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Abstract

The advent of the 21st century has seen significant developments and transformations that we have seen since
centuries in terms of technology, economy, social relations, etc. As a consequence, education has thus
acquired new meanings and responsibilities. Learners are expected to come forward with high order skills
and abilities, including 4C’s: Critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, and communication. Learners are
required to be digitally fluent and globally ready. Conventional teaching-learning practices, where teachers
lecture and students listen and assessing learners by a test are no longer sufficient to build real world skills
that leaners need today. Learning through experiences, is completely based on the core principles of ‘learning
by doing’. It promotes active participation in student’s learning process through reflection, rather than the
traditions methods of learning-teaching process involving just listening and memorizing. This paper explores
the importance of learning through experience to embed 2 st-century skills among higher education learners
in accordance with India’s National Education Policy (NEP) (2020). Based on the prior work of various
scholars like John Dewey, David Kolb, and Jack Mezirow, the paper starts with a discussion of experiential
learning role in connecting classroom theory into real world practices. Subsequently, it explores the role of
“learning through experiences” in inculcating required skills in learners for future success. Various
institutions in India are already adopting these practices in their curricula by exploring specific pedagogies
that promote experiential learning such as project-based learning, internship programs, and community-
based learning. The paper ends by concluding that learning through experiences is not only a pedagogical
method rather it helps learner learn how to exist and work in the real world.
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1. Introduction

The global educational landscape sees institutions different contexts, and connecting with their

wrestling with how to redefine their mission and
teaching practices, a transition from concentrating on
content to emphasizing practical application, as
observed by academics. Many schools still use
lectures and tests based on memorization, despite
recent changes. This often focuses on immediate
grades over future skill growth; it stops students from
applying what they learn in new or practical settings.
This disconnect between theoretical understanding
and real-world application has been widely
recognized as a critical gap in higher education.
Experiential education really steps up to address this
issue. It mixes action, reflection, and real-world
application, turning learning into something much
more lively and engaging. Instead of just sitting back
and soaking up information, learners dive right into
the thick of it-tackling real problems, exploring

communities. This hands-on approach helps them
build knowledge through their experiences, which is
way more effective than just passively receiving
information. This method fits perfectly with what
India’s National Education Policy laid out back in
2020. The policy emphasizes creating learning
environments that are holistic, flexible, and
multidisciplinary. It’s all about shaking things up and
making education more relevant.

2. Understanding 21st — Century Skills.

The notion of 21st-century skills encompasses a
broad spectrum of competencies that extend beyond
conventional academic knowledge. These skills are
essential for navigating the complexities of modern
life and participating effectively in a globalized
economy (Trilling & Fadel, 2009). [6]. Some of the
most important 21st-century skills are as follows:
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e Critical Thinking: This is about being able to
break down information, weigh up the
evidence, and make smart choices.

e Creativity: Think of this as your ability to
come up with fresh ideas and innovative
solutions.

e Collaboration: It’s all about working well
with others, especially in diverse teams.

e Communication: You need to be able to share
your thoughts clearly, whether you’re
speaking or writing.

e Digital Literacy: In today’s tech-driven
world, knowing how to use technology
effectively and responsibly is a must.

e Adaptability: Life changes quickly, so being
able to adjust and keep learning is super
important.

e FEthical Awareness: This is  about
understanding our social responsibilities and
making decisions based on values.

Now, while everyone seems to agree that these skills
are important, the truth is they’re not always taught
systematically in regular classrooms. That’s where
experiential education steps in. It helps close this gap
by weaving these skills into real-life learning
experiences. For example, when you work on
collaborative projects, you naturally build teamwork
skills. And when you tackle problems hands-on,
you’re sharpening your analytical thinking. Looking
at it from a different angle, experiential learning can
be seen as a way to integrate various skills all at once.
It’s not just about learning one thing at a time. This
approach is particularly valuable because it gets
learners ready for real-world challenges, which, let’s
be honest, are rarely limited to just one area.

3. Theoretical Foundations of Experiential

Learning
The conceptual basis of experiential education is
deeply rooted in progressive and constructivist
educational theories.
3.1. John Dewey’s Perspective

John Dewey, back in 1938, really believed that
education should be rooted in our experiences. But
here’s the catch—mnot every single experience we
have is automatically a learning opportunity. He
pointed out that it’s all about continuity and
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interaction. You see, meaningful learning happens
when our experiences are linked and we take the time
to reflect on them. This idea really drives home the
point that we need to create thoughtful learning
environments, ones that actually encourage our
intellectual growth. It’s not just about going through
the motions; it’s about making those connections that
can truly make a difference. [2]

3.2. David Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle
David Kolb expanded on Dewey’s ideas by
proposing a structured model of experiential learning.
His model describes learning as a continuous cycle
consisting of four stages:

e Concrete Experience —Engaging in a new
experience

e Reflective Observation —Thinking about the
experience

e Abstract Conceptualization —Forming ideas
and theories

e Active Experimentation —Applying learning
in new situations

This stage prompts learners to
i fak EApen

This stage immerses (eatners
in a hands-on ien h their actions

Experiential
Learning

In this stage, (eamers
synthesize reflections into
abstract concepts and
generalizations, creatively
connecting dots and identifying
patterns, bridging theory and
practice.

www.educatorstechnology.com

Figure 1. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle
Source: Adapted from Kolb (1984)

As illustrated in Figure 1, learning is not a linear
progression but a continuous cycle in which each
stage reinforces the others. The model underscores
the importance of reflection as a bridge between
experience and conceptual understanding.
3.3. Transformative Learning Theory

Jack Mezirow came up with this idea called
transformative learning. It's all about how we change
our views by really thinking critically about our
experiences. You know, when we dive into
experiential learning, it can totally shake up what we
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believe, pushing us toward a richer understanding
and, honestly, personal growth. When you put these
ideas together, they show that experiential learning
isn’t just some teaching method. It’s more like a way
of reshaping how we think. It helps us look at what
we know in a whole new light, which can really lead
to more profound and lasting learning.”
4. Experiential Education as a Catalyst for 21st-
Century Skills
Experiential learning plays a crucial role in
developing essential skills required in the modern
world. From an analytical standpoint, experiential
learning can be viewed as a simulation of real-world
complexity within educational settings. It lets
students build up their skills in a way that feels both
safe and real.
5. Experiential Learning in the Context of NEP
2020
The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020
represents a major shift in India’s educational
approach. It emphasizes holistic development,
flexibility, and skill-based learning.

6. Institutional Practices and Case Illustrations
A lot of institutions in India have already begun
adopting experiential learning practices. These
include:

e Community-Based  Learning:
engage directly with social projects,
potentially cooperating with rural
communities or NGOs. Experience like these
make them aware to genuine social issues and
develop in them a greater sense of
responsibility towards the world around them.

e Industry Partnerships: Collaborating with
industries enables students to obtain
internships and face real-world challenges,
thus bridging the gap between theoretical
knowledge and professional practice.

e Project-Based Learning: Students engage in
practical projects that require where they
genuinely use the concepts they acquire. For
example, engineering students may design
solutions for real infrastructure problems.

e Innovation and Entrepreneurship Cells:
Numerous higher education institutions now

Students

International Research Journal on Advanced Engineering Hub (IRJAEH)

e ISSN: 2584-2137
Vol. 04 Issue: 06 June 2026
Page No: 4476 - 4480

https://irjach.com
https://doi.org/10.47392/IRJAEH.2026.0586

have innovation hubs, places where students
can brainstorm startup ideas and come up
with creative fixes for tough problems. [3]
These practices not only make learning more
interesting but also boosts their job prospects and
confidence among students.
6.1. Case Studies from
Education Institutions
To see how experiential learning actually works, we
can look at a few examples from leading Indian
institutions.
6.1.1.  Case Study 1: IIT Bombay
IIT Bombay strongly focuses on hands-on learning.
The institute encourages students to move beyond
classroom theory and explore innovation,
entrepreneurship and research. [5]. A good example
is its Entrepreneurship Cell, where students can
develop startup ideas, take part in hackathons, work
in teams and solve real-world problems. IIT Bombay
also  offers the  Undergraduate  Research
Opportunities Program, where students can work
with professors on actual research projects.
Impact:
e Encourages innovation and creativity
e Builds research skills
e Promotes entrepreneurial thinking
6.1.2.  Case Study 2: BITS Pilani - Practice
School Model
BITS Pilani is known for its Practice School program,
which is a structured internship system built directly
into the academic curriculum. Through this program,
students work with real companies for a specific
period and also earn academic credits for it. [7]. This
makes the learning experience more practical, as
students get to apply what they study in real
professional environments.
Impact:
e Improves employability
e Prepares students for industry expectations
e Reduces the gap between theory and practice
6.1.3.  Case Study 3: NIT Trichy
NIT Trichy also gives students strong industry
exposure through internships, projects and practical
training. Students often work on real engineering
problems shared by companies and industry partners.
This helps students see how classroom concepts are
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applied in actual work situations.
Impact:
e Improves practical skills
e Encourages teamwork
e Develops problem-solving ability
6.1.4. Case Study 4: IIT Delhi
At IIT Delhi, experiential learning often takes the
form of community-based projects and social
initiatives. Students work on real issues related to
sanitation, education, rural development and
sustainable solutions. [8]. This allows students to
engage directly with social issues and think of
practical ways to address them.
Impact:
e Builds social responsibility
e Improves ethical awareness
e Develops real-world problem-solving skills
6.1.5. Case Study 5: IIT Madras
IIT Madras has built a strong environment for
innovation and startups. Its Research Park and
incubation centre connect students with startups,
industry experts and researchers. As a result, students
are exposed to real business and technology
challenges while still being supported by the
academic environment.
Impact:
e Encourages entrepreneurship
e Gives students real-world exposure
e Strengthens links between academia and
industry
6.2. Key Insights from the Case Studies
These examples show that experiential learning can
be successfully integrated into Indian higher
education.
Some key lessons are:
e Experiential learning should be properly
included in the curriculum
e Industry and community partnerships are very
important
e Interdisciplinary learning leads to better
outcomes
e The focus should be on overall student
development, not just exams
Overall, these case studies show that experiential
education is both practical and effective in the Indian
context.
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6.3. Global
Education
Experiential education is not limited to India. Many
countries have also adopted strong models of
experiential education. Finland and Singapore offer
two especially useful examples for India to learn

from.
6.3.1.

Perspectives on Experiential

Finland: Applied Learning and
Teacher-Led Innovation

Finland follows a dual system of universities and
universities of applied sciences. The universities of
applied sciences focus strongly on work-life-oriented
learning. These institutions include internships,
community engagement, practical projects and
flexible course structures as part of the learning
process. Teacher training is another key part of
Finland’s approach. Teachers are trained to create
learning environments where students can actively
participate and learn through experience.
Lessons for India:

e Connect vocational and academic learning

more smoothly

e Invest in strong faculty development

e Make curricula more flexible and practical

6.3.2.  Singapore: Industry Collaboration

and Interdisciplinary Projects

Singapore’s higher education system places a strong
focus on industry-linked and collaborative learning.
Institutions like NTU, SMU and SUSS include real-
world projects, service-learning, global exposure and
interdisciplinary work in their programs. For
example, students often work with companies,
community groups and public organizations. This
helps them develop both professional and social
skills.
Lessons for India:

e Build stronger industry-linked curricula

e Encourage interdisciplinary problem-solving

e Include social responsibility and global

exposure in higher education

6.3.3.  Strategic Insights for NEP 2020
India can learn a lot from Finland and Singapore.
Finland shows the importance of teacher-led applied
learning, while Singapore shows how industry
partnerships and global exposure can strengthen
education. By combining these ideas with the goals
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of NEP 2020, India can build a strong experiential
learning framework. This would prepare students not
only for jobs but also for solving real social and
global challenges.
7. Role of Educators in Experiential Learning
In experiential learning, the teacher’s role shifts from
simply delivering content to guiding students through
the learning process. Instead of only explaining
concepts, teachers help students learn through
activities, reflection, discussion and real-world
application.
The main responsibilities of educators include:
e Designing meaningful and relevant learning
experiences
e Encouraging students to think critically
e Helping students reflect on what they have
learned
e Giving regular feedback
o Keeping students motivated and engaged
To make this shift effective, teachers need proper
training and continuous  support.  Faculty
Development Programs, Faculty Induction Programs
and Continuous Professional Development initiatives
can help educators develop the skills needed for
experiential teaching.
8. Challenges and Strategic Interventions
Although experiential learning has many benefits,
implementing it is not always easy. Many institutions
still depend on traditional teaching methods, rigid
syllabi and exam-focused assessment systems.
Some common challenges include:
e Rigid and overloaded curricula
e Assessment systems that focus mainly on
memorization
e Limited infrastructure and resources
e Lack of trained faculty
e Resistance to change within institutions
To deal with these challenges, institutions need clear
and practical strategies.
Conclusion
Experiential education is no longer an optional
approach - it is a necessity in today’s rapidly evolving
world. By connecting theory with practice, it
transforms learning into a meaningful and engaging
process. It equips students with the skills, attitudes
and knowledge required to navigate complex
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challenges and contribute effectively to society.
Aligned with the vision of NEP 2020, experiential
learning has the potential to revolutionize higher
education in India. Institutions must actively adopt
and integrate this approach to ensure that learners are
not only academically competent but also capable,
confident and future-ready.
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