
The UFCW Local 832 Training Centre started short

on paperclips but long on dreams. The building

had been newly renovated, so the offices had brand-

new unmarked desks, the empty bulletin boards

begged contributions and the shiny white coffee cups

looked terribly obedient in the cupboards.

We walked around the place, trying to imagine

what it would be like filled with learners.  Excited at

the potential, we were aware of the responsibility of

growing a labour-based learning centre from the

ground up. UFCW Local 832 had negotiated company

contributions for an educational trust fund to finance

the centre for many years.  Now we were ready to

open our doors to the members. 

The dream was to have a training centre where

working adults could access interesting, useful

upgrading opportunities that would make a

significant difference in their lives. These might be

shop steward courses, ESL, adult high school credits,

literacy upgrading or food safety courses. 

W h ether th ey we re learning to wri te an essay or a

s i n gle sentence, we wa n ted wo rke rs to feel safe and

re s p e c ted. We wa n ted their ex p e rience as wo rke rs to

m a t ter both in content and appro a ch, and wa n te d

them to know that their growing self-confidence and

p e rsonal development we re valuable. Seen anoth e r

way, we wa n ted to find ways to make life l o n g

education enticing and rewa rding to wo rke rs ,

k n owing that many of the people who passed

th rough these doors would have had diff i c u l t

ex p e riences with education in the past .

Because we are a labour-based training centre, we

also hoped the workers would take their new

knowledge, skills and

confidence to look at the

world around them and to think

analytically about it. Through reflection in

a supportive learning environment, we hoped

the learners would become more interested in

contributing to a more democratic society that was

good for many, not just a few. At the very least, we

hoped workers would feel more able and empowered

to deal with challenges in their own lives. 

But there was no blueprint for achieving these

goals. We had an unusual mix of ingredients to work

with: a labour context, a highly diverse group of

members, visions of alternative teaching approaches,

and hopes of making a real difference in people’s

lives. Existing models of workplace, vocational or

academic education didn’t fit, either for structural or

philosophical reasons. If anything, we wanted to build

a community, not an institution. And so we turned

to community development strategies.

Ra ther than taking “building blocks” from ex i st i n g

s o u rces and imp o rting them into our centre, we

based our development on a process of inqu i ry and

d i s c ove ry that mirro rs the re flection/action cyc l e

u n d e rpinning tra n s fo rm a t i ve education. This wa s n’t

i n tentional, but ra ther a result of wanting to

d evelop a re s p o n s i ve learning env i ronment th a t

could address the needs of its members. As it turn s

out, it not only gave us an excellent decision-making

p rocess, but suited our ove rall appro a ch to learn i n g .

We looked around us, asked qu e stions, ga th e re d

i n fo rmation from a wide va ri ety of sourc e s ,

c o n s i d e red it from all angles, and then acte d ,

making constant ch a n ges as th ey became necessary.

We didn’t re ly on ex te rnal ex p e rts, but tru sted our

own ex p e riences. This helped us to get to know th e

wo rkings of the educational env i ronment we we re

c reating in its “natural st a te”, while at the same time

helping us to build an effe c t i ve pro gram selection

and a st rong community of supporte rs. 
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O ften it was the dynamic re l a t i o n s h i p s
b et ween elements that we re the most

revealing and info rm a t i ve, not th e
elements in isolation.
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Of course, we ke pt our eyes on the “big picture”. We

read provo c a t i ve articles and books, went to

c o n fe rences and met with other pra c t i t i o n e rs fro m

a c ross the country to talk about how our ideas might

look in practice. We tried to see how our centre fit into

the larger context of labour, wo rkplace and adult

education, as well as how it might be affe c ted by large r

policy ch a n ges, market trends or demographic shift s .

To get feedback from union leadership, employers,

union reps or rank-and-file members, we used more

specific information-gathering opportunities like

surveys, organizational needs assessments, focus group

interviews, advisory committees and union policy

conferences. At the annual policy conference, for

example, sixty people elected at the executive level of

the union discuss what’s working and what needs

improving at the training centre. We also drew on our

own professional backgrounds and experiences as

instructors, facilitators and program planners to

implement or change programs. 

But without a doubt, some of our most va l u a b l e

i n fo rmation came th rough info rmal, non-academic,

non-scientific ro u tes. We discove red those whenever we

put aside tidy th e o ries and particular ways of doing

things and just took a good look at what we we re

“ growing” at the training centre itself. Suddenly, th e

facts sprang to life. Spiri ted discussions over coffee gave

us fresh insights into things that happened behind th e

scenes at the training centre. Finding out about a deaf

l e a rn e r’s st ru g gles led us to ideas for supports for oth e r

m e m b e rs. Disappointing attendance at an Open House

made us awa re of faulty assumptions we had about

m e m b e rs’ inte re sts. A ve ry positive reaction to a

wo rkshop on alte rn a t i ve te a ching appro a ches, on th e

other hand, sharpened our understanding of the ro l e

of education in social ch a n ge. 

In the end, we used intuition, musings and “eureka

moments” as often as we used the results of external

opinions or expertise. This strengthened the centre.

Anomalies and disappointments were accepted for

what they might reveal, and processes were allowed to

unfold. In short, the inquiry process remained fluid

and thereby allowed us to create the right kind of

programming for our members, not just to offer

programming or services that had worked elsewhere.

As well, it validated the grassroots realities of the

community of learners and teachers for whom and

with whom we were growing the training centre. 

The “grow th” metaphor is not chosen by

coincidence. It summarizes the ve ry orga n i c

relationship that re s e a rch and practice have had in th e

d evelopment of our centre. By not editing out

i n fo rmation that came from info rmal and ofte n

u n ex p e c ted sources, practice and re s e a rch became

i n ex t ri c a b ly linked. The training centre st a rted to seem

l i ke an educational ecosystem which not only

responded to ch a n ges in the ex te rnal env i ronment, but

itself caused ch a n ges to which it then had to respond. 

St ru c t u red, “scientific” re s e a rch alone would not have

a l l owed us to see some of the inte rconnections that we

found, sometimes in the unlike l i e st of places. Often it wa s

the dynamic relationships bet ween elements that we re

the most revealing and info rm a t i ve, not the elements in

isolation. If we had begun with pre d ete rm i n e d

educational models to prove or dispel, we might have

missed exa c t ly those understandings that eve n t u a l ly led

us in more pro d u c t i ve directions. Nor would we have

been as like ly to enga ge in the kind of critical th i n k i n g

and re flection with oth e rs that builds community. 

In fact, if we had relied pri m a ri ly on qu a n t i t a t i ve

re s e a rch methods to ga ther and inte rp ret info rm a t i o n ,

we might have been busily re m oving pieces that didn’t

“fit” instead of ack n owledging them as legitimate and

n e c e s s a ry elements in our training centre. To use th e

e c o s ystem analogy, we included even the unru ly,

u n ex p e c ted “weeds” in our re s e a rch, knowing that th ey

might in fact be to m o rrow ’s healing plants. In essence

then, it was the info rmal re s e a rch of the first five ye a rs

of the training centre that allowed us to maintain a

c o h e s i ve, consistent relationship bet ween the parts and

the whole, instead of re m oving the parts and

examining them out of context. 

In five ye a rs we’ve developed a healthy, wo rke r-

c e n t red, labour- o ri e n ted learning env i ronment th a t

can respond to new needs as th ey arise, with o u t

losing vital links to fo rmal re s e a rch and ex te rn a l

i n fluences. The ebb and fl ow of pro grams will match

the ch a n ges that will come in the fo rm of new

l e a rn e rs, issues or th e o ries. As long as we ke e p

l i stening and looking, we will be able to adapt to

what “grows” in our learning env i ronment.  
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often as we used the results of
external opinions or expertise.
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