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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to investigate the impact of dining room service 
as experiential learning in culinary arts programs across the United States.  
It is possible that programs that utilize this type of service-based learning 
as part of their advertised curriculums may experience augmented results in 
graduation rates and student employment opportunities.  During the research, 
the author observed dining room service in numerous programs while 
patronizing these institutions of higher education.  Public domain quantitative 
data was analyzed concerning graduation rates and post-graduation job 
placement statistics.  It is evident that experiential learning is of significant 
benefit to budding students across multiple fields of endeavor, and culinary 
arts is no different.  Students are gaining invaluable knowledge and experience 
through these forms of scholarship and are reaping the rewards in real-world 
employment.  Because of these programs, the sustainability of a supply of 
well-educated culinary professionals is augmented.
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Introduction

Culinary arts programs are alive and well within the United States of 
America.  Currently, over 12,000 students across almost 300 institutions of 
higher education are graduating annually with their culinary arts diplomas 
and certifications (Culinary Arts and Chef Training, 2022).  It is apparent that 
this is a viable field of educational endeavor as many students are finishing 
their degrees and entering the workforce as well-prepared budding potential 
chefs.  As a hands-on field, culinary arts education deploys numerous forms of 
experiential learning.  This type of education has proven successful in many 
types of programs, from vocational to professional, and culinary arts is no 
different.  

Experiential learning has achieved a paramount appointment in higher 
education as an effective way for students to acquire and enhance beneficial 
skills and abilities while preparing for post-graduation employment.  The 
hospitality industry is reliant upon potential personnel who are well-prepared 
for this competitive and demanding field of endeavor.  Colleges, universities, 
technical institutions, and trade schools have embraced culinary arts as enticing 
offerings to a multitude of students who desire to enter the fascinating world 
of food preparation.  An explosion of programs has been realized over the past 
few decades, as culinary students fill higher education classrooms, kitchens, 
bakeries, and dining rooms as they aspire to become the next generation of 
admirable chefs.

Many culinary arts programs offer experiential learning in the form of 
dining room service offered to the public as a component of the required 
curriculum.  This study considers personal observations through active 
participation as a consumer of culinary school dining room service.  As an 
expert in dining service, relevant observations were recorded for analysis of 
service quality and rigor.  The qualified researcher exhibits extensive relevant 
practitioner and scholarly knowledge in culinary arts, hospitality management, 
and general business fields.  

The study also associates the qualitative observations with quantitative 
data concerning graduation and employment rates of selected culinary schools 
that use live dining room service as part of the curriculum, and a comparison 
to those that do not advertise offering this experiential learning. 

Experiential learning in the culinary arts field should demonstrate 
positive correlations with graduation and employment rates concerning these 
educational programs. These observed measurable aspects in participatory 
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programs should surpass those that do not accentuate live dining service in 
their curriculums.  

The inquiry provides a high-level overview of observed hospitality 
developmental skills and an analysis of public-domain quantitative 
information concerning graduation and job placement rates within selected 
culinary programs.  A review of the current literature reveals there is a gap 
in the knowledge available concerning dining room service as experiential 
learning and its impact on graduation and employment recruitment in culinary 
arts programs.  Because of the gap, this study proposes two research questions:  

●● What is the impact (graduation and job placement rates) of dining room 
experiential learning in these programs?

●● What is the difference in impact between programs that advertise dining 
room service as part of the curriculum and those that do not?

Literature Review

A review of relevant literature commenced formulating a basis for the 
research inquiry.  The study proposes research into dining room service 
experiential learning in culinary arts programs and its impact on student 
results.  An exploration of literature concerning experiential learning in a 
general higher education context and culinary arts was facilitated by using 
a targeted lexical approach.  Keywords included culinary arts, experiential 
learning, higher education, and impact and were utilized to search for 
pertinent academic literature concerning these subjects.  Google Scholar was 
the primary search tool used during the study.  Augmentation of the search 
results was supplemented through a query of electronic library databases from 
Lander University, New Mexico State University, Texas Woman’s University, 
and the University of Texas at Tyler.  

A significant sample of over forty articles was retrieved, submitted to a 
Mendeley repository, and reviewed for applicable information to develop an 
appropriate framework for the study.

Experiential Learning in Higher Education

Experiential learning in higher education demonstrates advantages to the 
student that are not necessarily achieved solely in the classroom.  Experiential 
learning “helps students both to bridge classroom study and life in the world 
and to transform inert knowledge into knowledge-in-use. It rests on theories 
of experiential learning, a process whereby the learner interacts with the world 
and integrates new learning” (Eyler, 2009, p. 24).  
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This type of instruction is formally evident in higher education for 
over one hundred years.  Empirical education through experiential learning 
can be traced back to an engineering program during the early 1900s at the 
University of Cincinnati in the United States of America.  This would become 
a progressive trend as over 1,000 institutions of higher education would adopt 
such programs by the 1950s (Lee & Dickson, 2010).

Positive results are realized within the realm of experiential learning 
as student engagement is noticeably increased and assessment results are 
improved across multiple disciplines (McCarthy & McCarthy, 2006).  

Students are more inclined to complete their programs within the 
proscribed time frames advertised by curriculum designers and retention rates 
are subject to more robust numbers as students find value in the practical 
application of knowledge (Jin et al., 2019; Lee & Dickson, 2010).  As such, 
graduation rates have significantly benefited as numbers are driven positively 
through the realization of increased student retention that is enhanced by 
practical hands-on education (Young, 2008).

Across most majors, practical knowledge is important to possess as 
employers recruit graduates with a real-world understanding that might not 
be found within the confines of a traditional classroom.  This type of learning 
applies practical knowledge related to the students’ majors and relevant career 
goals (Lee & Dickson, 2010).  This is a win-win for the graduate and the 
potential employer.  Therefore, job placement and employment recruitment 
are improved for the budding graduate with practical experience, and a 
potential employee satisfaction boost could be realized (Jin et al., 2019; Lee, 
2007).

Experiential learning, as an institution, is not used in just vocational and 
professional programs.  It can apply to many majors in higher education.  
Evidence is found that practical knowledge is garnered through many types 
of experiential learning in programs of liberal arts education, pre-professional 
programs, service-based majors, as well as vocational hands-on curriculums 
(Kolb & Kolb, 2017).  There are many different approaches to experiential 
learning and these are evident in their diverse offerings.  Each type has its 
definitive purpose reliant on the environment it resides in.

One of the most common forms of work-related education is the internship 
(Eyler, 2009).  An internship provides the opportunity for a student to gain 
practical on-the-job experience with an off-campus temporary employer, 
paid or unpaid, over a dictated period during the student’s course of study.  
Internships afford a student to usually work part-time in an environment 
that will provide invaluable experience without conflicting with current 
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curriculum studies in their academic pursuit.  The value realized with this type 
of experiential learning to the student is in accelerated job probabilities after 
graduation as potential employers utilize the internship to recruit and filter out 
possible full-time employees (D’Abate et al., 2009).

An apprenticeship also provides a hands-on approach to gaining valuable 
practical knowledge in a particular segment of occupation.  However, an 
apprenticeship differs from an internship in the fact that the apprenticeship 
is a paid position, with usually full-time employment, and work is dictated 
to the apprentice in the same manner as a regular employee.  However, the 
apprentice is under the watchful eye of a senior member of the team to mentor 
and guide them along their path to enlightenment in the field.  A hands-on 
on-the-job training approach is deployed, and apprentices can take what they 
have learned and move to another place of employment, or they may become 
permanent employees over time. Apprenticeships or work-integrated learning 
programs offer great advantages.  “The role of work-integrated learning in 
students’ career development and its impact on graduate employability were 
perceived to be the most compelling advantages to student participation in 
work-integrated learning programs” (Sattler et al., 2011, p. 28).

The practicum is deployed within the students’ institution of learning 
as a form of experiential learning to put knowledge into practice.  This is 
usually facilitated under the supervision of a faculty member, administrator, 
or mentor.  Practicums are used in all fields of study including medicine, 
psychology, social work, and vocational programs.  The public might also 
be involved as voluntary “consumers” or “patrons” of the services provided 
during a practicum.  However, many times practicums are private internal 
affairs.  The positive impact of the practicum model is apparent.  “Students 
reported that their practicum experiences enhanced their understanding of 
content knowledge” (Simons et al., 2012, p. 325).  Dining room service in 
culinary arts programs could fall under the practicum definition umbrella.

Service learning can be construed as similar to the practicum approach 
to experiential learning.  Service learning is putting garnered knowledge into 
practice to serve the community.  For instance, students may be involved with 
community projects to assist underprivileged citizens with building homes or 
assisting with the financial analysis of a non-profit organization that serves the 
public.  “Service-learning is an evolving pedagogy that incorporates student 
volunteering into the dynamics of experiential learning and the rigors and 
structure of an academic curriculum. In its simplest form, service-learning 
entails student volunteering in the community for academic credit” (Mooney 
& Edwards, 2001, p. 181).  Service learning affords opportunities for students 
to help others while gaining valuable experience in the field.  Culinary schools 
also deploy types of service-learning in conjunction with practicums to feed 
the public.
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Limited Literature Concerning Culinary Arts Education

Historically speaking, literature concerning experiential learning in 
higher education has focused on studies outside of the culinary arts realm.  
Much of the current knowledge available concentrates on programs that 
may be considered more traditional higher education subjects and majors 
(Burch et al., 2014). However, some literature is found concerning culinary 
arts programs in a hands-on learning context (Askren & James, 2021).  It 
is without question that a foray into culinary arts education would be an 
expectation that this type of educational training would deploy a hands-on 
approach.  Experiential learning is prevalent within the field as it is deemed 
necessary to put into practice lessons learned to achieve relevant cognition 
within the culinary arts arena. 

Culinary Arts Programs and Experiential Learning

Formal culinary arts education programs have been in existence in the 
United States since the Boston School for Cooking opened its doors and 
kitchens to promising students in 1879 (Mitchell, 2021).  Since then, an 
explosion of hands-on training has commenced as many institutions as possible 
of higher education began offering vocational training and academic degrees 
in hospitality and culinary arts.  Also, a burgeoning industry of private schools 
providing focused areas of cooking and baking study has emerged during the 
era of the proliferation of for-profit higher education.  Currently, in the United 
States, there exists a multitude of institutions, approaching 300, providing 
multiple levels of degree designations including vocational certifications, 
associate’s degrees, bachelor’s degrees, and graduate credentials (Okumus, 
2021).  A distribution of culinary arts credentials granted in 2019 is illustrated 
in Fig. 1.
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Most culinary arts education programs offer some sort of experiential 
learning inside and outside the walls of the institution to instill practical 
knowledge in its students.  

Internships are an invaluable form of experiential learning in culinary arts 
programs.  Many of the two-year community, junior, and technical colleges 
across the nation implement this type of experience into their programs 
(Kalyoncu, 2019).  Not only that, but many also require an internship as part 
of the completed curriculum for graduation.  A student may work temporarily 
for a food service employer in a restaurant, hotel, gaming industry, cruise, 
airport, institutional cafeteria, or catering service.  

Opportunities are relatively unlimited to the different types of experience 
that might be gained in multiple segments of the culinary industry.  Internships 
allow students to realize an additional level of engagement with real-world 
industry and hence an appropriate level of satisfaction in their studies 
(Abdulsalam, 2015).

It is possible that internships may also provide kitchen managers, chefs, 
and food-service owners to realize the value in the recruitment of quality 
students for possible future full-time employment.  The opportunity to 
gauge performance during an internship concerning the student is a valuable 
commodity in recruitment processes (Jin et al., 2019).

Historically, an apprenticeship has been the standard method of education 
for centuries in Europe as knowledge is handed down from chef to apprentice 
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in an on-the-job training environment (Miles, 2007).  Before the evolution 
of formal culinary arts programs, this was the type of learning that most 
burgeoning cooking professionals took in their pursuit of a lifelong career.  
This is still a method of gaining knowledge for many hopeful chefs as this 
practice is alive and well (Emms, 2005).  However, this method of experiential 
learning is also deployed in the higher education arena as a valid form of 
learning, and it is a beneficial practice implemented for the graduate and the 
employer.

In culinary arts programs, apprenticeships are usually deployed near or 
after graduation as the student is possibly looking for full-time employment 
that will help him or her achieve professional growth and success within 
the field.  However, the apprenticeship might be taken concurrently with 
a formal culinary arts education.  Whatever the case may be, “the learner 
observes and assists a master at work gradually gaining competencies by 
taking responsibility for progressively more challenging aspects of the task 
in an apprenticeship” (Williams, 2005, p. 74).  Once the student gains and 
demonstrates a reasonable understanding of the knowledge given by a mentor, 
the apprentice may stay in the current environment as a full-time employee 
under the chef he or she trained under.  They also may be the apprentice that 
the training chef has been “looking for” as his or her replacement, or the 
student could move on to another kitchen to put into practice the experiences 
gained over the apprenticeship period.  

Apprenticeships have launched many famous chefs’ careers across the 
centuries, including many popular modern culinarians.  Jamie Oliver, Gordon 
Ramsay, and Clare Smyth all began their culinary careers as apprentices 
in European kitchens (Lewis, 2015).  It is possible that the apprenticeship, 
deployed by formal culinary arts programs, could launch the next celebrity 
chef, and this is a possible attractive enticement to potential culinary students.

The practicum, in its purest form, is deployed within the confines of the 
institution providing the educational service.  This is meant to be a hands-on 
demonstration of the lessons learned within the classroom and laboratory.  

Test kitchens are used for practical application assessment (Rinsky, 2012) 
of cooking, baking, charcuterie, Garde manger, and all other components of 
culinary arts.  This environment provides a similar ambiance the student will 
face upon graduation in a working kitchen.  Test kitchens are usually located 
on campus; however, some institutions may deploy a method of testing outside 
of the campus environment, based on the qualifiers of the assessment.  For 
instance, if someone is being tested on institutional cooking, the test kitchen 
could be located at a location more suitable, such as a cafeteria.
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Furthermore, the practicum can be utilized in culinary arts education 
as an opportunity for students to gain practical experience, at their schools, 
as practicums are morphed into real-world dining.  Patrons from the public 
are invited to participate as paying clientele to reap the rewards of students 
presenting their best wares of culinary delights and excellent customer service.

This is not necessarily a new idea; however, many schools are creating 
spaces within their institutions of secondary education to provide real-world 
experiences for the students, and to provide a service to society.  Dining 
rooms are being created as public places to serve a hungry community.  This 
is an invaluable tool as students take on all responsibilities in the dining room 
experience, under the careful supervision of instructors and administrators, to 
provide a distinguished culinary encounter.  This is a win-win for the school 
and the student.  The culinary pupil gains knowledge, and the school may 
receive financial gain.  Also, this is an effective recruitment tool for culinary 
schools to deploy.  A good dining experience that brings value to the customer 
will propel positive social feedback, and that can only be advantageous for 
future recruitment into the educational program and potential growth.

Dining room service is an integral part of culinary arts education.  The 
programs that have progressed by adding this facet as part of the required 
curriculum are practicing the novel application of acquired knowledge.  The 
student benefits, the institution benefits, and an adoring public certainly 
benefits.  However, without the perceived high quality of the service, the 
institution could suffer.  Institutions are cognizant that a paying, and possibly 
a non-paying, customer deserves a pleasant experience when patronizing an 
eating establishment.  Being greeted at the door by a host or hostess, interacting 
with wait staff, receiving attractive food offerings that taste good, and finally 
receiving quality value are all part of the dining event.  For the most part, 
quality management (Lyu et al., 2016) assurance checks are in place to ensure 
this is something the customer experiences.

Service learning is the practice of serving the community positively while 
implementing acquired skills (Lin et al., 2017).  Culinary arts programs have 
an opportunity to serve the greater populace that might require community 
support.  For instance, many schools provide reduced or free meals to 
disadvantaged members of society.  Soup kitchens, rescue missions, and 
homeless shelters have accepted volunteer work from culinary programs.  
While this is practical experience that is good for the learner, society benefits 
from the skills and knowledge that these students can actively distribute. 
This is also an opportunity for schools to give back to communities that have 
supported their actions for years.  
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Methodology

This study implements a mixed-methods approach to analysis.  The 
purpose is to document dining room service as experiential learning in 
culinary arts programs and analyze its impact on student outcomes.  Observed 
qualitative facets of service were documented and used to validate the dining 
room experiences within the programs.  The researcher has been frequenting 
dining rooms of culinary arts programs over the past few years and engaged 
with administrators, students, and faculty of the institutions.  The qualitative 
information supplements public quantitative data concerning graduation and 
job placement rates.  A comparison is formulated to assess the differences in 
the rates between programs that advertise and utilize dining room service as 
an experiential learning curriculum and those that do not.  A sample of private 
vocational schools, two-year public institutions, and four-year colleges and 
universities is utilized for the study.  

Observations

Six different dining room observations were performed over two years at 
five public education schools and one that is private.  The researcher transcribed 
notes immediately after the sessions to effectively recall the qualitative data.  
Records regarding what types of services were offered, the quality of the 
service and products, the ambiance of the session, and the overall value of 
the experience were considered.  The observations were utilized to validate 
the offerings of true dining experiences in an educational setting.  A minimum 
overall average score of 3 was used to validate the experience as acceptable.  
The dining room experience rubric is found in Fig. 3.
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Comparative Quantitative Data

Quantitative data has been realized through public domain sources 
regarding student graduation and job placement rates in culinary arts programs.  
However, more data is beneficial to draw viable conclusions regarding validity.  
It is essential to gather enough data to make an informed conclusion regarding 
the impact of advertised dining room services as experiential learning impact 
on student outcomes.  Many schools advertise job placement rates of 100%, 
or close to it.  However, in what context is a question that is relatively difficult 
to answer.  Comparisons are made based on whether programs advertise or 
utilize public dining room service as a requirement of the curriculum.  Also, 
a simple statistical analysis is performed for validity.  A sample of applicable 
programs is found in Table 1.

Table 1: List of Comparable Programs

Institution 
(Private or 

Public Support)

Dining 
Room 

Experiential 
Learning

Degree Type 
(Vocational, 

Bachelor, 
Associate)

Graduation 
Rate Relative 
to Program 

Length 
(150%)

Job 
Placement 

for 
Graduates 

Two Year Public N A 10% 94%
Four Year Private N B 11% 25%
Two Year Public N A 20% N/A

Two Year Public N A 20% 65%
Two Year Public N A 28% 80%
Two Year Public N A 40% 90%
Two Year Public N A 46% 97%
Two Year Public N A 50% 79%
Two Year Public Y A 53% N/A
Four Year Public N B,V 60% 95%
Four Year Private Y V 66% 94%

Two Year Public N A,V 70% 75%

Two Year Private Y V 70% 86%
Two Year Public Y A 72% 100%
Two Year Public N A 74% 88%
Two Year Public N A 75% 92%
Four Year Private Y B 75% 94%
Two Year Private Y V 81% 68%
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Results

Results concerning the correlation between student outcomes compared to 
dining room service offerings are presented with mixed outcomes.  Statistical 
analysis with current data shows a positive correlation between programs that 
include dining room service as part of the curriculum and graduation rates.  
Results are included in Table 2.

Table 2: Graduation Rates for Programs With and Without Advertised 
Dining Room Experiential Learning

Dining Room Service Y/N M SD SEM n
Yes 69.5 9.52 3.89 6
No 42 24.22 6.99 12

Note: M, SD, and SEM are used to represent the mean, standard deviation, and standard error of the 
mean respectively  

The results are significant as the graduation rate for dining room usage 
in curriculum surpasses those that do not by an average, or mean, of 69.5% 
compared to 42%.  The Value of r is 0.5519, and the P-value is 0.018, which 
is significant at p<.05.  

Statistical analysis with current data shows a positive correlation, albeit 
insignificant, between programs that include dining room service as part of 
the curriculum and job placement rates.

Job placement rates are quite similar with an 88.4% average for inclusive 
programs and 80% without dining room service as experiential learning.  The 
P-value is 0.42 which is not statistically significant at p<.05.  An illustration 
of the results is found in Table 3.

Table 3: Job Placement Rates for Programs With and Without 
Advertised Dining Room Experiential Learning

Dining Room Service Y/N M SD SEM n
Yes 88.4 12.44 5.56 5
No 80 20.72 6.25 11

Note: M, SD, and SEM are used to represent the mean, standard deviation, and standard error of the 
mean respectively.  
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Discussion and Conclusion

The quantitative data provides a positive correlation concerning 
the different aspects of dining room service in culinary arts educational 
institutions.  The impact of dining room experiential learning is positive on 
student outcomes concerning job placement and graduation.  Students are 
reaping benefits from experiential learning in these programs, and the results 
are attractive to potential learners. Programs that deploy dining room service as 
part of their curriculums are outperforming those that do not.  Because of this 
fact, it is assumed that administrators and educators could use this information 
to further their existing programs with the development and implementation 
of dining room service as part of experiential learning curriculums.

Implications could also include valuable knowledge to institutions 
considering starting culinary arts programs.  It could provide a starting point 
for understanding the value of dining room service as an integral part of 
curriculum development and design.  

Future research is possible to build on the results of the study.  However, 
larger samples could be utilized for more in-depth investigation and analysis.  
Larger samples taken over longer periods could produce significantly different 
results.

In conclusion, this is a study that provides substantial evidence of the 
positive impacts of experiential learning in culinary arts education programs 
in the United States.  Furthermore, the disparity in graduation rates between 
the sample of those that do not deploy this type of learning and those that do 
is substantial. It could facilitate further investigation, and also provide validity 
to programs advertising these learning modalities within their curriculums.  
It is without question a valuable part of effective learning and culinary arts 
programs are benefiting from its implementation.
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