
1

Jamie Thompson
Experiential Guru

Lessons learned developing the 
Powerful MTa® Methodology

15PRINCIPLES 
EXPERIENTIAL 
LEARNING

THE 

OF

Martin Thompson
Pioneer Designer



22

About Jamie Thompson

As CEO of MTa®, Jamie helps  some of the world’s most demanding 
organizations unleash the power of experiential learning and effect 
positive behavioral change.  

This hasn’t just happened overnight; Jamie’s father, Martin Thompson, 
founded MTa® back in 1982 and was a pioneer of the indoor experiential 
learning movement. Being able to learn first-hand from Martin’s 35 years 
of experience, Jamie gained a wealth of knowledge on the theory of this 
methodology.  

Over the course of a decade, he has put this into practise, further refining 
the MTa® experiential learning materials and approach, while training 
facilitators across the world to deliver impactful, engaging learning.

Jamie started his career in Deloitte’s Management Consultancy practice, 
and he joined MTa® in 2008. In 2016 he was awarded the EU HR 
Excellence Scholarship from Leeds University Business School to further 
his study of Organizational Behavior and Psychology. 

This book is one more way for Jamie to share his expertise and make 
others just as passionate about the experiential learning revolution, as 
relevant as ever, even in this new digital age.  

Happy reading!



3

Contents

About Jamie Thompson, CEO of MTa® Learning p2

Why talent development needs experiential learning p5

MTa’s 15 principles of powerful experiential learning: p6

• Effective facilitation p6

• Designing your programme p8

• What to bear in mind on the day p10

Experiential learning activities from MTa® p12

• MTa Insights™: the ultimate kit with 53 activities p14

• MTa Team Kit™: developing high performing teams p16

Master MTa’s Tools & Methodology: Get MTa® Certified p18

Choose an off-the-shelf kit to suit your required  
learning outcomes p19



44



5

The Key Principles of Facilitating  
Experiential Learning 
The following principles have been observed and collated over the 35 
years since MTa® was founded. Working as facilitators and developers of 
experiential learning activities has given our consultants plenty of insight 
into the nature and challenges of this method.

It’s this insight that underpins the MTa® methodology for facilitating experiential 
learning. It informs the design of our off-the-shelf kits and our train-the-trainer 
masterclasses.  

We want to share these pointers with you, so that you can appreciate the impact 
that experiential learning can have.  It is a powerful tool that can help every 
member of an organization, whatever their status, develop their soft skills. 

We cover:

• What is my role as a facilitator?  (And what is it not?)

• What to bear in mind when designing an activity or planning a  
program

• What are the fundamentals that will help me get it right on the day?

In our opinion, experiential learning has a place in every Talent Development 
program, but you’ll want to consider the principles in this booklet before 
implementing it.
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What is my role as a facilitator?  
(and what is it not?)

You can lead a horse to water…  
but you can’t make it drink.
The success of the experiential 
approach to learning depends on 
the learners. Learners can only make 
best use of their opportunities if they 
are ready, willing and able to become 
personally involved in the learning 
process. 
They have to be prepared to:
• actively develop their understanding
• critique and evaluate the messages 
• work hard to apply appropriate 

learning
Facilitators can help by following a 
framework that supplies appropriate 
opportunities for learning, review and 
application, such as the 7-step MTa 
Learning Arena™.

Individuals can (and do!) learn 
without your help.
People learn by reflecting on their 
experiences, developing personal 
insights and understandings, through 
involvement in intellectual, emotional 
or physical activity. This can be 
(and often is) achieved without any 
external help. A facilitator is not a 
prerequisite. Experiential learning 
means people working things through 
for themselves and developing their 
own understanding, so facilitators 
should always seek ways to enable this 
to happen. 

We should always remember that 
inappropriate facilitation can hinder, 
rather than help, learning. We should 
not instruct, proffer knowledge, 
proscribe or offer personal wisdom, 
tempting though this is.

Nevertheless, facilitation is a  
skilled and complex process.
A facilitator should help create learning 
opportunities and enable others to 
recognise and make good use of such 
opportunities as they arise.
An effective facilitator can add 
tremendous value, by supporting each 
aspect of the learning process, by:
• creating an appropriate learning 

environment
• providing an activity that will initiate 

the learning process
• creating an atmosphere and 

framework conducive to 
constructively critical review

• helping to identify potential learning 
opportunities

• guiding thinking and challenging to 
develop understanding

• ensuring that conceptual thinking 
is progressed to meaningful 
conclusions and that opportunities 
for improvement are identified, 
practised and implemented.
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Skilful questioning is our strongest 
weapon
The role of the facilitator in the review 
is to draw out the relevant issues for 
discussion. We should skilfully ask 
questions that will stimulate thought at 
individual level and enable the group 
to debate these constructively.

There are several complex levels to 
behavioral learning; don’t dig too 
deep too soon.
Identifying ideas for beneficial 
behavioral change is easier than 
addressing the reasons for negative 
behavior.
There is a hierarchy of challenges 
that the facilitator can encourage 
the learner to address, for example 
if the learner identifies that they are 
struggling to be heard:
• realising the need (e.g. I won’t be 

listened to if the other person is 
speaking)

• developing the skill (e.g. speaking 
clearly)

• developing confidence or self-esteem 
(e.g. believing my views are of value)

• challenging and changing personal 
attitudes (e.g. questioning personal 
values)

Embedding the learning takes work
Developing basic skills in a supportive 
environment is relatively simple: 
changing day to day behavior is 
another matter.
Bearing in mind the different potential 
levels of learning mentioned above, 
it might be tempting for a facilitator 
to target attitudes first. You may 
be thinking that fostering a positive 
attitude and personal confidence 
makes it easier to implement 
behavioral change. It is, however, far 
safer to build the learner’s confidence 
through success with skill development 
and behavioral change in simple or 
superficial areas first. Only when some 
progress has been made, is it time 
to consider raising and tackling more 
fundamental issues like personal 
confidence and attitudes to others.
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What to bear in mind when 
designing an activity or 
planning a program
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Leave out the distractions
An effective task provides 
opportunities for learning with as few 
distractions as possible.
It can be great fun to run big events 
and there is no doubt that ‘ropes 
courses’ and other outdoor team 
challenges can generate real learning 
opportunities and team bonding. 
Care must be taken, however, that 
the focus is kept on the potential 
learning. In the buzz of a task-focused 
activity, many learning opportunities 
can be lost: valuable incidents can be 
forgotten, overlooked or submerged.
Although less memorable in 
themselves, running several short 
tasks (10–30 minutes), each followed  
by its own learning review will often 
have far greater long-term impact than 
one big event.

No review = no learning
The learning review is a vital stage of 
experiential learning. It must be an 
integral part of the course design, not 
left to chance.
Reviews can take many forms, but 
all must engage the learners. The 
ideal review will involve the learner 
in personal thought, challenge and 
discussion before coming to some 
form of conclusion. 

It is often useful if a period of individual 
reflection, guided by open-ended or 
tick-box questionnaires, is followed by 
a facilitated group discussion.
If it is to be of real benefit, the review 
must be an honest critique of what 
each individual contributed. Real issues 
should not be swept under the carpet, 
but any criticism must be honest and 
constructive.
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Providing a group task is a means to 
an end, not an end in itself.
The purpose of a group task is to 
provide a platform for valuable and 
memorable personal learning. The 
ideal task would engage, stimulate and 
challenge, with individuals becoming 
absorbed in the task as their true 
selves. It would not involve role play.
All tasks must be designed and 
facilitated carefully so that they have 
impact, but aren’t so distracting that 
these ‘task memories’ override the 
impact and memory of the learning. 

You cannot predict the learning an 
individual will take from an activity.
Because individuals are personally 
involved in experiential learning, each 
one can take very different messages 
from a single event. An obvious 
example is one where a person 
fails to listen to another. If they are 
to learn, both individuals need to 
understand their part in their failure to 
communicate, but the causes could be 
numerous and therefore each person’s 
learning very different.
So, for example, behaviors seen in an 
individual who isn’t heard could be: 
• doesn’t express ideas clearly
• doesn’t check the listener has 

understood
Similarly, example reasons why a 
‘listener’ doesn’t listen could be:
• doesn’t see the issue as being 

important
• prejudges issues
Therefore, one event can provide 
the individuals involved with quite 
different, or even diametrically 
opposed, personal learning.
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What are the fundamentals that 
will help me get it right on  
the day?
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Start with a bang
When people are feeling negative 
(irritated, annoyed, bored, inadequate, 
anxious, lost etc.) these feelings 
distract their attention: they do not 
engage in the learning process. It isn’t 
always practical or appropriate for 
the facilitator to tackle this negativity 
directly. Unless the emotions are 
very strong, introducing activity that 
quickly engages and offers an element 
of fun can both dispel much of the 
negativity and introduce learning in 
a positive way. Even if one or two 
individuals remain reticent at the start, 
peer group pressure is likely to carry 
them forwards. Take care though, the 
activity must be well designed, because 
if it doesn’t lead quickly to relevant 
personal learning, it may instead 
reinforce the initial negativity.

Remember to learn from the 
positives.
It is all too easy to focus on the 
negatives at review stage. It’s obvious 
that if something goes wrong, or just 
doesn’t go as well as hoped, there 
will be benefit in review and change. 
It can, however, be equally beneficial 
to review what’s gone well. It’s a 
good idea to recognise and focus on 
success, because it’s good for morale.  

Finding out what caused the success 
and seeking ways to make greater or 
wider use of it can also reap tangible 
rewards in future.

Take participants on a journey of 
self-discovery
An observer is in a privileged position, 
often seeing aspects that are not 
obvious to participants. If you observe 
a point that isn’t raised during a 
review it is legitimate to raise it, but 
only through questioning. If, despite 
questioning, individuals don’t relate 
to the point, there is no benefit in 
pointing it out, as any ‘learning’ will not 
be theirs i.e. it’s didactic learning, not 
experiential. A better option is for you 
to run another activity designed to 
focus more attention on this specific 
point.
Whatever happens, don’t be tempted 
to provide a ‘professional analysis’ as 
this approach takes the ownership of 
the learning away from the individual 
and is ultimately disempowering.
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Forget your ego.
To be an effective facilitator you have 
to give up the hunt for glory.  Although 
you offer and develop opportunities 
for others to learn, much of what you 
do will go unused or undervalued.  
You have to accept that you are 
not offering ‘tangible and technical’ 
contributions like knowledge or advice, 
but guiding a process of individual 
reflection and group debate.  You 
won’t be able to look back and say ‘I 
taught this person x or y’, but you can 
gain satisfaction in knowing that you 
have empowered them to become 
more self-aware and to identify their 
own areas for improvement.  
If you’re lucky however, every now 
and again in the years to come 
you will hear of some far-reaching 
consequences that will go way beyond 
what you could ever have hoped or 
imagined.

Believe in the learners: they can 
and will make experiential learning 
opportunities work for them.
To be an effective facilitator of 
experiential learning you have to 
believe, really believe, in others. 
You must believe that they have the 
potential to make progress and you 
must be committed to the fact that 
your role is to provide opportunities 
for others to learn and progress, not 
to put your personal stamp on their 
learning.

11
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Off-the-shelf experiential activities 
that you can deliver easily

You want your training to make an impact 
You want to deliver high quality experiential learning. You want activities that are 
easy to run.  You’re looking in the right place.  MTa’s engaging and memorable 
activities come with complete and comprehensive facilitator manuals to allow 
you to deliver training that’s challenging for your participants and easy for you.

In short, we’ve done the thinking for you. 

Our two most popular kits, MTa Insights™ and  
MTa Team Kit™ are available to buy today from 
our booth #1426.
 

All our kits offer:

• High quality components that can be reused again and again, guaranteed

• Manuals containing facilitator guides, participant briefs and review materials 
for all activities

• Online access to printable review questions and learning transfer sheets

• No licence fee, no renewal costs

• Access, via the MTa® App, to all your manuals online (at extra cost)

Additionally, we pride ourselves on providing excellent customer service and are 
happy to advise on appropriate activities to fit into your L&D programs, by email, 
phone or Skype.
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3.  DO THE 
GROUNDWORK

Read the facilitator  
notes and see  

how to prepare

6.  TAKE AWAY!
Apply the learning transfer 

for improved results

1.  READ ALL ABOUT IT
Open your kit and flick 
through the manuals

2.  FOCUS!
Choose activities 
for your learning 

outcomes

4.  GET STUCK IN!
Tip out the kit, share the brief 

and let them get hands-on

5.  MAKE THEM 
THINK

Use the review 
sheets to 

encourage 
reflection and 

learning

13
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The ultimate experiential learning package
With MTa Insights™  
you can deliver: 
53 highly effective experiential 
activities that provide participants 
with a wide range of learning 
opportunities. There are 9 volumes 
of activities with full supporting 
documentation:  

How and what will  
participants learn?

The stimulating and challenging 
activities provide thought provoking 
experiences that generate 
discussion and enable participants to 
understand and develop strategies 
for personal improvement. 

Activities range from 10 mins to 4 
hours, introductory to advanced 
level and can cater for up to 24 
participants.

Team working 

Leadership

Problem solving

Communication

Business priorities

Performing for excellence

“

“I would recommend 
again and again… there 
is nothing else like this in 
the market that I know of. 
10/10. 

Mike Linsell, BNY Mellon

MTa Insights™
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A snapshot of our clients using MTa Insights™: 

See our website for testimonials and case studies www.experientiallearning.org

15
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MTa Team Kit™

THE Kit to Develop High Performing Teams
With an MTa Team Kit™ you can 
deliver: 

16 experiential activities that 
encourage and support participants 
to explore, understand and develop a 
wide range of interpersonal and team 
skills.
 

How and what will participants 
learn?

Engaging activities and thought-
provoking review questionnaires 
make it easy for facilitators to develop 
learning opportunities. 

Each activity is designed with specific 
discussion topics in mind.

Team development

Communication

Customer relations

Achieving objectives

Influencing

“

“ We use the MTa Team Kit 
almost every other day.

Toyota

It really brought out the 
hidden issues.

 Mark Casling,  
UK Ministry of Defence

It makes them cry, it 
makes them cheer, but 
most of all it makes them 
learn. 

Kevin Moore,  
Community Systems
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A snapshot of our clients using MTa Team Kit™: 

See our website for testimonials and case studies www.experientiallearning.org

17



1818

If any of the below sounds like you, 
then you should consider getting 
certified on the MTa Facilitator 
Masterclass:

• I’ve got an MTa® Kit, but I want to 
know more about the methodology 
behind the activities

• I understand the principles of 
experiential learning, but want some 
help to apply them

• I’d like to connect with other Talent 
Development professionals facing the 
same challenges

• I want to become a more effective 
facilitator and enable positive change 
in my organization

This course is hands-on, interactive 
and really thought provoking.  You’ll 
learn how to use the 7 step MTa 
Learning Arena™, explore and master 
our most popular kits, gain an insight 
into the difference between coaching 
and facilitating and practice facilitating 
effective learning reviews.  

Join us in Washington DC, 
24-25 October.

MTa Facilitator  
Masterclass

“

“I was amazed at your 
facilitation skills and I will 
treasure all your tips and 
techniques. 

Arlene Pulido,
Al Tamimi and Co.

Jamie has mastered 
the art of experiential 
learning. I was inspired 
throughout the session. 
I highly recommend to 
everyone in the Learning 
and Development field.

Laila Al Nahawi, 
RAKBANK. 



19

Get kitted out!
We’ve designed this handy guide to help you decide which MTa® kit is best to 
meet your specific learning requirements, but of course we’re happy to talk you 
through it too.  

Come and see us at booth #1426, visit our website or give us a call after 
the show on 200 888 4348 or +44 1937 844800.

19
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In this pocket guide, Jamie Thompson, CEO of MTa® Learning, 
takes you through the inside lessons he and his father have learnt 
over 35 years of designing and delivering exceptional experiential 
learning activities around the globe.

It contains lots of advice, some of it hard-won, but importantly gives 
you a clear insight into what facilitators often do wrong when offering 
experiential learning opportunities.

If you want to know how to unleash the power of experiential learning 
and see how it can transform your training and your organization, then 
this is the perfect place to start.

 

Helping you to deliver great experiential learning programs since 1982.

www.experientiallearning.org

info@mtalearning.com

Tel: 202 888 4348   or  +44 1937 844800


