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As Algonquin College 
lives its promise to 
students of making the 
world their classroom, 
it relies on a valuable 
network of community 
partnerships to  
construct valuable 
opportunities for hands-
on training and net-
working.  

Thanks to an exciting new 
partnership with the National 
Capital Commission (NCC), 
Heritage Carpentry and 
Joinery students at the Algon-
quin College Perth Campus 
are making their mark on the 
Ottawa-Gatineau landscape 
by building four outbuild-
ings that will be installed at 
Gatineau Park.  By taking 
their learning into their 
communities, students are 
turning theory into practice 
and developing resumé-ready 
skills to help launch their 
careers.  

“It’s a great start for a lot of 
students,” says Jack Hollinger, 
Program Coordinator, Heri-
tage Carpentry and Joinery.  
“Many have never worked on 
a project before and to know 
that they have contributed 
to one that will be used in 

Gatineau Park for decades 
to come is a rewarding start 
to a career of many achieve-
ments.” 

Part of what makes commu-
nity projects such excellent 
training opportunities is that 
they give students the oppor-
tunity to work collaboratively 
with stakeholders. 

“It’s good for the students to 
have a client,” says Shawn 
Thomson, the professor who 
is leading the NCC outbuild-
ing project. “They get more of 
a real-life experience.”  

From a faculty member’s per-
spective, overcoming project 
challenges while still meeting 
a program’s course learning 
requirements (CLRs) requires 
flexibility and innovation. For 
the NCC outbuilding project, 
Thomson went right to the 
chalkboard to create a visual 
of each week’s tasks, pairing 
building activities with CLRs 
and mapping out a learning 
strategy that could evolve to 
meet the project’s changing 
demands.

Choosing the building 
materials for the project was 
another interesting chal-
lenge, one that provided a 
perfect example for showing 
students the careful thought 
that needs to go into every 
detail of a build. Manufac-

Perth campus: 
preserving the past, 
building for the future
REBECCA SZULHAN

Photo provided by author.

Rebecca Szulhan
Rebecca Szulhan has a penchant for 
language and has enjoyed a varied 

career as an editor and writer, working 
in educational publishing, market-
ing and public affairs.  She holds a 
B.A. (with honours) and an M.A. in 

English Literature from the University 
of Calgary, and is a graduate (with 
honours) of the Office Administra-

tion—Executive program at the Algon-
quin College Perth Campus.  Rebecca 
has presented at conferences, collo-

quiums and workshops.  This fall, she 
returned to the classroom to teach 
communication at the Algonquin 

College Perth Campus, where she now 
works in the Marketing Office

tured wood products, such as 
plywood, could not be used 
to construct the outbuildings 
because the high salt content 
of the glue and preservatives 
in these products make them 
a tempting snack for porcu-
pines. Keeping the environ-
ment in mind, the outbuild-
ings were built of solid wood, 
a composite product for the 
flooring (which will also hold 
up to the elements and be 
easy to clean), and metal 
roofing.

Heritage Carpentry and 
Joinery students learn tradi-
tional techniques and work 
with materials that have been 
developed over generations. 
Unsurprisingly, metal and 
plastic do not typically make 
their way into the shop. While 
they worked on the NCC 
outbuildings, however, stu-
dents married their old-world 
craftsmanship with modern 
technology and materials.  
To create a 360 degree cut 
through thick plastic floor-

ing without breaking it, for 
example, students used a 
giant mitre saw. The inside of 
the plastic flooring is surpris-
ingly delicate and vulnerable 
to the elements, so, after 
making their cuts, students 
used stainless-steel fasteners 
to cap the ends.  

While digital technology may 
seem like the “antithesis” 
of heritage carpentry, says 
Thomson, software such as 
Google’s SketchUp can be a 
real boon to builders. Tradi-
tional blueprints, such as the 
ones that students were using 
to construct the outbuildings, 
are very two-dimensional.  
Using SketchUp, students 
tested their measurements 
by using design layers to con-
struct a virtual outbuilding. 
In that way, students could 
easily see if something was 
out of alignment or needed to 
be revisited. If the floor mea-
surements were incorrect, 
for example, then the walls 
simply would not fit when 

students attempted to layer 
them. Thomson describes the 
process as putting together a 
puzzle. For heritage carpen-
ters, who may be working on 
complex designs such as trim 
for heritage porches, being 
able to see all the pieces 
come together in advance 
helps to make the picture 
clearer.

As future heritage carpenters, 
students are learning how 
to build what they install, 
from flooring to windows 
to shingles and everything 
in between.  Carrying over 
the woodworking skills they 
learnt in their first term, 
students used planes and 
hand tools to build windows 
and doors for the outbuild-
ings. They also crafted their 
own board-and-batten siding 
and applied finishing touches 
such as the interior trim.  
When they start their carpen-
try careers, students will most 
likely be undertaking a blend 
of restoration and installation 
work, drawing on the well-
rounded skills they developed 
on this project. 

The NCC is expected to 
receive their brand new out-
buildings later in the summer 
of 2015. Through the innova-
tive materials, approaches, 
and techniques brought into 
this project, faculty created 
a learning experience in 

which their students could 
apply their skills in practical, 
tangible ways. Not only are 
students working on a project 
that they can add to their 
résumés, they are feeling a 
sense of accomplishment 
knowing that their workman-
ship will be enjoyed by people 
throughout Canada’s Capital 
Region.
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