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Recent interest in communicative approaches to English language and literature studies 
has placed communication and creativity of learners and teachers in the limelight of any teaching 
process and education activity. However, the role of the learner as a personality and individuality 
who  shapes  the  process  of  learning  has  been,  if  not  neglected  completely,  but  somehow 
underestimated. Hence, the ideas of experiential learning have been suggested by educators to 
compensate this ever growing gap between learner-centered activities of group and pair nature 
and student’s activities meant for a particular learner in a group and for independent work.

The very term ‘experiential’  learning is used in two main different types of learning. 
J.Neil  (2005:  para.1)  defines  it  as  “learning  by  yourself  “and  “experiential  education,  i.e. 
“experiential learning through programs structured by others”.  Experiential learning by yourself 
is generally understood (Smith (2003), Ricketts & Willis (2002), Neil (2007)) as learning which 
occurs in a natural way when a learner learns from his/her experience.  “It includes learning that 
comes about through reflection on everyday experiences.  Experiential learning by yourself is 
also  known  as "informal  education"  and  includes  learning  that  is  organised  by  learners 
themselves” (Neil 2005: para 2, 3). 

Experiential education is a wider term which includes programs and activities structured
for learners by their instructors and teachers with the purpose to include learners’ subjective 
experiences  and  reflections  upon  them.  By  placing  a  special  focus  on  learners’  individual 
perception of different events and their attitude towards them, teachers create pre-conditions for 
students’ involvement into the study process and students’ active participation in it. All these 
processes influence students’ motivation for studies and “lead to meaningful and long-lasting 
learning” (Neil 2005: para. 5). 

English  language  and  English  literature  classes  at  the  university  level  have  been 
traditionally used for experiment and innovation in the corresponding fields of studies. The very 
nature  of  foreign  language  classes  presupposes  high  level  of  students’  involvement  and 
motivation for good outcomes.  The present article hypothesizes that experiential learning can 
make  a  difference  in  language/literature  studies  while  placing  into  focus  students’  own life 
experience and reflection upon it.  Moreover, this  experience has to be used not only for the 
discussion purposes, but for the structure of literary analysis as such, i.e. the choice of activities 
and forms of students’ work on them. 

One of literary sources best  suited for experiential  learning is  believed to be modern 
American drama on educational issues, for example, David Mamet’s short play Oleanna (1991). 
Firstly, Mamet takes a special place in modern American drama due to his perception of the role 
of the language we use in everyday life. He believes that “the language we use….determines the 
way  we  behave,  more  than  the  other  way  around.  His  emphasis  on  language  not  as 
communication  but  as  a  weapon,  evasion,  and  manipulation  of  reality  give  Mamet  a 
contemporary, postmodern sensibility” (2006: 200). Secondly, the use and structure of dialogues 
in his plays allow to explore the nature of humans’ relations and impact of their speech on their 
behaviour  and feelings.   His  dialogue  “marked  by  a  cynical,  street-smart  edge,  is  precisely 
crafted for effect and impact. He often uses  italics and quotation marks to highlight particular 
words  and  to  draw  attention  to  his  characters'  frequent  manipulation  and  deceitful  use  of 
language. His characters frequently interrupt one another, their sentences trail off unfinished, and 
their dialogue overlaps” (Ibid.).  Moreover, the range of topics covered by Mamet in his plays 
makes the reading and discussion of them a challenging activity which is exactly what is needed 
for the purposes of experiential learning: he discusses in his plays (Oleanna (1991),  Cryptogram 
(1994),  Boston  Marriage (1999),  etc,)  the  need  for  dignity  and job  security,  the  “corrosive 



atmosphere of competition carried to abusive lengths” (Ibid.), honesty and the limit to which a 
person might go to ruin somebody else’s life and carier to gain his own personal interests. Issues 
of culture and education, ethics and violence in relations are among the hottest issues discussed 
in  Mamet’s  plays.  Oleanna  is  not  an exeption.  It  “is  a  two-character  play about  the  power 
struggle between a  university  professor and one of  his  female  students  who accuses  him of 
sexual harassment and, by doing so, spoils his chances of being accorded tenure” (2008: para. 1). 
The play, however, does not focus on the issues of sexual harrassment or “self-righteous political 
correctness” (Ibid. – para. 10) but invites the reader/ audience to consider the purpose and aim of 
education and learning, the role of the teacher and the relationships between the teacher and his 
students.  

This topic and its interpretation make the play a perfect material for conducting a student-
centered  literature  class  based  on  the  principles  of  experiential  learning.  The  main  topic  of 
Oleanna – education and its aims as well as the role of a teacher allows students to share their 
views and opinions where each of those is valuable and correct. The best way to organise such a 
class is in the form of a classical debate which motivates learners to express their ideas and prove 
them. Given the play has been read as a home task, in class the students are divided into two 
teams depending on the side, the teacher or the student, they support.  It is essential  that  the 
students themselves choose which side to support and thus there is no strict division into teams, 
for example there can be ten ‘students’ and only two ‘teachers’. The procedure of the division 
may vary as it is not very important – the students can write their names on a piece of paper next 
to the key word  - Teacher or Student – or they can just move to a certain place in the classroom. 
What does matter is the first part of the debate when the students are to explain their choice of 
the side:  after  the groups have been formed,  the students are  given the time to  collect  their 
explanations and ideas which they then present to the teacher and the other side. 
After the  students have presented the reasons why they support the Teacher’s or the Student’s 
side, it is time to proceed to the debate itself. Each of the teams is given one key quotation from 
the play: one is about the role of higher education 

“What might be some reasons for pursuit of higher education?
One: A love of learning.
Two: The wish for mastery of a skill.
Three: For economic betterment” (Mamet 1993:33)

and the other quotation about the role of a teacher: “That is my job to provoke you” (Ibid. - 32).

The teams either agree or disagree with the ideas expressed in the quotations. It is also 
beneficial to have a follow up discussion for the students to share their experience concerning the 
importance of higher education to them as well as to recollect the roles teachers have played in 
their lives beginning from primary school up till the university. 

Thus the focus on the students’ experience enables the teacher to organise the discussion of 
the hot issues without finding ‘the right answer’ which is  impossible  in a real-life situation, 
where  all  of  us  are  like  these two characters  of  Mamet’s  play,  who,  as  he  said once in  an 
interview, “are altogether right” and “altogether wrong” (as cited by Barnet, S. et al 2002:1583).
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