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A B S T R A C T   

Responsible tourism is an essential issue of considerable concern to multiple stakeholders. Few 
studies focus on how specific academic courses increase future practitioners’ responsibility in 
tourism. This study employs nature-based experiential learning to inspire and enhance tourism 
students’ awareness of and capacity for responsible tourism. We apply mixed methods (i.e. pre-
test–posttest, observations and reflection memos) to justify the overall learning process. Findings 
demonstrate that the undergraduates’ responsible tourism-associated perception and capacity are 
improved. A nature-based experiential learning framework is proposed to provide insights into 
high-quality education for responsible tourism.   

1. Introduction 

Experiential learning is considered as an excellent means for promoting practice and application. Moreover, the teaching effect of 
experiential learning on tourism practitioners is proven in terms of their ability, practical action and future competitiveness. 
Responsible tourism, which is defined as ‘making better places for people to live and better places for people to visit’, is a framework 
and set of practices; however, the challenge is how to promote adequate responsible practices among key stakeholders (Burrai, Buda, & 
Stanford, 2019). The role of tourism education in changing responsible tourism behaviour is investigated but not with experiential 
learning (Ruhanen & Bowles, 2019). Considering the strength of experiential learning in combining theory and practice, this study 
aims to explore the effectiveness of a framework to implement responsible tourism education with an experiential learning approach. 

Several concerns about the application of experiential learning to responsible tourism education exist. In the educational context, 
experiential learning is an action-oriented initiative, and a valid design is necessary to perform expected behaviours. Based on phil-
osophic practitioner education (PPE), education in expected behavioural changes should be a practice-driven agenda enabling par-
ticipants to act in the real world with a developed sense of critical thinking and tacit knowledge in action (Jamal & Tazim, 2004; Tribe 
& John, 2002). In the context of educational strategy, experiential learning is an effective and general teaching method for bridging the 
divide between theory and practice (Duerden, 2010; Čavlek & Nevenka, 2015). In addition, the effectiveness of experiential learning 
can be measured with students’ obtained practical knowledge and skills, which can be transferred to future careers. Experiential 
learning is essential for developing responsibility among tourism majors (Kim & Jeong, 2018). 
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Based on the above discussion, exploring whether and how experiential learning can promote responsible tourism behaviours is 
practical and necessary. This study aims to determine how education can be used to promote responsible tourism by designing an 
experiential learning teaching approach for a nature education and nature recreation module. The results of this study can help 
develop a highly applicable pedagogical approach for responsible tourism education and provide insights into strategies for teaching 
responsible practices for experiential learning programmes. 

The rest of this paper is organised as follows. Section 2 presents related works by reviewing the literature. The research method is 
described in Section 3, and Section 4 explains the findings on the three objectives. A conceptual framework for experiential learning 
implementation in responsible tourism education is presented and illustrated in Section 5. Finally, Section 6 concludes the study and 
identifies future research directions. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Responsible tourism and importance of practical knowledge 

Responsible tourism is a ‘sustainable approach to the practice of tourism’. This term was first used in the early 1990s to describe 
alternative (to mass) forms of tourism and understood as broadly synonymous with sustainable tourism (Mihalic, 2016). Responsible 
tourism was extensively examined over time, encompassing numerous tourism issues (Goodwin & Francis, 2003; Caruana, Glozer, 
Crane, & McCabe, 2014). In responsible tourism, tourists, governments, employees, employers, unions and local communities must 
assume responsibility. However, the attitude–behaviour gap in responsible tourism is wide (Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014; Lin, Kim, Qiu, & 
Ren, 2017). 

Thus, the growing importance of practical knowledge for tourism students should be considered, which was described by Tribe 
(2002) as the ‘philosophic practitioner’ and Dredge et al. (2012) as ‘phronesis’. In the early 20th century, scholars became aware of the 
tourism education burden. The tourism industry can generate employment and wealth and influence consumer satisfaction and 
profound changes in social and economic relationship patterns. As future practitioners, students should become not only employees 
working passively to adapt to the world ‘as it is’ but also potential stewards to enact changes and creatively lead sustainable tourism. 
PPE, which requires curricula promoting balance between vocational and professional skills and abilities associated with social sci-
ences and the humanities, was proposed by Tribe (2002) and developed by Dredge et al. (2012) and became an influential framework 
for curriculum planners. Ruhanen and Bowles (2019) employed an education for sustainability approach in a course to foster stew-
ardship towards responsible and sustainable tourism. However, the present study emphasises reflection and practice in the real world. 

2.2. Experiential learning process and important conditions 

Experiential learning is a means for developing philosophic practitioners or phronesis. Experiential learning is defined as ‘challenge 
and experience followed by reflection leading to learning and growth’ (Chapman, Mcphee, & Proudman, 1992). As a practice, research 
topic and educational philosophy, experiential learning was applied to a variety of settings, including outdoor education, afterschool 
programmes, business trainings and hospitality and tourism education (Duerden, 2010). 

Kolb is perhaps the most influential theorist in the experiential learning domain. Kolb defined experiential learning as a process in 
which knowledge is created through the transformation of experiences, and a learning cycle model is utilised to articulate four stages, 
namely, concrete experiences, reflective observations, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). 
This model illustrates the process of knowledge generation from experiences. However, the learning cycle indicates that though ex-
periences may be the foundation of learning, they may not necessarily lead to it, and participants must engage actively with the 
experiences (Minnaert, 2012). 

Based on previous studies, the necessary learning conditions to ensure experiential learning outcomes can be achieved via three 
ways. (1) The value of reflection: Leaners must reflect on lived experiences through certain types of reflective exercises to attain self- 
development understanding (Bower, 2014; Cronin & Lowes, 2016; Guachalla & Gledhill, 2019). (2) The value of motivation: Intrinsic, 
extrinsic or combined motivations are the basic conditions for learning. In the experiential learning process, motivation can help 
students overcome difficult tasks and challenges, guarantee learning proceedings and enhance involvement in learning activities 
(Guachalla & Gledhill, 2019; Monteiro & Almeida, 2015). (3) The value of assessment: Assessment is a necessary tool for facilitating 
self-verified temporary learning outcomes, a valid instrument for focusing on specific learning objectives and a guidance strategy for 
leading students to perform well in the overall learning process (Schreck, Weilbach, & Reitsma, 2020; Sheptak & Menaker, 2016). 

Foster and Dollar proposed a well-known experiential learning model called the five-step experiential learning process model 
(Sattler, 2018). The steps in this model include volunteer exploration, apprenticeship, classroom learning, elective styles and 
culminating internship. In contrast to the model developed by Kolb, this framework pays attention to classroom learning and provides 
a link between on-campus learning activities and off-campus experiential activities. With its close connection with school teaching 
circumstances, this model was adopted in recent years and became more universal than that of Kolb. In this model, learning conditions 
are correlated in two aspects. (1) Apprenticeship: According to Sattler (2018), apprenticeship involves faculty members’ observations 
and instructions and enables students to perform tasks independently (Kahler et al, 2014, 2014; Sommerhoff et al., 2018). (2) A 
combination of principles and practices: Jamal (2004) believed that doing the right thing needs the right reason. Thus, 
practice-oriented curricula likewise require general principles. This condition can empower participants to take ownership of their 
learning and experiences (Arcodia, Abreu Novais, Cavlek, & Humpe, 2020; Sheptak & Menaker, 2016; Čavlek & Nevenka, 2015). 
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2.3. Experiential learning implementation in tourism education 

Experiential learning is widely used and an important research topic in tourism education (Kim, Kim, Lee, Lee, & Andrada, 2019; King 
& Zhang, 2020; Mak, Lau, & Wong, 2017). Experiential learning can bridge the gap between the classroom and the real world. Hospitality 
and tourism educators strive to combine experiential learning techniques to cultivate tourism talents (Schreck et al., 2020). In the field of 
tourism, the most accessible experiential learning methods are case studies, service and community learning projects, field trips, job 
shadowing, industry internships, virtual field trips and so on (Kim et al., 2019; Schott & Christian, 2017; Stansbie, Nash, & Chang, 2016). 

The application of experiential learning to tourism education was conducted in two periods. The leading proponents in the first 
period, which was from the 1970s to the 2000s, were Jafari and Ritchie (1981), Cooper and Shepherd (1997) and Tribe (2002). Given 
the complex relationship between tourism education and the tourism industry, developing highly cooperative subjects to satisfy ac-
ademic and industry stakeholders was the dominant issue in tourism education during this period (Cooper & Shepherd, 1997). Owing 
to its practical pedagogical philosophy, experiential learning was discussed and examined to address this need. Furthermore, because 
of the research focus during this period, experiential learning was employed in tourism education for teaching, which became known 
as experiential learning. 

In the second period, which was from the 2000s to the present, numerous empirical studies emerged. The mainstream practice 
during this period was applying experiential learning to specific courses to achieve specific objectives, such as ethical tourism edu-
cation (Jamal, 2004), hospitality education (Čavlek & Nevenka, 2015), sports management education (Sattler, 2018), responsible 
tourism education (Ruhanen & Bowles, 2019), ecotourism education (Sotiriadis, 2017), cultural competence (Earnest, Rosenbusch, 
Wallace-Williams, & Keim, 2016) and career employability (Guachalla & Gledhill, 2019). The common objective of these studies is to 
assist students’ vocational, personal and social development. The findings revealed that experiential learning can enhance students’ 
interest in the tourism discipline (Čavlek & Nevenka, 2015), promote after-class study sessions (Moorhouse, Dieck, & Jung, 2017), 
improve students’ ability to solve practical problems (Kim & Jeong, 2018), enable students to gain a deep understanding of tourism 
destinations (Croy & Glen, 2009), improve students’ teamwork ability and social responsibility (Mak et al., 2017) and so on. 

However, a serious gap exists between the two periods. Compared with the first period, research in the second period focused on 
specific curriculum objectives and separate pedagogical perspective application, thereby ignoring existing conceptual framework 
adoption and innovation. In this regard, the PPE framework did not receive adequate attention and undergo further development in 
specific curricula. Owing to this gap, we obtained abundant knowledge on how experiential learning can promote practical knowledge 
in specific areas but limited insights into how critical engagement and mindful roles can be enhanced in the tourism industry with 
tourism curricula. 

In summary, experiential learning is an excellent means for promoting practical knowledge. However, discussions on how to 
deliver experiential learning approaches to enhance future tourism practitioners’ responsibility awareness and capacity are scarce. In 
the present study, we try to determine how nature-based experiential learning impacts tourism students’ sense of responsibility and 
professional abilities for responsible tourism. In addition, we develop an experiential learning framework in the context of responsible 
tourism. 

3. Method 

3.1. Research context 

In the undergraduate Tourism Management programme of the University of Nankai, sophomore students are required to take a 
course in nature recreation and nature education. The course was designed to improve preservation awareness and the responsible use 
of natural resources. As a response to sustainable and responsible initiatives, this course trains students as future practitioners in 
responsible tourism in terms of theoretical knowledge and responsible action to manage changes in positive, creative ways. Based on 
the theoretical foundation of experiential learning, the course includes a nature recreational planning project as a teaching objective. 
The project was selected as the experiential learning method owing to its effectiveness in improving generic competencies, sense of 
responsibility and awareness of identified social needs (Azar, Albattat, & Kamaruddin, 2020; Lin et al., 2017). To guarantee the 
effectiveness of the course, a four-step procedure guided by experiential learning conditions was implemented. The details of the 
course implementation are provided in the Appendix. 

The course was conducted at the Haihe Educational Park and Bridge Park in Tianjin, China, as excellent ecological and seminatural 
environments. Bridge Park won the 2010 American Association Honour Award for landscape architecture and the 2009 Global Best 
Landscape Award for its outstanding ecological design for ecosystem recovery. Meanwhile, 46.81% of Haihe Educational Park is 
covered by trees or rivers, making it an excellent ecological and seminatural environment. Natural parks in a community have core 
environmental, community and industry requirements. The learning objectives of responsible tourism include responsibility awareness 
of nature, communities and tourists for nature-based recreational project planning. 

The teaching team consisted of six instructors. Two instructors are tourism practitioners in nature-based education (Teachers A and 
B), one is an ecological planner knowledgeable in natural environments (Teacher C), two are tourism management professionals 
(Teachers D and E) and one is the chief coordinator of the course, who is a professional with expertise in tourism management and 
landscape ecology (Teacher F). In addition, 10 families with children participated in the implementation of the nature-based project, 
and 30 tourism students were enrolled in the course. Based on their demographic characteristics, the students’ age ranged from 17 to 
22 years, and eight are male, whilst the remaining are female. Furthermore, 23 of the students are Chinese, and seven are international 
students. 
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An introduction was given at the beginning of the course, and the students were informed that the final assignment involved the 
implementation of the nature-based project. This nature-based experiential learning course is short, with a duration of six weeks. The 
‘experiencing’, ‘learning’ and ‘planning’ and ‘implementing’ parts lasted three weeks, and the ‘planning’ part, which was the most 
essential step, lasted another three weeks. 

3.2. Method selection 

We designed an integrated data collection approach to achieve the objectives of this study, which included a pretest–posttest 
design, observations and reflection memos (e.g. diaries and videos). Pre–post surveys are useful for examining attitudes that partic-
ipants may not be consciously aware of or unwilling to express (Cohen, 2014). We distributed the same questionnaire to the students 
before and after the course and compared the self-reported learning outcomes to determine course effectiveness. Reflection data are 
appropriate in experiential learning, as individuals’ learning benefits and engagement cannot be observed (Hew, 2016). Participant 
observation is a universally accepted qualitative method to supplement useful information about participants and important research 
memos for qualitative analysis (Gao, Lin, & Zhang, 2021). To cross validate the data, the faculty members kept a teaching diary to 
record their observations. 

3.3. Method design 

Using a scale from the attitudes, skills and knowledge (ASK) model, we employed a pretest–posttest design to quantitatively 
compare ‘what’ changes occurred in the students in terms of responsible tourism (Bakarman, 2004). Moreover, we utilised the 
teachers’ observations and students’ reflections to qualitatively analyse ‘how’ and ‘why’ the changes occurred. 

The ASK model derives from Vinke’s definition of competency as ‘the ability of an individual to select and use the knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes that are necessary for effective behaviour in a specific professional, social or learning situation’ (Mak et al., 2017). The 
ADK model is a universally accepted model in professional education. We adopted a scale from Mak et al. (2017) for our learning 
objectives. The scale included two questions answered with a Likert-type scale and one open-ended word correlation. The questions 
answered with the Likert-type scale were about attitudes, knowledge and skills. Both questions were measured by nine points ranging 
from ‘highly disagree’ to ‘highly agree’. The word correlation question asked the students to provide three to five terms illustrating 
their understanding of each question. 

The teaching group observed and recorded the students’ performance, engagement and interactions in their teaching diary. In 
addition, they took photos throughout the entire process. The critical indices related to the three issues and students’ questions during 
the course were likewise recorded. 

3.4. Ethics 

To address and avoid sensitive or privacy concerns, ethical approval was sought for the survey questions and reflection instructions. 
The participants, including the students and families, were well informed of the procedure and concrete research objectives. The 
families invited to join the project were given a registration letter with the project details and information on their voluntarily 
participation. In addition, they were informed that children must be accompanied by at least one parent during the project imple-
mentation and about the implementation principles. 

3.5. Data collection 

We distributed the questionnaire to the students before and after the course. 
Two faculty members took teaching notes at the end of each session, and the teaching group discussed their observations and 

reflected on the students’ performance during the learning process. 
The students were given reflection assignments after each teaching step. The first three rounds required a reflection diary, with 

semistructured instructions. The students’ reflections should include impressive learning experiences, learning outcomes and obtained 
knowledge and/or skills. The last round required a video in which the students could freely reflect on the overall learning process and 
evaluate their learning outcomes and performance in the course. 

3.6. Data analysis 

An integrated procedure was used to analyse the data. Specifically, the quantitative data were analysed with ANOVA to reflect pre 
and post changes. The open-ended word correlation data were convert to frequent numbers for a t-test. The qualitative data were coded 
into meaning units to identify meaning themes related to the explanations and illustrations of the changes. The ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ 
logic was applied to integrate the multisource data. 

Following the aforementioned procedure, we interpreted the learning outcomes and developed a conceptual framework. In the 
interpretation, we described the changes in ASK based on the quantitative analysis results. We conducted further examinations on the 
qualitative analysis results. To link the learning steps and outcomes, the framework analysis process consisted of the following con-
siderations: (1) key learning procedures, (2) essential learning conditions, (3) dominant learning outcomes and 4) correlations be-
tween the aforementioned factors. 
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4. Findings 

4.1. Attitudes towards responsible tourism in nature-based experiential learning 

In the pretest and posttest questionnaires, attitudes towards responsible tourism did not exert a significant effect (Mpre = 6.07, 
Mpost = 6.53, F = 5.371, Sig = 0.017) but reflected differences between the pre-learning and post-learning stages. The results of the 
word correlation further revealed the changes in attitudes. After the course, a substantial number of words and phrases describing 
nature preservation were obtained, such as ‘protected species’, ‘reverence for life’ and ‘sustainable future’, and the ecology-related 
semantic terms between the pre-learning and post-learning stages were significant (Numpre = 10, Numpost = 14, t = 13.713, Sig =
0.000). The words provided by the students indicated their increased understanding of the natural environment. Increased desire to 
improve the environment and be close to nature, which was mentioned in the reflection diaries, served as robust evidence for changes 
in attitudes. 

The changes in attitudes occurred through two ways. The first way was through direct immersion in the natural environment. 
According to observation notes on the students’ feelings: 

When experiencing nature-based activities in Bridge Park, a smile appeared on everyone’s face, and they enjoyed the nature 
experience. All the students felt a friendly and trusting relationship in such a natural environment. They discovered the beauty 
of nature and revealed their deeply buried abilities for empathic connection. Some students said, ‘Today, I touched nature with 
multisenses; it helps me relax and recover; nature is a treasure’ and ‘Nature is a curial resource for recreation and tourism’(-
student-7). 

The second way was through observation of the real world and critical thinking. During the planning step, the students identified 
problems in tourism consumption and realised the gap between awareness and action. The attitude–behaviour gap they identified in 
the real world motivated them to consider industry development. For instance, one reflection memo stated the following: 

The purpose of nature education is to address children’s natural deficiencies and develop their love for nature. Nature and 
children are friends. All we have to do is melt the ice of urbanisation and build a bridge between nature and children (student- 
13). 

However, in their reflection on the course after the completion of the steps, many of the students mentioned factors related to the 
future and actions that directly reflected the changes in their attitudes. They raised other critical-thinking issues about people and 
nature. The students reflected on how to address the isolation between urban children and nature, including issues such as ‘modern 
lifestyle’, ‘parents’ weak consciousness about nature’ and ‘the characteristics of urban children.’ In the case of the last issue, the 
students asserted that they should launch responsible tourism in the future, as follows: 

For myself, and hopefully, in the future, I would like to work with nature (student-11). 

By educating the new generation about nature, thereby creating green tourism and a green world, the tourism industry can 
greatly contribute to sustainable development (student-22). 

Aside from reflecting on real situations in the tourism industry, experiential learning enables students to recognise the gap in their 
own attitudes and behaviours. This recognition was reflected in the planning step. Although the application of theoretical principles in 
actual practice is taught and demonstrated, many environmentally unfriendly habits remain, such as wasting water. One group of 
students claimed the following: 

It is important for us to have an opportunity to enhance our awareness and responsibility of nature (student-17). 
Thus, experiential learning plays a role in changing attitudes by enabling students to identify problems and the attitude–behaviour 

gap in the real world. 

4.2. Responsible tourism skills and activities 

After completing the pedagogical steps, the students developed skills for implementing responsible tourism planning. 
Firstly, the pretest–posttest reflected a significant increase in the students’ skills (Mpre = 5.278, Mpost = 6.793, F = 5.371, Sig =

0.001). The words describing skills related to responsible tourism were also significant (Numpre = 5, Numpost = 16, t = 15.256, Sig =
0.000). The most frequently stated skills related to responsible tourism were ‘cooperation’, ‘targeted guidance’ and ‘activity design’. 
Descriptions of interpersonal communication were the most remarkable, which included ‘cultural exchange’, ‘humanistic concern’, 
‘enhance communication’ and so on. Additionally, considerable attention was given to community-based tourism activities, including 
related terms such as ‘community civilisation construction’, ‘collective consciousness’, ‘community influence’, ‘residents’ participa-
tion’ and so on. 

In terms of professional skills, many of the students identified specific educational interventions that left a deep impression, which 
may contribute directly to their ability improvement. In the expertise-gaining and skills-learning step for planning and implementing 
nature-based recreation projects, Teacher B introduced the core concepts of nature-based education in tourism ‘in nature, about nature 
and for nature’, which left a deep impression on the students. The feedback of one of the students is as follows: 

What impressed me so much was the three English phrases ‘about nature’, ‘for nature’ and ‘in nature’. I think, in the natural 
environment, every participant learns from nature (student-8). 

In accordance with previous studies, through apprenticeships, the students were able to improve their capacity for planning and 
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engaging in responsible tourism. 
Regarding the students’ reflections on the overall learning process, comprehensive thinking, tourism programme implementation 

and social communication were identified as the most important acquired skills. The planning and implementing step enabled the 
students to utilise effective communication skills to achieve the project objectives. 

Given that the students must practice responsible tourism planning and implementation independently, the successful execution of 
this course reflected their mastery of the necessary skills, which was confirmed by certain details in the children-instructing step. A 
teacher’s observation notes described the following details: 

The five groups did a great job accompanying the children. The students and children had close interactions, and the parents 
were liberated from keeping an eye on their kids (teacher-1). 

4.3. Knowledge on responsible tourism in nature-based experiential learning 

After the practice and application phases, we observed an increase in the relevant knowledge of the students. In the questionnaire, 
knowledge obtained from the course changed remarkably based on the mean value but was not statistically significant (Mpre = 5.97, 
Mpost = 6.52, F = 5.571, Sig = 0.002). In the subjective section, the most significant changes were observed in ‘knowledge about 
nature-based responsible tourism activity’, but overall knowledge on nature-based tourism and the tourism industry was insignificant 
(Numpre = 11, Numpost = 17, t = 16.113, Sig = 0.043). However, the students reflected considerably on the importance of nature 
education in the tourism industry in the posttest, including ‘increasing tourism attraction’, ‘new direction of tourism development’ and 
‘extended industry chain’. Regarding professional knowledge, the students gained extensive and enriched knowledge, thereby 
improving their nature protection, natural education and social communication abilities. 

The reason behind the limited knowledge obtained from the course may be related to critical thinking regarding the gap between 
theory and practice. Through experiential practice, the students obtained rich cognition and personal experience in planning a nature- 
based activity from not only experiencing nature but also planning and implementing a nature-based project. The students reflected 
that applying professional knowledge to the implementation of a nature-based project was crucial and provided them with an op-
portunity to discover the gap between theory and practice. 

Knowledge on social responsibility reflects changes in the perception of meaning. Before the learning stage, we collected only eight 
sematic terms about social responsibility. Surprisingly, we obtained 20 semantic terms after the learning stage. Many of the students 
realised that nature education could become a branch of the tourism industry and catalyse economic development in a healthy and 

Fig. 1. Nature-based experiential learning framework.  
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sustainable way. 

5. Nature-based experiential learning framework 

In this section, we summarise the characteristics of the qualitatively informed conceptual nature-based experiential learning 
framework (Fig. 1), which we generated based on the teaching case, and enhance understanding on tourism education promotion. In 
the framework, the learning step occurs concurrently with role shifting. Specifically, in the ‘experiencing’ stage, the students play the 
role of a tourist to experience nature-based activities. ‘Learning’ means obtaining professional knowledge and skills to plan and 
implement a nature-based recreational project, and ‘planning’ means organising a nature-based recreational project. In these two 
stages, the students play the role of a tourism learner. Meanwhile, ‘implementing’ means executing a nature-based recreational project 
for children, in which the students play the role of a tourism practitioner. The nature-based experiential learning outcomes enable the 
students to acquire specific attitudes, knowledge and skills related to responsible tourism and general aspects of responsibility re-
quirements. In the course, the overall responsibility aspects are ecological responsibility, industrial responsibility and social re-
sponsibility owing to the characteristics of the case. Reflection can be linked with the four learning steps by integrating role shifting, 
the ASK model and the responsibility dimensions. 

Given that this nature-based experiential education programme aims to enable participants to gain beneficial abilities, experiential 
learning must expose students to actual situations to obtain opportunities to become critical thinkers, collaborators and practitioners in 
nature-based tourism projects. Thus, this teaching programme’s outcomes can inform the development of a conceptual framework for 
course-embedded experiential learning programmes in tourism education. This framework would allow educators to design experi-
ential courses to develop responsible and competitive tourism practitioners. Furthermore, the framework emphasises that experiential 
learning programmes should include three learning aspects, which are described below. 

5.1. Role shifting 

In general, role playing in experiential learning allows participants to immerse themselves in semireal scenes and encourages them 
to engage in critical thinking (Ruhanen, 2006). In our nature-based experiential learning framework, we advocate providing oppor-
tunities for embodiment. Participants’ embodied cognition emerges during the role-shifting process. Firstly, in experiencing 
nature-based tourism activities, the students’ interest in, curiosity about and positive cognition towards the natural environment were 
inspired. Moreover, we take implementation as an embodied way to spur the students to obtain the most significant abilities for 
organising nature-based tourism projects. 

5.2. Five procedures in the learning process 

Kolb (1984) stated that the core value of experiential learning is to enable participants to involve themselves completely in new 
experiences. Next, participants could integrate their observations and cognition with their professional knowledge and theories and 
apply ethical theories to make decisions and solve practical problems. In this study, we employ Kolb’s concept of experiential learning 
and innovatively establish a five-step learning process involving ‘experiencing’, ‘learning’, ‘planning’, ‘implementing’ and ‘reflecting’. 
Specifically, we emphasise the participants’ self-reflection and provide them with opportunities to review and assess their 
performance. 

5.3. Outcomes: professional capacity and responsibility awareness 

Based on the definition of responsible tourism, except for tourists, governments, employees, employers, unions and local com-
munities should assume responsibility (Burrai, Buda, & Stanford, 2019). In this study, we innovatively take nature-based experiential 
learning to catalyse students’ responsibility awareness and capacity as future tourism practitioners. Regarding the outcomes, we 
realise that the students’ attitudes are gained through their interactions. Moreover, the students’ responsibility awareness can be 
promoted gradually. For example, in the first step, they perceive the tranquillity and beauty of the natural environment and thus 
believe that they should engage in nature protection (responsible ecological/environmental awareness). In the learning step, after 
studying the background, developmental history and mission of nature-based tourism, they are compelled to reflect on industrial 
responsibility. Whilst working with the families in the implementation step, they begin to consider social benefits for the children and 
their families. 

6. Conclusion and discussion 

In this study, we implement an experiential learning approach for responsible tourism education, illustrating how the approach can 
facilitate the attainment of responsible tourism attitudes, responsible tourism skills and responsible tourism knowledge. By providing a 
five-step experiential learning framework and discussing important implementing aspects to ensure learning effectiveness, we expect 
our study to contribute to curriculum innovation and pedagogical integration in tourism education. 

Our proposed framework employs basic experiential learning but makes innovations on the PPE framework and empirical 
investigation. The fist innovation concerns the students’ role shifting during the entire learning process. As discussed in PPE, a cur-
riculum should be designed to satisfy the labour market, respond to consumer demands and promote economic welfare (Dredge et al., 
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2012). However, these achievements require subjective awareness and experiences. In our research, the students’ role shifting enables 
them to obtain immersion experiences for each demand. Thus, the role that students must adopt or play should be prepared prior to 
experiential learning implementation. Results of the study show that multirole experiences can help enhance experiential learning and 
develop practical wisdom (Hawkins & Weiss, 2005). The second innovation concerns the adaptation of the universal experiential 
learning framework into a specific responsible tourism curriculum. We integrate learning objectives and responsibility capacity into 
the learning process and clearly reflect on the role of each step in improving effectiveness. This approach of curriculum effectiveness is 
believed to be worthwhile to adopt responsible management practices (Dredge et al., 2012). Monitoring the overall process when 
implementing a responsible tourism curriculum with this framework would be straightforward. 

Tourism students are future practitioners and thus can play an essential role in leading responsible tourism (Mihalic, 2016; Sattler, 
2018). Based on the outcomes of the course, we assert that nature-based experiential learning is crucial in tourism education, as the 
course can enhance students’ professional abilities for responsible tourism. Firstly, the course enriches the students’ fundamental 
knowledge on nature-based tourism projects and responsible tourism. Secondly, the students’ attitudes towards and awareness of 
responsible nature-based tourism are improved. Notably, they pay considerable attention to the social responsibility of tourism ac-
tivities. Lastly, we observe a gap between the students’ responsibility awareness and capacity during the experiential learning process. 
This gap compels the students to hone their abilities and apply their newly acquired skills to develop a nature-based project. Overall, 
we advocate the use of nature-based experiential learning in tourism education, as tourism practitioners with strong responsibility 
awareness and capacity can positively influence the entire tourism industry (Del Chiappa, Grappi, & Romani, 2016; Venu, 2008). 

However, our study has limitations. Tourism is a complex field related to not only the natural environment but also the economic 
and social sectors (He, He, & Xu, 2018). Nature-based experiential learning emphasises ecological and social aspects but largely ig-
nores economic aspects (Kim et al., 2019; Mihalic, 2016; Sotiriadis, 2017). Moreover, tourism education exerts a significant impact on 
future tourism development (Leung, 2003). In this study, all the tourism students were first-year students with limited professional 
knowledge. Tourism students in different year levels should be compared in future studies, which could provide an overall assessment 
of practical pedagogy in tourism. 

Learning by doing is a valued teaching strategy embodied in most parts of teaching actions (Lin et al., 2017). Despite the wide-
spread application of experiential learning in tourism and hospitality education, the link between experiential learning and responsible 
tourism is not adequately discussed. Moreover, the action-oriented character of responsible tourism should explore the integration of 
theory and practice into curriculum design to develop positive educational outcomes (Dredge et al., 2012; Tribe, 2002). The role of 
tourism education in improving students’ ethical and moral responsibilities to change future tourism consumption and contribute to 
sustainable development is indisputable. Experiencing the real world can not only empower students to adopt responsible practices but 
also motivate them to engage in classroom learning. 
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