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Experiential learning happens all the time.  You can have an experience, and reflect on it, just getting 
on the bus in the morning.  It doesn't mean that it isn't profound; it's just that there isn't necessarily an 
educator tied to it.  Experiential education, on the other hand, is more structured; it might be a formal 
program or course, facilitated by the most inspired educator a group of learners would ever hope to 
see—I only partially jest, here. 
 
At KPU, we are starting to see, very clear convergences between experiential learning and experiential 
education.  Typically, at an institutional level, these types of experiential opportunities are partitioned 
into separate offices, and departments.  Often, a university has it set up so that there is a Co-op 
Education office (connected to, for example, the Association for Co-operative Education, BC / Yukon 
(ACE) <http://co-op.bc.ca/>), a place for Extra-curricular opportunities (perhaps tied to the Student 
Association), and a separate entity for organizing faculty-based learning engagements (such as, UBC's 
Learning Exchange).   
 
At Kwantlen, we have the advantage of being a close-knit organization; it increases our ability to 
collaborate across the institution.  This has meant that discussions throughout the past year about 
Experiential Learning have become collegial spaces, whereby someone from the Co-op office can 
explain what the word 'Internship' might mean to an employer, while an educator might have a good 
long debate with those same people about what differentiates a Practicum course from a Service 
Learning course.  Bringing these discussions together helps us deliver learning opportunities that are 
tied in to the many ways in which students experience their time at university. 
 
One of the key goals of KPU’s Academic Plan for 2018 is: “To Increase Experiential Learning 
Opportunities” (p. 9).  So, there has been a lot of discussion on our campuses about ways to foster 
experiential learning – both in the classroom and beyond.  In both contexts, the emergent and 
personalized nature of experiential learning is both an opportunity and a challenge.   
 
For example, when students are placed in service learning contexts, the interactions create 
spontaneous events which the instructor must be able to recognize and then shape into a ‘teachable 
moment’.  It takes a bit of faith to know that you will be able to recognize those moments when they 
happen, and turn them into something relevant.   
 
Encounters with Experiential Learning 
 
There are many ways of noticing these moments to foster experiential learning—they can occur during 
the planning of a project, when mistakes happen during the work, when participants from beyond our 
KPU community come together to collaborate with our students, or in reflection after the primary 
experience is over.   To foster reflection in a community service context, for example, I meet with the 
students one-on-one, and say 

"This shouldn't be something that takes too much time—a couple of hours of work—but what is 
one thing that you can 'give back' to the organization, to future students, to the university, or 
just to yourself, based on some new understanding that you gained from your service learning 
experience?'   

 



I find that our students can always answer this, usually in about one minute!  And it's usually a 
really good idea that they come up with.  Here are some visual examples of the type of transitions 
that are starting to take place as we increasingly focus on community engagement. 
 

 The insider knowledge that students gain while on experiential learning projects leads to new 
insights and helpful tools for others. 

 

 
 

 



 The diversity of experiences during Experiential Learning engagements is significant.  For 
example, every summer, students have the chance to take the Psychology Practicum course.  
Below are photos from the course, as facilitated by Gira Bhatt. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



  The student journeys that we are starting to be able to track, as the alumni cycle moves 
forward, are fascinating.  Here are two examples from the Anthropology Department. 

 
 
 
 



Increasing the Quantity and Quality of Experiential Education: Join us on the Journey! 
 
As faculty members we are also on a journey of learning.  What might start out as a short experiment 
with one course, can lead to an effort to incorporate Experiential Learning into as many courses as 
possible.  I taught my first Experiential Learning course at UBC in 2007, have gone on to teach more 
than a dozen of these courses at KPU, and now facilitate others at KPU in this process…. 
 

 
We are also on an institutional journey: 

 The Vision 2018 Strategic Plan set out an ambitious direction for Experiential Learning at KPU. 
 

 
 



 

 The resulting Academic Plan operationalized this direction in a set of Strategies and Actions: 
 

 
 

 And, our Academic Plan Implementation Group established a central resource hub for 
Experiential Learning at KPU, www.kpu.ca/experiential/  

 

 

http://www.kpu.ca/experiential/


Finally, our KPU journey benefits from other developments across the province, the country 
and beyond. 

 

 
 

 
 



All of us at KPU are looking forward to the continuing discussions about Experiential Learning.   
It is an exciting journey for all of us and one in which learning will occur throughout.     
 
For more information or to suggest additional content for the Experiential Learning website, contact: 
experiential@kpu.ca 
larissa.petrillo@kpu.ca 
   


