
The Carold Institute for the Advancement of Citizenship in 
Social Change was established in 1989 with an endowment 
from Ms. Clare Clark, a long time participant in, and 
advocate for voluntary organizations in Canada. Clare was 
an active volunteer in the Canadian Association for Adult 
Education (CAAE) for more than 20 years, and developed a 
profound understanding of the connection between adult 
education and citizen participation in civil society. Her 
legacy was the Carold Institute, whose programs are focused 
on furthering the understanding of voluntary action and 
voluntary organizations in Canada.
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“Creation of a learning society will not happen 
automatically, however, despite the powerful 
economic and technical forces that are pushing it 
toward birth. Opportunities for learning continue 
to be unevenly distributed among the world’s 
population, and opposition to freedom of learning 
remains strong in many quarters. We must strive for 
the full realization of every individual’s learning 
potential, both because we know that we may 
destroy ourselves if we fail and because, if we 
succeed, the maximization of learning provides the 
most attractive and compelling vision of humankind.”

Alan Thomas, Beyond Education





Beyond Education: 
A Tribute to Alan Thomas and His Extraordinary 
Contribution to Adult Education

Alan Thomas is an amazing man. He has touched the lives 
of thousands — his family, his colleagues and, above all, 
his students. It would be impossible to capture all he has 
accomplished or include tributes from all those he has infl uenced 
in a few pages. Rather, this booklet offers a tiny glimpse of his 
accomplishments and the myriad of people whose lives have 
been changed by Alan.

This booklet is a gift from many of Alan’s family and friends. 
Inevitably, it is incomplete. Many more would have wanted to 
contribute their story if we had been able to reach them in time. 
It is a taste of a life well-lived. It is a catalyst for many more 
stories that will be told and re-told from many years to come. 

I give special thanks to those who sent entries, to my daughter 
Elizabeth who laboured long hours over the layout and to my 
spouse Juliet who edited it with care.

Enjoy and celebrate Alan!

Michael Cooke

April 27, 2008
Hockley Valley Resort
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Alan moved on in the early seventies to the shady world of 
the federal civil service and subsequently the even more 
mysterious world of academia. Throughout these years he has 
been a stimulating teacher to us all, not letting us become too 
comfortable in our ways of thinking and challenging us to widen 
our horizons. He has been a master teacher, even to us who did 
not see him offi cially in the role of teacher. He was a powerful 
infl uence in encouraging us to move on.

Ever alert to the possibilities around him, Alan subsequently 
came upon the opportunity to work with our benefactor, Clair 
Clark and establish what we now know as Carold and to create 
a place where the meaning of voluntary action and citizenship 
could be studied and the concepts extended. It is more than 
fi tting; it is essential that Alan’s name be forever associated with 
what Carold has made possible. It is therefore most welcome 
that this new Fellowship we are helping to launch on this 
occasion should bear the name of Alan Thomas, our friend who 
has taught many of us so much and has enriched our lives by 
being part of them.

Congratulation--and thanks, Alan.

Gordon Selman, colleague, Bowen Island
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My acquaintance with Alan goes back to 1955, I guess it was, 
when Alan joined the staff of the Extension Department of the 
University of B.C. under John Friesen’s leadership. Even before 
he arrived, Alan’s potential contributions to the fi eld were 
recognized as not being embraced by a single department and 
he was appointed jointly between our unit and the Faculty of 
Education. He soon made good on that expectation as he taught 
UBC’s fi rst courses in the fi eld and was commissioned to plan 
what soon became the fi rst degree program in Adult Education 
in a Canadian university. That he did his work well is attested 
to by the fact that in spite of all the damage done to that 
program by some of us since, it still goes on making an important 
contribution to the lives of many men and women.

My next set of recollections concerning Alan relate to the 
Canadian Association for Adult Education, of which he was the 
Director, guiding spirit and intellectual leader during that well 
known decade, The Sixties. I had the pleasure of being on the 
board of that organization for most if not all of the decade and 
I fi nd that I have three main recollections of his work there. The 
fi rst is his ability, through those energetic and stormy years 
to keep the CAAE in the forefront and vitally relevant to all 
that was going on. The second is the remarkable job he did as 
editor of the journal published by the CAAE. Just getting the 
job done amidst all the traveling and other stuff he had to do 
was a considerable accomplishment. But for me, and I’m sure 
for many others, his intellectual leadership through its pages 
helped me to broaden my concept of what we were in business 
for, from adult education to adult learning. And thirdly, as I 
refl ect on it now, Alan helped us who were used to seeing adult 
educators as a relatively small, beleaguered little group fi ghting 
for a cause, and brought us to the realization that we were part 
of a much broader fi eld than we had imagined, one in which we 
had many fi ne allies. Some of us found that it had been much 
more fun, in a way, to feel hard done by and spend our time 
complaining, but we soon learned to contribute as we could, to 
the larger world of which we now saw we were a part.



“I have devoted a lifetime to the education of adults, 
and I therefore have been in an excellent position to 
observe the extraordinary human potential for learning. I 
have witnessed the emergence of learning in unexpected 
places, brought about by unconventional means, and 
producing some quite unexpected results. The margins of 
formal education … have proven to be good places from 
which to achieve a perspective on that colossal enterprise 
and to see, however dimly, the larger domain of learning 
of which formal education is only a part.” 

Alan Thomas, Beyond Learning 
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new issues, but to defend my text and get out the door with a 
degree in hand. I did face some provocation, as one committee 
member tore into a core part of the thesis, but then left an 
opening by saying “Perhaps this was more a comment than a 
question.” Thanks to Alan’s good counsel, I simply nodded and 
looked at the next committee member. When Alan came out, he 
smiled and said “I’m glad you didn’t take the bait.”

You might get the sense that I see Alan as a scrappy person. I 
do. Beneath his consummate charm, he is a fi ghter. Alan has real 
convictions and knows how to push them. I admire his integrity 
and skill. I also appreciate the many formal and informal ways 
he has supported me.

Respect is something you earn, but affection is always a gift. 
With pleasure, I offer Alan my respect and affection.

D’Arcy Martin, former student, Toronto

Your wise counsel was invaluable during building of the 
comparative and international education program at OISE in the 
70s, and more so later when I was a rookie chair of the Sociology 
in Education department in the early 80s. Older folks herald your 
leadership of the CAAE during the 60s, but I have more direct 
admiration for your judicious counsel in the Building a Learning 
Community process to try to sustain it in the 90s. Then you 
became one of the central pillars of the NALL research network 
as we “wrestled with the iceberg.” Your synthesis of PLAR 
studies for NALL remains a key source for researchers today. 

Without your example, many current students of learning would 
have found it much harder to look beyond education. Thank you, 
Alan.

David W. Livingstone, colleague, Toronto
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Alan has accompanied me since 
I started in the adult education 
fi eld in 1969. He provided 
encouragement and advice 
that helped me to make fresh 
mistakes. He provided a steady 
light by which someone in the 
next generation could steer, 
and has respected my course. 
With others in his generation 
— Roby Kidd, Ginny Griffi n, Don 
Brundage, Gower Markle — he set 
a model for refl ective practice 
in Canadian adult education. Of 

them all, he was the one who most understood and respected 
union education.

Most of us have complex relationships with our mentors. For 
me, Alan has been an intellectual foil, a skilled tactician and a 
reliable friend.

Alan’s steady commitment to liberal individualism has always 
challenged me as a socialist. He is a genuine liberal, unrepentant 
in his conviction that learning is ultimately an individual 
act, that markets in learning can loosen up rigid educational 
institutions and so on. In the early 1980’s, we actually had 
a formal, published debate on those issues. His fl uency was 
formidable, but he never patronized me. 

When the CAAE fell on hard times in the early 1990’s, Alan 
volunteered to work with me and others in a “transition 
committee” to salvage the organization. The work was invisible, 
thankless, and ultimately unsuccessful. He did his part with 
good humour, humility and steady determination. Not bad for a 
famous person.

Alan chaired my doctoral thesis committee. As we reached the 
defense, he reminded me that this was not a workshop, that my 
purpose was not to stimulate debate. He warned me not to raise 



Alan Thomas

Alan is Professor Emeritus of adult education and former 
chairman of the Department of Adult Education at the 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education. He received 
his B.A. degree (1949) in English and philosophy from 
the University of Toronto; his M.A. degree (1953) in the 
history of education from Teachers College, Columbia 
University; and his Ph.D. degree (1964) in social 
psychology from Teachers College.

He has been Assistant Professor of Education at the 
University of British Columbia, Executive Director of the 
Canadian Association for Adult Education, and Executive 
Assistant to the Canadian government’s Minister for 
Communications. He was also the director of the fi rst 
Global Symposium on Learning (Toronto, 1985), which 
resulted in the publication Learning and Development co-
authored by Alan and Edward Ploman.

His research activities have included studies of adult 
education in industry, labour education, education in 
federal prisons, the use of experiential learning and 
the implementation of prior learning assessment and 
recognition.

Alan is a member of the Order of Canada (1983) and holds 
an honorary diploma from Humber College, Toronto. 
Alan was instrumental in founding the Carold Institute in 
collaboration with his good friend, Clare Clark and served 
as its founding President until 2007. He continues as a 
member of the Carold Board of Directors.
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Dear Alan, 

You introduced me to PLAR and a whole world of opportunity 
opened, based on the course I took with you. In the past year, 
your passion for and excitement about PLAR have provided me 
with a new career path at Ryerson University.

After I left OISE when I fi nished my degree in 1997, I didn’t hold 
out much hope for prior learning assessment and recognition 
to take root at Ryerson. OPLAN and CAPLA provided me with 
a chance to be involved in PLAR and meet other people who 
have continued to be infl uential in keeping me in PLAR-related 
activity. Again, this is all due to your presence and infl uence.

Recently, the Government of Ontario has funded programs for 
international professionals, with PLAR explicitly mentioned 
as one of the activities that should be included. And so, I fi nd 
myself working at Ryerson with the purpose of drawing out 
the learning about PLAR from our programs for international 
professionals in order to share it. I hope to make PLAR take root 
and fl ourish at Ryerson. 

In preparation for the job I have, last year I took Red River 
College’s PLAR Foundation Course and did a mini-portfolio as 
an assignment, to have some of the experience of creating a 
portfolio as others are asked to do in some of our programs. 

Without a doubt, I would not be doing this work if I had not 
taken your course. 

Gratefully yours,

Martha Ireland, colleague, Toronto
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This is a truly great thing you’re doing for Dad. His goal was 
always to educate or, better, to help others educate themselves. 
I believe that the world of lifelong learning — of people having 
now to learn, unlearn and re-learn many times as part of a 
modern working life — is only now beginning to see what he was 
talking about.

The greatest tribute I can offer Dad, apart from his being the 
best dad, is that all his children have followed in his steps as 
educators; Alan at the Fire Academy, Rachel as a trombone 
teacher, Martha in her lifesaving courses and myself recently 
having become a secondary school teacher of comparative 
religion and philosophy here in the UK.

I am so sorry to be unable to attend. 

Matthew Thomas, son, London UK

One time Alan overheard one of his kids out in the yard talking 
with his friends. Something came up that possibly involved the 
need for a doctor and one of the friends asked whether Alan was 
a doctor and could do something. Alan’s son answered, “Yes, he’s 
a doctor, but only a talking doctor.” 

When Alan joined UBC Extension in the mid-fi fties we were at 
the stage of clearing the land and building a cottage on Bowen. 
We invited Alan to come up and help us on one occasion. He 
was still in his slightly hippie stage (given the date, this must 
have been more of a beatnik stage I guess) and turned up with 
a scraggly beard and a French beret which certainly set a new 
standard for Bowen Island tree fellers.

Mary Selman, friend, Bowen Island



Alan Thomas: Adult educator, Mentor and a True Canadian Treasure

I only met Alan Thomas in person when I was invited to join the 
“Rolling Seminar” of the Carold Institute in 2004. I accepted the 
invitation because I thought it was now or never: this was my 
chance to meet Alan Thomas whose students and writings had 
accompanied me and sustained me in diffi cult times as a novice 
adult educator and immigrant caught in several bureaucratic 
webs. Today, the Learning Society imagined and proposed by 
Alan Thomas is a mainstream concept and project, adopted and 
disseminated by UNESCO and the member states. More recently, 
in this context, “distributed learning” is touted as the great 
innovation in education. For me, Alan Thomas is the teacher who 
symbolizes that concept much before it was captured, placed on 
the world-wide-web and commercialized. Most of the students 
in the Seminar I have taught at Concordia University over the 
past several years, entitled “Introduction to Adult Education 
in Canada,” have known Alan Thomas personally, having taken 
courses with him or have been mentored by him in times of self-
doubt. So over a quarter of a century I got to know Alan Thomas 
through the eyes and lives of his students. Later on, at the dawn 
of the 21st century, as a member of the Board of QAAL (Quebec 
Association for Adult Learning), I met other adult educators 
who had been students of Alan Thomas and who generously 
shared with me many stories and lessons they had learned from 
Alan Thomas. One of these cheerleaders for Alan Thomas as an 
Adult Educator and mentor is Denise Llewellyn who was quite 
instrumental in inspiring our gathering today to honour Alan 
Thomas. 

I come from a modest background and worked hard all my life to 
move up an elitist educational ladder. Therefore, I was always 
fascinated with formal education and educational certifi cation 
and the ceremonies associated with graduation. Unfortunately, 
in my personal experience, all occasions of certifi cation, from 
kindergarten to high school to higher education degrees, were 
in turn marred by war and cancellation of the graduation 
ceremonies. I always felt uneasy about this turn of events in my 
life until I read what Alan Thomas had to say: “Fundamentally, 
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Alan Thomas is a remarkable educator, a champion of Adult 
Education and a mentor to many aspiring educators, dedicated 
to bringing awareness of the value of informal learning into the 
formal education system by way of the “quiet revolution,” PLAR. 

When OISE merged with the Faculty of Education, I joined the 
Adult Education and Counselling Psychology department and 
met Alan. For fi ve years, I became one of the aspiring educators 
mentored by Alan in the theories and practice of PLAR. In our 
discussions, he became interested in the admissions process 
for Technological Studies initial teacher education candidates, 
and how their work experience was used as an admissions 
requirement. Alan convinced me that we could develop a pre-
service course in PLAR. Unconvinced, I insisted that we team-
teach the course, later known as EDU 5583H, Empowering 
Student Learning Through Prior Learning Assessment and 
Recognition. Alan selected a series of articles to make up the 
theoretical foundations of the course and invited several guests 
to speak about different aspects involved in the implementation 
of PLAR. Some were Ministry policy makers and others were 
teacher federation policy critics. The debates were often lively 
and Alan was often in the thick of them, encouraging those who 
were questioning and questioning those who were threatened 
by the idea of recognizing informal learning. By the end of the 
course, Alan had won everyone over to the idea of learning as a 
social movement. 

Alan Thomas is the embodiment the kind, thoughtful and 
passionate educator that we could all wish to be. He is a “quiet 
revolution” and inspires us all.

Sara McKitrick, colleague, Toronto

7
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Commission, projects on labour education, voluntary action and 
the Commission for the Community College which led to the 
creation of ACCC.

Alan has long been passionate about learning and its role in 
democracy, citizenship and civil society. In 2002 he wrote, “we 
are not asking the classical educational question ‘did you learn 
what was taught’ but the learning question ‘what did you learn’ 
and particularly ‘what did you learn about learning, about your 
learning and about education’? Alan forced us to abandon the 
concept that if we not teach it, it ain’t worth learning — the 
concept of education that insists that the learner who becomes 
student must relinquish his or her right to evaluate his or her 
own learning and that the student accept the way in which the 
teacher or teaching agency teaches what is to be learned and 
the agency’s right to decide when it has been learned and how 
well. In his address to the 1999 NALL conference, Alan said that 
as human beings, we are at our best when we are learning. 
In fact the most positive images of human beings, refl ected 
in literature, music, and in professional behaviour are of us 
engaged in learning. 

We continue to learn every day, and as we continue on this 
journey of learning, we give special thanks for Alan’s vision, his 
leadership, his mentorship and his own deep love of learning.

Michael Cooke, Board Member, Sydenham



What can be said about Alan that hasn’t already been said? Some 
claim that repetition is the mother of learning, but I’m not sure 
that Alan would agree with that understanding of learning. And 
he certainly doesn’t agree with long-held view that we learn by 
having someone recite a litany of truths or opinions.

This entry will not tell you anything you don’t already know. 
Rather it is intended to bear witness on behalf of many 
members of the community of adult educators to the unique and 
remarkable role Alan has played over his long and outstanding 
career. I write to express on behalf of those of who assembled on 
April 27, 2008 and those who couldn’t be present — colleagues, 
friends, disciples — our gratitude and our admiration for the 
vision of learning and of citizenship that Alan has so faithfully 
espoused, for all he has done to advance that vision in Canada 
and internationally and for what we have learned from and with 
him along the way.

There is not room here to elaborate on the long list of his 
contributions, but for the record they include his work in 
Ottawa, his tenure as a professor of adult education at UBC and 
later at OISE, his visionary leadership of the CAAE both as its 
Executive Director and later as its President, his pioneer work 
on prior learning assessment and recognition, his countless 
articles and books of which I think Beyond Education deserves 
special mention and of course, the instrumental role he played 
in founding the Carold Institute.

Gordon Selman wrote the following appreciation of Alan’s 
work at the CAAE: “Alan’s vision of a learning society and its 
implications for public policy and adult education Canada 
were the driving forces in the CAAE for the nine years of his 
directorship. The most distinctive and important idea that he 
contributed to the fi eld in the 1960’s was that the basic concept 
must be adult learning as distinct from adult education. One of 
the most notable principles that guided his efforts was a call 
for a national policy for adult education and adult learning.” 
He goes on to reference the key roles Alan played in creating 
provincial associations of adult education, the Joint Planning 
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PLAR is a means of providing for the individual’s power over his 
or her own learning, which is the ultimate power of all” (See 
p.342, Learning for Life, by Sue M. Scott, Bruce Spencer and 
Alan M. Thomas, editors, TEP Inc, 1998). In the same book, a 
second chapter by Alan Thomas is titled “Learning Our Way Out.” 
A year after I met Alan Thomas in person he was faced with a 
great challenge which shattered his life and hope for the future. 
That is when Alan Thomas decided to build his own PLA portfolio 
and he told me “it saved my life.” So today, I salute the great 
educator and mentor who touched my life before I met him in 
person, who continues to do so in so many concrete examples 
from his own life and practice, and I conclude this testimonial 
by borrowing the last line of his article (p. 364) and changing it 
to suit the occasion: There is always the risk that in embracing 
learning itself as taught and exemplifi ed by Alan Thomas and his 
disciples we are making a great leap of faith indeed, but it is a 
risk that is worth taking.

With gratitude and love

Arpi Hamalian, Board Member, Montréal



Dear Alan,

One of the favourite stories that you have told me is of Roby 
Kidd meeting with your father, who might have had ambitions 
for you of a different sort, to convince him that adult education 
would be a good career move for the young and bright Mr. 
Thomas. And how very pleased Canada and the world has been 
that you, with a bit of help from Roby, found that road less 
traveled. You and I have been linked over the many years not 
only by our mutual love for adult learning (including our debates 
about the individual and social nature of that learning!) but by 
our links to the late J. Roby Kidd. Whether in association life, 
leadership of the adult education department, international 
networking or Canadian policy circles both of us were shown the 
ropes by the wily Dr. Kidd.

I am deeply grateful to you for my fi rst teaching job in adult 
education at OISE. You were Chair of the Department in 1978 
when a group of students came to you (Ted Jackson and Harold 
Alden were two of them) with a proposal to create a course on 
the political economy of adult education. You could easily have 
said that there were no more resources or accepted the course, 
but found someone else to teach it. But you acknowledged the 
right of those students to create a course that met their learning 
needs and you accepted my petition to be allowed to be the 
course instructor as the students had requested. The course is 
still taught in the Department some 40 years later and I myself 
taught it for 20-25 years.

Your support was key in my decision to take up the OISE adult 
education position over York University in 1991 after I left the 
International Council for Adult Education. And I remember your 
wonderful restraint in allowing me to fi nd my feet as Chair of 
adult education, never once openly criticizing me for what must 
have been innumerable gaffes. I recall one sage bit of advice 
after I had threatened to step down as Chair over some kind of 
issue or another. You quietly said to me, “you know if you offer 
to step down enough times, you may fi nd that your colleagues 
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I had an opportunity some years ago when writing my study of 
the work of the CAAE under Alan’s direction, to review with 
some care the contents of the organization’s journal and many 
of Alan’s other writings and speeches during the decade. They 
impressed me deeply and I believe that they deserve further 
study and analysis. Alan has done many impressive things 
during his career in his chosen fi eld, but nothing has been more 
impressive, in my view than his “campaign” during the ‘60s to 
convince both adult educators and our society of this broader 
concept for our work. How much was achieved in that direction, 
I can’t say, but I was and am still impressed by the breadth of his 
vision and the reach or scale of his ambitions.

Gordon Selman, colleague, Bowen Island

Alan Thomas is the recognized leader of that small Canadian 
band of revolutionaries who, in the 20th century, changed 
society’s understanding of learning from its roots in compulsory 
education of the young, to the concept of liberation of the 
mature. He carried the banner through the lean years when the 
legitimacy of life-long learning was questioned, through the 
tsunami of adult vocational education that threatened to bury 
liberation with the lesser goal — career development. He did so 
with magnifi cent good humour, profound generosity of spirit and 
enormous caring.

What a legacy!

Walter Pitman, colleague, Toronto
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Alan, unlike most of us English-speaking adult educators in 
Canada, had considerable knowledge of French, and was rightly 
proud of that fact. He spoke now and then of being very fond 
of French. But along came the time in his life (beginning in the 
early ‘60s as I recall it) when Alan became convinced that we in 
our fi eld, who were accustomed to hitching our wagon to Adult 
Education, should instead be focusing on Adult Learning as the 
goal instead. Alan was, I think, accustomed to fi nding that in 
French he could often fi nd just the right “bon mot” for an idea 
he wanted to express, but to his vast annoyance, there was, 
apparently no equivalent term in French for the word “learning.” 
I can remember, even all these years later, his annoyance over 
fi nding that the language to which he was accustomed to turn 
to fi nd just the right term for what he wanted, let him down in 
this case. It was a good thing at that time that French had the 
“Academy” to defend it or Alan would have started a campaign 
to change it on the spot.

Most of us in adult education were, I think, accustomed to 
fi nding society as it was, even though we regretted that in our 
view it undervalued adult education in so many ways. We were 
unhappy with the way the world saw our fi eld, but saw as our 
goal making some progress in our small corner of the world 
in our own particular situation. I had come to know Alan as a 
friend and colleague in the ‘50s and was delighted when he was 
successful in returning to the Canadian Association for Adult 
Education (CAAE) at the end of the decade and was appointed 
as its Director in ’61. I gained a new appreciation of Alan’s 
ambitions for himself and our work when he made it clear, when 
becoming Director, that he intended to set out to change the 
way Canadian society conceived of our fi eld and to change the 
way in which Canadians saw the role of learning. I had never 
heard someone in our fi eld express their ambitions in such grand 
terms and I was deeply impressed. In the same connection I 
recall the enthusiasm with which he took over the management 
and editing of the CAAE’s journal. He saw it not as a burden to 
be borne but as an instrument to be used in accomplishing his 
goal.



will accept!.” Thank you for that. I managed to survive my years 
as Chair; they were wonderful years that I am very proud of.

You have been the most eloquent spokesperson for the right 
to learn and the role of learning in our Canadian society for 50 
years. Your oratorical powers are well matched to you incisive 
mind and sense of both fair play and opportunity. Your voice and 
weight have been behind many of the adult education policy 
issues in our country. My entire generation and those younger, 
have known that if one wanted to gain support for an adult 
learning policy initiative, talking with you about it, getting your 
advice and your support has been key.

I have fond memories of your standing up in the plenary of 
1000 or so folks in the 1990 Bangkok world assembly of adult 
education resolving constitutional issues with the help of a young 
African lawyer and over the strenuous objections of the delegate 
from Pakistan. Your patience and sheer creative chairing carried 
us through whatever the issue of the day was. I was at one 
point having to be restrained in the audience from throwing our 
obstreperous delegate out of the door!  Thanks for that!

The ascent to age comes so quickly. It is viewed from youth at 
a long distance, from the other end as moments just gone by. 
It is hard to lose ones closest partner, other friends. But while 
some are gone, through your teaching, your association life, 
your intellectual circles and your family and social life, you 
have legions of friends, students, and others who respect you, 
acknowledge the remarkable democratic wildfi re that you have 
written across the Canadian night skies, and who love you.

My wife Darlene Clover, another adult educator infl uenced and 
supported by you joins me in wishing you all the best on this 
wonderful occasion.

With affection,

Budd Hall, colleague, Victoria
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I am deeply honoured to be included in any group of colleagues 
and admirers of Alan Thomas and very much would like to be 
present for such a wonderful and appropriate tribute. One 
reason, in fact, in my delayed response, was the hope that 
the April 27th date would be possible for me to be in Toronto. 
Unfortunately, such is not the case. 

In some ways, I have become closer to Alan since I came to 
Dalhousie in the mid-70s. We were colleagues during the early 
and very exciting years of OISE - though in different departments 
- Alan, of course in Adult Education and me in History and 
Philosophy. Nonetheless, I kept getting into activist projects 
such as the Canada Studies Foundation with Bernie Hodgetts, 
Rick Alway and Walter Gordon, as well as a two-year stint 
with the Ontario Teachers Federation — adventures in praxis 
that combined my reformist impulses with current social, 
political and community analysis. Alan was always interested 
and encouraging and supportive of my sorties in these various 
directions.

He was probably not surprised, therefore, when, after a brief 
stay in the Department of Education at Dalhousie, I became 
involved with Part-Time Studies and Extension at that university, 
and in efforts to establish as a senior academic unit something 
we named Henson College of Public Affairs and Continuing 
Education, which combined PTSE with the Institute of Public 
Affairs which had been founded by Guy Henson, a contemporary 
of Roby’s and other such pioneers (when Alan was still a boy). 

Our paths crossed more frequently over the past dozen years 
when I escaped from the academic jungle and have been running 
a community-based adult learning centre called the PLA (Prior 
Learning Assessment) Centre and became part of the larger 
Recognizing Prior Learning movement in Canada. This contact 
led to one of my favourite moments with Alan. The setting was 
a Prior Learning and Assessment conference where an American 
colleague was making a presentation on a major initiative to 
identify the principles and practices that would enable a college 
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learning. His support to myself as one of the key organizers of 
the Continuing Education Students Association during the late 
1970’s was insightful and reassuring. His offi ce door at OISE 
was always open and I am so grateful for those fi ve-minute 
impromptu chats. He is a strong supporter of groups in the fi eld 
of adult education working together, and volunteered a lot 
of time to this end for the Ontario Association for Continuing 
Education and the Canadian Association for Adult Education. 
When I was President of OACE from 1981-83 and the OACE rep 
to CAAE for several years after, his support helped me move 
conference planning, and policy consultations along. He has 
a great sense of the history of adult education and added this 
perspective to discussions. Without Alan’s historical asides I 
would never have known about the DVA’s work to train returning 
vets after WWII, a time when the local schools ran 24/7. On the 
personal side, I appreciated his support while I worked my way 
through 17 years of night school at York University to earn a BA. 
When my son was identifi ed as dyslexic and I was trying to cope 
with his schooling, Alan’s reassurances were comforting. 

I love you, Alan Thomas. Thank you for the insight, support, 
memories and so much more.

Wendy Terry, friend, Toronto

I would like to say to Alan that I am eternally grateful for his 
mentoring of me when I came to the Adult Education Department 
in 1986. He has provided me then, and since, with friendship, 
advice as a colleague, support in challenges, good stories from 
his vast experience, and always appropriate quotes to suit the 
occasion. Some of those earlier years of our acquaintance were 
dark ones for me. Alan was one of the signifi cant lights for me in 
those times.

Cheers,

Barbara Burnaby, colleague, St John’s 29



I have two favourite stories about Alan. One was a lesson in 
citizenship and one was of personal support.

First the lesson in citizenship: In the late 1970’s we were starting 
the Continuing Education Student’s Association of Ryerson. One 
of the key issues was to gain recognition of continuing students 
as “students of the Institute” as defi ned by the Ryerson Act. 
This would enable us to run for the student seats on the Board 
of Governors. There was a lot of resistance, which I could not 
understand as I did not see the student seats as having any real 
infl uence. I was going on to Alan about how I did not understand 
why the Secretary of the Board was putting up such resistance. 
We were walking up the walkway on the east side of OISE. Alan 
turned to me and said: “But it’s not just a seat. If they recognize 
you to be eligible for those seats on the Board, they recognize 
you as being part of the community and all that means.” A lesson 
in citizenship, I have thought of many times — to understand 
what it meant for women to be counted in, for black Americans 
to be counted in, for continuing education students to be 
counted in. The Board recognized continuing education students 
in 1981.

The second lesson in personal support: In the late 1980’s, 
Russell, my son, was in Grade 2 and having a terrible time. I 
was too, not knowing how to deal with the school. Later he 
was identifi ed as dyslexic. He was not paying attention in class, 
running around, and quite often the Vice-Principal or Principal 
would have to take him out of the class. One day I was at a 
meeting at OISE, and Karen, from the WEA where I was now 
volunteering, tracked me down to say the school had called. I 
called from Alan’s offi ce. Russell had bitten the principal. My 
heart, mind and body sank. I hugged Alan for support and he 
reassured me as I went off to face the principal. He always asks 
about Russell. In 2006 Russell graduated from Ryerson University. 

Alan always makes a distinction between education and learning 
and though I was never his student he has been my teacher and 
I have learned a lot from him. Alan Thomas is a great supporter 
of adults having a democratic say in the governance of their 
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or university to claim to be an AFLI — an Adult Friendly Learning 
Institution.

It was a very interesting idea and an excellent presentation and 
it led to a lively and enthusiastic discussion, when Alan, perhaps 
more succinctly that was his normal wont, brought us all back to 
earth, by asking: 

‘Can anyone think of a Canadian university that would actually 
want to be known as an Adult Friendly Learning Institution?’

Alan has fought the good fi ght over many years, has achieved 
much in advancing adult learning in this country and 
beyond, and, most importantly - through example and active 
encouragement - has fostered and mentored many others to join 
in that effort. 

I am fortunate to be in that number and proud to be his friend 
and colleague. 

I regret not be able to be present and I hope everybody - and 
especially Alan - has a hell of a good time!

Best wishes

Doug Myers, colleague, Halifax

In the fi eld of Adult Education in Canada there were the pioneers 
such as Ned Corbett and Moses Coady. To this list I would like 
to add Alan Thomas and my father, Roby Kidd as builders who 
linked the work between the telegraph days and the digital 
nanoseconds. Alan worked diligently on the foundations, the 
walls and the roof and what went inside the house of adult 
education. He taught and mentored thousands and always had 
a personal word to share with each one. For Alan education 
was the message and the medium. On behalf of my family I 
would like to extend our appreciation for the work, vision and 
friendship of Alan. 

David Kidd, colleague, Toronto
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There are some that believe that we pick our parents. If that is 
true, I made an excellent choice. I owe a lot to my Dad. Without 
him, I am not sure that I could have become the person I am 
today. 

As a parent with two young girls, I now know exactly what Dad 
meant when I was young and he asked me to stop growing just for 
a little while. I hope I can give my family the life experiences you 
gave us in Africa (I was only kind of there!!), Australia, Canada 
and England. 

As a person, I strive to make decisions based on principle and 
have a very strong sense of right and wrong. I also strive to learn 
as much as I can about everything I can so that I can do what I do 
well. 

As a citizen, I make concerted efforts everyday to protect 
our planet for future generations and to make a positive 
contribution. 

As a partner, I am patient (most of the time!!), loving and 
fl exible. 

As a daughter, I am proud. My father has poured his heart and 
soul into his belief of educating adults. As the youngest of my 
family, I am sorry to say that I don’t think I really understood 
what that meant, or the signifi cance of The Order of Canada until 
recently. If I haven’t said so in the past, I will say it now. I am 
proud of you Dad. You accomplished a goal that some people only 
dream of. You made a difference. You had an impact. You will be 
remembered for your tireless efforts to make the world a better 
place. 

As an adult student, I was proud to walk the halls of college 
knowing my Dad had made it possible for me to be there - and I 
don’t mean because he leant me money!!!! 

Good on Ya Dad!! I love you. Dearly. 

Martha Okot Thomas, daughter, Victoria
14



As a fellow graduate of University College, I knew of course 
that I would have a kinship with Alan. We all know of Alan’s 
tremendous contributions to education. However, Alan was also 
able to educate me in more worldly matters. The most serious 
and important conversations with him are over brandy and 
cigars. Knowing something about cigars but very little about 
brandy, I once asked him, “Alan, how is your Remy-Martin?” Alan 
just looked at me with a wonderful smile and said, “My dear boy, 
Remy-Martin is ALWAYS good.” Thank you, Alan, for all of the 
ways in which you have educated and taught me.

Amir Hussain, Board Member, Los Angeles

Dear Alan,

In the last decade I had the opportunity to work closely with 
you on the Board of the Carold Institute. It was a privilege 
to collaborate with such an open minded person. Although 
you are a pioneer of adult education and the president of the 
Carold Institute, you never try to promote your own ideas and 
projects over others. Your capacity to listen and understand 
new perspectives and trends as well as your references to the 
history and legacy of Clare Clark are the marks of a real leader. 
You are a real leader indeed. I felt deeply honored to have been 
invited as a Quebecer, as a woman and as a francophone to join 
the Board of the Carold Institute. Like every of us, I think you 
really deserve this tribute not only for your career and for your 
involvement as a citizen but also as a person.

With gratitude and friendship,

Diane Laberge, Board Member, Montréal

27



26

Denise Llewellyn, Denise Llewellyn, former student, Montréalformer student, Montréal

Alan,

My tribute to you is in the form of my book, entitled “A Harp in 
the Classroom for Engaged Learning,” which I dedicate to you.the Classroom for Engaged Learning,” which I dedicate to you.



Alan Thomas has been a life long mentor since I fi rst met him 
when he was at the University of British Columbia through to 
my days on the board of the Canadian Association for Adult 
Education, then through my graduate work at OISE and through 
numerous projects, including “People Talking Back” (or was it 
“People to People?”) where the CBC with the help of Alan and 
Ian Morrison actually had Canadians talking directly to each 
other on the issues of the day (the video fi lm of all the sessions 
resides in my offi ce cupboard).

There are many things I have learned from Alan and admired 
- his ability to see the big picture in adult learning, and his 
ability as a conference synthesizer to brilliantly weave together 
learning and adult education themes into the outcomes of those 
events.

I began by mentioning that Alan spent time on the west coast. 
To our chagrin and incomprehension he never fell for the place. 
Indeed I remember him speaking with some impatience that 
it was “de rigeur” that all visitors to Vancouver have to be 
given the scenic drive from the airport to marvel at our natural 
splendors - rain or shine.

Throughout the years I have treasured our relationship and now 
I am honored to follow him as the chairperson of the Carold 
Institute.

Michael Clague, Board Member, Vancouver 15
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It is a real privilege to spend some time thinking of Alan, as it 
has always been to spend some time with him.

Alan has always been a real class act! Clearly born to the gifts 
of privilege, Alan’s legacy has been to share his many gifts and 
to give back more than he ever gained. Alan could have been 
anything he wanted to be, but he chose a life of public service. 
As a socially engaged and responsible intellectual he has taught, 
tutored and touched many lives and changed the landscape of 
adult education and community engagement.

Eloquent, charming and generous – Alan’s silver tongue and big, 
big heart have provided a model to emulate. His dedication to 
rigorous thought and to activist, relevant, collective practice has 
enriched the struggle and created new models for organizational 
and indivual leadership.

Alan has been a good friend. He has shared his life and 
talents, just as he has shared his pride in his family and his 
love for Joanne and their children. I thank him for the many 
opportunities and the support he has given to me and many 
others. We are stronger because of his kindness, wisdom, 
courage and vision.

All the best, Alan. I celebrate you!

Warmest regards
In solidarity

Sandra Sorensen, former Board Member, Penatanguishine
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It has been a rare privilege and honour for me to sit on the Board 
of the Carold Institute under the presidency of Alan Thomas. 
It took me a while to realize that, as a Board colleague of his, 
I have become part of a vital continuum of Canadian social 
history. Alan wears his distinguished past in quiet dignity. Ever 
so gently the layers of his historical contribution to Canadian 
education and voluntarism have been peeled back for me to 
refl ect upon and admire. I also realize that this slow edifi cation 
is due, not only to my ignorance, but also due to the fact that 
under Alan’s leadership, Carold continues to be deeply rooted at 
the cutting edge of the present, not the past. His openness and 
curious spirit have defi ned the spirit of the Carold Institute, and 
his vision will clearly live on and continue to shape Carold as a 
constantly evolving and avant garde force in our society.

Nigel Martin, Board Member, Montréal
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A Tribute to My Dad

Alan M Thomas PhD
(aka the Doctor of Talking)

My Dad is An Amazing, remarkable Man……

Whose Example guides me,

Whose Wisdom points me in the right direction,

Whose Love I carry with me wherever I may go.

The things you have given me all through the years of my life
Have been of the most priceless gifts any son could ever receive

Dad, as we celebrate you reaching this destination,
Never forget the treasures that were spawned by the journey.

Remember all those who have crossed your path along the way,
And remember to refl ect on the lessons of life learned.

Often I fi nd myself thinking of you, your strength and motivation
and the way you managed to keep it all together.

I often see how others look at you,
and I know that they think the same things about you too.

But for as many times as these thoughts may surround you,
I wonder if you even know how truly wonderful you are,
And how much you are admired by those who are lucky enough 
to be part of your life

Today, I wanted to make sure you know!

With all our Love from me, and your four Grandchildren

Alan Thomas Jr., son, Toronto

18



Dear Alan,

What a pleasure to add a few words of thanks to you for your 
remarkable contribution to our adult education movement.

I fi rst met you when I was a doctoral student at OISE in 1967-70. 
I had the pleasure of being in your wonderful Social Foundations 
of Adult Education course and remember to this day the thought 
provoking role you played as a teacher and mentor. What a 
joy and what fun we had discussing the social history of adult 
education from Socrates to Tommy Douglas. I will be teaching 
the Foundations of Adult Education course at UVic this summer. 
I will be trying to evoke the same awe and wonder of learning 
that you inspired in me.

As a British Columbian I always remember the marvelous role you 
played in building bridges with Franco-Canadians and Quebecois. 
Your generous spirit stood, and stands, in sharp contrast to the 
mean-spiritedness of those who wish to divide us or diminish our 
diversity.

With warm affection,

Ron Faris, former student, Victoria
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Alan Thomas was a great supporter of adult education within 
the school board setting.  Those of us who toiled on the margins 
always appreciated that support which was given with care 
and understanding.  His tireless efforts to get Prior Learning 
recognized eased many adults’ journies to their High School 
graduation diploma.  On a more personal note, I appreciated his 
understanding and encouragement when I returned to graduate 
school in mid-career.  His passion for adult education is a 
model that I strive to instill in the mid-career learners that I’m 
presently facilitating.  I wish you well, Alan.

Sincerely

Mel MacLeod, colleague, Vancouver
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When I was a young child I knew my Dad was a very important 
man. He traveled a lot and we were lucky to accompany him 
on trips to Africa and Australia. I always looked forward to him 
returning from a trip, particularly for the neat gifts he would 
bring back; shampoo bottles and soaps from fancy hotels as well 
as souvenirs from different countries.

Dad always talked about his students very fondly and every 
Christmas we would have a guest, usually from a different 
country, to whom we could show off our Canadian ways. It was 
very hard to understand exactly what Dad actually ‘did.’ Phrases 
were used like ‘the talking doctor’ and ‘the teacher who teaches 
people to teach’. My parents often had very lively and deep 
philosophical discussions in the dining room — even if it really 
was just about the fi ling cabinet!!

Little then did I know the true signifi cance of his work. My Dad 
has always been an excellent guide for me, particularly in my 
teenage years! Whenever I had a diffi cult decision to make, 
he would help me look at all sides of the situation before 
encouraging me to make the decision that I thought was right 
for myself. It has helped me grow into the confi dent person I 
am today. As a new parent, the lessons I’ve learned from my 
Dad have become even more invaluable. What an amazing gift 
 – thanks Dad!!!!

Rachel Thomas, daughter, London
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I fi rst met Alan in 1992 when we sat together on an advisory 
committee for the Ontario Council of Regents. Fortunately for 
me, our professional paths continued to cross over the next 
15 years, as we both worked to promote the recognition of 
prior learning in Canada. Alan is an icon in the fi eld of adult 
education. He has been a mentor, colleague, and friend, and I 
have been a major benefi ciary of his dedication to teaching and 
learning. I am honoured to be part of this celebration and wish 
him the very best in this next stage of his life.

Joy Van Kleef, colleague, Toronto

The 1990s had almost come to an end and the structure of 
education in Ontario had been dealt a huge blow under the guise 
of education reform. Overnight, funding and policy radically 
changed direction as Bill 160 was passed by the Conservative 
Government led by Premier Mike Harris. Bill 160 removed 
two-thirds of the funding for adult education as well as the 
supports needed for that learning. It gutted adult education in 
this province. Adult learners were now considered an out-of-
classroom expense.

Faced with policy changes that he felt would be devastating 
to education throughout the province, Alan immediately began 
searching for a concrete response to these developments. He 
strongly opposed the many changes that this Bill would bring 
about, most especially the changes to publicly funded adult 
education. He was ready and willing to support any organization 
or action that would countermand the effects brought about by 
this legislation.

Alan recognized that, although adult learners had organized and 
protested these changes, there existed no legitimate, permanent 
authority or structure through which these learners could 
express themselves or support their learning experience.

As a member of ASAB 160 (Adult Students Against Bill 160) and 
an adult student activist looking for support, I realized that OISE 
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(Ontario Institute for Studies in Education) would be a good 
place to go for understanding, encouragement and solidarity. 
Budd Hall, head of the adult education department, suggested 
that I bring Alan into our cause. I knew of Alan’s reputation. I 
had heard that he was called the ‘grandfather’ of Canadian adult 
education, and that he had participated in a Royal Commission 
on Adult Education. I thought it wise to seek out the advice of 
one of our elders.

Alan was immediately interested and, I believe, genuinely 
excited to be guiding and mentoring a motley crew of student 
activists into creating what would become the Toronto Adult 
Student Association. 

The defi ning moment that led to the founding of the 
organization took place at the Madison Pub in downtown 
Toronto. The conspirators were Alan Thomas, Gail Nyberg, then 
the chairperson of the Toronto District School Board (TDSB), and 
me. The conversation went like this: Alan said, with a glint in his 
eye and a nod of his head, “If we can’t do this, then no one can; 
I am in.” Gail responded in the affi rmative. She would support a 
motion to establish TASA at a meeting of the TDSB. That was the 
founding of the Toronto Adult Student Association.

Alan has continued throughout the past decade to sit as a board 
member and act as a mentor and friend. He has always pushed 
us to be autonomous, to provide what we believe is a strong 
voice and a valuable support for adult learners in Toronto.
Almost a decade later, TASA is known for its work locally, as well 
as across Canada and around the world. Much of its success as an 
organization can be traced back to Alan’s vision and support. Can 
we ever thank Alan enough; can we at TASA ever fi nd the right 
works to express our gratitude? No, not really, but we hope that 
in our everyday work with learners we continue to honour Alan’s 
contribution and his commitment to the active and democratic 
role that we must continue to play.

Thank you Alan

Susan Nielsen, colleague, Toronto
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