
Residential Immersive Life Skills (RILS) 
Programs

Transitions, Recreation & Life Skills Services
Stephanie Di Martino, CTRS & Michelle Halliday, R/TRO



Session outline & learning objectives

What are Residential Immersive Life Skills (RILS) Programs?

A look inside RILS Programs 

Life Skills Program Guide to support evidence-based practice 



What are Residential Immersive Life Skills 
(RILS) Programs?



Transitioning to adult life 

• The journey toward adulthood can be 
difficult for young people with 
disabilities. 

• They have the same aspirations as 
peers but may struggle to achieve 
their goals. 

• They often lack critical opportunities 
to develop life skills and peer 
relationships. 



What are RILS programs?

Each program is different, but there are some essential features
• An overnight, away-from-home program lasting 2 to 3 weeks

• Designed for small groups of youth with disabilities (aged 14 to 21) 

• Youth work towards personal goals 

• Group learning activities combined with social experiences 

The goal is to assist youth to develop critical life skills and mindsets that 
will support their transition to adulthood



A Look Inside RILS Programs at 
Holland Bloorview



Transition Preparedness:
Away-from-home life skills programs can transform youth 

Youth Weekend Retreat 
2 nights 3 days

The Independence Program
3 weeks



Youth Weekend Retreat

Length: 2 nights 3 days

Location: WindReach Farm

Ages: 16-21

Cost: $310

Youth Weekend Retreat is designed to support independent experiences. It 
is an opportunity for youth with disabilities to come together for a weekend 

of specialized programming including life skills strategies, cooking, 
recreational activities, and social opportunities.  



Youth 
Weekend 
Retreat: 
Example 
Schedule



Using Youth Weekend Retreat to Determine 
Readiness

LEVEL OF 
MOTIVATION

EMOTIONAL 
READINESS

PARTICIPATION 
OBSERVATIONS

COLLABORATIVE 
DECISIONS 



Program Dates: Sunday, July 28 – 
Friday August 16

Location: Seneca College – 
Newnham Campus

Ages: 17-21

Cost: $1800 plus $250 spending 
money

The Independence 
Program (TIP)



Welcome Session

Clients, families/caregivers attend a 
welcome session at Seneca College 1 month 
prior to the start of program. 

The half day session includes: 

➢meet and greet with peers and families

➢opportunity to meet the team and ask 
questions

➢youth Session

➢parent Session

➢ tour of the campus



TIP: 
Example 
Schedule

Week 1 



TIP:
Example 
Schedule

Week 2 



TIP: 
Example 
Schedule

Week 3 



Parent Testimonials 

“We are so grateful to Holland Bloorview and all the programs. I 
remember signing my son for his first group program and thinking he 
wasn’t ready. 10 years later I look back and see how far he has come. 
From not being ready for a small weekly group to spending 3 weeks away 
from home. He’s built so many important skills and met so many people 
along the way”. 



Residential programs are facilitated by an 
interdisciplinary team

• Clinical Operations Manager 
• Team Leads
• Occupational Therapists
• Occupational Therapist Assistants
• Therapeutic Recreation Specialists
• Therapeutic Recreation Assistants
• Life Skill Coaches  
• Enhanced Externs (Nursing Students)
• Social Worker
• Nurses
• Youth Facilitator/ Youth Mentor
• Students & Volunteers



Program activities and 
environments are designed to: 

• Build confidence and self-efficacy

• Let youth make their own choices (autonomy 
and self-determination) 

• Help youth understand their strengths and 
capabilities

• Motivate them to overcome future obstacles

• Develop new notions of independence and 
interdependence

• Encourage youth to ask for help and advocate 
for their needs

• Establish a greater awareness of what is possible 
for their future 



The program is tailored to clients goals



A client-centred approach: Goals

• Prior to program clients and families meet with a staff to complete goal setting 

• Everyone will be assigned a goal lead at program

• Weekly goal check in and designated time to practice



Life skills 
exposure can 
be impactful 



Different Learning Styles

• More formal workshops to address 
foundational work

• Going out and trying what has been learned 
in the workshop in real life ex. Cooking, 
Budgeting, Transit, Friendships, Organization

• When life happens: losing a bank card, lost on 
transit, running late, strangers, friendships/ 
relationships, adapted devices

Classroom

Experiential

Unexpected



Service Model 
Style

• Empowerment

• Different ways people do things 
need to explore, fail, trial and 
error etc.  

• Try to support staff not to do 
things so fast

• How the community may 
perceive us by not jumping in to 
help right away

• Importance of calculated risk 
taking, learning from mistakes



TIP Photos



Participation can be life changing

“I would say out of the whole experience, 
she came back a different kid. She came 
back confident... almost like a take charge 
kinda personality... I didn’t think anybody 
could change in [X] days like that, but they 
can...Yeah, she’s definitely got more 
confidence, she’s got more... just 
direction.”

 ~ Parent



Programs are 
designed to 
provide 
immediate 
benefits

Although each youth arrives with different 
strengths and needs, most RILS participants 
rapidly develop targeted skills and mindsets. 

These foundational benefits include: 

• Acquisition of new life skills 

• Greater awareness of future 
possibilities

• Knowledge of strengths and 
weaknesses

• Friendship and sense of belonging

• Enhanced self-confidence and 
empowerment



Free time and 
after-hours social 
experiences

Learning through social interaction

• Unstructured time with peers

• Learn about oneself, and others

• Sense of belonging 

• Friendship

• Sense of community

• Interpersonal dynamics 



Unstructured Time 

I would say the moment that kinda changed everything 
for me was ... we all went to the movies as, like, an 
outing, and we all watched movies and had dinner 
together, and then we talked outside while we were 
waiting for [accessible transit] for just over an hour... 
It’s crazy how much you get to know people in just an 
hour, like I saw everyone in a whole different light. ... I 
just talked to people on a whole other level than I’ve 
talked to anyone else in my whole life. 

~ Youth 



Blast from the past
T.I.P. has been in operation for over 30 years. It was originally based 
within the Centre (Ontario Crippled Children’s Centre) and in 1992 

made its move into the community
In total 322 clients have graduated from The Independence Program

1992 - 1993 
Glendon College, York University

1994 - 1997 
Toronto Metropolitan (formally known as Ryerson Polytechnic Institute )

1998 – 2001
Innis Residence, University of Toronto

2002 – 2015 
Toronto Metropolitan

2016 – 2019 
Seneca College

2022
George Brown College

2023 - Present
Seneca College



Life Skills Program Guide to support evidence-
based practice 

Transitions, Recreation and Life Skills 



Life Skills Program Guide

The Ontario Independence Program Research 
team, in partnership with Evidence to Care, has 
created this evidence-based guide for service 
providers. It summarizes a decade of research 
into best practices and key ingredients for 
effective life skills programs.

This guide offers information and tools to help 
with the design and delivery of life skills 
programs.



Life Skills Program Guide



Life Skills Program Guide

This 22 page evidence-based guide will: 

• Explain the structure and purpose of  RILS programs 

• Outline how RILS programs may influence youth, parents, and service providers

• Identify the essential components and approaches used in effective RILS 
programs 

• Showcase reflections from youth, parents and staff who have participated in 
RILS programs 

• Provide tools and resources to support RILS program design and delivery



Summary of the guide



How to get access to the guide

https://hollandbloorview.ca/research-education/knowledge-
translation-products/life-skills-program-guide



Video Testimonial



How to access TRLS Programs

1. Referral to the Transitions, Recreation and Life Skills 
service (self, internal or external)

2. Complete a 90min intake appointment (onsite/virtual)

3. Identify a priority goal area and be motivated to work 
on it 

4. Placed on our waitlist 

https://hollandbloorview.ca/services/programs-
services/transitions/life-skills 



Thank you!



Media Coverage

Released April 27 2022 
https://www.thestar.com/local-toronto-north-york/news/2022/04/27/holland-
bloorview-program-helped-prepare-student-for-life-after-high-school.html

Globe and Mail Summer 2019 
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-is-this-the-right-direction-a-
toronto-program-helps-youth-with/ 
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