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Introduction
Although an abundant literature exists both on informal learning and on volunteer work,
studies on the connection between them are scarce. A recent insight on this connection was
provided by the first survey conducted by the New Approaches to Lifelong Learning research
network (NALL) in 1998. The NALL study reported that there is a stronger association between
community volunteer work time and community-related informal learning than between paid
employment time and job-related informal learning (Livingstone, 1999). To further explore this
association, we are conducting research in three settings.3 One of them—the topic of this
paper—focuses on housing co-operatives.
This paper reports the preliminary findings of our inquiry on the learning of housing coop volunteers. Two main research questions guided this exploration. First, what do housing coop members learn through their volunteer work in the co-op? Second, how do they learn? The
first question relates to the content of the learning, and the second to the process by which such
learning is acquired.
We conducted in-depth interviews with 40 volunteers, and organized a focus group with
selected veteran members of committees and boards. In our exploration we were particularly
interested in the type and intensity of learning acquired by co-op members who volunteer on
committees and boards, in the ways in which such learning is acquired, and in some of the
changes experienced by co-op members as a result of that learning.
In order to set the theoretical and institutional context for the presentation of the findings,
we introduce the paper with a general discussion of learning, volunteers, and housing cooperatives. The findings on learning include both content and process dimensions. The learning
content is presented in six areas: self-governance, housing co-op, leadership, attitudes and
values, political efficacy, and other competencies. We explore the learning process dimension
through different analytical categories: conferences, workshops, materials, mentorship, face-toface interactions, networking, and experiential learning. The final section consists of conclusions
and recommendations.

Learning, volunteering, and housing co-operatives
Learning
A classic division of modes of learning distinguishes between formal, non-formal, and
informal learning. Formal learning usually refers to that which is acquired in the highly
institutionalized educational system of schools and universities. Non-formal learning refers to the
learning acquired through other organized educational experiences that take place in institutions
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or settings that have an educational mandate but are outside of the formal education system. This
includes a wide spectrum of activities such as literacy classes, driving lessons, workplace
training, cooking courses, Sunday schools or professional development workshops. Finally,
informal learning is often conceptualized as a residual category that includes all the learning that
is acquired in society outside of formal and non-formal educational settings.
In our own conceptualization of informal learning, we distinguish between informal
learning as setting and informal learning as process. This is an important distinction, because in
the discussions on informal learning they are usually conflated. Informal learning as setting
refers to the place or site in which learning takes place. This is the most common understanding
of informal learning, that is, as we just mentioned, the one that takes place outside of formal and
non-formal educational settings. Informal learning as process recognizes that informal learning
can also occur within formal and non-formal educational settings. A typical example of this is
the learning acquired through the ‘hidden curriculum’ in schools. Another example is the
informal learning acquired in non-formal education spaces like workshops and conferences. As
we will report later, one of our findings is that much of members’ learning comes from the
informal interactions that take place in the coffee breaks during workshops and conferences. This
suggests that non-formal educational activities can create the conditions in which crucial
informal learning can flourish.
Informal learning itself can take different shapes and forms, and a variety of typologies of
informal learning have been proposed. For instance, Schugurensky (2000) distinguishes between
self-directed learning (intentional and conscious), incidental learning (unintentional but
conscious) and socialization (unintentional and unconscious). Livingstone (1999 and
forthcoming 2004) distinguishes between informal training, on the one hand, and self-directed or
collective informal learning, on the other. Informal learning occurs, for example, “when teachers
of mentors take responsibility for instructing others without sustained reference to an
intentionally-organized body of knowledge in more incidental and spontaneous learning
situations, such as guiding them in acquiring job skills or in community development activities”
(p. 2). Self-directed or collective informal learning includes “all other forms of intentional or
tacit learning in which we engage either individually or collectively without direct reliance on
teacher or an externally-organized curriculum” (p. 2).
A typical way of acquiring informal learning is “by doing it” or “experiential learning.”
A relevant contribution to the exploration of “learning by doing” has been made by Kolb (1984),
who built on previous studies conducted by authors like Dewey (1938), Lewin (1951), and Piaget
(1970). Kolb lists six characteristics of experiential learning. First, learning is best conceived as a
process, and not in terms of outcomes. Second, learning is a continuous process grounded in
experience. Third, learning requires the resolution of conflicts between dialectically opposed
modes of adaptation to the world. Fourth, learning is a holistic process. Fifth, learning involves
transactions between the person and the environment. Sixth, learning is the process of creating
knowledge. In this approach, learning is understood as the process of creating knowledge
through the transformation of experience (Kolb 1984, 25-38). Kolb’s model identifies four
sequential phases in an experiential learning process: concrete experience, reflective observation,
abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. Although most participants in our
research claimed that they learned “by doing,” we decided not to undertake a psychological
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study on the learning process in order to test Kolb’s phases. Instead, we decided to focus on the
content of the learning acquired through volunteer activities, and, to a lesser extent, on the ways
in which such learning was acquired.
Kolb’s contribution to the study of informal learning can be complemented with the
works of Russian psychologists Vygotsky, Leontiev and Luria, who foreground the social
context of learning over the process of internalization and the act of cognition. This is often
known in the literature as “activity theory,” which often overlaps with the works of critical
pedagogy (e.g. Freire, 1970/2000; hooks, 1994; Luke & Gore, 1992; McLaren & Giroux, 1995),
social learning (e.g. Bandura, 1977) and social movement learning (e.g. Finger, 1989; Holford,
1995; Kilgore, 1999; Welton, 1993). In this approach, central to understanding learning is the
activity system of social interactions within which the learning takes place (cited in Lave &
Wenger, 1996, p. 144).
The contribution of activity theory is its suggestion of expansive learning as the result of
the resolution of internal contradictions of an activity system. This results in qualitative changes
in the activity system. As Seppanen (2002:133) points out, “expansive learning is not a
predetermined course of one-dimensional development. It is something that no authority is able
to transmit and teach”. An activity system is organized in three different levels. The uppermost
level of collective activity is driven by an object-related motive; the middle level of individual
(or group) action is driven by a goal; and the bottom level of automatic operations is driven by
the conditions and tools of action at hand (Engeström & Miettinen, 1999, p. 4). These three
levels are part of an overall system that theorizes how a subject acts on an object through
mediating artefacts or instruments within a larger socio-historical context (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: The structure of an activity system (Seppanen, 2002, p. 132)

In sum, activity theory provides two key insights. First, it highlights the way in which
social constructs mediate human interactions. By focusing on different levels of abstraction as
well as the complexity of an individual’s interaction with an object, this model gives us
analytical tools for explaining how simple actions or even operations in a housing co-operative
can be part of a larger collective activity. Secondly, activity theory conceptualises a collective
learning process as part of the transformative process of an activity system.
Learning and Volunteering
To date, scant attention has been paid by researchers to the learning dimension of
volunteer experiences. Although we explore the connection between learning and volunteering in
greater depth elsewhere (Schugurensky & Mündel, 2004), it is pertinent to note here that learning

3

is not usually mentioned by volunteers as a key motive for volunteering (Elsdon, Reynolds, &
Stewart, 1995; Ilsley, 1990; Percy, Barnes, Graddon, & Machell, 1988). The opposite tends to be
more common, In fact, 81% of respondents in the Canadian National Survey on Giving,
Volunteering and Participation (NSGVP) pointed out that they volunteered in order to apply their
previous learning to a good cause (Hall, McKeown, & Roberts, 2001; see also Ilsley, 1990, p.
64).
When asked about the main benefits from volunteering, learning is rarely mentioned
explicitly by volunteers. In a recent study (Chinman and Wandersman 1999), the two most
important benefits reported by volunteers were socializing with others in the group (e.g. gaining
personal recognition and respect from others), and the rewards of striving to reach the goals of
the organization (e.g. make the community a safer place to live). The low recognition of
volunteer informal learning is largely due to the tacit nature of such learning (Polanyi, 1966).4
Therefore, it is not surprising that learning benefits from volunteer experiences are more
likely to be recognized when openly elicited by an interview or a survey. This was the case of the
NSGVP, which gave volunteers the possibility of checking “yes” or “no” to a list of possible
benefits. A great majority (79%) marked interpersonal benefits, followed by communication
skills (68%), increased knowledge (63%), organizational and managerial skills (57%),
fundraising skills (45%), and technical or office skills (33%) (Hall, McKeown, & Roberts, 2000,
p. 45; see also Richmond & Mook, 2001).
There are many ways to approach the learning and educational spaces of co-operative
housing. Recently, there has been a renewed interest in viewing adult learning as a lifelong and
lifewide experience. There is also an acknowledgment that a great deal of adult learning is
informal, and that adults spend a significant amount of time every week in learning-related
activities (e.g. Livingstone, 1999). As a mode of acquiring skills, knowledge, attitudes and
values, the concept of informal learning can shed light on the learning dimensions of members’
volunteer activities. Livingstone (1999, 2001) also notes that informal learning is rarely
recognized by educational institutions or employers.5 Because of this, Livingstone (2001)
suggests activity theory as a “method of inquiry into ‘learning’ as a process involving active
subjects within a historically-specific social relational activity system [which] encourages
attention to the underlying power relations of ‘learning’” (p. 310). Therefore, it is useful to look
at the social context of members’ learning, the housing co-operatives.
Learning in Housing Co-operatives
Our study was conducted in partnership with the Co-operative Housing Federation of
Toronto (CHFT) and the Ontario Region of the Co-operative Housing Federation of Canada.
Housing co-ops adhere to the seven Rochdale co-operative principles: (1) voluntary and open
membership; (2) democratic member control; (3) member economic participation; (4) autonomy
and independence; (5) education, training, and information; (6) co-operation among cooperatives; and (7) concern for community (Canadian Co-operative Association, 2004). These
seven principles set the context for the learning acquired by co-op members, particularly those
who volunteer their time in committees and boards.
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The functioning of the co-ops depends on the volunteer efforts of members. As Goldblatt
(2000) states, “The Canadian co-op housing model has emphasized participation, with members
being strongly encouraged to volunteer some their time to assist on formal or informal basis with
the co-op’s ongoing operations” (p. 144). Co-op members’ sense of ownership and concomitant
political efficacy is at the same time necessary for co-ops’ functioning and a very rich site for
their learning. As the CHFT states,
Co-op housing is member controlled housing. The members who live in a co-op are the ones
responsible for running the co-op. Each member has a vote and every year members elect a Board
of Directors from the membership. Most co-ops hire staff to do the day-to-day work. Members
make the big decisions about how the buildings will be maintained and how the business of the coop will be managed. Members work together to keep their housing well-managed and affordable.
(Co-operative Housing Federation of Toronto, 2004)

Simultaneously, housing co-ops promote a sense of co-operation and of community. The
sixth and seventh principles recognize and embrace the diversity of communities outside and
within the individual housing co-op community. A particularly important Rochdale principle for
this study is the fifth one. Enshrined in the fifth principle, housing co-ops promote sharing
information, training to develop new skills and knowledge, and learning in a wide range of areas
and issues. Indeed, the housing co-op movement makes use of non-formal educational activities
such as regular workshops for board members on a broad range of topics, and the annual national
conference of the Cooperative Housing Federation of Canada. In this study we explored both the
learning acquired through these non-formal educational venues and through informal
interactions, usually not geared to learning.
Housing co-ops, like many other co-ops, suffer from what is known in the literature as
the “free-rider” problem. As Fulton (200) states, “the free-rider problem says that benefits of
collective enterprises often accrue to the members regardless of whether they contribute actively
to the maintenance of the collective enterprise” (p. 287). For many of the co-op members in our
study, participation and recruiting volunteers was definitely an issue.6 For many, it was difficult
to speak about this without sounding magnanimous about their own volunteering activities or
making normative statements about the (usually lower) volunteering activities of others. Many
members spoke about the need to find new members who have the “co-op spirit.” As one
interviewee pointed out, it is important
that the person really understands; they may not agree with everything, that’s OK, but that there is
a willingness to dialogue, to understand, or to try to learn about what being a member of a co-op
involves.

However, despite the low participation levels that members tended to describe, and the
free-rider problems that not only can be observed in housing co-ops but also in other cooperatives and community groups, co-op structures have strong performance records. Fulton
(2000) claims that this success is due to the great pains co-operatives take to educate their
members. It is precisely the educative elements of housing co-operatives that drive our study.
A particular aspect of learning in housing co-ops relates to issues of governance and
democracy. Following the writings of participatory democracy theorists and educators like
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Rosseau, Mills, Dewey and Pateman, it is possible to suggest that one of the best ways to learn
democracy is “by doing.” Based on the insights of participatory democracy theory, we advance
the proposition that active participation in small group democracy has an educative effect: it
encourages the capacity for self-governance and group work, facilitates the broadening of
perspectives and the disposition towards the common good, generates greater feelings of political
efficacy, increases political capital, nurtures the interest for participating in public affairs, and
overall contributes to the development of an informed and engaged citizenry.
Based on this proposition, one of the hypothesis that guided our fieldwork was that the
educative effect would be particularly evident in the area of self-governance. Housing co-ops
constitute a particularly good setting for self-governance learning, because the decisions made by
boards and committees have a significant impact on the daily lives of members. They regularly
engage in decision-making in a wide variety of issues, ranging from setting the monthly housing
charge (i.e. rent) to the selection of new members, to hiring a co-op manager or to establishing
bylaws related to pets.
A related hypothesis was that these processes help participant to develop and refine
important democratic values and attitudes like listening to others, clarifying personal values and
the values of others, considering the merits of different options, becoming more sensitive to
diversity and social justice issues, and self-confidence. They also help participants to develop a
variety of political skills, from leadership to community building skills. Prior confirmations of
this hypothesis have been found in studies on participatory budgets in Latin America (e.g.
Schugurensky, forthcoming 2004), in studies on housing co-operatives (e.g. Richmond and
Mook, 2001).
While we focussed on the contribution of mini-democracies to the development of more
democratic individuals, communities, and processes, we also acknowledge that “real minidemocracies” have problematic processes and dynamics, as they often reflect issues of power
and unequal opportunities present in larger society. We also explored this in our study.

The Study: Methodology and Sample
The housing co-operatives that were part of our study reflected a wide variety of
population groups. While some of the housing units are subsidised through various government
programs (the most common being rent-geared-to-income) there are also many units that are
rented at “market rates.” The result is a series of “mini-democracies” that see an astonishing
diversity of not only income levels, but also of race and ethnicity, sexual orientation, age, ability,
etc. One of the central arguments of this paper is that one of the predominant ways that co-op
members, and indeed the co-op movement as a whole learns, is from each other in all of their
diversity.
Although housing co-op members who sit on boards and committees do not tend to label
what they do as volunteer work, we conceptualise it as such because it falls within the common
definition of work that is freely chosen, unremunerated, and of some benefit to the community.
Our fieldwork was carried out in Toronto, with the assistance of the Co-operative Housing
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Federation of Toronto (CHFT). A preliminary interview guide was designed collaboratively with
the CHFT. It was subsequently modified after a focus group with experienced co-op board and
committee members and through pilot interviews. The sample includes 40 co-operative members
(23 women and 17 men).
While we were diligent about recruiting participants representing the diversity of housing cooperative movement, we were limited to those who volunteered in committees and boards, as
well as those who would come to an interview. Interestingly, our sample included one-third
retirees. In comparison to the Toronto population, this is significantly higher. According to the
latest Census there are approximately 338,000 people in Toronto over the age of 65, representing
14 per cent of the City's total population (City of Toronto, 2004). This is not entirely surprising,
as retirees have more disposable time both to volunteer and to participate in interview sessions.
The formal education levels of our sample was significantly higher than that of the
general population of Toronto. According to the 2001 census, for the general population of
Toronto (age range 20-64), 82% have completed high school, 25% have completed a community
college/tech program and 31% hold a university degree (Statistics Canada, 2004). Among our
participants, all had completed high school, 75% have completed a community
college/technology program, and 43% hold a university degree.
In the pilot interviews we started with open-ended questions soliciting members’ views
on their learning about self-governance issues. Given the elusive and tacit nature of informal
learning, this strategy was proven largely insufficient to stir up memories and recall past
experiences. In order to elicit responses, we then suggested ten possible themes of learning and
change, and invited members to speak about them. We also kept an open-ended question for
additional themes that were not considered among the original ten. This strategy proved very
fruitful in assessing the type and the intensity of learning, and in retrieving stories that helped to
illustrate statements. Moreover, as co-op members began to think about their learning regarding
those ten themes, they also managed to retrieve other themes, to the extent that through small
increments at the end of the 40 interviews we had built an inventory of 32 themes of learning in
housing co-operatives.
Since we were interested not only in the type of learning acquired, but also in the
intensity for each specific learning theme, we asked members to rank their knowledge, skills, and
attitudes on a five-point scale twice: before beginning volunteer work and today, at the time of
the interview. If a change had occurred, we asked them to elaborate on the learning experience,
clarifying the role of the co-op experience in the process and to elaborate on the learning
experience. While it can be argued that self-assessments lack the rigour of more “objective”
evaluations of learning conducted through pre and post tests, members’ reflections on their
learning provide valuable data about the impact of their experiences in the housing co-operative.
Moreover, we hope that this emerging information is further complemented by other studies
using different methodological strategies. In any case, we found that asking members to rank
themselves was a good way to elicit their tacit learning. In fact, many respondents commented
that they had not realised the breadth and depth of their learning from co-ops until the moment of
the interview. We also solicited members to provide information about the different ways by
which learning was acquired. Again, because of the tacit nature of the information, we supplied
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the members with a few suggestions. We asked them to rank each process as low, medium, high
or not applicable with to respect to the impact each way had on them. Members then commented
and expanded on their experiences in relation to these different learning avenues. We also plan to
conduct two more focus groups to discuss our preliminary results with housing co-op members.

Findings
Areas of Learning
For the purpose of analysis we grouped the 32 learning themes mentioned by members
into six areas: self-governance, management, leadership , attitudes and values, political efficacy,
and other competencies. We recognise that our groupings are arbitrary, in the sense that some
themes could fit in more than one area. However, a different arrangement of themes and areas
would not significantly alter the nature of the findings. For the purposes of data reporting, we
collapsed the 5-point scale in three levels of learning and change: low (1 and 2), medium (3), and
high (4 and 5).
Self-Governance
This area includes five themes that relate to deliberation and decision-making: a) social
and interpersonal skills; b) accountability, responsibility, and transparency; c) public speaking,
communication skills, and language; d) listening and interpreting; and e) diplomacy, conflict
resolution, and consensus building. Housing co-ops nurture self-governance skills because of the
diversity of people represented and the strong relationships formed between people living
together. These factors are compounded when members volunteer in committees and boards,
which deal with self-governance dilemmas more often than not.
Through the interviews, members’ reported that their learning about self-governance was
dramatic. Only one third reported having high self-governance skills when they started
volunteering. Among the rest, 40% ranked themselves as low, and 25% as medium. Today, nine
out of ten (92%) rated their current level of self-governance skills as high. In other words, while
only a minority felt prepared to work effectively in self-governance bodies at the beginning of
their terms, today that proportion tripled.
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Figure 2: Changes in Self-Governance Competencies
Several members noted that before moving to a co-op they did not have any real
opportunity or need to engage in collective decision-making through consensus building. One of
them made a comparison with past volunteer experiences, pointing out that the homogeneity of
the group and the characteristics of the process provided scarce avenues to nurture self-
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governance skills. “Prior to living in the housing co-op, there wasn’t much need for consensus
building. As an activist in an activist group we were already all on the same side. We didn’t need
to build consensus really.” In the housing co-op, however, the heterogeneity of the groups and
the need to make decisions together urge members to quickly develop consensus-building skills.
This also involves listening skills (e.g. “allowing people to finish talking before making up my
mind about their argument”) as well as interpretation skills. This means being able, first, to
interpret what another member is trying to say, which requires an open attitude, and second, to
relate the argument to the context and to previous interactions with that member.
Indeed, members reflected on the peculiar challenges and opportunities that arise from
the fact that the different governance processes take place with neighbours they know quite well.
On the one hand, it is easier because “knowing people in the co-op, you know if they are
meaning to sound horrible or if they are just not expressing themselves well.” On the other hand,
as another member commented, an effort must be made to avoid board work “getting personal.”
In summary, the data suggests that members’ engagement in deliberation and decision-making
processes with neighbours is an excellent way to learn about the different skills related to
effective self-governance.
Housing Co-operative Management
In order for members to work effectively in boards and committees, they need to develop
certain skills and knowledge that are necessary for the management and daily running of a
residential unit. The area housing co-op management comprises four themes: a) regulations,
bylaws, and building codes; b) maintenance, repairs, and construction; c) staff liaisons; and d)
member selection, education, and support. Self-perception of learning was significant. Whereas
over three quarters (77%) of respondents stated that they had a low level of understanding of cooperative housing skills and knowledge before their volunteer work in the co-op, 85% ranked
themselves as high today. As a veteran member noted,
Most people who come to the co-op have never been managers before, have never fired or hired
staff, never been involved in repairs, etc. They don’t have the people skills to be an employer. It is
a great learning curve for everyone.
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Figure 3: Changes in Co-op Housing Management Abilities
This was the area of learning with the greatest relationship between non-formal education
(e.g. orientation courses, workshops, and conference sessions) and informal, experiential
learning (particularly learning acquired by working with paid staff). Some of this learning was
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transferred effectively to other settings, including the labour market. For instance, a young
member reported that “learning about staff and staff liaisons has helped me now in the job that I
am in: how to deal with staff, how staff deals with members.” Another member mentioned that
this learning allowed him to act as a consultant for a new condominium development that was
stalled in writing its bylaws. The learning also helped members to demystify internal policies,
which are sometimes seen as the product of autocratic management, and not the result of
democratic collective processes. As one interviewee recalled, “I always thought that someone
just put the bylaws together. It never occurred to me that we could come together to put them
together.” This comment also speaks to the development of internal political efficacy, a topic we
address below.
Leadership
This area includes three themes: a) managerial and organizational skills; b) mentoring;
and c) coordination and treatment of volunteers. The majority of interviewees (68 %) reported
that they started with low or medium leadership skills, and after participating in various co-op
activities 96% ranked themselves as having high leadership skills. Many mentioned that learning
leadership skills took place in a context of equality among peers, that members took different
leadership roles, and that the concern for the common good was of foremost consideration in
every process. As one member stated, “we were on a team, so it was teamwork mostly.” This
emphasis on rotational leadership and democratic processes can be explained by the
collaborative spirit that permeates the ethos of housing co-operatives.
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Figure 4: Changes in Leadership Skills
The regular rotation of committee and board members led us to expect some degree of
mentoring of new members by more experienced ones, and also of incoming leaders by outgoing
ones. We found that while some members were very clear about the importance of mentoring
(e.g. “when people had certain skills encouraging them to use them, even if they aren’t aware
that they possess those skills”), others had not thought about its importance prior to the
interview. It seems that mentoring is an area in which the housing co-op movement could work
deliberately to nurture more learning opportunities and more sustained learning conditions. A
potential exists for more productive relationships between non-formal learning about mentoring
through workshops or courses, and informal learning through regular mentoring processes.
Democratic Attitudes and Values
The interviews revealed that members acquired more than skills and knowledge through
their involvement in committees and boards. Changes in attitudes and values include four
themes: a) co-operative principles, values and philosophy; b) concern for the common good c)
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multiculturalism, respect for diversity and openness; and d) an increased interest in international
issues. On the first theme, an overwhelming majority pointed out that they originally moved into
co-ops exclusively for affordability reasons. However, everyone but two stated they were
planning to continue living in their co-op because they had found community and were
committed to the co-operative principles. That is, while many members’ initial motivation for
moving into a co-op was financial, central reasons for continuing to live in the co-op are the cooperative principles, as well as the sense of community. One member suggested that these
principles form an ideology grounded in mutuality, respect, participation, and learning. Although
members seldom made direct references to the seven Rochdale principles of the co-operative
movement, their reflections on attitudes and values echo them. They mentioned that involvement
in committees and boards played a key role in the acquisition and refinement of attitudes and
values, and facilitated a shift from self-interest to a concern for the common good. As one
member put it, “There is no point having a co-op unless you can also be concerned about other
people’s welfare.” Most of the learning about attitudes and values contributed to members’
overall ability to participate in the co-op’s self-governance. Another change in attitude worth
mentioning is that around ownership. Many respondents noted that they acted differently here
than in rental housing because in the co-op they were part owners. Rather than leaving garbage
in the hallway, they are now more inclined to pick it up because keeping up the buildings will
ultimately result in lower housing charges for everyone. Some members reported that this
opportunity allowed them to revisit their own prejudices and attitudes (e.g. sexist, racist,
homophobic attitudes) and observed that they experienced positive changes in this regard. They
added that the work in committees and boards allowed them to meet different people, and that
they became more tolerant, open and respectful of diversity. Finally, several interviewees
commented that by working with people from other parts of the world in committees and boards,
they became more curious about cultural, historical, social and political issues of other countries,
sparking an interest for—and sometimes an active engagement in—international issues.
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Figure 5: Changes in Attitudes and Values

Political Efficacy
Political efficacy, understood as the confidence to influence political decisions, is a
construct derived from four themes solicited through the interviews: a) self-esteem and selfconfidence; b) contacts with politicians and elected representatives; c) political interest and
knowledge; and d) civic and political engagement. Interestingly enough, out of the six areas,
political efficacy was the one in which members experienced the least amount of increase.
Whereas almost 60% reported having low political efficacy before joining committees and
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boards, 60% ranked themselves with high political efficacy at the time of the interview. This
means that 40% perceived themselves as having either low (16%) or medium (24%) political
efficacy today. However, a qualitative analysis of the interviews indicates that increases in
internal political efficacy (that is, within the housing co-op) were much larger than increases in
external political efficacy (at the societal level). As one member noted, “I never had that
opportunity before to know what I could do”. This statement on internal political efficacy was
reiterated, albeit in different formulations, by several members. For instance, another interviewee
said: “I know more about how decisions get made, how things get run. If I felt strongly about the
need for a new bylaw, I would know how to make a difference.” Comments about external
political efficacy were less frequent and not as clearly stated though there is evidence that some
members had increases in this area too. One member, highlighting the development of both
internal and external political efficacy, made the following comments:
…and the biggest thing that I learned was that there is nothing to be afraid of. You may have to go
after them a few times, whether it is the politicians, or your own Board of Directors. But you keep
hammering away and eventually they get tired of doing it and they are going to start listening to
you… or they will call security!
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Figure 6: Changes in Political Efficacy
Issues of political efficacy were also apparent in comments about the need to influence not only
decisions within the housing co-op, but in broader contexts. As one participant observed,
even as an entire group we aren’t on our own. We have to think of bigger and bigger communities.
How do we take what [our] co-op is doing and apply that to what St. Lawrence neighbourhood is
doing, and apply that to Toronto, to Ontario, to Canada. But at the same time we also learn how
we can help ourselves because of what these other parts of communities are doing. It’s a back and
forth thing.

Other Competencies
In addition to learning acquired in relation to self-governance, housing co-ops, and
leadership, members reported a variety of skills and knowledge gained in other areas as well,
This learning was often of an instrumental nature, in the sense that it has a close connection to
specific tasks. The breadth of learning acquired through committee and board work was
impressive. Examples provided by interviews include skills and knowledge in areas like finances
and budgeting; office management and clerical skills; document writing and newsletter
production; computer skills; gardening; language skills; and research skills.
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One of the most frequent references was to computer learning. Several interviewees
noted that their committee and board tasks helped them to improve their computer skills, and to
some this provided an opportunity to use a computer for the first time. As one member recalled,
“I had never used a computer until I came here. I got to use it in the housing co-op because
everything had to be in writing before you could say something and it would be accepted.”
Others made references to finances. “I find working with the finance committee, with my
background not in economics and not being a numbers person, I am learning through the co-op.”
Another significant source of ‘learning by doing’ pointed out by many members the gardening
committee. “It is the perfect committee because we have no meetings. The people who are on the
gardening committee work on the garden in the summer. So there are no rules, no meetings, just
real work.” The garden committee is one reflection of members’ need to ‘get their hands dirty’.
This form of learning is highly experiential and a primary way many members gained knowledge
and skills. Another member, a Latin American immigrant, explained that the committee work
provides her with a unique opportunity to improve her second language skills: “At home we
don’t speak English, and at my work [as a beautician] I barely speak with my clients, so the
committee is one of the only chances I have to practice English.”
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Figure 7: Changes in Other Competencies

Ways of Learning
We now turn our attention to the different ways in which members reported having
learned the content of the above six areas. In the interviews, we asked each member to talk about
the different ways in which they learned, and also to rank them according to their level of
importance or intensity (low, medium, or high). As in the area of content, we suggested a list of
possible “ways” or “sources” of learning, including conferences, workshops, face-to-face
interactions, email, internet, observing others, mentoring, and “experiential learning” (“by doing
it”). We also invited them to add any other methods, ways or strategies through which they
learned in their volunteer work in housing co-ops. During the interviews it became clear that in
the “real world” the categories that we proposed are not cut and dry. Indeed, in many cases
members discussed the overlapping nature of the “ways of learning” suggested. For example, the
category “mentoring” easily blends into “observing” and/or “learning by doing it.”
In order to present the data, we organized the sources of learning in several categories:
conferences, workshops, materials, mentorship, face-to-face, networking, and “experiential
learning,” a diffuse category that was often referred to as “learning by doing.” Generally
speaking, the first four gravitate towards the non-formal learning of the continuum, while the
remaining three can be placed in the informal learning side of the continuum. At the non-formal
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side of the continuum we can find structures, procedures, dates and times, codified text, and a
certain degree of planning and control over the teaching/learning process. At the informal side of
the continuum we can find learning experiences that are often unintentional and unconscious, but
nonetheless provide a rich source of skills, knowledge, values and attitudes. Members usually
acknowledged the importance of all sites and ways of learning, and some made the point that
they need to see themselves as subjects—and not objects—of the learning process. As one
interviewee pointed out,
I think that all of these things listed here are really important. Many of which are structured and
organized by either the co-op or the federation, but I also think that keeping your eyes open, being
aware of what is going on in the co-op is a huge part of the process.

Conferences
Many interviewees referred to conferences as a high source of learning. A particularly
important conference frequently pointed out was the annual national conference of housing cooperatives. Attending “the National”, as members called it, was a highlight for many of the
interviewees. At these annual conferences they represented their co-op, and had the opportunity
to interact with other co-op members from across Canada. In terms of learning, this conference
serves the double purpose: learning new things from other co-op members, as well as learning
the similarities and differences between what is done in their own co-op and in other co-ops. The
latter can help to reassure delegates that they are “on the right track”. As one interviewee
summarized these two learning outcomes,
at the national you learn about the other people’s experience and you sometimes confirm stuff that
you are doing was OK or you find out that you are totally missing the mark.

The data revealed that fewer women than men commented on the conferences as a high
source of learning. We don’t have yet a clear explanation for this, but it certainly raises questions
that will be worth pursuing in the upcoming focus groups. For instance, are fewer women than
men going to the all expenses paid annual National conference? If so, why is this the case? Are
there systemic barriers in place, which bar them from participating, such as lack of daycare or the
ability to take time off? This topic merits further investigation.
Workshops
Almost all interviewees had taken at least one workshop during their tenure at the
housing co-op, and a large percentage of them (about 85%) referred to workshops as a high
source of learning. This suggests that nonformal learning in housing co-operatives is not only
popular, but can be used as an effective learning method for members’ education and
participation. Some workshops take place in the same housing co-op setting, while others are
held in outside locations.
Workshops are open to everyone and deal with a great variety of issues including conflict
resolution, diversity issues, budgeting, or how to be a board member. Interviewees’ comments on
workshops were mixed. Some mentioned that workshops were their primary source of learning,
and that they were extremely helpful to understand certain issues in the co-op, as well as in
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providing skills to solve specific problems. A minority, however, expressed that the workshops
were not helpful to them. In between these two groups were those who expressed a mixed
feeling, noting that workshops seemed useful at the moment of taking them but not as much
afterwards. As one interviewee pointed out, “in the workshops you learn lots of neat ideas and
you think it may work but once you go home you forget everything.”
This raises concerns about workshops, especially in relation to the discontinuity of the
learning and its relevance to address concrete problems in the housing co-op. Sometimes this
connection is not evident at the moment of the workshop, but suddenly becomes clear later on.
Another interviewee explained this as follows:
Sitting in a study group or a workshop can touch on some of the things that you haven’t
experienced, but eventually it all connects. Sometimes you sit in a workshop and wonder why am
I here? Two months down the road, aha! It does work! Or, now I know what they were talking
about.

As the above quote suggests, this connection may be established in a serendipitous way.
However, leaving it to chance is risky, because a great deal of energy and resources are
channeled into workshops. Thus, it is important for the housing co-op movement to develop
appropriate strategies to ensure a closer relationship between the learning acquired in different
workshops, on the one hand, and their application to the reality of housing co-ops, on the other.
Greater attention could be paid to the “reflective observation” and “abstract conceptualization”
stages of Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory.
Materials
Although to a lesser extent than conferences and workshops, materials (or mediating
tools) were frequently mentioned as important sources of learning. Two types of materials were
described in the interviews: printed materials—manuals, newsletters, newspapers, bylaws, rules
and regulations, and the like—and electronic materials—predominantly e-mail and the internet.
About half of the interviewees attributed to printed materials a medium intensity in terms
of their impact on their learning. It was clear in the interviews that some members prefer to gain
information through reading, while other prefer oral communication. Indeed, on one end of the
spectrum, one interviewee asserted that one evening “I went home and read my manual cover to
cover.” On the other end, another member, discussing the manuals produced by CHFT and
CHFC, declared that reading was not particularly an appealing activity: “I am not really into the
reading thing. I would rather hear it”. In between these two approaches, another member put
them in perspective, noting that printed materials are a necessary but not a sufficient condition
for learning about housing co-operatives:
There are quite a few printed materials by CHFT and CHFC. There is a bookshop to CHFT. All
very helpful. Of course reading books isn’t going to give you the full experience.

In regards to electronic materials, about 75% of the interviewees reported that they had a
low use (or no use at all) of e-mail or the internet for learning.7 Indeed, throughout the
interviews, co-op housing members rarely thought of the internet and email as places of learning
for them. One, when asked about the internet as a learning source, responded with surprise:
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“Over the internet, I hadn’t thought of that, I am always in contact with people.” At the same
time, several interviewees mentioned that the housing co-ops websites are important spaces for
sharing information among co-op members and for building a sense of community. Particularly
positive comments received the website of the national federation (CHFC). One member put it as
follows:
The national organization has a very good website. So there is a lot of good stuff in there from
other co-ops in the country. Sharing information and sharing problems and solutions.

Overall, members highlighted the importance of good printed and electronic materials to
assist them to gain valuable knowledge for the performance of their duties in committees and
boards.
Mentorship
About 50% of the interviewees ranked mentoring interactions as a high source of
learning. Mentorship is a relationship that sometimes can be planned and explicit, but sometimes
can be more informal and implicit. In the context of the housing co-ops, interviewees talked
about two main types of mentoring depending on the characteristics of the mentor. On the one
hand, there were references to peer to peer (or member to member) mentoring. On the other,
there were comments about mentoring from staff.
Peer to peer mentoring sometimes implies an intense relationship of nurturing and
commitment, often with a clear difference in age or experience between the two members. One
young woman, for instance, referred to her mentor not as somebody who taught her one
particular skill at one particular point in time, but as somebody who took a long-term, caring and
nurturing relationship. This young woman referred to her mentor as someone who took care of
her beyond the call of duty: “One of the women in our townhouses has always looked after me.
She taken me under her wing.” This type of mentoring relationship has great merit in the co-op
housing system because it bridges different generations, allows for the transfer of knowledge and
the building of new skills, and forms the “glue” for community building.
Many members also described important learning through a mentor-apprentice
relationship with staff. For instance, some interviewees reported having learned a lot from the
building manager. There were regular references to the development of a strong connection
between co-op volunteers and staff. This relationship was so strong in some cases that staff and
members also had a relationship of friendship.
In both cases of mentorship (that is, peers or staff acting as mentors), co-op members
reported that they had the opportunity to learn valuable things through the help of specific and
knowledgeable individuals who they felt often they had built a relationship with. However, in
neither case were the mentorship-apprenticeship relationships formalized through co-op
structures or procedures. Instead, they predominantly remain an informal implementation of coop values and principles.
A third case of mentorship, different from the previous two, was also identified. When
talking about attending workshops downtown, some members from a Scarborough housing cooperative noted that the learning was much higher when “the workshop came to us”. They were
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referring particularly to cases in which “the downtown people” (i.e. CHFT staff and/or
“experts”) came to the co-op on a regular basis to address a specific issue of concern to
members. It was mentioned that in such situations the workshop facilitators (sometimes
experienced co-op members in leadership positions, sometimes people with a particular
expertise) were more able to make the content more relevant to the needs and interests of the
housing co-op members. Admittedly, this case of mentorship is borderline with consulting.
Given the importance and the potential of these kinds of relationships, it would be
interesting for the housing co-op movement to encourage the three types of mentoring
connections. This includes nurturing informal mentoring connections, as well as designing and
implementing permanent programs that promote mentoring as a ways of learning, volunteering
and participating in co-op life.
Face-to-face interactions
Face-to-face interactions were perceived by many as significant source of learning.
Indeed, about 3 out of 4 interviewees (75%) identified face-to-face interactions as a high
intensity way of learning. In discussing issues related to co-op housing governance, one member
observed that casual face-to-face interactions provide very good opportunities for learning, but
also to solve together unexpected problems that suddenly come up. Face-to-face interactions also
help to create relationships of mutual trust, which are important for asking candid questions and
in general for any good learning environment. Both women and men declared that they use faceto-face interactions with people on a regular basis to discuss issues and obtain information. This
form of face-to-face dialogue is crucial for the effective running of housing co-ops. References
to learning through face-to-face interactions were not exclusively restricted to oral
communication, but also to observing others perform a particular task, be it moderating a
meeting, fixing a plumbing problem or gardening. In fact, about 60% of respondents ranked
observing others as a high intensity way of learning. One woman explained the pedagogical
power of observation in these terms:
I have got to see them do it, they have got to show me a couple of times and then I am right into it.
I am much better being shown rather than giving me something to read.

Networking
Networking was not a category that we suggested a priori to the housing co-op members.
Instead, it emerged from the interviews themselves. Some members mentioned that through the
volunteer work in committees and boards they learned basic networking skills or further polished
existing ones. Some talked about learning certain diplomatic skills that are deemed important to
engage in small group democracies, and others noted that the networking skills acquired in the
housing co-op were later put to use in other contexts. While many comments regarding learning
through networking were similar to the ones made in relation to face-to-face interactions and
observing others, a slight difference was noted in the sense that networking comments alluded to
an additional element—one of small ‘p’ political savvy. Networking was at the same time a
learning outcome and a way of learning. Comments on networking also made reference to
understanding issues of representation and self-confidence. As one member observed, “You have
to remember each time that you are talking to someone, that you are not just a member or Mr Joe
Blow, but that you are representing the board.”
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The data from the interviews suggest that networking itself allowed members to gain
knowledge and skills in a variety of areas. Among them were connecting with others effectively,
learning how to ‘work a room’, building alliances, putting ideas in motion, and a general
understanding of what to say, to whom and at what time.
Experiential learning (“learning by doing it”)
Last but not least, there were frequent mentions throughout the interview process to the
notion of experiential learning, which was usually referred to as “learning by doing.” About 6
out of 10 interviewees (63%) identified learning by doing as a high source of learning. When
they elaborated on their ways of learning, the experiences of learning by doing were passionately
illustrated with colourful vivid descriptions, emphasizing how significant this way of learning is
for co-op members. One member ranked this way of learning as the most powerful of all:
“Nothing beats doing it.”
The examples of experiential learning methods that members described often emphasized
the connection between the voluntary nature of their work and their experiential learning. As one
interviewee noted, “we are all volunteers. The whole system is volunteer. So I learned a lot by
doing it”. Indeed, “learning by doing” allowed members to guide themselves through the
activity, learning as they go about what works, what doesn’t work, and what should be done.
Often the members are thrown into the situation to learn on their own. This fosters a strong sense
of autonomy marking their own learning style, and learning from their own mistakes. One
member raised the question, and answered in a clear and straightforward manner:
How did I learn? By screwing up. By making so many mistakes. By saying the wrong thing. By
being blasted by the membership…. I learned by doing it: some of it right, lots of it wrong.

In other words, for many interviewees learning by doing constitutes a “trial and error”
system in which the learner is constantly attentive to mistakes in order to avoid repeating them in
the future. When this ‘learning from mistakes’ becomes a collective activity, the impact is much
greater. One member illustrated this point with the example of a meeting: “When there is a bad
meeting, we often look at what went wrong and what we can do different to develop a more
positive tone.”
Because of the amorphous nature of learning by doing, members also expressed a sense
of not really knowing where the knowledge or skills came from. Experiential learning is often
unintentional and tacit, and therefore it was difficult for members to tap into the exact ways by
which they learned a particular skill. One member captured this issue with the following
expression “I have learned everything at CHFT basically through osmosis.”

Conclusions and Recommendations
Conclusions
1. This study explored the learning acquired by members of housing co-operatives who perform
volunteer work in committees and boards. Special attention was paid to the content of the
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learning, and to the processes of learning acquisition. We conducted in-depth interviews with
40 housing co-op members in Toronto, and organized a focus group.
2. The breadth and depth of the learning acquired by members from participation in co-op
boards and committees is significant. We identified 32 learning themes, which were grouped
in 6 areas: self-governance, management, leadership, attitudes and values, political efficacy,
and other competencies.
3. The intensity of learning is lower among participants in single committees, and higher among
participants in multiple committees and in boards.
4. Meaningful changes in knowledge, skills, values and attitudes were reported in a variety of
themes and areas. The area with the least degree of change observed was political efficacy
(understood as the confidence to influence political decisions). Increases in internal political
efficacy were more noticeable than at the external level. Many members noted that they were
engaged in ways that they had rarely been prior to moving to a co-op.
5. We identified seven ‘ways’ or sources of learning, which represent a continuum from nonformal to informal settings: conferences, workshops, face-to-face interactions, email,
internet, observing others, mentoring, and ‘experiential learning.
6. We found that implementing all seven ways of learning is vital to the housing co-op
movement. Members of housing co-ops are diverse in background and in needs. Thus
actively fostering the many ways by which members learn will further hone the learning of
knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary for mini-democracies, as well as encourage the
continuous participation of member volunteers in the management and running of their
housing co-op.
7. Opinions were divided on the impact and relevance of nonformal education (e.g. workshops
provided by the regional co-operative association, national and regional conferences, etc.).
Nonformal education initiatives dealing with the nuts and bolts of operational issues such as
member selection, board operations, or conflict resolution were regarded by many as
particularly useful. Several members raised issues related to the continuity and relevance of
the learning experience through conferences and workshops. Nonformal education was more
effective when it took place on site, and was directly connected with pressing issues affecting
the co-op. We found that non-formal educational activities can create the conditions in which
crucial informal learning can flourish.
8. Learning through the use of printed and electronic materials was not particularly significant
or intense, although members noted the importance of good printed materials. Learning via
information and communication technologies (ICTs) was not widespread among members,
though the website of co-op housing federation was praised and was mentioned as a regular
source of information by several interviewees.
9. A great deal of the informal learning acquired by housing co-op members was tacit and
unconscious, but the interviews elicited it and made it explicit. The interview process helped
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members to retrieve a variety of learning experiences. It also helped them to name the
learning and to encourage reflection on it. Indeed, a key point of experiential learning and
activity theory is the centrality of reflection in the learning process. One of the challenges in
our interviews and focus groups was precisely to find ways to make this tacit learning
explicit, and to give members a chance to reflect on it.
10. Despite the informal and incidental character of most of the learning, it was clear that this
learning influenced the financial and organizational “success” of co-ops, and provided both
the lubricant for community involvement and that feeling of belonging that so many
members welcome, hone, and enjoy.
11. Housing co-ops constitute a propitious milieu to learn the skills, attitudes, values, and
behaviours necessary for the practise of democracy. At least two reasons account for this.
First, these communities, and the social movement they collectively create, have an ethos of
democratic values and principles. Secondly, the practice of democracy takes place in a smallscale community in which most people know each other relatively well.8 Furthermore, the
democratic learning and the political efficacy acquired through participation in committees
and boards has propelled some housing co-op members to take active leadership roles in the
cooperative movement and even in broader political initiatives.
12. Overall, the predominant way of learning experienced by housing co-op members is what we
can call “learning from each other.” We found in this study that the housing co-op movement
provides a great variety of non-formal and informal learning opportunities for its members.
Interestingly enough, this often goes unnoticed not only to outsiders, but also to co-op
members themselves.

Recommendations
1. We suggest strengthening non-formal educational opportunities such as workshops or
conference sessions to create the conditions in which members’ informal learning can
flourish. Strengthening non-formal educational opportunities could include, as we observed
before, developing appropriate strategies to better relate the learning acquired in different
workshops and conferences, on the one hand, and their application to the reality of housing
co-ops, on the other. Part of this could be achieved through the design and implementation of
workshops on-site that clearly address urgent issues of concern in a particular housing co-op
or group of housing co-ops. Additionally, more sessions on mentoring and co-op leadership
could be developed so that experienced board and committee members could nurture the
incoming generation of volunteers.
2. Housing co-ops could highlight learning as a direct benefit that arise from volunteering on
boards and committees. Making this more explicit could aid in curriculum development, and
could strengthen housing co-ops’ existing volunteer recruitment strategies. This could also
help to make boards and committees even more inclusive than they are today. In a group as
diverse as housing co-op members, it is important to provide a wide range of ways people
can engage in learning processes. It is also important to provide opportunities for members to
identify and to value their informal learning experiences, to reflect on them, to share the
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lessons of those experiences with other members, and to use those lessons to improve the
collective welfare of the housing co-operative and the co-operative movement as a whole.

Notes
1

A shorter version of this paper was presented at the CASAE Conference held in May 2004 in Victoria, British
Columbia, Canada.
2

We would like to thank the people at the Co-operative Housing Federation of Toronto and the Co-operative
Housing Federation of Canada, Ontario Region whose work inspires this study. We would also like to acknowledge
the support of the Social Science and Humanities Research Council.

3

The three case studies are volunteer learning in housing co-operatives, volunteer learning in community
development, and volunteer learning among recent immigrants who need to gain ‘Canadian experience’. The three
cases are part of a larger research on informal learning and work co-ordinated by the Work and Lifelong Learning
network (WALL).
4

There is some recognition of the non-formal learning from volunteer activities (see for example, Ferguson, 2000;
Kuhn, 1990; Ojanlatva, 1991; Rayner & Marshall, 2003; Stenzel & Feeney, 1968).

5

For a review of the field of Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition (PLAR) see Thomas (1998).

6

As one interviewee noted, “If you took participation out of the mix, most of the people in co-op are nice people
socially, pay their rent, and are not causing problems in that way. The problem is participation. Not everyone wants
to do that and a lot of people renege on the commitment that they have signed off on.”
7

In our follow-up focus groups we will be able to test our hypothesis that, to some extent, the relative low use of
ICTs is due to age rather than other factors related to the efficacy of the medium.

8

Paradoxically, this factor also poses challenges for small scale democracy, especially in conflict situations, because
co-op members have to face each other the day after the meeting took place. This means that a conflict in a meeting
can have negative consequences for the daily lives of those involved, and this could bias the fairness of the decisionmaking process.
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