
Transforming Higher Education in Agriculture

Experiential Learning
Daniel Sherrard



Approaches to Learning

Much of formal education is
what Pablo Freire referred to as
“banking” education

“Depositing” facts, theories, principles
in student’s heads and then asking them to
repeat them on an exam and somehow
expecting them to apply them in the “real
world”



Experiential
learning represents
a different
approach and seeks
to unite theory and 
practice



“Theories die if they remain disconnected 
from practice; practice uninspired by theory is

lifeless”
- Kathleen Stassen Berger

“Nothing is as practical as a good theory.”
-Konrad Lorenz



Experiential Learning Model



Learning is especially effective when a person engages in a four stage cycle of 

(1) concrete experience, followed by 

(2) observation of and reflection on that experience, leading to 

(3) the formation of abstract concepts (analysis) and generalizations (conclusions), 
which are then 

(4) used to test hypothesis in future situations, resulting in new experiences.

EFFECTIVE LEARNING



Experiential Learning @ EARTH

→ All courses should strive to achieve a balance between theory and 
practice

→ “Practice” does not necessarily mean field based activities – case 
studies, group or independent projects, problem solving and 
other methodologies can all take place in a classroom

→ Students have different preferred ways of learning, courses should
include opportunities for a variety of activities keyed to different
styles



Examples of Experiential
Learning at EARTH



Work Experience

• An opportunity to actively engage in production activities
in crops, livestock, forestry and related activities

• An opportunity to supervise other students
• Progressive responsibility
• An opportunity to work directly with communities and 

small farmers



Entrepreneurial Projects

Students form companies, decide on business
develop plans

: Implement project

Finish business projects, process of reflection

Development and implementation of business
accompanied by “theoretical” modules related to 
agribusiness, planning, accounting, finances, etc.  

Knowledge when
you need it!



Internships
3rd year, 15 weeks

Students responsable for identifying and negotiating conditions
for their internships

Objective: Intern integrates into enterprise, assumes
responsibilities

2018: 112 interns in 36 countries, 34% in own country, 66% in 
other country

Must engage in a community development project in addition to 
their internship job



vs.

…and students are integral to 
an engagement strategy with

the community

The University as an Ivory
Tower is no longer relevant



Community Experience
• 1st year & 2nd year: field trips, work experience in 

the community
• 3rd year: 7 weeks living in rural communities in 

Guanacaste, community Project during internship
• 4th year: Opportunity to supervise community work

with 2nd year students



Students learn a tremendous
amount out of class, particularly so-
called “Soft Skills”
• Sport activities
• Clubs
• Feria EARTH Multicultural
• Etc. 

“Extra-Curricular” - Non-Formal Learning

Education is what 
remains after one has 
forgotten what one has 
learned in school
- Albert Einstein



Experiential and 
participatory learning
methodogies can be 
implemented in spite of 
a lack of resources


