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Introduction  
 

Community Literacy of Ontario (CLO) is a provincial network of community-based Literacy 

and Basic Skills agencies. We are located in Barrie, Ontario. You can learn more about our 

organization by visiting our website and following us on Facebook and Twitter.  

In 2017/2018, Community Literacy of Ontario conducted, compiled, and analyzed research 

to identify and share information about employment-related experiential learning 

opportunities in Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) agencies.   

Community Literacy of Ontario wanted to research employment-related experiential 

learning within Literacy and Basic Skills for several reasons.  

This type of learning is growing in popularity in many other areas (for example, with the 

Ministry of Education and in colleges and universities). Experiential learning was also 

prominently mentioned in Ontario’s Building the Workforce of Tomorrow report. From our 

linkages with our member agencies and literacy networks across the province, we knew that 

experiential learning was indeed happening in LBS. However, LBS’s footprint in experiential 

learning had never been compiled, analyzed and showcased. Rather, it seemed to be quietly 

and successfully occurring under the radar.  

We felt it was important for the literacy field, for our funder – the Ministry of Advanced 

Education and Skills Development (MAESD) – and for others to know of the work that LBS is 

currently doing in this important area, and for it to be more broadly known that LBS agencies 

are already part of the experiential learning movement in which agencies are creating 

meaningful learning opportunities for adult learners. 

LBS agencies have a long history and mandate for serving adults with multiple barriers, those 

who are living in poverty, and those who are furthest from the workforce. We believe this is 

an important and substantial contribution that LBS makes to Employment Ontario and the 

provincial landscape. We wanted to highlight the creativity and innovation demonstrated by 

many LBS providers so that others in our field (and beyond) can benefit. We hope that our 

research can assist other sectors that are working with populations that face barriers to 

entering the workforce, such as youth at risk or New Canadians. 

CLO’s research represents a preliminary look into Experiential Learning. The topic, however, 

bears further study in order to share additional information and best practices, and to 

increase the amount and scope of opportunities that are available to adult learners with 

employment goals in LBS. 

http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/CommunityLiteracyOntario/
https://twitter.com/Love4Literacy
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Our Experiential Learning Initiative 
 

Our experiential learning initiative had five components: 

1. We developed a provincial survey to explore experiential learning with literacy 

agencies in Ontario. An astounding 66 LBS agencies responded to our survey about 

employment-related experiential learning! 
 

2. As part of our research, CLO conducted 26 key informant interviews with LBS 

agencies and select partners.  
 

3. CLO, with our webinar partner CESBA, developed and delivered a webinar called: 

“HANDS ON, SKILLS UP! Employment-Related Experiential Learning in Ontario’s LBS 

Organizations”. This webinar was delivered in late November and in early December 

2017. Click here to access the recorded version of this webinar.  
 

4. During our research and key informant interviews, we wrote ten experiential learning 

success stories. CLO is pleased to share these success stories in this newsletter, 

Success Stories: Employment-Related Experiential Learning in LBS.  
 

5. Our experiential learning research from the surveys and key informant interviews has 

been compiled into our HANDS ON, SKILLS UP! Employment-Related Experiential 

Learning in LBS Research Report.  

 

Defining Experiential Learning 
 

When CLO decided to research experiential learning, we quickly discovered that what 

seemed initially to be straightforward was actually more like opening Pandora’s Box!  

Everyone seems to be talking about experiential learning now – in the K-12 system, in 

colleges, in universities, and in Employment Ontario – just to name a few. We needed to 

figure out what was meant by experiential learning in LBS. 

This type of learning can take many forms. For our purposes, we wanted to explore 

experiential learning beyond traditional job placements. We know that our colleagues in 

Employment Services have a focus on job placements, and there’s certainly no need to 

duplicate! So, based on the diversity of how experiential learning is conducted in LBS, we 

settled on a broad and inclusive definition, defining it as activities that help learners to gain 

employment-related learning experiences. 

 

http://cesba.com/
http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/wp/wp-content/uploads/Experiential-Learning-Webinar-Information-2017.pdf
http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/wp/wp-content/uploads/Success-Stories-Newsletter-Feb-2018.pdf
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Link to the Highly Skilled Workforce Report 
 

In 2016, Building the Workforce of Tomorrow: Report from the Premier’s Highly Skilled 

Workforce Expert Panel was released.  

The Panel identified six key themes for building the workforce of tomorrow. The third is 

Experiential Learning and Mentorship. In the report, many excellent examples of 

experiential learning were shared, but none from LBS.  

Community Literacy of Ontario knew anecdotally that quite a few LBS organizations offer 

some form of experiential learning. The problem was, it had never been collected and 

compiled, and instead seemed to be quietly and successfully occurring, but under the radar.  

CLO had heard about experiential learning in LBS 

organizations and its many benefits to adult learners for 

some years, but we had no idea of the full picture. But 

we knew experiential learning in LBS mattered and was 

providing many benefits to learners. We thought it 

would be important to capture what was happening in 

this area, and to share and showcase experiential 

learning in LBS with the literacy community, MAESD and 

other stakeholders. 

“This theme recognizes that real-life experience and the advice and guidance of 

mentors can significantly assist entry into the workplace. Experiential learning 

goes beyond traditional forms of “learning by doing” such as co-op, and includes 

volunteering, apprenticeship, industry-recognized class projects, and mentorship. 

These experiences are valuable for new immigrants, adults and students. 

Successful experiential learning programs provide value for the employer as well as 

the worker and provide individuals with opportunities to solve problems and work 

in interdisciplinary teams. Experiential learning also plays a valuable role in helping 

individuals make decisions about future careers and employment pathways.” 

(Source: Building the Workforce of Tomorrow Report) 

 

https://files.ontario.ca/highly_skilled_workforce_report_eng.pdf
https://files.ontario.ca/highly_skilled_workforce_report_eng.pdf
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Research Results: Our Experiential Learning 

Survey  
 

The first step in our research process occurred when Community Literacy of Ontario sent out 

an online survey about experiential learning to Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) organizations in 

Ontario on June 12, 2017. Survey responses were accepted until July 21, 2017. The survey 

was circulated via email, CLO’s e-communique, and social media. Organizations such as 

CESBA, the College Sector Committee, Laubach Literacy Ontario and the Ontario Native 

Literacy Coalition supported us by sharing the survey with their members.  

In total, 66 Literacy and Basic Skills organizations responded to our survey. Across the 

province, there are 210 organizations delivering the LBS program, meaning that we had a 

very strong response rate of 31%. This certainly indicated strong interest in this topic!  

 

What LBS stream is your agency from? 
 

LBS organizations from all four delivery streams responded to our survey. The majority were 
from organizations in the Anglophone/English language stream. There was also strong 
representation from Native LBS organizations.    
 
LBS stream: 
 

 English Language LBS organizations – 71% of respondents 

 Native LBS organizations – 17%  

 Francophone LBS organizations – 5%  

 Deaf/Deaf-blind LBS organizations – 3%  

 N/A (Regional Literacy Networks) – 4% 

 66 LBS organizations responded to this question  
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What LBS sector is your agency part of? 
 

Further, LBS organizations from all three LBS sectors responded (community-based, school 

boards, and colleges), giving us a well-rounded picture. 

LBS sector: 
 

 Community-based – 58% of respondents  

 School Board – 26%  

 College – 12%  

 N/A (Regional Literacy Networks) – 4% 

 66 LBS organizations responded to this question 

 

What type of organization are you? 
 

Almost all of the LBS organizations responding to our survey were service delivery agencies 

(95.5%). Three regional literacy networks with a knowledge of experiential learning also 

responded.  

 

Type of organization: 
 

 LBS delivery agency – 63 LBS delivery organizations (95.5%) 

 LBS support organization – 3 Regional Networks (4.5%) 

 66 LBS organizations responded to this question 

 

Do you offer employment-related experiential learning 

opportunities to learners in your agency? 
 
THE HIGHLIGHTS 
 

The majority of LBS organizations (80% or 53 of 66 organizations) that responded to our 

survey offer some form of employment-related experiential learning opportunities to adult 

learners. However, opportunities fluctuate based on factors such as staff capacity, learner 

interest, and availability of funding and partnerships. Some experiential learning is more 

informal, while some is highly structured. Some opportunities are on a small scale, while 

others are done on a large scale. There’s a great variety of initiatives and considerable 

innovation based on learner and community needs and staff capacity. 
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THE DATA  
 

The percentage of LBS organizations delivering employment-related experiential learning: 
 

 Yes – 80% of respondents 

 No – 16% 

 N/A – 4% (Regional Literacy Networks) 

 66 LBS organizations responded to this question 

 

 

What types of employment-related experiential learning 

opportunities does your LBS agency offer? 
 

 

THE HIGHLIGHTS 
 

LBS organizations provided a diverse array of employment-related experiential learning 

opportunities. The top three methods were: assisting learners to get workplace-based 

certificates; linking with other community partners to provide or support opportunities; and 

offering or facilitating volunteer opportunities in their communities.  

Also on the list were providing hands-on practice with workplace machines and 

technologies, mentoring, working in the agency’s social enterprise, and job placements. 

While not included on our list of choices, under “other” survey respondents strongly 

mentioned that they use occupational curriculum in their LBS classrooms. 

It is interesting to note that most experiential learning opportunities were created or 

supported directly by the LBS agency (workplace-based certificates, partnership initiatives, 

volunteer opportunities, using workplace machines and technologies in the LBS agency, and 

opportunities to work in an organization’s social enterprise).  

Typically, to deliver this type of programming, LBS staff are required to provide additional 

work, commitment and passion to organize and manage experiential learning opportunities.   
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THE DATA  
 

Types of employment-related experiential learning opportunities offered by LBS 

organizations, listed in priority order: 

 Assisting learners to get workplace-based certificates (for example, customer service 

or food handling certificates, WHMIS) – 63% of respondents 

 Linking with other community partners (Employment Services, community 

organizations, social service, employers, etc.) to provide or support employment-

related experiential learning – 57% 

 Offering or facilitating volunteer opportunities – 55% 

 Providing hands-on practice in your LBS agency using workplace machines or 

technologies (for example, using cash registers or iPads for the workplace) – 40% 

 Offering mentorship opportunities – 23% 

 Providing opportunities to work in an agency’s social enterprise (for example, an 

organization runs a snack shop and learners participate) – 18%  

 Job placements (often offered in partnership with Employment Services) – 17% 

 Other – 12% 

 N/A – 7% 

 60 LBS organizations responded to this question  

 

Other: 

Under “Other”, two types of experiential learning 

opportunities were strongly identified. Firstly, 

many LBS agencies use a variety of occupational 

curricula to teach a combination of literacy and 

employment skills.  

As well, numerous agencies noted that they offer 

diverse in-program experiential learning 

opportunities to adult learners, ranging from 

helping with fundraising, to bringing employers 

into the classroom to talk to learners about their 

trade or business, to asking Employment Services 

or Social Services to offer employment-related 

workshops in the LBS classroom, and more.  
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How do you fund experiential learning opportunities in your 

LBS agency? 
 

THE HIGHLIGHTS 
 

LBS organizations fund employment-related experiential learning opportunities in a variety 

of creative ways. The top four, and most significant, funding sources were: through LBS 

funding, by providing experiential learning on a volunteer basis, via combined sources of 

funding, and through community partners. The most common mention under the “Other” 

category was for organizations to fund experiential learning via fundraising and donations.  
 

THE DATA 
 

Sources of funding for experiential learning in LBS: 

 LBS funding – 27% of respondents 

 Via a combination of various sources of funding – 17% 

 Community partners – 14% 

 It’s not funded at all. We offer it on a volunteer basis – 11% 

 Fundraising and donations – 8% 

 Other – 7% 

 N/A – 16% 

 64 LBS organizations responded to this question 
 

 

What are some of the benefits associated with offering 

employment-related experiential learning opportunities in LBS 

agencies? 
 

THE HIGHLIGHTS 
 

Strong and compelling benefits from offering employment-related experiential learning 

opportunities to adult learners were identified by LBS organizations in our survey. These 

benefits impact the adult learners positively, but there are also benefits for the LBS 

organizations delivering experiential learning.  
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Overwhelmingly, respondents found that learners gained confidence and skills and were 

more prepared to transition to and succeed in employment.  

We know that employment is certainly NOT the only goal in LBS. But it is a goal for many 

learners – either in the short-term or the long-term. Respondents said that by offering this 

type of learning experience, their community partnerships and profile increased. 

Additionally, they told us that providing this type of learning aids in learner retention AND 

recruitment. 
 

THE DATA  
 

The benefits associated with employment-related experiential learning are:  

 Learners gain confidence and skills – 97% of respondents  

 Learners are more prepared for success in employment – 88%  

 Assisting learners in transitioning to employment – 88% 

 Development of new or enhanced community partnerships and relationships – 77% 

 It helps with learner retention – 61% 

 It helps with learner recruitment – 50% 

 66 LBS organizations responded to this question 
 

 

What are the top challenges associated with offering 

employment-related experiential learning opportunities in LBS 

organizations? 
 

THE HIGHLIGHTS 
 

The top challenges identified by LBS organizations have been grouped into themes, and are 

indicated below, beginning with the challenge most frequently cited. The most often 

identified challenges involved with offering experiential learning relate to funding and 

include: a lack of financial support, a lack of staff time, and insufficient resources for the 

amount of coordination required.  

Other important challenges included a lack of learner confidence or motivation, staff skill 

sets and resources, insufficient resources for community outreach, challenges engaging 

employers, lack of access to equipment, and a lack of clarity. Several of these secondary 

challenges also co-relate to insufficient funding and staffing.  

In total, 64 LBS organizations responded to this open question.  
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IDENTIFIED CHALLENGES  
 

A. Lack of financial support 

The most common challenge cited was a lack of financial support for experiential learning. 

Almost one-third of respondents specifically mentioned a lack of funding as being an issue in 

providing/continuing to provide experiential learning opportunities for learners. Often, the 

lack of available funds was associated with an inability to fund staff to do the work required 

to offer experiential learning. Other specific references to funding included a lack of funding 

to purchase the compensation (WSIB) coverage required to offer certain experiential 

learning opportunities. An inability to purchase resources was also mentioned by numerous 

respondents. One respondent indicated that even their experiential learning curriculum is 

developed without funds from MAESD. Another respondent noted that without appropriate 

staffing (and the funds to finance adequate staffing levels), the experiential learning 

opportunities fall short of what the learners need. In another response, the lack of funding 

was linked to a reduction in the ability to be innovative related to experiential learning. The 

lack of adequate funding was also identified as impacting the amount of professional 

development that staff can receive in how to develop, support and conduct experiential 

learning. 
 

B. Lack of staff time 

A lack of funding is also linked to a “lack of time” – the second most common challenge 

noted with providing experiential learning opportunities because a lack of funding results in 

low levels of staffing. Respondents noted that it takes time to determine which learners are 

most suited to experiential learning opportunities, time to implement and supervise 

experiential learning, time to find and/or develop adequate partnerships and resources, 

time to monitor and follow up with experiential learning, and time to provide mentorship to 

learners. 
 

C. The amount of coordination required 

The logistics associated with coordinating experiential learning opportunities was the third 

most cited challenge. Respondents identified that organizing and conducting activities while 

also maintaining learner enthusiasm and momentum was challenging. Some experiential 

learning placements require insurance coverage. While this is another expense for LBS 

organizations, it also takes time to put in place. Finding partners (employers or other 

organizations) that are willing to take on learners also requires a significant amount of 

coordination (it’s like a job developer role). Learner availability and skills must be matched 

with appropriate experiential learning opportunities.   
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D. Lack of learner confidence or motivation 

The fourth most common challenge noted by survey respondents are challenges related to 

learner confidence and motivation. Not all learners feel ready to engage in experiential 

learning or have the confidence to take this step – a step many learners consider quite 

challenging, due to low levels of self-confidence and the many barriers and challenges some 

face. Less commonly, some respondents identified that some learners who are connected 

with experiential learning do not follow through, exhibiting a lack of motivation. 

 

E. Staff skill sets 

Offering experiential learning opportunities requires a specific skill set from staff/volunteers 

as well as a willingness to branch out in this direction. Further, staff struggle with the current 

demands of the LBS program, making it difficult/impossible for them to add another element 

of programming. In some cases, staff have the capacity and the willingness, but they do not 

have access to the tools and resources to provide experiential learning opportunities. As 

well, sometimes LBS staff may lack the skills needed to coordinate or deliver experiential 

learning opportunities. 

 

F. Resources and curriculum  

A lack of resources, particularly the need for new and updated occupational curriculum, is 

challenging for many literacy educators.  

 

G. The amount of outreach required 

Earlier, we discussed a challenge related to coordination. Most of the challenges in that 

category related to challenges in coordinating learners. However, there is also a need to 

develop relationships with community partners in order to offer some kinds of experiential 

learning. Finding the time, developing the promotional tools, and adequate funding to 

develop partnerships with community organizations, potential employers, diverse partners, 

and with services like Ontario Works and Employment Services is a challenge for many LBS 

organizations. Several respondents noted that they have created experiential learning 

opportunities in the past but then found themselves dependent on referrals from 

community partners – referrals that didn’t always come in a timely manner. 
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H. Challenges engaging employers  

Challenges with engaging employers were identified. Firstly, employer engagement takes 

substantial time and resources, both of which are in short supply in many LBS organizations. 

One respondent noted that employers are not always interested in collaborating with a 

learning institution. Another noted that, with Employment Services and Ontario Works 

(among others) already knocking on employer doors, employers may be/become 

overwhelmed with requests related to experiential learning. Several other respondents 

identified a lack of local jobs as a challenge to promoting experiential learning opportunities.  

 

I. Lack of access to equipment 

The challenge “lack of equipment” can also be connected to the “lack of funding” challenge. 

Numerous respondents said they cannot afford to buy the equipment (cash registers, point-

of-sale stations, etc.) to offer experiential learning.  Other types of equipment were also 

identified, such as machines and tools. It’s not just the initial outlay of funding to purchase 

equipment, but also the ongoing costs that may be associated with maintaining the 

equipment. The lack of equipment doesn’t just refer to occupational-specific or sector-

specific equipment. Some respondents identified a lack of technological equipment (touch 

screens and other types of technology). In a couple of instances, a lack of equipment also 

referred to a lack of materials and supplies. 

 

J. Lack of clarity  

Some respondents indicated uncertainty about the Ministry of Adult Education and Skills 

Development’s interest in, and support for, employment-related experiential learning in LBS. 

Some organizations are unclear on what expectations, if any, MAESD has around experiential 

learning for LBS, given that it’s not reflected in LBS agreements or in the Ontario Adult 

Literacy Curriculum Framework and associated Milestones.  
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What are the most important supports that would assist you to 

provide employment-related experiential learning 

opportunities? 
 

THE HIGHLIGHTS  
 

The top support needs identified by LBS organizations to assist them to provide 

employment-related experiential learning have been grouped into themes, beginning with 

the supports most frequently cited.  

Funding and the need for additional resources for staffing and partnership development 

were strongly identified as the top support needs. Other supports were identified as well, 

including sharing best practices, sharing or developing resources and curriculum, purchasing 

workforce and digital equipment, getting clarity on several issues, and providing wraparound 

services to learners. 

Interestingly, the supports that will assist LBS organizations to provide experiential learning 

opportunities mirror the many of challenges identified. Funding, staffing, outreach, 

partnership development, equipment, and clarity were identified as both challenges and 

required supports 

In total, 60 LBS organizations responded to this open question. 

 

IDENTIFIED SUPPORTS  
 

A. Funding 

Funding was identified as the most crucial component to support LBS organizations to 

provide employment-related experiential learning opportunities. Enhanced funding is 

required to increase staff capacity to develop and facilitate experiential learning, to purchase 

equipment, to buy or develop resources and curriculum, to develop and maintain 

partnerships, to pay for WSIB insurance, to promote opportunities, to enhance 

communication with learners, partners and the community, and more.  

As well, several respondents noted that project funding should be made available by MAESD 

for LBS organizations to pilot experiential learning initiatives, develop occupational curricula 

and share best practices. Other respondents noted that increased funding would enable 

them to tailor or customize the experiential learning experience for learners, in keeping with 

one of the foundations of the LBS program (learner-focused).  
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B. Staffing  

The second most important support identified was the need to hire additional staff (or to 

increase the hours of existing staff) in order to have the capacity to provide more 

experiential learning opportunities. However, several respondents noted that they would 

not hire additional LBS staff. Rather, they would hire job coaches or job placement staff to 

work with LBS staff. Other respondents indicated the need to increase the LBS staffing in 

their agency to adequately introduce/maintain experiential learning and to develop the 

partnerships required in the community to make experiential learning work.  

 

C. Partnership Development  

The third most commonly identified support was the need for time and resources for 

partnership development. When it comes to providing experiential learning, a great focus 

was put on the need to develop effective partnerships. LBS organizations saw the need to 

develop partnerships with employers, diverse community partners, social services, 

employment services, Ontario Works and more. Effective partnership development takes 

staff time and resources to create and maintain. 

 

D. Sharing Best Practices  

The identification and sharing of best practices related to developing and delivering 

experiential learning opportunities was mentioned frequently by respondents. It’s clear that 

respondents want to hear not just if other LBS organizations are involved in experiential 

learning, but HOW they are getting involved. Currently, many of these experiential learning 

opportunities are happening in isolation. LBS organizations are keen to learn more about 

what’s working, what’s possible, and what strategies and resources are most useful.  

 

E. Sharing/Developing Resources and Curriculum 

LBS organizations often identified the need to share helpful resources – most notably 

curricula – related to experiential learning. If effective resources and curricula were already 

available, LBS organizations wanted to know that, rather than having to create their own, 

given the limited resources available.    

As well, the development of additional occupational curricula was identified as a necessary 

support. Another area of curriculum development is entry-level jobs and clients who are 

most highly-barriered (and therefore often most in need of experiential learning).  
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F. Equipment 

LBS organizations would like to purchase more equipment in order to simulate workplace-

based tasks with adult learners. In some cases, respondents have purchased equipment, but 

need to update it so that it continues to reflect equipment in use in the “real world”. This 

includes a variety of digital technologies (iPads, etc.) and workplace-based machines such a 

cash registers and point of sale stations.  

 

G. Clarity  

Several suggestions were made for supports that might sharpen the focus of experiential 

learning within LBS. Suggestions were made for leadership and direction, which may refer to 

a desire for MAESD to provide leadership, direction and support, or for LBS agency senior 

staff to fulfil this function.  

Some respondents noted that they would appreciate guidance on how and where 

experiential learning fits with LBS from MAESD, in particular within the OALCF and 

Milestones. Several respondents indicated that experiential learning could be an area of 

work for networks/support organizations and that if the profile of experiential learning 

climbs (and if MAESD would like it to continue to climb), discussions at LSP and elsewhere 

will need to happen to reduce competition and increase cooperation, knowledge and the 

sharing of best practices. 

 

H. Wrap-around Services 

The need for wraparound services for learners was identified as a helpful support. Learners 

typically face many barriers, which can include limited incomes, health issues, disabilities, 

and more. Having diverse community services available to support learners with experiential 

learning is important.    
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Does your LBS agency offer employment-related experiential 

learning opportunities to the extent you would like to? 
 

THE HIGHLIGHTS 
 

Although many LBS organizations across Ontario are already offering a variety of experiential 

learning opportunities, 84% would like to offer more. 

With the barriers they face to offering experiential learning (such as a lack of funding, low 

staffing levels, inadequate time for resource and partnership development and more), it may 

very well be the strong benefits to adult learners that keeps many LBS organizations 

determined to offer these opportunities. 

 

THE DATA  
 
 

Do you offer experiential learning opportunities to the extent you’d like to? 

 Yes – 12% of respondents 

 No – 84% 

 N/A – 4% 

66 LBS organizations responded to this question  
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Research Results: Key Informant Interviews  
 

Introduction 
 

“Experiential learning provides LBS learners with positive experiences – and sets them on the 

right path for a job that suits their skills, needs and interests.” 

 

To further supplement the data and learnings from the experiential learning survey (where 

66 LBS agencies responded), Community Literacy of Ontario also decided to hold a series of 

key informant interviews with LBS delivery organizations, select LBS support organizations, 

and with several key external partners.       

These interviews were held from June to November 2017, using structured interview 

questions.  

In total, we interviewed 26 key informants. The majority were LBS service delivery 

organizations (15 organizations).  We interviewed a mix of agency sizes and types, a mix of 

locations (for example, large urban, small urban and rural). All LBS sectors and streams were 

represented in our interviews. All of the organizations interviewed offered some form of 

employment-related experiential learning.  

We also interviewed seven LBS support organizations and four external partners. Because 

they are not direct deliverers of experiential learning, this group of key informants were 

asked fewer questions. However, they had valuable knowledge to contribute regarding 

experiential learning and their perspectives and knowledge are included in this research 

analysis under the relevant questions.  

See Appendix 2 for a list of our key informants. And see Appendix 3 for a list of the questions 

asked in the key informant interviews. CLO is very grateful to all of our key informants for 

sharing their valuable time and insights with us! 
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Tell us about the employment-related experiential learning 

opportunities you offer in your LBS agency  

 
“Providing experiential learning means we focus on learners’ abilities and we encourage 

them to use their skills in real-life ways out in the community. In return, learners feel our trust 

and flourish.” 

 

In our key informant interviews, all of the 15 LBS service delivery organizations provided a 

variety of employment-related experiential learning opportunities. The opportunities offered 

paralleled the survey results, although the order was different in some instances. In common 

with the survey, the types and ways that these opportunities were offered varied. Some 

organizations offered small scale opportunities, others larger. Some opportunities were 

offered to a group, others to individuals. All were based on the needs and interests of the 

adult learners and the capacity of the individual LBS agency.  

 

While all of the LBS agencies in our key informant interviews offered some form of 

experiential learning, not all adult learners within the agency participated in these 

opportunities – either because of capacity (the agency did not have sufficient resources to 

offer these opportunities to all learners) or because some of the learners did not wish to 

participate in employment-related experiential learning.  

 

In short, in our research, CLO found that there was a wide variety of opportunities and much 

creativity and innovation. You can read in more depth about some of the opportunities 

offered by the key informants by reading CLO’s “Success Stories: Employment-Related 

Experiential Learning in LBS.”  

 

In priority order, the top mentions by our key informants were: assisting learners to get 

work-related certificates; linking with community partners to provide or support 

opportunities for experiential learning and offering a variety of occupational curricula. 

 

Other popular ways to provide experiential learning included offering or facilitating 

volunteer opportunities, providing hands-on practice with workplace machines and 

technologies, facilitating or supporting community or employer placements, and providing 

the chance to work in the agency’s social enterprise.  
 

  

http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/wp/wp-content/uploads/Success-Stories-Newsletter-Feb-2018.pdf
http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/wp/wp-content/uploads/Success-Stories-Newsletter-Feb-2018.pdf
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Assisting learners to get work-related certificates  

Examples included working with learners to help them develop the related literacy skills and 

work-related certificates in areas such as Safe Food Handling, Customer Service, WHMIS, 

First Aid, Smart Serve, AODA, and more. 

  

Linking with other community partners to provide or support opportunities  

Examples included:  

 Developing partnerships where Ontario Works paid for the clothing needed for 
volunteer placements  

 Working in partnership with the John Howard Society to support clients to gain skills 
and experience  

 Connecting LBS clients with Employment Services so that learners could find out 

about the wide range of services offered 

 Partnering with a construction union for budgeting and apprenticeship math 

 Working with employers to facilitate tours of their premises where the employers 

present on the skills and knowledge they require from employees 

 Bringing employers into the classroom to talk to learners about their trade or 

business 

 Asking Employment Services to offer employment-related workshops in the LBS 

classroom  

 

Offering a variety of occupational curricula  

Many of our key informants indicated that they use a variety of occupational curricula to 

teach a combination of literacy and employment skills geared towards the goals and 

interests of individual learners. To share some examples, occupational curricula used by our 

key informants included essential skills training embedded in: 

 Math for the Trades 

 Pre-Personal Support Worker  

 Office Skills  

 Overview of Apprenticeship 

Pathways 

 Call Centre Preparation  

 Pre-Construction  

 Retail/Cashier Preparation  

 Workplace Communication 

 Pet Groomer Preparation  

 Introduction to the Skilled Trades  

 And more…
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Offering or facilitating volunteer opportunities  

Some of our key informants provided volunteer opportunities to interested learners in 

several ways. Firstly, they created structured volunteer placements with partner 

organizations in their communities, based on the interests of the learner. For example, if a 

learner was interested in working as a pet groomer, the LBS agency might set up a volunteer 

placement with the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. Or, if a learner was 

interested in a career as a Personal Support Worker, an agency might facilitate a volunteer 

placement with a nursing home. Alongside these volunteer placements, the LBS agency 

would work with the learners on the literacy and numeracy skills related to their goals.  

Secondly, some LBS agencies offered in-program volunteering to interested learners. 
Examples included providing administrative support, helping with special events, assisting 
with fundraising, helping with digital tasks (for example, assisting with the desktop 
publishing of the agency’s newsletter), and more.  

 

Providing hands-on practice in your LBS agency using workplace machines or 

technologies  

Some of the LBS key informants provided opportunities for learners to have hands-on 

practice with workplace machines and technologies. The opportunities were based on the 

specific interests of the learners and typically linked to literacy curriculum related to the 

learners’ areas of interest. For example, someone interested in working in retail would learn 

how to use a point of sale station and a cash register as part of their LBS programming.  

 

Facilitating or supporting community or employer placements  

Still other key informants facilitated or supported work placements. This included: 

 Connecting LBS clients with Employment Services for job placements 

 Arranging for placements with the March of Dimes  

 Facilitating a placement at a local nonprofit  

 

Proving opportunities to work in the agency’s social enterprise  

Several key informants offered experiential learning opportunities via their agency’s social 
enterprise. These social enterprises included a bookstore, a snack shop and a gourmet 
popcorn business. Learners who elected to participate in these social enterprises gained 
valuable skills such a customer service, marketing, retail, food handling, and money math.  
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Why did employment-related experiential learning evolve in 

your LBS agency?  

 
“Our volunteer placements help students to discover their hidden skills and talents, increase 

their self-confidence, and develop marketable skills for the job market. What’s not to love 
about that?” 

 
The 15 LBS delivery agencies we interviewed in the key informant interviews had important 

and compelling reasons for deciding to offer employment-related experiential learning. As a 

clear demonstration of the strong commitment LBS agencies have towards adult learners, 

ALL the main reasons why LBS agencies offer experiential learning are about providing 

benefit to learners (as opposed to benefiting the agency itself). This strong commitment to 

learners is a hallmark of LBS. 

 

We have grouped the reasons into four categories: employment, skills, confidence, and 

vulnerability.  

 
Employment 

Not surprisingly, many respondents noted that offering employment-related experiential 

learning opportunities provided strong support to learners with employment goals. They 

offer experiential learning to: 

 Help learners gain employment experience 
 

 Support learners in exploring potential job paths and goals 
 

 Build learners’ resumes and give them the opportunity to gain current references 
 

 Offer real-world learning opportunities for learners to apply their skills and 

knowledge 
 

 Give learners with limited or no job experience the opportunity to augment their 

resumes 
 

 Reinforce learning with hand-on, practical real-world experiences  
 

 Help learners gain employment-related skills and practical certificates 
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Skill Building 

Some agencies reported that they became involved in offering experiential learning 

opportunities to further assist learners in building their skills and to: 

 Offer an engaging, hands-on learning experience for learners   

 Give learners training and experience in skills that are meaningful to their 

employment and personal goals 

 Give learners the chance to showcase their current skills  

 Reinforce the soft skills required in the workforce  
 

 

Self-Confidence  

Some LBS agencies see experiential learning as a way to further the self-confidence of 

learners, noting that it: 
 

 Provides meaningful and engaging “real life” learning experiences to adult learners 

that helps to builds the self-confidence  

 Give learners the chance to succeed in a low risk, supportive environment  

 Creates work, social connections and networks that support social inclusion  

 Helps break some of the barriers to unemployment 

 

Vulnerability  

Importantly, LBS agencies also provide experiential learning because some adult learners 

may be from marginalized, vulnerable populations. LBS agencies can provide a safe, trusting 

and low-risk environment for clients to gain networking, skills and confidence related to 

employment, as well as knowledge about what kinds of work they are suited for. LBS clients 

can build on this self-awareness and these skills when they work with Employment Services 

and other community partners, and/or enter employment situations where the stakes are 

higher. 
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How long have you been offering experiential learning in your 

LBS agency? 
 

“I do believe people learn better with hands-on training, respect and equality.” 
 

The 15 LBS delivery organizations interviewed have considerable knowledge of experiential 

learning. In fact they have been delivering experiential learning for between two to 17 years, 

or for an average of 7.3 years! 

 

During our research, it became readily apparent that employment-related experiential 

learning is not new to LBS. Rather, it has been quietly happening under the radar for quite 

some time in many LBS agencies.  

Many promising practices and helpful resources exist that could and should be shared more 

widely within the literacy field and with other sectors and partners. It is our hope that 

Community Literacy of Ontario’s research into experiential learning, along with our webinar 

and Success Stories newsletter, will encourage more exchange of knowledge and resources 

regarding this important topic.  

 

Are these employment-related experiential learning 

opportunities offered through LBS funding? Or through other 

sources of funding?  
 

“Lack of funding is always an issue. We can’t deliver this programming as often as we should 

and could.” 

In the key informant interviews, Community Literacy of Ontario learned that LBS 

organizations fund experiential learning opportunities in a variety of creative ways. While 

there were parallels with the survey data, we were able to dig deeper and gain more insight 

into this important topic. 

The top four, and most significant, funding sources were: via LBS funding, via combined LBS 

and other sources of funding, with support from Ontario Works, and with community 

partners.  

https://vimeo.com/246294281
http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/wp/wp-content/uploads/Success-Stories-Newsletter-Feb-2018.pdf
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LBS Funding  

All of the 15 LBS service delivery agencies interviewed used LBS funding to deliver 

experiential learning.  

However, only four of these agencies (or 27%) relied upon LBS funding exclusively. In the 

majority of cases (11 of 15 agencies, or 73%), they provided experiential learning 

opportunities through a combination of LBS and other sources of funding.  

Out of the 11 agencies that offered experiential learning via a combination of LBS and other 

sources, five of the 11 agencies (or 45%) indicated that LBS was their main source of funding, 

with minimal supplementation from other sources. In the remaining six agencies (out of 11, 

or 55%), the reverse was true: other sources of funding covered most of the cost of 

experiential learning in their agencies, supplemented by LBS funding.  

 

Combination of LBS and Other Sources of Funding  

A high percentage (73%) of the 15 LBS service delivery agencies interviewed deliver 

experiential learning using a combination of LBS and other source of funding. These other 

sources of funding are diverse and are a testament to the creativity, innovation and 

community spirit inherent in Literacy and Basic Skills agencies.  

The most common sources of additional funding for experiential learning identified were 

Ontario Works, community partners, earned income (from social enterprise or fee-for-

service initiatives), foundations, Federal Government initiatives, and volunteer support.  

 

Ontario Works and LBS 

Ontario Works was notes as a source of funding for experiential learning, with 7 of 15 

agencies (or 47%) receiving funding from OW for specific projects/initiatives in their LBS 

agency. 

Several respondents noted, however, that it is becoming increasingly difficult to access 

funding via Ontario Works, and they observed that, seemingly, OW prefers to fund and 

deliver initiatives directly itself, as opposed to through third-party deliverers.  
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Community Partners and LBS   

Six of 15 LBS agencies (or 40%) delivered a portion of their experiential learning initiatives 

via partnerships with other organizations or groups. Employment Services, Ontario Works, 

community organizations, and local business or employers were the partners most 

commonly mentioned.  

 

Earned Income and LBS 

Six of 15 agencies (or 40%) used earned income to deliver experiential learning. Earned 

income included the income from the agency’s social enterprise (2 mentions), income from 

fee-for-service initiatives (2 mentions) and fundraising (2 mentions). 

 

Foundations and LBS 

Four of 15 agencies (27%) received funding from foundations to help them offer experiential 

learning. In two instances, the source was the Ontario Trillium Foundation and in the 

remaining instances, local community foundations provided support for experiential 

learning. In all these cases, the funds received from foundations were for limited-term 

projects.  

 

Federal Government Programs 

Four of 15 agencies (27%) were able to access Federal Government funding to support 

experiential learning. In all cases, this Federal funding was for limited-term projects.  

The most common source was the “Skills Link” program (accessed by two agencies). It was, 

however, noted that Skills Link funding has become more difficult to access in recent years.  

Other sources were Economic Development Agencies (1 mention) and the Federal Office of 

Literacy and Essential Skills (1 mention).  

 

Volunteer Support and LBS 

Three of 15 agencies (20%) mentioned that they deliver experiential learning partially with 

LBS funding, and that they also use the support of trained volunteers.  
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Please describe some of the benefits of offering experiential 

learning  
 

All 26 key informants (LBS service delivery organizations, LBS support organizations and 
external stakeholders) were asked this question. It was asked in both the survey and in the 
key informant interviews. In the key informant interviews, respondents were not given a list 
of choices, but rather they answered without any prompts. Definite parallels existed 
between the survey results and the key informant interviews. 

In our key informant interviews, the following benefits from employment-related 
experiential learning were identified:  
 

Learners gain valuable skills   

A strong benefit identified by almost all key informants was that learners gain valuable skills 

through experiential learning. This benefit was mentioned by 24 out of 26 organizations 

(92%). 

Respondents believe that experiential learning helps adult learners to gain real-world, 

relevant skills that not only help them to find jobs, but also to increase their confidence and 

community connections. Respondents noted that experiential learning is very learner-

centred and based on the needs and interests of learners. Further, learners gain practical, 

transferrable skills required for the workplace and in the community (for example, digital 

skills, customer service, and money math). Several respondents noted that experiential 

learning also gives learners the chance to showcase their current skills and knowledge to 

others, which builds confidence in them – and in other learners.  
 

 “Many people learn best from experiential learning – almost everyone does. Think about 
how you yourself learn. It’s likely by DOING.” 

 

Learners gain self-confidence  

Learners gaining enhanced self-confidence was identified as a benefit by 22 out of 26 

organizations (85%). 

Respondents find that LBS learners, who often have low self-esteem, gain confidence via 

experiential learning. They learn they can do many new things and enhance the skills they 

already have. Through interacting with new community stakeholders (whether partners, 

employers, social service organizations, etc.), they gain confidence in their skills and gain a 

feeling of belonging and contributing. Many respondents express a deep sense of 

accomplishment when they are involved in experiential learning.  
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”The benefits of experiential learning to our learners include the obvious skill building, but 
also the increased self-esteem and confidence from the knowledge that they have actual 

real-world experience.” 

 

Learners are more prepared for success in employment  

Experiential learning resulting in learners being more prepared for success in employment 

was a commonly identified benefit, mentioned by 22 out of 26 organizations (85%). 

Respondents noted many workforce-related benefits from experiential learning, including:  

 It makes entering the workforce seem doable and possible. 

 Some learners quickly find jobs because of the skills they gain; others gain the 

confidence, skills and knowledge to find a job they want.  

 It supports course work, helps with linking to jobs, reinforces learning, promotes 
hands-on learning and makes learning more real. 

 Learners gain skills, jobs and references to put on their resumes. 

 It helps learners build soft skills, so desired by employers (punctuality, routine, etc.)  

 Through experiential learning, LBS learners get to know their skills and understand 
what they are good at. It really helps them figure out their next steps and gain 
confidence to build a better future. 

 Learners gain insight about the types of jobs that are most interesting to them, and 
they are better able to figure out their next steps and future path. 

 Experiential learning gives learners an opportunity to practice real-life skills and 
habits that they will use in the jobs they hope to get. It also offers a reality check as 
to what work is like.  

 They learn about the expectations of employers and the work habits required. 

 It helps them with employment-related networking and new connections. 
 

“Experiential learning gave students an opportunity to practice real-life skills and habits that 
they would use in the jobs they hope to get.” 
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The organization increases its community profile and develops new or 

enhanced partnerships  

The development of an increased profile in their community and the creation of new or 

enhanced partnerships were identified as benefits by 16 out of 26 organizations (62%). 

Many key informants noted that new partnerships are created or fresh life is breathed into 

existing partnerships via the delivery of experiential learning. Finding opportunities for 

experiential learning placements, securing funding for delivery, and working with others in 

the community to support the learners all require partnerships to succeed.  

For some, enhanced partnership activity also results in an increased community profile, 

strong community connections, new or increased LBS referrals and the ability to more 

effectively reach new groups of learners (i.e. single parents, older workers or youth). Several 

respondents mentioned that experiential learning strongly supports local innovation and 

addresses community needs.  

 “We have a higher profile in the community now.” 
 

Learners gain new networks for social inclusion and employment  

Thirteen out of 26 organizations (50%) noted that experiential learning helps adult learners 

to gain new networks for social inclusion and employment.  

Through their involvement with community organizations, mentors, LBS staff and 

volunteers, employers and others, learners make new connections that support social 

interactions, networking, and the development of connections to potential employers.  
 

“Experiential learning really helped our students to build social and employment networks. 

This was really an important benefit for quite a few of them.” 
 

 

It helps learners identify strengths and interests 

Eleven out of 26 organizations (42%) mentioned that experiential learning helps learners to 

identify their strengths and interests. Respondents noted that through involvement in job-

related tasks and skills, learners gain a better awareness of what they would like to do in the 

future, and that experiential learning helps learners to explore their interests, talents and 

goals. Learners get to know what they enjoy and are good at as well as identify jobs and 

tasks that are not well suited to them.  

“Through experiential learning, LBS students get to know their skills and understand what 
they are good at. It really helps them figure out their next steps and gain confidence to build 

a better future.”  
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Please tell us about some of the challenges involved with 

providing experiential learning  
 

This question was asked of all 26 key informants: LBS service delivery organizations, LBS 
support organizations and external stakeholders. It was asked in both the survey and in the 
key informant interviews, and there were many commonalities in the results.  

In our key informant interviews, the follow challenges were identified:  

 

A lack of financial support  

A lack of financial support was the top challenge, identified by 20 out of 26 organizations 

(77%). Respondents noted that while the needs and benefits from experiential learning are 

great, providing these opportunities requires a substantial investment of time, skills and 

money.  

Challenges with funding included: 

 Not being able to offer experiential learning opportunities to as many learners as 

desired 

 Not having enough staff time for coordination, partnership development and delivery 

 Having to start, then stop, then re-start experiential learning opportunities because 

of inconsistent funding 

 Having to rely on short-term project funding 

 Experiencing a lack of funding for equipment, marketing, and learner supports 

 Having to fundraise to support experiential learning opportunities 

 Experiencing increasing difficulty in accessing project and foundation funding  
 

“It’s hard work to make it work.” 
 

A lack of staff time 

A lack of staff time was the second most commonly identified challenge, noted by 17 out of 

26 organizations (65%). Respondents stated that offering experiential learning takes 

considerable time, energy and skill. Many tasks are involved such as planning, developing 

partnerships, coordinating, finding resources, training, supporting learners, evaluating and 

more.  

“We are so busy doing, it’s hard to find time to stop and reflect and build for the future.” 
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Setting learners up for success, not failure  

A unique challenge was strongly identified in the key 

informant interviews: the challenge of ensuring that 

experiential learning opportunities set learners up for 

success, not failure. This was the third most commonly 

identified issue, noted by 13 out of 26 organizations 

(50%). 

Many respondents noted that while experiential 

learning was highly beneficial for many LBS learners, it 

had to be done properly and carefully, so that the 

learner was set up for success, not failure. Many LBS 

learners, especially those with low literacy levels, face a 

variety of barriers, and they tend to lack confidence.  

If the experiential learning opportunity is not well 

coordinated and supportive, then it could lead to failure 

and deliver yet another blow to the learner’s self-

esteem.  
 

 “You have to support experiential learning properly and be sure you aren’t inadvertently 
setting the student up for failure.” 

 

Insufficient staff time and financial resources for community outreach and 

partnership development 

Eleven of 26 respondents (42%) identified insufficient staff time and financial resources for 

community outreach and partnership development as a key challenge. 

Respondents noted that conducting outreach and marketing takes both staff time and 

financial resources. They also indicated that effective partnerships take time to find, 

negotiate and implement. Many found that partnerships took more time to develop and 

sustain than they had thought. They noted that strong community outreach skills and time 

are needed – to find opportunities, partnerships, community supports, etc.  
 

“Time and resources are required to establish experiential learning partnerships with 
employers, community organizations, employment services and others.” 
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The need for resources and best practices related to experiential learning  

The need for training, resources and best practices related to experiential learning was 

identified as a challenge by ten out of 26 organizations (38%).  

Often, experiential learning initiatives created by LBS agencies have developed based on the 

specific needs of their community and learners, the skill sets and passions of the staff, or a 

unique partnership opportunity. Respondents want to know what is working well in other 

LBS agencies, so that they can learn from the success of others and adapt their programming 

if needed. Many also want to share what they are doing, as they believe in the benefits of 

experiential learning to adult learners.  

Also, respondents want to learn more about resources being used by others (curriculum, 

helpful websites, etc.) to support experiential learning in their LBS agency.   

LBS support organizations and key partner organizations also share this goal of wanting to 

learn more about best practices and resources, so that they, themselves, can learn more and 

share out this information with their stakeholder groups.  

Experiential learning is a topic of high interest to many! 
 

“What’s happening out there in other communities? We want to know what others are doing 

to make experiential learning work with their learners. That would provide practical 

strategies and inspiration.” 

 
 

Challenges engaging employers 

Challenges engaging employers were identified by 8 out of 26 organizations (31%).  

Respondents noted that employers are busy and have many demands upon them, so it can 

be hard to get their buy-in for experiential learning opportunities. Also, respondents noted 

that because LBS agencies work with vulnerable clients, they need to find employers who 

are willing to provide support. Many LBS agencies worked with, and relied upon, 

Employment Services agencies for employer engagement.  
 

“It’s a challenge to find the right employers or volunteer placements to work with our 
clients. They must be willing to be patient and be a mentor. These clients may not show 

all of the required skills perfectly.” 

 

 



Hands On, Skills Up! 

 
33 

What advice would you give to other organizations seeking to 

offer experiential learning? 
 

“The one thing that would really help us is to have more information and resources about 
what other LBS organizations are doing with experiential learning.” 

 

This question was asked of all 26 key informants – LBS service delivery organizations, LBS 
support organizations and external stakeholders – who all had some words of wisdom to 
impart to colleagues who seek to offer experiential learning. Responses have been grouped 
into eight themes: take small steps, listen, plan, prepare, partner, be careful, get the right 
equipment/technology, and find champions. 

 

Take small steps 

Respondents, some of whom have been offering experiential learning for many years, advise 
other organizations not to over-reach: 

 Start first with a small select group of learners. Test experiential learning out. Learn, 

revise, adapt, and try again.  

 Start with learners who are highly motivated to try experiential learning. 

 Do not take on too much at once – unless you have dedicated funding. 

 Design low-risk opportunities to start with – allow lots of margin for time and 

scheduling – and offer opportunities that are not going to cause harm to the self-

esteem of learners.  

 Start small. Do things first within your four walls that can give limited but true 

experiential learning. This could include operating a monthly student café, having 

learners assist with a fundraising event, getting learners to plan a social gathering or 

creating volunteer opportunities. Then, build on these small activities.  

 

Listen 

There are many ways that an LBS agency can embark upon offering experiential learning. 

Numerous respondents identified the usefulness of listening – to learners and to the 

community at large – when planning experiential learning, so that the learning is meaningful 

and applicable: 

 Build on your agency’s strengths. For example, if you have a strong volunteer 
program, an effective partnership, or a successful social enterprise, then build around 
that.  
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 Listen to the learners! If you have an open time where the class can just chat and 
throw ideas around, wonderful initiatives can come out of that. Learners want to 
share their skills and knowledge and they have much to offer. 

 Focus on what learners like/want/need to do. Otherwise, they won’t engage. 

 Listen to community needs. Attend community meetings. Ask your partners about 

key needs. Review community trends and data. 
 

Plan 

Respondents advised others to develop a solid plan before offering experiential learning. 

They shared the following ideas: 

 Carefully consider what type of experiential learning would work best in your 

community. Plan with staff, learners, stakeholders and partners. 

 Pick something worth doing – something worthwhile – to put your efforts into. It will 

take time, money and energy, so choose wisely! 

 Consider what in-house skills you have (both from staff and volunteers). Do you have 

the needed skill sets? Will you need to approach community partners? 

 Look at labour market information and other data for your community and talk to 

referral partners to learn about the key needs. Build your plan around that.  
 

Prepare 

For organizations that are thinking of moving into experiential learning, preparation is key 
and includes consideration of partnership development, coordination, placements, staff 
training, learner support and curriculum/resources: 

 It’s important to know the organization you are sending the learners to. In LBS, we 
work with vulnerable individuals, so we don’t want them to have a negative 
experience.  

 Use good occupational curriculum! (Many respondents noted that more and updated 
occupational curricula are urgently needed) 

 Coordination of experiential learning requires a lot of time. 

 Partnership development and maintenance take time. 

 Training is required for staff.  

 Set aside time for monitoring and supporting. 

 The right staff and instructors are key. 

 Learn from others in LBS who are doing this already. 

 Use the connections of your Board of Directors, staff and volunteers to find 

placements and volunteering and mentoring opportunities. Cast your net within your 

own network. 
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Partner 

Another theme was around seeking out partnerships, perhaps beginning with partners you 

already have, and attempting to build new community partnerships to support experiential 

learning in your LBS agency. Respondents advised: 

 Do not be afraid to try to develop new partnerships. There are likely more people 
willing to help than you know. 

 Build personal relationships with partners. This helps when glitches come during the 

learning and development curve. 

 Have a strong awareness of local community services. This will be needed for a 
variety of items, such as supports and resources for learners, volunteer placements, 
referrals, mentoring opportunities and more.  

 Take the time to invest in partnerships. You will need good partnerships to make it all 
work. 

 

Be careful 

And, of course, a few cautions were identified by respondents, some of which pertain to the 
learners and to offering a positive experience, and others pertain to operational issues: 

 Remember! Set learners up for success. They are vulnerable and many have already 
experienced various challenges. 

 You will have to support experiential learning properly. Don’t set your agency and the 
learners up for failure. 

 Don’t go in with your eyes closed. Consider WSIB insurance and other insurance, risk 

management, liability and transportation issues. 

 

Get the right equipment/technology 

Because of its connection to employment, experiential 
learning may require that an LBS agency upgrade/buy new 
equipment or technology. Use technology to your 
advantage: 

 Embrace and embed technology whenever 

possible. 

 Certain kinds of equipment are necessary for many 

experiential learning opportunities. Equipment 

purchase and upkeep must be planned, funded and 

incorporated into agency operations.  
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Find champions  

Several respondents noted the importance of finding experiential learning champions:  

 This could include linking with other organizations in your community that are 

already involved in this area (nonprofits, Employment Services, employers, school 

boards, colleges, etc.).  

 It might involve showcasing adult learners in your agency who have succeeded with 

experiential learning. 

 It could also consist of learning about, sharing, and connecting with experiential 

learning ideas and initiatives from websites, social media feeds or research reports 

from organizations or government ministries in other regions of Ontario, other 

provinces or even other countries.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

In a perfect world, would you increase employment-related 

experiential learning in your LBS organization?  
 
 

All 15 LBS delivery organizations interviewed indicated that they wished they could increase 

experiential learning!  

All of these organizations are currently delivering some form of experiential learning, and, as 

such, they are great champions of the benefits to adult learners.  

 

“Yes! Definitely! Adult literacy students typically need to DO something, not just sit at a desk. 
Experiential learning is a great fit for many of them. And many of our students need 

employment experience to get out of poverty.” 
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Conclusion  
 

In conclusion, Community Literacy of Ontario is pleased to share our “HANDS ON, SKILLS UP! 

Employment-Related Experiential Learning in Literacy and Basic Skills Research Report” 

with the LBS community, MAESD and beyond.  

Clearly, experiential learning is alive and well in Ontario’s Literacy and Basic Skills agencies. 

We can learn a great deal from LBS agencies that have already been exploring this type of 

initiative. By offering experiential learning opportunities to adult learners, we reinforce the 

valuable skills they are building, assist them in meeting their goals, and increase their self-

confidence to support them to build their future.  

We believe that our research will be of value not only to LBS, MAESD, and our Employment 

Ontario partners, but to other provincial ministries and stakeholders as well. 

One of CLO’s goals in our research was to demonstrate our respect for the innovative and 

creative ways that LBS agencies in Ontario have embraced experiential learning 

Literacy and Basic Skills, with additional funding, enhanced sharing of promising practices, 

more and updated occupational curricula, and direction related to experiential learning can 

be an effective model and an inspiration to other organizations and ministries that work with 

vulnerable populations.  

We hope that CLO’s research report, our Success Stories newsletter, and our webinar hosted 

in partnership with CESBA, are just the beginning of the important task of sharing 

information and best practices on experiential learning. We plan to continue to explore and 

share information about the important area of employment-related experiential learning.  

In closing, Community Literacy of Ontario commends the tireless work of LBS agencies across 

Ontario and marvel that they don’t just “keep on, keeping on”, but they can’t seem to resist 

exploring anything and everything, including experiential learning, that will assist adult 

learners to believe in themselves and help them to realize their amazing potential.  

 

  

http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/wp/wp-content/uploads/Success-Stories-Newsletter-Feb-2018.pdf
https://vimeo.com/246294281
http://cesba.com/
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Appendix 1: Experiential Learning Survey 

Questionnaire 
 

 

 
June 12, 2017 

Community Literacy of Ontario is conducting research to identify experiential 

learning opportunities that could support adult learners in LBS agencies to 

meet their employment goals.   

As part of our research, CLO has developed this survey to explore employment-

related experiential learning offered in LBS agencies.  

We are defining experiential learning as activities that “help learners to gain 

employment-related learning experiences”. Experiential learning can happen 

through a variety of methods, such as volunteering and mentoring. These 

opportunities could be funded under your LBS funding, or via other sources of 

funding.  

For our research, experiential learning does not include offering learning 

materials that are contextualized to the workplace, although, of course, these 

are excellent ways of preparing learners. We will be creating a newsletter and a 

research report based on the findings of our research. These resources will be 

available on CLO’s website.   

We would greatly value your input on this important topic! All responses will 

be kept confidential, and only aggregate data will be shared. 

Please fill out this survey by JULY 21, 2017. Thank you very much! 

 

 

http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/


Hands On, Skills Up! 

 
39 

Survey Questions 
 

Your Name 

 

Name of Your Organization 

 

1. What LBS stream is your agency from?  

 Anglophone/English Language  

 Native 

 Francophone 

 Deaf/Deaf-Blind 

 N/A (LBS support organization) 

 

2. What LBS sector is your agency part of? 

 Community-based 

 School Board 

 College  

 N/A (LBS support organization) 

 

3. What type of organization are you? 

 LBS delivery agency  

 LBS support organization  

 Other  

 

4. Do you offer experiential learning opportunities to help learners in your LBS 

agency gain employment-related experiences?    

 

5. Do you offer employment-related experiential learning opportunities to 

learners in your agency? 

● Yes 

● No 

● N/A 
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6. What types of employment-related experiential learning opportunities does 

your LBS agency offer? Please check off any that are offered in your agency 

and add others that we may have missed.  

 

● Offering or facilitating volunteer opportunities  

● Mentoring  

● Providing opportunities to work in your agency’s social enterprise (for 

example, if your organization runs a snack shop and learners 

participate) 

● Hands-on practice in your LBS agency using workplace machines or 

technologies (for example, using cash registers) 

● Assisting learners to get workplace-based certificates (for example, 

customer service training, WHMIS) 

● Job placements 

● Linking with other community partners (employers, education, social 

services, etc.) to provide or support employment-related experiential 

learning opportunities  

● N/A 

● Other, please describe: _________________________________ 

 

 

7. How do you fund experiential learning opportunities in your LBS agency?  

 

● LBS funding 

● Fundraising and donations  

● Community partners 

● It is not funded at all. We offer it on a volunteer basis 

● Via a combination of various sources of funding 

● Other, please describe:  _________________________________ 

● N/A 

 

  



Hands On, Skills Up! 

 
41 

8. What are some of the benefits associated with offering employment-related 

experiential learning opportunities in LBS?  Select all that you think apply and 

add others we have missed. 

 

● Learners are more prepared for success in employment 

● Assists learners in transitioning to employment 

● Learners gain confidence and skills 

● It helps with learner recruitment 

● It helps with learner retention 

● Development of new or enhanced community partnerships and 

relationships 

● Other, please describe: _________________________________ 

 
9. What are the top two challenges associated with offering employment-related 

experiential learning opportunities in LBS agencies? 

 
10. What are the most important supports that would assist you to provide 

employment-related experiential learning opportunities? 

 
11. Does your LBS agency offer employment-related experiential learning 

opportunities to the extent you would like to? 

● Yes 

● No 

● N/A 
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Appendix 2: List of Key Informants 
 

LBS Delivery Agencies  
 

1. Brant Skills Centre, Brantford – Lori Bruner 

2. Canadian National Institute for the Blind, Deaf/Blind Literacy Program, London – Carolina Cohoon 

3. Community Learning Alternatives, Belleville – Shannon Lee and Stacey McQuoid, Program 

Coordinator  

4. Dryden Literacy Association – Wendy Olson 

5. Gateway Centre for Learning, Midland – Jennifer Ellis and Tracey Miller  

6. Haldimand-Norfolk Literacy Council – Anita Hillis-Krause 

7. Kingston Literacy and Skills – Martha Rudden 

8. Literacy Alliance of West Nipissing, Sturgeon Falls – Nanditta Colbear 

9. Nokee Kwe, London – Jake Martell 

10. Northern Connections Adult Learning Centre, Sharbot Lake – Joyce Bigelow 

11. Prince Edward Learning Centre, Picton – Kathy Kennedy and Lori Farrington 

12. PTP, Toronto – Anne Marie Williams  

13. Sudbury Vocational Resource Centre – Ginette Comeau-Roy 

14. YWCA of St. Thomas, Literacy Program – Shelley Harris 

15. YMCA of Simcoe-Muskoka, Literacy Program – Nancy West 

 

LBS Support Organizations  
 

16. CESBA (Ontario Association of Adult and Continuing Education School Board Administrators) – 
Bernadette Beaupre 

17. COFA (Coalition ontarienne de formation des adultes) – Michel Robillard 
18. College Sector Committee for Adult Upgrading – Barb Glass  

19. Laubach Literacy Ontario – Robyn Cook-Ritchie 

20. Literacy Link South Central – Summer Burton 

21. Ontario Native Literacy Coalition – Michelle Davis 

22. Peel-Halton-Dufferin Adult Learning Network – Matthew Shulman 

 

Partner Organizations  
 

23. Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills Development – Colin McCullough, John Manning and 

Taryn Pimento 

24. Ministry of Education – Pauline McNaughton 

25. Ontario Centre for Workforce Innovation – Wendy Vuk 

26. ONESTEP – Ed Kothiringer  
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Appendix 3: Key Informant Interview 

Questionnaire 
 

Community Literacy of Ontario (CLO) is conducting research to identify 

experiential learning opportunities that could support adult learners in LBS 

agencies to meet their employment goals. As part of our research, CLO is 

conducting a survey and holding key informant interviews to explore 

employment-related experiential learning with LBS agencies and other 

stakeholders.  

We are defining experiential learning as activities that “help learners to gain 

employment-related learning experiences.” Experiential learning can happen 

through a variety of opportunities, such as volunteering, mentoring, working in 

a social enterprise, and offering relevant workforce-based certificates. These 

opportunities might be funded under your LBS funding or via other sources of 

funding.  

CLO will be creating a newsletter and a research report based on the findings of 

our research. We will also be offering a webinar on our research findings. All of 

these tools will be publicly available on CLO’s website.  

As someone with a knowledge of experiential learning, we would appreciate 

the opportunity to hold a key informant interview via telephone with you. Can 

we please schedule a 40-minute key informant interview with you in the near 

future?  

We would greatly value your knowledge and 

input on this important topic.   

 

  

http://www.communityliteracyofontario.ca/
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Key Informant Interview Questions for LBS Agencies 
 

1. Please tell us about the employment-related experiential learning opportunities you 

offer in your LBS agency.     
 

2. Why did employment-related experiential learning evolve in your LBS agency?  
 

3. How long have you been offering experiential learning in your LBS agency? 
 

4. Are these employment-related experiential learning opportunities offered through 

LBS funding? Or through other sources of funding? 
 

5. Please describe some of the benefits of offering experiential learning. 
 

6. Please tell us about some of challenges involved with offering experiential learning. 
 

7. What advice would you give to other organizations seeking to offer experiential 

learning? 
 

8. In a perfect world, would you increase employment-related experiential learning in 

your organization?  
 

 

Key Informant Interview Questions for LBS 

Support Organizations and External Partners 
 

1. In your opinion, what are some of the benefits 

associated with offering employment-related 

experiential learning opportunities to vulnerable and 

marginalized clients such as adult learners in LBS 

agencies?  
 

2. What do you see as the biggest challenges facing organizations that are providing, or 

that would like to provide, employment-related experiential learning opportunities to 

vulnerable and marginalized clients such as adult learners in LBS agencies?  
 

3. What advice would you give to LBS organizations seeking to offer employment-

related experiential learning? 


