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Abstract

In this paper we utilize interview data to explore the workings of a college–
community partnership program that delivers tuition-free, for-credit courses 
to low-income adult students in neighbourhood-based settings. Addressing 
the interplay of individual and structural barriers on the educational readi-
ness of students, our findings explore how the program builds participants’ 
confidence and self-belief, and how the neighbourhood-based delivery model 
encourages their engagement with post-secondary education (PSE). We find 
that the value of embedding PSE capacity and resources in low-income com-
munities lies not only in its potential to engage adult learners, but also in how 
it nurtures a greater sense of community integration and social inclusion. We 
conclude by suggesting that our study provides a useful foundation for insti-
tutions elsewhere aiming to recalibrate and extend their community outreach 
strategies when seeking to promote post-secondary access and engagement 
for low-income populations. 

Résumé

Dans le présent rapport, nous utilisons des données d’entrevues pour étudier le 
fonctionnement d’un partenariat collège–communauté qui offre gratuitement 
des cours à unités dans des établissements d’enseignement du voisinage à des 
étudiants adultes ayant un faible revenu. S’intéressant aux interactions entre 



CJHE / RCES Volume 49, No. 1, 2019

160Bringing College to the Community /A. Bourke, J. Vanderveken, E. Ecker, N. Shearer, & J. Atkinson

les facteurs personnels et structurels qui ont une incidence sur le degré de 
préparation scolaire des étudiants, nos résultats montrent que le programme 
permet de développer l’assurance et la confiance en soi chez les participants et 
que le modèle communautaire de prestation des cours encourage les étudiants 
à poursuivre des études postsecondaires (EPS). Il ressort que la valeur 
d’intégrer des capacités et des ressources d’enseignement postsecondaire 
dans les quartiers à faible revenu réside dans la capacité du programme 
non seulement d’engager les apprenants adultes, mais aussi d’accroître leur 
inclusion sociale et leur intégration communautaire. En conclusion, nous 
suggérons que notre étude pose une assise probante pour les établissements 
d’enseignement d’ailleurs qui souhaitent revoir leurs stratégies d’approche 
communautaire et en étendre la portée afin de promouvoir l’accessibilité et 
l’attrait des études postsecondaires auprès des adultes à faible revenu. 

Introduction

In Ontario, and across Canada, there is a pressing need to increase the post-secondary 
education (PSE) participation rate of under-represented groups, including adults from 
low-income communities, in light of shifting labour market demands and the growing 
need for educational qualifications (Anisef, Brown, & Robson, 2013; Stonefish, Craig, & 
O’Neill, 2015). Despite significant growth in the diversity of student populations attend-
ing Canadian post-secondary institutions (Michalski, Cunningham, & Henry, 2017, p. 
76), adults from low-income communities remain under-represented (Frempong, Ma, & 
Mensah, 2012; Lange, Chovanec, Cardinal, Kajner, & Smith Acuña, 2015; Pollock, 2012). 
Although a growing body of scholarship has emerged to document how low-income indi-
viduals face a wide range of financial and non-financial barriers affecting the accessibility 
of PSE (see, e.g., Lange et al., 2015; McMullen, 2011; Mueller, 2008; Robson, Anisef, & 
Brown, 2014), there is a lack of research exploring the specific needs of low-income adults 
when it comes to encouraging their engagement with higher education (Flynn, Brown, 
Johnson, & Rodger, 2011; Hyland-Russell & Groen, 2011). In this paper, we draw on in-
terview data to explore the workings of a college–community partnership program in 
an urban setting in Ontario that delivers tuition-free, for-credit courses to low-income 
residents in neighbourhood-based settings. We analyze students’ perspectives on their 
educational readiness in light of the barriers to education that they face, and how the 
community-based delivery model encourages their engagement with PSE. 

Literature Review

 The barriers and challenges that adult learners face in accessing PSE are com-
plex and varied. They are typically categorized in a threefold manner: situational bar-
riers refer to an individual’s life circumstances, such as financial constraints or family/
childcare commitments; institutional barriers refer to programmatic factors regarding 
the cost and accessibility of programs of study and knowledge of the application process; 
and dispositional barriers refer to the psychological facets of learning, such as feeling 
too old to return to school or lacking confidence in one’s academic abilities (Cross, 1981; 
Donaldson & Graham, 1999; Philibert, Allen, & Ellevn, 2008; Flynn et al., 2011; Pinsent-
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Johnson, Howell, & King, 2013). Because of the heterogeneity of adult learners, these bar-
riers can coalesce in a wide variety of ways to form obstacles to learning. The challenges 
facing low-income adults seeking to return to education are considerably exacerbated by 
conditions of socio-economic precarity, including high rates of unemployment, low lev-
els of educational attainment, feelings of social exclusion experienced during childhood, 
immigrant status, and factors related to ethnic or racial identity (Mueller, 2008; Abada, 
Hou, & Rams, 2009; Prins & Schafft, 2009; McMullen, 2011). 

In aiming to build the academic skills of students, Canadian colleges and universi-
ties have sought to promote post-secondary accessibility for under-represented groups, 
including low-income adult learners, through continuing education and related initia-
tives. These initiatives can take a variety of forms, and include credit-based transition 
courses, financial support, counselling/advising regarding potential programs of study, 
academic upgrading services, and the provision of childcare (Bowering, Mills, & Merritt, 
2017; Childs, Hanson, Carnegie-Douglas, & Archbold, 2017; Michalski et al., 2017). Such 
initiatives aim to mitigate the effects of situational barriers that students face, challenge 
institutional barriers, and effect an attitudinal shift in participants’ academic confidence. 
Despite these efforts, low-income adults remain both under-represented and underserved 
in PSE (Frempong et al., 2012; Lange et al., 2015; Pollock, 2012). Anisef, Brown, and Rob-
son (2013, p. 44) have highlighted the lack of efficacy of continuing education courses 
offered through school boards in facilitating the transition of adults from low-income 
communities to further courses of post-secondary study.

One explanation for this is the implicit conflation of access and engagement that of-
ten characterizes initiatives seeking to promote post-secondary participation. For ex-
ample, Pollock (2012) contends that post-secondary institutions are more than sets of 
institutional policies and procedures; they also involve social and cultural processes that 
individuals from low-income communities find difficult to engage with. More broadly, 
Robson, Anisef, and Brown (2014) position the “plethora of assumed knowledge” (p. 16) 
that is required to successfully transition to the post-secondary level (knowledge of entry 
requirements, funding opportunities, application deadlines, and so on) as a form of cul-
tural capital; that is, a form of tacitly understood knowledge that many non-traditional 
students often lack (Bourdieu, 1986; see also Childs, Finnie, & Mueller, 2018). Although 
such perspectives are useful in exposing how class-based knowledge and competencies 
work to maintain post-secondary institutions as sites of social exclusion for low-income 
individuals, they risk compounding the workings of what Gorski (2012) calls the “deficit 
ideology” that often frames initiatives designed to improve the post-secondary partici-
pation rate of under-represented groups. In effect, such framing perpetuates a “culture 
of poverty”-style contextualization, whereby low-income individuals are seen to “share a 
consistent, predictable set of values and behaviours” (p. 302; see also Milner, 2008). Al-
though previous research indicates that individuals from low-income groups have lower 
levels of post-secondary aspirations than individuals from higher socio-economic back-
grounds (Marjoribanks, 2003), such perspectives risk reducing individuals to a series 
of deficiencies and inadequacies, with a concomitant discounting of the extent to which 
structural factors (such as a lack of accessible education, a dearth of well-paying jobs, a 
lack of affordable childcare, and factors associated with the experience of socio-economic 
exclusion) envelop and circumscribe their engagement with PSE (Prins & Schafft, 2009).
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The difficulty in overcoming structural barriers (which compound the interplay of sit-
uational, institutional, and dispositional barriers) can result in low-income individuals 
engaging in what McInerney (2009) terms “acts of resistance” (p. 24), such as appearing 
not to value education or seeming withdrawn and disengaged. Such resistance can serve 
to further perpetuate the marginal status of individuals, as it sidelines the resources and 
resilience that they and their respective communities possess, in addition to minimizing 
the potential of their individual and collective agency (Hyland-Russell & Groen, 2011). 
Contesting the notion of there being a culture of poverty in low-income communities, Ru-
benson and Desjardins (2009) use the term “bounded agency” to highlight the necessity 
of understanding withdrawal or disengagement in light of the structural conditions that 
contextualize students’ life circumstances. 

A central contention of this paper is that building the individual and collective agency 
of low-income students involves developing strategies of post-secondary accessibility that 
nurture the growth of community-based “social relations” through concerted resident en-
gagement at the grassroots level (Stephan, 2013, p. 19). Such thinking proposes embedding 
PSE capacity and resources in neighbourhood locations in a manner that builds on and 
extends more conventional forms of campus–community engagement, such as campus-
based transition courses or continuing education courses run through local high schools. 
To date, however, Canadian post-secondary institutions have done little to explore the po-
tential of using non-traditional settings (e.g., neighbourhood-based locations) to encour-
age the participation of under-represented groups in PSE (Stonefish et al., 2015). Writing 
on the benefits of a neighbourhood-based education hub in a low-income community in 
Winnipeg, Manitoba, MacKinnon and Silver (2015) cite the potential benefits of such ap-
proaches in terms of both the short-term “ripple effect” (e.g., when word of mouth spreads 
awareness of the benefits of an initiative) and the long-term “trickle-down effect” (e.g., a 
child is more likely to acquire a PSE if their parent has done so). In addition to boosting en-
gagement with education, neighbourhood-based delivery models also help foster a greater 
sense of social inclusion and trust between low-income individuals and post-secondary 
institutions. As Pollock (2012) states, “Without trust, no initiative, intervention, or effort 
at partnering to provide access and/or student engagement, will come to fruition” (p. 10). 
A neighbourhood-based approach also positions post-secondary institutions, rather than 
communities or the individuals who reside in them, as deficient or lacking in their ability 
to encourage greater participation of individuals from low-income communities.

Study Overview and Research Methods

Our study is based on a college–community partnership program that delivers tuition-
free and for-credit college courses through two neighbourhood-based college classrooms 
in the community, called learning hubs. Participants may take up to two courses, which 
can be later applied to select programs of study in one of the college’s post-secondary 
programs. Applicants must be 19 years or older and not currently enrolled in a post-sec-
ondary program of study. Priority is given to individuals with little or no PSE experience 
(i.e., those who may have dropped out of high school or who have no academic qualifica-
tions beyond a high school education) and who are not currently in the labour market. 
By bringing the classroom to the community, learning hubs aim to mitigate some of the 
institutional barriers that students may have faced in the past regarding the cost and ac-
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cessibility of a college education and the required knowledge of the application process. 
In addition, students are provided with support aimed at alleviating some of their situ-
ational barriers (courses are tuition-free and childcare is provided), with the ultimate aim 
of boosting students’ confidence and raising their post-secondary aspirations. Launched 
in 2015, the first learning hub is located in a former school that has been repurposed as 
a community hub by a local residents’ group. The second hub, operational since 2016, is 
situated in the city’s central library. 

The development of the learning hub model was the result of a two-year outreach 
and engagement process by the college. This included regular attendance at the monthly 
meetings of residents’ groups, attendance at community events, consultations with neigh-
bourhood social service providers, and “open table” events at neighbourhood locations 
such as cafes and libraries. Methodologically, we understand such community engage-
ment to be what Bennet and Bennet (2007) term “collaborative entanglement,” a dialogic 
process that remains responsive to the “intentional collision and interplay” (p. 18) of the 
knowledge and perspectives of all those involved. Through such engagement, we learned 
that barriers to education for residents include poverty, addiction, family or childcare 
issues, teen pregnancy, language challenges, and feelings of social exclusion. Both neigh-
bourhoods have higher rates of social assistance dependency and lower rates of parental 
educational attainment than the municipal average, and high school dropout rates that 
are close to double the municipal average. A lack of educational readiness was identified 
by residents as the most significant barrier to their post-secondary participation. This 
includes a lack of confidence and/or interest in PSE, a lack of awareness of potential pro-
grams of study, and a lack of knowledge regarding the application process. Residents also 
reported a reluctance to travel to the college campus, and suggested the college engage 
them locally at convenient and familiar locations. Furthermore, they suggested the col-
lege offer short introductory for-credit courses that could serve as confidence-builders for 
those with an interest in pursuing a post-secondary course of study.

Two additional reasons informed the decision to deliver courses in neighbourhood 
locations rather than high schools (as is common in the delivery of continuing education 
courses). First, we were mindful that potential students may have had a past negative 
experience of high school and/or been high school dropouts. Seeking to build a relation-
ship of trust, we thus sought to avoid the program “feeling” like high school. Second, we 
were cognizant that a significant number of potential students would likely be social ser-
vice recipients. As such, we sought to place classrooms in locations that catered to such 
populations (as in the case of the community centre location), or venues that residents 
suggested served as neighbourhood gathering places (as in the case of the central library 
location). Course scheduling and focus (as selected from the college’s day program) was 
decided in consultation with residents. The courses ran for 10 weeks, with an average 
of 14 students per course. In the following list of courses, the first number refers to the 
number of enrolled students, and the second to the number of students who completed 
the course (also given as a percentage). The first learning hub saw the delivery of three 
courses: Introduction to Health and Wellness (9/5 [55.5%]), Health Safety and Nutrition 
(17/14 [82.3%]), and Family Dynamics (12/4 [33.3%]). The courses Digital Photojournal-
ism (20/14 [70%]) and Introduction to Postsecondary Experiences (14/5 [35.7%]) were 
delivered at the second location. Out of a total of 72 enrolled students across the five 
courses, the average course completion rate was 55.4%.
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Participant Overview and Interview Procedure.

Over the course of fall 2016 and winter 2017, we conducted 20 semi-structured inter-
views with students who had completed at least one for-credit course at either of the hub 
locations. Following course completion, all enrolled students were contacted by phone 
and/or email with a request for an interview. Interviewed students represent 47.6% of 
students who completed a course and 27.7% of enrolled students overall. Interviews were 
conducted by two members of the research team, took place at either location, and ranged 
in length from 35 to 75 minutes. The sample was composed of 15 female students and five 
male students, who ranged in age from 19 to 64 (the average age was in the early 30s). Of 
the 20 students interviewed, seven had completed two courses (the maximum allowed). 
More than half of the individuals in the sample were either first- or second-generation 
students, with approximately 68% having completed high school. Two students had ex-
perience of attending university in the past, but had dropped out before completion. In-
formation on the specific demographic and personal characteristics (e.g., visible minority 
status, ethnicity, employment history) of enrolled students was not collected, in compli-
ance with our institutional commitment toward ensuring participants’ confidentiality and 
in order to make the enrollment process as barrier-free as possible. 

Interviewed students were asked a range of questions pertaining to their previous ed-
ucational experiences, the barriers to education they face, and their experience of taking 
a course. Our focus on the views and perceptions of students is designed to address what 
Jones and Lee (2017, p. 176) see as the absence of resident voice in research on commu-
nity–campus engagement initiatives, as well as the paucity of studies that specifically ad-
dress the experiences of marginalized adult learners (Flynn et al., 2011). Interview tran-
scripts were analyzed by the research team using a process of thematic analysis, a method 
used to identify, analyze, and discuss patterns and themes emerging from the data. In 
essence, thematic analysis is an interpretative process of meaning-making in which key 
themes and subthemes are identified and categorized (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In select-
ing themes, we sought to differentiate between the range of (situational and disposition-
al) barriers students face in light of their individual challenges and the extent to which the 
interplay between these impact their engagement with course material and overall course 
experience. Our identification and refinement of themes was also informed by the schol-
arship on post-secondary access and engagement, as addressed in our literature review. A 
challenge we faced in analyzing interview data was that the connections students made to 
structural or systemic factors were often thinly sketched. During interviews, for example, 
students typically moved from alluding to structural factors (e.g., a lack of meaningful 
employment opportunities or a lack of childcare support) to describing the effects of these 
factors at an individual level in situational and/or dispositional terms. Although mindful 
of how low-income adults can identify “individual solutions to collective structural prob-
lems” (Silva, 2013, p. 146), our analysis focuses primarily on themes pertaining to stu-
dents’ shifting perceptions of their educational readiness and course experience in light 
of the neighbourhood-based delivery model.

Our research raised a number of methodological considerations. Although we contact-
ed all enrolled students with an interview request, including those who failed to complete 
a course, the sample is composed only of successful completers. Information gleaned from 
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follow-up phone calls with students who failed to complete a course indicates an employ-
ment opportunity or childcare or family responsibility as the reason for not continuing 
in a course. Although the lack of systematic data on course non-completers is a method-
ological limitation, the students we did interview had a wide range of both positive and 
negative experiences with PSE, and were thus knowledgeable regarding the barriers and 
challenges faced by individuals in their community. Finally, we were mindful of how our 
identity as college researchers could potentially shape the interview process, particularly 
in terms of our social location as representatives of an educational institution that partici-
pants may feel alienated from. Despite this, we found participants eager to engage with 
our questions, with the interviews yielding accounts rich in experiential detail.

Findings

In presenting our findings, we begin by exploring students’ perspectives on their educa-
tional readiness in light of the individual and structural barriers they face in accessing PSE. 
We then address how course design and delivery help build student confidence and how 
bringing college classrooms to the community encourages post-secondary engagement.

Students’ Perspectives on Their Educational Readiness 

A common theme in the interviews was students’ lack of educational readiness be-
cause of the situational barriers and/or individual challenges they faced. Such commonly 
cited situational barriers as financial hardship, unemployment (or underemployment), 
and childcare or family commitments were often compounded by a wide range of individ-
ual challenges related to age, immigrant status, health (including mental health), disabil-
ity, and ESL status. From the outset, however, it should be noted that participants varied 
widely in terms of the extent to which the barriers and/or challenges they faced affected 
their level of educational readiness. As such, a lack of educational readiness does not 
necessarily mean that students lack confidence in their academic abilities. While some 
students did describe themselves as lacking confidence in their academic abilities, others 
mentioned feeling despondent due to a lack of direction or having difficulty identifying 
a potential educational pathway. Nonetheless, the cumulative effect of the barriers or 
challenges that students faced was typically described in dispositional (or psychological) 
terms. As one student noted:

I think I had a few different things running around in the back of my mind. One 
was just to get myself back in the frame of mind of going to school.... I’ve been out 
of the workforce long enough and, you know, I really am feeling like I want to move 
forward in some way…and trying to find a direction is difficult. (Interview 1)

Throughout the interviews, the prospect of returning to school was a recurring “back of 
my mind” sentiment, and enrolling in a course allowed students to ease themselves into 
a post-secondary environment. A common theme across interviews was a past negative 
educational experience of high school, or a previous “false start” in a post-secondary envi-
ronment. For example, one student spoke of enrolling in a course in order to “see what it 
would be like. I’ve been through many different schooling things and I’ve always cancelled 
or dropped out, whatever. So, it was to see, okay, am I ready now?” (Interview 17). Such 
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sentiments were echoed throughout the interview narratives in terms of the compounding 
interplay of situational barriers (e.g., time spent out of work and/or school) and disposi-
tional barriers (e.g., self-perception as lacking direction). Another student commented:

I just wanted to make sure I was still up to par with things. But it was initially just 
being scared and not knowing if I could do it. When it comes to things like this, 
most people have had enough difficulties in life, like your self-esteem and every-
thing, it gets you down, and then you start questioning every choice you make, 
every move you make. (Interview 3)

Such commonly expressed sentiments of anxiety and self-doubt evoke the notion of adult 
students as “wounded learners” (Lange et al., 2015, p. 208), as past experience and what the 
student quoted above refers to as “difficulties in life” have led students to doubt their ability 
to be academically successful. To a large extent, students’ comments also echoed previous 
research, particularly in terms of how increased time spent away from formal education 
and/or a previous negative experience of education results in a lack of confidence and poor 
self-conceptualization as students (Anisef et al., 2013). Although students reported being 
initially apprehensive when signing up for a course, a unifying theme across interviews was 
their appetite for further education, despite being uncertain of where it could take them.

Students’ Understanding of Structural Barriers 

All students struggled with either periodic or chronic financial insecurity, and sev-
eral spoke extensively of the lack of meaningful employment or educational opportuni-
ties available to them. One student remarked that “the economy in Ontario has changed 
much over the years and that’s, I guess, the beginning of the difficulties I have faced” 
(Interview 1). Another student suggested the following connection between the effects of 
an economic downturn and the post-secondary aspirations of low-income individuals: “I 
think that maybe because the economy is not so good, people get lots of stress...and so 
they don’t have much passion” (Interview 5). For many students, enrolling in a course was 
a tentative step in working to overcome the cumulative impact of the barriers and chal-
lenges they faced. Commenting on his struggle to overcome a learning disability and an 
extended period of unemployment, one student commented that “everything I feel right 
now in my life is about what I’m doing to help myself get stronger, understand that word 
stronger as best as I can, reflect on my life with my strength” (Interview 14). Although the 
central rationale of the program is to build students’ academic skills and to encourage 
them to consider a further course of post-secondary study, such comments illustrate the 
benefits of the program in nurturing a sense of personal growth.

One area in which structural barriers became apparent had to do with childcare com-
mitments. Previous research has illustrated how a lack of available childcare can work to 
deny women the opportunity to pursue an education and undermine their confidence, 
with such social constraints operating as a form of (gendered) social exclusion (Prins, 
Willson Toso, & Schafft, 2009, p. 338). Two students recalled how being teenage mothers 
had limited their educational aspirations: 

Having a young child and not knowing what to do or where to go…I didn’t know 
what was out there. So, finally now that he’s in school, I can venture out and do 
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my own thing…. I struggled all through [high] school. Schooling is or wasn’t really 
fun for me, but now I’m enjoying it more…now that I see that there are programs 
out there and that they are things that I can do and get back to where I want to be. 
(Interview 8).

I was a mom at a young age, at 16…. So, it [education] was just something I didn’t 
have time for.... He’s [her son] at the age now where he’s a teenager. He doesn’t 
want to go to school. I mean, he does, but he doesn’t. He wants to go [because] of 
his friends. He doesn’t want to go for the education. So, I wanted to show him that 
I can go far and that it’s not too late. I want him to not make the same mistakes I 
did. (Interview 12)

Countering the notion of there being a culture of poverty by demonstrating an awareness 
of the intergenerational benefits of education, such comments illustrate the strength of re-
solve and resilience that resonate throughout many of the interview narratives. In essence, 
the interview data provide insights into how disengagement from the educational process 
is a multi-dimensional rather than singular event, one that often involves the complex in-
terplay of a range of individual and structural constraints over the course of years. 

Students’ Engagement with Course Content 

A common feature of the courses students enrolled in was assignments that presented 
opportunities for self-reflection on life experiences. Students in Family Dynamics, for ex-
ample, completed a “family map” assignment in which they mapped the support they had 
in their lives. As one student commented, “I found out [that] I have only a few people 
whom I really care about. So, it showed me my real life, and to whom I can go to in a crisis” 
(Interview 15). Commenting on relating content from the Health, Safety, and Nutrition 
course to their everyday lives, the following student suggested:

I think having more information to, you know, help me with my kids, right. Be-
cause, you know, safety, nutrition, everything will help, so yeah, I like to be more 
educated about stuff you use every day. Even at home or at work it’s very important 
to know this information. (Interview 9)

These comments support previous research illustrating how adult learners can engage 
new knowledge in practical and more immediately useful ways than traditional-age stu-
dents (Donaldson & Graham, 1999, p. 32). Opportunities for reflection also evoke what 
Zyngier (2011) calls the confidence-building effects of “pedagogical reciprocity” (p. 226). 
This approach includes establishing connection (linking course content to what students 
know), ownership (encouraging students to see themselves and their life-worlds in their 
work), responding (e.g., to lived experience), and empowerment (encouraging students to 
become active participants in their learning). 

In the Digital Photojournalism course, students signed out cameras for a project that 
required them to document subjects in their community. In completing this assignment 
and others like it, students were able to draw upon their “funds of knowledge,” a term used 
by Lalas and Valle (2007) to describe the “interconnections and networks” (p. 77) of stu-
dents’ identities, families, and communities. In the Introduction to Postsecondary Experi-
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ences course, students completed a “personal profile” assignment that required them to 
reflect on the educational barriers they faced in relation to their readiness for college, and 
the associated stresses that being a college student can entail. As one student remarked:

We had to do a profile on ourselves and I think that was the hardest thing for 
everybody…because you had to.… It put you in the position to really think about 
yourself, your needs, and your wants down the road. I think that’s what woke most 
of us up. (Interview 3)

The same student spoke of the importance of building confidence in her academic abili-
ties through engagement with course content and activities: “When that [academic] part 
clicked for me...that was pretty much it then. After that it was like, well, I can do this!” 
(Interview 3). Other students described arriving at such an “I can do this!” moment as key 
in helping them to successfully complete the course. One student spoke of how the “pay-
off” achieved through committing to a course led to a valuable sense of self-achievement: 
“You know what, you just have to be into it…you have to be committed…at the end when 
you finish you say to yourself…you’ve achieved something…you feel like you’re proud 
of yourself” (Interview 11). This student’s comment resonated throughout the interview 
narratives, with students describing an initial sense of caution giving way to a feeling of 
achievement and ownership over course content. 

A challenge in course design lay in providing students with material that would pres-
ent them with a challenging learning opportunity and provide them with forms of assess-
ment that allowed them to demonstrate their learning, while at the same time not making 
the courses too intimidating and so damaging their emergent confidence. One student’s 
comments point to success in this regard:

It really helped take away the unknown. It wasn’t as scary, especially when you 
don’t know where you want to go or where to start or anything. It gave you some 
options. It let you know what was out there. (Interview 12)

Although demonstrating flexibility with regard to course pacing and (especially) assign-
ment deadlines was crucial to ensuring student success, some participants questioned 
this in terms of its comparability to a “regular” college course. Commenting on the degree 
of deadline flexibility she was granted in her course, one student suggested:

The assignments were good [but], I mean, we didn’t really have deadlines. [The 
professor] told us to hand them in basically by the end of [the course] …but I wish 
we would have got deadlines because that’s real life, that’s college, right? (Inter-
view 19).

When asked about how they felt the program could be improved, however, students were 
typically less forthcoming. We remain mindful of how students’ retrospective assessment 
of their experience has been influenced by the confidence-boosting effect of having suc-
cessfully completed the program. 
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Students’ Perspectives on the Classroom in the Community

 Throughout the interviews, students spoke favourably of how the neighbourhood-
based location helped them concentrate more fully on engaging with course content, in 
addition to alleviating concerns regarding the cost of transportation or childcare. Com-
menting on the downtown learning hub location, one student commented:

I have spoken to so many people, and they were highly impressed with what we 
learned and the time that they [faculty] gave us. This place is very easy to come to. 
It’s not far away. You don’t have to travel much. If you are downtown, this is the 
best place you can come. (Interview 15)

The convenience and familiarity of the classroom location was also strengthened by the 
location of the learning hubs inside pre-existing community focal points. For example, 
students taking a course in the central library could also access additional services pro-
vided by the library (e.g., access to computers, printing facilities, and meeting spaces). 
This highlights the importance of building on existing neighbourhood-based services and 
facilities, and the value of the community hub as a “gathering place” for resident activities 
(Haig, 2014, p. 1024). As one student noted:

When we were working on our class assignment we’d come in and we’d use the 
resources here in the library on the fourth floor, which are wonderful.… We really 
helped and encouraged each other in using the facilities on this floor. (Interview 1)

While students were initially apprehensive in advance of completing their first assign-
ment, the fact that such sentiments were collectively shared helped to alleviate some of 
the anxieties they experienced. Such views illustrate the community-building aspects of 
the shared experience of taking a course in a familiar and non-threatening location, as 
students worked together to negotiate the college experience. Such comments also high-
light how engaging with a taste of PSE can be both an individual and collective process. 
On this note, the student just quoted commented on the value of the program as follows:

I think the common link between myself and the others in my class is that many 
people are feeling that they need a kind of a jump-start, if you will. A lot of us prob-
ably felt like we needed that confidence boost, and whether it’s going to school for 
the first or second time, quite a few of us were thinking seriously of taking school 
again. (Interview 1)

In essence, our findings suggest that the program offers significant promise for building 
the self-confidence of students and boosting their educational readiness. For the majority 
of students, taking a course was the catalyst they needed to encourage them to consider 
pursuing a future course of post-secondary study. One student noted, “I had a dream to 
do this and I wanted to take it. I’m finally taking the step that I want to do. There’s a lot 
of good things out of this now” (Interview 6). Furthermore, for students interested in ex-
ploring their post-secondary options, acquiring what one student described as a “credit in 
the bag” (Interview 11) upon successful course completion was also a significant benefit 
of the program. 
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Conclusion

Our findings have provided insight into the multi-dimensional nature of the challeng-
es that low-income adults face when seeking to return to education. Exploring the inter-
play of individual and structural barriers, our analysis testifies to the confidence-building 
effects of the program and the ways in which students began to construct a sense of them-
selves as college students as they engaged with course content and the college experience. 
Having the opportunity to take a course in a convenient and familiar neighbourhood-
based setting allowed students to explore and/or revive their post-secondary aspirations 
without having to struggle with, or definitively overcome, the barriers and challenges they 
have faced in the past. There is currently a lack of evidence on how such neighbourhood-
based approaches can benefit underserved groups by promoting engagement with PSE, 
and our analysis has contributed to this discussion. 

Although the generalizability of our findings is limited by the contextual specificity of 
the study, we suggest that its lessons have relevance for post-secondary institutions else-
where. We contend that the value of embedding PSE capacity and resources in neighbour-
hood-based locations lies not only in its potential to engage difficult-to-reach populations 
but also in how it nurtures a greater sense of community integration and social inclusion 
(Michalski, et al., 2017; Riele, 2006). Zyngier (2011), writing in the Australian context, 
claims that access initiatives promoting the greater participation of under-represented 
groups in PSE often merely aim to “bring the disadvantaged to the same table at which 
the advantaged are already eating” (p. 214). Developing an access initiative in collabora-
tion with residents, however, positions community participants as “partners in education 
equity” (Gorski, 2013, p. 50). As a programmatic response to what residents identified as 
a lack of accessible education and the difficulties of returning to PSE, the model marks a 
significant point of evolution beyond traditional modalities of community engagement, 
such as campus-based transition courses or continuing education courses offered through 
local high schools. Furthermore, by placing the learning hubs inside existing community 
hubs (in this case, a community centre and a library location), classrooms are strategi-
cally placed to connect residents with amenities and social support services aimed at low-
income individuals. In this, the initiative aligns with a provincial initiative in Ontario to 
use community hubs (conceived as neighbourhood gathering places) as a way to localize 
the delivery of social services to underserved populations (Pitre, 2014). In light of this, it 
is important to acknowledge the potential community-building effects of the program, 
such as encouraging individuals to connect with people and resources in the community, 
motivating them to take advantage of available post-secondary opportunities, and help-
ing them to remain hopeful when working to overcome the barriers they face.

We are mindful of a number of remaining challenges regarding our research on the 
learning hub model. A first challenge lies in gathering data on students who failed to com-
plete a course. Although our findings have provided insight into how the initiative works 
to mitigate some of the barriers to education that low-income students face, we recognize 
that those who responded to our interview request typically had a positive course experi-
ence. We are cognizant of the exclusion of a student demographic for whom successfully 
pursuing a post-secondary course of study is a far more remote and precarious prospect. 
To this end, any outreach strategy seeking to engage such demographics needs to be sen-



CJHE / RCES Volume 49, No. 1, 2019

171Bringing College to the Community /A. Bourke, J. Vanderveken, E. Ecker, N. Shearer, & J. Atkinson

sitized to the specificity of the targeted populations, while also acknowledging differences 
within and between communities. For example, further research could address the needs 
and experiences of specific groups, such as recent immigrants and Indigenous populations.

A second challenge lies in ensuring that students who do transition to a full-time pro-
gram of study have the support they need. It is one thing to take a course in a comfortable 
and non-threatening community-based classroom, characterized by small class sizes and 
supportive faculty, but quite another to enroll in a full-time program of study with a full 
course load, a larger student cohort, less flexibility when it comes to assignment deadlines, 
and less direct contact with faculty. As such, it is imperative that follow-up support be avail-
able to students in the form of financial support, academic guidance, and career counselling.

A third challenge is that we remain aware of the systemic limitations of the neighbour-
hood-based courses as an intervention. The initiative may help raise students’ post-second-
ary aspirations, yet it has limited capacity to address the full range of barriers and challenges 
they face. Although individuals act as purposeful agents in constructing their educational 
pathways, our findings suggest that the decisions students make cannot be considered in 
isolation from the economic and structural conditions impacting their communities. As 
noted by Lalas and Valle (2007), writing in the context of the United States, PSE access 
initiatives can remain dwarfed by the “power of urban poverty” (p. 76). Acknowledging this 
involves recognizing that educational institutions are by themselves unable to counter the 
systemic and structural challenges of socio-economic disparity and inequality that students 
face (Riele, 2006, p. 69). We remain cognizant of how programmatic responses working to 
promote post-secondary access and engagement cannot solve entrenched poverty in iso-
lation from poverty reduction strategies enacted at the municipal and provincial levels. 
Nonetheless, our findings provide a useful foundation for institutions elsewhere aiming to 
recalibrate and extend their community outreach strategies when seeking to promote post-
secondary access and engagement among low-income populations. 
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