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Introduction. Apparel programs at universities in the United States are opening retail 
stores (e.g., Iowa State University, Marist College) on their campuses to provide 
students with real-world, experiential learning opportunities. Previous research has 
shown that incorporating experiential learning activities into retail courses increases 
students’ critical and creative thinking and problem-solving skills (Fischbach & Guerrero, 
2018; Franco Valdez & Valdez Cervantes, 2018; Toral & Montano, 2023). Student 
engagement, satisfaction, motivation (Franco Valdez & Valdez Cervantes, 2018), and 
learning of course objectives (Fischbach & Guerrero, 2018) also increase. The purpose 
of this paper is to illustrate the implementation of experiential learning in an apparel 
retail course at a Western university. The course took an entrepreneurial approach; the 
goal was to engage students in the strategic planning process for creation of a program-
based retail store. Students conducted marketing research and analysis (Belk, Fischer, 
& Kozinets, 2013) and developed a strategic business plan (Barringer, 2015). 
Additionally, students were assigned literature (readings) and led class discussions that 
corresponded to learning activities. Pre- and post-surveys were used to measure the 
effectiveness of experiential learning activities at meeting course learning objectives 
(Angelo & Cross, 1993; Scholl & Olson, 2014). 

Theoretical Framework. Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) by Kolb (2014) is a 
learning process that focuses on creating knowledge using experience. Kolb’s (2014) 
experiential learning process is a circular technique where students engage in four 
different modes of learning: Abstract Conceptualization (Thinking), Concrete Experience 
(Doing), Active Experimentation (Analyzing and Adjusting), and Reflective Observation 
(Watching). 

Implementation. Learning objectives for the apparel retail course were as follows:  

1. Conduct marketing research and demonstrate an effective application of 
market research skills. 

2. Conduct qualitative research, analysis, and evaluation of the apparel 
marketing environment. 

3. Understand the importance of the 4Ps of Marketing in creating a business 
plan. 

4. Apply critical thinking and problem-solving skills in strategic business 
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planning. 
5. Prepare and present a professional business/marketing plan. 
6. Communicate effectively through oral, written, and digital communications.  
7. Prepare and submit professional documents and presentations. 

 
Preliminary course preparation by the instructor involved: conducting and recording 
interviews with other universities that had established program-based retail stores, 
conducting focus group interviews with department faculty and staff, and creating preset 
coding categories. 

ELT (Kolb, 2014) and course learning objectives guided development of experiential 
learning activities, which were structured into four phases (Figure 1): 

Phase I: Market Research and Data Collection. In the first six weeks of the semester, 
students conducted marketing research modeled after the Marketing Strategy Planning 
Process (Cannon et al., 2024) using a qualitative approach. Data collection included: 
watching pre-recorded interviews; conducting field observations (e.g., visiting local 
competitors); conducting one-on-one interviews with faculty staff; administering an 
online survey to university, college, and department faculty, staff, students, and alumni; 
and collecting secondary data via online websites, databases, and government reports 
(Belk, Fischer, & Kozinets, 2013).  

Phase II: Data coding occurred in conjunction with data collection. Each week, as data 
was collected, students coded data (Miles & Huberman, 1994) into preset categories 
and presented their most prominent findings (themes) to the class. The coding 
categories were based on the different elements of a business plan (Barringer, 2015): 
merchandise strategy, store location and format, store atmosphere and design, store 
hours, staffing, cash handling and inventory management, and “other.” Because the 
department would manage the retail store (program-based) an additional category, 
curriculum integration, was created. 

Phase III: Data Analysis and Decision Making occurred in weeks seven through fifteen. 
With the instructor's aid, students listed highly repeated data (themes) on a whiteboard. 
This process ensured consistency in coding and emphasized inter-coder reliability 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Data analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994) provided the basis 
for decision-making and development of the strategic business plan (Barringer, 2015), 
which outlined recommendations for the creation and management of a program-based 
retail store. 

Phase IV: Strategic Business Plan and Presentation. In the final phase, students 
created the strategic business plan (Barringer, 2015) and gave a formal presentation to 
faculty, staff, and students from the Department of XXX and the College of XXX. 
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Figure 1. Experiential Learning: The Strategic Planning Process for Creating a Program-
based Retail Store. 

Assessment of Effectiveness. IRB-approved pre- and post- surveys were 
administered to students at the start and end of the semester. The pre-survey measured 
students’ prior experience with course topics and content (Angelo & Cross, 1993). The 
post-survey measured students’ perceptions of how effectively the course curricula and 
experiential learning activities met course learning objectives (Scholl & Olson, 2014). 
The survey data and the instructor’s in-class observations informed adjustments to 
future iterations of the course. 

Implications. This paper is significant because it contributes to the body of knowledge 
related to the implementation of experiential learning and ELT (Kolb, 2014) into a 
apparel retail course.  This study offers an in-depth look at the processes and best 
practices for implementing experiential learning activities into an apparel retail course, 
which could be useful for educators looking for innovative ways to increase student 
engagement and learning in the classroom. Additionally, this paper outlines the strategic 
planning process that students followed while conducting marketing research and 
developing a strategic business plan for creating a program-based retail store to be 
managed by an apparel program. Thus, insights gained from this paper can guide 
universities and educators in the process of creating a strategic business plan for 
opening and managing their own program-based retail store. 
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