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Abstract: This paper explores the connections between Storefront 101 students’ 
stories of hopeful re-engagement in the learning process and instructors’ accounts 
of their teaching experiences through the conceptual framework of instructor 
authenticity. We examine dimensions of authenticity with particular respect to the 
context of radical humanities for marginalized students and consider implications 
for our understanding of transformational learning.   

 
Background and Theoretical Context 

The transformative potential – for students, instructors, and society – is what attracted us to the 
Clemente Program, a radical humanities course for the poor and marginalized that is spreading 
across the United States, Mexico and Canada. In 1995 journalist and social critic Earl Shorris 
(1997) launched his newly developed humanities course for the poor and disenfranchised in New 
York City: “If you want real power, legitimate power, the kind that comes from the people and 
belongs to the people, you must understand politics. The humanities will help” (p. 6).   

Inspired by a belief in the power of education and intrigued by Shorris’s vision of radical 
social change through the humanities, we joined Storefront 101, our local iteration of the 
program in the roles of working committee members and instructor. After several years of 
witnessing students’ deep transformation, we wanted to know more about the processes of 
transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000) occurring through the program: we became researchers. 
  Over the past two years, we have been engaged in research that tracks the learning 
journeys of students, program organizers, and instructors who have participated in at least one 
course within one of three Canadian iterations of the Clemente Program: Storefront 101 in 
Calgary; Discovery University in Ottawa; and Humanities 101 in Thunder Bay. The programs are 
directed at students experiencing both internal and external barriers to learning that include low 
self-esteem; a belief that education is not for them; negative histories with learning institutions; 
feelings of disenfranchisement; poverty; mental or physical illness; addictions; violence; and 
homelessness. Indeed, in many cases, when the students are asked to identify their learning goals 
at the beginning of a course, they are unable to do so because they feel they have no right to 
access further education or they feel they lack the ability to succeed. And yet, even midway 
through one course in the program, many students find themselves shaping learning goals and 
beginning to dream about the future in ways they never thought possible. As students reflect 
upon causes for this re-engagement in learning, many touch on the pivotal role of the instructor, 
specifically their instructors’ core sense of authenticity as they influence class dynamics and 
challenge students’ beliefs of themselves as learners and their ways of being in the world.   

This paper explores the connections between Storefront 101 students’ stories of hopeful 
re-engagement in the learning process and their instructors’ accounts of teaching experiences 
through the theoretical framework of instructor authenticity. In their work on authenticity and 
teaching, Patricia Cranton and Ellen Carusetta outlined several dimensions of authenticity: self-
awareness, awareness of others, relationships with learners, awareness of context, and a critically 
reflective approach to practice (2004, 2005). We examine these dimensions of authenticity with 
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particular respect to the context of radical humanities for marginalized students and consider 
implications for our understanding of transformational learning.   
  

Research Methodology 
A large scale case study research project entitled Providing Access to Transformational Learning 
for Non-Traditional Adult Learners: A Study of the Clemente Program as a Model for Lifelong 
Learning examines themes of barriers and motivators; community based learning; and 
outcomes, with a particular focus on a target group of non-traditional adult learners. Non-
traditional adult learners, for the purposes of the study, are defined as economically marginalized 
learners who are restricted in their access to post-secondary learning for a variety of reasons.  
 A case study methodology was chosen for this research study because case studies’ 
complex and multilayered nature are particularly useful for rich description and heuristic value 
(Yin, 1994).  As a case study inquiry, the larger study relied on a variety of techniques for data 
gathering including a survey instrument for students within the three selected Canadian Clemente 
programs, document analysis, and individual interviews with a variety of participants within each 
of the programs. This portion of the research reports on the findings elicited from semi-
structured interviews with students and instructors in one of the programs, Storefront 101, in 
Calgary, Alberta, since preliminary analysis of instructor and student stories from the three 
program iterations revealed significant differences among the programs. The one to two hour 
audio-taped and transcribed interviews with seven students and six instructors focused on their 
understandings of the vision and purpose of the program, their experiences in the program and 
the impact of the program on students and instructors.   In this paper, as we focus on experiences 
of the instructors within the Storefront 101 program, only a portion of the student stories are 
represented – that which illuminates the role of the instructor in student learning journeys.  
 

Findings  
Prior to presenting the findings it is important to situate the student and instructor responses 
within their context by providing a brief history and profile of Storefront 101.   

 
Storefront 101 Background 
Storefront 101 was launched in 2003 as a community-based collaborative. Claire Dorian 
Chapman, a community social worker with the City of Calgary, was inspired by the success of 
Shorris’ Clemente Course and the first Canadian iteration, Humanities 101, which was initiated 
at the University of British Columbia in 1998. Initially the Storefront 101 collaborative included 
The Mustard Seed, a non-profit Christian humanitarian agency providing services for the 
homeless, street people of Calgary; Community and Neighbourhood Services; Athabasca 
University (AU); University of Calgary (UC); and Alberta Human Resources and Employment, 
with pilot funding supplied by the Calgary Community Adult Learning Association (CCALA). 
By early 2004, AU and UC were less involved and St. Mary’s University College, a Catholic 
liberal arts post-secondary institution, came on board as the accrediting institution. In fall 2004, 
classes switched from St. David’s Church to Alliance University College/Nazarene University 
College (now Ambrose University College), a private faith-based university college. Students 
register through St. Mary’s University College, attend weekly classes at Ambrose University 
College and weekly tutorials at the Mustard Seed for a full 13 week semester. The course 
addresses potential material barriers by providing course books and materials, free bus passes 
and funds to cover the cost of childcare as needed.  As well, dinner is served before each class 
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and tutoring session. Since Storefront 101 began in the fall of 2003, a total of ten courses has 
been offered. 

 
Student Voices: Dissolving Fear 
Many of the interviewed students of the Storefront 101 program spoke about a heightened sense 
of anxiety as they prepared for and experienced the course.  Tracy Ray wanted to bolt from the 
first class and remembered that for the first twenty minutes of each class her major pre-
occupation would be “can I get out of this building quickly?”  In particular, many of the students 
expressed some concern over the instructor prior to starting the program. Mary recollected that 
she “had no idea what university was like.” Her concept of the professor was an unknown 
creature, a “special alien.”   
  However, their fears began to dissolve as their instructors put them at ease.  Mary, in 
describing her instructor, called him an “absolute jewel … He made it easy for us and knew what 
we were and the difficulties of our backgrounds. … He was just one of us, right at our level.  He 
wanted to see where each one of was at and was absolutely accepting of who we were and what 
we knew.”  Brian also spoke about instructor acceptance and support as he reflected upon his 
success in Storefront 101: “We saw we had a good chance of pursuing post-secondary education.  
He was supportive – he would tell everyone that they were doing great and that he loved and 
valued everyone’s input.” As Crystal reflected on the sensitivity of instructors in Storefront 101, 
she had this to say:  
 

This was a new experience [for us] and they were all aware of this.  This was key.  
They were in a classroom with people who for the most part hadn’t been in the 
classroom for ten years.  They were willing to allow us to learn and to grow. They 
weren’t rigid.  The problem now is this is what I have come to expect from a 
professor.  

 
The creation of a safe and accepting space was not achieved at the expense of lowering 

course expectations. Several of the students, while speaking about being pushed out of their 
comfort zone, tinged their responses with some pride at having met the bar. Rosemary reflected 
on her most recent course: “Well, I didn't think it would be as hard as I'm finding it.  Like I say, 
it seems to be that I'm not getting enough time to do the reading that I should be doing, and, if I 
have to take this course over again, I'm ready to do it.” For Tom, a paradoxical highlight was 
writing his first essay.  While the process was anxiety ridden there was a certain satisfaction in 
completing it: “It’s mine and I’ve created it.”   
 As students reflected on the significant function that Storefront 101 instructors played in 
the softening of their internal learning barriers, we wondered how the instructors perceived their 
role.  We use five interrelated thematic categories of self, other, relationship, context and critical 
reflection (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004) to explore this question.   
 
Self: Full Engagement as a Call  
Storefront 101 instructors who participated in this study were experienced full-time, tenured 
professors from one of the universities in Alberta: Jeremy Mouat, a history professor, came to 
the program from Athabasca University; Don Smith and Janis Svilpis, from the University of 
Calgary, taught History and English respectively; and Tara Hyland-Russell, Associate Professor 
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of English, Michael Duggan, Associate Professor of Religious Studies and Theology and Ernie 
McCullough, Professor of Philosophy, hail from St. Mary’s University College.    
 Common to these instructors, upon hearing about Storefront 101, was an instant 
recognition that they had to get involved: the program’s agenda of providing access to 
educational opportunities for disenfranchised adult learners coalesced with their on-going call to 
work toward social justice.  Michael, who had previously worked with adults who had been 
marginalized, felt compelled to continue this work: “I used to do a certain amount of work with 
Mother Teresa’s sisters when I was in Washington. I did some retreat work with them and I then 
did some work with them in giving retreats in Mexico three times and Cuba and in Haiti … So I 
don’t know how to describe it but one of the great blessings in my life is to be with people who 
experience marginalization or, what shall I say, that they struggle to just be able to find their 
way.”  Janis described this work as an extension of the work he had already been doing at the 
Mustard Seed: “I have volunteered at The Mustard Seed and my church does an evening meal 
there every couple of months and I've done that.  I've cooked and I've served and I've waited 
tables, and things like that, not really often, but enough that I'm aware of the place and how it 
works.” 
 As the instructors engaged in the program they demonstrated that “bringing one’s sense 
of self into the classroom was important” (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004, p. 278) even to the point 
of moving beyond the cloak of power associated with being a professor, as described by Tara: “I 
know some faculty members feel like ‘I own this classroom and I can do whatever I want’ and I 
think I’m not a lot like that. I really try to break down that power differential.” Indeed, Janis 
realized a strong affinity with many of the students in the program: “There were other, other 
things involved - part of it is that I've always had a little bit of the sense that I could wind up in a 
place [referring to the Mustard Seed] like that....my background is working class, and... seeing 
my friend go through this [addictions], I had a, a very strong sense of, of how close it comes to 
everybody.”  This sense of affinity, in turn, permeated instructors’ interactions with others, in 
particular the high value they placed on understanding their students.  
    
Other – Interdependence and Seeing Student Potential 
Teaching in Storefront 101 was an interdependent enterprise as instructors interacted with tutors, 
programs coordinators, and students.  Ernie described the context: “You’ve got a kind of very 
community oriented place.  And then you’ve got a person like the program administrator who is 
just marvelous really and [she] took care of us all of this through grungy details that you have to 
deal with … also [the tutors] played an essential role in this.  I don’t think the students could 
have made the progress they made without that help.”  

In recognizing the importance of understanding the students in Storefront 101, many of 
the instructors became aware of and concerned with the students’ personal problems and lives 
outside the classroom. Tara painted this picture of some of the challenges: “There were students 
who didn’t complete the course. There was one who got kicked out of housing, who was sort of 
back into alcoholism. … I mean (pause) I think the learning was offered to them. They know at 
some point they’re welcome to come back.”  

And yet as they became aware of the barriers to learning, instructors became increasingly 
impressed with the students as noted by Michael’s observation: “I mean for me the students in 
the Storefront program are among the most amazing humans … they’re among the most amazing 
people in Calgary. They live life at a very, you could say, a very intense level and they don’t take 
for granted aspects of life that others might. I’ve learned a great deal.”  
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Relationship: Creating and Sustaining of Safe Space 
The high value placed on building relationships with students was demonstrated in the attention 
the instructions paid to creating and sustaining a safe space. Both Tara and Jeremy arranged the 
chairs in a semi-circle or a horseshoe formation to emphasize the equality of each person and to 
facilitate dialogue.  Michael emphasized the importance of respectful listening and that it was 
good to disagree, but respectfully: “So it was wonderful to listen to the (pause) … to the ways 
that students were supporting one another to test new waters. It was safe for them to test new 
waters because other people were doing it.”  It is interesting to note that it occasionally took 
teacher discipline and direct intervention to protect the respectful space as demonstrated by 
Jeremy’s commentary: “You’d need to exert a little authority … some people might be talking 
more than you are really comfortable with, you might want to hear from other people, and you 
might be aware that it’s hard for some people and you need to be a little sensitive about the ways 
in which you encourage people to contribute to classroom discussions.”   

A built-in program component also communicated the message that a caring community 
was important to the learning process: the communal meal prior to class. While instructors were 
not obligated to come, the majority of them consistently came in order to spend time with the 
students. Ernie commented on its importance: “A friend of mine in Saskatchewan says, ‘Where’s 
the common table?’ We need to have a common table and eat together, you know, and that’s a 
big feature of this program. You get to be friends with the people.  There’s no barriers. They 
don’t think of you as some exalted person. They think of you as another learner in a way.” 
  
Context: Opening New Vistas for Non-Traditional Adult Learners 
As mentioned previously, a central tenet of the original Clemente program which is reflected in 
the Storefront 101 program is that the content of these courses must be from the liberal arts 
disciplines, as defined by Elias and Merriam (2005):  “Central emphasis is to be given to the 
classics in literature and social and intellectual history” (p. 33).  Like Shorris, each of the 
instructors believed passionately in the power of a liberal arts education to open new vistas and 
possibilities to adults who had been previously denied such educational riches.  Don indicated 
that “if it [liberal arts] works, it makes them think; it helps them think, it gives them the 
confidence to challenge authority, to see some things wrong.  I mean, they know that some 
things are wrong, but now they can articulate that.”   
 
Critical Reflection 
Critical reflection was a strong theme in Cranton and Carusetta ‘s (2004) interviews with faculty 
members regarding their role as instructors:  “There was a sense that people were critical of or 
questioning themselves, others and social norms” (p. 280).  The Storefront 101 instructors, as 
they reflected on their experiences in this program, realized that not only had the students been 
changed; they too, through their stance of openness to learning and ongoing reflection, had been 
transformed by the program. Tara reflected on a causal change in her instructional approach in 
her regular teaching assignments at the university. “I became aware that we sometimes make 
assumptions that students are feeling much safer than they really are. And so, in my current class 
now, I actually talked about safety for the first time and talked about how to make a safe learning 
environment and what it means to that particular group of students, which is different, because 
it’s a different context.” For Janis the program has had such an impact on him that it has become 
part of his transition plan as he nears the end of his formal career: “You know, reading is better 
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than cocaine, and I can see a lot of the Storefront or The Seed's educational programs dedicated 
to that kind of proposition, to finding something to replace the things you relied on too much. To 
do that perfectly takes huge amounts of time, money, and human resources.  I think I've found 
what I would like to do when I retire...”   
 

Discussion 
The newly emerging discussion of authenticity and teaching developed by Cranton and Carusetta 
(2004, 2005) is helpful in understanding the significant role the Storefront 101 instructors play in 
the dissolution of learning barriers for students in the program.  Authenticity involves helping 
others, relating to others, and caring for the authenticity of others around us.  And moving outward 
further, it involves knowing who we are within our social world, how we are shaped by the world, 
and how we position ourselves in that world (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004). 
 In considering Cranton and Carusetta’s continuum of beginning authenticity to mature 
authenticity (2004), we locate the Storefront 101 instructors along the continuum as 
exemplifying a more mature authenticity.  Under the various attributes of a more mature 
authenticity, these instructors do not see themselves from “fragmented authority-based 
perceptions of self” but as having a “more integrated sense of self” (p. 281); they see students as 
individual people, allowing “for the development of genuine relationships with students in which 
the educator makes a difference in their lives and feels a difference his or her life” (p. 291); they 
are “distinguishing one’s own beliefs about teaching from the common rhetoric of how to teach” 
(p. 290); and are deeply reflective of their practice. “When people start critically questioning 
why they are living and teaching by rules, they have moved into premise reflection”(p. 292).  
Indeed, the success of non-traditional adult learners in a program like Storefront 101 absolutely 
requires the presence of the qualities of mature authenticity in its instructors. As many of these 
learners are particularly fragile when they enter the classroom environment, they cannot afford 
the potential fall-out of being taught by an instructor who is just in the beginning stages of 
authenticity.  For example, in the authenticity category of relationship, beginning authenticity 
emphasizes the importance of educator status and focuses on “Established relationships 
according to rules based on the position of educator: [such an instructor is] not concerned with 
power issues or has not thought about power” (p. 285). This is a radically different stance from 
that taken by the Storefront instructors. As the majority of Storefront 101 students have negative 
histories associated with what Brookfield calls positional power (2006), Storefront instructors 
cannot animate such a controlling notion of being an educator; rather, they must use their power 
carefully and deliberately to unleash the emancipatory possibilities of the students. 
 In addition to mirroring many of the qualities of a more mature authenticity as outlined 
above, the instructors of Storefront 101 extend the notion of mature authenticity, particularly in 
relation to teaching context related to the university setting.  Cranton and Carusetta (2004) describe 
beginning authenticity as associated with instructors having rules about the context of teaching: the 
context is inflexible and unchangeable.  In contrast, with more mature authenticity instructors 
question context and look for ways to challenge it so they can challenge their own beliefs and values 
(p. 283).  Within our study, the instructors have taken the questioning of context to yet another level 
of maturity as they challenge the inaccessibility and exclusivity of a liberal arts education by taking 
their instruction to those students who would otherwise not have access to exclusive riches of this 
unique learning opportunity, as historically, liberal arts education has often been associated with 
the education of rulers or the elite (Livingstone, 1945).  
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 In conclusion, when we consider the qualities that instructors should hold for teaching 
within the Storefront 101 program and, more broadly, for teaching any non-traditional adults, we 
realize that the techniques of facilitative dialogue, gentle coaching, assertiveness in creating safe 
space, and engaging students in multiple, creative ways of learning are all important.  However, 
through our research and analysis, it has become clear that it is the underlying stance of instructors’ 
mature authenticity that is pivotal to the transformation of students within the program.  Animated 
with their genuine caring; a deep belief in education for all; and positioning of themselves as co-
learners on an exciting adventure of expanding their teaching horizons with a group of students 
hungry for the chance to learn, instructors are able to facilitate a profound readiness for 
transformation in their students. 
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