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Abstract: Experiential learning (EL) can potentially equip pre-service teachers with higher knowledge, 

sports, and management skills. Utilising the post-event survey and observation analysis, this study focused 

on undergraduate pre-service teachers during the Oct–Feb 2025 semester integrating contents, expectations, 

and experiences relating to an expanded role of their pre-service teachers’ training during EL. The study 

aimed to examine the role of experiential learning in undergraduate pre-service teachers’ readiness in 

teaching adapted physical education (APE). This qualitative study involved 43 participants aged between 

20-25 years who completed the observation analysis during and post-event survey at the end of the EL 

session with a group of students with disabilities at a local primary school. Additionally, a colleague of the 

author also participated in the EL which acted as a fidelity check for procedures and observation analysis 

throughout the EL. Notable findings from this study include participants reported a higher sense of 

confidence, engagement, and empathy throughout the intervention. Importantly, meaningful 

communication was considered fundamental in EL and there was strong interdependence and positive 

relationship between challenges and skills gained. This study highly recommends educators and 

practitioners shift our “safe” perceptions towards “what works for students” perception by moving from 

theoretical to experiential-based learning. Additionally, EL is a capable tool to inject higher-quality 

knowledge, skills, and experience into students’ teaching and learning processes.   
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1. Introduction 

 

Experiential learning was defined as a form of pedagogy that integrates teaching and learning 

processes and community service which brings meaningful impacts to students, faculty, and community 

(Carrington et al., 2015). Additionally, the learning approach emphasises real-life experiences which 

promote a higher sense of engagement and critical evaluation of the learned content (Boggu & Sundarsingh, 

2019). Unlike practicum experiences, experiential learning emphasis community engagement with a clear 

learning purpose which aligned with the course content and reciprocity between the educators and 

participants (Romack & Hsu, 2011). Kolb coined the term as a process where knowledge is created through 

the transformation of experiences and emphasises on humanistic concept of learning (Kolb, 1984). Through 

this approach, pre-service teachers would have more opportunities to question, problematise, and identify 
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strengths and current inequalities experienced by individuals with disabilities. Through higher engagement 

with community partners, pre-service teachers could deepen their understanding of their roles and skills 

which help promote the authenticity and reciprocity of experiential learning (An & Decker, 2019). 

Nonetheless, it is intriguing to note that despite experiential learning and practicum experiences, physical 

educators still express a sense of hesitation and “no choice” when needed to include students with 

disabilities in general physical education settings (Piletic & Davis, 2010). Without experiential learning, 

pre-service teachers might even lead to negative perceptions towards people with disabilities (e.g., 

deficiency, abnormality, limitation) which increases the tendency of status quo, segregation, or inequity 

during teaching and learning (An & Decker, 2019).  

 

1.1 Characteristics of Experiential Learning in APE 

 

To create impactful experiential learning in APE, the teaching and learning process must be shifted 

into real-life environments. Involvement in APE, regular teaching and learning as well as special education 

sports programmes help the pre-service teachers to develop knowledge and skills in teaching students with 

disabilities in various aspects such as designing and implementing APE curriculum, modification of 

instructions, equipment, and playing area as well as positive engagement between educators and students 

(An & Decker, 2019). Specifically, engaging in real-life situations would positively force the pre-service 

teachers to perform an analysis of the PE programme and whether the programme has taken into 

consideration student engagement in the activities, peer interaction, content taught, age appropriateness, 

and student’s level of performance. Consequently, the higher thinking process involving APE teaching and 

learning would help educators to learn more about their students’ conditions and APE programme 

implementation (An & Decker, 2019). Another study also found that higher and more active engagement 

among participants with the tasks are more likely to achieve higher levels of learning (Wang et al., 2021).  

Next, establishing social action groups either as a whole class or small groups would promote higher 

involvement and willingness among pre-service teachers to participate in planning, execution, and 

collecting feedback from their experiential learning. Moving as a group also reduces fear of failure due to 

lack of familiarity with various students’ conditions (e.g., autism, cerebral palsy, down syndrome) while 

promoting learning ownership and responsibilities (An & Decker, 2019). The exchange of ideas process 

among members of the group also helps them to be inspired about teaching contents, modifications to their 

teaching and learning, teaching approaches with APE as well as current issues and gaps when addressing 

APE in learning institutions. The above idea was touted as “learning by action” whereby information 

continues to be built as they progress and face various challenges during EL (Afida et al., 2012). The higher 

degree of involvement between participants and the contents indirectly tied them to the learning process 

and created a stronger connection between learning involvement, practices, and reality (Bradberry & De 

Maio, 2019). 

Besides that, the introduction of an effective teaching cycle (e.g., assess-plan-teach-reflect) in 

experiential learning would be valuable to help pre-service teachers practice planning their APE and 

conduct effective teaching and learning with higher consideration of the student’s capabilities, equipment, 

time, instructions, and learning area (An & Decker, 2019). Kolb further specifies that experiential learning 

involves four cyclical main components; (1) concrete experience (CE), (2) reflective observation (RO), (3) 

abstract conceptualisation, and (4) active experimentation (AE) which provides the opportunity for learners 

to learn and immerse themselves in the experience (Boggu & Sundarsingh, 2019).  Briefly, in the 

assessment phase, pre-service teachers would be involved in observing current APE sessions and 

identifying students’ strengths, weaknesses, and levels of performance. Observing teachers’ behaviours 

during the closure or debriefing process also helps educators understand what is currently happening and 

what can be done to improve certain aspects in future teaching and learning sessions. Next, the planning 

phase comprised developing lessons based on previous observations and insights, initiating team 

collaboration to fully utilise resources and supports, and determining peers’ roles as paraprofessionals (i.e., 

supporting teacher’s role in conducting APE).  
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Subsequently, in the teaching phase, educators were suggested to conduct teaching and learning using 

a team-teaching approach, teaching students based on their capabilities (e.g., understanding, physical, 

emotional) so they could receive age and skill levels appropriate from their APE sessions. Communication 

with stakeholders (e.g., teachers, administrators, parents) would also provide support and insights for the 

educators to successfully conduct their experiential learning sessions (An & Decker 2019). Naturally, the 

reflection phase follows post-experiential learning which involves educators critically analysing the social 

situations and recording their learning evidence through reflective journals, reports, portfolios, and other 

tools suitable for the purpose (Wang et al., 2021).  

Currently, there is only one adapted physical education subject in the author’s university throughout 

the four-year Physical Education Teacher Education (PETE) programme. The semester only spans 14 

weeks, and students conduct limited peer-teaching among themselves related to the most common 

disabilities such as autism, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and Down syndrome. As the 

subject was only offered in a single semester and many components (e.g., conditions, management, 

assessment, legal aspects) were compressed in the subject, it is fair to speculate that the pre-service teachers 

were still lacking in knowledge, understanding, skills, and practice to identify students’ needs, strengths, 

and interests when participating in APE. Similarly, even in the United States, more than half (i.e., 69%) of 

PETE programmes at their universities offered only one APE course throughout their programme as a 

degree requirement while only 31% of PETE programmes offered more than one course (Piletic & Davis, 

2010).  

Following up on a recent study that recommended qualitative research to explore types of experiential 

learning activities and how they motivate students’ motivation (Kong, 2021); the main aim of this 

qualitative study was to examine the potential impact of experiential learning on undergraduate pre-service 

teachers’ preparedness in teaching APE. Specifically, this study’s objectives include (1) to evaluate the 

"Arcturus Little Heroes" project on pre-service teachers' confidence in working with special needs students, 

(2) to identify the key skills and knowledge pre-service teachers developed through the project, and (3) to 

analyse how experiential learning contributes to pre-service teachers' preparedness for inclusive education. 

 

2. Methodology 

 

A qualitative design was adopted in this study to gain insight into participants’ thoughts, experiences, 

and learned content from experiential learning. The interpretive approach focuses on human experiences 

and social phenomena rather than solely an objective approach. The design was chosen due to its ability to 

help researchers gain rich descriptive data which helps understand the context and depth phenomenon of 

experiential learning in APE (Mills, 2014). Besides that, due to the nature of this study, the flexibility 

offered through this approach allows for modification to methods and interventions based on the context 

and complexity of human experiences. Importantly, this study understands the higher subjectivity in this 

study where often reality is the result of social construction and hence differs greatly between individuals 

and groups (Mills, 2014).    

 

2.1 Participants 

 

The mix-gender participants in this study comprised 43 undergraduate-level pre-service physical 

education teachers who participated in the "Arcturus Little Heroes" project as part of their subject “Adapted 

physical education” assessment. The participants’ ages ranged between 20-25 and were currently in their 

sixth semester (i.e., third year) and preparing for their teaching practical in the following semester. The 

majority of them reported coming from the Peninsular of Malaysia while the minority reported coming 

from East Malaysia (e.g., Sabah, Sarawak). The adapted physical education subject is a compulsory subject 

that needs to be completed by students in the sixth semester to complete the programme and graduate from 

the PETE course. Apart from theoretical aspects of learning about conditions, attitudes towards people with 

disabilities, management, and assessment of teaching and learning, the subject also required the students to 

involve themselves in peer-teaching and project-based learning.  
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Therefore, all students currently enrolled in this subject were encouraged to participate in this study 

as part of their learning reflection process and supporting the completion of this study. The project was 

conducted in the middle of the semester (i.e., week 6) to provide sufficient time for participants to 

familiarise themselves with the subject’s expectations, explore content, and plan strategies on how best to 

conduct the project. Time given was also needed for them to arrange logistical matters (i.e., bus, teaching 

aids, food, and beverages) and practice content and pedagogy before the actual project.  Nonetheless, those 

who wished not to participate were still required to be involved in the project as it was part of the subject 

assessment but excluded from the data collection process. They were also assured of no repercussions 

should they decide not to participate in this study. 

 

2.2 Procedures 

 

This research process involves several phases of (1) preparation, (2) implementation and data 

collection, as well as (3) data analysis. Specifically, in the preparation phase, the researcher has allocated 

considerable time to explore the literature review related to experiential learning in the context of adapted 

physical education. Articles found from various databases (e.g., ERIC, Scopus) have been scrutinised and 

triangulated for main ideas, challenges, and current gaps in the field to help the researcher gain insights and 

plan this research appropriately. Next, the researcher also opted for the active observer role in providing 

guidance and prompting participants to discuss the project, brainstorming the issues, questions, objectives, 

and concepts of the project. Project committee members were established to promote collaboration and 

efficiency in project implementation. Meetings were organised with the participants once a week leading 

to the project (i.e., Oct 2024) to discuss workflow, progress, changes, issues, and strategies to improvise 

content and management of the project that suits the student’s needs, strengths, and weaknesses. Consent 

from participants was obtained at the beginning of the APE subject and the project served as one of the 

ongoing assessments. No additional preparation or work needs to be done by the participants apart from the 

regular tasks they were required to do in the subject. The participants were assured of the highest 

confidentiality of their identity and all data collected related to this project. Consequently, all names were 

replaced with anonymous ones to protect their individual and institutional privacy (i.e., ethics approval 

number: REC/09/2024 (ST/MR/195). 

In the implementation phase, the participants arrive early at the Progress National Primary School to 

set up stations and teaching aids and conduct the last briefing on activities and mitigation plans (e.g., 

handling tantrum procedures). The whole project runs for 120 minutes involving 43 third-year 

undergraduate pre-service teachers (i.e., participants) and 91 students with various disabilities (i.e., autism, 

ADHD, dyslexia). The students were divided into three groups based on their condition, needs, and 

capabilities to promote higher engagement between the participants and students. The modification made 

to equipment, instruction, and playing area also increases the students’ willingness to participate in all 

appropriate age levels of activities in their groups. The researcher was not directly involved in the teaching 

and learning session but assumed an advisory and active observer role throughout the project. The activities 

conducted include “ping-pong & spoon”, “zig-zag ball”, “clay word”, “flip the marker”, and “hero puzzle”. 

Each of the games was personalised to support students with disabilities in teaching and learning while 

maintaining the element of fun and adding small competition to increase motivation and on-task behaviour 

throughout the project.  

Different emphasis has been set to each group; specifically, group one activities (e.g., zig-zag ball, 

ping-pong & spoon) focused on locomotor skills through health and skill-related components (e.g., 

cardiovascular endurance, agility body coordination). Whereas group two with activities such as “clay 

word” and “expression game” tends to focus on the affective domain which promotes self-development 

through emotional recognition, non-verbal communication, creativity, and hand-eye coordination. Students 

in this group were given more chances to explore their interests and body capabilities through a range of 

stimuli with minimal interruptions from the participants. Meanwhile, group three (e.g., flip the marker, hero 

puzzle) provided more opportunities for students to socialise with their peers, teachers, and participants 

(i.e., facilitators) through material-based learning which promotes cognitive skills and teamwork. Besides 
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that, activities such as the “hero puzzle” helped students enhance their memories, focus, and problem-

solving activities through collective efforts. 

At the end of the project, the participants administered a single sheet of feedback form to students 

which they were allowed to answer in writing or drawing (i.e., based on their preferences). The participants 

(i.e., facilitators) were consistently present to all students to provide support, prompt ideas and ensure on-

task behaviour among students. The students were given a minimum of five minutes to write or draw their 

thoughts based on simple questions such as “What have we learned in this teaching and learning session?” 

and “What do you want to have or play in the future class session?” set to initiate the reflection and thinking 

process about activities conducted throughout the project. Likewise, at the end of the project, all participants 

(i.e., facilitators) were also given feedback forms via an online platform to gain insights about their 

experiences, thoughts, challenges, and suggestions to improve future projects related to APE. Questions 

such as “How did the activities and content of this project help enhance your understanding or skills on 

APE?” and “Were there specific moments or activities that you found particularly engaging or 

challenging?” were meant to help the researcher understand the current confidence levels, persistent 

challenges, and skills development through this initiative from the lens of undergraduate pre-service 

teachers. The researcher stressed there were no correct and false answers to any questions nor in any way 

it may affect the participants' project evaluation and grade for their subject. 

In the data analysis phase, the raw data extracted from the online platform were initially exported to 

MS Excel [Microsoft Inc.] for an overview of the data and data cleaning process (e.g., check for missing 

information, and redundant entries). Next, the data were transferred to NVivo software [QSR Int.] for 

transcription, coding, and analysis of the qualitative data. The transcription was read several times in 

different timeframes to help the researcher familiarise and possess a general understanding of the content. 

Additionally, the transcription was also shared with participants to cross-check information to be as accurate 

as possible to their initial answers in the feedback form. These initiatives help the researcher to establish 

higher levels of fidelity and credibility in this research. Once the coding process is completed, the researcher 

proceeds with a data analysis process comprised of word frequency searches, word clouds, and data 

visualization to get clearer pictures of issues discussed in this study. The processed data were then 

accompanied by specific sentences used in the participants’ feedback to present the results with higher 

clarity and authenticity.  

 

2.3 Instruments 

 

The main instrument used in this study includes a post-event survey and observation analysis. 

Specifically, the post-event survey comprised three open-ended questions revolving around skills gained, 

challenges faced, and overall experience of experiential learning with students with disabilities. Questions 

such as “How does experiential learning improve your teaching and learning skills?" and “Were there any 

specific moments or activities you found particularly engaging or challenging and why?” were meant to be 

thought-provoking and encourage the participants to recall, reflect, and systematically express their 

thoughts. The survey was administered at the end of the experiential learning session to all participants via 

an online survey platform. Although the survey was compulsory to complete, there was no specific time 

allocated for participants to complete the survey to promote higher accuracy and integrity in responses. 

Additionally, an observation analysis was also used to analyse pre-service interaction with students 

with disabilities in the adapted physical activities. The participants' notes, proposal, and final report were 

analysed to help the researcher gain a better understanding of the experiential learning process, potential 

behaviours change before and after the project, and participants’ reflections on their experiences. Besides 

that, the documents also allow for triangulation of data which enhances the fidelity and rigour of the data 

collection. Prompts in the form of questions such as “What are the objectives of your project?”, “what 

would you like to improve in future projects?”, and “Explain each member's roles and responsibilities 

throughout the project” were suggested to participants to help them kickstart the thinking process and 

completion of proposal and report writing. 
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3. Results and Discussion 

 
Figure 1  

 

Word cloud highlighting important words associated with self-confidence and     
experiential learning 

                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                                                                                       

The word cloud focuses on terms such as confidence, self, participation, and understanding, which 

are central to skill development and fostering growth in pre-service teachers. These keywords suggest a 

strong emphasis on the emotional and social aspects of teaching, alongside fostering independence and 

active engagement. 

 

3.1 Confidence and Self 

 

Confidence is a foundational trait for pre-service teachers, especially in special needs education 

where they need to navigate diverse and unpredictable classroom situations. The emphasis on “self” 

suggests a focus on personal growth, self-awareness, and resilience. The experiential learning provided the 

participants with a platform for them to learn and grow through unstructured learning processes and 

exploration. The challenges presented to them throughout the project from the planning phase (e.g., setting 

up the committee, deciding job scope, identifying each member's strengths and interests), execution phase 

(e.g., delivering content, students and class management), and post-project phase (e.g., collecting feedback, 

identifying and analysing strengths, weaknesses, and potential of the project) rallied the participants to stay 

on-tasks, be prepared, and modified the planned activities based on students’ needs, playing area, time, and 

equipment availability. The nature of this experiential learning project also requires higher participation 

and consistent commitment from all members to ensure that the project can be executed as best as possible. 

Therefore, this approach reduces the likelihood of “free riders” and encourages total participation from the 

participants. The consistent hands-on approach directly or indirectly helped them to gain self-confidence to 

manage themselves, working with their peers, handling pressure and expectations as well as teaching and 

learning students with disabilities. These values are important as they help to support psychological 

attachment to the learning content which makes it more meaningful and relevant to themselves (Hamzah et 

al., 2025). Additionally, the hands-on experience helps the participants to develop into autonomous learners 

(Boggu & Sundarsingh, 2019). 

Additionally, the survey and observation analysis in this study also encourages the participants to 

engage in reflective practices, build a growth mindset, and participate in activities that boost their teaching 

confidence. The peer-teaching practices and peer feedback sessions before the project were also 

instrumental in building self-confidence, teaching tools, and approaches when dealing with students with 
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disabilities. Similarly, a study related to introductory courses in English with 140 students found that 

students viewed their instructor as responsible for their success or failure. Nonetheless, they were willing 

to demonstrate autonomous behaviour if they were provided with the opportunity, time, and trust of their 

instructor (Hussein, 2014). 

 

3.2 Participation and Engagement 

 

Active participation through this experiential learning is essential for learning how to create inclusive 

environments where all students, especially those with special needs, feel involved and valued. Engaging 

teaching methods foster deeper understanding and a sense of community among both the participants and 

the students. In each phase of this study, the participants were regularly engaged in planning, exploring, 

discussing, and making decisions (e.g., activities, place, time, equipment, students). Moreover, the 

participants were also making trips to the school to meet with the school’s representative to discuss their 

proposed plan, and risk management as well as validating the physical activities they intend to share with 

the students during the project. The hands-on and consistent participation supported them in developing 

self-confidence and a repertoire of skills useful when teaching and learning adapted physical education. 

The variety of committees set up in the initial phase of the study (e.g., logistics, food and beverage, 

multimedia, and publicity) also encourages total participation from members while also giving them options 

to contribute to which committee they wish.  

This study’s findings also echoed past studies which suggested that higher engagement with 

stakeholders helps maintain the authenticity and reciprocity of experiential learning (An & Decker, 2019; 

Anggono et al., 2025). Therefore, experiential learning opens up an opportunity for participants to learn 

various aspects of adapted physical education, classroom management, and student support while also 

presenting them with a higher sense of ownership. In contrast, a previous study conducted with 320 students 

and 24 teachers revolving around learning autonomy, gender, and motivation levels found that both the 

students and teachers were not in favour of autonomous learning. Worryingly, students did not feel 

responsible for their teaching and learning process while the instructors perceived that their students were 

not capable of handling the responsibility for their learning (Ustunluoglu, 2009). Nonetheless, across the 

years the researcher believes the perception towards experiential learning is changing due to more 

knowledge, skills, and experience gained by the educators.   

 

3.3 Understanding and Empathy 

 

Self-confidence also stems from higher understanding and empathy towards the students. The values 

are critical for the participants to connect and develop trust with students, especially those with diverse 

needs. Reading, watching videos, and connecting with other educators are some strategies to build up these 

qualities which will help educators respond appropriately to students’ emotional and academic challenges, 

creating a supportive and inclusive learning environment. Through practice and experience, participants 

would develop the self-confidence needed for them to conduct adapted physical education meaningfully. 

For instance, to deal with student “Yan” with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) (i.e., passive 

introvert), the participants approached him gently using simple English that he could understand. Another 

student “Az” with Down syndrome also reported difficulty communicating between the participants and 

the student. With early preparation and homework about the conditions, the participants were better 

prepared and able to mitigate the difficulty more calmly and professionally. When “Az” is unable to process 

information or instruction due to language barriers, the participants proceed with giving instructions using 

body gestures, and basic sign language, doing the activities together with him as well as modifying the 

rules, objectives, and goals to personalise the teaching and learning process for Az. These findings echo a 

previous study conducted in Hong Kong where the participants suggested they were aware of their role in 

the learning process, preferred learning styles, and clear learning goals when exposed to experiential 

learning and gained experiences from the process (Chan, 2010).  
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Besides that, experiential learning provided an opportunity for the participants to train them in 

emotional intelligence, active listening, and conflict resolution. Through experiential learning, we can 

support the participants’ shift current paradigm and promote positive behaviour modification toward 

students with disabilities (Piletic & Davis, 2010; Perlman & Piletic, 2012; Rahmaningtyas et al., 2025). 

Activities such as empathy exercises, case studies of students with special needs, and reflections on personal 

biases can foster these skills. The constructive feedback from both the lecturers and teachers at school also 

promoted the words “appreciated” and “valued” in the word cloud above. Using the sandwich approach 

which emphasises on need for improvement when speaking to participants nurtured a higher sense of 

willingness to listen and improved their motivation to learn more and create a richer positive atmosphere 

for their students during the experiential learning. Recognition from the educators also produces a profound 

effect on the participants’ self-value and appreciation of their experiential learning. By emphasising on role 

modeling approach and learning through actions we can support the participants’ development of 

understanding and empathy towards others in adapted physical education. 

 

Figure 2 

 

Bar graphs depicting the different skill sets learned through experiential learning 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With regard to skills, figure 2 above shows the word “communication” recorded as the most frequent 

word suggested by the participants (count 10, 8.33%) while words such as “learning”, “minimal”, and 

“motor” were recorded similar low frequencies and percentages (count 2, 1.67%). The word “nonverbal 

cues” recorded seven repetitions with 5.83% while the words “instruction” and “coordination” were both 

recorded (count 6, 5.0%) and (count 5, 4.17%) respectively. Skills such as nonverbal cues, problem-solving, 

and instructions feature prominently in the figure above indicating a balanced emphasis on both 

interpersonal and cognitive abilities during teaching and learning. The earlier objectives from this project 

consisted of psychomotor, cognitive, and affective learning domains that require the participants to engage 

in multi-tasking in executing the planned physical activity while simultaneously addressing the dynamic of 

the students with disabilities.  
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The spectrum of students’ conditions during the project requires the participants to prepare in 

advance (i.e., reading, watching videos, and peer-teaching) and make necessary modifications to their 

instructions, equipment, and playing area, such as providing a variety of equipment (e.g., foam ball, 

markers, hula hoops), creating a safe zone (e.g., timeout zone) which also serve as a sensory stimulus zone, 

and provided appropriate spaces based on students’ conditions and needs. The participants' engagement in 

a higher thinking process involved in experiential learning would help the participants learn more about the 

different health conditions (e.g., autism, ADHD, muscular dystrophy) and increase their preparedness in 

teaching and learning adapted physical education (Boggu & Sundarsingh, 2019).  The need to deliver 

content while managing the students and class would be valuable to help sharpen participants’ cognitive 

and interpersonal capabilities when teaching adapted physical education. These findings were similar to a 

past study that found that experiential learning encourages the participants to learn through mistakes which 

enriches the learning process and provides the experience needed to deal with students with various 

backgrounds and conditions (An & Decker, 2019; Rahmaningtyas et al., 2025). 

Meanwhile, coordination and other supporting skills (e.g., teamwork) highlighted the collaborative 

nature of special needs education. On many occasions, participants have demonstrated the above skills to 

ensure the project was able to be performed with the highest quality, meaningful, and impactful to the 

students. For instance, the participants have invested some time in discussing the “tantrum procedure” in 

the initial phase of the project and producing a flowchart on how they should handle off-task behaviours 

among students based on credible sources, knowledge, and their past experiences. Besides that, the 

participants also demonstrated teamwork values when they initiated a series of discussions, choreographed 

movements, and practiced animal movements before the project and presented them during the warm-up 

session of the project. The movement was conducted as a group on stage while the others spread around 

the area and led the students by example. These findings were supported by a previous study which also 

highlighted the social action group promoted higher engagement, and willingness to try, and reduced fear 

of failure among participants to step out of their comfort zone (An & Decker, 2019). Despite the various 

backgrounds, religions, interests, strengths even weaknesses between participants and students, experiential 

learning also provided the avenue for them to embrace differences and become more culturally competent. 

The tolerance and acceptance mentality would then translate to positive behaviours toward students with 

disabilities (Cervantes & Meaney, 2013; Hamzah et al., 2025). 

Nonetheless, communication as suggested by the figure above was critical and served as a 

prerequisite to other elements needed to perform adapted physical education teaching and learning 

successfully. Without communication, both class and teaching cues cannot be established, and many issues 

tend to be unresolved due to a lack of engagement between participants and students. Communication issues 

also reduce directive and meaningful efforts due to a lack of aims and objectives when conducting teaching 

and learning. Possibly, the issues related to “no choice” and hesitations could stem from the lack of broken 

communication between educators when planning their lessons in adapted physical education (Piletic & 

Davis, 2010). Without remedy, the sense of hesitation and lackadaisical could manifest in negative 

perceptions and behaviour towards adapted physical education and its students (An & Decker, 2019). 
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Figure 3  

 

Diagram showing the relationship between challenges and skill development 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                   

The diagram above highlights a strong interdependence between the challenges faced by the 

participants and the skills they gained from the experiential learning. The presence of relationship nodes 

like “Challenges (Associated/Skill Gained)” and “Challenges (Effects/Skill Gained)” emphasises that 

overcoming challenges played a significant role in their skill development. The challenges tend to serve as 

both associating or mediating factors that help connect context and skill development. The challenges’ 

degree of effect may also influence the skills levels gained and competencies at the end of the project. 

Challenges provide the opportunity for participants to overcome issues and gain important skills and 

experience along the process. Besides that, the connection demonstrated above also suggested thematic 

saturation in which most feedback tends to address similar core themes. This indicates that participants 
consistently reflected on both challenges and the skills they acquired, reinforcing the significance of 

experiential learning. The additional tasks such as proposals, logs, and report writing also supported the 
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participants’ reflection on the experiential learning, critically analysing the session strengths, weaknesses, 

and things to improve which further enriched their learning experience (An & Decker, 2019). 

Throughout the experiential learning, the participants have had the chance to meet students with 

various conditions and severity. For instance, “Rah” a student with an intellectual disability provided 

challenges for participants to understand his needs as well as manage a series of impulsive decisions and 

movements. The participants reported using short and simple words along with demonstrations and gestures 

as one of the efforts to attract the student’s attention and focus on-task behaviour. Besides that, another 

student “Harr” with autism consistently demonstrates a burst of doing random things and movement 

throughout the session. To address this challenge, the participants reported using communication (e.g., 

asking questions) and providing options in terms of instructions and activities. The main goal is for Harr to 

remain active and reduce the likelihood of off-task behaviours (e.g., jumping off a fence, or disturbing 

others). Another skill demonstrated by the participants includes problem-solving when dealing with 

students. A young girl “Leh” diagnosed with Down syndrome tends to demonstrate hyper-energetic 

behaviour and longing for extra attention from the participants throughout the session. The encouragement 

from educators and availability of wide resources (e.g., Internet, case studies, newspapers) also provided 

them with knowledge and strategies to deal with students with disabilities. Thus, reducing dependency on 

their instructor for the opportunity of teaching and learning (Boggu & Sundarsingh, 2019; Anggono et al., 

2025). 

To address this issue, the participants resorted to using emotional support (e.g., hugs) when she 

requested or needed attention, providing time and space for her to do her preferred activities while still 

facilitating her to follow the planned physical activities occasionally. Besides that, the participants provided 

rewards in the form of stickers to her whenever she did something positive and kind to promote higher on-

task behaviour from Leh. Consistent with past studies, experiential learning helps reduce from 40% to 34% 

“often” to “sometimes” students’ dependency on their educators. The authors continue to suggest that 

participants felt more independent and capable of dealing with their academic issues (Boggu & 

Sundarsingh, 2019).  

 

4. Implications for Practice 

 

Insights from this study are valuable for many stakeholders to reflect, understand, and inform their 

future teaching and learning practices. Firstly, insights and challenges from this study can help provide the 

information needed to revise the current PETE programme design by focusing on challenges that are most 

beneficial for skill-building, knowledge development, and mental resilience among students. Consistent 

with 21st-century teaching and learning, the program design should seriously make an effort to shift from 

theoretical-based toward practical experiential-based learning which achieves more objectives in a shorter 

time while providing a sense of enjoyment in the learning process. From experiential learning, students will 

have more opportunities to express themselves, take learning ownership, meet people, make mistakes, and 

learn from the experience which enriches their whole teaching and learning process. Secondly, pre-service 

teachers should also reflect on this study’s feedback for continuous professional development, identifying 

which areas needed more practice based on past studies and their challenges when dealing with students 

with disabilities. Activities in this study can be analysed and compared with other studies and personalised 

in different contexts to suit students’ needs, strengths, weaknesses, and interests. Thirdly, the findings and 

interconnection between self-confidence, challenges, and skills development demonstrated in this study can 

be the foundation for policymakers to mandate more experiential-based projects in the PETE programme. 

Although content quantity-wise could be reduced, the application of experiential-based learning will 

provide students with richer experience, skills, and engagement between educators, policymakers, parents, 

and the community.  

The limitation of the study comprised two-fold, subjectivity and generalizability. Specifically, the 

subjectivity stems from risks of bias either from the researcher or the participants. As this experiential 

learning project was partly the ongoing assessment of a subject, the participants may withhold information, 

provide socially desirable responses, or even behave differently in the research context. Despite the 
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researcher’s effort to explain to them that this research outcome does not in any way affect the ongoing 

assessment marks at the beginning of this study, the perceptions may persist among the participants. Next, 

the qualitative nature of this study naturally makes it more challenging to generalise this study’s results to 

the larger populations. Most of the time, the findings in this study were closely related to this study’s 

context, group of participants, and time of executing this experiential learning project. Therefore, results 

from this study might differ from different studies due to the factors mentioned above. Nonetheless, insights 

from this study are still valuable to shed light on how experiential learning could increase learning 

authenticity and enrich both pre-service educators and students in many aspects of adapted physical 

education.  

 

5. Conclusion 

 

Within the boundaries of the methods employed and the limitation encountered, the following 

conclusions seem warranted: first, the pre-service teachers viewed the EL as a positive innovation, citing 

improvement from their initial impression towards APE, confidence in meeting, handling, and teaching 

students with disabilities, higher engagement between stakeholders (e.g., educators, peers, students, 

parents), and develop more empathy from the hands-on learning approach. Secondly, although there was a 

positive relationship between challenges and skills development, future research could delve into 

appropriate levels and types of challenges that may lead to higher or detriment pre-service teachers’ skills 

development. Besides that, future research could also explore if the length of EL could be a pivotal factor 

in helping the students reap maximum benefits from the EL process. And if practicum sessions would be 

able to produce similar or better outcomes in pre-service teachers' training. Given the significance of these 

findings, researchers, policymakers, and industry leaders must collaborate to implement strategies that 

address experiential learning in the current public university curriculum and drive meaningful progress in 

teachers’ readiness to teach APE beyond the PETE programme. 
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