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ABSTRACT 

The pursuit of meaningful work in today’s rapidly evolving professional landscape is a paramount concern for college stu-
dents, higher education leaders, and employers alike, particularly within the United States. This study explores the influence 
of collegiate experiential learning on new professionals’ construction of meaningful work. While numerous studies have 
showcased the skill development and economic gains associated with collegiate experiential learning, questions remain 
about how experiential education prepares students to construct meaning in their work after graduation. Grounded in psy-
chological constructivism and career construction theory, this study sheds light on the potential for experiential learning to 
enhance holistic career development. The findings reveal that experiential learning can foster a meaningful awareness of self 
and work, inspire meaningful work aspirations through connections, facilitate access to meaningful employment, and 
empower meaningful work enactment. These findings have implications for higher education policymakers, higher educa-
tion administrators, experiential learning educators, and future researchers.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

Amidst recent shifts in social expectations of post-second-
ary education, colleges must prepare students for fulfilling 
careers alongside technical skill development. Experiential 
learning, with its focus on active engagement, critical 
reflection, and practical application of learned insights, 
presents a promising pathway to enhance holistic career 
development. This study examines the question: How does 
collegiate experiential learning influence new professionals’ 
construction of meaningful work? In answering this ques-
tion, it explores the ways experiential learning activities 
during college might shape, inform, or contribute to the 
development of a sense of meaningfulness in the work lives 
of new professionals who have recently graduated from 
college. 

Demonstrating the innate connection between experiential 
learning and meaningful work, Kolb’s (1974) earliest publi-
cation on experiential learning contained “a normative 
model of human fulfillment [and] personal variables that 
can be used to understand and influence the career 

development process” (p.1). Since then, however, the pre-
vailing focus of experiential learning studies has remained 
on the formation of hedonic career development outcomes, 
including knowledge, skills, self-efficacy, job satisfaction, 
employment rates, and income levels (Bonesso et al., 2015; 
Bowering et al., 2020; Burga et al., 2020; Dik et al., 2020; 
Ensher & Ehrhardt, 2022; Esters & Retallick, 2013; Gilbert 
et al., 2014; Knight et al., 2014; Lee & Sabharwal, 2016; Nev-
ison et al., 2017; Ranta et al., 2020; Spanjaard et al., 2018; 
Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2015). Only recently has the field 
begun to assess intrinsic and eudaimonic career develop-
ment outcomes, such as meaningful work (Bates-Gallup, 
2019; Dik et al., 2020; Steger et al., 2012). The scholars 
behind these growing bodies of literature unanimously 
stress the need for further research. 

SALES ROLE-PLAY AS EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 

While there are many different approaches to experiential 
learning, the practice of role-play was selected for this qual-
itative investigation given its growing importance across 
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academic disciplines. To reduce variability and yield a 
focused investigation that allows for comparison across 
individual experiences, this study narrowed its scope to role 
plays in one discipline, sales. Sales role-play was selected as 
the focal form of collegiate experiential learning for the 
study due to its presence in sales education, its versatility of 
application, and its adherence to the essential components 
of experiential learning. For this study, sales role-play was 
defined as interactive training exercises where students 
enact sales scenarios (Cummins et al., 2020). Sales role-
plays can serve as a for-credit pedagogical technique within 
sales and marketing classes. They can also be made avail-
able through sales programs as a campus extracurricular 
(Johnson et al., 2022). In both settings, sales role-plays aim 
to simulate real-world sales environments, offering college 
students a practical and immersive learning experience. 

Sales role-plays incorporate essential components of expe-
riential learning—active engagement, critical reflection, 
and practical application of learned insights (Billups & Pod-
dar, 2018; Canhoto & Murphy, 2016). Students’ engagement 
is visible in their reciprocal interaction with the buyer and 

“active experimentation with various selling processes and 
techniques” (Magnotta et al., 2020, p. 247). The individual 
role-playing the buyer normally gives students feedback 
immediately after their role-play performances, facilitating 
critical reflection (Pelletier & Hopkins, 2018). Sales role-
plays are conventionally conducted face-to-face; however, 
with the rise of online learning, they are being offered 
through online platforms more regularly (Pelletier & Hop-
kins, 2018). Often, the performances are digitally recorded 
to allow students to review them for additional reflective 
learning (Mani et al., 2016). In classroom settings, students 
are normally given writing assignments in which they 
reflect on their sales role-play performances. Application of 
the theoretical sales cycle to a realistic, professional situa-
tion achieves the final component of experiential learning. 
As Magnotta et al. (2020) note, sales-role plays “bring selling 
scenarios to life and provide context for the theories and 
techniques being taught” (p. 243). 

During sales role-plays, students typically follow a pre-
defined, five-stage sales cycle: building rapport, needs iden-
tification, presentation and communication, addressing 
buyer concerns and objections, and close (Dugan & Lee, 
2023; Loe & Chonko, 2000). They begin by introducing 
themselves, securing the buyer’s attention and trust, and 
providing a meeting agenda (building rapport). Students go 
on to obtain a clear understanding of the customer’s 

situation (needs identification) by uncovering the buyer’s 
challenges or needs, the effect of those problems, the pur-
chase criteria, and the key decision-makers for the purchase. 
With varying formality, students persuasively match the 
benefits of their product or service with the buyer’s needs 
(presentation and communication). Presentation slides, 
props, and other visual aids are often utilized during this 
stage. The buyer is then given the opportunity to ask prob-
ing questions about the solutions presented. In response, 
students practice forming complete and concise answers to 
resolve the buyer’s concerns (addressing buyer concerns 
and objections). Finally, to conclude the sales role-play, stu-
dents provide the buyer with information about next steps, 
either requesting a follow-up appointment or obtaining 
confirmation of the sale (close). 

STUDY DESIGN 

Method 

The selection of a predominantly qualitative methodology 
for this study was driven by a desire to understand the 
research constructs from the perspective of the participants 
(Gall et al., 2015; Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Narrative 
inquiry was chosen for its paradigmatic alignment with psy-
chological constructivism and career construction theory, 
the ontology and epistemology underlying this study. Nar-
rative inquiry is explicitly connected to the key constructs 
of experiential learning and meaningful work. Clandinin 
and Connelly (2000), influential scholars in educational 
research and narrative inquiry, base their assumptions 
about narrative inquiry on Dewey’s (1938) theory of experi-
ence, which is also the underpinning for Kolb’s (1984) work 
on experiential learning (1984). Clandinin and Connelly 
draw heavily on Dewey’s two criteria of experience: conti-
nuity and interaction. Continuity, in narrative research, 
means that experiences are not isolated events; rather, pres-
ent experiences grow out of past experiences and lead to 
future experiences. Interaction captures the interconnect-
edness of the personal and social dimensions of experience 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). To enhance the research 
design, this qualitative study incorporated a minor quanti-
tative component that served as a supplement to augment 
the qualitative findings. 

Participant Eligibility and Recruitment 

Valuable insights can be gained from the perspectives of 
new professionals on their prior engagement in collegiate 
experiential learning and the construction of 
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meaningfulness in their professional work. As such, the 
sample for this study was drawn from a population of U.S. 
new professionals who had participated in sales role-plays 
during college. This survey classified new professionals as 
individuals “who received their [undergraduate] degree in 
the prior 2 or 3 academic years” (National Science Founda-
tion, n.d., para. 1), and in turn, focused on those who com-
pleted their degrees in the previous three complete aca-
demic years (i.e., 2021, 2022, 2023). Participants were 
recruited through participant rosters for past sales role-play 
events hosted at the University of Minnesota Twin Cities. 
Students from a variety of colleges and universities across 
the United States participated in these events. 

Using network sampling, these professionals were con-
tacted directly through LinkedIn, a professional networking 
site, to inquire about their interest in participating in the 
study. Once potential participants were identified, they 
were invited to complete a Google form with screening 
questions based on a set of predefined criteria. 

Participants were then selected using purposive, non-prob-
abilistic sampling (Lohr, 2022). While purposive sampling 
does not have a threshold for sample size, the sampling for 
this study aimed to capture a sufficiently large and diverse 
group of participants (Lohr, 2022). Given the specificity of 
the participant credentials and use of narrative inquiry 
techniques, the proposed sample size for this study was 
between six and 15 participants (National University 
Library, 2023; Sarfo et al., 2021). Those who met the criteria 
and expressed interest were sent a formal invitation to par-
ticipate in the study, including information about the study’s 
purpose, the nature of their involvement, and assurances of 
confidentiality and data protection. 

Qualifying individuals were required to have participated in 
at least one sales role-play during their undergraduate ten-
ure in either a curricular or extracurricular format. Finally, 
in order to obtain the most relevant perspectives on mean-
ingful work, the participants were required to be engaged in 
full-time professional work at the time of the study (at least 
35 hours per week). 

Participants 

The sample in this qualitative study included 13 participants, 
all of whom had graduated from college between 2021 and 
2023. The majority (53.84%) completed their degrees in 
2022, followed by 30.77% in 2023, and 15.38% in 2021. Four 
participants (30.77%) identified as first-generation college 
graduates, meaning their primary caregivers did not 

complete a bachelor’s degree. Only one participant (7.69%) 
was an international student, meaning they completed their 
undergraduate degree in the United States but were not a 
domestic student. 

The sample consisted of seven women (54.85%) and six men 
(46.15%). In terms of racial and ethnic representation, eight 
participants (61.54%) identified as White, three participants 
(23.08%) identified as Asian American, and two participants 
(15.38%) identified as Black. At the time of data collection, 
participants ranged in age from 22 to 26, with 24 being the 
most common age (38.48%). 

The majority of participants studied business-related fields, 
particularly marketing or business and marketing educa-
tion. Some participants pursued multiple majors in differ-
ent areas of study, such as psychology and economics, mar-
keting and Spanish, and journalism and recreational 
tourism. Most participants (10 out of 13) pursued careers in 
professional sales. The remaining worked in campus minis-
try, data analytics, strategy consulting, and merchandising. 
The most common industries of work for participants were 
software technology, healthcare, and manufacturing. Less 
commonly occurring industries included ministry, travel, 
logistics and shipping, and retail fashion. 

Data Collection 

The data collection process for this study was designed to 
gather work narratives and other relevant information from 
new professionals who participated in collegiate sales role-
plays. The researcher took an emic perspective during data 
collection, meaning she prioritized understanding the top-
ics from the subjective viewpoint of the participants (Gall et 
al., 2015). The data collection included a set of pre-inter-
view activities and a semi-structured interview with each 
participant. 

Pre-Interview 

In advance of the interview, study participants were invited 
to complete a written pre-interview containing a sequence 
of brief questions focused on familiarizing participants with 
relevant concepts and prompting their memories related to 
these concepts prior to the face-to-face interview. The 
pre-interview asked participants to reflect on key terms 
such as professional work, experiential learning, meaning-
ful work, and sales role-play. These were presented again at 
the start of the face-to-face interview to ensure a shared 
understanding of terminology. 
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Following the definitions, participants responded to the 
Experiential Learning and Meaningful Work Questionnaire, 
which contained open-ended prompts about memorable 
sales role-play experiences, perspectives on meaningful 
work, and beliefs about the origins of these perspectives. 
Informed by narrative inquiry pre-interview techniques 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 2007), the Experi-
ential Learning and Meaningful Work Questionnaire was 
designed to: 1) prime participants for the in-depth inter-
view by eliciting memory recall and reflection on the key 
constructs (e.g., sales role-plays, meaningful work); and 2) 
identify points of alignment or divergence between the par-
ticipants’ definitions of these constructs and those used in 
this study. This section of the pre-interview encouraged 
participants to actively engage with their lived experiences 
before the formal interview process. 

Participants then completed the Experiential Learning 
Engagement Questionnaire. This instrument was adapted 
from Coker et al. (2017), who examined the impact of 
Depth and Breadth in multiple forms of experiential learn-
ing (e.g., study abroad, internships, service-learning, under-
graduate research). For this study, the questionnaire was 
modified to focus exclusively on sales role-plays rather than 
multiple forms of experiential learning. 

Next, participants completed the Work and Meaning 
Inventory, consisting of 10 close-ended questions rated on a 
scale from “Absolutely Untrue” to “Absolutely True.” This 
instrument, developed and validated by Steger et al. (2012), 
assessed three subscales of meaningful work: Positive 
Meaning (how one’s work is seen as a source of personal 
purpose or significance), Meaning-Making through Work 
(how one’s work is seen as a way to make sense of broader 
life experiences), and Greater Good Motivations (how one’s 
work is seen as a positive contribution to others or society). 
The subscores for each subscale, along with the Overall 
Meaningful Work score (a composite of the subscores), 
were calculated based on the guidelines provided by Steger 
et al. (2012). This section of the pre-interview assessed the 
meaningfulness participants perceived in their current pro-
fessional work. 

In the final section of the pre-interview, participants were 
asked demographic questions about their age, gender iden-
tity, race or ethnicity, employment status, and primary field 
and industry of professional work. 

Semi-Structured Interview 

After completion of the pre-interview, the researcher sched-
uled semi-structured interviews with each participant, 
which ranged in duration from 50 minutes to nearly 3 hours, 
though the majority of the interviews (10 of 13) spanned 
between 60 and 90 minutes. Six of the interviews were con-
ducted in person, while the remaining seven were con-
ducted virtually. All of the interviews were audio recorded 
and subsequently transcribed. The researcher listened to 
each recording for transcription accuracy and noted verbal 
and non-verbal elements (e.g., pauses, filler words, intona-
tions). These interviews served as the primary data source 
for this study. The interview captured the narrative accounts 
of the participants’ sales role-play experiences and reflec-
tions on their meaning-making processes during the early 
years of their professional work.  

The interview began with the participants’ completion of a 
storyboard, which is a handmade arts-based research 
method in which participants create a series of visual panels 
to explore the research concepts and their personal narra-
tives (Ball, 2020). The researcher emphasized to participants 
that the goal of this activity was “not to create an ‘artistic,’ 
aesthetically pleasing, linear, or complete piece of art per se. 
Instead, [participants were] encouraged to be as creative, 
messy, gestural or orderly as needed to communicate their 
experiences” (Ball, 2020, p. 86). Participants were given up 
to 10 minutes to visually represent their perspectives on 
work on a horizontally oriented piece of paper divided into 
three sections, each representing a distinct phase of their 
life: before, during, and after college. Collectively, these 
phases were deemed the participant’s “work story.” Once 
complete, participants were asked to give a verbal overview 
of their sketch with minimal interruption from the 
researcher. This exercise spurred the participants’ memo-
ries, offered the researcher a holistic view of participants’ 
work stories, served as a springboard for the following dis-
cussion, and became a visual artifact for data analysis. 

After the storyboard exercise, the researcher then “zoomed 
in” on discrete parts of the participants’ work stories with 
open-ended questions following the same chronological 
fashion: before, during, and after college. The researcher 
supplied the participants with printed reference materials 
to support the conversation, including a list of relevant defi-
nitions (e.g., experiential learning, professional work, mean-
ingful work, sales role-plays) and an emotions wheel featur-
ing a series of common emotion words (e.g., sad, joyful, 
scared, peaceful). The open-ended interview questions 
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covered various facets of participants’ experiences and per-
ceptions, such as their pre-college attitudes towards work, 
memorable learning experiences during college, and reflec-
tions on their current professional roles. Specific questions 
were consistently asked to all participants; however, the 

researcher typically asked tailored questions based on par-
ticipants’ pre-interview responses. The interview concluded 
with a verbal summary of the researcher’s field notes, allow-
ing participants to review and correct any inaccuracies, as is 
customary in narrative inquiry. 

TABLE 1 

Narrative analysis process

STEP DESCRIPTION

1. Chronological Coding Deductively organized the transcripts into three distinct phases: before, 
during (including sales role-plays), and after college using NVIVO. 

2. Narrative Coding Performed fine-grained coding of transcripts to identify psychological states, 
influential figures, and obstacles. 

3. Labov’s Narrative Structure Produced narrative profiles for each participant with the sections: Abstract, 
Orientation, Complicating Action, Evaluation, Resolution, and Coda. 

4. Storyboard Interpretations Incorporated participants’ verbal explanations of storyboards into profiles. 
Images of the storyboards were included at the end of each profile. 

5. Quantitative Measures Calculated and contextualized the Experiential Learning Engagement and Work 
and Meaning Inventory scores for individual participants and the sample 
collectively.

Data Analysis 

The first stage of analysis—narrative profiles—conveys par-
ticipants’ individual work stories. The interview transcripts 
were coded and reported according to Labov’s (1972) narra-
tive structure of Abstract, Orientation, Complicating 
Action, Evaluation, Resolution, and Coda. As recommended 
by Riessman (1993), select portions of the transcripts were 

“re-transcribed” or coded with identifiers corresponding to 
the respective components of Labov’s narrative structure 
(i.e., A, O, CA, E, R, C). The “core narrative” for each partic-
ipant was then reported in a cohesive, chronological man-
ner (Riessman, 1993). 

Each narrative profile began with an Abstract containing 
the given participant’s name or pseudonym, demographic 
information, a concise summary of their overall narrative, a 
statement about the perceived influences of sales role-plays 
on their life and work, and a statement about their concep-
tualization of meaningful work. This was followed by an 
Orientation to the participant’s pre-college work experi-
ences and perspectives. The Complicating Action then 
detailed a sequence of events from the beginning of college 

through graduation. The participant’s Experiential Learning 
Engagement Questionnaire results (Overall score and sub-
scores) were also stated in the Complicating Action. The 
Evaluation discussed the participant’s reflections on the 
perceived influence of sales role-plays on their life and work 
overall. The Resolution described the participant’s transi-
tion into the workforce and current professional role, 
including their job responsibilities, field, industry, and per-
ception of meaningfulness in work. The participant’s Work 
and Meaning Inventory results (Overall score and sub-
scores) were also stated in the Resolution. Finally, the Coda 
returned to the present, representing the participant’s cur-
rent perspectives on work and desires for work moving 
forward. 

Quantitative metrics gathered during the pre-interview 
enriched the narrative profiles. By weaving the Experiential 
Learning Engagement and Work and Meaning Inventory 
results into the narrative profiles, the study conveyed a 
richer, more contextualized depiction of each participant’s 
experiences. Participants’ verbal explanations of their story-
boards were also incorporated into the profiles. 
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TABLE 2 

Thematic analysis process

STEP DESCRIPTION

1. Bracketing Transcripts Summarized related transcript segments and digitized the summaries. 

2. Inductive Coding (Open Coding) Reread transcripts and inductively coded segments corresponding specifically 
to sales role-plays. 

3. Grouping Codes (Axial Coding) Compiled codes into a list and grouped them by commonalities  
to form themes through iterative arrangement. 

4. Deductive Coding via NVIVO Revisited the transcripts in NVIVO to deductively validate the themes  
across participants. 

5. Integration of Themes and 
Narratives 

Established logic between participant stories, themes,  
and the research question. 

6. Cluster Analysis Analyzed participants as clusters by theme, noting the presence and  
absence of patterns in the collected data.

Given the subjective nature of experiential learning and 
meaningful work, as well as the study’s basis in career con-
struction theory and psychological constructivism, it was 
essential to portray the data from the participants’ perspec-
tives. To achieve this, the researcher employed member 
checking by allowing participants to review and revise 
drafts of their narrative profiles. Following preparation of 
the data, narrative analysis entailed five steps (See Table 1). 

This approach to narrative analysis ensured that the narra-
tive profiles reflected a complete view of the participants’ 
reflections on sales role-plays and meaningful work 
throughout distinct phases of their lives. With the integra-
tion of numerous qualitative and quantitative data sources, 
this narrative analysis laid the foundation for a valuable 
thematic analysis that revealed how sales role-plays influ-
enced the construction of meaningful work for these new 
professionals. 

The second stage of analysis—thematic analysis—centered 
on conducting a macroscopic view of the narratives col-
lected. The analysis loosely followed Braun and Clarkes’s 
(2022) six-step analysis process and employed NVIVO cod-
ing software to facilitate the process. Through axial coding, 
the researcher identified relationships (themes) between 
the initial codes as they related to the overarching research 
question (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). To validate the induc-
tively derived themes, the researcher returned to NVIVO to 

deductively code the transcripts. Logic was then established 
between participant stories, the identified themes, and the 
study’s research question. The final step of thematic analysis 
involved grouping participants by theme and identifying 
notable commonalities and inconsistencies within each 
cluster’s data.

The results of the Work and Meaning Inventory communi-
cated participants’ perceptions about the meaningfulness of 
their current professional work. The mean Overall Mean-
ingful Work score (out of 50 possible points) was 40.85 (SD 
= 5.86), with scores ranging from 27 to 49. Among the three 
dimensions, Positive Meaning (out of 20 possible points) 
had the highest average rating (M = 16.08, SD = 3.15). 
Greater Good Motivations (out of 15 possible points) had 
the lowest average score (M = 11.62, SD = 2.18). Mean-
ing-Making through Work (out of 15 possible points) fell 
between these subscales with a mean of 13.15 and standard 
deviation of 1.82. These findings were incorporated when 
interpreting the interview data. 

As with narrative analysis, thematic analysis for this study 
followed a systematic process. However, where the narra-
tive analysis organized and contextualized the collected 
data, the thematic analysis sought to uncover, interpret, and 
synthesize recurring themes relevant to the study’s research 
question. Thematic analysis entailed six steps (See Table 2).
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KEY FINDINGS 

The findings of this study reveal that the experiential learn-
ing practice of sales role-plays influenced participants’ con-
struction of meaningful work in four ways: 

Fostering Meaningful Awareness of Self and Work 

The sales role-plays served as a mirror to reveal participants’ 
work values, preferences, strengths, and areas for growth. 
Their heightened awareness of self and work resulted in 
transformative realizations that supported their construc-
tion of meaningful work. The role plays often validated a 
natural alignment between participants’ personal charac-
teristics and sales, the focal profession of the experiential 
learning activity. The experience also exposed misalign-
ments, prompting thoughtful pivots toward more suitable 
roles or industries. Whether by unveiling new pathways or 
reinforcing existing interests, the sales role-plays informed 
participants’ understandings of what makes work meaning-
ful to them. 

Inspiring Meaningful Work Aspirations  
through Connections 

Through mentorship, encouragement, validation, role mod-
els, or other forms of guidance, the relationships formed 
through sales role-plays can inspire current and future 
meaningful work aspirations not previously considered. For 
the participants, these role play-related relationships typi-
cally occurred with coaches and peers. Several participants 
formed new conceptualizations of meaningful work in 
response to certain influential figures. As a result, they 
began to prioritize newfound values, such as contributing 
to the societal good, promoting representation in underrep-
resented spaces, mentoring others, and embracing personal 
and professional growth. This theme illustrates the poten-
tial for sales role-plays to indirectly inspire deeply meaning-
ful work aspirations for new professionals. 

Facilitating Access to Meaningful Employment 

Sales role-plays bridged the gap between education and 
employment, supporting participants’ access to work they 
deem meaningful. Some leveraged role play-affiliated net-
working opportunities to secure internships or full-time 
positions, while, for others, these professional relationships 
continue to serve as career resources en route to meaning-
ful employment. Additionally, the pre-professional work 
experience and interviewing skills acquired through sales 
role-plays enhanced certain participants’ career readiness 

in the eyes of employers. Across all cases, sales role-plays 
contributed to participants’ attainment of employment that 
is meaningful, as defined by financial security, professional 
growth, personal values, or a combination of these factors. 

Empowering Meaningful Work Enactment 

The sales role-plays cultivated a range of competencies—
such as confidence, resilience, teamwork, interpersonal 
skills, and persuasive communication skills—which partici-
pants now apply in their daily work. Participants stressed 
the function of these competencies in their performance of 
meaningful work. The participants defined meaningful 
work in diverse ways, including making a positive impact, 
aligning with personal values, and achieving extrinsic goals 
like financial independence. 

These four themes can be contextualized within the land-
scape of existing literature, connecting the findings to theo-
retical models and empirical studies related to experiential 
learning, career development, and meaningful work that 
undergirded the study’s conceptual framework (psychologi-
cal constructivism and career construction theory). 

IMPLICATIONS 

As this study establishes, collegiate experiential learning 
presents one promising mechanism through which stu-
dents can achieve meaningful work. The themes of this 
study reinforce the findings of previous scholarship by 
demonstrating how experiential learning can contribute to 
students’ development of career readiness competencies 
and access to employment opportunities. Uniquely, how-
ever, this study found that these competencies and opportu-
nities can serve as pipelines to meaningful work—an 
under-recognized, second-order benefit of experiential 
learning. 

To this end, the findings of this study have implications for 
instructional staff and faculty as well as higher education 
administrators, including provosts, deans, department 
chairs, and directors of career services or experiential learn-
ing centers. This study demonstrates that sales role-plays, as 
one form of collegiate experiential learning, can support the 
construction of meaningful work in a variety of ways—by 
fostering identity formation, inspiring aspirations through 
connections, facilitating access to employment, and 
empowering effective performance in the workforce. 
Through these mechanisms, college graduates enter the 
workforce prepared to actively construct meaning in their 
present and future work. This outcome extends remarkably 
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beyond the conventional targets of post-secondary career 
development. By cultivating an institutional culture that 
values experiential learning, administrators can successfully 
promote holistic career development for students and 
alumni. Administrators should consider the accessibility of 
experiential learning to ensure at least some exposure for all 
students.  

Although this study focuses on sales role-plays, the findings 
are likely applicable to a broader range of experiential learn-
ing contexts. The specific experiential learning task—such 
as pitching a product—may be less important than the 
experiential learning principles embedded in the activity. 
When students participate in real-world or simulated expe-
riential learning—whether in the form of sales role-plays, 
service-learning, or job shadowing—they are often 
prompted to reflect on their values, preferences, strengths, 
and growth areas, fostering the self-awareness described in 
the first theme. The second theme’s emphasis on intentional 
guidance from faculty, staff, and peers, for example, applies 
across disciplines and formats, including case studies, clini-
cal experiences, and study abroad programs. The third and 
fourth themes, which highlight links between experiential 
learning, competency development, and employment out-
comes, are also evident in a wide array of experiential learn-
ing models. Students may attach meaning to these out-
comes in ways similar to the participants in this study, even 
when the precise context differs. While sales role-plays 
provided a useful lens through which to examine the con-
struction of meaningful work, the underlying mechanisms 
identified in this study are transferable for experiential 
learning across higher education. The activities can help 
students uncover aspects of professional work that align—
or misalign—with their interests, values, and strengths. 
Educators should begin by clearly conveying the value of 
experiential learning to students.  

Another finding from this study is the need for experiential 
learning to authentically represent the realities of profes-
sional work. When students are exposed to an accurate 
portrayal of a profession, they can better assess their own 
alignment with it. Also emerging from this study is the 
importance of variety in experiential learning. Whether 
team-based or individual, industry-specific or interdisci-
plinary, virtual or in-person, all formats of experiential 
learning were found to aid in meaningful work construc-
tion. A diversity of experiences allows students to explore 
many professional contexts and, oftentimes, identify multi-
ple career pathways that align with their values, preferences, 
strengths, and aspirations. Thus, educators are encouraged 
to embed variety into their use of experiential learning.  

In light of the changing workforce, experiential learning 
should be designed to reflect emerging industry trends. The 
cluster analyses revealed that experiential learning played a 
strong role in facilitating access to employment specifically 
in software sales. By incorporating exposure to both estab-
lished and emerging industries, educators can better pre-
pare students to pursue meaningful work opportunities in 
an evolving job market. 

Overall, the findings reveal that experiential learning can 
foster a meaningful awareness of self and work, inspire 
meaningful work aspirations through connections, facili-
tate access to meaningful employment, and empower 
meaningful work enactment. These findings have implica-
tions for higher education policymakers, higher education 
administrators, experiential learning educators, and future 
researchers. Through the aforementioned recommenda-
tions, there can be a more thoughtful integration of experi-
ential learning practices into educational systems in ways 
that better prepare students for meaningful work.

To read the full dissertation, visit this link. 
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