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Abstract 

When the COVID-19 pandemic required all higher education learning to move to remote or online formats, students 

were challenged to maintain a sense of community and to advance in their education. By focusing on the immediate, 

human needs of students, IdeasCongress - a community-engaged experiential learning course with a curricular 

emphasis on transferable skills - flourished in the remote synchronous format. The only significant change was to shift 

the topic of the course to #RecoverTogether to guide our students in imagining a path through the pandemic while 

supporting local charities by developing plans for mitigating the impact that the pandemic was having on their service 

model. This paper outlines a case study of the course and reflections upon the experience of teaching during the 

pandemic restrictions, supported by student feedback from the September-December (Fall) 2020 semester. Based on 

this evidence, the approach appeared to be effective for student retention and engagement, and increased student 

feelings of connectedness to both the campus and the local community. The paper highlights key lessons learned while 

teaching and learning during challenging times and describes the teaching approaches used to support students. 

Keywords: remote learning, community-engaged learning, experiential learning, first year students, mentorship, 

COVID-19 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Impact of COVID-19 on Higher Education  

The global shift of higher education classes from in-person to online in response to the COVID-19 pandemic has led to 

the widespread search for effective teaching and learning approaches in this remote format (Christian, McCarty, & 

Brown, 2020; Hodges, Moore, Lockee, Trust, & Bond, 2020; Mishra, Gupta, & Shree, 2020; Schwartzman, 2020). 

Once classes were shifted online on an emergency basis in March 2020, university adminstrators turned their attention 

to the next academic year with plans for a primarily remote format using a combination of synchronous and 

asynchronous deliveries (Johnson, Veletsianos, & Seaman, 2020; MarketScale, 2020; UNESCO Education Sector, 

2020d). Due to varying levels of access to digital remote tools, and the rushed implementation of emergency remote 

instruction, the learning experience became much more challenging for many students. At the same time, students are 

increasingly isolated and have reduced access to most aspects of campus life and services which would normally foster 

connection and community outside of the curriculum (Christian et al., 2020; Mishra et al., 2020; Schwartzman, 2020). 

Many approaches to emergency remote instruction (e.g. synchronous lectures using video conferencing software, 

asynchronous pre-recorded lectures paired with discussion boards, or with synchronous breakout room discussions), 
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have simply maintained the traditional instructor-centered pedagogy while using digital tools. Christian et al. (2020, p. 

2) argue that "translating an exact replica of an in-person course to online format during COVID-19 is ... misguided as 

it neglects to consider the ... personal, psychological, and logistical concerns of students and professors". Several 

reports on Tertiary Education during the COVID-19 pandemic called for a paradigm shift from this traditional model to 

approaches that are more innovative, interactive, and student-centred, where the instructor takes more of a facilitator 

role (Gallagher & Palmer, 2020; UNESCO Education Sector, 2020c, 2020d). In addition, the combined health and 

economic crises caused by the pandemic also accelerated many existing trends in the labour market, including the need 

for students to gain a strong set of transferable skills, (also called generic, key, soft, foundational, or cross-functional 

skills) that will allow them to be more effective in the workplace and to shift careers, fields, and types of work more 

easily (Royal Bank of Canada [RBC], 2018; UNESCO Education Sector, 2020a, 2020b). 

Courses that already centered students through experiential learning, including courses that used community 

engagement components and those with an applied or skill-building focus, have had to be more deliberate and creative 

in their approaches to keep meeting these goals in the remote setting. They found ways to continue their interactive and 

engaging teaching and learning strategies even in these challenging times (Christian et al., 2020; UNESCO Education 

Sector, 2020d), to offer quality teaching and learning and to build a sense of community for students. It has also 

become clear that students increasingly want to gain the skills and experience necessary to make an impact in the world 

and to be change-agents, as seen by the recent increase in large youth-led movements such as the Youth Climate 

Strikes and the Black Lives Matter protests (Huish, 2021). To do this meaningfully, institutions of higher education 

must intentionally increase community engagement during and after this crisis (UNESCO Education Sector, 2020c). 

In the absence of a revolution in education, instructors are charged with designing and delivering the best courses 

possible with the available resources. To engage students in the remote setting due to the worldwide pandemic, 

instructors needed to design learning experiences that were 1) accessible for all their students, 2) able to facilitate 

meaningful social connections, and 3) relevant to ongoing, large-scale social change without invoking further trauma.  

The purpose of this paper is to describe the modifications necessary to support undergraduate and graduate students in 

a community-engaged collaborative experience during the COVID-19 pandemic when the usual modes of teaching and 

learning have been challenged. The paper explores a narrative case study of the IdeasCongress course experience, with 

reflections of the instructors and a community partner, and data from a student feedback survey.  

1.2 What is the IdeasCongress (ICON) Course?  

The IdeasCongress (ICON) course was designed to be an experiential learning opportunity with reduced barriers to 

entry - since it is offered for credit and within the regular academic schedule - for students to focus their attention on 

developing transferable skills and to put those skills into action while working on a community-based challenge. 

Students from any year level and any discipline can enroll from a variety of course codes that best serve their academic 

degree requirements (Gillis et al., 2017; Jacobs, Nelson, Driscoll, & Gillis, 2017; Jacobs & Gillis, 2016). The 

instructors practice a pedagogy that centers and humanizes student learning, modelling the transferable skills that they 

teach within a course built upon the principles of Universal Design for Learning (Burgstahler & Cory, 2008). 

The ICON course is offered at the University of Guelph, a midsize comprehensive university which confers 

undergraduate to doctoral degrees in Ontario, Canada with approximately 27,000 undergraduate and 3,000 graduate 

students (Office of Institutional Research and Planning, 2020). ICON was first offered in January-April (Winter) 2015, 

and it has now run a total of 11 times, with almost 400 students participating, from first year to upper year 

undergraduate students. 

Each class typically includes a 2:1 ratio of senior students (i.e., third year or higher), to junior students (i.e., first or 

second year), and the disciplinary distribution is similar to that of the broader university (Figure 1). The course is 

team-taught, with two or three instructors, and one or two teaching assistants (TAs) for approximately 45 students. The 

numbers have been traditionally limited by the size of the room, and the number of TAs assigned to the course; no 

enrolment cap was imposed by the instructors. New in 2020 was the addition of 15 graduate students and one instructor 

specifically for the graduate group, a change which is discussed in detail later.  

One of the major aims of the ICON course is to explicitly teach important transferable skills which are needed in all 

careers and workplaces. These skills have been highlighted by numerous national and international reports and studies, 

as being both a) increasingly in demand by employers in the rapidly changing national and global labour market (Hart 

Research Associates, 2013; RBC, 2018; World Economic Forum [WEF], 2016), and b) not consistently, effectively, or 

explicitly taught by universities (Civic Action, 2018; Hill et al., 2020; RBC, 2018; Weingarten, Brumwell, Chatoor, & 

Hudak, 2018). 
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The transferable skills directly taught within ICON include active listening, knowledge translation and transfer, 

audience analysis, negotiation and compromise, ideation, group work and collaboration, and project management - all 

of which are assessed through a series of assignments that arise from the semester’s community challenge. 

Assessments include but are not limited to, an audience analysis, a problem analysis, workflow contracts, knowledge 

translation exercises, an oral presentation for the community partner and other invited guests, and a written report that 

is summarized and shared with the community partners (Jacobs et al., 2017; Jacobs & Gillis, 2016). Each of these 

assessments have an associated reflection requirement. 

1.3 The Structure and Approach Used in ICON  

In the first weeks, students choose their teammates and which community partner to work with through a series of 

facilitated team building exercises, improvisational activities, and reflections. These activities build community among 

class members, which creates a more supportive learning environment which can benefit student mental health. 

Teamwork contracts (Assignment 1) are created and signed with accountability maintained through the requirement to 

submit meeting minutes throughout the semester. This ensures that students remain engaged through the semester and 

that they are accountable to other group members. Of all the student groups that we have facilitated since the first 

offering of ICON (6-10 groups per semester), the instructors have only had to intervene once (Fall 2018) when a group 

was unable to overcome their conflict. Throughout the semester, the instructors sometimes encounter circumstances in 

which it is best to merge groups, split groups, or for two groups to work more closely together than with the rest. All 

these relationships are negotiated by students and facilitated by graduate student project managers and/or instructors, 

with work contracts revised. By adopting a very flexible approach to supporting student learning, the instructors and 

students can focus on the transferable skills curriculum.  

The key to continued engagement of students throughout the semester is the emphasis on the process rather than the 

outcomes. In-class feedback from students over multiple cohorts indicates that they often begin the semester nervous 

about whether they will be able to deliver a great idea for an implementable project. The instructors are quick to correct 

this focus. By teaching and evaluating transferable skill development rather than final project outcomes, the course 

encourages students to take risks in the process (such as merging or dividing groups), because they know that it is their 

reflection on the process and the execution of the next step that will be evaluated. The instructors have also learned that 

by focusing on the process, the community partners feel welcomed in the classroom as they co-create with the student 

groups. The project outcomes have never disappointed and, in fact, many of them have been implemented or have 

effected positive change beyond the end of the course.  

Throughout the semester, instructors and TAs facilitate discussions between each student team and their community 

partner to build the student-partner relationship. Mentorship relationships are intentionally designed in the formation 

of student groups that must include at least one junior student, at least one senior student, and all students must be from 

different academic disciplines. Instructors regularly check in with each team. This is often the first time students have 

worked with community partners and/or with peers with different disciplinary training, so special attention is paid to 

student wellbeing, and to feelings of inadequacy such as imposter syndrome. Rather than work to prevent these, 

students are taught resilience strategies to manage these difficult moments and work together to get out of the ‘pits of 

despair’ that are commonly encountered during the research and innovation process.  

1.4 The Community Partnership Component  

ICON partners have included not-for-profit/charitable organizations, government agencies, on-campus services, and 

industry partners. Challenges presented to the students have included, for example, reduction of food insecurity on 

campus, reducing single-use plastics on campus and in the city, and developing a plan to repurpose fruit waste for use 

by local microbreweries (See Table 1 for community challenge details). The relationships between the instructors and 

the community partners are generally several months or even a year old at the time that the course begins, with 

instructors and partners designing the specifics of the course together, developing the outcomes, and a plan for 

sustainable continuity after the course.  

During the Fall semester of 2020, and in partnership with local not-for-profit umbrella foundation, The Oak Tree 

Project, which provides funding to other local charities, students worked with community leaders from four local and 

national non-profit organizations to answer the question “How do we recover from the COVID-19 pandemic?”, which 

was summarized as #RecoverTogether.  
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Table 1. Summary of Community Partner Types and Community Challenges for All ICON Offerings from Winter 

2015 to Fall 2020  

Cohort Community 

Partner Type 

Community Challenge 

1 National 

Business 

How can we encourage Net Zero Carbon behaviours by occupants of Net Zero 

homes? ICON students proposed five programs, ranging from community 

building to competitive marketing strategies, to encourage occupants to 

maximize the efficiency of their homes. 

2 Non-Profit How can we deliver sustainability education for K-12 schools accessibly and 

inclusively? ICON students designed a mobile sustainability lab, from 

engineering design to curriculum. 

3 Non-Profit What are the big food insecurity challenges of Ontario and how can we address 

them? ICON students addressed a variety of problems, proposing many creative 

ways to effect change. 

4 Non-Profit How can we reduce the size of ‘urban food deserts’ within our city? Students 

proposed many projects that partnered with local food security groups. 

5 Non-Profit How can we encourage proper waste sorting, food waste reduction, and proper 

waste reuse on a university campus? Students developed several programs for 

the university to implement to reduce waste or ensure that it is properly treated. 

6 Local Business How can we recover farm field food waste for use in other food industries? 

Students developed a proposal from farm to brewery for the use of farm field 

fruits. 

7 Campus 

Services 

How can we work with commercial retail representatives to reduce waste while 

maintaining their business model? Students proposed several projects that were 

implemented on our campus. 

8 Campus 

Services 

How can the University of Guelph reduce its reliance on single use plastics? 

From procurement policy to recycling management, students worked with 

campus offices to propose many ways of reducing single-use plastic waste while 

maintaining accessibility. 

9 Local 

Government 

How can the City of Guelph accessibly reduce the use of single-use plastics? 

From procurement policy to recycling management, students worked with City 

offices to propose many ways of reducing single-use plastic waste while 

maintaining accessibility. 

10 Local 

Government 

How can the City of Guelph implement five of the recommendations made by 

ICON cohort 9 to accessibly reduce single use plastics? Students developed 

these five proposals further and developed implementation plans. 

11 The Oak Tree 

Project & 4 

Non-Profits 

#RecoverTogether. How can we support charity organisations in recovering 

from the impact of COVID-19? Students partnered with four (local or national) 

charities to pitch a Recover Together project for further funding. 

2. The Case Study 

2.1 Response to COVID-19 by the University of Guelph and ICON 

Within days of the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic on March 11th, 2020 by the World Health Organization 

there was a call for lockdowns to prevent the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus in Ontario, Canada. It became necessary 

to move all course delivery for the remainder of the January-April 2020 semester at University of Guelph to an online 

setting.  

As the first wave of the pandemic hit, university administrators across Canada made the decision to move to remote 

delivery for the foreseeable future, including the Fall 2020 semester (Johnson et al., 2020). At the University of Guelph, 

administrators met in March 2020 to discuss the future delivery of all courses, including ICON. In particular, the 

administration recommended postponing the Fall 2020 session of ICON to Winter 2021 due to concerns regarding the 
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difficulty of offering unique and interactive courses online. This decision to postpone was not limited to ICON, and 

included field courses, lab courses, and many other courses considered highly interactive, experiential, or hands-on. In 

short, the administration could not envision how these courses could effectively pivot to an online setting. 

Yet, the Fall 2020 offering of ICON went ahead as scheduled for several reasons. First and foremost, this offering was 

based on an established reciprocal and collaborative relationship with the Oak Tree Project that began in November 

2019, a type of relationship which is characteristic of most community-engaged courses (Chamberlain & Mendoza, 

2017; Levac, 2020). The instructors and the university had a responsibility to honour the community partner and the 

time they had already contributed to the development and delivery of ICON. Second, the instructors felt that an 

environment where students could be supported and engaged in relevant learning and concrete action to help address 

the current crisis would be especially meaningful and valuable during these challenging times.  

With strong relationships, a breadth of expertise and experience, a focus on the process, and a common goal all in place, 

transferring ICON to a virtual and remote format required few additional resources. A comparable number of 

undergraduate students were enrolled as in previous semesters, plus an additional cohort of graduate students, a new 

component which was already intended to be implemented that semester.  

The most significant change implemented in response to the COVID-19 pandemic was the topic of the collaborative 

challenge. The instructors understood that charitable organisations were deeply affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 

in many ways (Lasby, 2020), including a) reduced ability to deliver the charitable service, b) reduction in revenue, and 

c) reduction of in-kind support, such as volunteering. So, the instructors worked with the Oak Tree Project, prior to the 

start of the semester, to refocus the course on a single theme: #RecoverTogether. This gave additional meaning and 

relevance to the ICON experience for students, as they were helping to develop projects to support four charities in 

responding to the impacts of the ongoing pandemic. No other modifications to the original plan were made. All active 

learning modules, assessments, engagements with community partners, and presentations were offered in a similar 

way to the pre-pandemic in-person ICON course. The only difference was that all students, community partners, and 

instructors were in the safety of their own homes.  

2.2 In the ICON Classroom Fall 2020  

All classes were hosted on Zoom™, with frequent use of breakout rooms, annotation tools, and collaborative Google 

Sheets™ for many of the active learning sessions. The first six weeks of the course were focused on the teaching and 

learning of transferable skills. ICON students and instructors gathered for a single three-hour session per week, 

engaging in active learning modules on the essential skills required to successfully complete the community-engaged 

project challenge. An expert in charitable giving also joined the class for an interactive presentation and discussion on 

the pandemic’s impact on charities. This model of teaching transferable skills through active learning strategies, 

engaging with community partners, and having guest presentations from experts, is the core of the ICON model. 

All active sessions, including improvisational exercises, were transferred to a remote/virtual format. Though no 

modifications were neeeded to any of the original learning outcomes, it was necessary to plan for a slight increase in 

the time needed to accomplish the lesson plans. For example, an active listening module that takes approximately 10 

minutes when done in-person, took approximately 13 minutes in a remote/virtual format due to differences in 

individual internet speed and the occasional technological hiccup.  

One of the benefits that the instructors and students experienced from working with members of the professional 

community as partners is the flexible way in which meetings and communication in general can be supported by 

technology. University instructors are often restricted to using institutionally approved software/licenses, while 

community organizations and businesses are not. Similarly, the motivations associated with choosing among the 

various technological supports are different, where institutions make choices based upon the medium sized traditional 

lecture course format, while businesses and community organizations emphasise collaborative functionality. ICON’s 

interactive and collaborative format was particularly well served by having access to these alternative technological 

solutions. 

Since the ICON course teaches transferable skills in a discipline-agnostic learning environment, the assignments can 

be on the topic that concerns the community partner challenge, and this allows for direct application of these new skills 

(Billing, 2007). In the Fall 2020 semester, the assignments were re-aligned with the #RecoverTogether topic. For 

example, the Audience Analysis Assignment (Assignment 2) had students conduct an audience analysis of the 

members of the community organisation and then reflect upon the methods that they used, the data that they accessed, 

and the assumptions that they had going into conducting that analysis. This serves a double function: students learn 

how to analyse an audience and they learn more about the community partner that they will be working with and 
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learning from throughout the semester. All assignments are scaffolded in this way to weave together the learning of 

skills with the motivation of relevance - creating interest and buy-in by connecting them to the real-world challenge 

(Christian et al., 2020). 

2.2.1 The Role of Mentorship 

The most valuable tool of engagement and retention designed for the first-year students, which has always been a part 

of ICON but was particularly important in the remote setting, is to be welcomed into a course with students from all 

year levels. First year students learn with more experienced students not only about the topics and problems addressed 

directly in the course, but also about how to succeed in post-secondary education. This mixed level approach is 

founded upon the established and growing research demonstrating the value of peer mentorship programs for first year 

students with senior undergraduate student mentors (eg. Boyle, Kwon, Ross, & Simpson, 2010; Collings, Swanson, & 

Watkins, 2014; Salinitri, 2005). Senior students also benefit by practicing their teaching, leadership, and mentorship 

skills in this model.  

Even before the pandemic hit, the instructors were planning to build on this established success of mentorship 

experiences among the students, by incorporating graduate students into the Fall 2020 semester. To do this, a graduate 

level, practicum-based course called Applied Project Management was created, which had no prerequisites and was 

open to students from all disciplines. Project Management was chosen as the topic because it is a commonly required 

skill listed in job postings for professional level positions, and it is not widely taught outside of Business programs. 

Though only 15 graduate students (recruited via word of mouth) were enrolled in this first offering, the waitlist had an 

additional 30 students. The course was taught by one of the ICON instructors, with meetings held one hour before the 

ICON class session and student project managers joining the ICON session frequently so that they could act as Project 

Managers for their practicum.  

Therefore, undergraduate student groups were each being managed by a graduate student who was completing a course 

requirement in Applied Project Management, (this was a separate role from Teaching Assistants, and the Project 

Managers did not do any marking of student work). Graduate students in their role as Project Managers also focused 

heavily on stakeholder engagement - ensuring a consistent flow of communication between student teams and the 

community partners (Figure 2). They were the forward face of the projects to the community partners, and they 

provided clarification between groups, task management, and renegotiating project terms to meet the ultimate outcome 

of the project. This had Project Managers work alongside faculty as mentors and managers in the project as they “led 

from the middle” - a unique leadership theory (Buller, 2018). The additional level of student support inherent in this 

model means that it would be very possible to scale up enrollment numbers in both the undergraduate and graduate 

courses in the future. 

3. Evidence of Effectiveness - Engagement and Curriculum  

3.1 Methods  

An online Qualtrics survey was emailed to all students who had been registered in the Fall 2020 ICON course and the 

associated graduate Applied Project Management course (58 students total) on April 12th, 2021 (University of Guelph 

Research Ethics Board approval 20-03-031) inviting their voluntarily participation in the project. The survey consisted 

of 11 questions. Responses were measured using a five-point Likert scale, or by ranking options from 1 to 5 (1=most 

developed to 5=least developed). Respondents were also provided the opportunity to share further thoughts about the 

course. 

27 students (~47%) opened the survey. Six of the surveys were incomplete and were eliminated from further analysis. 

In total, eight junior undergraduate students, nine senior undergraduate students, and four graduate students completed 

the survey, for a total of 21 complete responses.  

3.2 Results and Discussion  

The majority of respondents (81%) rated their experience in the ICON classroom as positive or extremely positive. 

Most students also reported that this was their first experience working with a community partner (80%), or working 

with students from another discipline (67%). Respondents were more likely than not to indicate that they felt supported 

by both the instructors and other students throughout the process, and that the course offered skills training that would 

be practical to them outside of the classroom. All but one student agreed or strongly agreed that the course was unique, 

and 86% indicated they would like to see more courses like ICON offered in higher education programs. More than 

three quarters of respondents indicated they would enroll in the course again if they had the opportunity. One student 

commented,  
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...even when I was a bit confused I never felt too stressed, because I knew I had the support of the professors and my 

group members. This course was an awesome experience. I wish it had lasted two semesters instead of one! (Senior 

undergraduate student, ICON Fall 2020) 

The diversity of year levels and programs working together was super neat and definitely added to the experience. 

(Junior undergraduate student, ICON Fall 2020) 

I really enjoyed taking this course and found the content and experiences really valuable. (Graduate student, ICON 

Fall 2020). 

Had a lot of real-world application and was very much a real-world problem that we were working on which made the 

work seem more purposeful and personal. (Junior undergraduate student, ICON Fall 2020) 

When asked to compare their ICON experience to other courses they took during the same remote learning semester 

(Fall 2020), 89% indicated that it was more or a lot more engaging, 95% indicated it was more or a lot more interactive, 

62% said it was more or a lot more accessible, and 84% said it was more or a lot more welcoming and inclusive. 

Further, a majority of students agreed that the course made them feel more or a lot more connected to campus (68%) 

and to the community (84%) compared to their other classes. 

In terms of skills development, students reported that they agreed or strongly agreed that the course allowed them to 

expand their networks (71%), and improve communication (81%), group work (90%), and problem-solving skills 

(90%).  

The skills I learned in this course can and will be applied to the ways that I analyze problems … in all of my other … 

courses. (Senior undergraduate student, ICON Fall 2020) 

I found the course highly enjoyable and really grounded my leadership skills. (Senior undergraduate student, ICON 

Fall 2020) 

Further, when asked to rank group work, critical thinking, communication, leadership, and project management skills 

based on which they felt were most developed by attending the ICON classroom (on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the 

top-rated skill), students ranked group work and leadership skills highest (average rank of 2.4 and 2.9 respectively). 

Project management, critical thinking, and communication skills followed these. Interestingly, junior students ranked 

group work and project management equally as those they feel they developed the most. Senior students ranked group 

work first, closely followed by leadership skills, while graduate students ranked critical thinking first, followed by 

leadership skills. It’s important to note, however, that students felt they developed each of these skills in the ICON 

classroom.  

This was a great experience and I'm so grateful for the opportunity. While I had to rank skills, I feel I gained all of the 

above listed skills - but my communication and teamwork skills improved the most. (Graduate student, ICON Fall 

2020). 

Finally, students were given the opportunity to provide further comments about the ICON classroom. Most students 

provided positive feedback of their experience, indicating that they felt supported by the instructors and teaching 

assistants and their group members, and that ICON was the “Most hands-on, relevant course” they had taken at the 

University of Guelph. Students also stated that the skills learned in the classroom could and would be applied to 

approaches to analysis in other courses within their degrees. One student suggested that the course “should be a 

mandatory course” and another commented about how ICON helped them integrate socially, which is shown to 

improve student retention (Tinto, 1993). 

Most of my courses said to me, ‘Here's the problem. This is why it's a problem. This is who it's affecting’. This course 

said to me, ‘Here's how to look at the problem to fully understand it. Here's how to go about finding solutions. Here's 

how to effectively work with others to workshop solutions. Here's how to solve a problem.’ (Senior undergraduate 

student, ICON Fall 2020) 

This was the most rewarding and impactful class of my entire educational experience. (Graduate student, ICON Fall 

2020). 

Not only was the course extremely relevant to the real world, but it also made my first-year experience so much better. 

I have no friends from my high school who go to U of G, but through ICON, I met my best friend!!! (Junior 

undergraduate student, ICON Fall 2020) 

Students also identified areas where the delivery of the ICON classroom could improve. This included increased 

contact time with experts from the Community Engaged Scholarship Institute (CESI) at the University of Guelph and 
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more discussion early in the semester to help students set expectations. In the former case, increased contact with CESI 

could help students, particularly junior students, better understand their role in community-engaged work and the 

needs of their community partner. In the latter case, further discussion and activities on setting expectations within 

teams, within the classroom, and with the community partner, could help students better manage stress and reduce 

conflict. 

One student indicated they were completely disappointed with the experience and felt that the work they were doing 

was not community oriented. This student also indicated that they did not feel supported by the instructors or by their 

classmates. While the majority of survey respondents had a positive experience with ICON, we appreciate and value 

the experiences of all ICON students and see this student's dissatisfaction as an opportunity to reflect on and adjust our 

model as we move forward in the virtual space and eventually to the in-person space as well.  

4. Concluding Remarks 

The COVID-19 pandemic spread our students out around the world, challenging our ability to ensure that they 

remained connected, both technologically and socially. As a key pedagogical tool of ICON, connectivity is a priority; 

by focusing on the building of relationships among our community partners, students, and the instructors, we learned to 

use the technology as a means of enhancing interactions and learning. By changing the challenge topic to 

#RecoverTogether, we added relevance without increasing trauma, as many students had experienced personal loss 

and were finding other course references to the current tragedy of the pandemic to be traumatizing. Even though most 

students were not physically in Guelph, they connected regularly with the community partners who were here, and met 

other students from their year level and higher, shared experiences from their homes, and learned together during these 

challenging times.  

Huish (2020) describes three essential processes for the humanisation of pedagogy in the context of experiential 

learning that the COVID-19 pandemic has offered in what they describe as a ‘crisis of opportunity’: 1) making of 

meaning, 2) use of digital teaching and learning tools to create inclusive curriculum that reduces the hierarchical 

imbalance imposed by traditional in-person teaching environments, 3) acknowledging that COVID-19 is a shared 

global experience that, in itself, is a reminder for the importance of practicing the skill of active listening. These were 

essential components of the success of ICON during a pandemic, where students identified ‘group work’ as being the 

top ranked learned skill despite our remote teaching and learning format. By changing the topic, which was easily done 

due to the discipline-agnostic curriculum, to #RecoverTogether, and by moving outside of the traditional classroom so 

that all students could engage using a variety of tools, we maintained our ability to build a sense of community among 

the students, instructors and community partners.  

Despite initial concerns from the administration about the feasibility of running an interactive, experiential, 

community-engaged learning experience such as ICON during the remote Fall 2020 semester, it was clearly very 

successful. The course had no reduction in enrollments, with numbers actually increasing due to the new graduate 

course component, no student attrition during the semester, and the results of the student survey demonstrate that 

students found the class to be more engaging, interactive, and inclusive than other courses in the same remote semester. 

Students also found the ICON class made them feel more connected to both the campus community, and the local 

community in our city, than their other courses that semester. During a time of increased isolation for students, this 

sense of connection is particularly valuable. 

In reflecting upon the ICON experience, we realized that the virtual remote format could have supported many more 

students. The in-person course capacity is restricted primarily by the size of the classroom that we use, and the number 

of teaching assistants assigned to the course. In a virtual and remote format, we could have doubled course enrollment 

with the addition of one teaching assistant, which would remove another barrier to participation and expand the reach 

of the course to even more students.  

The importance of providing first year students with course-based access to peer mentorship by senior undergraduate 

and graduate students cannot be understated. Though we have become accustomed to witnessing the academic and 

personal benefits in the ICON classroom, we found that we were re-recognizing them in the context of teaching during 

a pandemic. Peer mentorship, especially when offered to first year students (Lane, 2020) emerges as a powerful tool by 

which to improve social integration and student retention (Tinto, 1993). Yet access to mentorship usually remains 

outside of core curricular learning, which presents significant barriers to students who may not be able to take on 

non-curricular learning opportunities. When offered within the curriculum, in a course for credit such as ICON, the 

benefits of having a mentor become more accessible and inclusive.  
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Though it has been suggested that the direct transfer of courses to remote learning formats is not supportive of the 

“personal, psychological, and logistical concerns of students and professors” (Christian et al., 2020, p 2), we found the 

exact opposite because the ICON course content is discipline-agnostic and could therefore adopt the constructivist 

(Biggs, 1996) approach to individual meaning-making by changing only the topic. In our experience with ICON, by 

focusing on the teaching and learning of transferable skills and thus the removal of the importance of topic content, we 

were able to easily change the topic to increase the relevance of student learning. Our approach to teaching ICON, 

which is also format agnostic, transferred smoothly to the online/remote format. So, while it is true that most courses 

that are offered in traditional lecture style with an emphasis on content knowledge learning did not transfer well to 

online formats, we suggest that courses built upon transferable skills learning using evidence-informed teaching 

practices can be engaging and community-building in any format during challenging times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Disciplinary profile of the September-December (Fall) 2020 of ICON semester showing the distribution of 

junior (J, inner ring) and senior undergraduate (S, middle ring) students and graduate students (G, outer ring) from 

different discipline areas across the university, within the course and within each Community Partner project group 
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Figure 2. The roles of each of the participants and stakeholders within the ICON course structure 
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