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Abstract 
Experiential learning theory emphasizes on the importance of learning through experiences 
and reflection. Recently, the question of how to implement a teaching strategy has attracted 
great attention from educators. In this study, we designed a course on the theme of death. 
During this course, students were expected to learn reflectively and eventually create a video 
to interpret their conception of death for digital advocacy. To evaluate the course’s 
effectiveness, we used phenomenography and iconology as a tool for rolling action research 
for different course stages. The results suggest that designs of experiential learning activities 
made the students’ interpretation of death more positive, while creative practices encouraged 
students to focus on presenting their understandings with a higher level of certainty. 
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Introduction 
 
The rapid evolution of industrial environment and the progress of information technology 
have not only come to change the social structure, but have also come to enhance consumers’ 
awareness of social responsibility. In this context, designers need to shift their focus from 
designing an object to serving the general public (Xu, 2018). In Taiwan, the vocational 
education imparted to designers ignored the development of thinking, in-depth analyzing, and 
exploring abilities. The one-way teaching approach implied insufficient teacher-student 
interaction and scant attention towards the idiosyncratic learning needs (Zhang, 2019). 
Without practical experiences and skills, students will have a bumpy start in their careers 
(Hong, 2019). Changes in pedagogical forms and concepts are necessary to tackle the 
existing issues. Experiential learning has gained momentum in school education in recent 
years. Dewey (1938) believed education to be a process for students to construct knowledge, 
acquire skills, and improve their self-value through experiences (Wu, 2009). Some scholars 
proposed the introduction of experiential learning, an approach centered towards students and 
communities, and the enhanced efforts for developing individual capabilities and assuming 
social responsibilities. Reflection and critical thinking were deemed as important for students 
to acquire and internalize knowledge (Wang, 2006; Zhang, 2017). 
	
In the past, advocacy was the most common means through which the disadvantaged groups 
made demands and achieved their goals. However, typical social issues could not be fixed by 
a single group. Government support and public engagement were needed to discuss issues 
from various perspectives (Li, 2018). In the digital age, we can use communication 
technology to increase efficiency. Specifically, Internet and digital technologies can be 
employed to produce and disseminate information, while traditional advocacy provides a 
means to organize, mobilize, coordinate, and integrate people (McNutt, 2008). However, with 
regard to shocking effect, ubiquitous death-related news and other created content on the 
media and internet have exaggerated the pain and terrifying experiences of death. They have 
come to fuel people’s fear of death. The general public may suffer greater physical and 
mental harm as the fear is felt in addition to the many troubles caused by the sudden loss of 
their loved ones or others as well as disharmonious families before the death, thus, becoming 
more resistant and avoidant toward death-related issues (Gong et al., 2011). Cultures around 
the globe interpret death differently, thus, people tend to have different views on, approaches 
to, and emotions toward death (Li, 2005). With easy access to the Internet, communicating 
and embracing a variety of values should be an important feature of a modern society. 
Reviewing the current education system and the contents covered by it is necessary to 
highlight the respective feature. 
 
In summary, experiential learning should be one of the focal points of curriculum design 
today. Students should be aware of the current social issues and be capable of using digital 
media to assume the social responsibilities of being socially influential. This study focused 
on the experimental video creation and research course of the National Yunlin University of 
Science and Technology as the research site. Upon the completion of the course, students 
should enhance their ability to deal with specific social issues by telling stories that are based 
on self-experiences via digital videos. The course was developed around the theme of 
“death.” Through video design, content analysis, and re-creation for advocacy, students were 
required to improve their public understanding of death. The course was designed based on 
Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, and the action research was the main tool for evaluating 
the teaching performance. However, action research is less effective in examining the 
teaching activities dynamically and also less relevant and effective in promoting reflective 



 

learning (Zhang, 2021; Zhang et al., 2019). To showcase the outcomes and identify problems, 
other methods are needed to supplement action research (Bernstein, 2018; Dillette & Sipe, 
2018). Therefore, in this study, I collected data by including an image questionnaire to be 
answered mainly by sketches. Through analyzing the images, it is possible to reveal the 
ideological consciousness reflected or implied by the changes of works from different 
cultural systems and various stages of a particular civilization (Li, 2008; Zhang, 2020). 
Therefore, this study aimed to do the following: (1) discuss how the experiential learning 
theory can be applied in the planning and teaching of a curriculum with equal emphasis on 
theory and practice and then examining the outcomes; and (2) understand the relationship 
between the course design and students’ learning and cognitive development process by 
adopting the action research method supplemented by phenomenography, thus, discussing 
how the combined method can be used in evaluating the teaching practices. 
 
Literature Review 
 
Digital Advocacy 
 
Instead of just carrying concerns over various social issues, advocacy is a kind of an 
individual or a group activity to support and express ideas and needs for the promotion of 
economic and social justice (Berry, 2003). The targets identified by an advocacy are often in 
line with the social expectations. They could be attained through enhanced educational 
activities and campaigns. Obviously, an advocacy would be more influential if it is more 
capable of triggering strong emotions and empathy, thus, making the targets more reachable. 
For an advocacy, the means and information necessary to promote the identified topics and 
targets are critical for ultimately influencing the policy, the audience, and the general public. 
A valid message could persuade the audience to think or act in a way that leads to changes 
(United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund, 2018). The advent of the digital 
era has fundamentally changed the operation of advocacy. Enabled by digital technologies, 
many messages can be instantly transmitted to the public. Disseminating information 
digitally for advocacy is known as digital advocacy. Digital advocacy covers many 
professional areas of digital design, such as online platform establishment and web page 
design, social media and planning and designing of media content, and interactive 
technologies and audio and video production. They are the design technologies that are 
integrated and applied to meet the social requirements (Bowen et al., 2017). Projects such as 
Connecting Voices, funded by Hivos in 2017, promoted digital advocacy through blogs and 
social media campaigns to improve democratic governance, protect civic space, demand 
government accountability, and uphold the local freedom of expression and social justice 
(Pollicy, 2018). Therefore, the course of this study will leverage the advantages of production 
and communication with new media to distill and communicate the theme of advocacy. 
	
Death Education 
 
Death education has gradually become a subject of school education in Taiwan, aimed to 
provide relevant resources to help people tackle the emotional crisis caused by death around 
them (Zhang, 2019). People are afraid of sudden harm and death experiences. The physical 
and psychological impact and sadness are difficult to alleviate. However, the media plays a 
dominant role in influencing people’s attitude towards death with quick dissemination of 
information over the network. People are less likely to be able to judge the appropriateness of 
the information and its influence to themselves. They need to reflect their past experience and 
future goals based on the proper understandings of death, so as to learn to treasure what they 



 

have at the moment and plan the next step rationally and thoughtfully under confusing and 
worrisome situations. Also, they need the ability to accept “normal grief.” Many scholars 
have called for the need to have death education based on these needs (Wu & Huang, 2001; 
Zhang, 2019). Death education offers the opportunities to know about the death attitudes of 
different cultures and ethnic groups. As a result, people can enhance their psychological 
capacity to deal with death. In addition, knowledge of the psychological changes that take 
place before death and the ability to analyze the changes are also useful. An optimized 
funeral for oneself or a family member could reduce the burden on the family and society. 
The counseling services help family members recover from the bereavement and resume 
normal life. 
 
Finally, the education of the “world after life” encourages people to understand death from 
the perspectives of material transformation and spiritual significance, reducing the 
meaningless fear and worry caused by death and helping people realize that death is 
inevitable (Zhou & Huang, 2009). Therefore, by discussing the value of life and reducing the 
anxiety surrounding death, death education could help people take care of their mental and 
physical needs and maintain a good balance between them. Furthermore, people are expected 
to be aware of the emotional changes taking place while facing death, and thus, understand 
and recognize such changes. The ultimate goal is to have people cherish and respect life 
while developing their own philosophy of life (Qiu, 2006). Also, improving the psychological 
preparedness of family members and patients involves informing and guiding individuals to 
make choices during the transition of life (Li, 1999; Yang, 2017). While planning the course 
for this study, we expected students to integrate the theme of death in their lives. They should 
be able to communicate and discuss the topics related to death and the planning and 
arrangement for their final trip with respect, inclusiveness, and positive attitudes before the 
death of their loved ones or themselves. Moreover, through group discussion and creation, 
students should reflect on their own course of life, and thus, face life and living with a more 
productive and positive mindset. 
 
Based on the analysis of the literature, we formulate the following five goals and concepts of 
death education. It was expected that the completion of each module of the course could 
bring some changes in students’ understanding of death-related topics. 
 
1. Understanding that death is inevitable: death is bound to happen. People should learn to 

face it both physically and emotionally. 
2. Capable of facing the death and parting of others: death cannot be experienced, it needs 

to be described and observed from the outside, usually the departure of relatives or pets. 
It is necessary to avoid the ignorance of the current mood. Particularly, we need to 
reduce fear, sadness, and regret, and guard against the loss of enthusiasm for life. After 
these events, we should care for our relatives and friends. 

3. The importance of pre-death planning: since death is inevitable, both the parties 
concerned and their families should have a psychological preparation by understanding 
and guiding the choices they make during the transition of life to avoid any regrets. 

4. Being able to discuss feelings about death: people are afraid of the sudden harm and 
death experience given the fragility of life and the lack of understanding of the essence 
of life. Media manipulation makes the fear of people even more terrible. The physical 
and psychological impact and sadness are difficult to alleviate. We expected the different 
teaching materials and created content to be able to abate the negative mindset. 

5. Capable of talking about the constructs of death: due to the inability to experience death, 
people’s imagination of the post-death world mostly comes from religious experiences or 



 

the experiences of a few people. Such uncertainty also creates mystery or worry and fear. 
Through the course, we expected the constructs to be mostly positive or people to divert 
their attentions to taking care of their emotions and pre-death planning. 

 
Iconology 
 
Images are inseparable from our life. They showcase the lifestyle of a culture. In a modern 
society, images, like words, can also be used to communicate and preserve information as 
well as present personal experiences and ideas (Li, 2008). Cognitive studies indicated people 
to be more interested in images, and visual thinking emphasized on the overall 
comprehensive ability of vision. It does not exclude the role of words and intuition in 
learning, and provides non-verbal learners another means of communication and expression. 
It is used to improve the communication and expression that otherwise required many words 
or are ambiguous (Wu, 2016; Huang, 2000). 
 
Iconology was an important art research method in the first half of the 20th century. It 
originated from iconography and developed into a comprehensive and descriptive study of 
the theme of visual art until the 20th century. It emphasizes the rationality of images and 
focuses on the theme of artistic works and the deep meaning these works reflect, and thus, 
explores the ideological consciousness reflected in the framework of a cultural system and 
the changes of civilizations at various stages (Zhang, 2020; Zhou, 2006). Panofsky believed 
iconology to be an objective way to discover and elaborate the symbolic values hidden in 
visual forms, and divided the analysis of an artwork into three levels in accordance to the 
characteristics of graphics: (a) description, (b) analysis, and (c) interpretation of the inner 
meaning and content of the artwork (Zhu, 2012; Zhang, 2020). Since iconography has been 
established as a widely adopted research method for studying students’ learning concepts, 
using sketches as an indirect procedure to collect data in social studies is justifiable (Feldon 
& Tofel-Grehl, 2018; Cox, 1981; Cox & Parkin, 1986; Harrison et al., 2007; Khan et al., 
2019). For this study, image data can offer insights on students’ cognitive process and 
different learning concepts (Selwyn et al., 2009; Hsieh & Tsai, 2018). By supplementing 
action research with an image questionnaire for teaching practices, this study could be able to 
gauge the impact of the course design with different methods. 
 
Experiential Learning 
 
In school life, the pattern and design of a curriculum restrict the learning effect and have a 
direct impact on the moral character generation, ideological transformation, and technical 
training of students, which are the basic requirements to realize the controllability of 
education (Kuang, 2007). Under the pressure of social change and responsibility, there is a 
need for education to also be reformed. In western countries, experiential education has been 
implemented for many years. In the teaching process, the combination of actual living 
environment and experience is used to experience and learn with real feelings, and this 
teaching mode has developed into an important part of the school education curriculum 
(Hsieh et al., 2007). Kolb called such experience-oriented educational learning theory 
“experiential” learning and defined experiential learning as “the process of constructing 
knowledge.” This learning process involves a creative tension between the four modes of 
learning in response to the situational demands. The holistic idea fuses the concrete 
experience of being the best teacher with the concept of acquiring knowledge through critical 
thinking and reflection (Dillette, 2018). Fundamentally, it can be traced back to “learning by 
doing” proposed by Dewey (1938). He argued learning to be a process of constantly 



 

reorganizing and changing our experiences. It is a process of transforming experiences into 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes, and achieving reflections, actions, and interactions between 
individuals and situations while making sense of the experiences (Wang, 2006; Huang and 
Su, 2017). 
 
Based on the learning and cognitive development theories of various scholars, Kolb 
developed a staged cycle diagram of experiential learning. The four stages in the cycle are: 
after encountering a “concrete experience,” individuals would perform a “reflective 
observation” for analysis; then, “abstract conceptualization” is carried out, which refers to the 
processing of obtained information and developing it before the final stage of “active 
experimentation” (Wang, 2006; Li et al., 2011). Based on these four stages, this study 
designed a course of experimental video and research, which included multiple teaching 
methods and textbooks. With learners as the center of teaching and death as the theme, the 
purpose of death education can be achieved by exchanging and reflecting on the past 
experiences. By supplementing the assessment with sketches, we extended the means of 
expression beyond instant oral expressions and words by including images for recording and 
reflection. 
 
Methods and design 
	
Research Site and Participant 
 
This study focused on the Digital Media Design Institute, National Yunlin University of 
Science and Technology as the research site and the students from the experimental video 
creation and research course as the participants. The number of students enrolled in the 
course is 17, comprising of three doctoral students and 14 master students. The students came 
from three different design departments and university majors, including visual 
communication design, product design, game design, and information management. All the 
doctoral students had working experience. In addition, all the participants signed the 
informed consent form. 
 
Research Methods 
 
This study was carried out via action research, and the results of the three tests were 
examined using phenomenography. Also, content analysis was adopted for data analysis. 
Action research provides a process with a series of actions to solve the problems step by step. 
Researchers can construct knowledge by addressing the practical problems in the process. 
However, the unique learning process requires the studying and observing of research area 
through real actions (Wang, 2020). Action research was adopted to improve teaching and 
achieve two learning objectives. The first is the resolving of internal issues identified through 
each round of reflection. To ensure the effectiveness of collaborative learning, it is critical to 
set rules and assign responsibilities that are deemed appropriate. A manager should be 
selected for each group to oversee the development of a team-specific operating system, 
which can be employed to resolve the internal issues effectively (Tseng, 2012). Second, 
students are required to generate new knowledge and discard the traditional learning 
framework. In the advocacy process, they should care for the society, humanity, and 
environment from different perspectives so as to enhance the ability to detect and reflect 
issues (Skerritt & Perry, 2002). 
 



 

The image questionnaire does not have any requirements with respect to the students’ 
drawing skills. They only need to produce sketches within the time limit by being faithful to 
their thoughts at the moment. The image analysis of this study is drawn from the three levels 
proposed by Panofsky by focusing on the inherent meaning or content, and integrating the 
concepts of iconography with the historical synchronic view, so as to focus on the influence 
of cultural or event changes and development in a specific stage (Zhou, 2006). Through 
action research, in addition to guiding students to reflect at each stage, researchers can 
analyze the image questionnaire and keywords. By matching the course content with the 
teaching log, we could identify the teaching issues or their implications in the context of the 
actual situation and events at the time. 
 
Procedures 
 
The course was divided into three stages: introduction and text analysis, conceptual 
prototypes, and design implementation and exhibition. Students were required to read and 
analyze the text objectively, communicate and discuss their reflections, and reconstruct their 
self-cognition and expression. Three reflection feedback points were established for the 
action research. At each point, students were required to participate in an image analysis test, 
which was carried out in about 10 minutes before the end of the class. The question of 
“drawing a picture to explain what death looks like to you” was identical for the three tests, 
with the aim being to guide students to think about their imagination about death. Students 
were required to draw the construct of death on the left side. They were also required to 
include 7-15 keywords in the space on the right to describe the image. After that, they would 
share the sketches with another teammate, who would assist the participant to add more 
keywords after the discussion. Each test took about 10-15 minutes.  
 
The course design of this study is based on the four cycles of experiential learning, and 
focuses on the reflection of learners. The participants were required to review their 
experiences and derive rules and results from them via reflection. Subsequently, they were 
required to apply the results to relevant situations or even their lives (Li et al., 2011). The 
course so designed had different arrangements and objectives for different stages (Figure 1). 
The “introduction and text analysis” as the first stage is the starting point of the course. The 
focus in this stage is the acquisition of concrete experiences. Participants were expected to 
generate new ideas based on the theoretical knowledge of advocacy, curating, digital 
development, as well as case sharing. Also, they should re-organize their experiences and 
knowledge via the discussion and reflection of death in different cultures. These activities 
offer the foundation for understanding the death concepts in classrooms and curating the 
advocacy. The second stage “conceptual prototypes” has digital teaching materials and expert 
speeches. Students had the opportunities to conduct in-depth discussion on the topic of death 
and tried to propose curatorial plans. Finally, they worked in groups to conceptualize death 
and come up with detailed plans after reflection. Lastly, in “design implementation and 
exhibition,” students were required to design and curate based on the three groups of themes 
decided as per the areas identified in prior stages. They were required to launch an advocacy 
exhibition based on the theme of death. 



 

 
Figure 1 An action research model planned in this study for experiential learning. 

 
Data analysis and results 
 
The keywords from the three image tests were allocated semantically after open coding based 
on the above five categories of objectives related to death education: (A) understanding that 
death is inevitable; (B) capable of facing the death and parting of others; (C) recognizing the 
importance of pre-death planning; (D) being able to discuss one’s feelings about death; and 
(E) capable of talking about the constructs of death. Subsequently, the data collected 
systematically were summarized and discussed (Table 1). We retrieved 537 keywords from 
52 image questionnaires. Within each category, the keywords were further classified as 
positive or negative ones to characterize the emotions and feelings in the face of death, the 
death experiences related to themselves or others, and the imagination of the world after 
death. By denoting the negative constructs in the five categories as A1, B1, C1, D1, and E1, 
respectively, and similarly the positive constructs as A2, B2, C2, D2, and E2, we obtained ten 
types of constructs. 
 
Positive and  Negative keywords 
	
The total number of positive keywords in Test 2 increased to 136 (Table 1). While the 
number of negative keywords also increased (Figure 2), the increase was minimal in the 
category of “feelings for facing others’ death.” This points to an effective death education in 
improving psychological preparedness as the reflection of texts and individual cases from an 
objective perspective during the second stage as well as group discussion, which may have 
changed the students’ interpretation of death. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
General classification of the 

concepts Objects 
 

 
Positive or 
Negative 

 
Test 1 

 
Test 2 

 
Test 3 

 
Sub-total 

A. Understanding that death is 
inevitable 

A1 3 9 2 14 
A2 10 35 21 66 

B. Capable of facing the death 
and parting of others 

B1 2 1 0 3 
B2 8 21 8 37 

C. Recognizing the importance 
of pre-death planning 

C1 24 19 25 68 
C2 24 33 33 90 

D. Being able to discuss one’s 
feelings about death 

D1 24 20 33 77 
D2 34 33 54 121 

E. Capable of talking about the 
constructs of death 

E1 2 7 4 13 
E2 17 14 17 48 

 Negative 55 56 64 175 
 Positive 93 136 133 362 
  148 192 197 537 

 
As discussed in the details mentioned below against the course content, the students 
deepened and broadened their interpretation of death from Test 1 to Test 3. 
  

Figure 2 Comparison of the positive constructs from the three tests 
 
Creation stage 
	
Test 3 was conducted during the creation stage. At this point, students have undergone the 
process of visualizing their knowledge and experiences. Therefore, the death constructs 
increased to 87, among which 54 are positive ones, which is more significant (Figure 3), 
suggesting that the video creation process is also an image creation process for the advocacy 
related to death. However, given the small sample size, the statistical line chart cannot 
confirm the hypothesis about the relationship between each of the categories and the learning 
process. 

Table 1 
Comparison of the negative constructs from the three tests 



 

 
Figure 3 Overall comparison of the three tests 

 
Two categories with a low number of keywords 
 
For the two categories with a low number of keywords (Figure 4), the number of keywords 
for “C pre-death planning” increased notably, attributable to the discussion on pre-death 
during the conceptual prototype stage. However, during the creation stage, as the three 
themes are less relevant to the category, no keywords were allocated to it. Generally, pre-
death planning for oneself or others is still a relatively unfamiliar or difficult concept to be 
expressed in practice. The number of positive constructs in “A death is inevitable” is many 
times higher than the negative ones.  
 

 
Figure 4 Comparison of the category axes 

 
Summary 
 
The result can be explained from two perspectives. First, the introduction and case analysis as 
well as the final exhibition of the work of students did not involve an in-depth discussion of 
the topic. Therefore, both the number of keywords as well as the depth of expression did not 
change with the delivering of the course. Second, the discussion in the course has always 



 

been objective and rational, thus, there are more positive constructs than negative ones in 
general. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The exhibition place is in the exhibition space of National Yunlin University of Science and 
Technology. The theme planning, curatorial activities, and works of the three themed works 
were completed by the students in the groups. “Reminiscent Corner” combines both virtual 
and real settings. The area is arranged into a corner of a traditional living room. An 
interactive sensing technology is used to design a normal microphone that can be used to 
receive the last words from the departing people. The value of life is elaborated through the 
content from a database built by the students. “The Last Gift” is presented in VR360 for 
showing the existence state of a life in the middle between death and the beginning of the 
next life. Through immersive virtual reality, visitors can reconstruct a life retrospective 
process, providing viewers with an experience to review their own experience and cherish 
life. The “Endgame” guides visitors through a complete experience through digital 
audiovisual media, interactive technology, interactive experience, and reflective feedback. 
Finally, the visitors are encouraged to show the various choices they can make at the end of 
their lives. 
 
In addition to these works, phenomenography research suggests that, along with the running 
of the course, positive changes in the students’ perception of death are significant. It also 
suggests that creation practice increased the number of death constructs notably. The results 
indicate that death education is effective in enhancing the psychological preparedness and 
course design based on experiential learning as it could integrate theories with practices 
effectively via the stimulation of continuous reflection and review of death concepts during 
learning. Due to the limited sample size and study time, even we combined 
phenomenography with action research. We could not discuss specifically and with certainty 
the association between students’ cognitive types and teaching material design as well as the 
specific design of reflection activities. Future studies could revise the course and activity 
design on a rolling basis. Also, this study has the potential to improve the application of 
phenomenography in teaching practice research. 
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