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A Pioneer in Adult Education: Gordon Selman (1928-2018) 

A Brief Sketch of Gordon’s Career  

by Michael Cooke and Arpi Hamalian 

  

I first met Gordon when I was a student in the Masters’ Degree in adult education at UBC in 

the late 1970’s. Gordon rescued me and became my thesis advisor when another professor 

trashed my thesis work and told me to start the writing of my thesis all over again. At that 

point, I had lost all confidence in my writing skills and was ready to quit. Gordon brought 

me back, encouraged and supported me and gave me the confidence to write again. After I 

graduated, I kept in touch with Gordon and he became a mentor in my life as I started my 

adult education career. I can remember a number of times asking Gordon for help in 

difficult issues I was dealing with. He always responded in a thoughtful respectful and 

sensible way. 

 

He was on my Master’s advisory committee when I was developing an adult education 

degree program at Fraser Valley University in the 1990s. I ran into difficulty in moving 

forward with the degree due to the prior learning component that had never been tested in 

a credentialed program in Canada before. Gordon worked with me in helping to overcome 

the considerable opposition to the degree. With his low-key, respectful approach, he 

changed opinions over time and we were able to get the degree approved a year later.  

 

I can’t think of another individual who contributed so much to our understanding of  adult 

education, its history, its vital role in nurturing citizenship and its advancement with his 

regular publications, his passion for the movement and his ability to inspire the students he 

worked with over the decades he was at UBC. 

 

He will be remembered as a very soft-spoken, gentle man, admired especially for his 

humility, his respectful approach and his commitment to the values and causes he 

espoused. Gordon was the most influential individual in my life shaping my 35-year career 

in adult education.
1
 

Susan Witter 

Past President, Douglas College 

 

If you have studied adult education, then you know the name Gordon Selman. If 

you are engaged in adult education, advocacy or citizen engagement work and 

you don’t know Gordon’s work, then you are missing some essential foundations 

for your work. Born on December 4, 1927 and raised in Vancouver where he 

spent most of his career at the University of British Columbia, Gordon died on 

January 24, 2018 at the age of 90. His contributions to adult education, social 

change and citizenship are exceptional and we can learn much from them. 

 

Gordon played many roles in the movement. He was a practitioner and builder of 

advocacy groups. He was a program planner and administrator, a professor and 

policy maker and a historian of the adult education movement. He was a 

prodigious writer—seven books and over 80 academic monographs. His work is 

based on meticulous research and is essential reading if you want to understand 

                                                           
1
 E-mail message to Mark Selman from Susan Witter, February 2018 
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the role of adult education in Canada as a movement for social change through 

active citizenship.   

 

He was a giant in his physical stature (6’5”), in his leadership in the field and in 

his passion for enabling adults to participate as fully as possible in civil society. In 

an autobiographical essay entitled “Some Reflections on my Research and 

Publications” published in the November 2005 issue of the Canadian Journal for 

Studies in Adult Education (CJSAE, pp.52-81), he lists 85 publications from 1955 

to 1995 and weaves his own story with the history of the field in Canada. After 

1995, he authored as many works again, both published and unpublished 

manuscripts. New workers in the field should be sure to mine these rich resources.  

 

It was John Friesen, another great adult educator, who recruited Gordon to UBC 

in the early 1960s. Gordon was 26 at the time and credits John for his 

mentorship. He spent 38 years of his prolific career at UBC as extension worker 

and then professor. Gordon was a team player. He stood with his friends, he 

empowered them, he collaborated with them and he always credited them for 

their contributions. They included elders in the field who mentored him during his 

career, his mother and his wife, his two daughters and his son and a long list of 

team members whom he cites with gratitude, with whom he pursued relentlessly 

the recognition of the adult education movement.  

 

Although he presented himself as a quiet and reserved man, Gordon had a warm 

heart and a contagious smile and approached everyone he met, young or old, 

with deep respect, to cherish and nurture as a new member of his ever-growing 

virtual extended family. He was often referred to as one of the three wise men of 

adult education with his colleagues Roby Kidd and Alan Thomas.   

 

Gordon’s primary interest in practitioners of the field led him to many years of 

active involvement with the Canadian Association for Adult Education (CAAE). 

After his retirement, he served, along with Alan Thomas, as a founding member of 

the Carold Institute
2

 (born from the legacy of CAAE and created by funds donated 

by Clare Clark, herself a long-time leader at the CAAE). Successive generations of 

Carold Board members thus became part of Gordon’s extended family. 

 

                                                           
2 In 2017, the Carold Institute entered into a partnership with Community Foundations of Canada and the 

Community Knowledge Exchange (ckx.org). The Carold website (carold.ca) will be integrated into the 

CKX website in 2018. 
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When Gordon died in December, we wrote a blog about his life and work for the 

Community Knowledge Exchange.
3

 This article elaborates on that blog and offers 

more detail about Gordon’s vision, work and influence.  

 
One of Canada’s Leading Historians of Adult Education 

 
Gordon’s historian role will be his lasting contribution. He documented the work of 

one of the most important civil society organizations in the mid-twentieth century 

and leaves that record for others to follow.
4

 

Leona English 

Professor, St Francis Xavier University 

 

Gordon published at least 85 books and articles about adult education over his 

long career. He is recognized as one of Canada’s leading historians of the adult 

education movement. In his article, Reflections on My Research and Publications,
5

 

he describes the motivation behind his research and writing in the field in nine 

points: 

 

1.  To contribute to our knowledge of the development and character of adult 

education in Canada and British Columbia. 

2. To place the story of adult education in this country in the context of other 

related developments in society. 

3. To describe what I saw to be a transition in adult education in Canada from 

what has been a social movement to an emerging profession, and to 

explore the significance and effects of that change. 

4. To explore the interlocking relationship between the national and provincial 

dimensions of the field. 

5. To examine the influence, most notably beginning in the 1970s, of 

international dimensions of the field on developments in Canada. 

6. To examine the strategic role of the Canadian Association for Adult 

Education as it both influenced the development of the field and reflected 

the changing nature of the country. 

7. To tell the story of the great people who have contributed to the field and of 

the outstanding pioneering programs which have served our society so well, 

and which in some cases have been adopted for use in other countries. 

8. To examine the evolution of public policy in Canada and the provinces with 

respect to adult education. This is all the more important in Canada, where 

in this as in other fields of activity, government has played such a 

prominent part in our national development. 

                                                           
3
 http://ckx.org/2018/03/six-lessons-from-a-pioneer-in-adult-education-gordon-selman-1928-

2018/ 

4
 E-mail correspondence with Michael Cooke, March 2018. 

5
 Gordon Selman (2005), Reflections on My Research and Publications in the Canadian Journal for 

Studies in Adult Education, Vol. 19, No. 2. p. 55. This paper includes a bibliography of all of 

Gordon’s published works up to 2005. 
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9. To identify outstanding philosophical, professional and academic 

contributions which Canadians have made to the field. 

 

Gordon wrote six published books; he took special pride in the following three:  

 

• The Foundations of Adult Education in Canada. The first edition (1991) 

was co-written by Gordon and Paul Dampier. The second edition 

(Selman, Cooke, Selman and Dampier, 1998) provided important 

updates on key policy issues and included an updated chapter on 

philosophical issues in adult education by Mark Selman and new 

chapters on adult education in Quebec (Vincent Greason), the labour 

movement (D’Arcy Martin), the role of women leaders in the movement 

(Shauna Butterwick) and a feminist perspective on adult education 

(Tammy Dewar)  

• Citizenship and the Adult Education Movement in Canada (Selman, 

1991).  This volume was inspired by stories of Frontier College, the 

Antigonish Movement, Farm Radio Forum and Citizen’s Forum, the 

National Film Board and Challenge for Change. 

• Felt Along the Heart (Selman, 1994). This was an autobiographical 

work. He wrote it as “an account, largely for my children, of my career 

in adult education.  I wanted them to have some idea of why I was so 

often an absentee father.”
6

  

 

Gordon attributed his success in publishing to three factors: (1) his longstanding 

friendship with Jindra Kulich who managed the publications of the UBC Extension 

Department/Center for Continuing Education; (2) his focus on subjects which had 

never been tackled before and therefore came as new contributions to the field; 

and (3) “dumb luck.”
7

  

 

Adult Education: A Social Movement for Citizen Participation 

 

Gordon saw adult education as a movement rather than a discipline. For him, the 

movement was rooted in and had its energy source in the community. He saw his 

research, writing and teaching within the academy as important factors in 

strengthening the movement, documenting its development and preparing 

practitioners.  

 

In 1985, he encouraged Michael Clague to develop a course entitled “The 

Community Practice of Adult Education.” Clague aligned the course explicitly with 

“the social movement” conception of adult education. He discussed the politics, 

                                                           
6 Selman, op. cit. p. 57. 
7 Gordon describes how his friend, Dr. Walter Archer, happened to be carrying a draft of what became the 
Foundations textbook. Archer was reading the manuscript on an airplane, when the man sitting next to 
him asked what it was.  That man was Keith Thompson, the educational publisher. As a result of that 
contact, Thompson Education Publishing of Toronto published two of his books. “A little bit of luck never 
hurts,” he wrote. Selman, op. cit. p. 75. 
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economics, and social context of adult education, and the values and goals of 

adult educators.   

 

When Gordon reflected on the lessons he learned from his research on the history 

of adult education, he saw the huge impact it had on enabling citizens to assume 

their full role as active participants in civil society. He wrote:  

 

As I examined the ‘big stories’ in adult education in Canada, I was 

repeatedly impressed with the fact that Canada’s most prominent 

contributions to the field – and the projects which had most frequently been 

adopted for use in other countries – were mostly in the field of education for 

citizenship, broadly defined.
8

  

 

A Practitioner, Builder and Collaborator 

Gordon understood the power of collaboration and he invested much of his time 

in voluntary organizations related to the adult education movement. In several 

instances, he played an instrumental role in founding new organizations that have 

been highly influential in the field. The list of Gordon’s involvements is extensive in 

breadth and length of time. It includes the Canadian Association for Adult 

Education (CAAE), the Canadian Association for the Study of Adult Education 

(CASAE), the Canadian Association of University Continuing Education (CAUCE), 

the Open Learning Agency, the Vanier Institute of the Family, the Vancouver 

Branch of United Nations Association of Canada and the Carold Institute. Gordon 

was also one of the founders of the Pacific Association of Continuing Education 

(PACE) and served as its President.
9

 He also served as chair of the committee that 

drafted CASAE’s constitution.  

Gordon was present at the founding of the Canadian Commission for UNESCO 

and participant in several delegations at the international level of the United 

Nations Association of Canada. Later in life, he and his wife Mary were active 

participants in Elder Hostel programs. He considered these organisations as an 

extension of his family and cherished his participation in their work.  

Gordon’s leadership and engagement were recognized by many honours 

including The Queen’s Silver Jubilee Medal (1977); The Roby Kidd Medal (1981) 

from the Canadian Association for Adult Education (CAAE); Honorary L.L.D. 

degrees from St. Francis Xavier University (1995) and from the Open University of 

                                                           
8
 Selman, op. cit. p. 64. 

9
 See David Smulder thesis (2006), Whither PACE?: the Pacific Association for Continuing Education 

and the transformation of adult education. 

https://open.library.ubc.ca/cIRcle/collections/ubctheses/831/items/1.0055964 
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Open Learning Agency of B.C. (2001) as well as the establishment of bursaries in 

his name at UBC and the Carold Institute.  

A Model Professor for “A Learning and Caring Profession”10 

As Susan Witter expresses in the opening quote of this article, Gordon was a 

much-loved professor to his students and he mentored many of them into the 

field, among them Susan, Shauna Butterwick and Michael Clague. His students 

appreciated Gordon’s conscientiousness and the care he took in correcting and 

improving their written work.  Gordon’s care for his students went well beyond 

their academic work. If he learned that a student felt unsafe walking certain parts 

of the campus, he would offer to walk with them for a few weeks. His physical 

presence was intimidating enough that it sent the right message and ensured the 

peace of mind and physical safety of the students who confided in him. 

 

For Shauna Butterwick, Gordon proved to be a major catalyst in her academic 

adult education career: 

 

I met Gordon in 1984 when I started my graduate program in adult 

education. While I had been engaged with adult learning in my career as a 

nurse, I had never recognized that was part of my role and I really didn’t 

know what it meant. Gordon helped me see how important and omnipresent 

adult learning was. He was my advisor; how blessed I was to have him 

guide me.
11

 

 

Michael Clague was a founding Board member of the Carold Institute along with 

Gordon. He describes his relationship with Gordon as follows:  

 

I just want to add my story of how I came to know Gordon. He was largely 

responsible for my venture into adult education. At UBC, I was President of 

the United Nations Club (1960-62) and Gordon was on the board of the 

Vancouver Branch of the United Nations Association in Canada. Through 

Gordon and his close friend and colleague at UBC Extension, Bert Curtis, I 

was invited to be one of the organizers and “counsellors” at the provincial 

UN high school week long summer seminar on the UN and world affairs. I 

think I did three of these wonderful events, and through Gordon, and others 

involved locally in the UN Association. 

 

I moved on to Toronto to become the first Youth and Education Secretary for 

the United Nations Association, out of the national office. Gordon and Bert 

                                                           
10 Selman, op. cit. p. 72. 
11 Remarks by Shauna Butterwick at memorial for Gordon Selman in January 2018. 
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were mentors and through them, my interest in adult education and world 

affairs was grounded and given expression that stayed with me the rest of 

my life.  

 

I tried to emulate Gordon’s ability to capture the essence of ideas with 

clarity and eloquence in conferences, seminars and workshops (and, I 

should add, from Alan Thomas whom I also met when he was at UBC). I 

tried my best to replicate these adult educators’ phenomenal ability to 

provide a succinct, insightful synopsis from the deliberations of educational 

gatherings. Through them, I discovered that adult education was my 

intellectual and vocational home and have thrived on it ever since. 

  

With Gordon’s advice and assistance, I put in an application for the Masters 

Program in Adult Education in UBC after wrapping up my job with the UNA. 

I also applied to OISE, which was just beginning at the U of T. OISE, rather 

desperate for students, accepted me into its first graduate program 

(1967/68). Gordon and Alan were in my life from then on. They brought me 

to the CAAE and eventually, to Carold.
12

  

 

Behrang Foroughi arrived in Canada from Iran in the early 2000s with a degree 

in engineering. He completed a PhD in Adult Education at OISE and eventually 

joined the Board of the Carold Institute. He writes:  

 

It was in my first few months in Canada that I came across the Foundations 

book.  I was at University of Guelph. I searched the authors and I came 

across an old VHS tape at the library, a short interview with Gordon in the 

80s, I believe. He planted the definition of adult education in my thoughts 

solidly. Have you ever tried defining adult education for someone? Yes, it 

really did make me get it. In those early days, I purchased and returned 

many books on the topic, for that kind of English was so difficult for me to 

grasp. But this one was indeed a much smoother read and I kept my copy!
13

 

 

Arpi Hamalian was hired in 1974 to build the graduate program in Educational 

Studies at Concordia University. Since then, she has taught courses in comparative 

and international education as well as multicultural and intercultural education 

policy. She was responsible for “repatriating” the adult education credit programs 

from Continuing Education to the Department of Education in early 1980s when 

she was Chair of the Department of Education.   

 

When some of her colleagues in adult education retired in the early 2000’s, she 

took on teaching their courses. These included the introductory course on the 

History of Adult Education in Canada. She invited Gordon to come to her class. 

He accepted and brought along his son Mark Selman and his wife Mary, both 

                                                           
12

 Personal correspondence from Michael Clague to Michael Cooke, December 2017. 

13
 Personal correspondence from Behrang Foroughi to Michael Cooke, December 2017. 
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accomplished adult educators in their own right. And Alan Thomas came along 

too! It was the most extraordinary experience for the students of adult education at 

Concordia and for practitioner members of the Quebec Association for Adult 

Learning (QAAL),
14

 who attended that learning circle in the evening of November 

3, 2004.   

 

Gordon led a lively storytelling session in which he presented the three eras of 

adult education: (1) the social movement era (1920-1960); (2) the 

professionalization and institutionalization era (1960-1980) and (3) the 

commercialization and competition era (1980s onward). He also regaled the 

audience with stories of similar workshops he co-led with Roby Kidd. That evening 

constituted the beginning of the informal and gentle mentorship Arpi received 

from Gordon. It led her to steer the program towards an emphasis on the practice 

of adult education and the vital importance of the Canadian adult education 

movement in nurturing participatory democracy.   

 

Gordon had admired Roby Kidd as a pioneer of adult education in Canada and a 

great promoter of the growth of other people in the field. Roby inspired Gordon’s 

own practice as a teacher and mentor. His students often cite his gentle persuasive 

powers in guiding them in their academic and professional careers. In turn, 

Gordon’s son and two daughters followed in his and their mother’s footsteps 

(Mary E. Selman, teacher, administrator, consultant and author in the field of 

English as a Second Language and tireless collaborator with Gordon) pursuing 

careers in adult education while opening specific pathways for their own practice. 

Janet Selman a professor in the Department of Drama, University of Alberta and 

Julia Robinson, Faculty Member, and Head of Teacher Education Program in ESL., 

Douglas College, B.C. and Director, Student Assistance Centre. His son Mark 

began his career as a contractor and entrepreneur but then chose to pursue 

doctoral studies in Educational Policy and Philosophy. He joined Simon Fraser 

University in 1989 and the business school in 1999. He is the Director of 

Corporate and Community programs including Executive MBA programs. He 

developed and administers the EMBA in Aboriginal Business and Leadership. 

 

Gordon and Mark collaborated on many writing projects over the years.  They 

worked together on both editions of the Foundations of Adult Education in 

Canada. Gordon wrote:   

 

My son, Mark Selman, had completed his doctoral program in educational 

philosophy, so I tried my draft chapter out on him.  He was the soul of tact, 

but he gently let me know that the draft would not do, and volunteered to 

                                                           
14

 Heft, R. (2007) Evolution Through Outreach and Partnerships: A history of the Quebec 

association for adult learning. (2
nd

 Ed.) QAAL, Concordia University, Montreal, pp. 123-124 (QAAL 

was renamed later as the Quebec Association of Life Long Learning ‘QALL’). 
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help me with it.  In the end, he rewrote the thing completely and we put his 

name in the text as the author of the chapter.
15

 

 

On another occasion, Mark describes being moved by his father to write an article 

for the Canadian Journal for the Study of Adult Education. “I would like to thank 

my father, Gordon R. Selman, for suggesting that there is a need for work on this 

topic.”
16

   

 

Most importantly, Gordon and Mark collaborated on an award-winning series of 

articles entitled “The Life and Death of the Canadian Adult Education 

Movement.”
17

 Mark describes that noteworthy collaboration as follows: 

 

The idea for the article came out of a conversation between Alan Thomas 

and Dad. They intended to write it together. But then Alan became unable to 

participate. Dad wrote a draft of the article by himself. I think he had 

mentioned the idea and then been asked to write it and he was surprised 

when they send it out for blind reviews. The reviews were harsh, as in “I 

don’t think we need another potted history of adult education in Canada.” 

But most of the criticism was about the “death” part. Dad was annoyed as 

hell about the reviews and said that he had no interest in jumping through 

hoops to get another publication that he didn’t need. But I thought the part 

that was most criticized was the most interesting part so I volunteered to pick 

up the pieces and respond to the criticisms by becoming a co-author. And 

that is how the whole thing came about… 

 

This article marks a significant shift in his assessment of the place of adult 

education in Canada. Until writing that, he thought that the 

professionalization and commercialization were factors that competed with 

the more important purposes of adult education. By the time of writing that, 

he recognized that the traditional heart of adult education was no longer 

functioning and that new thinking would be required to rekindle the 

citizenship spark — and that it might not occur through adult education as a 

vital social movement but through many other paths. I think it is a more 

critical piece than his other work and that is not entirely due to me.
18

 

 

Administrator, Program Planner and Community Educator  

 

When Gordon was at UBC, he ran the largest continuing education department in 

Canada. He saw his role as a vital one in enabling and promoting adult 

                                                           
15

 Selman, op. cit. p. 56. 

16
 In an article by Mark titled “Learning and the Philosophy of Mind” (CJSAE 1988, Vol. II, No. 2, 

p.40) 

17
 Selman and Selman, Canadian Journal of University Continuing Education, Vol. 35, No. 2 

(2009). 

18
 E-mail from Mark Selman to authors on March 27, 2018. 
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education as a force for change and citizen engagement. 
19

 In the early sixties, he 

teamed up with two school teachers who were interested in teaching about the 

United Nations. He organized seminars for teachers and wrote a monograph on 

Teaching about the United Nations.
20

 He wrote several articles about the role of 

the university extension workers including one published in 1976, shortly after he 

left extension work to become a professor. It was entitled “Getting it on: The 

programmer and power” published in The Canadian Journal of University 

Continuing Education 3(1), pp 7-21.   

 

Gordon’s responsibilities included a program called Citizenship Affairs which dealt 

with the relationship between adult education and pubic/international affairs. At 

that time, his department served as the B.C. office for the well-known national 

radio-based program called ‘Citizen’s Forum.’ This program involved a weekly 

radio broadcast on public affairs, designed for local listening groups who met in 

people’s homes to listen and then discuss each week’s topic. Gordon was 

responsible for the preparation of the summary of the views/conclusions of the 

weekly discussions.  

 

Gordon was very keen on embedding adult education in the community rather 

than making the university the center of activity. He helped to create a 

study/discussion program entitled “Living Room Learning”
21

 and developed a 

course on “Canada and World Affairs” that involved a series of ten weekly 

meetings. In an article in 1973, he encouraged the start of what he called a “Local 

Learning Centre”: 

 

The idea was to create a series of store-front operations designed to go to 

the people rather than requiring them to come to our institutions, and there 

to provide consultation services and information about educational services 

available, and also feedback to the programming agencies in interpreting 

community needs. A number of people commented on what a good idea it 

was, and some registered their surprise that an institutional-based person, 

such as myself, would come up with such a suggestion.
22

 

 

His leadership and his innovative approach attracted attention across North 

America. Institutions frequently sought his advice on establishing new extension 

programs. For example, he worked with a colleague from California to advise the 

new University of Lethbridge on its policies concerning extension work.
23

  

 
An Advocate for Women Adult Educators 

 

                                                           
19

 Selman, op. cit. p. 70 
20 Ibid. p. 59. 
21 Ibid. p. 53 
22 Selman, op. cit. pp. 72-73. 
23 Ibid. pp. 72. 
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Women have long been at the forefront of the adult education movement – 

promoting and enabling citizen engagement and democratic action. Their 

leadership is a constant from the founding days of the National Council of 

Women (1893), through the suffragette movement, the peace movement and 

many subsequent examples of speaking truth to power. Gordon recognized the 

key role played by women in the movement and he sought to highlight and 

nurture their leadership. As early as 1967, he wrote an article on continuing 

education for women.
24

 He supported the introduction of a course on feminist 

views of adult education taught by Jane Gaskell. He encouraged women students 

and colleagues to research and write about women’s contributions to the adult 

education movement. He knew they could do this work in ways that he couldn’t. 

Jane Gaskell, Shauna Butterwick, Tammy Dewar, Susan Witter are among the 

leaders who have undertaken this important work, thanks in some degree to 

Gordon’s support.  

 
A Policy Advocate  

 

As a social historian, Gordon was interested in the advocacy efforts of various 

adult education organizations and their implication for public policy. He wrote a 

comprehensive report on the subject in 1988
25

 in which he refers to adult 

education as the “invisible giant” and describes the significant accomplishments of 

the field in Canada. In an earlier article,
26

 he reviews three important reports 

published in 1972 with policy implications: (1) UNESCO’S Learning to Be, and in 

Canada, (2) the Worth Commission report, A Choice of Futures (Alberta) and (3) 

the Wright Commission report, The Learning Society (Ontario). These articles 

speak to his special talent of tying local events to national and global events and 

policy implications. Gordon explains his work on this project in his trademark 

understated fashion:  

  

I found the detailed consideration of these three documents, as well as 

others, and the bringing together of national and international thinking to 

be of considerable interest.
27

   

 

Gordon’s keen interest in adult education policy is clearly illustrated in his study of 

Barkerville, a small BC town at the center of the Cariboo gold rush in the mid-

1860s.
28

 Gordon mined cases like this to demonstrate the need for and the power 

of adult education in citizen engagement. He hoped they would be used to 

leverage public policy that supported the advancement of adult education in 

Canada and internationally. 

                                                           
24

 Continuous Learning, July August 1967, pp. 183-87. 

25
 Selman, op. cit. p. 68. 

26
 Selman, G. 1972-Year of Affirmation For Adult Education. Canadian Journal for the Study of 

Adult Education May 1989, Vol. III. No. 1 

27
 Selman, op. cit. p. 73. 

28
 Selman, G.R. Adult Education in Barkersville in 1863 to 1875. BC Studies 9, Spring 1971, pp. 

38-54. 
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He understood the key role governments could play in supporting or starving the 

movement and its impact on civil society. In a 1989 article entitled “The Enemies 

of Adult Education” he wrote that governments exhibited “a conscious resistance to 

the goals of our field.”
29

 He asked: “Do adult educators have goals of our own, 

and if so, what resistance do they generate?”
30

 In a later article, he pointed out 

that there were persons in government in the 1930s depression years, who “had 

an advanced view of the potential role of adult learning in the lives of people”
31

 In 

“The Morale of the People” he discussed “willingness on the part of government to 

enter into productive relationships with the voluntary sector.”
32

  

 

Gordon saw the vital role of organizations like the CAAE in promoting a policy 

agenda that supported the adult education movement, which explains why he 

devoted so much time and energy to these groups. 

 

Gordon’s Foundations of Adult Education in Canada is required reading in every 

adult education program across the country. It offers a rich and pan-Canadian 

perspective on the policy issues that shaped the movement from its inception to the 

year 2000. It is a wonderful legacy to the investment he made in examining and 

parsing the key policy issues at the heart of the movement. 

 
A Model for the Next Generation of Adult Educators 

As noted above, this article was inspired by a blog post we wrote when Gordon 

died. That post concludes with six lessons from Gordon’s life that are relevant for 

anyone who aspires to be an adult educator, a social change agent or a shift 

enabler today. We repeat them here because they represent “the essential Gordon 

Selman.” 

 

1.  Ground yourself in the roots of the movement. In Gordon’s own words, 

“Yesterday speaks to today.” Begin, as Gordon did, by paying attention to 

the lessons learned by those who came before us. Reflect on the influence 

of particular individuals, on the role of key associations, on the impact of 

government policy. Consider how adult education made participation 

possible. Use Gordon’s systematic approach to research and writing to 

build a solid foundation for your own work. 

 

2. Focus on practitioners and tell their stories. Gordon devoted himself to 

reflection on the stories of success and failure in the movement. He 

understood the power of adult education to boost and sustain social 

                                                           
29 Selman, op. cit. pp. 74. 
30  Ibid. p. 74. 
31 Ibid. p. 66. 
32 Ibid. p. 66. 
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change and democratic participation. See his article entitled “The Morale of 

the People.” 

 

3. Promote the growth of people in the field. Gordon Selman undertook this 

task first as a programmer and an administrator, then as a social historian 

of the field of adult education and finally as a professor over a 38-year 

career at UBC and in his community of family and friends on Bowen Island 

as well as with a vast network of friends, students, and colleagues in British 

Columbia and Canada and around the world. By nurturing respectful 

relationships with workers in the field (colleagues, students and what he 

termed as “gatekeepers” in organisations and publishing and media 

outlets), he cultivated the growth of networks that have been essential to the 

success of the adult education movement. He understood the crucial 

importance of grounding theory in the lived experience of practitioners. 

 

4. Be a mentor/find a mentor. Gordon was a mentor to us and to hundreds of 

other adult educators. Michael Clague, a distinguished adult educator in 

his own right, describes Gordon’s influence on his career:  

 

Gordon and Bert Curtis were my mentors and through them 

my interest in adult education and world affairs was 

grounded and given expression that stayed with me the rest 

of my life. Through them I discovered that adult education 

was my intellectual and vocational home and have thrived on 

it ever since.
33

 

 

Gordon understood that he could not achieve his goals alone. He sought 

every opportunity he could to encourage, support, mentor and share 

knowledge.  

 

5. Link the local, to the national and international. Gordon strived hard to 

place the story of adult education in British Columbia and Canada in the 

context of other developments in society, locally and internationally. He 

explored and highlighted the interlocking relationship between the local, 

national and international in the social change process. He understood the 

need to think globally and act locally long before it became a popular 

aphorism. 

 

                                                           
33

 Personal correspondence from Michael Clague to Michael Cooke, December 2017. 
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6. Persist and respond to adversity with courage and creativity. In doing work 

to bring about shift change in society there are many sacrifices, not the 

least of them is balancing the roles of teacher, parent and volunteer. 

Gordon wrote a book to explain to his children the important work he was 

doing and motivated them in following his example. Whenever he wrote an 

article that created some negative reaction, he wrote another one inspired 

by what he saw as missing a point or not giving respect to other points of 

view.  

 

In 2004, Gordon suffered a major stroke. As a result, he could no longer 

read or write. His son Mark writes:  

 

He couldn’t even read the letters on the key board reliably. 

He had to relearn how to write, a task to which he really 

committed himself…a demonstration of his commitment to 

lifelong learning.
34

   

 

He then developed a plan and set out to execute the plan. He wrote three 

biographical volumes about the life of Oliver Cromwell (the third one for 

teenage readers). Then he wrote a fictionalized biography of John Thurloe, 

who was Cromwell’s Secretary of State in the 1650s. Then, he turned to 

novels, and began a series of adventure tales centering on the activities of a 

fictional government secret agent, Mathew Middleton. This quote from 

Gordon is a powerful illustration of how he responded to this new 

challenge:  

 

I also wrote two other books of a fictional kind about 

Cromwell and his circle. One contains a volume of letters 

(fictional) among Cromwell and his five closest associates, 

supposedly written to each other at various points in the 

period. The second was a series of sustained conversations 

among the six men which supposedly took place in heaven 

after the last of them had died, during which they reflected 

on the events of their lives and times.  I found it very 

stimulating to try to put myself in the places of these six 

outstanding men and imagine how they would take part in 

these ‘heavenly conversations.’
35

  

 

                                                           
34 E-mail from Mark Selman to authors, March 27, 2018  
35 Selman, op. cit. pp. 76. 
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Conclusion 

 

Gordon was a quiet and reserved man. Gordon had a warm heart and a 

contagious smile and approached everyone he met, young or old, with deep 

respect. His humility and self-effacing manner notwithstanding, his impact on the 

movement was, and continues to be, far-reaching. The movement owes much to 

Gordon for his work and in particular for the wisdom and leadership he brought 

through his engagement with the CAAE, CASAE, CAUCE, PACE, the Carold 

Institute and many others. We hope this article will serve as a testament to his 

work and will inspire the next generation to continue in his footsteps. 

 

In reviewing a draft of this article, Michael Clague commented: 

 

You know this piece could not be more relevant today. Democracy is under 

stress. The understandings about citizenship and civic literacy are in 

confusion. Where is the “civil” in “civil society?” Informed grassroots literacy 

is the bedrock for a democratic society. Adult education is the means.
36

 

 

Upon hearing of the death of Gordon Selman, Martha Okot Thomas, Alan 

Thomas’ daughter wrote:  

 

My hope is that Gordon and my Dad sit down for a meal and a drink and 

continue to share their intellectual discussions and have a few laughs. I 

know my dad will be glad to greet him.
37

   

 

It is now time for those who consider themselves members of Gordon’s biological 

or spiritual family to sit down and write about his work, what they learnt from him 

and continue working in the light of his legacy, in pursuing and enabling the next 

shift changes towards incorporating the wisdom of adult education in participatory 

democracy and enabling and recognizing the promise of active citizenship for all.  

 

In that spirit, we conclude with this quote from Maya Angelou’s poem When great 

trees fall: 

 

 And when great souls die 

 after a period, peace blooms, 

 slowly and always 

 irregularly. Spaces fill 

                                                           
36 Personal correspondence from Michael Clague to Michael Cooke, April 2018. 
37 E-mail to Michael Cooke from Martha Okot-Thomas, December 2017. 
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 with a kind of soothing electric vibration. 

 Our senses, restored, never 

 to be the same, whisper to us. 

 They existed. They existed. 

 We can be. Be and be  

 Better. For they existed. 
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