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Abstract 
Social and educational changes in the last decades have forced Higher Education teachers to develop 
new ways of promoting the use of skills and competences while learning contents, as well as of 
assessing the teaching-learning process. Experiential Learning has become more and more present in 
tertiary education, thus providing the teachers with the opportunity –and duty- to design activities in 
collaboration with partners, so that students experience and face real life situations before they finish 
their studies. The formative assessment of that kind of activities, involving both contents and skills, 
has to evolve too, and the use of rubrics, not only by students and teachers, but also by external 
partners, is starting to be considered an essential part of the process. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Traditionally, Higher Education was even more teacher-centered than other educational stages. 
Teachers needed to be experts on their field and there was no need for them, in most cases, to be 
worried about being good at teaching: they had the knowledge and they devoted the lessons to its 
transmission. However, nowadays, Motivating students and promoting effective learning activities to 
ensure student’s knowledge-acquisition has become one of the most relevant topics in the field of 
education. Specifically, recent literature has significantly advanced in understanding around how 
students should be taught in order to be properly prepared to face the challenges of our current 
society (Beetham and Sharpe, 2013; Mattera et al., 2014). 

Based on the above discussion, we can argue that in the Information era, the paradigm has definitely 
changed and emphasis is placed not so much on the content knowledge, which can be achieved by 
typing a few words in a search engine, but on the development of the skills that will be necessary not 
only to perform properly at work but to facing daily challenges in any context. Thus, university teachers 
are dealing lately with the way to implement methodologies that ensure the development of skills –
without forgetting contents-, as well as with how to assess those skills and competences in an 
appropriate and fair way. Easy as it may seem, assessing skills such as planning, teamwork or social 
responsibility implies looking for formative activities and assessment tools other than essays and 
exams. 

Bearing this in mind, and as part of a broader research on skills training in Higher Education by means 
of Experiential Learning activities, we have focused here on the use and diversification of several 
assessment methods and tools in some of the experiences carried out during the last academic year 
and the first two terms of the present one. The aim of this communication, then, is to share the 
reflections of teachers and students on the following topic: is it relevant and helpful to obtain feedback 
from external partners and colleagues and, if so, why? 

Students and teachers from different areas in the School of Social Sciences and Communication, 
Universidad Europea de Madrid, were invited to discuss informally the influence of collaborating 
entities in the Experiential Learning activities, not only because of the fact that students need to cope 
with real situations, but also because those external partners, when asked to provide feedback, can 
take into account all the aspects they consider important for professionals in the field. 

Participants in the interviews and brief surveys belong to the Degrees in Pre-primary and Primary 
Education, International Business, Audiovisual Communication and related ones. The use of rubrics to 
specify the items that are observed and evaluated, either for self- and peer-assessment in the case of 
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students or external assessment in the case of the collaborating entities, was brought up to the 
discussion, since the amount of time and effort devoted by teachers to those tools is expected to find a 
correlation with unambiguity and clearness when providing or obtaining feedback and marks. 

Also, the use of rubrics is analysed as an essential tool to assess skills, as long as items and criteria 
are well defined and adequate. That is, if teachers include communication skills in the rubrics, items 
such as correct pronunciation, fluent discourse and good use of non-verbal skills might be specified; if 
teamwork is to be assessed, then the ability to assume different roles, to contribute to the team 
objectives and to participate in the solution of possible conflicts need to be present. 

Finally, Experiential Learning offers a wide range of possibilities to teachers, from short activities with 
a very specific goal to wide interdisciplinary projects with general goals that frame several tasks. Some 
of the chances will be mentioned in this communication as examples, using the experiences of 
teachers in designing courses’ syllabus as well as of students in their internships and in the different 
courses they have completed so far. Results will show how a good definition of the skills assessed 
and the participation of entities such as companies and NGOs can help teachers face this challenge. 

1.1 Experiential learning  
The European Higher Education Area (EHEA) has caused not only changes in the syllabus of the 
different Bachelor and Master’s degrees, but also in the methodologies used for the new teaching-
learning paradigm. This is because a given teaching approach is not always appropriate for every 
student. Therefore, as stated, during the late 20th and early 21st century, many scholars have 
analysed whether all students learn in the same fashion or rather there are divergences and which 
activities could boost the learning process (Knight, 2005). 

Most scholars agree in that this new teaching scenario is not just finding the right mix of technologies 
or increasing access to learning. Actually, the EHEA is about rethinking and redesigning the teaching 
and learning relationship (Garrison and Kanuka, 2004). Skills are an essential part of this educational 
context and include considerations on the professional development and performance of future 
workers as well as on the need of involving external partners, such as NGOs or companies, 
independent from the university and aware of the requirements of both society and the labor market 
(Grimaldo Moreno and Arevalillo-Herráez, 2011). Thus, the teaching-learning process becomes more 
active for students, who are now the center of the whole practice and whose awareness of their 
achievements and development, strengths and weaknesses, has to be increased (Whitehead, 2008). 
Methodologies used by teachers, then, emphasize self-assessment tools and processes as well as 
continuous and autonomous learning practices, which combine real experiences and collaborative 
learning with ICTs and an explicit connection between theory and practice (Barragán et al., 2015). 

Moreover, experiential learning allows the application of rubrics and observation as tools for assessing 
skills, so that teachers can deeply evaluate the development of the teaching and learning process and 
the students’ achievements. In an educational environment where internships were the only ‘real’ 
experience for students during their studies, projects based on this methodology and on collaborations 
with NGOs and companies increase the opportunities of students as future workers and as citizens, 
but its implementation is far from easy. In the following sections, we will define the methodology and 
we will discuss about the use of rubrics and the collaboration of external partners.  

1.1.1 Experiential learning as a methodology: implementation 
Experiential learning has proved to be an essential tool for integral training, since it promotes the 
development of skills and competencies, as well as education in values, the application of theory to 
practice, significant learning and a close relation between students’ real life and their academic studies 
(Kolb and Kolb, 2005). It is a methodology that involves not only participating in real experiences, but 
also being able to reflect upon how theory and skills are put into practice and developed by means of 
those, making students aware of their achievements and improving their motivation and results 
(Romero, 2010). According to the Experiential Learning theory and based on the philosophical and 
cognitive development statements by Dewey, Lewin and Piaget (Kolb, Boyatzis and Mainemelis, 
2000), the essential role of experiences in the learning process of any person is emphasized. 

In order to implement this methodology in any course, the teacher needs to design a pedagogically 
relevant activity either in a real context or with real data from an external partner, making sure that the 
content and skills involved are relevant for the corresponding course and significant for students. 
However, the equation is not a simple one, since the interests of the external partners play a role in 
the design too, and the activity has to be significant and advantageous for them too. Thus, knowing 
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the needs of the partner and being able to provide them with solutions becomes central in the activity 
design. 

And, after the teacher has defined the objectives, contents, skills and formative activities –as well as 
their steps- that are going to be carried out, bearing in mind not only the students’ needs but also 
those of the external partners, assessment completes the formula. Assessment has also evolved, 
accordingly, to give more relevance to peer-assessment and self-assessment, to make students 
become more aware of their learning process and to be as fair as possible, taking into account the 
differences between each and every student. 

1.1.2 Assessment in Experiential Learning: rubrics 
The new teaching-learning model implies some changes on assessment too: when the teacher is just 
a provider, a guide, students need to be in charge of their own assessment and items need to be clear 
and significant (De Miguel Díaz, 2006). There is not any chance for non-objective criteria influencing 
marks and qualitative feedback is needed, for learning is understood as a process and not as a mere 
result. Thus, rubrics have been increasingly used as assessment tools, because of the fact that they 
help provide immediate feedback, because they can be used as checklists by students and because 
the items assessed are very clearly defined and specified, which means that they are a wonderful 
means for a quick identification of strengths and aspects for improvement, independently from whether 
they are used for self-, peer- or external assessment. 

While traditional assessment models were focused on the result and the acquisition of contents, new 
ones are increasingly devoted to the inclusion of skills and the development of the learner’s 
responsibility on their own progress, that is, they are not assessing learning, but assessing for learning 
(Valverde y Ciudad, 2014). Self-assessment and peer-assessment tools are introduced in different 
courses and become more and more important, forcing teachers to find new ways for students to 
become aware of their advances, responsible for their achievements and honest about their strengths 
and limitations. Assessment cannot be represented by a single exam at the end of the course, 
corrected by the teacher and only by the teacher, because consistency between formative activities, 
methodologies and evaluation is fundamental, but also because more and more courses are being 
taught in languages other than the students’ mother tongue, and communication skills in those 
languages must also be assessed. 

Rubrics were introduced in the activities and projects we define in the next section in order to increase 
consistency, as well as to focus on transferrable (planning, social responsibility, teamwork and so on) 
and specific skills, and so they were created for every specific activity and course taking into account 
the curriculum and the needs of the society and labour market. For instance, teamwork has been 
assessed in the activities carried out in different degrees, such as International Relations or Primary 
Education, by means of items as “the student is able to assume several roles in a team” or “the 
student is able to use different tools to solve group conflicts”, while skills such as “being able to design 
an activity suitable for Primary Education students” could only be applied to activities for the Degree in 
Education.  

1.1.3 Collaborating with external partners 

In order to create frameworks for real experiences, it is essential to collaborate with entities other than 
the university, thus introducing companies, associations and NGOs –future employers, in general 
terms- in the classroom by means of different projects and activities. These entities can provide 
teachers and students with briefings and contexts in which they can identify needs from different 
groups and try to provide solutions, integrating their theoretical knowledge and applying it to practical 
situations.  

One of the difficulties the research group has found, given the interdisciplinarity of its members, is the 
identification of possible partners for the different courses and degrees. Finding different entities with 
different purposes and targets that could have any interest in working with the university is usually 
easy, because companies and NGOs tend to understand the mutual benefits of this kind of 
collaboration, but an extra effort is needed when trying to combine their interests and needs with the 
contents and skills involved in specific subjects, and that is why the use of very clear instructions and 
rubrics for assessment is crucial. 
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2 PROJECTS AND ACTIVITIES 
The experiential learning activities we will briefly define below have been carried out in different 
Degrees and groups from different courses and sizes, and the items included in their rubrics will be 
briefly specified.  

2.1 Degree in Education 
Several activities were carried out in the Degrees in Pre-School and Primary Education. The first one 
was implemented in Didactics in Social Sciences and the external partner was the NGO Save the 
Children, while the second one was developed in Didactics in Literature and the external partners 
were the NGO Serve the City and an association that works, among other things, for the social 
inclusion of migrant families. 

The first activity was undertaken with 12 students from the Degree in Education. We organised them 
in groups of two or three people, and we asked them to create didactic proposals in collaboration with 
NGO Save the Children. Our target was to let the NGO’s voluntary workers to evaluate their work, too, 
from the scope of social responsibility. In the end, if they found the proposals useful, they could use 
them to work with the Spanish schools that participate in the project “Solidary Race” every year, for 
which didactic support is necessary, in order to contextualise within the classroom the country that the 
kids in Primary Education will be collaborating with.  

The second activity involved a group of 10 students from the Degree in Primary Education and took 
place during the second quarter of this course. According to the instructions given by Serve the City, 
students were asked to design activities related to creative writing and interactive theatre plays for 
around 20 children aged between 8 and 12. Students had two weeks to devote to the activity and two 
sessions were partially dedicated to explaining the experiential learning activity and presenting the real 
context and partners and to summarizing in a document the design and materials required. 

Self-assessment include adequacy of the activities and materials, relation with the course contents 
and, in the case of those students that were able to attend the Project’s Day with children, flexibility, 
which has proved to be one of the most difficult skills to acquire and one of the most important ones 
for teachers. The rubric used by the NGO and the association covered aspects such as adequacy of 
the activities and materials, as well as achievement of the objectives, which were fostering creativity 
and communication skills, and using a non-traditional methodology to do so. Finally, the teacher used 
a rubric that contained the previously mentioned aspects and some qualitative statements about the 
performance of students during the previous work and the face-to-face session with the children. 

2.2 Degree in International Business 
The activity with students from International Business is being implemented as we write this, so results 
are still uncertain, even though a previous experience was developed in the last quarter and they will 
presumably be positive. About 20 students took part of the previous experience, which included the 
presentation of a business idea in a simulated fair, where students underwent peer-assessment and 
the assessment of teachers from different areas, who acted as possible investors. Teachers used a 
rubric to express in a quantitative and qualitative manner the strengths and weaknesses of the ideas 
regarding viability and innovation, and supported their preferred ones with a certain amount of fake 
money. 

Most of those students are attending now a course in which they are preparing a plan to create social 
businesses, and the simulated fair will be replicated, even though this time some real possible 
investors and social entrepreneurs will be present and provide them with feedback. The teacher is still 
working on the rubrics, but they will certainly include contents and skills clearly defined, apart from 
communication and presentation ones, so that feedback will be as useful as possible for these future 
entrepreneurs. 

2.3 Degree in Audiovisual Communication 
Activities carried out in Audiovisual Communication include interdisciplinary projects for students 
attending several courses related to script writing, recording and producing short films, for instance. 
Their basis are social issues and some external partners, such as associations and NGOs, are invited 
to collaborate, providing students with materials and with descriptions of their needs, as well as with 
feedback for their outcomes. 
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Rubrics, in this case, are sometimes negotiated with the external partners, so that they feel 
comfortable with the assessment method. They involve not only general aspects, such as adequacy of 
the proposals to their requirements, but also more specific ones, related to the contents of the 
courses, that is, use of shots, ethical behaviour and so on. 

3 INTERVIEWS AND SURVEYS  
Students from the Degrees in Education were asked to fill a form defining different active 
methodologies. The following figure includes the main responses obtained before and after the 
development of experiential learning activities regarding the question “Do you know what Experiential 
Learning is? Could you define it?”: 

Estudiante Before After 

C.D. B. Yes. It consists of learning while 
experiencing the contents you are 
being taught. 

Yes. It consists of acquiring knowledge by means of 
experiences, on your own, visualizing reality. 

C.B.  Learning based on experiences, 
significant learning. 

Learning applied to practice in order to achieve 
significant learning. 

S.G.  Learning by means of experiences. - 

J.M.  Learning based on practice. - 

S.C. Learning by means of experiences. The one in which students learn by means of 
experience, experiencing themselves. 

L.H. To develop the ability of people to learn 
from their own experience. 

Their own knowledge developing abilities and 
reinforcing values. 

C.C. To learn experiencing. It consists of acquiring knowledge making the student 
live the learning experience in the first person. 

N.C. - Learning skills, knowledge and values from the own 
experience. 

They reflected upon the meaning of Experiential Learning as part of their training as teachers, thus 
showing the development of general skills (communication skills and ability to analyze critically and 
reflect upon educational theories) as well as more specific skills (relating activities and the 
methodologies they are based upon, for instance), what makes their assessment much easier for 
teachers and students. Results, as can be observed in the previous figure, include terms such as 
skills, reality and significant learning. Students relate Experiential Learning with their internships, but 
also with certain courses where this methodology was applied. 

Also, students were asked to reflect upon the benefits of these methodologies and projects, and their 
opinions were very positive in general terms: 

C.D.B.: When we had feedback [from external partners], I learnt how useful our work had been 
for the interested person. It is rewarding. 

C.B.: Using Experiential Learning with students provides us with an opportunity to create 
spaces for working significant learning. Putting contents into practice strengthens the acquisition 
of skills and attitudes, and allows increasing the possibilities to build knowledge from our own 
experience. With this methodology decision making and self-confidence are worked on.  

Some informal interviews were also carried out, and the opinions expressed by students were 
consistent with the initial hypothesis that external partners introduced motivating elements (the 
possibility to cause an impact in a potential employer, the chance to work with children in a real 
situation and so on).  

Also, three teachers have been interviewed so far regarding the implementation of Experiential 
Learning, external partners and rubrics: one from the Degree in Primary Education, one from the 
Degree in International Business and one from the Degree in Audiovisual Communication. All of them 
agreed on the fact that students’ motivation is increased by the use of these methodologies and real 
cases: 
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Int.B.1: The level of implication can be very high when working in a fictitious case, but what I 
found was that in real cases it was much higher for all students. They took it more seriously, you 
know, because they thought they would be presenting something ridicule, maybe, if that was 
real, and they highly valued that. The comments I collected were that they thought they were 
learning a lot more, that it was another way to learn, more concentrated, much more real. 

However, motivation for teachers was also brought up in every interview, because these 
methodologies are usually more demanding and more exciting for teachers than the traditional ones. 
Even though some difficulties in finding certain kinds of companies and NGOs were mentioned, mostly 
by the teacher from the Degree in Education, the feeling teachers expressed was a positive one 
towards these actions and collaborations. 

In every case, teachers, students and external partners used rubrics to assess their performances and 
development, and their use is highly valued by all of them: 

Int.B.1: The company and the teachers used the same rubric. We gave two, actually. One, very 
simple, with terms from the Marketing course, such as viability and professional abilities […]; the 
second was more detailed, with items such as planning, time management, and so on. 

Aud.C.1: The NGOs and companies like the rubrics, because they know what they have to 
assess. It is easier, and they have to understand that this is an activity for a specific course, and 
there are contents that we need to assess. 

The introduction of skills was pointed out as a relevant fact, as well as the fact that motivation and 
skills development were increased by the use of methodologies as the Experiential Learning and the 
collaboration with external partners that involved real contexts and information in the classroom. 

4 DISCUSSION AND RESULTS  
Scholars have traditionally devoted a lot of time and resources in researching how the learning 
process can be improved. What is more, the focus on the skills development and students motivation 
has led to personally-adapted programs according to needs and possibilities of each student, ensuring 
an environment for lifelong learning (DG Education and Culture - European Union, 2008).  

In an attempt to shed light on this topic, the present paper shows that according to teachers, students’ 
motivation is increased by the use of Experiential Learning and by the collaboration with real external 
entities, since they find their learning more significant and that influences skills such as 
entrepreneurship. In fact, teachers have collected many comments from students that expressed their 
willing to create their own social businesses or design new activities and start a regular collaboration 
with NGOs and associations. 

For teachers, external partners are a source of information about the real needs of society and the 
labor market, thus overcoming the traditional complaint that the academic world is completely 
disengaged from the real world. By observing students’ performances in real contexts and thanks to 
the feedback obtained from external partners, teachers can assess general and specific skills together 
with the acquisition of contents in a non-traditional and more appropriate way. 

This is an ongoing project and there are many other actions that will be taken in the next course. The 
implementation of this methodology in more BSC degrees and Master’s degrees, as well as on 
different courses, together with the collaboration with more external partners and international 
universities and students are just part of those future actions, with which we expect to gain a deeper 
understanding on the development of skills and their assessment by means of active methodologies 
and new assessment tools. 

Furthermore, the present experience confirms Experiential Learning theory’s arguments. It also 
highlights this tool as a driver to develop team skills, being better listeners and learning 
interdisciplinary applications of theoretical concepts. 
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