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The definition of experiential education (EE) has both pedagogical and practical implications for higher
education institutions. While there is increasing pressure to justify and quantify these experiences, we remain
faced with the challenge of ensuring that a demonstration of breadth does not distract from the importance of
meaningful depth both in and for student learning. This paper presents a potential reframing of conversations
about experiential education and emphasizes the role of high impact practices (HIPs) in defining EE as more
than an experience. The value, purpose, and challenges of integrating reflection into these experiences is
highlighted through the lens of the defining characteristics of HIPs, supporting the development of meaningful,
engaging opportunities for deeper learning.

La définition de l’enseignement fondé sur l’expérience (EE) est importante à la fois pour l’aspect pédagogique
et pour l’aspect pratique de l’enseignement supérieur. Même si de plus en plus de voix réclament une clarification
et une quantification de ce type d’expérience, la difficulté demeure la même : en démontrant l’étendue de
l’expérience, il faut se garder de négliger la profondeur de l’apprentissage, qui est importante et chargée de sens.
Dans notre article, nous proposons une avenue possible pour déplacer la conversation au sujet de l’enseignement
fondé sur l’expérience en mettant l’accent sur le rôle des pratiques à incidence élevée dans l’EE conçu comme
une notion dépassant celle d’expérience. Pour comprendre quelle valeur, quel but et quelles difficultés émergent
de l’intégration de la réflexion à l’expérience, nous observons les choses à partir des traits caractéristiques des
pratiques à incidence élevée de manière à rassembler les conditions pour un apprentissage en profondeur motivant
et enrichissant.

E

xperiential education (EE), also known as
experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) or narrowed
to work-integrated learning (WIL), is challenging to
define for many academic programs as they strive to
facilitate authentic opportunities for student learning,
while also needing to demonstrate alignment with
institutional priorities. In the current accountability
climate, it is equally important for many institutions
to report on the number of EE opportunities offered

to students while taking concrete steps to provide
high quality educational opportunities.
A common strategy to address this challenge
has been to identify occurrences of EE by the
experience itself (e.g., lab, internship, community
service). While these experiences offer an
opportunity for meaningful experiential learning to
occur, a new challenge arises when we attempt to
define EE based on the experience alone. At
institutions across Ontario, lists of activities that
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qualify as EE are generated and categorized on a
differing basis. These may include obvious categories
of activities such as work-integrated learning (e.g., an
internship or a practicum) and community-based
activities (e.g., service learning). Less commonly
included are co-curricular activities, such as studentled initiatives at Brock University (see Appendix A),
and classroom centric activities at York University
(see Appendix B), such as a project, a lab, or a guest
speaker. A strict focus on the workplace, aligning
explicitly with government directives, is used at the
University
of
Guelph
(see
https://www.uoguelph.ca/experientiallearning/abo
ut-el/experiential-learning-university-guelph ).
A narrow focus on work-integrated learning
is restricting, yet the all-encompassing classroom
category highlights the awkwardness that comes with
defining EE by experience type. There is nothing
intrinsically experiential about the use of visual media
(e.g., at York) or a guest speaker visit (e.g., at Brock).
We concede that most institutions offer a broader
definition than the experience itself, explicitly
mentioning the role of reflection as a critical
component of the experiential learning cycle.
However, the reference is usually brief and lacking
enough substance to guide instructors in the
implementation of a meaningful experiential learning
process. Hence, in practice, the scope of experiential
education is often narrowed to any or all real-world
activities where students engage in some form of
active or interactive learning. In this article, we argue
that a focus on what the experience consists of and
where it takes place is a necessary but insufficient
criterion for designing impactful experiential learning
opportunities.
Various stakeholders value and promote
experiential education from a particular lens, leading
to different definitions and ways of structuring
experiential education to maximize learning. From a
prospective student perspective, EE is valued as a
means to acquire relevant work experience, applied
knowledge, and practical skills for career readiness
(Hanover Research, 2015) as employers are looking
for well-rounded candidates with experience in
relevant job sectors (Universities Canada, 2016). At

the government and institutional levels, the value of
EE is multi-faceted:
a) It is an educational strategy that helps
students integrate knowledge and skills;
b) It provides relevant work experiences
that give graduating students a
competitive advantage (Ontario Ministry
of Education, 2019);
c) It is positively associated with student
retention (Kuh, 2008);
d) In the context of Ontario, and likely
elsewhere, the proportion of students
having engaged with EE is a metric used
to measure the performance of publicly
funded institutions (Ontario, 2018),
which in turn can impact public funding.
From an educational lens, EE is an exciting
pedagogical strategy that fosters deep engagement
with course content by leveraging a concrete
experience to bring real-world relevance to the
classroom. These experiences are structured to
directly and explicitly address intended learning
outcomes and are most often augmented by
reflection. Given these perspectives, it is clear that
experiential education best serves the needs of all
stakeholders when thoughtfully designed and
integrated into curriculum from the experience itself
and the scaffolding of learning opportunities across a
given program to the structure and support provided
to students as they learn to process experience
through a critically reflective lens. Hence, an
intentional focus on the entire learning process, as
opposed to an emphasis on the experience alone, is
essential.
In the next section, we discuss our definition
of experiential education, one that has evolved from
an attempt at integrating these multiple perspectives
and experiences. The provincial government of
Ontario has placed increasing importance on
providing students with opportunities for experiential
education during their university careers. We have
drawn on external demands based on this context and
internal needs to develop an expanded definition of
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experiential education that attempts to marry the
pedagogical approach and practical implications that
are both necessary to consider when doing this work.
We then explore the attributes of high
impact practices as a way to ground experiential
education in a framework that values and promotes a
wholesome educational experience. In this lens, EE
is viewed both as a pedagogical ideal and a practical
anchor for graduates as they enter a competitive
workforce. We then discuss how a wholesome
educational experience is often made meaningful
through the integration of reflection as a pedagogical
strategy designed to deepen and solidify learning.

define it in our workshops and resources, an
experiential education approach involves “creating an
opportunity for student learning that encourages
critical observation, reflection, analysis, and synthesis
to promote deeper learning for personal and
professional
growth”.
What
this
means,
fundamentally, is that our conversations about
experiential education focus on distinguishing
experiences that intentionally and explicitly offer
students the opportunity to develop essential
intellectual skills while also engaging them in critical
reflection to help make this learning, and the learning
process, more valuable, meaningful, and explicit.
This pedagogical approach blends theory
and coursework with practical, concrete experience.
As students are acquiring real life experience,
reflection helps them to make connections among
theory, coursework, and diverse real-world scenarios.
Reflection as a tool for making connections between
theory and practice also supports students in
deepening their understanding of the theories and
ideas they engage with in the classroom. It may be
that students can identify key concepts, but the more
cognitively complex skills like analysis and synthesis
(Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl,
1956) are often better supported when students are
actively engaged in working with and applying these
ideas in real time, rather than simply reading about
how they may be used hypothetically or conceptually
(Laird, Shoup, Kuh, & Schwarz, 2008).
At our institution, for example, experiential
activities are clustered under three categories:
classroom-focused, community-focused, and workfocused. Taken together, these activities look quite
different, but all fall under the EE umbrella. Given
this large spectrum, criteria other than an activity label
are needed not only to help determine the degree of
‘EE-ness’ of an activity claimed to be experiential, but
also to enhance its quality. Thus, we turn to the
characteristics of High Impact Practice as a way to
capture and enhance the richness of experiential
education.

What is Experiential Education?
The term experiential education has seen a new surge
in popularity in the province of Ontario in part due
to a directive from the provincial government to
ensure that all students “develop essential workplace
skills” and can “make more informed decisions about
their education and career path so they make a
successful transition into the job market” (Ontario
Ministry of Education, 2019, para. 2). This
perspective highlights the concrete value of exposing
students to a variety of experiences that allow them
to explore career options related to their field, while
also offering hands on opportunities to practice
essential skills that will help them to be successful in
whatever path they choose after graduation. These
experiences may also help to bridge the perceived gap
between what students are learning in the classroom
and how it might relate to their future personal or
professional goals. Experiential education is thus an
important tool for supporting meaning making for
students.
Our definition of experiential education is “a
pedagogical approach that includes an experience,
rather than defining the experience, and only the
experience, as experiential”. Here, we make a subtle,
but crucial distinction between experience and
experiential. While students will have many experiences
throughout their time at their institution of higher
learning, both inside and outside of the classroom,
not all of these experiences are experiential. As we

What is Experiential Education?
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Active learning fosters deep engagement with course
content, creating educational contexts and practices
that encourage students to meet the intended learning
outcomes with both enthusiasm and perseverance. In
the realm of experiential education, learning activities
are designed to leverage a concrete experience by
bringing a real-world lens to a course or program,
thus heightening relevance, sustaining interest,
bridging the gap between theory and practice, and
encouraging group bonding through shared
experiences. While experiential activities generate the
context through which these attributes can emerge, a
definition of experiential education focused on the
experience itself does not capture them. In fact, such
a definition frames experiential education as tokenism
rather than an intentionally designed learning activity.
High Impact Practices (HIPs) are rich learning
opportunities positively associated with student
retention and success (Kuh, 2008). They are
characterised by engagement indicators that further
define and specify what to look for when creating
HIPs. Looking for and enabling these characteristics
serves to deepen learning and elevate student
engagement. Below, we review each of these
attributes and make explicit connections to
experiential activities. This brings to the fore what we
consider to be the markers of a well-designed
experiential education activity. Taken together, these
characteristics contribute to making a particular
teaching and learning strategy a robust EE activity.
We then present a set of guiding questions to orient
educators as they design experiential activities with
impactful learning as an explicit goal.

regularly throughout a course. Such activities require
frequent decision-making and as such “deepen
students’ investment in the activity as well as their
commitment to their academic program” (Kuh, 2008,
n.p.).

Meaningful and Ongoing Interactions
with Peers and Instructors
High Impact Practices demand regular face-to-face
interactions with peers and instructor “about
substantive matters” (Kuh, 2008, n.p.) because they
require considerable time and effort. These
interactions provide opportunities to check in, learn
with and from one another, and receive feedback to
support deeper or more meaningful learning. For
example, undergraduate students engaged in a
research project with a professor, or students actively
involved in co-curricular activities coordinated by a
College Head are possible contexts where meaningful
interaction with peers and professor can extend
learning beyond the classroom.

Frequent and Rich Opportunities for
Feedback
Through interactions with their professors and
others, HIPs afford students with opportunities to
receive timely feedback throughout the learning
process. Students may receive informal and formal
assessment of their performance through their
submitted coursework by engaging in peer
assessment activities facilitated by the instructor, or
though being evaluated by their practicum
coordinator or site supervisor. As a result, they are
more likely to feel supported as they learn new skills
and content knowledge applicable outside the
conventional classroom.

Time and Effort in Completing
Purposeful Tasks
Purposeful, authentic tasks lead to greater student
engagement and higher order learning. In the context
of experiential education, the amount of time and
cognitive effort required to complete a task may be
an important distinguishing factor between an activity
that involves some form of active learning (e.g., think,
pair share) from classroom-focused EE activity, such
as an authentic interactive case study revisited

Opportunities to Discover the
Relevance of Content Through
Authentic Experiences
High Impact Practices encompass a defining
experience, one that “deepens learning and brings
one’s values and beliefs into awareness; it helps
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students develop the ability to take the measure of
events and actions and put them in perspective”
(Kuh, 2008, n.p.). When the experience is authentic,
students acquire knowledge and intellectual skills that
equip them to understand how they and their field of
study relate to their broader context. Any real-world
or real-world-like experiences, including simulations,
case studies, and role play, may serve as opportunities
to understand if and how their newly acquired
knowledge applies beyond an academic setting and to
generate an academically rigorous response to the
issue they observe and experience through critical
reflection.

Practices may be more intentionally integrated into an
in class or out of class experience.
Taken together, the characteristics of a High
Impact Practice offer a means to structure and
organize the experience students engage in as part of
an experiential education opportunity. They serve as
reminders as we aim to create and facilitate
meaningful, accessible, and authentic experiences
through which deep learning can occur. While
embedding all of them in one experience may not be
possible or even desirable, focusing on a few
characteristics will help enhance the quality and
impact of an experiential activity.

Communicate Performance
Expectations at Appropriate Levels

High Impact Practice and the
Role of Reflection

The rich experiences afforded by HIPs occur “in the
context of a coherent, academically challenging
curriculum that appropriately infuses opportunities
for active, collaborative learning” (Kuh, 2008, n.p.).
From a course or program design perspective, this
means both the mapping of HIPs to a broader
programatic learning trajectory, as well as the explicit
articulation between experiential activities and
intended learning outcomes at an appropriately
challenging level of cognitive complexity. Learning
outcomes serve as the mechanism through which
performance expectations are set and communicated
directly to students.

An early and well-cited theory on experiential
education developed by David Kolb (1984) is a
helpful, foundational approach to understanding
experiential education as a process rather than a single
product or experience. Beginning with the Concrete
Experience itself, Kolb’s cycle identifies Reflective or
Reflexive Observation as essential to this learning
process. At this stage, students are no longer passive
participants. Instead, they take on the role of critical,
engaged observers, collecting information to support
later analysis and deeper learning. Some of this deeper
learning happens during what Kolb labels as Abstract
Conceptualization, where students begin to make
connections and find meaning between theory from
textbooks and lectures and how, where, and if these
ideas appeared during their experience. Deeper
learning is encouraged through practical application
or Active Experimentation, where students can apply
this knowledge to practice using or applying these

Structured Opportunities to Reflect
and Integrate Learning
Students have meaningful opportunities to integrate,
synthesize, and apply academic and practical
knowledge as they experience an intentionally
designed high impact practice. We explore the
intricacies of providing meaningful opportunities for
reflection and consider how reflection as pedagogy
can intentionally and methodically integrate the other
characteristics of HIPs. A summary of High Impact
Practices is provided in Table 1 (see following page),
with a set of guiding questions for faculty looking to
explore how the characteristics of High Impact
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Table 1
Guiding Questions for High Impact Practice in Experiential Learning
Guiding Questions for High Impact Experiential
Activities
• How will you negotiate ‘time on task’ with
appropriate cognitive complexity of activities?
• Will your students have the necessary time required
to complete the tasks involved? What makes the
activities authentic and meaningful?
Does the process encourage frequent decision making
and critical thinking?
• How will you be present as part of your students’
experience(s)?
• How will you encourage meaningful interaction
amongst the students’ peers?
• How will you provide just-in-time support?
• How will you engage in dialogue with your students?

High Impact Practice
Requiring considering time and effort in completing
purposeful tasks

Facilitating meaningful and ongoing interactions with
peers and the instructor

Exposing students to diversity of thought and experiences

Providing frequent and rich opportunities for feedback

Offering opportunities to discover the relevance of content
through authentic experiences

Setting performance expectations at appropriate levels and
communicating these expectations
Providing context for regular, structured opportunities to
reflect and integrate learning
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• How will you support and encourage a diversity of
thoughts, perspectives, and ideas throughout the
students’ experience(s)?
• How will you create a safe, brave space for this
dialogue while challenging & supporting students in
reconsidering their ways of thinking?
How can different perspectives be made salient,
relevant, and important?
• How will your students know if they are on the right
track?
• At what point(s) throughout the experience do you
offer students a timely opportunity to self assess their
progress, or to be assess by you and/or their peers?
How might you ensure that students have opportunities
for both ‘checking in’ as well as deep(er) discussion and
helpful feedback?
• What can you incorporate in the design of that
experience (e.g. context cues, descriptors) to enhance
its authenticity?
• How close to ‘real life’ is the experience your students
are engaging in?
• Are students encouraged to provide an emotional
response to the experience in addition to engaging
with it intellectually?
How can you encourage students to draw parallels,
compare, and contrast the experience and real-life
encounters?
• How will you encourage an academically rigorous yet
appropriately challenging experience?
How will your students know what is expected of them
and how (and if) they have met these expectations?
• How and when will you provide students with the
opportunity to reflect on what they have experienced
and what they are learning?
• How might students work to integrate, analyze, and
synthetize the ideas and information they are
collecting throughout these experiences?
Will students have opportunities to reflect before,
during and after these experiences?
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new ideas, much as a scientist would test a new
hypothesis in an experiment or research study.
While Kolb’s cycle is an important
foundation for understanding this pedagogical
approach to deeper learning, many faculty find it
challenging to facilitate, integrate, or assess the
essential elements of critical reflection. Instructors
may also miss out on important opportunities to
structure and support these experiences in a way that
provides students with the best chance at learning to
reflect and finding time and space to reflect at all.
Hence, we turn to Ryan (2013), whose model of
critical reflection draws on theory yet is grounded in
practical, measurable terms. Importantly, she asserts
that reflection is not an intuitive skill and, in fact, that
“students can and should be taught how to reflect in
deep, critical and transformative ways to engender
sustainable
learning
practices”
(p.
145).
Understanding reflection as a skill helps to further
augment the value of experiential education by
offering a path through which students may acquire
essential competencies in critical thinking.
Ryan’s model speaks to different levels or
layers of reflection (summarized in Table 2), though
it is also valuable to consider these levels as stages in
a cyclical process. Much like Kolb’s cycle, this
framework allows for a necessary flexibility when
implementing this model with students. Students will
be at many different stages and be subject to a variety
of contextual variables. This means that they may
enter into this cycle at a variety of points and may be
expected to demonstrate different levels or depths of
reflection depending on, for example, the instructor’s
desired learning outcomes for their course, or the
students’ previous experience with or exposure to
reflection as well as their level of familiarity with the
content. Taken as a whole, Ryan’s model
demonstrates the utility of defining reflection as the
act of noticing what happens, relating to the various
happenings at a personal level, making connections
with theory, and applying or practicing this new
knowledge, in observable, measurable terms that can
be taught and assessed.
Early exposure to reflection may be valuable
in supporting students in noticing aspects of their

Table 2
Ryan’s (2013) Levels of Reflection (adapted)
Reporting &
Responding

Students are taught to
notice aspects of their
experience, form
opinions, and identify an
initial emotional
response to an issue or
incident.

Relating

Students make
connections between
the experience or issue
with their skills,
knowledge, and/or prior
experiences.

Reasoning

Students’ responses
move from a personal to
more intellectually
rigorous response; Refer
to and connect with
relevant theories and/or
literature.

Reconstructing

Students integrate new
knowledge and make a
plan for action; How will
they use these new
insights and/or ideas in
future experiences?

experience, including what some practitioners have
called critical incidents (Brookfield, 1995; Gilstrap &
Dupree, 2008). In our work, we have combined two
of Ryan’s early levels, Reporting & Responding, to
highlight the importance of constructing and
facilitating an experience where students are
prompted to pay attention to key elements of their
experience and generating an initial response to it.
These key elements may be defined in a variety of
ways and for a variety of different purposes, but the
central goal remains to encourage students to
embrace a critical stance as they enter into and
navigate a new learning experience. As a student
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moves through an experience, they may begin to
make connections between what they are
experiencing and their own skills, knowledge, and/or
their own prior experiences that may feel similar to
(or different from) this new opportunity. Ryan (2013)
calls this stage Relating to emphasize the making of
connections as a critical component of reflection.
These connections are further emphasized and
practiced in the next stage, Reasoning, where students
begin the more academically rigorous work of
reflection by connecting these experiences to relevant
theories and/or literature taught in the classroom.
This myriad of connections, from the personal to the
academically informed, will eventually lead to what
Ryan calls Reconstructing, where previously made
connections enable some cognitive restructuring and
lead to a tangible hypothesis or potential plan of
action that supports students in further integrating
this new knowledge.

students demand a less intuitive approach to teaching,
including designing appropriate activities and
prompts that help students to practice these skills. It
also means that our activities must include some
opportunity for debrief and discussion where the
knowledge gained and learning experienced through
these activities can be made more explicit. Reflection
can be an invaluable tool for surfacing assumptions,
habits, and challenges related to how students learn
(or think they learn). Modelling and experiencing this
process while also making space for these ideas to be
pondered and shared can lead to deeper learning and
incredibly meaningful interactions in the classroom.
As students learn to reflect, it is important to first
develop a shared understanding of the role and
expectations around reflection and establish
scaffolded goals in support of the development of
reflective skills (Coulson & Harvey, 2013). For
example, an entry-level course will aim to establish
reflection as a response to the learning process,
initially targeting levels 1 and 2 of Ryan’s model.
Levels 3 and 4 can be introduced and practiced
gradually.
Teaching and learning reflection as a skill
also implies that reflection can be used, practiced, and
experienced in a multitude of ways. For example,
while most students may think of reflection as a way
to look back on an experience (reflection on action)
(Schön, 1983), it is helpful to also consider how
students may engage in reflection before action
(Coulson & Harvey, 2013). How might one prepare
students to notice, evaluate, analyze, and plan for an
experience? The opportunity to facilitate reflection in
action (Coulson & Harvey, 2013), where students can
begin to think about and explore their practice,
behaviours, and insights as they occur, can also be
essential in helping students navigate an experience,
explore its relevance, and regulate thought and
emotions. Reflection as a skill, much like many other
competencies, cannot simply be defined by a
particular instance, context, or situation. It is a fluid,
flexible, and at times cyclical process that encourages
students to learn deeply, examine ideas critically, and
engage meaningfully in exploring both a learning

Reflection as Pedagogy
Opportunities for regular, scaffolded reflection are
critical to experiential learning. Ryan’s framework
provides students with a method for leveraging
experience into an intellectually rigorous endeavour.
At the same time, reflective activities can be designed
to focus attention on, and at times enhance, other
HIP attributes. As an interactive process, reflection
takes considerable time and effort; it can help reveal
the importance of interactions and ongoing
collaboration in constructing knowledge and facilitate
a feedback loop for self, as well as between peers and
with their instructor. Learning through reflection, and
learning how to reflect, may itself be its own practice
that requires a unique, structured, and intentional
approach.
As Ryan (2013) suggests, reflection may be a
common human activity or habit, but it is not an
intuitive skill. This way of critical thinking often
requires students to develop an awareness of their
own metacognitive patterns or habits while also
practicing taking on multiple, diverse, and at times
conflicting perspectives when being introduced to
new theories or concepts. These goals for our
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experience and how they as students can and will
continue to learn best.
The act and art of critical reflection must also
include a pragmatic approach to assessing student
learning and evaluating their progress toward our
intended learning outcomes. While the goal of
engaging students in experiential education may be to
help them learn new knowledge or develop important
skills, we may also wish to assess their ability to
reason, think critically, and make connections,
particularly as they relate to explicitly stated learning
outcomes. A necessary consideration when assessing
experiential education, then, is to distinguish between
monitoring whether or how students reflect and how
they demonstrate successful achievement of or
progress toward achieving intended learning
outcomes. Assessment is also a complex undertaking
in reflection; as instructors, we may be hesitant to
assess the content of a reflection for fear of judging
very personal feelings or thoughts. However, the
academic lens we place on reflective expression (in
writing or through other means) emphasizes that
students can and must feel free to share their own
ideas or opinions, but that this sharing must still be
rooted in rigour and respect. Ryan’s framework is
once again helpful here to distinguish between
process and content. While in our view, the process
of reflection can be assessed, we are not certain that
the content of reflection ought to be scrutinized or
given a mark.

around the focal experience. HIPs offer an
appropriately complex academic challenge that
requires time and effort. They transform the learning
process into a collaborative endeavour through which
students have opportunities to interact with peers and
faculty, consider perspectives other than their own,
receive ongoing feedback, and discover the relevance
of what they are learning through authentic
experiences. HIPs are meaningful because they are
explicitly aligned with the curriculum. These
attributes can give breadth and depth to the reflective
activities facilitated by the instructor, particularly
when students are encouraged to notice and respond
to aspects of their experience, relate it to what they
know, develop an intellectual understanding based on
theory, and restructure their knowledge.
We agree that a guest speaker visit does not
compare to a semester-long internship. Yet, if a
community member comes to class with an academic
challenge that has a clear connection to course
content, fosters active engagement, offers a window
into a real-life challenge that pushes students to
consider realities other than their own, all the while
nurturing reciprocal learning leveraged by reflection,
then we are prepared to make it count as EE. We
would hope, however, that this activity is embedded
in a curricular trajectory that includes a variety of EE
activities requiring more intense HIP attributes as
students learn to make sense of increasing complex
experiences through critical reflection.

Conclusion
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