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Abstract
Higher education plays a key role in the creation 

of a competent and adaptable workforce. In 2006, an 
immersive, 16-week, experiential learning program was 
created to foster professional development in upper-
level equine science students. The objective of this 
study was to assess participants’ perception of content 
knowledge, hands-on skills, career preparation, and 
personal growth gained from the program. Students 
(n=27; 61% response rate) provided reflective feedback 
via Likert-type (4=very much; 3=somewhat; 2=slightly; 
1=not at all) questions, and open-ended queries to 
elaborate on ordinal responses. In general, students 
felt that the program played a key role in preparing 
them for a career in the horse industry or the animal, 
veterinary or medical sciences (mean response 
3.82±0.09). While students indicated the program was 
effective in facilitating desired improvement in equine-
related knowledge and hands-on skills (3.77±0.08 and 
3.74±0.09, respectively) and enhanced understanding 
of research (3.63±0.12), personal growth in transferable 
skills was also a prominent outcome (3.48±0.11). Eighty-
nine percent of respondents reported improvements 
in communication, and/or the ability to work with and 
value others, as the most useful outcomes related to 
transferable skills. Overall, results suggest that learning 
content and technical skills in an immersive, authentic 
environment additionally facilitates gains in interpersonal 
competencies. 

Introduction
Recent surveys find many college graduates 

unprepared for employment, with increasing employer 
emphasis on transferable skills (e.g., communication, 
collaboration, problem-solving, scientific literacy) rather 
than specific knowledge or technical proficiencies 
(Fischer, 2013; Hart Research Associates, 2015). As a 
result, educators must devise alternative ways to deliver 
student-centered, authentic experiences that promote 
both personal and professional growth (Brickman et 
al., 2009; National Research Council [NRC], 2009). 
Immersive, experiential learning programs can offer new 
ways to supplement traditional classroom- or laboratory- 
based curricula and develop soft skills desired by 
employers (Hodge et al., 2011). 

Experience-based learning allows students to create 
new knowledge through transformation of experience 
(Kolb, 1984). Kolb’s learning cycle generally begins with 
students participating in a concrete experience, upon 
which they reflect, generalize and draw inference through 
abstract conceptualization, adjust their worldview to 
incorporate this new information, and then form and test 
these new hypotheses through active experimentation 
and a subsequent concrete experience. Experiential 
learning in authentic contexts, reflecting student career 
interests and declared learning objectives, creates 
deeper understanding than didactic learning, due to 
the active, practical and relevant nature of the lessons 
learned (Manolis et al., 2013). This type of learning is also 
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based in constructivist learning theory, with contextual 
learning influenced by prior experience (Dewey, 1938), 
and characterized by dynamic ownership by students of 
personal knowledge creation (Splan et al., 2011). 

Appropriate time for reflection is a large component 
of experiential learning, although it can be a major limita-
tion in assessing the ability of experiential learning par-
adigms to effect developmental change in an individual. 
Personal growth often requires fundamental reframing 
and altering of one’s belief systems, and is often a long-
term process (Hodge et al., 2011). Reflection during the 
experience may provide instructors or facilitators some 
measure of formative assessment, but students may not 
realize some program impacts until they have sufficient 
time to reflect upon the experience or are challenged to 
transfer their new knowledge to a new situation. 

Another key feature of undergraduate learning pro-
grams which are successful in promoting personal and 
professional growth is individualized and group mento-
ring of students by faculty and staff. Mentoring is often 
reported to have both career and psychosocial benefits, 
including academic performance, retention, self-esteem 
and self-confidence (Kram, 1985; Campbell and Camp-
bell, 1997). A mentoring model for educational settings 
(Brzosa et al., 1987) identified mentor functions of infor-
mal contact, role modeling, direct assistance, demon-
stration, observation and feedback, and professional 
development planning assistance. These mentor func-
tions are characteristic of undergraduate agricultural sci-
ences programs, which, by nature, are often experien-
tial in design and offer rich opportunities for faculty- or 
peer-mentoring of students (Wolfe et al., 2008). 

With this theoretical background in mind, a novel 
undergraduate learning context was created in 2006 at a 
major land-grant university which removed students from 
the typical academic setting and fully immersed them 
in an intense, highly-authentic learning environment 
congruent with their motivations and desired career 
paths. The program targeted equine science students, 
whose anticipated careers often require a high degree 
of both technical skill and content knowledge, in addition 
to general social and scientific competencies (Splan and 
Porr, 2011). 

Initially, the program was located on the university’s 
equine teaching center on the main campus, and was 
conducted during the summer months from 2006-2009 
under the direction of one of the authors. In 2010, the 
program was relocated to a large, university-owned, 
equine research and extension center roughly 400 
km from campus, and was expanded to also include 
spring and fall semesters for academic credit, and was 
executed in cooperation with a second faculty member 
and staff member. 

The program drew heavily on experiential learning 
theory. Students were treated as a cohort responsible 
for daily herd health and reproductive management of 
40-50 horses, and, in addition to their on-site equine 
coursework, participate in equine science and manage-
ment-related field trips, industry events, workshops and 

seminars hosted within the mid-Atlantic region. Further, 
the students assist faculty and graduate students with 
ongoing equine research projects. Increased emphasis 
on scientific literacy, data fluency and research experi-
ence was added to the curriculum in 2010 to improve 
student understanding of knowledge creation and appli-
cation in both personal and societal contexts, and to 
better prepare students for STEM-based careers (Brick-
man et al., 2009). As a result, students were given more 
opportunity to conduct group or individual experiments, 
and exercises in scientific writing and review of recent 
scientific literature related to equine, animal and human 
health sciences were added. Technical competence in 
horse handling, horse management, and basic labora-
tory skills was developed through demonstration, guided 
practice and then independent practice. In addition to 
these program-wide learning objectives, students also 
developed three to four personal learning objectives at 
the beginning of the semester, which were then incor-
porated by program faculty and staff into the curriculum 
as the semester unfolds. Students met informally with 
instructors throughout the semester to assess progress 
on learning objectives and reflect on knowledge, skills, 
or insight gained.

The program was open to students enrolled in any 
college or university across North America. Cohort size 
is limited to six to eight students per semester (n=18-24 
students per year). Recruitment consisted of thrice-an-
nual emails to instructors and faculty in undergraduate 
equine science programs at two- and four-year insti-
tutions across the country, information on the facility 
website and through social media. Up to 80 students gen-
erally applied annually for a position in spring, summer 
or fall components of the program, making acceptance 
into the learning experiences competitive in nature. Par-
ticipant selection was based on academic merit, year of 
expected graduation, articulated career objectives, pre-
vious experience, student interviews and input from ref-
erences. Students with junior or senior standing were 
preferred, and recent graduates (within six months) 
were allowed to participate in the summer program. 

In 2011, the program was expanded internationally 
through a partnership with the British Equestrian 
Federation (BEF). Undergraduate students in equine 
science programs across the United Kingdom competed 
for an experiential learning and research internship 
position during the summer session. One student per 
year was selected by BEF personnel and university 
faculty on the basis of an application, research paper, 
and face-to-face interview via free commercial voice and 
video over internet protocol software. To the authors’ 
knowledge, this represents the first collaborative 
partnership between an international governing body of 
equestrian sport and an undergraduate equine science 
program in the United States.

Despite perceived program success, no formal eval-
uation of impact has been conducted to date. There-
fore, the purpose of this descriptive and exploratory 
cross-sectional study was to examine efficacy of an 
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experiential learning program designed to deliver per-
sonal and professional learning gains, as determined by 
previous program participants. 

Materials and Methods
All students who had participated in the program 

from its inception in the summer of 2006 through summer 
2011 (n=43), were invited via electronic and social media 
to complete an anonymous, online, 19-question survey, 
administered through the university survey application, 
in February 2012. The ‘cutoff’ date of summer 2011 was 
chosen to allow survey participants at least six months 
of post-program reflection time. All survey materials 
and procedures were approved by the university’s 
Institutional Review Board prior to data collection and 
participants provided consent via completion of the 
anonymous survey instrument. Response rate was 61%. 
Students completed multiple choice questions related 
to year and semester of experience, career aspirations 
and current job placement, and also provided reflective 
feedback via Likert Scale (4=very much; 3=somewhat; 
2=slightly; 1=not at all) and open-ended queries to 
determine program impact. 

A panel of 4 individuals with expertise in survey 
methods (n=2) and equine-related experiential learning 
(n=2) reviewed the instrument and found it to possess 
face and content validity. As the instrument included a 
series of questions designed to examine the pedagogical 
construct of experiential learning, reliability was gauged 
using Cronbach’s alpha, which was found to be 0.91.

Results and Discussion
Mean responses for perceived benefits of the 

experiential learning program are shown in Table 1. 
Emphasis on research in equine science was added 
in 2010, so only responses from 2010 and 2011 are 
included for this item. 

Current occupation and career aspirations. The 
majority of respondents (41%) were currently enrolled in 
post-baccalaureate education programs, including grad-
uate school (19%), veterinary school (15%) and phar-
macy school (7%), at the time of the survey. Another 
30% were employed in the equine industry as breed-
ing managers (7%), veterinary technicians (7%), or as a 
riding instructor, tack store retail associate, Cooperative 
Extension equine program associate or veterinary assis-
tant (16%). Two respondents were currently employed 
in the non-equine area (human embryologist and small 
business manager), while the remaining students (22%) 

were still enrolled as undergraduates at their home insti-
tution at the time they completed the survey. Considering 
their ideal career choice, only 37% of respondents indi-
cated they would like to pursue a career in the equine 
industry. The remaining students indicated preference 
for a career in the veterinary or animal sciences (44%), 
human health or medical sciences (15%) or Cooperative 
Extension (4%). 

Perceived program benefit. Students were asked 
to share general perceptions of program impact on 
improvement of knowledge and hands-on skills related 
to equine care, handling or herd health management via 
Likert-scale questions, and then asked to identify the 
‘most important or useful’ learning gains in subsequent 
reflective, open-ended queries. As seen in Table 1, 
students indicated the program improved their knowledge 
and hands-on skills related to equine care, handling or 
herd health management; improved their knowledge of 
the sporthorse industry; increased their knowledge of 
research in equine science and enhanced their life skills. 

Table 1. Perceived benefit of immersive equine science 
learning program1.

Perceived benefit of program Mean±s.e.
Played a key role in preparing me for my chosen career 3.82±0.09
Improved my knowledge related to equine care, handling  
or herd health management 3.77±0.08

Improved my hands-on skills related to equine care,  
handling or herd health management 3.74±0.09

Improved my knowledge of research in the equine industry 3.63±0.11
Improved my knowledge of the sporthorse industry 3.63±0.11
Improved my transferable skills 3.48±0.11

1Likert scale: 4=Very Much, 3=Somewhat, 2=Slightly, 1=Not at all

Table 2. Student responses when asked to identify the  
most important or useful “life skill” gained during enrollment in 
the program, from those students who identified interpersonal 

growth as the primary outcome (n=23 of 27 participants)

Participant  
(random order) Student Reflection

1. Communication skills with others working together as a 
team. Value of opinions or observations from others.

2. Working as a team.

3. PATIENCE with others whose top priorities may conflict with 
your own.

4. It definitely taught me team work and the value of hard work.

5.
Communication with others is key to making a team run, 
and that everyone has their own opinion so it is important to 
listen and respect what they have to say.

6. Keeping calm and collected in tense situations will lead to a 
much better outcome for everyone.

7. Working as a team.
8. Helped me learn how to better lead my peers.

9. To learn to take more of a leadership role when working in 
a group.

10. Communication and conflict resolution.

11.

If anything I think I learned more about myself going through 
the program. How I deal with people, how I need to change 
how I deal with others. Communication is everything, you 
don’t have to like everyone but you must tolerate and 
respect them enough to work with them.

12. To be able to work with people with different personalities 
and attitudes.

13.

I feel that I had good “life-skills” before my program, but this 
experience gave me great opportunities to practice with  
different people to work towards the same goal. We were 
also given great opportunities to “think critically”.

14. Having the opportunity to work with others from different  
backgrounds improved my ability to communicate clearly.

15. Using my teamwork skills along with critical thinking to solve 
problems.

16. Working with others.

17.

I learned about working with people with different skill levels 
and abilities to maximize productivity. I also think working 
with people with different personality and priorities was 
important to enable the group to still function.

18. Communication is vital.
19. Improvement in communication.
20. Patience (especially with other people) is a virtue.
21. Critical thinking and communication.

22.
Working with others. Developing respectful means of  
communication and maturing in the way that I communicate 
with others.

23. Collaboration and leadership within a diverse group of peers 
and mentors.



63NACTA Journal • March 2016, Vol 60(1)

Student Reflections on Personal

Literature Cited
Bobilya, A.J. and L.D. Akey. 2002. An evaluation of 

adventure education components in a residential 
learning community. Jour. of Experiential Education 
25(2): 296-304.

Brickman, P., C. Gormally, N. Armstrong and B. Hallar. 
2009. Effects of inquiry-based learning on students’ 
scientific literacy skills and confidence. International 
Jour. for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning. 
3(2): 1-22.

Brzoska, T., J. Jones, J. Mahaffy, J.K. Miller and J. My-
chals. 1987. The mentor teacher handbook. Port-
land, OR: Northwest Regional Educational Labora-
tory.

Campbell, T.A. and D.E. Campbell. 1997. Faculty/student 
mentor program: Effects on academic performance 
and retention. Research in Higher Education. 38(6): 
727-742.

Dewey, J. 1938. Logic: The theory of inquiry. New York, 
NY: Holt and Co.

Fischer, K. 2013. A college degree sorts applicants, but 
employers wish it meant more. Chronicle of Higher 
Education. A26. March 8, 2013.

Furman, N. and J. Sibthorp. 2013. Leveraging experien-
tial learning techniques for transfer. New Directions 
for Adult and Continuing Education. 137: 17-26.

The most significant gain in knowledge reported by 
students was in herd health management (44%), 
followed by reproductive management (37%), 
marketing (8%) and training (8%). Foal and young 
horse handling skills were the most useful skill-
based outcomes identified by program participants 
(63%), followed by herd health management (26%) 
and reproductive management (11%) skills. 

In answering open-ended queries, communi-
cation skills and the ability to work with colleagues 
with different viewpoints or personalities were iden-
tified as the most important learning gains in life 
skills by nearly all (85%) students (Table 2). Inter-
estingly, when asked to describe the program’s 
most profound impact, students generally reflected 
on transferrable skills or personal growth, rather 
than specific content knowledge or technical profi-
ciency gains. Representative responses are shown 
in Table 3. For students who participated in the resi-
dential program (2010-2011, n=18), on-site housing 
was largely seen as a positive and critical feature of 
the program, both in its ability to promote personal 
growth and allow participants to experience herd 
and breeding management in a real-world, around-
the-clock setting. 

In general, students who participated in the 
immersive program at either location indicated they 
enjoyed their experience (3.81±0.11), were confi-
dent that it played a key role in preparing them for 
their chosen career, and all but one (96%) indicated 
they would recommend the program to other stu-
dents.

Summary
In general, students felt the program delivered 

significant benefits to their knowledge and hands-on 
skillset in the equine area, and played a key role in 
preparing them for their chosen career. An advantage 
arises over didactic instruction as experiential learning 
techniques foster a depth of learning and cognitive recall 
necessary for transfer (Furman and Sibthorp, 2013). 
Although improvement in soft skills were not the driving 
motivation for program enrollment, students indicated 
they improved in these areas as a result of program 
structure, and the extended hours students spent 
working, and often living, together with other students 
and faculty/staff on-site during their 16-week experience. 
Previous work with college students participating in 
residential learning communities have indicated similar 
gains (Bobilya and Akey, 2002), but to our knowledge 
this is the first report of transferable skills gains in a 
faculty-led, immersive, integrative learning program for 
equine science students. Given the call from employers 
for increased transferable skillsets among college and 
university graduates, educators and administrators may 
wish to consider faculty-led semester- or summer-long 
immersive learning experiences among undergraduate 
students.

Table 3. Selected narrative reflections on overall impact  
on personal and professional growth.

(Summer, 2007): “This program really improved my confidence in my knowledge of 
equine reproduction and the fact that it was definitely something I wished to pursue 
further. I became more comfortable around the horses and felt that the hands-on expe-
riences helped me understand what I was learning in the classroom.”
(Summer, 2008): “It showed me that I would rather work in equine-related industry or 
extension than directly on a farm.”
(Spring, 2010): “This program had a huge impact on my personal growth. Before 
partaking in the Middleburg program I had what I thought to be a pretty good grasp 
on my education and also work ethic. However one of the most valuable lessons I 
learned during my internship is that sometimes the hardest part of the job is learning 
to work with others. This is a skill that is typically not emphasized during ones college 
career, which is a shame because I find it to be one of the most limiting factors for 
most students entering the work force upon graduation. The impact that this program 
had on my personal character is one that I can only wish for others that go through 
the program. I not only became more self-aware of my actions and their impact others 
and the work atmosphere as a whole but also left with the realization that I had done 
my education a disservice for the three prior years of my undergraduate studies by not 
taking full advantage of all the opportunities that where available.” 

(Summer, 2010): “This program taught me that I wanted to explore research a little bit 
more, but that I also really enjoy working in the industry, especially in breeding and 
youngstock. From that I decided that pursuing a Masters degree would be good option 
for me. This program taught me to work with many different personalities and attitudes 
and how to get everyone to work together despite their differences. It also taught me 
to step up and be a leader when needed, but to also sit back and let others lead when 
needed.”

(Spring, 2011): “The program had the greatest impact on my professional growth in the 
way that it opened my eyes to the very wide variety of aspects of the equine industry 
that one can be involved in, which was indeed a large part of what I was seeking from 
the experience. I also experienced a wealth of personal growth, as it was another huge 
step in the journey of learning how to live, work, and socialize with people that I may or 
may not have normally chosen for those roles in my life.”

(Summer, 2011): “I was able to gain skills I could not have hoped to procure elsewhere. 
The hands on work with both the reproduction and management aspects of the equine 
industry was invaluable. We were able to have contact with very prominent figures in 
the sporthorse industry that could be utilized at a later time if you were looking for a 
career in the industry. Also, given my desire to be active in research, I was given the 
opportunity to participate in research beyond the summer. I could not have jumped on 
a project so easily at my institution.”
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