an apprentice – doing research to 

learn the craft. It is widely regarded as suited to learning 

to be a researcher5, particularly a qualitative (or mixed 

methods) researcher6,7. Indeed, experiential learning is 

sometimes seen as the ‘signature pedagogy’ of 

qualitative research8. This builds on the ideas 

advocated by Bourdieu9 that learning to be a researcher 

needs to happen in the research situation and not 

through transmission of knowledge out of context; 

experiential learning gives the student researcher a feel 

for the game of research. It provides an embodied 

experience and draws in learners’ emotions and 

reflections5,10,11,12 in addition to their judgment and 

reasoning7, supporting a constructive process of 

experimenting10.  

Experiential learning approaches dominate many 

professional domains such as teacher education, social 

work and the training of health professionals, with which 

learning to be a researcher has many similarities. 

Students are immersed in methodological concepts and 

tools so as to bring depth of understanding of the 

processes they use and why13.  

What the research methods 

pedagogic research literature 

tells us 

Experiential learning supports methods learners to:  

• appreciate the process, ethics and decision-

making of research12 

• make personally meaningful connections 

between content and experiential, reflecting, 

thinking and acting phases14 

• experience feeling uncertain and vulnerable in 

research, which means that often teachers 

combine experiential learning with collaborative 

learning to reduce the stress10,11,12,15, 16 

• enjoy deep learning12, creating rather than just 

consuming knowledge, gradually building on 

prior experiences14. 



 

 

 

Applying experiential learning  

Research methods teachers and trainers apply 

experiential learning by: 

• strategically placing students into authentic 

research projects17,18 

• preparing students to make sense of their 

experiences, providing opportunities for 

dialogue before and after the experience15 

• starting with giving students a research 

experience, then using practical tools to 

systematically reflect on the experience and 

think critically about it, followed by action in 

research assignments; this works in online as 

well as in person formats and in simulated as 

well as authentic contexts14,19 

• using drama20 and other arts media such as 

poetry, photos, dance and film to enable 

students to experience working with data and 

thinking about data in new ways2,7 

• using virtual environments21 to provide 

authentic experiences of interviewing, for 

example, thereby preparing students for 

process elements of doing research (how long 

things take, the unexpected, what it is like to 

combine giving full attention with planning the 

next move)19. 

Useful links  

The NCRM quick start guide to Three approaches used 

in research methods teaching 

Conversation with a Purpose, by Helen Kara showing 

experiential learning on doing qualitative interviewing in 

comic form. 

References 

1. Dewey, J. 1938. Experiential Learning. Prentice 

Hall. 

2. Patka, M., Miyakuni, R., & Robbins, C. 2017. 

Experiential learning: Teaching research 

methods with photovoice. The Journal of 

Counselor Preparation and Supervision, 9(2).  

3. Kolb, D.A. 1984. Experimental Learning. 

Experience as the Source of Learning and 

Development. Prentice Hall. 

4. Schön, D. 1987. Educating the Reflective 

Practitioner. Jossey-Bass. 

5. Call-Cummings, M., Hauber-

Özer, M., & Dazzo, G. 2019. Examining 

researcher identity development within the 

context of a course on PAR: A layered narrative 

approach. The Qualitative Report, 24(9), 2178–

2196. 

6. Johnson, R.E., Murphy, M., & Griffiths, F. 

2019. Conveying troublesome concepts: Using 

an open-space learning activity to teach mixed-

methods research in the health sciences. 

Methodological Innovations, 12(2), 1–14. 

7. Lapum, J., & Hume, S. 2015. Teaching 

qualitative research: Fostering student curiosity 

through an arts-informed pedagogy, The 

Qualitative Report, 20(8), 1221–1233. 

8. Eisenhart, M., & Jurow, A.S. 2011. Teaching 

qualitative research. In: N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln 

(Eds) The Sage Handbook of Qualitative 

Research, 4th edn. Sage, 699–714. 

9. Bourdieu, P. 1992. The practice of reflexive 

sociology. In P. Bourdieu & L. Wacquant (Eds) 

An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology. University 

of Chicago Press, 217–260. 

10. Bartels, K.P., & Wagenaar, H. 2018. Doubt and 

excitement: An experiential learning approach 

to teaching the practice of qualitative 

research. Qualitative Research, 18(2), 191–

206.  

11. Bogumil, E. et al. 2017. Art as mode and 

medium: A pedagogical approach to teaching 

and learning about self-reflexivity and artistic 

expression in qualitative research. International 

Journal of Research & Method in Education, 

40(4), 360–378. 

12. Chatfield, S. et al. 2014. Enhancing the 

experience: A multiple case study of students’ 

experiences using arts-based techniques in 

learning qualitative research. The Qualitative 

Report, 19(41), 1–13. 

13. Carsey, T.M., & Harden, J.J. 2015. Can you 

repeat that please?: Using Monte Carlo 

simulation in graduate quantitative research 

methods classes. Journal of Political Science 

Education, 11(1), 94–107. 

14. Brown, N. et al. 2023. Experiential pedagogies 

in the online space. In M. Nind (ed.) Handbook 

of Teaching and Learning Social Research 

Methods. Edward Elgar, 228-256. 

15. CohenMiller, A. et al. 2020. Creative pedagogy 

and praxis with social media: Applications in 

and out of the qualitative research 

classroom. The Qualitative Report, 

25(5), 1215–1232. 

https://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/id/eprint/4021/1/three_approaches_used_in_research_methods_teaching_QuickStart.pdf
https://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/id/eprint/4021/1/three_approaches_used_in_research_methods_teaching_QuickStart.pdf
https://drhelenkara.files.wordpress.com/2018/06/conversation-with-a-purpose.pdf


 

 

 

16. Miskovic, M., & Lyutykh, E. 2017. Teaching 

qualitative research online to leadership 

students: Between firm structure and free 

flow. The Qualitative Report, 22(10), 2704–

2721. 

17. Bryant, K., Matthews, E., & DeClerk, L. 

2017. Integration of service learning into a 

doctoral-level qualitative research methodology 

course. Nurse Education, 42(6), 299–302. 

18. Natland, S. et al. 2016. Learning practice-based 

research methods: Capturing the experiences 

of MSW students. Journal of Teaching in Social 

Work, 36(1), 33–51. 

19. Roulston. K. & Herron, B.A. 2023. Teaching the 

art of qualitative research interviewing: A 

developmental approach. In M. Nind (ed.) 

Handbook of Teaching and Learning Social 

Research Methods. Edward Elgar, 184-199. 

20. Chen, X. 2016. Challenges and strategies of 

teaching qualitative research in 

China. Qualitative Inquiry, 22(2), 72–86. 

21. Kawulich, B.B. & D’Alba, A. 2019. Teaching 

qualitative research methods with Second Life, 

a 3-dimensional online virtual environment. 

Virtual Reality, 23, 375–384. 

 

 

 

This resource is underpinned by a systematic review: Nind, M. & Katramadou, A. (2023) Lessons for teaching 

social science research methods in higher education: Synthesis of the literature 2014-2020. British Journal of 

Educational Studies, 71(3), 241-266. 

National Centre for Research Methods 

Social Sciences 

University of Southampton 

Southampton, SO17 1BJ 

United Kingdom 

Web:  www.ncrm.ac.uk 

Email:  info@ncrm.ac.uk 

Tel: +44 23 8059 4539 

Twitter: @NCRMUK

 

 

http://www.ncrm.ac.uk/
mailto:info@ncrm.ac.uk

