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ABSTRACT
Experiential education is considered a means to foster professional identity. However, much is unknown about the relationship 
between distinct elements of experiential education and professional identity development, and whether academic motivation 
plays a role in this relationship. The present study explores associations between perceptions of experiential education elements 
(i.e., authentic learning environment, active learning, relevance of learning activities, utility of learning activities) and profes-
sional identity and whether academic motivation plays a mediating role. Data from a questionnaire administered among 284 
Dutch first year law bachelor students were analysed through structural equation modelling. The results show that the perceived 
authenticity of the learning environment is negatively associated with professional identity, whereas active learning, relevance 
of learning activities and the perceived usefulness of learning activities are (indirectly) positively related to professional identity. 
Finally, academic motivation mediates some of these relations. These findings underline that different elements of experiential 
learning relate differently to professional identity, and that academic motivation types partially explain those relationships. Our 
study suggests that fostering professional identity development requires a combination of various experiential learning activities.

1   |   Introduction

Universities are expected to educate students who are able to 
adequately function as professionals in a fast-changing so-
ciety (Barbarà-i-Molinero et  al.  2017; OECD  2019). To this 
end, universities provide environments in which students ac-
quire knowledge, skills and insights that are necessary for 
their future careers (Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en 
Wetenschap  2022; OECD  2023). For example, they teach stu-
dents about professional roles, workplace cultures and profes-
sional socialisation processes, and citizenship (Trede et al. 2012; 
OECD  2023). The insights gained through this type of educa-
tion are considered important to develop a professional identity 
(Trede et  al.  2012), which is defined as a relatively stable and 
enduring set of attributes, beliefs, values, motives and experi-
ences that define how individuals perceive themselves in a pro-
fessional role (Ibarra 1999, 2).

A well-developed professional identity has been shown to in-
crease confidence to help decide which type of profession to 
work in, improve self-awareness in terms of professional con-
duct and enhance commitment to one's chosen profession. 
This can ultimately increase the likelihood of professional suc-
cess (Hanna et  al.  2020; Kelchtermans  2009; Tomlinson and 
Jackson 2021). It is therefore essential that individuals develop 
a sense of professional identity. The period of study marks an 
important period for students as it provides opportunities to ex-
perience what it is like to acquire and apply disciplinary knowl-
edge as a professional in a wide array of (professional) settings 
(Jackson 2016). It is thus not surprising that professional identity 
development commences during the period of study (Barbarà-i-
Molinero et al. 2017).

Conventional educational activities are generally not suited for 
professional identity development (Virgil  2016), for those are 
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typically aimed at (passive) knowledge acquisition through 
lecture-style formats (Bonesso et  al.  2015; Burch et  al.  2019; 
Valiente-Riedl et  al.  2022). Professional identity development 
requires more active forms of learning, such as experiential 
learning (Gendron et  al.  2013; Kennie-Kaulbach et  al.  2023). 
Experiential learning is defined as the process of acquiring 
knowledge through transformative experiences (Kolb  1984). 
Experiential learning activities can give an idea of which values 
play a role within a professional setting and which responsibil-
ities and demands professionals must comply with (Bradberry 
and De Maio 2019; Roberts 2018; Tenerelli et al. 2023), which 
has been claimed to foster professional identity development 
(Falgares et  al.  2017; Gendron et  al.  2013; Trede et  al.  2012). 
There is, however, little empirical evidence to support these 
claims (Mylrea et al. 2017).

Firstly, experiential learning is an umbrella term that refers to 
a broad set of learning activities with distinctive elements, but 
it is unclear which of these elements, if any, benefit learning 
outcomes such as sense of a professional identity (Duchatelet 
et  al.  2024). It is crucial to better understand the factors that 
contribute to the development of a professional identity (Trede 
et  al.  2012), especially within universities, as this constitutes 
an important period for the formation of a professional identity 
among individuals (Barbarà-i-Molinero et  al.  2017). Gaining 
more insight into how to support students in this formation 
could help teachers and policy makers better understand the 
benefits of incorporating specific educational activities into 
their university programs (Duchatelet et al. 2024).

Secondly, previous studies have shown the positive impact 
of experiential education on academic motivation (e.g., Ng 
et  al.  2024; Weinberg et  al.  2011), which is the type of mo-
tivation that underlies learning behaviour (Vansteenkiste 
et al. 2006). Similarly, positive relations have been found be-
tween academic motivation and students' sense of professional 
identity (e.g., Luo et al. 2024; Takase et al. 2019). However, it 
remains unclear what role academic motivation plays in the 
relationship between experiential education and professional 
identity development (Mylrea et al. 2017). To date, no empiri-
cal study has examined the association between experiential 
education, academic motivation and sense of professional 
identity.

The aim of this study is to gain more insight into the predictive 
value of experiential learning elements on students' professional 
identity, and the extent to which academic motivation mediates 
these effects. In other words, can elements of experiential educa-
tion be associated with an increased sense of professional iden-
tity among students? For this study, we formulated the following 
research questions:

1.	 To what extent do experiential learning elements predict 
students' sense of their professional identity?

2.	 To what extent does academic motivation mediate the ef-
fects of experiential learning elements on students' sense of 
professional identity?

3.	 To what extent do different types of academic motivation 
predict students' sense of professional identity?

This study provides a more detailed understanding of the extent 
to which experiential learning elements can predict professional 
identity development, which provides teachers with preliminary 
insights into how to promote students' sense of professional iden-
tity. The outcomes of this study can also be used in longitudinal 
studies to further explore the relationship between changes in 
experiential learning elements and changes in students' sense of 
professional identity.

1.1   |   Experiential Learning

A rather broad but frequently used definition of experiential 
learning states that it is a process through which knowledge is 
acquired by transforming experiences (Kolb 1984). Experiential 
learning theory posits that learning follows from distilling gen-
eral principles from experiences via reflection (Morris  2020). 
These principles can then be tested in future experiences, thus 
creating a cycle of knowledge acquisition and knowledge appli-
cation (Kolb  1984). Importantly, there is a difference between 
experiential learning and experiential education, the latter 
being the orderly and purposeful integration of experiential 
learning activities into a curriculum. Thus, experiential edu-
cation includes experiential learning ‘together with definite 
aims and objectives that students are to endeavor to achieve’ 
(Mammen 2021, 36–37), but not necessarily vice versa.

The present study distinguishes four elements that define ex-
periential learning: authenticity of the learning environment, 
active learning, relevance of the learning task and utility of the 
learning task (Clem et  al.  2014). Authentic learning environ-
ment refers to the extent to which classroom activities (e.g., a 
simulation-based activity) accurately mimic real world profes-
sional practices (Clem et al. 2014; Radović et al. 2021; Villarroel 
et al. 2018). Active learning refers to the freedom students have 
to make choices, act on their ideas, and collaborate with oth-
ers (Clem et  al.  2014; Duchatelet and Donche  2019). Another 
element of experiential learning involves the relevance of the 
learning activities to students; they should have opportunities to 
actively reflect on previous experiences and integrate old and 
new information (Clem et al. 2014; Radović et al. 2021). Finally, 
experience gained from the learning activities should have util-
ity in later professional practice (Duchatelet and Donche 2019). 
It is important to note that the relevance and utility of learning 
activities are related but different; relevance concerns the extent 
to which learning activities yield relevance for current events 
(e.g., a course one currently attends), whereas utility concerns 
the usefulness of learning activities for future events (e.g., later 
professional practices) (Clem et al. 2014).

Empirical studies investigated the differentiation between 
these four experiential learning elements by means of a ques-
tionnaire among students (i.e., Experiential Learning Survey) 
developed by Clem et  al.  (2014). Some studies showed that 
these four elements are distinguishable by students (e.g., Clem 
et  al.  2014; Matook et  al.  2025) but other studies indicated 
high correlations between active learning and relevance of 
learning activities (Babb and Campbell  2023; Danko  2019), 
suggesting that students might not view those as distinct fea-
tures of experiential education. As results are inconclusive, we 
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investigate the four distinctive elements of experiential learn-
ing in our study and investigate the tenability of this in our 
data-analysis.

1.2   |   Effects of Experiential Education on 
Academic Motivation

Motivation concerns the extent to which one is being ener-
gised or activated towards an end (Ryan and Deci 2000), such 
as pursuing high grades. Individuals can differ in both the 
amount and type of motivation (Vansteenkiste et al. 2009). A 
framework that is often used to map different motivation types 
is the self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci  2000). This 
theory considers motivation to be multidimensional, distin-
guishing between amotivation, externally regulated motiva-
tion, introjected motivation, identified motivation, integrated 
motivation and intrinsic motivation. These types represent 
distinct levels of motivation, ranging from a low to a high-
quality motivation type (Ryan and Deci 2000; Vansteenkiste 
et al. 2009).

Amotivation concerns a lack of intention to act. It occurs when 
individuals feel no connection with the activity (Ryan and 
Deci 2000). For example, a student is not interested at all in per-
forming a specific activity. External regulation refers to being 
motivated to enact specific behaviour to satisfy an external de-
mand or an externally provided reward (Ryan and Deci 2000). 
For example, studying to obtain a sufficient grade for the sake 
of passing a course and not having to study again for this course 
(Vansteenkiste et  al.  2009). Introjected regulation is about the 
type of motivation that individuals use to push themselves to 
act, as opposed to being driven by external pressure (Ryan 
and Deci  2000). For example, to avoid feelings of guilt, stu-
dents might study to pass an exam (Vansteenkiste et al. 2009). 
External regulation and introjected regulation constitute con-
trolled motivation (Vansteenkiste et al. 2006, 2009).

Identified regulation is defined as identification with the value 
of enacting specific behaviour (Ryan and Deci 2000). In this 
case, individuals see the relevance of performing a specific 
activity, identify with its importance and engage in this ac-
tivity out of their own volition (Vansteenkiste et  al.  2006). 
For example, students may study because they know it is im-
portant to have a degree at the end of their studies in order 
to pursue a successful career. Closely related to identified 
regulation is integrated regulation, which occurs when indi-
viduals consider the behaviour in line with their own values 
and needs. They have identified themselves with the activity 
(Ryan and Deci 2000). For example, students attend an addi-
tional course because it represents content closely related to 
their personal values and providing them with better career 
prospects. Intrinsic motivation is conceptualised as the per-
formance of certain activities for their own sake (Ryan and 
Deci  2000). For example, students study because they enjoy 
acquiring more knowledge on the subject matter. This type of 
motivation is considered the most optimal type of motivation 
(Vansteenkiste et al. 2009). Because it has been shown that in-
tegrated regulation is often indistinguishable with identified 
regulation and/or intrinsic motivation (Howard et  al.  2021; 
Van den Broeck et al. 2021), studies often focus on identified 

regulation and intrinsic motivation rather than taking inte-
grated regulation into account (Van den Broeck et al. 2021). 
Identified regulation and intrinsic motivation together form 
autonomous motivation, which is considered a higher qual-
ity motivation than controlled motivation (Vansteenkiste 
et al. 2006, 2009).

To increase academic motivation, experiential education may be 
one way of doing so (Ng et al. 2024; Weinberg et al. 2011). In 
the paper of Kong (2021), it is argued that learning activities are 
more motivating when students are actively involved and need 
to reflect. To this end, learning activities should revolve around 
authentic learning experiences and require interaction and col-
laboration between students (Kong 2021). Students may also see 
more utility in experiential learning activities, as such activities 
provide experience of how acquired knowledge can be applied 
in practice (Weinberg et al. 2011). Seeing more utility of learn-
ing activities can increase feelings of identified regulation as it 
provides more relevance of learning activities towards students 
(Vansteenkiste et al. 2006). In addition, these types of learning 
activities improve engagement and interest among students to 
take part in learning activities (Kong 2021), which can positively 
influence experiences of intrinsic motivation among students 
(Vansteenkiste et al. 2009).

Previous studies have shown that experiential learning activi-
ties such as work-based projects, working on real-life problems 
in teams, and solving ill-defined problems through experi-
mentation, can increase both the quality of academic motiva-
tion (Helle et  al.  2007; Weinberg et  al.  2011) and the quantity 
of academic motivation (Baker and Robinson  2017; Trolian 
et al. 2021). Therefore, we formulated the following hypotheses 
based on theoretical presumptions and empirical findings (see 
also Figure 1):

H1a.  Experiential learning elements positively predict external 
regulation.

H1b.  Experiential learning elements positively predict intro-
jected regulation.

H1c.  Experiential learning elements positively predict identi-
fied regulation.

H1d.  Experiential learning elements positively predict intrinsic 
motivation.

1.3   |   Effects of Academic Motivation on 
Professional Identity

Universities are nowadays expected to support students in 
professional identity development, but this development is a 
complex process. It involves understanding one's own role as 
a professional within a profession, as well as integrating pro-
fessional values and ethics with one's own values (Tomlinson 
and Jackson 2021; Trede et al. 2012; Tsybulsky and Muchnik-
Rozanov  2019). In the professional identity literature, a wide 
array of different dimensions of professional identity are dis-
cussed (Trede et  al.  2012), of which two have been linked to 
experiential education: a sense of a future profession and values 
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related to the profession (e.g., Hanna et al. 2020; Tan et al. 2017; 
Trede et al. 2012). Values related to the profession refer to the 
extent to which individuals develop a sense of the values and be-
havioural patterns related to what society expects of individuals 
enacting in a specific profession (Trede et al. 2012). Developing 
these values alone is not sufficient as it requires individuals to 
have a sense of a future profession, which concerns the extent 
to which individuals have an idea of what kind of profession 
they would like to engage in after their studies (Tomlinson and 
Jackson 2021).

To be able to adequately develop these two dimensions of 
professional identity, a high-quality academic motivation 
(i.e., identified and intrinsic motivation) is required (Faihs 
et al. 2023; Mylrea et al. 2017). Students should be provided 
with opportunities to experience authentic working environ-
ments that include team collaboration, cultural socialising 
and gaining an understanding of what it is like to work as a 
professional (Trede et  al.  2012). As individuals experience 
higher quality motivation to engage in such learning activi-
ties, they also tend to identify themselves more with these 
activities and the values related to them. This increases the 
likelihood that students internalise the norms and values dis-
played in these activities (Mylrea et al. 2017, 2019) and become 
aware of the type of professions they would like to engage in 
after their studies (Mylrea et al. 2019).

Previous studies have provided empirical support for this as-
sumption as they found that higher quality academic motiva-
tion positively predicts students' professional identity (Faihs 

et  al.  2023; Mylrea et  al.  2017, 2019). In addition, Takase 
et al. (2019) found that only autonomous motivation (i.e., iden-
tified regulation and intrinsic motivation) was a positive pre-
dictor of professional identity, whereas controlled motivation 
(i.e., introjected regulation and external regulation) was not 
a predictor. Based on these empirical findings and the afore-
mentioned theoretical reasoning, we formulated the following 
hypotheses:

H2a.  Identified regulation positively predicts values related to 
the profession.

H2b.  Identified regulation positively predicts a sense of a future 
profession.

H2c.  Intrinsic motivation positively predicts values related to 
the profession.

H2d.  Intrinsic motivation positively predicts a sense of a future 
profession.

In addition, previous studies have found positive effects of ex-
periential education on professional identity (e.g., Falgares 
et  al.  2017; Gallop et  al.  2023; Tenerelli et  al.  2023; Trede 
et  al.  2012). As such, we expect direct effects of experiential 
learning elements on professional identity as well. This leads to 
the final hypotheses of this study:

H3a.  Experiential learning elements positively predict values 
related to the profession.

FIGURE 1    |    Overview of the hypothesized relationships between experiential learning elements, academic motivation types and professional 
identity.
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H3b.  Experiential learning elements positively predict a sense 
of a future profession.

1.4   |   The Present Study

This study explores the relationship between various elements 
of experiential learning and distinct academic motivation types, 
as well as the manner in which these motivations are associated 
with professional identity (see Figure 1 for an overview of the 
hypotheses).

The present study has been conducted in the context of the un-
dergraduate program in Law among first year students at the 
University of Amsterdam (UvA) in the Netherlands. In the past 
years, students at the UvA attended two-hour tutorials twice a 
week that focused on skill development1 in addition to tradi-
tional lecture-style classes that focused on knowledge acquisi-
tion. In these small-scale tutorials, students engaged in a range 
of learning activities that aligned with the experiential learning 
elements. For example, students took part in simulated hear-
ings (i.e., moot courts) and visited a real court hearing, based on 
which the undergraduate program aimed to foster the authen-
ticity of learning activities. In moot courts, students took on the 
role of a judge, lawyer or public prosecutor and were encour-
aged to reflect on their role as a future legal professional and the 
ethics of the profession. By attending a real court hearing, stu-
dents gained a better understanding of the legal profession and 
experienced how the role of the legal professionals is shaped in 
practice. During these activities, students were actively involved 
and made aware of the utility of the learning activities for their 
future role as a legal professional. To increase the relevance of 
learning activities, students worked on so-called dossiers, which 
provided the relevant societal context against which they were 
asked to perform certain assignments.

2   |   Method

2.1   |   Sample and Procedure

First-year law undergraduates were invited to participate 
during tutorials at the end of the academic year. They were 
asked to complete an online questionnaire about their educa-
tional experiences over the entire second semester of their first 
year, which took them approximately 10–15 min. Participation 
was voluntary and without incentives, and all invited stu-
dents received the same educational activities throughout this 
year. The study was approved by the ethics board of the UvA 
(FMG-8446).

A total of 284 students agreed to participate in this study and 
filled in the questionnaire (response rate = 44.5%). Of these par-
ticipants, 55.6% identified themselves as women, whereas 42.1% 
identified themselves as men. The average age of the sample was 
20.78 years (SD = 1.73). Regarding previous or current legal prac-
tice experiences, 14.5% had work experience with legal practice 
in a legal organisation/office, 21.7% had legal experience out-
side of a legal organisation/office, and the remaining partici-
pants had no experience with legal practice. A total of 4.5% of 
the participants worked in a legal profession at the time of data 

collection, while 56% of the participants were working in a non-
legal job. Finally, 6% of the participants also followed extracur-
ricular courses, e.g., in the domains of rhetoric, political sciences 
and philosophy.

2.2   |   Materials

2.2.1   |   Experiential Learning

We measured the perceived experiential learning elements 
with the Experiential Learning Survey which we tailored to 
the legal context (Clem et  al.  2014). This questionnaire has 
shown good convergent and discriminant validity and reliabil-
ity in previous research (Clem et al. 2014). The questionnaire 
consists of 28 statements that are answered on a seven-point 
Likert answering scale ranging between 1 (completely dis-
agree) to 7 (completely agree). The questionnaire contains 
four different subscales representing different elements of 
experiential learning, which are: authentic learning environ-
ment (five items), active learning (seven items), relevance of 
the learning activities (nine items) and utility of the learn-
ing activities (seven items). An example item is: ‘I feel like I 
am an active part of the learning experience’. We performed 
a Cronbach's reliability analysis for each subscale, which in-
dicated a poor reliability for authentic learning environment 
(α = 0.51) and a good reliability for active learning (α = 0.79), 
relevance of the learning activities (α = 0.84) and utility of the 
learning activities (α = 0.86).

2.2.2   |   Academic Motivation

Academic motivation was assessed with the academic self-
regulation scale (SRQ-A) (Ryan and Connell 1989). This ques-
tionnaire has shown good convergent and discriminant validity 
(e.g., Kröner et al. 2017). The SRQ-A consists of 16 statements 
that are answered on a five-point Likert scale ranging between 
1 (not important at all) to 5 (very important). The SRQ-A covers 
four different factors comprising four types of academic motiva-
tion: external regulation, introjected regulation, identified regu-
lation and intrinsic motivation. Each factor was measured with 
four items. An example item is: ‘I study because I want others 
to think I'm a good student’. Cronbach's α indicated good reli-
ability for each subscale. That is, external regulation (α = 0.85), 
introjected regulation (α = 0.83), identified regulation (α = 0.82) 
and intrinsic motivation (α = 0.88).

2.2.3   |   Professional Identity

A questionnaire was developed based on three instruments that 
measure professional identity (Barbour and Lammers  2015; 
Hanna et al. 2020; Tan et al. 2017), which we tailored to the 
legal education context. The questionnaire consisted of 9 
items which had to be answered on a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). 
The questionnaire contained two subscales: values related to 
the profession (five items) and a sense of a future profession 
(four items). An example item is: ‘I know what kind of legal 
professional I want to be’. Cronbach's α was acceptable for the 
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items measuring values related to the profession (α = 0.73) and 
good for the items measuring a sense of a future profession 
(α = 0.81).

2.3   |   Data-Analysis

2.3.1   |   Assumption Checking

We first checked assumptions of absence of univariate and mul-
tivariate outliers, homoscedasticity, normally distributed data, 
multicollinearity (Kline  2015) and independence of residuals 
(Barker and Shaw 2015), resulting in the exclusion of one outlier. 
All other assumptions were met.

2.3.2   |   Measurement Quality

To evaluate the factor structure of the administered question-
naires, we conducted a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). 
To evaluate model-fit, we assessed different model-fit indices. 
Adopting the cut-off parameters suggested by Geiser  (2012), 
for the Confirmatory Fit Index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index 
(TLI), a value above 0.90 was considered sufficient, whereas a 
value above 0.95 was considered good. For Standardised Root 
Mean Square Residual (SRMR) and Root Mean Square Error of 
Approximation (RMSEA), a value below 0.08 was considered 
sufficient and below 0.05 was interpreted as good. If model-fit 
was insufficient, we excluded items with factor loadings below 
0.30 as these items might not sufficiently represent a specific la-
tent variable (Kline 2015) and made model modifications that 
made sense from a theoretical perspective.

2.3.2.1   |   Experiential Learning.  We first evaluated 
a four-factor model (i.e., authentic learning environment, 
active learning, relevance of the learning activities and utility 
of the learning activities) on model-fit. This model did not suf-
ficiently fit the data for some of the model-fit indicators. We 
therefore first excluded two items with factor loadings below 
0.30. Next, we found a high correlation between active learn-
ing and relevance of the learning factors (r = 0.93), in line 
with the aforementioned studies (Babb and Campbell  2023; 
Danko 2019). Therefore, we decided to merge the active learning 
and relevance of the learning activities factors based on high cor-
relations between these factors into one factor called ‘engaging 
learning activities’ and thereafter tested a three-factor model. 
Based on model modification indices, we allowed residual 
covariances to be freely estimated between different items. In 
all cases, we only added correlations between items where theo-
retically justifiable. For example, we let two items correlate with 
one another within the engaging learning activities factor as 
they both concern the extent to which the learning activities fell 
within the interests of the student. Eventually, this resulted in a 
sufficient model-fit for most indices (χ2(287) = 622.36, p < 0.001; 
RMSEA = 0.06 [0.06;0.07]; CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.89, SRMR = 0.06). 
This model was considered tenable despite the somewhat too 
low TLI, as further changes could not be justified theoretically.

2.3.2.2   |   Academic Motivation.  For academic motivation, 
we tested a model in which four factors were distinguished (i.e., 
external regulation, introjected regulation, identified regulation 

and intrinsic motivation). This model had an unsatisfactory fit. 
Based on model modification indices, we added correlations 
between two items within the external regulation factor, two 
items within the introjected regulation factor and four items 
within the intrinsic motivation factor. Similar to the experiential 
learning measure, we only added correlations if this made sense 
from a theoretical perspective. For example, the two items within 
the introjected regulation factor were both about being moti-
vated to show towards others that one is a good student. After 
these modifications, model-fit was sufficient (χ2(94) = 236.04, 
p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.08 [0.07;0.09]; CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.92, 
SRMR = 0.06), based on which we considered this model 
as tenable.

2.3.2.3   |   Professional Identity.  For professional identity, 
we tested a two-factor model (i.e., values related to the profes-
sion and sense of a future profession). Model-fit indices indicated 
a poor model-fit for the initial model. Based on factor loadings 
(< 0.30), we excluded one item. Next, we added a correlation 
between two items within the future profession factor, which 
made sense from a theoretical perspective as they both measure 
concrete ideas about what students envisioned for their future 
in the profession, either as an organisation or as a profession. 
Finally, we let one item of the future profession factor load 
on the values related to the profession factor as this item also 
related to students' sense of the values related to the profession. 
Based on this model, we found a sufficient to good model-fit 
(χ2(17) = 31.23, p = 0.02; RMSEA = 0.06 [0.02;0.09]; CFI = 0.98, 
TLI = 0.97, SRMR = 0.03) based on which we considered this 
model as acceptable.

2.3.3   |   Hypothesis Testing

The final models resulting from the CFA's were used in a 
Structural Equation Model (SEM). In this path model, dif-
ferent elements of experiential learning were modelled as 
predictors of different types of academic motivation. The dif-
ferent types of academic motivation, in turn, were modelled 
as predictors of the professional identity factors. The elements 
of experiential learning were also modelled as predictors of 
the professional identity factors to see whether there were any 
direct effects of these components for professional identity or 
whether these effects were only found via academic motiva-
tion types. We assessed model-fit for this model based on the 
model-fit indices and made theory-driven model changes if 
this was required.

3   |   Results

3.1   |   Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 provides an overview of correlations, means and stan-
dard deviations between the different components included in 
this study. Most components relate to each other in line with our 
expectations, with some exceptions. Firstly, introjected regula-
tion only correlates with external regulation, whereas identified 
regulation does not relate to external regulation. In addition, the 
authentic learning environment is the only experiential learn-
ing element that does not relate to the aspects of professional 
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identity. Finally, only external regulation correlates negatively 
to aspects of professional identity.

3.2   |   Relationship Between Components

Next, we employed a path model to examine how the different 
variables were related. In this model, we let an identified reg-
ulation item load on the intrinsic motivation factor to improve 
model fit. This made sense from a theoretical perspective as 
this item is about the inherent interest to learn new things 
which can be considered a virtue of intrinsic motivation (Ryan 
and Deci  2000). After this alteration, we found a sufficient to 
good fit for most model-fit indices (χ2(1127) = 1823.24, p < 0.01; 
RMSEA = 0.05 [0.04;0.05]; CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.89, SRMR = 0.06). 
Only TLI remained slightly too low. However, since no further 
model modifications made sense from a theoretical perspective, 
we retained this model.

Figure  2 provides an overview of the different relationships 
between the components. The results indicate that the experi-
ential learning elements do not predict external and introjected 
regulation, contrary to H1a and H1b. Yet, engaging learning 
activities are positively associated with intrinsic motivation 
(β = 0.63, SE = 0.16, p < 0.001) (large effect size), which is in line 
with H1d. This implies that if students find learning activities 
more relevant and are more actively involved, they also study 
more out of their own enjoyment. Authentic learning environ-
ment and utility of the learning activities are not associated with 
intrinsic motivation, whereas none of the experiential learning 
elements relate to identified regulation. These results are not in 
line with H1c.

For the academic motivation types, we found that intrinsic mo-
tivation is positively associated with values related to profession 
(β = 0.28, SE = 0.13, p = 0.03) (small effect size). This is in line 
with H2c. This means that students who study more for their 

own interest also have a better idea of the values associated with 
the legal profession. No other relationships for academic moti-
vation were found. In addition, we found direct effects of expe-
riential learning elements on professional identity. Utility of the 
learning activities is positively associated with values related to 
the profession (β = 0.60, SE = 0.17, p < 0.01) (large effect size) and 
a sense of a future profession (β = 0.35, SE = 0.18, p = 0.047) (me-
dium effect size), in line with H3a and H3b. This suggests that 
when participants saw more utility in the learning activities, 
they perceived to have a better sense of the values associated 
with the legal profession and a greater sense of a future career 
in law. Authentic learning environment is negatively associ-
ated with values related to the profession (β = −0.25, SE = 0.12, 
p = 0.04) (small effect size), contrary to H3a. This suggests that 
when participants perceived environments as more authentic, 
they had less of a sense of the values associated with the legal 
profession. Engaging learning activities is not directly related to 
the elements of professional identity, also not in line with H3a 
and H3b.

4   |   Discussion

Previous studies have shown that experiential education can en-
hance professional identity development among students (e.g., 
Falgares et al. 2017; Trede et al. 2012). However, the ways in which 
experiential learning relate to a sense of professional identity are 
yet to be tested empirically. Firstly, previous studies have not yet 
explored how different elements of experiential education play a 
role in generic outcomes such as professional identity (Duchatelet 
et al. 2024). Secondly, it is unclear whether mediating variables, 
such as academic motivation, play a role between experiential ed-
ucation and a sense of professional identity (Mylrea et al. 2017). 
Insight into these two gaps in the literature can show to what ex-
tent experiential education yield a predictive value for dimensions 
of professional identity and support teachers to more purposefully 
foster professional identity development among students through 

TABLE 1    |    Correlations, means and standard deviations of experiential learning elements, academic motivation types and professional identity 
elements.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Authentic learning environment

2. Engaging learning activities 0.57***

3. Utility of the learning activities 0.60*** 0.85***

4. External regulation −0.19* −0.18* −0.16*

5. Introjected regulation −0.01 0.01 0.02 0.71***

6. Identified regulation 0.20* 0.41*** 0.40*** −0.14 0.15

7. Intrinsic motivation 0.36*** 0.49*** 0.39*** −0.27*** −0.12 0.64***

8. Values related to profession 0.17 0.22** 0.29*** −0.20* −0.04 0.38*** 0.38***

9. Future profession 0.12 0.35*** 0.44*** −0.16* 0.04 0.50*** 0.44*** 0.48***

Mean 4.50 4.52 4.69 2.42 2.34 4.28 3.59 3.33 3.72

Standard deviation 0.96 0.81 0.88 0.99 1.06 0.73 0.92 0.85 0.68

*p < 0.05. 
**p < 0.01. 
***p < 0.001.
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experiential learning. The aim of this study was to examine to 
what extent experiential learning elements predict a students' 
sense of professional identity (RQ1), to what extent academic mo-
tivation mediate the effects of experiential learning elements on 
students' sense of professional identity (RQ2) and to what extent 
different types of academic motivation predict students' sense of 
professional identity (RQ3).

4.1   |   The Role of Academic Motivation Types

We expected that different experiential learning elements would 
positively predict external regulation, introjected regulation 
(H1a and H1b), identified regulation and intrinsic motivation 
(H1c and H1d). We also hypothesized that identified regulation 
and intrinsic motivation would positively predict values related 
to the profession (H2a and H2b) and a sense of a future profes-
sion (H2c and H2d). Our results provide no support for H1a and 
H1b as experiential education elements did not predict external 
regulation and introjected regulation, which is in line with the 
study of Helle et al. (2007) and Weinberg et al. (2011), who found 
similar results. Thus, different aspects of experiential learning 
(authenticity, active learning, utility and relevance) do not seem 
to relate to controlled motivation. However, we found partial 
support for H1d and H2c, implying that engaging learning activ-
ities positively predicted intrinsic motivation, which in turn pos-
itively predicted values related to the profession. This indicates 
that when students see more relevance in learning activities and 
are more actively involved, they also are more likely to study out 
of personal interest and eventually have a better idea of the val-
ues associated with working in the legal profession. These out-
comes are in line with previous studies highlighting the relation 
between experiential learning activities and intrinsic motivation 
(Helle et al. 2007). It also supports the notion of Kong (2021) that 
learning activities that require more active participation from 

students (i.e., require reflection, interaction and collaboration), 
positively relate to academic motivation. Finally, the predictive 
value of intrinsic motivation on values related to the profession 
is also in line with previous studies showing positive relation-
ships between intrinsic motivation and professional identity 
(Faihs et al. 2023; Mylrea et al. 2017, 2019; Takase et al. 2019).

Contrary to H1c, H2a and H2b, we found no effects for identified 
regulation; it did not predict elements of professional identity, nor 
was it predicted by elements of experiential learning. This outcome 
may be the result of the distinction students make between reach-
ing proximal and distal goals. Proximal goals involve goals one 
wants to reach in the near future (e.g., passing exams), whereas 
distal goals are goals one wants to reach over a longer period (e.g., 
working as a legal professional and values related to this profes-
sion; Song and Jiang 2019). In the context of this study, students 
did not earn any ECTS for the tutorials in which the majority of 
the experiential learning elements were offered, whereas these ac-
tivities were in particular useful for reaching distal goals (Simons 
et al. 2004; Song and Jiang 2019). Hence, experiential learning ele-
ments might not relate to identified regulation. Following this line 
of reasoning, identified regulation might not predict a sense of pro-
fessional identity either. This could particularly apply to first year 
undergraduate students who often only recently got acquainted 
with their potential future profession and the values related to this 
(Noble et al. 2014). As such, a future as a legal professional and the 
values related to this profession are still relatively distant for this 
group (Trede et al. 2012).

4.2   |   Relationship Between Experiential Learning 
Elements and Professional Identity

Finally, we hypothesized that experiential learning elements 
positively predict values related to the profession (H3a) and a 

FIGURE 2    |    Standardised relationships between experiential learning elements, academic motivation types and professional identity. *p < 0.05, 
**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. For clarity of the figure, non-significant relationships, correlations between indicators and error terms were omitted.
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future profession (H3b), for which we found partial support. The 
results show that the extent to which learning activities were 
engaging indirectly predicted professional identity via intrinsic 
motivation, suggesting that academic motivation mediates the 
relationship between experiential learning elements and profes-
sional identity.

In line with H3a and H3b, the results show that students per-
ceived to have a better idea of the values associated with the 
legal profession and their future in the legal profession when 
they saw more utility in the learning activities. These results are 
in line with previous studies showing similar effects (Falgares 
et  al.  2017; Gallop et  al.  2023; Tenerelli et  al.  2023; Trede 
et al. 2012) and seem to underline the effects of proximal and 
distal goals in experiential learning for academic motivation and 
professional identity. That is, the utility of experiential learning 
activities may not directly influence students' academic motiva-
tion as they arguably do fulfil the aims of achieving distal goals 
rather than proximal goals (e.g., working in the legal profession) 
(Simons et al. 2004; Song and Jiang 2019).

Contrary to H3a, we found that students had less sense of the val-
ues related to the legal profession when they perceived learning 
environments as more authentic. We speculate that this might 
be due to the way in which students develop professional identi-
ties. As students progress through their studies, they are exposed 
to learning experiences that validate or reject their professional 
values (Barbarà-i-Molinero et al. 2017). This could be especially 
relevant in the context of our study as our sample consisted of first-
year undergraduate law students whose professional identities are 
generally less well-developed compared to more experienced stu-
dents (Hallier and Summers 2011; Noble et al. 2014). For example, 
it is common for first-year students to base their image of the pro-
fession on stereotypes portrayed in law related TV series, which 
becomes more nuanced as they progress throughout their pro-
gram. As a result, their pre-university conceptions could conflict 
with the values related to the actual legal profession (Hallier and 
Summers 2011; Noble et al. 2014). Such conflicts might especially 
appear when universities employ authentic learning environments 
and tasks, which in particular provide insight into values related 
to a profession and are seen to support professional identity devel-
opment (Hunter et al. 2007; Trede et al. 2012). Therefore, an au-
thentic learning environment and values related to the profession 
might have been negatively associated.

It could also be argued that, rather than the association between 
an authentic learning environment and values related to the pro-
fession, the negative association was due to poor reliability of 
the items measuring perceived authentic learning environment. 
Even though this scale was validated in earlier studies with a 
satisfactory reliability analysis, its scale reliability is consistently 
the lowest across these studies (Babb and Campbell 2023; Clem 
et  al.  2014; Danko  2019). These caveats need to be taken into 
account and call for alternative ways to increase the scale reli-
ability, such as adding items (Drost 2011).

4.3   |   Limitations

This study's findings need to be interpreted in light of several lim-
itations. Firstly, and most importantly, we used a cross-sectional 

design, which precludes the possibility of examining how vari-
ables influence changes in other variables over time. It should 
be noted, however, that our aim was to explore how these vari-
ables were related to each other, without investigating whether 
they actually influence change in one another, which would be a 
meaningful next step based on our findings. To this end, we rec-
ommend future studies to employ longitudinal research designs 
to explore how changes in specific variables relate to changes in 
other variables (Burch et al. 2019; Duchatelet et al. 2024).

Secondly, we administered self-report questionnaires among 
students. Although this is common in research on academic 
motivation (Fulmer and Frijters 2009) and professional identity 
(Wang et al. 2022), it can also lead to socially desirable answers 
and common method biases (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Moreover, 
some have questioned whether students are sufficiently aware 
of their own professional identity (Wang et al. 2022). We thus 
recommend future research to collect data from multiple data 
sources to minimise such biases (Podsakoff et  al.  2003). For 
example, by including observations of motivational behaviour 
among students during experiential learning activities (Fulmer 
and Frijters 2009), or by assessing professional identity through 
more objective measures such as written assignments (e.g., writ-
ing about professional dilemmas) (Hamilton 2008).

Thirdly, this study was conducted in the Dutch legal education 
context, and it is difficult to assess its value to other contexts. 
Nonetheless, the insights can arguably help inform curricular 
design choices in legal education in other regions, as well as be-
yond the legal domain. The learning elements examined here 
show much resemblance to the elements that are commonly 
found in experiential learning in other law curricula around 
the globe, particularly in Anglo-Saxon regions. Similarly, the 
association between experiential learning and increasing stu-
dent motivation and professional identity development has been 
researched in many other domains as well (e.g., Ewing and 
Ewing 2017; Gendron et al. 2013; Tenerelli et al. 2023).

4.4   |   Theoretical Implications

The results of our study highlight that different experiential 
learning elements have different predictive values for students' 
sense of their professional identity (RQ1), that academic moti-
vation types partially mediate this relationship (RQ2) and that 
academic motivation partially predicts a sense of professional 
identity as well (RQ3). The relationships found in our study can 
serve as input for longitudinal research to investigate whether 
and how changes in perceived experiential learning elements 
influence change in professional identity elements and whether 
this influence occurs via academic motivation types.

Our findings provide preliminary support that experiential edu-
cation aimed at developing professional identity should include 
relevant learning activities that engage students, encourage 
reflection and collaboration, and contribute to long-term ob-
jectives. We recommend that future research explores concrete 
experiential learning activities that include these elements, and 
how these activities foster professional identity. Interventions, 
for example, help to explore how different experiential learning 
activities differ in their effectiveness in fostering professional 
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identity (Burch et al. 2019; Duchatelet et al. 2024). Current lit-
erature on experiential learning lacks insight into which (com-
binations of) experiential learning activities are (more) valuable 
for fostering outcomes such as professional identity (Duchatelet 
et al. 2024). In the context of this study, it could be evaluated 
whether learning activities are experienced as more engaging 
when students visit a real court hearing or when they simulate 
one themselves in a moot court.

Finally, the added value of authentic learning environments 
and tasks for professional identity warrants additional mixed 
method research. The relationship between authentic learning 
environments and professional identity could be explored in a 
longitudinal study, in which quantitative and qualitative data 
(i.e., student interviews, focus groups) could give more insight 
into the mechanisms underlying this relationship. This could 
provide new insights into the contribution of authentic learning 
environments to professional identity.

To this end, it could be explored how the relationship between 
an authentic learning environment and professional identity de-
velops as students move through their undergraduate program. 
As students progress through their studies, they acquire more 
knowledge about the content of the study and further develop 
their professional identity (Noble et al. 2014). Seen in this light, 
the negative association between an authentic learning envi-
ronment and values related to the profession found in this study 
may represent a ‘wake-up call’ for students in which they ac-
quire a more realistic understanding of the profession, which 
benefits their professional identity long-term (Noble et al. 2014).

4.5   |   Practical Implications

If students have a stronger sense of their professional identity, 
they may be better prepared for their future careers, and the 
gap between the profession's needs and what universities can 
deliver may be bridged. To this end, several implications for 
teachers and policy makers can be inferred from the results. 
We recommend educational policy makers to consider incor-
porating experiential learning activities that can contribute to 
supporting the development of a sense of professional identity 
(Möhrlein et al. 2024); while taking into account the diversity 
of the student population and the different role that experien-
tial education requires of teachers (Valiente-Riedl et al. 2022). 
Policy makers should also aim to foster academic motivation 
through engaging learning activities that require active partici-
pation by students. In addition, students should understand the 
utility of the learning activities. Activities such as moot courts 
and visiting a real hearing could be incorporated in curricula as 
this requires students to play an active role in their studies and 
increases the likelihood that learning activities are considered 
relevant for future practice (Tang 2021; Weiser 2023).

For teachers, we recommend exploring ways in which they 
can align experiential learning activities with students' distal 
goals (e.g., a later profession) and proximal goals (Song and 
Jiang 2019). To this end, teachers could provide students with 
meaningful rationales why experiential learning activities 
are relevant to achieve both proximal and distal goals (Stroet 
et  al.  2013). Providing rationales increases the likelihood that 

students see the value of authentic learning activities and un-
derstand the utility for reaching proximal goals, which could 
improve the quality of their academic motivation (Simons 
et al. 2004), and professional identity (Takase et al. 2019). For 
example, teachers could emphasise the relevance of learning ac-
tivities by highlighting how they relate to future practices (cf. 
Reeve et al. 2002).

We also recommend teachers to use learning activities that allow 
students to actively reflect on previous experiences, integrate old 
and new information (i.e., relevance) and involve active student 
participation and collaboration. For example, concrete learning 
activities such as working on project-based learning activities (e.g., 
working on dossiers of real cases) requires active student involve-
ment, often involves interaction between students and profession-
als, and has real-world relevance (Duchatelet et al. 2024).

5   |   Conclusion

This study is one of the first to provide empirical insights into 
the associations between elements of experiential learning 
activities and professional identity, and how academic mo-
tivation mediates this relationship. Based on our findings, 
we provide directions for future research and guidelines for 
how experiential learning education could influence the de-
velopment of a professional identity among students, which 
potentially increases the likelihood of students graduating as 
competent and responsible professionals.
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Endnotes

	1	These tutorials were part of a bigger curricular innovation within the 
Law undergraduate program with the aim to better prepare students 
for work practice after finalising their studies.
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