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Abstract: This qualitative study is an attempt to collect data describing college students’ descriptions 
of significant learning experiences during college. The data collected comes from two separate samples 
across four years. Through open-ended comments provided at the end of the National Survey of Student 
Engagement and thematic analysis, interesting information emerged about how students define 
significant learning experiences. Students defined learning experiences in two environments, inside the 
classroom, and outside the classroom. They also expanded on the notion of significant learning coming 
in the form of self-discovery and relationships formed during the experiences in college. Four years later, 
similar themes emerged such as real-world application, community, support, learning about self, and 
diversity. These findings suggest significant learning is similar across time and is centralized around a 
few particular elements. 
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Forecasts of decreasing enrollment, increased tuition costs, rising student debt, and alternatives to 4-
year undergraduate degrees have created an urgency among colleges and universities to demonstrate 
their value to prospective students and employers (Drozdowski, 2022). Institutions competing to 
attract and serve a diverse student population are compelled to employ a diverse range of pedagogical 
approaches to meet the diverse learning needs of that market (Higbee & Goff, 2008). Long gone is 
the sole reliance on the traditional lecture-based model of learning in higher education (Schmidt, 
Wagener, Smeets, Keemink, & van der Molen, 2015). In doing so many have anatomized their 
curricular designs to better identify, articulate, and measure the most desirable teaching and 
engagement strategies for student achievement and success. 

From this movement have emerged several distinct and widely adopted instructional models, 
expanding the learning environment beyond the classroom, and reconsidering the responsibility for 
successful learning outcomes to be shared among the student, the teacher, and the institution itself. 
An informal or self-directed approach incorporates this recognition of shared responsibility and requires 
the students’ awareness of self-generated management, cognitive responsibility, and motivational 
dimensions to achieve learning outcomes (Garrison, 2016; Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Martin & 
Hokanson, 2022). Active learning incorporates meaningful activities during the classroom and may 
include collaborative learning (students working together in groups) and cooperative learning, which uses the 
same structured group work to achieve a common goal while individually evaluating participants 
(Prince, 2004; Cho, Melloch, & Levesque-Bristol, 2021). Concept-point-recovery (CPR) is a teaching 
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technique in which tests and quizzes, typically post-lecture evaluative measures, are integrated into 
classroom activities as a supportive and less-stressful learning tool to point out errors and 
misconceptions, as well as providing students the opportunity to demonstrate an improved 
understanding and, subsequently, their grades (Lee, Cho, Melloch, & Levesque-Bristol, 2021). Another 
high-impact teaching practice prioritizes service learning, an experiential activity incorporating 
volunteerism and community service to enhance and facilitate learning in the educational process 
(Rooks & Rael, 2013; Furco, 1996). The global learning approach takes education outside the classroom 
to another level, placing a premium on a global perspective to enhance the college experience (Butler 
& Reinke, 2020). 

Selecting and incorporating the most appropriate learning strategies is only half the battle; 
effective curricular development necessitates identifying valid measures of those strategies to assess 
their impact. For each approach, a shared measure of learning successes (or failures) must be 
considered. Significant learning is a broad definition interpreted by many and at times questioned if it 
can even be assessed (Stolz, 2017). To begin, the description of significant needs definition as well as 
the understanding of learning. Each of the terms, significant and learning, have varied interpretations and 
meanings depending on whom you ask. What perceptions do students have of learning on college 
campuses? A considerable amount of literature suggests significant learning is interpreted by the 
process and the results (Fink, 2013). The process entails how the students perceived the instructor 
and the engagement and energy of the class. The results include how learning in class affects their 
overall career and life in the long run. The anatomy of a learning situation follows the process of a 
memorable experience, enjoyed experience, the connection of the experience to real life, and the 
overall anatomy of the experience itself (Fink, 2013; Stolz, 2017; Levine, Fallahi, Nicoll-Senft, Tessier, 
Watson, & Wood, 2008).  

Another consideration for how students define significant learning is artificial intelligence. 
Recent studies underscore the transformative impact of artificial intelligence on the learning process. 
AI technologies, such as machine learning algorithms and natural language processing, are increasingly 
employed to personalize educational experiences but also streamline the learning process and 
potentially jeopardize the role of the instructor. For instance, AI-powered adaptive learning systems 
can tailor content delivery to individual student needs, enhancing engagement and learning outcomes 
(Sullivan, Kelly, & McLaughlan, 2023). But it can also encourage plagiarism, using misinformation, 
replacing students’ critical thinking, hindering writing ability, and others. While AI holds promise in 
improving educational efficacy and accessibility, ongoing research also emphasizes the importance of 
ethical considerations, such as privacy concerns and algorithmic biases, in its implementation. 
However, there is an opportunity to explore AI and its positive and negative influence on significant 
learning. The “hurricane of generative artificial intelligence has blown in with little warning, leveraging 
its force can provide new learning opportunities for higher education” (Campbell & Cox, 2024, p. 
107). How does AI use by students influence how they view significant learning? 

Student definitions of significant learning most likely vary based on context, situation, and 
student experience, but all involve students undergoing positive, substantial, and lasting influences on 
their personal and professional lives (Partido, Chartier, & Jewell, 2020). Students want to talk about 
significant social issues that affect them and those around them through collective and individual 
reflection (Navarrete, Montero, & Cantero, 2020). The consistency in the literature suggests that 
personal history and background may influence what practices may be considered successful. There is 
a need to understand student perceptions of learning experiences. Previous studies mapped out 
particular skills associated with significant learning (Lee & Lee, 2022). 

However, more research needs to be done to understand the interpretations of significant 
learning outside of the classroom. Do students perceive learning as something that can truly happen 
outside the classroom? Fink (2013) argues the learning of self, the examination of feelings, and learning 
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how to be a better learner are all significant learning experiences but don’t necessarily have a place in 
the typical classroom environment. Learning does not happen solely in the classroom and within the 
borders of a college campus (Irani, Wilson, Slough, & Rieger, 2014). What better way to explore this 
notion than by asking the intended audience of learning, students? This study is an attempt to explore 
those potentials by asking those who experience significant learning to identify and define the makeup 
of significant learning. The intent is to merely examine how one sees the process of significant learning 
during a college career. Significant learning can happen in many forms and places.  

Course evaluations, teaching evaluations, assessments of program effectiveness, and a variety 
of measurements attempt to capture if learning happens. The issue with these mechanisms is the lack 
of attributes generated by students as to what is the definition of significant learning. Good teaching 
leads to learning. Institutional support leads to learning. Clear course objectives do the same. But 
before we understand how we get to different accomplishments of learning, the main question is, what 
is it and how do students define it? “Learning should be seen as a qualitative change in a person's way 
of seeing, experiencing, understanding, conceptualizing something in the real world–rather than as a 
quantitative change in the amount of knowledge someone possesses. It is logically impossible for 
learning defined in this way to be content- and con-text-free.” (Marton & Ramsden, 1988, p. 271). 
Others identify change, process, evolution, and understanding of new information. Regardless of how 
it is defined, student perception of what causes those changes needs to be examined. As well as 
understand the evolution of what those changes look like over time. 

The final intent of this qualitative analysis is to compare and contrast student perceptions of 
significant learning over a period of time. There is a need to not only visit the perceptions across time 
but to revisit the definition of significant learning pre- and post-Covid-19 pandemic. Students have 
been asked for their definition of the explanation of significant learning in previous research 
(Brackenbury, 2012; Levine, Fallahi, Nicoll-Senft, Tessier, Watson, & Wood, 2008). It is imperative to 
revisit that exploration of student-defined significant learning. 

 
Methods 

 
Methodology 
 
Significant learning is broad and complicated to define. The goal of this research study is simply to 
find the answer to one research question: 
 

RQ1: How do college students define significant learning experiences? 
 

Through a grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2006; Tracy, 2012) this research process 
intends to find a theme in responses to what a student defines as significant. Grounded theory helps 
provide the discovery of the conditions that define a particular action or event. More importantly, 
grounded theory is a flexible, yet guided approach, to finding theory in the data itself (Charmaz, 2006; 
Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Understanding a perception of an experience through grounded theory is 
best achieved through narrative inquiry. The narrative inquiry asks for the experiences, interpretations, 
and definitions of participants (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Lincoln and Guba, 1985) through open-ended 
and broad questioning. More specifically conceptual interviews help “explore the meaning and 
conceptual dimensions of central terms, as well as their position and links within a conceptual 
network” (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, p. 176-177). The individual responses and narratives will help to 
define and centralize a common theme of what it means to experience significant learning. Through 
this conceptual model and grounded theory approach a more expansive definition of how students 
perceive significant learning can be provided. The true constructivist approach understands that 
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knowledge and meaning are developed through different social lenses. Grounded theory is an 
approach to help identify those differences. 

 
Data Collection 
 
The data was collected in two different time frames. In the spring of 2018 and the spring of 2022, a 
small midwestern university administered the National Survey of Student Engagement. This survey 
annually collects information at hundreds of four-year colleges and universities about the first-year 
and senior students' participation in programs and activities that institutions provide for their learning 
and personal development. The results provide an estimate of how undergraduates spend their time 
and what they gain from attending college (NSSE, 2023). The survey collects data from first-year and 
senior students. The survey asks several questions about student engagement but for this study, the 
research team used only one open-ended prompt: “Please describe the most significant learning 
experience you have had so far at this institution”. In 2018, 259 first-year students and 246 senior 
students completed the survey. In 2022, 304 first-year students and 215 senior students completed the 
survey. After data was collected, the open-ended responses to the one prompt were separated from 
the rest of the survey responses into one data set. The responses were thematized in 2018 and set 
aside to reexamine after the four-year cycle. After the 2022 survey, the same process was completed. 
The process is explained further below.  

One data analysis decision was to not address differences between first-year students/senior 
students, declared majors/undeclared, nor did it explore variations in responses based on factors like 
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or first/continuing generation college status. The decision to treat 
students as a unified, unidentified group aimed to present a broad perspective on student experiences 
and behaviors. This approach allows for generalized conclusions that apply broadly across different 
student backgrounds and circumstances, avoiding the complexities that detailed subgroup analyses 
would entail. It also maintains a focus on overarching themes or trends within the student population 
as a whole, aligning with the study's scope and objectives. However, this would be an important 
follow-up study and extension of this generalized conclusion. 
 
Data Analysis  
 
After reviewing the survey answers, the research team began an inductive coding process using 
constant comparative analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Charmaz, 2006). Glasser and Strauss (1967) 
define this process as the continual creation of analytic distinctions allowing for comparisons and 
contradictions in themes created. Open coding was performed to identify particular themes and 
concepts that are evident in the responses. The open coding process was completed after two rounds 
of reading the survey responses and theoretical saturation was met. Theoretical saturation occurs when 
no new themes can be identified, and themes generated continue to support already created themes 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Bowen, 2008). After generating a broad selection of thematic categories, the 
team moved on to the axial coding process which helps to understand the interconnection of these 
themes. The team was able to accomplish this through the process of eliminating duplicate or similar 
responses. Through the interpretation of the meaning and the condensation of meaning, the authors 
allowed for the creation of centralized meaning created by the participants (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015). 
Once, the themes were coded and analyzed: four main themes were found for 2018 and five themes 
for 2022. 
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Preliminary Findings 
 
The results presented in this section provide four themes in 2018 and five themes in 2022 that students 
reported as significant learning experiences during the college process. There is expansion and detail 
on each in this section and then an overview of the general meaning in the following section is 
provided. 
 

2018 Findings 
Classroom Elements 
 
This theme was the most common of all the themes emerging from the student responses. Students 
would focus on particular classes or majors such as a core course in their major or the public speaking 
course they took at the beginning of their college career. They would emphasize this course stood out 
because of the learning they had or the instructor they had. They discussed particular elements of the 
classroom such as communication with others and the opportunity to have their voice heard. Finally, 
they overviewed the real-life application that they appreciated. The students recalled classes such as 
their public speaking class or their senior capstone class. The class itself was the embodiment of a 
significant learning experience. Some went on to describe the elements of the class and how it 
pertained to their careers and lives. They also explained the activities in the class such as enjoying 
discussion-based classes as the preferred method of engaging with the materials and their peers. They 
continually emphasized the importance of understanding the material but getting a chance in class to 
truly explore how the content applied to them. At times students singled out particular learning 
environments that were not conducive to significant learning such as lecture-based delivery and 
unengaging presentation. A considerable amount of responses in this category seemed to speak to the 
previously discussed literature on significant learning. Students would highlight particular classes by 
saying “my communication class”, “my major class”, or “my class on a certain topic”. Others talked 
about particular events that happened in the class such as “this particular activity that allowed us to 
inventory our weaknesses”. Another talked about “getting to talk with peers informally. Other 
participants often talked about any course found “in my major”. All in all, students describing 
particular aspects of the classroom as a significant learning experience generated a theme. 
 
Outside Classroom 
 
This theme focused on the ability to learn outside of the class. Students thought significant learning 
happened when they weren’t cooped up in a classroom and had the opportunity to situationally control 
outcomes. They liked the opportunities student organizations and extracurricular activities provided 
which allowed them to apply and refine skills in leadership roles. One student said, “while my classes 
have taught me a lot over my four years as a student, my experiences outside of the classroom have 
been the most formative.” This was reinforced by the notion that leadership roles were not the only 
thing that helped them accomplish significant learning. Students reported the organizations 
themselves regardless of what role they had helped them achieve learning. They felt that they belonged 
and could truly apply the tenets of real-world learning in fraternities, sororities, or even organizing 
campus events. Very few students specifically named individual organizations but made broad 
statements about how these ideas were truly significant learning experiences. They also emphasized 
the notion that being social had a large influence on learning, something they also acknowledge rarely 
happened in the classroom. Opposed to the first theme, participants talked about “social” events 
offered on campus as significant learning opportunities. Others talked about their involvement in 
“sorority” or “fraternity” events. Others simply talked about “extracurricular” events. One student 
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emphasized how “their leadership roles allowed for more powerful learning than any classroom”. 
Another said that “learning only happened outside of the classroom.” Some of these quotes helped 
emphasize the importance of learning outside of the class. 
 
Self-Discovery 
 
This had to be the more significant finding in this study. The students took it upon themselves to 
discuss things outside of a type-defined learning experience. They talked about finding themselves in 
college as a true learning experience. They talked about learning how to manage time and being on 
their own without the constant supervision that they felt when in high school from their family. This 
idea of self-directed discipline was something that they didn’t feel was happening before college. The 
students expanded on the knowledge of the discipline that had to be created on their own without the 
guidance of their parents. They weren’t learning from others or learning in classrooms, they were 
learning from themselves. They had to find innovative ways that had not been a part of their daily 
routine to survive. One particular quote that stood out stated: “I think one of my most significant 
learning experiences so far at this university has been being on my own. It was a little scary at first but 
now I feel acclimated! I feel as though I’m more responsible and in control of my own life. I look 
forward to continuing to learn about the real job world and adult life and enjoying the rest of my 
college experience.” They emphasized the need to find direction such as what it means to be an adult 
and someone who had to make their own decisions. They appreciate the introspective learning they 
had to accomplish to be successful in college and life. Students who were able to find themselves 
through the process of college was a large theme generated by participant responses. Terms seen 
throughout the coding process included “self-direction”, “self-management”, and “finding things they 
didn’t know about themselves before college”. One participant summed up the entire theme by saying, 
“I think one of my most significant learning experiences so far at this university has been being on my 
own. It was a little scary at first but now I feel acclimated! I feel as though I’m more responsible and 
in control of my own life. I look forward to continuing to learn about the real job world and adult life 
and enjoying the rest of my college experience.” Students want to find themselves in a new light when 
they come to college. 
 
Relationships 
 
The final theme identified focused on the people that they met and how the people themselves made 
up a significant learning experience. Students discussed the peers they talked to in class and met during 
campus events. But the differentiation from the outside class theme identified earlier was the emphasis 
on the individual. They talked about conversations that were eye-opening and had a significant impact 
on who they are now as a person. One student commented, “Learning to make connections with 
people that were previously out of my social circle via speech class” in response to the most significant 
learning experience so far at this campus. Students developed new social circles that they would have 
never considered before and attributed them to true learning because they became different people 
because of that. Several comments focused on how social connections created experiences that made 
them think differently. Sometimes they even expanded on the nature of classroom experiences which 
didn’t necessarily foster that outcome by themselves. Without social interaction and engaging 
conversations in a diverse classroom setting, no learning would have happened. They made several 
emphatic statements that underlined the key to learning from other people, not books or classes. 
Participants talked about “relationships”, “friends”, and “experiences with others” as having a 
perceived greater impact than the classroom curriculum. One participant stressed that “Learning to 
make connections with people that were previously out of my social circle via speech class.” 
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2022 Findings 
 
Real World Application 
 
Similar to the 2018 responses, students crave a learning experience that gets them out into the world 
to showcase their skills and talents. Several respondents used the phrase "real-world experience" as a 
valuable and significant learning experience. They elaborated on particular experiences specific to their 
major and their field of study. One participant talked about “taking coursework that I have learned 
from previous years and applying it to real-world situations to maximize my preparedness for my 
career”. Students don’t want to stop short of the experience of being just in the classroom. Another 
interesting phrase echoed throughout the survey comments about "experiential learning assignments" 
and “field experience” being significant learning experiences. Experiential learning is something we 
have seen throughout higher education taking place as terminology in our curriculum because of 
higher impact practices (AACU, 2023). A student emphasizes that a significant learning experience 
should help “make me comfortable in my future job decisions”. All of the student comments 
emphasized a desire for the application of learning in the real world. No matter what particular element 
of the course, the assignment, the location, and other aspects, students want to see the real-world 
implications. 
 
Community 
 
Often, learning is attributed to the classroom, but the students felt compelled in this survey to focus 
on things outside of course content. They stressed the need for community or learning about the 
community to experience significant learning. One student stated, “the biggest lesson for me was 
learning what it meant to be part of a community”. Many use the term, “classroom community” as an 
important precursor to learning being able to take place in the classroom. They didn’t feel they could 
learn until a sense of community was created in some way. Some emphasized “it didn’t happen in the 
classroom” and stressed that learning happened when with “friends”, with “clubs”, or in “study 
groups”. This repeated emphasis on social groups shows that significant learning can be interpreted 
in a lot of different ways. This theme however was crystallized with the negative comments about the 
“lack of community”. One student said, “every time I walk around on campus I feel like an uninvited 
guest and never feel comfortable”. Comments like these appeared several times throughout the data 
analysis. Another participant echoed this sentiment saying, “Honestly I don't know, I commute so I 
don't feel involved on campus. I try to make friends and I have a couple, but other people have other 
friends they have met through dorms and groups, so they are less interested in becoming friends with 
me.” The lack of community seemed to inhibit the respondents from being able to experience 
significant learning. 
 
Support 
 
A third theme focused on the idea of support and the need to feel supported before learning happens. 
This theme was similar to the community but had unique elements to make support and community 
different. One student stated “they started here at [one institution], went to [another institution], and 
came back. I learned how much the professors here care about their students and how much they 
want us to succeed.” This then echoed throughout numerous comments about care, support, and 
belonging in the university experience. Another student said, “the most significant learning experience 
I have had so far here is that you can't do everything alone.” Several students talked about the need 
to have “care from professors”. Without this “care,” students felt lost and not able to learn. Significant 
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learning happens when “professors are very caring, and they made sure that you understand the 
materials that were given to you”. Students needed the “professors [who] kept pushing me forward, 
and with their help, I was able to pull myself out of the hole I was in during the first semester”. Finally, 
another student said, “an institution is where people are there to support you, and they want you to 
do your best.” 
 
Learning about Self 
 
A university experience is sometimes about figuring out the day-to-day operations and the process of 
navigating the next steps of life. The participants suggested this is part of the significant learning they 
experienced. One student said, “I learned that I have particular limitations I have to keep in mind to 
avoid being self-destructive. Now I have a better idea of how much work I can manage sustainably.” 
Understanding these limitations comes in a variety of forms and would look different for each student. 
The limitations and how to navigate those limitations were very significant learning experiences. 
Another student said, “where you are in control of your destiny and have to learn to manage multiple 
different areas of your life (academic, social, extracurricular, financial) at the same time”. Trying to 
figure out who you are as a student and what that experience entails is complicated. One participant 
said any experience that “helped me know myself and understand myself better”. One common phrase 
used throughout the survey responses was the aspect of “learning about myself”. Whether this was 
about how to function in college, how to figure out what they wanted to do with their career, how to 
socialize, or just how to manage their time. For many, this idea of “being on your own” was a very 
significant learning experience and they found value when they found answers to who they are. 
 
Learning About the Diverse World 
 
The final theme talked about how the students viewed significant learning as an experience of learning 
about the world in new ways. The students didn’t necessarily talk directly about diversity or particular 
buzzwords, but they talked about the idea of new perspectives. One student said, “I've learned how 
to appreciate and see points of view that I didn't before, think critically about what I'm experiencing, 
and developed a stronger sense of self.” This concept of different world views or perspectives seemed 
to repeat often. Several students used the phrase being around “people to learn about different 
cultures” which initiates learning. Some students took a different approach to the encouragement of 
diverse perspectives and talked about how the learning environment enabled the conversations. One 
student said significant learning happened when “professors that would praise and encourage 
increased diversity and acceptance”. Some keywords that came up to generate this theme were 
“diversity”, “new perspectives”, and “different viewpoints”. The “Diversity” of those perspectives 
resonated with many students to report this as a significant learning experience. One striking comment 
came from a student stating /Similarities/New perspectives on the world. One student stated, “I 
learned overall that no matter where we come from, what or whom we like when it comes to 
education, we start at the same place”. Another participant said, “I would say a significant experience 
would be talking with others in class discussions because it exposes me to different thoughts and 
perspectives.” All of these responses emphasized a desire and need to talk with those with diverse 
perspectives. 
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Discussion 
 
After two separate data analysis phases, themes generated by two different student populations 
separated by four years showed a significant similarity in how students define significant learning. 
Figure 1 compares the themes generated each year and shows how they align. 
 
Table 1. Comparison of Themes. 

2018 Themes 2022 Themes 

A. Classroom Elements 
B. Outside Classroom 

Real World Application (A, B) 

Community (A, B) 

C. Self-Discovery Learning About Self (C) 

D. Relationships Support (D) 

 Learning About the Diverse World 

 
The main question from this study is, why does this matter? For a variety of reasons, this data analysis 
provides a few interesting things. Students define significant learning as: 
 

1. Almost identical to pre-covid 
2. Happening inside and outside the classroom 
3. Sometimes not about content 
4. Helping them discover themselves in a variety of ways 
5. Care, Support, and Community as a precursor to learning 

 
Pre/Post-Covid 
 
A large portion of our academic and pedagogical review for the past few years has been focused on 
efforts to return to normal or how COVID-19 influenced our teaching. Using this small data sample 
shows that significant learning is still relatively the same among our students. Students notice 
significant learning after certain things or events. 
 
Inside and Outside 
 
Learning is not confined to the classroom. Learning is not always happening when clearly defined 
learning objectives are present. Learning is not always going to happen just when a teacher is there. 
Students talked about the experience being something that happened in a variety of different ways and 
situations on a college campus. Finding ways to help foster significant learning among students is 
something that can happen in any way and every way. 
 
Not About Content 
 
Yes, learning is often about what you learn. However, participants in this study did not stop at content. 
They talked about the environment created, how they learned, what helped led to learning, and how 
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that learning was best accomplished. It is important to note the approach to learning and even the 
informal opportunities provided to students helped signal significant learning. 
 
Find Themselves 
 
The college experience involves a lot of firsts for students. When asked this question as both a first-
year and senior student was about finding themselves. Experiencing life on their own, how to time 
manage, how to talk to others, and just figuring out their limitations was a significant learning 
experience. How do universities help navigate the exploration of finding themselves? This is a 
powerful finding from asking students to define a significant learning experience. How many course 
objectives are “demonstrate the ability to find themselves”? Is that our responsibility? 
 
Care, Support, and Community 
 
Students don’t care how much instructors know until they know how much you care. The respondents 
stressed in two data collection cycles that they need to feel that they belong before they can learn. 
When they felt the care and support from their peers and instructors they signaled significant learning. 
 
Trustworthiness & Limitations 
 
Reliability, validity, and trustworthiness can all take different forms when justifying one’s work. In this 
study, the seven stages of validation were attempted (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015). The thematization of 
responses took an objective examination of survey responses checking against other potential answers. 
Finally, reporting the information involved providing a direct response to the question at hand. Future 
studies need to expand on the data provided in this study to accomplish true triangulation.  

 
Conclusion & Implications  
 
The significance of the findings in this study is the fact that learning was not defined simply as a 
process or as a result of the typical college classroom. Often, the default answer was to talk about 
classroom activities or leadership roles outside of class. This spoke to the previous literature that 
encourages engaging classroom material and real-life application. Outside the classroom allows for 
that true application. This is important to consider when examining what learning truly is. However, 
the idea that people and self can be the true definition of what it means to experience significant 
learning is novel in the idea that learning does not need a teacher or a classroom even in the college 
environment. Learning means finding themselves and finding others to help them understand 
complicated ideas. When asked what a significant learning experience is, students took it upon 
themselves to paint a picture of a much broader interpretation of how and when learning happens. It 
is significant to understand that the classroom and the elements of the classroom still hold a significant 
place in the minds of students. They still desire a learning experience in class that expands their mind 
but also allows for exploration. However, students made it evident that they want people and 
introspective learning experiences. They want the opportunity to discover themselves and others on 
a college campus. If colleges allow for these opportunities and spaces, significant learning will happen 
according to the responses of the individuals who participated in this survey. Significant learning, just 
as stated at the beginning of this article, is complex, complicated, and somewhat arbitrary. This makes 
for the opportunities for significant learning to happen almost everywhere at any time. The integration 
of AI into education undoubtedly alters how students pursue meaningful learning.  
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Another important consideration to make in relation to significant learning is the influence of 
Artificial Intelligence and generative text. While AI can enhance accessibility to vast amounts of 
information and streamline learning processes, its influence on students' quest for deeper 
understanding is complicated and just starting to be researched. Students may face a dual challenge: 
balancing the acquisition of competencies with the temptation to merely skim the surface of 
knowledge for immediate application. AI's ability to provide quick answers and automated solutions 
might inadvertently promote superficial learning unless actively countered by educators fostering some 
of the themes provided in this study. The future landscape of education hinges on cultivating a balance 
where students harness AI for efficiency while valuing and striving for profound comprehension and 
application of knowledge. This study supports the idea that learning happens outside of assignments, 
readings, and places where AI can dominate the work. How could AI be leveraged to help students 
find the themes generated in this study of finding real-world applications, finding themselves, being 
cared about, and others? More studies need to explore how these significant learning themes will 
interact with student use of AI. 

Significant learning is different for each individual. Trying to simplify and categorize the 
interpretations of how we define such an abstract idea is difficult. However, this brief study provides 
a connection of ideas that learning does not simply happen in the classroom. Students highlight 
particular aspects inside and outside the classroom that have significantly influenced their learning in 
college. However, they go on to identify two particular aspects that don’t necessarily translate to 
learning as an event. Learning was defined as a relationship formed and an internal awareness 
developed. The process of learning was not just the mere fact of learning as a process but the product 
of being able to realize how to adjust to time management constraints. 
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