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BA Review: Vision of Experiential Learning Working Group (ELWP) 
(Sara Dorow, Lise Gotell, Jan Selman, John Simpson, Alison Taylor) 

 

Introduction 
We begin by acknowledging some of the contradictory pressures facing Arts faculties in 

universities and Arts graduates generally, as well as the place of experiential learning in 

the current program. We then address experiential learning—what is it, why we think it 

should become a more integrated and coordinated part of Faculty of Arts’ undergraduate 

programs, and how this might occur. 

 

The current BA in context 
Trends toward the ‘massification’ of higher education along with the influence of human 

capital theory and increasing tuition fees mean that there is a greater diversity of students 

entering the doors of the university and more focus on returns from educational 

investments. While the K-12 system has begun to recognize the impact of this diversity 

on student learning, the post-secondary education (PSE) system has been slower to 

respond1. In addition, the scarcity of ‘good’ jobs for well-educated graduates, and the 

related fact that students are facing highly competitive labour markets, means that the 

economic side of education is being stressed in public discourse2 more than broader goals. 

Students (and their parents) are interested in ensuring that their education prepares them 

well for life after university.  It is incumbent on faculties to consider which outcomes are 

important, as the questions posed in introducing the BA review suggest. But it is also 

important, in our view, to attend to the learning processes through which students are 

likely to achieve these outcomes. 

 

The U of A has asserted the importance of discovery learning and community 

engagement for preparing students for both citizenship and employment. But what these 

mean, in practice, is an open question. The revision of the BA is an opportunity for the 

Faculty of Arts to put a bold face to these ‘pillars,’ drawing on multiple strengths of the 

Arts: asking critical questions about diverse human identities and practices; posing 

frameworks for addressing complex social problems; exploring knowledge and learning 

via multiple lenses and multiple ‘ways of knowing;’ and engaging people and problems 

reflexively. As one faculty participant in the Arts Community Engagement Study put it, 

“Arts is all about the human experience...history, philosophy, literature, art, drama, all 

these... psychology... they enrich and inform...” (Acuna Smith 2012: 22). How this 

translates into learning processes that prepare students for life after university, whether in 

the job market or in graduate education, is the challenge before us. 

 

 

                                                        
1
 Although one of the goals of Campus Alberta is to ‘provide accessible, affordable and quality 

learning opportunities for Albertans’. See: http://bit.ly/V8CkUz  

2
 For example, the recent Globe and Mail series on higher education has an interactive web 

exercise called ‘the university payoff’ where readers can see the earnings accruing to graduates 

from bachelors programs in different fields. See: http://bit.ly/Q2wDaV 
 

http://bit.ly/V8CkUz
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The current BA and experiential learning in Arts 
We lack evidence, beyond anecdote, of student experiences of, and perspectives on, the 

current BA.  But what seems clear is that it carries a relatively high and inflexible set of 

requirements that have more to do with institutional concerns (ensuring enrollments in 

departments and divisions) than with learning outcomes. While breadth is intended, 

current requirements appear arbitrary to many students, exacerbating an experience of the 

BA as fragmented and disjointed rather than coordinated and integrated. The current BA 

provides students with broad knowledge, as well as in depth specialization. Yet a Liberal 

Arts education must also help students develop a sense of social responsibility, as well as 

strong and transferable intellectual and practical skills such as communication, analytical 

and problem-solving skills, and a demonstrated ability to critically apply knowledge and 

skills derived from a range of perspectives and disciplines in real-world settings. 

  

Students deserve and need to experience themselves as authors (or at least editors) of 

their own learning. They also need to envision a developmental pathway through and 

beyond their undergraduate degree. The BA curriculum should include opportunities to 

make connections across and among courses and terms. Experiential learning is a 

platform for these correctives, and importantly, can be flexibly adapted to almost any 

disciplinary or interdisciplinary subject matter.  

 

In addition to the intensive experiential learning provided within specific disciplines (e.g., 

studio and lab-based courses and programs), experiential learning opportunities are 

provided to students through outreach-oriented activities such as Community Service-

Learning (integrated into 63 courses, including over 40 Arts courses in 2011/12), 

internships (e.g. in English and Film Studies), cooperative education (e.g. in Psychology) 

and through work experience programs (e.g. Arts Work Experience program). These 

opportunities are not available in all program specializations, are not coordinated 

across program specializations, and are not presented in a coherent developmental 

way to students.
3
 Our objective in this proposal is to address these concerns. We do this 

while keeping in mind the resource constraints of the Faculty of Arts and the curricular 

autonomy of departments and programs. 

 

What is experiential learning? 
While experiential learning has been conceptualized in different ways (Fenwick 2000), 

we define it here as a form of engaged learning that blends formal classroom learning 

with out-of-class non-formal learning experiences. Experiential learning is connected 

with ‘sociocultural learning’ theories espoused by Dewey, Piaget, Vygotsky, and later, 

Freire, that see learning as an active endeavor rather than the passive transmission and 

reception of knowledge. From a Vygotskian perspective, knowledge and human beings 

do not exist prior to and separate from transformative engagements with the world 

(Stetsenko 2008). 

  

Adopting a pedagogical approach that values experiential learning thus encourages us to: 

                                                        
3
 A model for the BA may be provided by the proposal for an Honors Academy, which tries to provide a 

more coherent and structured program focused on producing reflective learners who are able to work 

through problems through processes that include experiential learning.  
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● Reject a theory/practice divide and consider a unifying model (Jorgensen 2005) 

● Approach the development of knowledge as a social and collaborative activity 

● Approach learning with the expectation of transformation as opposed to 

adaptation (Taylor 2012) 

 

The aim is an “enlargement of the space of the possible” (Fenwick 2000). 

 

Experiential learning in the Faculty of Arts  
Increasing the university’s provision of experiential and engaged learning

4
 has been 

called for across campus, from the Senate to the Dean of Students to the SU Academic 

Plan. The Faculty of Arts is well positioned to become a leader in this area, given faculty 

interest in community engagement (Acuna Smith 2012), existing intensive experiential 

learning models in the Faculty, and the expertise housed in the Community Service-

Learning program. 

 

Various forms of experiential learning are already present in the Faculty of Arts 

undergraduate experiences: 

● Community Service-Learning links academic coursework to community-based 

experiences, presents students with new perspectives on issues, and challenges 

their understanding of community needs.   

● Creative/Artistic activities engage students in various forms of creative 

expression to produce works that reflect a synthesis of knowledge, interpretation, 

practice, skills and communication. Creative artistic activities include 

performances, portfolios, exhibits, pieces of work or other significant projects, 

undertaken in Write, Music, Art and Design and Drama. 

● Practical Experiences allow students to use skills and concepts related to their 

field of study while engaging in work-like settings.  They take the form of 

internships (e.g., in English and Films Studies), work experience programs (e.g. 

Arts Work Experience Program) and cooperative education (e.g., Psychology), etc. 

● Undergraduate Research enables students to engage in systematic inquiry that 

contributes to the discovery or interpretation of knowledge significant to their 

field of study. Undergraduate research is carried out in research methods courses 

that require a student research project (e.g. WST 302 Feminist Research Methods), 

in fieldwork courses (e.g. ANTHR 396 Archaeological Field Methods), in 

independent study courses (e.g. RELIG 480 Directed Reading in Religious 

Studies), in capstone courses (e.g. DR 457), by undertaking a Roger S. Smith 

Undergraduate Student Research Award Project and by disseminating work at an 

undergraduate research conference (e.g. KIAS). 

● Study Abroad allows students to be immersed in other cultures, languages and 

educational settings and contribute to a student’s understanding of culture, 

customs, diversity, history, language, politics and traditions.  Study abroad 

experiences in the Faculty include courses and exchange programs, the Ghana 

Summer Study Abroad Program, the Cortona and Lille Programs, U of A Russian 

Studies and Ukranian in L’viv. 

                                                        
4
 Types of experiential learning include community service-learning, study abroad, internships, work 

experience and cooperative education programs. 
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Evaluation studies suggest that experiential learning enriches the student experience. For 

example, a longitudinal study of students who enrolled in at least two community service-

learning courses at the U of A (Bell and OCampo 2011) reported that participation in 

experiential learning: 

● Expanded students’ understandings of classroom concepts 

● Cultivated students’ understandings of theoretical materials and pedagogical 

approaches 

● Fostered a wide range of transferable skills, including managerial, research, 

interpersonal and communication skills 

● Facilitated students’ experience with critical thinking and reflection 

● Improved students’ resilience and adaptability, and 

● Provided opportunities for personal growth and transformation. 

 

What models of experiential learning should be considered for the BA program?  
While there are multiple ways to build an experiential learning BA, it will be guided by a 

set of principles derived from existing postsecondary models: 

● embed student experiences within structured teaching/guidance (courses, 

workshops, online interaction) to maximize pedagogical value;  

● where feasible, create or take advantage of interdisciplinary linkages to enhance 

experiential learning – e.g., course-based or co-op projects that require 

interdisciplinary approaches, or parallel courses or internships that gather students 

from different disciplines around a complex question; 

● approach career-related skill development and decision-making as a synergistic 

benefit of experiential learning – a good fit with the philosophy of CaPS: Your U 

of A Career Centre; 

● develop options from first year to graduation that provide multiple access points 

to experiential learning 

● include opportunities for students to carry out initial research and skill 

development in areas of personal interest, enabling them to independently 

communicate and take action beyond the classroom. 

 

We propose that the new BA be organized around a set of mandatory experiential 

learning requirements.  These requirements would integrate some or all of the following: 

 

● maintain and build required  first-year experiential learning opportunities, even if 

these are limited ‘get your feet wet’ sorts of opportunities – there are existing 

models in courses such as Soc 100, CSL 100, first-year writing and philosophy 

courses, DRAMA 149, and/or Science 100 (adapted to Arts)  

● create capstone/senior year projects that build on and synthesize knowledge and 

capacities developed through embedded experiential learning over the course of 

the undergraduate BA – these could take a variety of forms, and could be 

discipline-specific and/or explicitly interdisciplinary 

● build a strong and visible suite of co-curricular and applied learning 

opportunities in Arts (internships, co-op programs, work and practicum 

experiences, the undergraduate research initiative, Roger Smith research awards, 
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etc.) and develop a coherent set of “best practices” for these opportunities based 

on existing internship, project-based and co-op programs in Arts 

● identify and share a wide range of models of experiential learning already 

practiced in Arts that an equally wide range of instructors can adapt and use in 

their own teaching; in the 2012 ACES survey, for example, colleagues offered 

examples of innovative research assignments, creative cultural projects, online 

writing, and international student collaborations 

● develop an online platform whereby students track and build an individualized 

experiential learning portfolio (a number of universities have experimented with 

similar tools).
5
 This could be driven by a series of disciplinary/interdisciplinary 

questions motivated by features that help to organize and present information, and 

galvanized through interactive spaces with other students and instructors 

 

How can this vision inform student pathways?  
There are numerous experiential learning opportunities available within the Faculty of 

Arts already. What we are suggesting is that if these were integrated to form a fulcrum of 

the BA degree, then the value of these experiences would become a united whole rather 

than a disparate collection of experiences.  What this united whole would look like is 

what we are proposing to explore as this review continues.  The attached scenarios track 

fictional students through a new BA framed around this whole (see Appendix A). These 

are meant to be generally representative of how an experiential learning BA model could 

benefit students and work for any of the Arts majors. 

 

These stories suggest cross-disciplinary and interdisciplinary experiences that integrate 

student interest with experiential learning opportunities that build capacity, leadership, 

problem solving and teamwork. We see students growing through such opportunities, and 

leaving the Faculty of Arts with strong resumes and strong experiences in contributing to 

and influencing their worlds. The development, renovation and re-framing of the BA 

offers an opportunity to solidify and foreground opportunities for students to learn 

actively and apply knowledge and skills within and outside of the academy. 

 

Next steps 
To further develop our proposal, we suggest using funding provided by the Dean’s office 

to: 

1 document the experiential learning that is currently occurring in the Faculty (e.g. 

look more closely at data from the Arts Community Engagement Study, develop 

an inventory of current practices); 

2 examine examples of experiential learning models and requirements in other 

Faculties of Arts (probably US) to learn more about the aims, structure, and 

outcomes of programs and requirements; 

                                                        
5
 For example, some universities in the UK have introduced a Higher Education Achievement 

Record, which provides a ‘richer picture of achievement that is not credit bearing related directly 

to the programme of study (see: 

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/whatwedo/lt/enh/highereducationachievementreport/) 

 

 

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/whatwedo/lt/enh/highereducationachievementreport/)
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3 develop a proposed academic advising model that will assist students to create 

pathways that build and develop experiential opportunities while meeting major 

and degree requirements; 

4 develop ideas for how this U of A BA could be promoted to prospective students, 

parents and employers (a survey of current students could inform this activity). 

 

Our process will aim to provide a coordinated, flexible, and cost effective approach to the 

development of an experiential learning focus in the new BA.  
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APPENDIX A -- Three Student Profiles 
 

Student A: English 
Brian has come to the university from rural Alberta and this is his first time living away 

from home.  He has chosen to study English because he did well in the subject in high 

school and thinks he would like to become a reporter or travel writer. 

Year 1:  Brian takes both CSL 100 and an English 100-level class that includes an 

assignment to spend a few hours helping at the Writing Centre. Through the CSL class 

Brian is exposed to a local co-operative and helps them write content for a new website. 

He learns some basic HTML and begins to blog for them on an ongoing basis. The time 

at the writing clinic leads him to think a little more about his own writing because it was 

the first time he ever had to explain the grammar rules that he has always taken for 

granted. 

Year 2: Brian continues his studies in English, following some course suggestions given 

by the “Experiential Advisory Centre.”  He also takes a Sociology course and finds it 

easier to relate to the material given his time at the co-op. 

Year 3: Brian now has a job with a local free-weekly newspaper writing reviews for new 

earth-friendly products.  This job came about through contact that Brian made in his first-

year CSL course and the experience he has gained from blogging for them on an ongoing 

basis. 

Year 4: Brian takes a capstone course and brings together the skills he has developed in 

computers and writing as well as the community connections that he has forged.  He 

produces a written report and an accompanying website that is shared with the city.  The 

reports is about developing a green-space in the downtown core in a way that is 

sustainable and humane.  He is encouraged by the city contacts to apply for one of its 

paid internships after he graduates. 

 

Student B: Economics 
Alice has come to the U of A from South Korea.  While she has traveled a fair bit before, 

this is her first time in North America.  She has chosen Economics because her parents 

would like her to have experience working with money so she can get a job with the 

government.  Alice likes the idea of studying Economics because she thinks she might 

like to be a stockbroker. 

Year 1: In her first year Alice takes the standard economics requirements, one of which 

requires her to contribute to group work that produces a report suitable for submission to 

an undergraduate symposium such as the one held by the Student Union every year.  Her 

group submits the report but it isn’t accepted.  Still, she feels that this is the first time that 

she has written something that mattered to someone beyond her parents. 

Year 2: A mandatory second year course challenges students to interview professionals 

in an area of their interest.  Alice chooses to speak with people that work with 

populations that face economic challenges.  Through this experience Alice begins to 

wonder about the relevance of the economic theory in the classroom to the world outside.  

On speaking with her instructors she is able to direct a project in the class towards 

answering this question.  She uses her report writing skills from first year to do this and 
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submits a report on microfinance to the Student Union symposium.  She is accepted this 

year. 

Year 3: Between years three and four Alice takes part in an internship program offered in 

the summer.  She works as an intern with a local bank in the finance department.  She 

won the position partially on the basis of the report that she produced in her second year. 

Year 4: In her final year Alice focuses directly on a traditional approach to academic 

study so that she can apply to a Masters program in finance as recommended by her 

supervisor at the internship.   

 

Student C: Drama 
Jamal is from Edmonton, enjoyed Drama in high school and wants to do more of it. He 

wants to be an actor. 

Year One: He discovers that early courses are not about acting with scripts, but about 

creating original theatre in groups. He also takes a course which links all the Fine Arts, as 

well as a Writing Studies course and a Sociology course with a CSL component. 

Year Two: As he takes courses that develop his knowledge of performance, in theory 

and in practice, he also takes a course in Middle Eastern and African Studies and wonders 

how to further this interest. After interaction with an advisor he decides to take a Study 

Abroad course which takes place in East Africa. He learns about economic conditions in 

Tanzania, and also witnesses traditional theatre and story forms, as well as theatre 

developed and played in rural communities which focus on development and public 

health issues. 

Year Three: With his summer experiences in mind, he enrols in Political Science 

courses. For one of these, he works on a group project that involves research and 

advocacy; to disseminate their findings, the group creates and presents a short theatrical 

piece on Canada’s role in addressing world development issues, and presents it to other 

political science classes. 

Year Four: Continuing as a BA Drama Major, he continues to select option courses that 

address development issues from a variety of perspectives and disciplines. His capstone 

project involves working as a project lead in association with an inner city organization, 

coordinating CSL students from a variety of disciplines as they research and develop a 

theatre piece that explores downtown stories and advocacy for affordable housing. The 

performance is linked with varying research projects, and plays at the organization’s 

outreach event as well as on campus. 

 


