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Background and Foundational Documents 
 

The basis for Experiential Learning in Ontario stems from foundational concepts laid out 

in  Achieving Excellence: A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2014).  In Achieving Excellence, the ministry calls for students, from K-12, to be 

provided "a wide array of opportunities both inside and outside school that are compelling and 

contribute to their success"(p.4).  

The document goes on to describe how students should have "learning opportunities outside 

the school (which) include community-based, civic, humanitarian, scientific, and artistic 

activities, as well as cross-cultural and international experiences" (p. 7).  An important 

consideration in this learning is to "partner with community organizations and business to 

provide students with more experiential learning opportunities" (p. 19). In this way, the goals 

laid out in Achieving Excellence dovetail seamlessly with the UCDSB’s own “Director of 

Education’s Work Plan – 2018 & 2019” which has a goal of “connect(ing) with community 

stakeholders beyond our policy requirements.” 

Another important document is the province’s framework for assessment, evaluation and 

reporting, Growing Success (2010).  The document contains seven fundamental principles, 

which include the need for assessment procedures which: 

• are carefully planned to relate to the curriculum expectations and learning goals 

and, as much as possible, to the interests, learning styles and preferences, 

needs, and experiences of all students; 

• are ongoing, varied in nature, and administered over a period of time to provide 

multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate the full range of their 

learning; 

• provide ongoing descriptive feedback that is clear, specific, meaningful, and 

timely to support improved learning and achievement. (p.6) 

It is necessary then that teachers engage students in a wide range of activities (not simply in the 

creation of written products), that they are given learning experiences that meet their needs 

and interests, and that the work is ongoing, such that the teacher can provide feedback, for the 

purposes of learning, necessitating that teachers engage in richer tasks which take time to 

complete will allow them to provide feedback to students, and not just an evaluation (ie. A 

mark at the end of the process). 

When eliciting information for student learning, Growing Success requires that: 

Teachers use a variety of assessment strategies to elicit information about student 

learning. These strategies should be triangulated to include observation, student-

teacher conversations, and student products. Teachers can gather information about 

learning by: 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/about/renewedVision.pdf
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/growsuccess.pdf


• designing tasks that provide students with a variety of ways to demonstrate 

their learning;  

• observing students as they perform tasks;  

• posing questions to help students make their thinking explicit;  

• engineering classroom and small-group conversations that encourage students 

to articulate what they are thinking and further develop their thinking.  

Teachers then use the information gathered to adjust instruction and provide 

feedback. (p.34) 

Again, the document makes it clear that it is not sufficient to simply have students complete 

‘paper and pencil’ tasks in order to demonstrate their learning; they need to be engaged in 

work which will prompt conversation and allow for observation, areas in which the practice of 

Experiential Learning excels. 

The ministry provided further clarity to the concept of Experiential Learning (EL) with the 

release of the Community-Connected Experiential Learning document in 2016.  In further 

developing the concept, the ministry provided connections to research: 

Experiential learning assists students' learning transfer; that is, it helps students to see 

the connections between the course content and its application in other contexts (Lee & 

Kahnweiler, 2000, cited in Furman & Sibthorp, 2013). It also has psycho-social benefits 

for students, including increased self-esteem and engagement in the workplace or 

school, improved motivation, and improved social and leadership skills (Canadian 

Council on Learning, 2009). 

Thus, EL, in the context of the UCDSB, is a way to build relevance for student learning and 

motivation, while also having the potential to aid in the board’s goals regarding improving 

students’ wellness (Director of Education’s Work Plan goals #1 and #3). Further to this, the 

document states:  

Community-connected experiential learning builds on research that indicates that 

students are more engaged, more motivated to learn, and more successful when they 

can connect what they are learning to situations they care about in their community and 

in the world. Research has also found that experiential learning that takes place in the 

community contributes to the development of 21st century competencies by "giving 

opportunities for authentic learning, engaging students actively, fostering co-operation 

and collaboration, meeting individual interests, empowering learners and extending 

horizons beyond comfort zones" (Furco, 2010, p. 227). 

 

 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/job/passport/CommunityConnected_ExperientialLearningEng.pdf


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning  Central PS – Grade 6 Co-op Program 

Central Public School has developed a co-op program for grade 6 students to get involved in the 

school community and further develop students’ learning skills.  Students are assigned to various 

roles around the school which include helping in classes from K to grade 5, the office, in the kitchen, 

and with custodial staff.  With such tremendous success in the building, they decided to extend their 

program to community agencies, including the Agape and at St. Joseph’s Villa, a long-term care 

facility.  This allowed students to create ties to the community and develop future employment skills.  

This year, they plan to further develop their community connections, while bringing agriculture into 

the school. Their next goal is to secure funds to invest in a hydroponic vertical garden. They would 

like to promote “growing your own food” to students to develop healthy eating habits. 

 

 

 

 

 

UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning  Restless Redhawk Café 

Students from multiple courses at SFDCI regularly run a café open to the school community and broader 

public.  Teachers and students involved in the program come from hospitality (making and serving the food), 

music (performing at the event), business (promotions), visual art (creating a painted backdrop), wood shop 

(making tables and wooden utensils), and media arts (creating posters).  The event recently earned a Trustee 

Innovation Award for its creative, cross-disciplinary approach to Experiential Learning.  

http://www.hometownnews.ca/music-food-sfdci-noontime-cafe/ 

                      \\ 

 

 

 

 

http://www.hometownnews.ca/music-food-sfdci-noontime-cafe/


Global Competencies 

This notion of 21st century skills is provided additional detail by the Ministry of Education in 

their work in the area of Global Competencies.  This work looked at various, existing 

frameworks as a basis for defining an Ontario-centric list and came up with the following: 

 

 

http://www.edugains.ca/resources21CL/About21stCentury/21CL_21stCenturyCompetencies.pdf 

 

 

http://www.edugains.ca/resources21CL/About21stCentury/21CL_21stCenturyCompetencies.pdf
http://www.edugains.ca/resources21CL/About21stCentury/21CL_21stCenturyCompetencies.pdf


The Experiential Learning Cycle 

The Community-Connected Experiential Learning (CCEL) document goes on to describe a 

“learning cycle” with an important emphasis on helping students to engage in reflection as part 

of the process:  

 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/job/passport/experiential.html#Background 

Note that the format of the EL can be at the “Local, National and Global” level, and can also 

take place “On-site, Blended and Virtual” environments, meaning that students don’t 

necessarily have to leave the classroom environment in order participate in EL. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participate: What? Students are immersed in an experience, 

acknowledging what they are doing, what they are thinking, and 

what they are feeling during the experience. 

Reflect: So what? Students think about their experience, guided by 

reflective questions and prompts, and identify what they learned 

as a result of the experience – about themselves, other people, the 

world, their opportunities, or the subject of study. 

Apply: Now what? Students describe how their learning stimulates 

further inquiry; how it has influenced – or may influence – their 

decisions, opinions, goals, and plans; and what they might do 

differently if they have a similar experience in future. 

UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning Linklater PS - Virtual Sea Turtle Study 

Jessica Tamblyn’s class recently participated in a Skype field trip with Jennifer Nolan from OPS in Florida about 

sea turtle habitats.  The class is currently working on a project about how the school can become more 

environmentally responsible, focusing on single-use plastics and the effects they have on animal habitats.  

Jennifer was able to speak to the students about her experience with this type of pollution and had some 

great photographs to show the kids.  She also spoke to the kids about how they had the power to make 

changes and impact the environment.  The class was so inspired that they are now collecting plastic bags that 

they are making into bracelets and selling to the students at Linklater.  Funds raised are being used to adopt 

ocean animals from the World Wildlife Fund Canada.   

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/job/passport/experiential.html#Background


Community Partnerships 

Another foundational concept is the importance of community connections, which is also a 

central goal of the UCDSB more generally.  The ministry states: 

Creating and sustaining authentic community connections is essential in order to 

provide students with rich opportunities, appropriate to their age and stage of 

development, that will deepen their understanding of the curriculum, inspire them to 

explore learning beyond the curriculum, and enable them to apply their learning in 

varied, engaging environments. 

Community connections also have the added benefit of increasing student engagement, while 

building both pride and connections to their community, which is an important step in the 

development of citizenship as outlined in the Global Competencies. 

The CCEL document also, helpfully, cites research which adds some criteria for the basis of 

effective partnerships: 

When creating community connections and planning for community partnerships, 

school and board staff should be guided by the following considerations: 

• All partners should be involved in the planning of the experiential learning 

opportunity (students, teachers, and a community mentor or supervisor). 

• All parties to the partnership need to understand and consider one another's 

mission, goals, and capacity when planning experiential learning opportunities. 

• Experiential learning opportunities should be of benefit to all partners. 

• Ongoing communication among all parties is critical. 

• All parties need to acknowledge and respect one another's expertise. 

(Based on Gazley, Bennett, & Littlepage, 2013, p. 575) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning  ADHS – Orchard View Community Partnership 

Over the past two years, ADHS students have visited with Seniors at Orchard View Retirement Living as a 

regular part of their Civics class experience.  Students partnered with Seniors for social and learning 

opportunities which included visiting, sharing stories, playing board and card games; simply enjoying each 

other’s company.  ADHS students show great character while visiting Orchard View, and both students and 

Seniors look forward to the visits each week. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning  UCDSB Partnership with the Brockville Aquatarium 

A pilot initiated through the board with the Brockville area elementary schools, as well as Carleton Place HS, 
has schools developing displays which will go into the Aquatarium’s collection.  Students from the elementary 
schools are working on creating posters.  Primary-aged students and junior-aged students are creating them 
for other children their age and they will be hung at an appropriate height.  Students from the high school are 
working on building a touchscreen, interactive computer display.  Teachers from Communications Technology, 
Design Technology, Science, and Visual Art have students working on the project to program the display, 
manufacture the base, design the structure, and to provide science content for the display which will feature 
interactive games.  

 

 

 

 

UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning Westminster - EL in Kindergarten through Community Connections 

 Westminster’s Kindergarten has a focus on fostering co-operation and collaboration in the school and 
the larger community through inquiry-based learning. To develop self-regulation and choice the 
kindergarten classes adapted a cross-classroom model that allowed students to freely move between 
classrooms depending on what they needed or were interested in during that time, to choose between 
teachers or centers that fulfilled their needs and to develop more relationships with peers they wouldn’t 
usually have an opportunity to engage with. They also invited parents and guardians in for monthly play-
dates, allowing parents to gain confidence in the system, and partnered with community member to 
provide their students with a wide range of opportunities, such as when the students became interested 
in construction, transformed their classroom into a working construction site, created blue prints for their 
builds, wore safety gear, and wrote letters to local construction companies inviting them to the school 
with their trucks. KEN MILLER EXCAVATING responded to the request and brought several trucks to the 
school and allowed students to explore them, measure tires and look at their engines as they answered 
the student's questions.  Home Depot has been a cherished community member as they have donated 
wooden toy kits to be built in the parent play dates. 

 

 

 

 



Leadership Requirements 

In order to build effective EL processes into the current work of schools, boards are encouraged 

to do the following: 

• build a collaborative process that ensures that all voices are heard; 

• create and articulate a shared vision of experiential learning, designed to enhance 

student learning through clearly stated, achievable goals and to address program needs; 

• create alignment and coherence among the experiential learning policy framework; the 

policy governing the education and career/ life planning program in Ontario schools, 

articulated in Creating Pathways to Success; policies outlined in the Kindergarten 

program document and the Ontario curriculum documents; and other ministry policies 

and initiatives; 

• ensure the provision of enabling structures (e.g., flexibility in scheduling and timetabling 

to accommodate experiential learning opportunities) and the allocation of the necessary 

resources available within the school and board; 

• develop strategies and structures to encourage individuals, businesses, and community 

organizations to become partners in providing experiential learning opportunities; 

• provide embedded professional learning opportunities for educators, parents, and 

community partners to support their understanding and incorporation of experiential 

learning as an effective approach to learning and teaching; 

• develop communication strategies that ensure that students, parents, teachers, and 

community members are aware of and encouraged to participate in experiential 

learning opportunities offered by the school and board; 

• incorporate the development, implementation, and evaluation of experiential learning 

opportunities in school and board planning (such as development and implementation 

strategies undertaken by the Education and Career/Life Planning Program Advisory 

Committee and processes related to the School Effectiveness Framework [SEF], the 

Board Improvement Plan for Student Achievement [BIPSA], and the School 

Improvement Plan for Student Achievement [SIPSA]).  

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/job/passport/experiential.html 

 

The full implementation of EL thus requires a multi-pronged approach in order to both initiate 

and grow the amount of EL taking place, the depth and quality of partnerships, and the sort of 

training required to underpin the efforts. 

The board has taken several steps with regards to the suggestions above, including establishing 

a principalship for Experiential Learning whose function is to provide professional development 

for teachers and administrators, establish an EL committee, initiate pilots with community 

partners to facilitate school adoption of EL and to model for others what productive 

partnerships look like, as well as integrating EL concepts into the SIPSAW process with other 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/job/passport/experiential.html


program principals and the Senior Team via the focus on “creating engaging learning 

experiences”, in which EL plays a foundational role. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning  EL Learning in Full Bloom at Char-Lan DHS 

The Green Team club at Char-Lan District High School uses a hydroponic farm wall to grow fresh greens – even 

in the middle of winter.   Students measure and calculate nutrient input (Math), test and control PH levels and 

nitrogen, etc. (Chemistry), grow from seed and experiment with new plants (Biology) and learn to grow their 

own food in a sustainable, eco-friendly way (Agriculture SHSM).  Students bring home freshly grown produce 

to share with families, harvest greens for staff luncheons, and create their own recipes using greens and herbs 

in the hospitality/cooking classes.  Outdoors, students care for flower gardens, maintain a 40-tree apple 

orchard, and have designed and built raised vegetable planters using recycled picnic tables (Math/Carpentry). 

Students experiment with temperature controls using the school’s cold shed/greenhouse (Math/Science, also 

built by the carpentry class).  Outdoor gardens produce tomatoes, peppers, apples, watermelons and 

cantaloupe for Char-Lan’s daily healthy breakfast program.  

       

 

 

 

 
UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning  PDCI – Promoting Sustainable Waterways 

This past spring, 140 grade 8 students, lead by 20 grade 12 students from Perth’s Geoventure program, 

participated in a project which involved partnering with Water Rangers (for training on water-testing kits) and 

the Murphy’s Point Provincial Park ‘Bioblitz’ as part of experiential environmental education at the school.  

Students were involved with canoeing, taking water tests pre21 and post sewage lagoon, and caught, 

identified, and released organisms in both aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems as part of the blitz which helps 

determine ecosystem health.  “I wish we learned Science like this all the time,” commented Evan M. 

 



Integration of EL into School Improvement Planning 

An important change in School Improvement Plans for Student Achievement and Wellness 

(SIPSAW) for the 2018-19 school year was the move to a process that enhances school 

collaboration.  Every school in the board has selected one focus area from “creating engaging 

learning experiences” and one from “improving assessment and feedback.”  This is allowing 

schools who are working in the same area of focus to collaborate with each other, regardless of 

panel: 

 

 

The foci under “engaging learning experiences” – creating meaning and integrating curriculum, 

integrating global competencies, purposeful planning, student voice and action, building 



community partnerships, and publishing – are all considerations when creating effective 

Experiential Learning and are a focus of the professional development training being offered 

currently. 

Cross-Program Partnerships 

Additional opportunities are emerging with potential partnerships between staff members in 

different departments and portfolios.  It is becoming clear that there is significant potential 

overlap between areas such as Indigenous education, Technology, Learning Commons, Student 

Success (including Grad Rate – Director’s Work Plan Goal #1 - and Specialist High Skills Majors), 

the Communication Departments efforts to engage community stakeholders (Director’s Work 

Plan Goal #4), and Experiential Learning. 

Early efforts to collaborate include: 

- Working with the program team to ensure effective alignment between EL and other 

board initiatives, including Math and Literacy. 

- Partnering with IT to support the partnership between UCDSB schools and the 

Aquatarium in Brockville; 

- Partnering with the board’s Principal of Indigenous Education, as well as economic 

development staff from Akwesasne, to run a ‘Dragon’s Den’ style competition for 

indigenous students at CCVS in order to help them develop ideas for on-reserve 

businesses; 

- Involving the board’s Student Success lead in the EL committee; 

- Exploring additional work on community partnerships with the Communications 

Department. 

These initial steps have revealed that there is significant potential benefit to the system and 

students through the coordination of these efforts, and that there is sufficient overlap to allow 

meaningful collaboration and the accomplishment of multiple goals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Expanding Experiential Learning 

In light of the ministry documents, research, and the current state at the UCDSB, the following 

are proposed as the major goal and strategies for the Experiential Learning program: 

Goal and Strategies 

GOAL: Expand the amount of experiential learning taking place in the board to deepen 

student learning and increase engagement, ensuring that all students from K-12 engage in at 

least one EL experience per school year. 

 

Strategy 1: Provide professional development to administrators, teachers and 

students on how to effectively structure EL, and to connect it to the curriculum, 

while embedding it in the Engaging Learning Experiences Focus of the SIPSAW (eg. 

Integrating Global Competencies, Building Community Partnerships, Student Voice 

& Work, Publishing, Creating Meaning and Integrating Curriculum, Purposeful 

Planning); 

 

Strategy 2: Initiate pilot programs with a variety of schools across the board, from 

K-12, in order to assist schools in making the jump to EL and to provide teacher and 

administrators a wide-range of examples of what it can look like. 

 

Strategy 3: Launch board-wide competitions which will encourage the 

development of EL, assist schools to collaborate together, and drive excellence 

through the use of friendly competition.  Examples of this could include design 

challenges, hackathons, robotic competitions, and entrepreneurial competitions.  

 

Strategy 4:  Using social media, develop an online repository of good ideas in EL 

from across the board to provide examples to teachers and administrators looking 

to start, as well as to ensure that good ideas are migrating across the board. 

 

Strategy 5:  Connect with community partners across the board and facilitate the 

establishment of productive relationships with schools.  Provide schools and 

partners suggestions on how to maximize the effectiveness of the relationships. 

 

Strategy 6: Establish a board Experiential Learning Committee made up of K-12 

teachers and administrators, as well as sub-committees made up of community 

partners in key industries or areas.  Examples could include areas like agriculture, 

technology and the arts.  Thought should also be given to establishing a Student 

Experiential Learning Committee which would help influence and guide work in 

this area to ensure that it is seen as relevant and purposeful. 

 



Strategy 7: Work with other program principals, as well as other board 

departments, to collaborate on using Experiential Learning to help promote the 

creation of engaging learning experiences to support school SIPSAWs.  

Coordinating efforts between math, literacy, indigenous, technology and student 

success initiatives will help to maximize the use of resources. 

 

Strategy 8: Experiment with different structures and formats of the school day with 

the aim of providing students more Experiential Learning opportunities and 

increasing student wellness. 

 

Strategy 9: Advocate that the board consider initiating a closer look at the 

direction of secondary education, with the aim of developing foundational 

documents to drive reform, similar to the work that has been done at Thames 

Valley DSB.) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning  Kindergarten at Longue Sault 

In its simplest form, experiential learning means learning from experience or learning by doing. The students 

in Mme Eamon and Mrs. Daye’s class certainly have multiple opportunities for “hands on learning” in their 

classroom. The educators welcome any opportunity that comes their way to bring learning into the classroom 

with real world items and experiences. When a small snake was found in the principal’s office by the custodian 

Mr. Jim, Mme Eamon and Mrs. Daye  jumped at the chance to “adopt” the snake as a class pet. This led to 

many interesting lessons and learning experiences. Being open to the unexpected makes this educator team 

and their students ready to embrace the everyday wonder that surrounds them. 

 

 

 

https://www.tvdsb.ca/en/our-board/rethink-secondary-learning.aspx
https://www.tvdsb.ca/en/our-board/rethink-secondary-learning.aspx
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UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning  Providing Professional Development in EL 

In the first year of the EL program, several professional development sessions have already been run.  Sessions 

include: 

- New Teacher Induction Program (NTIP) daylong training; 

- East, Central and West PD delivered to elementary teachers; 

- East, Central and West PD delivered to secondary teachers; 

- Initial PD delivered to Principals at LLMAs (Leadership Learning Modules); 

- Initial training at Family of Schools meeting. 
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UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning  Toniata – An Interdisciplinary Study of Habitats 

A Grade 3/4 and Grade 4 teacher at Toniata Public School team teach their students.  They have incorporated 

community walks to study local habitats in the St. Lawrence Lowlands with a trip to The Museum of Nature 

(habitats) and the Giver 150 playground (Canada’s Provinces and Territories). Students used non- fiction text 

to take notes in order to design and build a model of their own playground structure to represent the animals, 

vegetation, climate and natural resources of a physical region in Canada. Students will then study math 

concepts (measurement, geometry, number sense) and place their structure on a floor size map of Canada. 

Students are then going to create one slide of a class PowerPoint using the information learned to explain why 

they made their structure.  

 

UCDSB: Focus on Experiential Learning  Student Success: Dual Credit Program 

Dual Credit provides students with the opportunity to take a course at a local college campus at either SLC or 

Algonquin College and also earn a credit toward their OSSD.   The opportunity allows students to explore areas 

of interest and to prepare to transition to a college learning environment. 

Last school year Dual Credit opportunities for adults were added across the province.   Adult Dual Credit (21+) 

at TR is the same as dual credit for regular high school students except they also receive supplemental college 

application and transition information through workshops and meetings with college staff from admissions, 

financial aid, and accessibility services.   These students also have their OCAS application fee paid by the 

program.     

Many UCDSB students have benefitted from their Dual Credit Program experience by helping them to clarify 

post-secondary goals, learn how to navigate the college world, and build the confidence that they can succeed 

at the post-secondary level.   

 


