
Building Organizing Capacity at the 
Neighborhood Level through Action 
Learning and Popular Education:  
The APCOL Approach, Experiences and 
Research Findings 



Overview of Talk 

  Introduction to the Anti-Poverty Community Organizing 
and Learning (APCOL) research project 

  Examples of findings from two case studies 

  Discussion of survey results 

  Implications for educators and facilitators in community 
and workplace contexts 



APCOL Project Data Collection 

City-wide survey 

  450 (in 2011) + 150 (2013) in-person 
survey interviews 

  8 Toronto neighbourhood  

  5 languages (Urdu, Chinese, Spanish, 
Arabic, English) 

  Conducted by Community-based 
Researchers (neighbour to 
neighbour) 

  Snowball method 

  Interviewees: currently involved in 
anti-poverty activism (39%), involved 
in the past (25%), never involved 
(36%)  

Eight Case Studies 

Campaigns/Initiatives identified by 
community partners 

In-depth interviews, focus groups and 
participant observation 

Some examples: 
  Popular education on food security 

leadership 
  Life in and beyond construction pre-

apprenticeship with at-risk youth 
  Mobilizing for a local housing strategy 
  Good green jobs community benefit 

agreement campaigning 
  Aboriginal health community services 

activism and the power of healing 



APCOL Partners 

 Community organizations (e.g. FoodShare, ACORN, 
Residents Rising, Chinese Canadian National 
Council, Black Action Defense League, Downtown 
East Community Development Collective, Toronto 
Labour Council) 

 Community agencies (e.g. Social Planning Toronto, 
United Way) 

 Academics (e.g. U of Toronto, Ryerson U, York U, 
George Brown Community College) 



APCOL Research Questions:  
Learning & Activism 

  How and why do different people learn to be involved 
in forms of anti-poverty activism? 

  How and why do they learn to stop being involved in 
forms of anti-poverty activism? 

  How and why do some people learn to remain un-
involved in forms of anti-poverty activism? 



“The hope for a better future cannot just be a wistful 
‘wouldn’t it be nice if…’ If it is to be more than an 
ideal fantasy, a radically different future must be not 
only desirable but feasible; and to be feasible it has 
to be anchored in the realities of the present. It 
cannot just be dropped into the present from some 
political outer space. There must be a way of 
scanning or X-raying the present which shows up a 
certain future as a potential within it. … As the 
stereotypically thick-headed Irishman remarked 
when asked the way to the railway station: “Well, I 
wouldn’t start from here.” The comment is not as 
illogical as some might think, which is also true of the 
Irish. It means “You’d get there quicker and more 
directly if you weren’t starting from the awkward, out-
of-the-way spot.” … Only by accepting that 
contradictions are the nature of class-society… can 
you unlock the human wealth they hold back.”  

(Eagleton 2009 , pp. 69–71, 79; emphasis added) 



Considerations from two case studies 

 Defining one’s activity – activist, worker, 
volunteer 

 Entry point to anti-poverty activities 
through various community roles 

 ‘Learning in action’ – how collective 
activity encourages transformative 
learning experiences 



Interviewer:  Would you call yourself an activist? 

Respondent:  No, no… I just identify myself as a person 
who’s doing my work, and what I can do I will do to the 
best of my ability… I’m a believer that we weren’t 
brought to this earth to just live, but to actually do 
something. It’s part of existence; you’re healthy, you’re 
well, you have a roof on top of your head, what more 
could you ask for? It’s to do something. 

(Maryam, MTD02 Interview) 

I’m just a worker… I can help get the job done… I just see 
a need, and I can try, especially through the people I 
know, I can say ‘hey this is happening here, how can we 
fix it? 

(Beth, KGO07 Interview) 



I saw a need.  I was a young mother living in housing 
and we all had children.  We all had lots of children, I 
had three, and one was sickly people didn’t really 
want to look after him.  I felt very limited on being 
able to go out, and making sure he was in good 
hands, so I actually talked to my neighbors and said 
why don’t we get together and have like a tea time, 
but we can have three or four mothers we’ll take in 
the other children from maybe eight, ten mothers, 
we’ll charge them a quarter so we could have juice 
and cookies, and then when we’re in the group we’ll 
take turns being the ones who sit there and talk, 
versus the ones who go shopping or do whatever 
they want.  So, that’s how I started.  

(Beth, KGO07 Interview) 



We live in a crazy world where there’s no time to 
reflect. You don’t have the time to even be honest 
with yourself because you have bills to pay, you just 
have to do it to make ends meet. Because of that 
we end up losing ourselves… Listening to your 
emotions, another thing that has been silenced. We 
are intuitive and we’re not encouraged to really 
listen to those. Especially listening to young people, 
they’re going through thousands of emotions. Even 
in working with them, we’re not aware of how to 
work with it. Because you’ve got to have a swag 
and look a certain way. As a frontline worker, if you 
get all emotional, it’s not something that is normal. 
But when you end up opening up to that level, 
you’ve connected with that young person in a 
whole new way. 

(Maryam, MTD002 Interview) 



Activists, workers and participants 

  Intersections between community-based 
organizing, union organizing and service 
delivery 

 What role do educators/facilitators play in 
supporting various forms of social movement 
activities? 



A Taste of the APCOL Survey:  

Issues bearing on Labour 
Education for Community-Union 
Coalition Building? 



AN “X-RAY” OF EMERGING ACTIVISM?:  
“Biographical Resource Development & Use Across Spheres of 
Community Activity Leading to Radicalized Community Activism 
over Time” 



73% 

23% 

4% 

Who are the community activists? 
Gender and Activism 

Female 

Male 

Other/Refused 



54% 

13% 

33% 

Who are the community activist? 
Race and Activism 

Visible Minority 

White 

NA/DK/Ref 



Considerations for Analysis 

 Informal learning through productive activity, 
mediated by use-value as opposed to 
exchange-value 

 Community organizing / activism – the need to 
look deeply at everyday activity/learning 

 Motivational dimensions of collective action – a 
deeply human interest in overcoming alienation 
– as a learning process 



Staying in Touch with APCOL 

 www.apcol.ca 


