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“What Time Is It?” 
A Dialogue Among Carold Fellows  
Coady Institute, Antigonish, Nova Scotia  
August 18 to 21, 2016 
 

Introduction   
 
The Carold Institute was established in 1989 with a generous gift from Clare Clark, a long-time 
activist with the Canadian Association for Adult Education. She invited the renowned Canadian 
adult educator Alan Thomas to serve as its first President, which he did until 2005.  

The Carold vision states: “Canada will be a leader in fostering democratic participation, active 
citizenship and social change throughout society.” The Carold Institute is a small, agile Canadian 
foundation. It seeks to realize its vision by promoting civil society, creative voluntary action and 
inspired leadership for social change.  Its highest priorities are (1) creating spaces for 
conversations that advance democratic participation in Canada; (2) supporting leaders in the 
voluntary sector to reflect on, refine and share their practices and knowledge and (3) fostering 
innovative partnerships with likeminded organizations and individuals. 
 
In 2007, the Institute established the Alan Thomas Fellowship to promote greater public 
understanding of the significance of voluntary action and to strengthen leadership for civil 
society and democratic/voluntary action. The fellowship provides a sabbatical to a leader in the 
NGO/non-profit sector, who would not normally have access to a sabbatical leave. It is hoped 
that the award will free the recipient, at a transitional moment in his/her professional 
development to make a significant contribution to the not-for-profit sector through research 
and possible publication or dissemination in the medium of the applicant’s choice (e.g. film, 
exhibit, performance piece). 
 
Beginning in 2012, Carold partnered with CUSO for three years in CUSO’s program to offer the 
Bob Ward Fellowship to a CUSO volunteer who used the sabbatical to explore a key theme 
related to voluntary action in the global context. CUSO and the Carold Institute jointly 
participated in selection processes and promoted each other’s fellowships during this period. 
 
In 2015, Carold launched the Community Philanthropy Fellowship Program, a joint initiative of 
the Carold Institute and Community Foundations of Canada. The program offers community 
foundation professionals a sabbatical time where the Fellow can build knowledge, enhance 
leadership skills, strengthen their organization, and advance the community philanthropy 
movement. 

Since 2008, Carold has appointed twelve fellows through these two programs. The fellowship 
holders come from every region in Canada, work across a wide range of sectors including the 
environment, popular education, immigrant integration, marginalized populations, youth 
engagement, advocacy among seniors, women’s rights, aboriginal leadership, digital literacy 

http://communityfoundations.ca/
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and the use of open source data. Collectively, Carold fellows represent a rich and diverse of 
inspired and inspiring leaders who have a profound understanding of the role of the voluntary 
sector and adult education in building strong civil societies.  

Background to this Report  
 

In 2017, the fellowship program is ten years old. To mark this milestone in a unique and 
powerful program, the Carold Institute invited all the fellows to participate in a three-day 
retreat at the Coady Institute in Antigonish, Nova Scotia. Coady from its founding has played an 
instrumental role in building strong civil societies and developing leaders for the voluntary 
sector around the globe. It was a fitting venue for this anniversary gathering. 

The initial idea for the Alan Thomas Fellows Retreat came from the fellows who had expressed 
a desire to get together for an extended conversation about their experiences as leaders in the 
not-for-profit sector, about the challenges they face in working in civil society organizations/ 
movements and about how they might contribute to building the fellowship program 

Eight of the twelve fellows were able to participate, along with one current Carold Board 
member and one of the founding members of the Carold Institute (see list Appendix A). They 
worked intensively to reflect on a wide range of questions growing out of their fellowship 
experience: 

• how to make this opportunity accessible to more community advocates and activists; 

• how to frame and organize the program to attract a greater diversity of fellows; 

• how to enable the fellows to collaborate across regions and sectors to share their 
knowledge and to have a collective impact on social policy in Canada. 

 
The fellows gathered to ask themselves “where do we find ourselves as leaders in the Canadian 
social change and advocacy movement today?” They organized their discussions around the 
question “What Time Is It?” They embraced this question as shorthand to express their belief 
that you need to know “what time it is” in order to determine what strategies and actions are 
required to move forward. Thus, if it’s late, we might need to rest; If it’s sunrise, we might need 
to wake up; If there is a looming deadline, we better act quickly; If we have lots of time, maybe 
we need to use it for more reflection or community building or research. It is in this spirit that 
the editors used this title for this report. 
 
The Board invited Luc Gaudet to work with the fellows to develop a proposal format for a 
retreat to coincide roughly with the 10th anniversary of the launch of the Alan Thomas hip. Luc 
worked initially with Peggy Edwards and Paula Carr and then closely with Board members 
Michael Cooke, Shelagh Savage and Lois Ross, facilitator Samantha Slade (Percolab), 
videographer Maxime Faure and Coady coordinator Shanon Archibald to design and implement 
the three-day program. 
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Samantha Slade of Percolab provided strong facilitation throughout the three-day retreat. 
Maxime Faure, a talented videographer, produced short videos of each participating fellow as 
well as a brief promotional video – creating a resource that can be used by participants and the 
Institute to share the stories of the fellows and to enhance awareness of Carold’s programming. 
This report is the result of a collective effort. Luc Gaudet and Samantha Slade pulled together 
the notes from all the discussions and organized them thematically. Penny Goldsmith took this 
raw material and crafted a written report. Michael Cooke added commentary to put the report 
in context and Juliet Huntly helped with copy editing and formatting. Many hands have touched 
the document, and we hope that it offers a clear account of what happened and some insights 
into the lessons learned. 

The report is written for several different audiences/purposes: a record for the participants, a 
report for the Board, a window into the fellowship network for interested visitors to the Carold 
website. Hopefully, readers will find what each needs – a record of a sustained conversation, an 
agenda for the ongoing development of the fellowship, insights into who the fellows are, what 
they care about, and what the fellowship opportunity has meant for each of them. 
 

Goals of the Retreat 
 
The initial goals of the retreat were as follows: 

 
Relationship Building/Learning  

• Strengthen relationships among fellows 

• Create a space where Board members and fellows could share learning and harvest 
relevant knowledge to share with other civil society leaders 

• Create a space for mutual exchange/learning among Caroldians and the Coady 
community 

 
Collaboration 

• Explore ways of sharing common learning and diversity of fellows with other groups and 
people working for the advancement of citizenship and social change 

• Identify what unites fellows 

• Articulate/demonstrate the uniqueness of the fellowship that focuses on the investment 
in people rather than projects 

• Raise the profile and increase support for the fellowship and the Carold Institute 
 
Strategizing/Building Capacity 

• Explore opportunities for joint action among fellows on a pan-Canadian project 

• Develop a set of videos that will help tell the story and invite others to engage 
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What Happened 
 
The following account, in the words of the participating fellows, gives a flavour of the wide-
ranging discussions that took place over the course of the retreat.  
 

Relationship building/Learning 

 
The Carold fellows have a unique relationship with each other. We have been chosen to be 
fellows by Carold over a ten year period because of our commitment to social justice and how 
the work that we do affects change in society. But we don’t spend a lot of time together, and 
we don’t know about each other’s day-to-day work and thoughts. Therefore, the first goal of 
our retreat was to strengthen relationships among the fellows. 

Our attempt to come to think as a network – as a larger group of social leaders in Canada and in 
the world, acting collectively on common project(s) – will necessarily involve change in our 
state of mind, in our working, communication, and educational practices. 

At the beginning of the weekend, we identified many issues we wanted to discuss. These 
included: 

• Exploring whether we could be a think tank that reflects on what time it is in our 
society; 

• Identifying what works well now and how to extend it. Are we leaving with something 
that energizes us and adds to Carold? 

• Understanding the collective impact of our projects; 

• Encouraging movements that are working to change government policies; 

• Bringing forward common interests that feel integrated;  

• Producing something that Carold can use to promote, celebrate and share the Alan 
Thomas Fellowship; 

• Creating capsules of each fellowship that move everyone forward; 

• Understanding Carold and its mission and connecting to fellows’ missions; discussing 
ways to deliberately align the two; 

• Learning by listening to everyone’s stories; 

• Identifying a slice of each fellowship that we could use to share what each is doing at 
local level; 

• Exploring the possibility of working together to have impact – identifying a project that 
we can work on together; 

• Making alliance with people with whom we need to be working. 

Over the course of the weekend, fellows worked hard. We shared stories, meals, experiences 
and connections with each other and with the community where we were staying. We had 
lunch with international students, visited the local women’s centre and public library in 
Antigonish. We had a tour of the Coady library. Some of us were in the audience for the 
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graduation ceremony of Coady’s Indigenous Women in Community Leadership program. 

We identified challenges and shared ideas for how to deal with them. We talked about 
strategies for systemic change. We discussed the Carold Institute and the Alan Thomas 
Fellowship and proposed recommendations to share with the Board. We explored the idea of 
working collectively on a project. We interviewed each other. On the last day, we met with the 
Board to share ideas and strategies. 
 

Collaboration 
 

It is clear that one of the ways for the fellows to continue to build relationships with each other 
and with the Carold Institute is to work together with each other on projects. Another initiative 
is to invite outside community organizations to collaborate with us to broaden our reach and to 
learn from other community-based allies. 

1. Partnerships 
One of the options for partnership that the Carold Institute has been exploring is with the 
Coady International Institute. The Coady Institute at St Francis Xavier University has been 
educating leaders in development from around the world since 1959. Through its unique, 
community-based approach, the Coady Institute equips citizen leaders to address 
contemporary global challenges and opportunities. The network includes thousands of 
graduates and partners working in 130 countries. 

The Coady Institute is an obvious partner for Carold because of its commitment to community 
work. Its engagement with Indigenous communities speaks to the Carold Institute’s interest in 
expanding its networks. Its focus on popular education pairs well with Carold’s commitment to 
life-long learning and adult education. 

 

2. Community connections 
In a discussion about community connections, we shared our experiences in our own 
communities. Issues that surfaced in the course of our discussion included identifying the 
power of local networks, empowerment, and the importance of intergenerational connections. 
We talked about recognizing people’s accomplishments – for example, certificates to women 
and labour studies graduates.  

We explored what would happen if we crossed the borders of private issues together in an 
open way, for example when we talk about money.  

 How do we deal with the contradictions between what we believe and where we choose 
 to compromise (for example thanking a multi-national corporation for a donation to a 
 community event)? 
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We identified community partners, and recognized that networks are emerging. 

 How can unions, churches and community organizations together affect decision 
 makers?  

We talked about the collective welfare and what that means. We talked about how to 
decentralize power and decision making to instill and maintain a strong community voice in the 
institutions we work in as well as in our personal worlds.  

 How do we plant seeds and establish trust and reconciliation? 

Coalition building surfaced as a topic for discussion. It was suggested that sometimes groups 
form because they don’t feel heard or included. It was noted that it was important to be honest 
about our own interests and to be able to set them aside when we are working in coalitions. 
 

3. Communication among fellows and the community 
Ongoing communication among the fellows was a strong thread throughout the weekend. We 
recognized that part of the challenge is to propose a variety of supportive models for 
continuing learning. Carold offers these possibilities via a Board that cares about the projects 
we are working on. And Carold plays an important role in providing an open-ended fellowship 
where fellows are committed to an ongoing relationship and following through on their 
projects. 

We recognized that people in our own communities offer important perspectives. Mentoring 
and being mentored is an important part of the process. Part of the communication in our 
communities is about citizens having space to be part of the thinking about issues, not just 
‘networking’. 

During the first years of the fellowship some of the fellows would share the content of their 
work. This could continue to happen via something as simple as a local discussion group or 
panel with fellows who live close to each other. 

We talked about connecting with fellows in other community fellowships as well as Carold. 
There are different types of community fellowships in Canada, for example the Atkinson 
Foundation and the Law Foundations in both BC and Ontario. 

We want to be able to be in touch with each other throughout the year and will research using 
online resources to be able to do that. We also want to make sure that we are in contact 
regularly with fellows who couldn’t attend the retreat, so that they have an opportunity to be 
an ongoing part of what we are doing. 

We explored the idea of creating a social lab around a particular issue, to explore how that 
impacts contribution and learning and talking about civil society once one finds one’s own 
interest in a collective project. We could establish a theme for a year and each fellow would 
bring something to the table. This could perhaps become part of a regular agenda when we 
meet. We did note that there is a risk with using the language of “citizenship”, particularly for 
people who are non-status. The word also sounds administrative. 
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Strategizing/Building Capacity 

 
We talked about systemic change and how our experience as fellows can affect and be part of 
that. Change can occur through both our reflections and our actions. Our discussion included: 

• our experiences with succession planning,  

• how to approach funding, and  

• whether organizational planning could be optimized by sharing 

• whether fellows could possibly work collaboratively on an issue to effect political 
change. 

1. Succession Planning 
We identified the reality that leaving an organization that you founded can be challenging, and 
agreed that the founder of a community organization should not come back via the board. We 
acknowledged that stepping away and mentoring a new leader was important. And we 
expressed concern that perhaps we ourselves had contributed to the non-sustainability of our 
organizations by being too indispensable. 

2. Funding 
Developing a relationship with funders is important. One of the fellows raised the idea of 
approaching a funder by saying: “I have this project; I would like to have your ideas.” It would 
allow the financial partner to be involved from the beginning. 

3. Organizational Sharing 
The fellows identified that partnering with other groups to avoid duplication of administration 
and infrastructure could mitigate the costs in setting up and running an organization. 

4. Collaboration on Political Issues 
A number of political issues were identified as possibilities for Carold fellows to tackle 
collectively. These included: 

• Canada Revenue Agency’s rules re: advocacy and charitable status; 

• A return to free education for everyone (universities now have huge corporate 
infrastructures); 

• Active aging and the importance of life-long learning. How to change how society is 
organized. We recognized that care giving is part of the equation. We wondered how we 
build change in an environment that doesn’t allow us to sustain our resources, and how 
to start investing in people again; 

• A Guaranteed Annual Minimum Income.  

We felt that the opportunity that we as fellows had had to have a “paid” year off to reflect on 
life, practice and community, and to have a break, fit into the discussion about a society that 
allows people time to think and learn. We felt strongly that we need to find a way to make this 
privilege accessible to more Canadians.  

We recognized that giving people the opportunity to take time to reflect, to have a break does 
not necessarily need to be 24 hours a day project – it can involve courses, travel, a sabbatical. It 
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was pointed out that having time is a class issue.  

We agreed that a guaranteed annual income is fundamental in order to create the conditions 
for fuller citizen participation. Research and pilot projects have already been done, notably the 
Mincome experiment in Winnipeg in the ‘70s (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mincome) We also 
agree that having many more funded sabbatical opportunities like the ones that Carold offers 
would strengthen citizenship engagement to a significant degree. 
 
We explored the possibility of writing and issuing a collective statement, based on the above 
discussion, but time and the meeting format did not allow for the completion of such an 
exercise.  

Board-Fellows Dialogue 
 
Throughout the three days, there were multiple opportunities for us to interact with the Board 
members who were meeting concurrently at Coady. The two groups shared meals, met with 
Coady students together, participated in a joint reception hosted by Carold for the broader 
Coady community. The Board met with the fellows at the end of the retreat to hear a summary 
of their experience. The Board also outlined its plans to embark on a major partnership in 2017 
that, if successful, would bring new resources and new capacity to Carold’s programs. The 
Board indicated its intention to involve the fellows in a significant way in this work. 

What Was Achieved 
 
This gathering was intended to nurture the relationships among fellows, to provide an open 
space for shared thinking, and to invite advice from the fellows for the future development of 
such programs. It was not intended to complete a specific set of tasks or to produce a particular 
product.  It is clear from the participants’ feedback and the subsequent engagement of the 
fellows with the Institute and with each other that these goals were achieved. Specifically: 

 
1. The Carold fellowship holders had nearly three days of open space to get to 

know each other, and to understand the commonality and the diversity of 
the work we do as leaders in the voluntary, social change sector. 

2. We felt free to focus on open-ended reflection and storytelling without the 
usual outcomes of reaching a decision, developing a plan or solving a 
particular problem. 

3. We affirmed the transformative nature of the fellowship for ourselves and in 
many cases for our organizations. 

4. We shared our concerns about the future of civil society in Canada and 
zeroed in on poverty as one of the fundamental determinants that prevents 
full participation by citizens in civil society. This led to questioning if/how we 
might play a role in promoting some kind of guaranteed annual income for all 
Canadians. 

5. We visited the Coady Institute and met with Coady staff and students. We 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mincome
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came away with a deepened understanding of and appreciation for the 
unique role Coady plays in nurturing strong civil societies and in forming new 
generations of leaders through innovative adult education programs. 

6. With the skilled eye and camera of Maxime Faure, we created eight video 
stories that will allow Carold to tell the story of the fellowship program and 
to engage new audiences in the future. 

7. We agreed on plans to share ideas and to continue to build on the 
relationships nurtured at the retreat. 

8. We provided a number of important recommendations to the Carold Board 
on strengthening and expanding its fellowship programs. (see Appendix B) 

 

So, what time is it? 
 
We never arrived at a common response to the question. Three days is a lot of time, but not 
enough time to answer the question. We engaged a conversation, wrestled with the question, 
pulled at threads, built relationships, came to a deeper appreciation of shared values and also 
diverse agendas defined by our respective contexts. We experienced anew the rich potential of 
the network of Carold Fellows. We want to continue the conversation, but we also recognize 
the challenges of connecting across Canada, across sectors, in the midst of demanding 
responsibilities. So we conclude remembering the words of T.S. Eliot: “We shall not cease from 
exploration. And the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the 
place for the first time.”  
 
We look to the Carold Institute to continue creating spaces and opportunities where leaders in 
civil society can continue to ask the question, explore answers and build solidarity. 
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Appendix A: List of Participants 
 

1. Paula Carr, 2010 Alan Thomas Fellow 
2. Michael Clague, founding member and former President of the Carold Institute 
3. Alex Draper, 2015 Fellow in Community Philanthropy 
4. Peggy Edwards, 2009 Alan Thomas Fellow 
5. Maxime Faure, Videographer 
6. Tatiana Fraser, Carold President (first day only) 
7. Luc Gaudet, 2014 Alan Thomas Fellow 
8. Penny Goldsmith, 2008 Alan Thomas Fellow 
9. Vincent Greason, 2009 Alan Thomas Fellow 
10. Kim Pate, 2013 Alan Thomas Fellow 
11. Samantha Slate, Facilitator, Percolab 
12. Michel Venne, 2010 Alan Thomas Fellow 

 

 

 

Fellows Who Were Not Able To Participate 

 

1. Alexa Conradi, 2016 Alan Thomas Fellow 
2. John Cox, 2011 Alan Thomas Fellow 
3. Jessica Danforth, 2015 Alan Thomas Fellow 
4. Nicole Rycroft, 2012 Alan Thomas Fellow 
5. Frances Waithe, 2015 Alan Thomas Fellow 
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Appendix B: Recommendations re Carold’s Fellowship Programs 
 

Application process 

• Clarify the objectives of the fellowship for candidates, for their organization and 
for the community sector 

• Make it clear that fellows don't have any power of influence over choice of 
candidates 

• Open the net so that people who don’t get the fellowship can still be connected 
if they want to 

• Make the process less academic and more accessible for marginalized 
communities who are involved in less formally organized groups 

 
The Fellowship 

Positive feedback: 

• The fellowship is simple, light & efficient  

• Investing in people is the right way to go (people are more sustainable than 
projects) 

• Flexibility of criteria (focus on purpose) is appreciated 

Critical feedback: 

• The word “Fellowship” is problematic. We need to think of a new word that is 
less academic that shifts the focus to community education and life-long learning 

Post Fellowship 

• An annual gatherings is important -- a facilitated space together is key 

• People are hungry for expanding networks and more visibility 

• Ideas for the future – frame the gathering around specific content, for example: 
o managing change 
o mobilizing a creative process in an organization 
o systematizing reflection time 
o discussing specific issues, for example, guaranteed annual income 
o identifying what would keep fellows engaged 
o creating an online vehicle that makes it easier for Fellows to 

communicate with each other/share resources on an ongoing basis. 
 


