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Abstract

The conceptual framework develo-
ped by the "Experiential Education”
project challenges an over relionce on
educational oulcomes as a measure
of the quality of education provision.
The concept of 'deep-evelledrning’ -
based' on a consfructivist fradition -
caiches the essence of an dlfernative
view on learning and development:
recil learning affects the desper struc-
tures on which competencies and dis-
positions are based. This line of thought
s made more tangible through an
analysis of several domains: the unders-
tanding of the physical world, social
competfence, communicative skills,
curlosity, infuition, imagination and cre-
ativity and self-management, They
play ¢ key role in the way people func-
fion in school and in life. To develop
these domains an educational context
must be constructed that brings chil-
dren to the highest levels of ‘involve-
ment'; this is where desp-level-leaming
takes place.
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%
Introduction §

What constitutes 'quality’ in care and -
education? From the point of view of
the parent, the counsellor, the head
feacher, or the curriculum devsloper
the question is very ofien answered by
expressing expectations with regard
fothe educational context and fthe
teacher's actions:the infrastruciure and
ecuipment, the content of activities,
feaching methods. or teacher style...
From the point of view of policy and
government - and somefimes of
parents - there is a more direct referen-
ce to the expected ouicomes of edu-
calion, With regular assessments the
systern of care and education is, in a
sense,is 'forced’ to get befter results. In
the middle of this stands the practitio-
ner,practifioner: living and working with
children. Wanting the best for them.
Accepfingchildren; wanting the best
for them; accepting sensible guidelines
and accepting at the same fime the
fact that education has to be efiect!-
ve. But how to combine all those
things and get the two ends - confext
and ouicome - together? The frame-
work developed within theproject
Experiential Education (EXE) project
addresses this guestion and covers
three categories or dimensions of qua-
lity:the context,the process andthe out-
comes,
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The experiential view on
educational outcormes

In the EXE-theoretical framework, a
lot of attention is paid to the effects or
outcomes of education. The concept
of 'deep level learning’, expresses the
concern for a critical approach ofto
educational evaluation. Ceniral to this
is the questioning of superficial lear-
ning. learning that does not affect the
basic competencies of the child and
which has little transfer to real life situa-
tions. In line with a constructivist fradi-
tion, we den't see the process of deve-
loprnent as a mere addition of discrele
elements of knowledge or aptitudes to
an existing repertoire. On the contrary:
every performonce is dependingde-
pends on an underlying structure of
fundamential schemes. These operate
as basic programmes that regulate the
way we process incoming stimuli and
construct redlity. By them weWe rely on
them 1o Interpret new situations and to
act competently - or not. They determi-
ne which and how many dimensions of
reality can be articulated in ones per-
ception and cognition (Laevers, 1995 &
1998},

The ongoing research programme,
in which instruments are being develo-
ped fo assess levels of development,
covers different areas of development.

Emofionat headlih

This dimension can be seen as G
condition for the full redlisation of ¢
person's potential. The Rogerian fradi-
fion of research, has contributed a lot-
great dedal to «its clarificationof it
through the concept of the ‘fully func-
fioning person'. In practice ‘self-confi-
dence' and the qudiity labelled as resi-
lience' represent interesting aspects of
this fundamental goal.

Curiosity and the explorciory diive

A lot of efforts within the area of
education is content based. That
explains why, generally, the disposition
of curiosity or, in a broader sense, the
exploratory drive, doesn't get as much
aitention as it deserves, Investing in the
preservation or even strengthening of
the exploratory drive can be seen s
most rewarding asin so far as it guaran-
tess lifelong learning. An exploraiory
attitude, defined by openness for, and
aleriness 1o, the wide variety of stimuli
that form our surroundings, makes <
person accessible, lowers the threshold
to geifor getling info the state of 'arou-
sal' that brings o person into the most
infense forms of conceniration and
involvernent, That person will never
stop to develop.developing. The cha-
llenge for education is not only to keep
this inftinsic source of mofivaiion dlive,
but also to make itas encompass all
dorains that belong o redlity.

Expression and communicofive skills

Language receives a lot of attention
in education. But what seems crucial
here is the necessity to push the boun-
daries forward and redefine our goals.
Because formal teaching tends o take
competencies apart and 1o focus on
separate elements, the full compe-
tency is not enhanced as much as It
could be. In the area of - {verbal)
expression one con observe how the
amount ofan extensive vocabulary
doesn't guarantee effective communi-
cation. Besides the social skill aspect -
which we discuss further - communica-
tion is dependingdepends on the
capability to be intensively aware of
felt senses and to use words or symbols
that interact with these meanings in
such a way that they getways which
make these 'felt senses’ more defined
ond arficulated. This is the core of any
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form of expression, arfistic and other
forms, as defined in Gendlin's brilliant
analysis of the experiential process
(Gendlin, 1964).

Imagination and creotivity

In the description of the process of
expression, the role of imagination has
dlready been mentioned: it is the dis-
posifion to (re)produce felt senses or
medaning. It refers fo the intensity bywith
which meanings cre sensed. A sfrong
imagination as suchimagination, ds
such, makes the impact of a story more
profound because one is able to tho-
roughly sense the represented reality
thoroughly. One is fully impressed.
Creaqiivity goes beyond this. It is defi-
ned as the 'disposition to produce
manyand many unigue ideas appro-
priate to a simple problem require-
ment’, Inthe further analysis the com-
ponent of 'ideationdal fluency' is decisi-
ve: the easinessedse with which asso-
ciations are made linkingwhich link dis-
tant elementsthatare distant to one
another. These combinations are origi-
nal and at the same time purposeful.
Associated with this disposition is the
continuing fendency fo lock at things
from different angles. 1o be flexible, 1o
be humorous (as d way to 'play’ with
redlity)... and to risk to getgetting info
conflict with theones surroundings.
because new ideas can mean a fhwe-
adthreat to the existing order.

The competence of self-organisafion

Many of our case-studies show us
children having a lot of difficulties to
livein living harmoniously with others
and taketaking advantage of the envi-
ronment offered by the adult.
Sometimes emational problems are the
main cause, while in other cases the
mismoich between the activities on
offer and the child's interests or level of

development could be identified s
the key 1o the solufion, Gradually o
third factor caught our attention: the
competence of self-organisafion. We
define It as 'The managetrial capacity
to organise ones life in a way that
makes the best possible use of the
available resources, in oneself (own
compeétencies, limitations and
strengths) and in ones human and phy-
sical environment. We discern four
components: wil-power or the copa-
city fo be determined and commit
oneself to something.something; the
capability fo make choices and fo sort
out what one really wants,wants; the
capability to reproduce scenario's for
action and develop them further while
the activity is going on: and the capa-
bility to step back and reassess the
situation in view of ones godals.

Observing children - and adulls - malkes
it very obvious that the competence of
self-organisation is far more than being
disciplined and planned. In fact it is all
about the 'art of living'. The inferesting
thing about self-organisation is that it
can make fhe difference between
quality inof life or not its absence, to o
certain extent despitein spite of ones
talents and the opportunities one
gets.opporfunities. It is about the use of
these ialents andthese opportunities:
crossing the street to walk in the sha-
dow on a hot summer day doesn't cost
anything, but leads to greater comfort.

Self-organisation combined with cre-
glivity gives us the powerful mixguality
which any society badly needs to secu-
re its future: enfrepreneurship.

Undersicinding of the wotld of oblects
and people

The core of the curiculum is about
the acquisition of knowledge about
both the world of objects and the
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world of people. Here the basic sche-
mes determine whatwhich dimensions
of reality are captured. Deep level lear-
ning leads to a kind of paradigm shift
through which more of the complexi-
ties of the world (in whatever domain)
can be experienced and getsbecome
meaningful. In our reflection on the
essence of the process of cognisan-
ce.cognifion a form of inteligence
based on intuitive faculties, as oppo-
sed fo the logical-mathematical intetli-
gence, came onto the foreground. We
see infuition as the basis for redl unders-
tanding of the world, whilethe fogical-
mathematicat infelligence can help to
conceptualise what is sensed and
helpsperceived and 1o speed up the
process of assimilation.  Intuition is 'the
faculty fo mentally represent reality,
making use of ones imaginaiion, by
which meanings are (re)constiuctad
up to the point that one gets(re)cons-
fructed, enabling one to get the ‘feel
of the real thing.' Infuition is not a pre-
scientific level of cognition. i Is Indis-
pensabie for the understandingof the
world around us. Consequently, the dif-
ference in competence between peo-
ple, In any profession that requires o
certain level of understanding, is in the
end detfermined by the level of deve-
lopment of their intuitive view on the
ratterinsight. This is the case for physi-
cists, medical doctors, biologists, geo-
logists, engineers... but also in any craft
where routing and fechnique is fomust
be franscended and interpretations
have to be made. This also holds for the
fleld of psycho-social cognition.
Intuition is at the core ofthe expertise in
professions where dealing with people
plays an imporfant role. such as, child
care, teaching, all kinds of therapies,
human  resources  management,
advertising and of course in all the
sciences connected to these. But also
in the pre- and non-professional con-
text - in children and adufts, in parents

and persons and any form of leisure -
intuition is part of the developing ming.

Value education

Within the EXE-project the concept
of linkedness' is the expression of thea
deep concern for the development of
a positive orientation fowards redlity, It
offers a point of reference for the
whole of value education.

Linkedness with the eco-system in its
entirety is essentially a refigious con-
cept, in the broadest sense of the
word. Ethymologically, 're-ligion’ (re-
llare) means 'inking again'. As "de-lin-
quancy" means the lack of being lin-
ked", the basic sense of 'connected-
nNess' can be seen s the cornerstone of
prevention of ciiminal behaviour or of
any action that brings damage io
things and people. One who feels con-
nected with something would not act
as o vandal,

In the elaboration ofwhen the con-
cept is elaborated af the level of early
chitdhood, primary and secondary
educafion, children are helped to
develop this attitude of linkedness with
(1) themselves, (2} the other(s). (3) the
material world, (4) society and (5) the
ultimate unitiy of the entire eco-system.

Whet kind of educationel
confext is needed?

This selection of 'desirable goals'
represents a huge challenge for the
whole of fhe educational system (from
birth to lifelong learning). How 1o sup-
portcan the development of these out-
comes be supported in children (and in
adulis)?

Focusing on the process

Theproject Experiential Education
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project's most important contribution
answers exdactly this question, by iden-
tiftying indicators for quality thatwhich
are situated in the middle of the con-
text-outcome framework, It points to
the missing link: the concept that helps
us to sense ifwhether what we are
doing (the confext) is leadinglo
somewhere (the outcome)!

The basic insight within the EXE-the-
oy is that the most economic and con-
clusive way 1o assess the quality of any
educational setting (from the pre-scho-
ol lsvel to adult education) is to focus
on two dimensiocns: the degree of
‘emotional well-being' and the level of
involvernant',

CONTEXT PROCESS OUTCOMES
Prineiples Objectives
Means Results
S
WELL-BEING | | INVOLVEMENT

When we want to know how each of
the: children is doing in o setfing, we first
have to explore the degree inte which
childrendo feel al ease, act spontane-
ously, and show vitality and self-confi-
dence. All this indicates that their emo-
tional weli-being is ok OK. and that
Their physical needs, the need for ten-
derness ond affection, the need for
safety and clarity. the need for social
recogniticn, the need to feel compe-
tent and the need for meaningin life
and moral value in life ore satisfred.
Interventions that secure the well-being
of children make them stronger and
keep them in fouch with their feelings
and emotions.

The concept of involvement refers to
a dimension of human activity.
Involvement isnot linked neither to spe-
cific types of behaviour nor to specific

levels of development. Both the baby
in the cradle plaving with his volce and
the adult frying to formulate a defini-
tion, both the (mentally) handicapped
child and the gifted student, can share
that quality. Csikszentmihayli (1979)
speaks of "the state of flow",

One of the most predominant charge-
feristics of this flow state is concentra-
tion. An involved person is narrowing-
narrows his attention to one limited cir-
cle. Involvement goes along with
strong motivation, fascination and total
implication: there is no distance betwe-
en person and activity, no calculation
ofthe possible benefits. Furthermore
there is an openness to (relevant) sfi-
muli and the perceptual and cognitive
functioning has an infensity, lacking in
activites of another kind.intensity
which Is lacking in other kinds of acti-
vity. The meanings of words and ideas
are fell more strongly and deeply.
Further analysis reveals o manifest fee-
ling of safisfaction and a bodily felf stre-
am of energy. The 'state of flow' is
soughisiream of energy felt through
the body. People acfively seek this
actively by pecple. Young children find
it most of the time'state of flow'. Young
children usually find it in play.
Involvement, however, is notinvolve-
menf is not, however, the state of
arousal easily obtained by the enter-
tainer, The crucial point is thaf the
satisfaction that goes along with
involvement sterns from one source:
the exploratory drive, the need o get
a betier grip on reality, the intrinsic
inferest in how things and people are,
the urge fo experience and figure
out. Finally, involvement only occurs in
the small area in which the activity
matches the capabilities of the per-
son, that is in the 'zone of proximal
development'.

One couldn't think ofimagine any
condition more favourable to real
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development. If we want deep level
learning. we cannot do without invol-
vement, :

Meassuring involvemeni

However much involvement may
seem to be a subjective property, it is
very wellindeed possible fo assessin o
reliable way the levels of involvernent
in children and adulis, For this theaduits
in a relioble way, The ’'Leuven
Involvement Scale" (LIS) has been
developed for this purpose, encom-
passing seven variants for different set-
tings, ranging from childcare to adukt
educaiion. The LIS is a 5-point rating
scale. At level 1, there is no activity, Af
level 5 there is fotal concentration and
absolute implication. Any disturbance
or inferruption would e experienced
as o frustrading rupture of a smoothly
running activity,

Research with the Leuven Invol
verment Scale has shown that the levels
of involvement within a sefting tend to
be more or less stable (Laevers, 1994).
They are the result of the interactions
between the context (including the
way tecachers handle their group) and
the characteristics of the children, We
can expact that the more competent
the teacher, the higher the level of
involvement can be, given a paticu-
larly composed group of children, We
find indications for this in our own rese-
arch, but also in the large scale
Effective Early Learning project In the
UK., where more than 3.00012,000
adults learmed 1o use the scale and
more than 30.000 children at the pre-
which has been used fo observe more
than primary age level have been
obsetved with it60,000 children ot the
pre-primary age level {(Pascal &
Berfram, 1995; Pascal et al., 1998).

Raising the levels of
well-being and involve-
ment

The concepts of well-being and
involvement are useful not onlyuseful
for research puiposes, but at least as
much for practitioners who want 1o
improve the guality of their work.
Capitalising on a myriad of experien-
ces by teachers, a body of expertise
has been gathered and systernatised
in The Ten Acfion Points, an inventory of
fen types of initiatives that favour well-
being and involvement (Laevers &
Moons, 1997).

The action points (APs) cover o wide
range of inferventions, In AP1, 2 and 3
the organisation of the space and the
provision of interesting materials and
activities is af stake. With AP4, the teo-
cher is invited to observe carefully how
children inferact with all that they
encounter in their environment in order
o Identify interests that can be met by
a more targeted offer of activities. It is
on this frack that open projects come
o life. They gradually take shape buil-
ding upon what children indicate as
poinfs of interest inchildren's points of
interest, indicated by their rosponses to
a former offer.offer of activity.

The redlisationcreation of a rich envi-
ronment doesn't stop with the provision
of a wide varigty of potentially inferes-
ting matericls and activities, A decisive
element in the occurrence of involve-
ment is the way the adult supporis the
ongoing activities with siimulating infer-
ventions (APSH) which are part ofasso-
clated with an effective adult style,

Using thechildren's dynamicsin chil-
dren and their exploratory drive requi-
res an open form of organisation that
stimuiates children to take the initiative
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(APS). That is why in EXE-setftings. chil-
dren are free to choose between o
wide range of activities (up to about 65
% of the available time). This point
includes the setting of rules that gua-
rantee a smoothly running class organi-
sation and a maximum of freedom for
every child (and not only for the fittest
and the most assertive onas).most able
or the most assertive). It takes months
to get this far with a group of children.
But the efforls 1o implerment this open
form areis rewarded. Research indica-

tes that - glven a rich offer - the more -

children can choose their activities, the
higher the levels ofwiil be the level of
their involvement,

In AP7 the field of social relations Is
dddressed. The aduli not only explores
the ralations between the children, but
also fries to be aware of how she/he is
experenced by children. Guidelinas In
this areca encompass qualittes already
defined by Cail Rogers (empathy and
authenticity). At the group level explicit
attention is given to the creagtion of
apportunities fo share experiences and
build a positive group climate.

In AP8 activities are generated that
support the exploraiion of feelings,
thoughts and values. In o sense it is o
promation of psychology as a field of
competence, but of course at the level
of young children, One of the materials
supporting the development of soclal
cognition, Is the Box Full of Feelings. The
series of open ended activities linked to
the set, helps children to develop emo-
fional infelligence and sccial compe-
tence. The effect hos been reported by
Nanette Smith, who is finishing o disser-
tation on this subject, on o BBC pro-
gramme for practitioners: "We've only
used the Box Full of Feelings for seven
weeks. Already we've seen a big. signi-
ficant difference. (-) we con sense d
generdl feeling of profectiveness, awa-

renass, fiendship and empathy in the
children which wasn't there before."
(Kog. Moons & Depondt, 1967),

Children who need special giteniion

APt 1o 8 have a general character:
they lay the founddtions. The two
remaining action peints turn our atten-
tion to children needing special attein-
fion because they do not reach the
levels of wellF-being and involvernent
that we sirive for, In the first (AP9) we
deal with behavioural and emotional
problems: children who, through all
kinds of circumstances. do not succe-
ed In redlising o satisfying interaction
with their envircnment, who come
under pressure and lose contact with
their inner sfream of experiences. On
the basis of a large number of case-stu-
dies, an experiential strafegy has been
developed o help them. Interventions
that have proved effective range from
"giving positive atfention and support’
fo "giving security by structuring fime
and space”.

The last action point (AP10) is about
children with special developmental
needs. We define them as children that
fail fo come 10 aciivity in whichwho fail
to demonsirate the guality of ‘involve-
ment'is redlised in one or more areds of
competence. This means that their
development s endangered and
chances are reclthere is a redl chance
that they will not develop the potential
their potentiail.
they have in them,

An experiential feacher style

Teacher interventions can vary ¢ lof,
depending on the nature of activities
or on the responses and inifiatives of
children. Nevertheless, we can discern
individual patterns in the way one inter-
venesteachers intervene in a wide
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vaiiety of situations. The notion of ‘style’
is used to grasp this pattemn.

The 'Adull  Sivle Observation
Schedule' (ASOS) is built around three
dimensions: stimulation, sensitivity and
giving autonomy (Laevers, Bogaerts &
Moons, 1997).

Stimulating inferventions are open
impulses that engender a chain of
actions in children and make the diffe-
rence between low and high Involve-
rment, Such as:They include: suggesting
activiies to children that wander
around.who wander around; offering
maitericls that fit in an ongoing acti-
vity activity; inviting children to com-
municate,.communicate; confronting
them with thoughi-provoking auestions
and giving them information thot can
capiure their mind,

Sensitivity Is evidenced in responses

that withesswhich demonstrate empat-
hic understanding of the basic needs
of the child, such as, the need for secu-
rity, for affection, for attention, for affir-
mation, for clarily and for emotional
support.
Giving autenomy inis not only realised
in thean open form of organisation but
also has to be implementedas well af
the level of interventicns. It means: to
respectrespecting children’s sense forof
initiative by acknowledging their inte-
rests.interests; giving them room for
experimentation; letting them decide
upon the wayhow an activity is perfor-
med and when a product is finished
finished, implicateand implicating
them in the setting of rules and the solu-
tion of conflicts.

Once we begin o look at the way
adults inferact with children we realise
how powerful these dimensions are. In
view of gefling high levels of well-being
and involvemanithe personThe perso-

nality of the teacher is even more
important than other dimensions of the
contexi, such as the space, the mate-
ricls and the activities on offer.

offer, when it comes to achieving high
levels of well-being and involvement

The Process-Oriented Child Monitoring
System

To identify children who need spe-
clial attention, both systematic obser-
vation is hecessary and., in fact, one or
anotherand some kind of monitoring
systemn are necessary. Although the fra-
ditional product-oriented systems have
their value, especially for diagnostic
purposes, they alse have serious fimita-
fions. Totally in consistenceaccordan-
ce with fthe EXE-framework, the
Process-Process-oriented  Monitoring
Systermn (the POMS) focuses onto the
two major indications forindicators of
the quality of the educational process:
well-being and nvolvernent. Thesegive
fhe answerto the essential question:
how is each child doing? Are the efforts
we make sufficient to secure emotional
health ond real development in ol
important areas and for each of the
children? in a first step, children are
screened, with a five point scaole for
each of the dimensions. For children
falling below level 4, teachers proceed
with further observations and analysis.
A periodic assessment (3 or 4 times g
yean of these levels has shown to
beproved both practicable and effec-
tive. In conirast fo other systemns, the
POMS gives a sense of purpose: tea-
chers get immediate feedback about
the qudiity of their work and can get fo
worktake action without delay, The aim
being to evokeis to promote enjoy-
ment and mere intiinsic motivated
action within the relevant fields of
developmenithat are at stake
(Laevers, 1997).
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The agenda for the next
millennium?

Experiences accumulated in the EXE
project support the conclusion that
well-being and involverment, are wel-
comed by teachers as most stimulating
and helpful to improvein improving the
quality of thelr work. The concepts of
well-being and involvernent match the
infuitions of many teachers and give
them a scientifically-based confirma-
tion of what they knew already: when
we can get children into that 'flow
state’, development must and will take
place within the area(s) addressed by
the activity. In contiast to effect varia-
bles - the real outcomes of which are
only seen onin the longer run - the pro-
cess varlables give immediate feed-
back about the quality of (planned)
inferventions and tell us, on the spot,
something about  thelr  potential
impact. Furthermore, putfing forward
involvement as o key indicator forof
quality, engenders a lot of positive
energy and synergy: the enthusiastic
responses of children, when the adult's
efforts are successful, are very ermpo-
wering and give the teacher deep
satisfaction both at the professional
and personal level. Finally, taking invol-
vement as a point of reference in the
guidance of professionalsprofessional
development makes it possible to res-
pect the actudl level of functioning of
the teacher and the setting.
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