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ExploringSocial・Issues．ThroughExperientialLearning

KennethGroger

Ihaveforsometimenowbeenoftheopinionthatuniversitylanguage

teachersshouldgobeyondbeingteachersoflanguage．Rather，WeShould

GOnSiderit ourresponsibility not only toraisestudents’ownsense of

investmentinthelanguage－1earningprocess，・butalsotoraisetheirinterest

and concern forissues that affect themselves and the world around・them．．

（FordandMcCafferty，2001）．Havingsaidthis，Iwouldliketocallyour

attentionto・aprOjectwith－WhichIwasprivileged．tobeassociatedseveral

yearsagoinHungary．AsIproceedtopreSentadetailedrecollectionofthat

experientiallearningproject，Iwouldsimultaneouslylike．toexplainhowit

interweavesquitewell・Withtheseriesofstagesframeworksuggestedby

Fried－Booth（1997）．Thisframeworkprovides ameansforsystematically

incorporatingexperientialactivitiesintothelanguagelearningcurriculum．

TenyearsagowhenIwasteachingataHungarianuniversity，Ifound

myselfin■aradicallychangingcountrySurrOundedbyfree－Spirited，Open－minded

andhighlycuriousstudents．TheyhadjustsaidfarewelltoCommunism，and

foundthemselvesinavacuum，andwheretheycontemplatedwhatpathto

follownext．Theyhadmanyquestionsaboutissuesthattheywereeagerto

discuss，andforwhichtheymight丘ndanswers．Theirentiresocietyhadbeen

turnedupside－down，andtheywerebusyquestioningmanyoftheoldways

ofthinking，Whichnowseemedtohavesuddenlybecomeoutdatedorobsolete．

Theseuniversitystudentswereimpassioned，reStless，frustratedwiththestatus

quo，andreadytochangewiththetimes．Agreatmanyofthemwerelooking

inward，andre－eValuatingthesocioeconomicstructurethatwasinplace，and

ofwhichtheywereapart．Significantchangeswerehappeningonadaily
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basis，andthesestudentswerelookingforaforuminwhichtoventilatetheir

concerns，andfindanewdirectionandhopeforabrighterfuture．

Icouldn’timaginebeinginabetterteachingenvironment．Itdidn’ttakemuch

ofanefforttomotivatemystudents．Theywerelikelivewires－theyhad

opinionstoexpress，andtheywereexciteda．boutexpressingthoseopinions

inEnglishafteryearsofbeingforcedtostudyRussianasaforeignlanguage．

Theatmospherewasprimedforhavinginspiringcritical－thinkingexchanges

aboutadiversityoftopics．Asateacher，Iwasalsotrulyexcitedandinspired

tofacilitatethelearningprocessinanywaythatIcould．Itwasgreattobe

awitnesstoawonderfulexplosionofideas．

Theideasleftnosocialissueorconceptunscathed，andwereflectedand

weighedinoneveryaspectoftheculturefromthewaypeopleperceiveone

anothertohowpeopleshouldtreatthelessfortunate．Wetalkedaboutissues

oftrust，Whichledtomanydiscussionsonempathyandcompassionandways

todemonstrateitinoureverydaylives．We alsosharedourthoughtson

WhetheritwasagoodideatoopenlyembracetheWesterncountriesthat

Werefirstbeginningtoinvadethisnewandvuinerabledemocracy．Allofthese

discussionswerestimulatinganddynamictosaytheleast．Weallspenthours

uponhoursofclasstimeengagedinpassionateexchanges．Wegraduallybegan

towonderhowwemightchannelsomeofthisenergyintoaninteresting

project．Oncewedecidedthatwasthethingtodo，Webeganbrainstorming

aboutvariousareasofsocietythatmightbecryingout forourattention．

Weactuallydidcomeupwithsomeareasthatwethoughtcouldeasily

havebeenleftbehind，withallthesweepingchangesthatwereafoot．Everyone

WaSinconsensusthatthephysicallychallengedpeopleinthesocietyshould

belookedafter．Oncewefocussedinonthatparticulargroup，Webeganto

discoveranamazingamountofrelatedissuesthatwerebeggingforattention．

Wefoundoutselvestalkingaboutthefivesensesthatweoftentakefor

granted．Wediscussedthemingreatdetail，eSpeCiallythesenseofsight，and

howbeingdeprivedofit couldinfluencehowwe choose ourfriends．We

WOnderedaboutsuchissuesastrust，andwhetherwecouldtrustotherswho
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mightsuddenlytakeontheroleofbeingourcaregivers．Wealsoconsidered

ontheotherhandwhatkindofcaregiverswemightbecomeifthesituation

werereversed．Asaresultofallthesediscussionsitseemednowthatwehad

foundourpredominatelyleamer－generatedprQjectthatwecouldwholeheartedly

embrace．Itfeltlikeitwastherightprojectatthetighttime．

Itwouldbeusefultosummarizeforthereaderthesequenceofevents，

whichhavetranspireduptothispointintheexperientiallearningprocess

asitrelatestotheFriedBoothframeWOrk．DuringtheStimulusphasestudents

hadinitiallydiscussedanideaforaproject，andthenintheDefinitionofthe

ProjectObjectivePhasetheyderivedimplementationforthatideathrough

negotiations，SuggeStions，andfriendlyarguments．Fromthspointonitbecame

necessaryfbrstudentstomobilizeandtopreparetogooutintothecommunity

tocollectdata．WethusspentthenexttwoclasslessonsduringthePractice

ofLanguageSkillsstageandtheDesignofWrittenMaterialsstage，learning

howtoformulatequestionsforinterviews，bothinEnglishandHungarian．

Wealsodiscussedothertypesofresearchthatwecoulddo．Thenextthing

thathappenedwasthatIputmystudentsintosmallgroupsandhadthem

decidewhateachgroupwantedtoinvestigate．Theydecidedtodisperseinto

differentareasofsociety．Forexample：SChooIsforthevisuallychallenged，

publichealthandwelfareinstitutions，etC．There，theywouldtrytoobtain

variouskindsofdataandpublicperceptionsregardingthe challenged

populationthrough，SurVeySandinterviews．Thestudentsthenreportedback

toltheirsmallgroupswiththeirfindings．DuringtheCollatingInformation

stage，Studentsreviewedtheirnotesanddiscussedinformationaswellas

performedsimilaractivities．Thissmallgroupcollaborationcontinuedinto

theOrganizationofMaterialsphaseastheyconsolidatedtheirdata，andbegan

discussingandnegotiatingthetypeoffinalproducttheywouldproduce・

LastlyintheFinalPresentation，Studentsdemonstratedwhattheyhad

learnedthroughsuchthingsasgraphs，Charts，queStionnaireresultsandother

typesoftechnicaldisplays．MyHungarianstudentpresenterspaintedafairly

bleakpictureoftherealitiesregardingpublicawarenessandperceptionthat
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WereperVaSiveintheHungariancommunityregardingthevisuallychallenged

population．

ThisFinalPresentationwouldnormallymarktheendofthisexperiential

learningprocess，Whichstudentshadsuccessfullypar．ticipatedinfromthe

earlieststage，theStimulusstage，Wherethestudentsinitiallydiscussedan

ideaforaprojecttotheFinalPresentation，Wherestudentsthoroughly

demonstratedwhattheylearned．Thestudents，however，COnSideringtheir

findings，Wereinnowayreadytodeclaretheirprojectofficiallycompleted．

Althoughtheyhadsuccessfullyandcompetentlyachievedalltheyhadset

OuttOdoandfulhlledalltherequirementsthatwerestipulatedineverystage

Oftheirproject，theycouldnotingoodconsciouswalkaway．Theyfeltthere

WaSmOrethatcouldbedonetoalterthenegativeperceptionsandincrease

awarenessregardingtheplightofthevisuallychallengedintheircommunity．

At thispointthestudents decidedandIconcurredthatitwouldbe

appropriatetoexpanduponwhatwehavedonesofar．Another・WOrdsinstead

Ofsimplyreportingonthediscouragingstateofaffairsregardingthepublic

perceptionandlevelofawarenessregardingthispressingsodalissue，WeChose

toposethequestionwhethertherewasanycourseofactionthatwecould

takeinordertoaffectapbsitivechange．Ou：ranSWerCameintheformofa

resounding“yes”Weweregivenournewmandate．OurProjectWorkwould

asofnowbemodified．Thisnewstagewouldbeour“Rernedystage”Forthis

newlyaddedstagewe・WentbacktoourbraLinstormingprocess，Whichwe

hadfirstundertakenintheStimulusstage．Wediscussed■how－Wemightbe

abletoremedyptheunacceptablestateofpublicawarenessregardingthe

Visuallychallenged．Studentsonceagainthroughtheprocessofbrainstorming

andnegotiatingarrivedatanideaforaproposbdevent．Thestudentsproposed

anpEnglish－Speakingeventwherethepeoplefromthecommunitywouldtake

partpromotingawarenessregardingthevisuallychallenged．Fortypersons

WOuldbeinvited．Twentypersonswouldbeblindfoldedforapproximately

Sixhourswhiletheremainingtwentywouldassumetheroleofcare－taking

guides・Thestudentswerewonderinghowblindfoldedpersonsmightreact

iftheywerenotabletoseeanyoftheirguidesuntiltheendoftheevent．

Inotherwords，theywouldhavenocluetoastowhatotherparticipants
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lookedlike．Thisdimensionaddedtothe alreadyrichexperience．

・Studentscontinuedtobrainstormwhatkindsofactivitiestheywould

includeintheirsix－hourevent．Therewasnoshortageofwonderfulideas．

Theyweresuretoincludedifferent■activitiesthatwouldfocusondifferent

SenSeS．Onesuchactivityallowedparticipantstoexperimentwithandevaluate

theirsenseofsmell．Thiswasaccomplishedbyprovidingthemwithseveral

Smallbagsinwhichtheywereaskedtoidentifythecontents．Inordertofocus

Onthesense oftouch，WeWOuldhaveparticipantsparticipateinanother

activityinvolvingtherecognitionofvariousshapes．Wemadeitapoint，that

duringeachactivitywewouldcollectdatathatwouldbeinterestingtolook

atlater．We alsoincluded a“trust walk”on‾the agenda．Fbr an hour

participantswouldleavethesafetyofthebuildingthattheywerein．

Guideswouldbepairedoffwithblindfoldedpersonsandw■ouldgooff

toexperiencetheoutside‾worldandnature．Thiswouldaffordeveryonethe

Chancetogetfreshair‾，tOuChvarioustrees，andtodiscovertheirenvironrnent．

Studentsspentthenexteightweekspreparingforthatlovelydayinthe

COuntry－Side．Theyhadselectedtheirvenueandhadbeguntheprocessof

recruitingparticipants．Studentsthenonceagainreturnedtotheirsmallgroups

withnewassignmentssuchasmakingapplicationforms，decidingthecriteria

forchoosingapplicants，andwritingupanitineraryfortheevent．Students

Werealsoresponsiblefororganizingallthepracticalconcernssuchasthe

logistics，themode oftransportationtotheevent，theblindfolds，thefood，

havingafirst－aidkitonhandaswellasotherstaffresponsibilities．Itwas

mypersonalobservationthat everyone collaboratedwonderfullyinthe

preparationofthisveryelaborateandfar－reaChingevent．Theeventitselfalso

provedtobe a glowing success．

IndeedthatwasanamazingexperiencethatyearinHungary．Allthe

instabilityanduncertaintywhchwereonlyahundredmi1esawayinBudapest

werenowheretobefoundamongthoseHungarianswhogottogetherasa

resultofaspecialprojectputonbysomeuniversitystudents．

Discoveringnewwaysoflookingatlanguage，Culture，friendshipmakingand

inparticularfosteringanewfoundempathyforthevisuallychallenged

population，WereSOmeOftheelementsthatwerepartofthissensory－filled，
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trustsharingexperience．

TheseHungarianstudentscreatedtheirownlearner－generatedproject

thatwasverymuchofthemagnitudethatcouldtranscendpublicperceptions

ofthehumanconditionandprovidethecommunitywithnew‘aWareneSSand

COurageandthelearnersthemselveswithatruesenseofaccomplishment．
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