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Case Study for Radical Community Work Book 
 

“Hold your agenda lightly – work with others”: 
Popular education and neighbourhood centre work 

An Australian case study 
 

By PJ Humphreys1 and Peter Westoby2 

Introduction  
The purpose of this case study is to share the story of a community-based 
learning initiative called Building Better Communities (BBC). In a time of 
increasing de-politicisation of community development, much of the work of 
Australian neighbourhood centres have also been co-opted by the dominant 
service delivery paradigm (Burkett, 2011) whereby community work is 
considered to be providing services to or for people. This story shows how 
neighbourhood centre work drawing on the adult and popular education 
tradition can be revitalised.  

The BBC course has a long history, designed by Community Praxis Co-op 
in the late 1990s. Since then, working in partnership with many local partners 
(neighbourhood centres and other local government or/and civil society actors), 
Community Praxis Cooperative has delivered over 100 such courses. The BBC 
aims to support a particular kind of community leadership, building the skills 
and confidence of local residents to work together, make sense of their world 
through collective deliberation, and be more active in their communities.  
 
Background 
Community Plus+, the key local partner in this case study, is a community 
development organisation that operates neighbourhood centres to strengthen 
communities across the inner-south side of Brisbane. In doing this it provides 
spaces for people to meet their neighbours and work together to create positive 
change. 

The inner-south side suburbs of Brisbane are about seven kilometres from 
the inner-city CBD and include the suburbs of Annerley and Yeronga. The 
geography of these two suburbs are distinctly different, with Yeronga situated on 
the picturesque Brisbane river (known as Maiwar in indigenous language), and 
Annerley is split by a major arterial road with heavy traffic. Yeronga has an 
aging population3 and a high school with a strong multicultural focus.4 Annerley 
has a high multicultural population,5 in particular those who are refugees and 
asylum seekers. The main stressors identified through the neighbourhood centre 
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4 75% of students speak a language other than English (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting 
Authority, 2016). 
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work across Annerley and Yeronga are social isolation, barriers to employment, 
homelessness and housing affordability.6  

Community Plus+ has been working in Annerley and Yeronga for a short 
period of time; three and five years respectively. In Yeronga, the neighbourhood 
centre emerged from a disaster-response to the 2011 Brisbane floods (West End 
Community House, 2011) and most activities were service-based. In Annerley, 
much of the neighbourhood centre work involved crisis response to appropriate 
and affordable housing. The core neighbourhood centre funding is provided by 
the Queensland Government, which in turn calls such centres ‘service providers’ 
(Department of Communities, Child Safety & Disability Services, 2015). Yet, the 
organisational vision is to support people to be active citizens in their 
communities to create positive social change in the places where they live, work 
and play. Therefore, Community Plus+ partnered with Community Praxis 
Cooperative to deliver the BBC course in 2017.  

Conceptual Framing 
The BBC course is conceputalised as an adult education initiative in the popular 
education tradition. Popular education is a form of adult education that 
encourages learners to examine their lives critically and take action to change 
social conditions (Kerka, 1998). It is ‘popular’ in the sense of being ‘of the people’. 
This is in contrast to the elites of a community, such as big business, political 
parties and ruling classes. Rick Flowers (2004) refers to this as the distinction 
between ‘education for the people’ and ‘education by and with the people’.  

The goal of popular education (in contrast to simply adult education) is to 
develop ‘people’s capacity for social change through a collective problem-solving 
approach emphasizing participation, reflection, and critical analysis of social 
problems’ (Bates 1996: 225–226). Brookfield (2005) has provided a useful 
summary of how critical theory informs liberating education. The task of critical 
theory is to challenge ideology; confront hegemony; unmask power; overcome 
alienation; learn liberation; reclaim reason and practice democracy. Thus, 
popular education explicitly works for empowerment; it aims for social change 
and has political action as an integral part of its intention (Arnold, Barndt, and 
Burke 1985, Mackenzie 1993, Wagner 1998). The intention is for people 
alienated from their own cultures to become self-aware political subjects (Freire 
1970, Hernandez 1985 cited in Hamilton and Cunningham 1989: 443). It is this 
use of critical theory which firmly locates popular education at the crossroads of 
politics and pedagogy.  

Flowers (2004) attests that popular education practice in the Freirean 
education sense does more than promote active participation – as adult learning 
might do. It fosters robust debate, encourages questioning, hopes to foster a 
sense of indignation and anger and at times supports confrontation. Popular 
education does more than help people feel more informed, responsible and self-
reliant. It helps people to take action and actively pursue alternative visions for 
the future. It helps people not just feel empowered but actually strive for more 
power. 
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Perhaps the most well-known expression of popular education lies with 
Paulo Freire and his literacy work in Brazil in the 1960s. Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed (1970) announces the main themes of Freire’s career: the non-
neutrality of education; the power of knowledge; the coercive force behind rote 
learning and ‘banking’ education; the need for dialogical pedagogies; 
empowerment of the learner and the importance of co-constructing knowledge 
based on the experience of learners. These themes lead to a ‘consciousness- 
raising’ or ‘conscience awakening’; helping people to see their positionality in the 
world and to recognising how their knowledge gives them the power to act and to 
change that world.  

Freire’s work had provided the basic pedagogical concepts and 
methodologies necessary to stimulate ‘critical consciousness’ and the 
transformation of worldview. However, Pedagogy of the Oppressed is written in 
both strongly Marxist and patriarchal language which can alienate some 
readers. Freire himself suggests that no one can fully understand his ideas from 
that single text given that his thinking has continued to develop over thirty 
years. In 1998, Freire wrote Pedagogy of Freedom: Ethics, Democracy and Civic 
Courage. Although he returns to many of his perennial themes, here his vision is 
wider and more holistic in terms of connecting learning with the wider world; to 
ethics, globalisation, and civil society and in social change. His vision is also 
more hopeful, reiterating that through critical, reflective pedagogies the world 
can be transformed to be a more free and just place. 

Although Freire’s published work did not appear in English until the 
1970s, this kind of educational approach has an impressive lineage, most notably 
Myles Horton’s work with the Highlander Folk School during the American Civil 
Rights Movement, one we focus on as their work reflects some of the BBC 
aspirations.  

Horton created the Highlander Folk School (now Highlander Research and 
Education Center) in the Appalachian Mountains of Tennessee in the 1930s and 
worked continually for social justice and transformation until the early 1990s. 
His lifetime of work played key roles in the American Labor Movement of the 
1930s, the American Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s and the environmental 
and land rights struggle in the Appalachian region in the 1980s. Despite vastly 
different life paths, Freire and Horton shared remarkably similar views and 
practices on educating for change. Their joint work provides a dialogue (see We 
Make the Road by Walking) that alternates between Freire’s conceptual 
understandings of the connections between education and social change, and 
Horton’s straightforward descriptions of how such ideas have been practiced in 
reality over six decades (Bell, Gaventa and Peters 1993). Horton emphasises the 
importance of storytelling for allowing people to share knowledge and build from 
a collective knowledge-base to address their own problems without being 
dependent on outside assistance.  

Alongside Freire and Horton, a third author who been important for the 
BBC pedagogy, is the African American feminist theorist bel hooks. hooks has 
become a pre-eminent pedagogue in her own right. While embracing Freire’s 
work, hooks (1994: 49) also offers a critique of the sexism of Freire’s language 
and of his patriarchal model of liberation which she read as equating liberation 
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with manhood. hooks brings a black feminist perspectives to critiques of 
education, and also to the way teaching and learning should be re-visioned.  

Building Better Communities in Yeronga and Annerley 
Twenty-five participants attended with twenty completing the course. The 
participants were made up of people who lived, worked and volunteered in 
Annerley or Yeronga as well as three participants from the neighbouring suburb 
of Moorooka. The participants were mostly residents (12) and/or volunteers (11) 
in Annerley or Yeronga. There were three participants who did not fit one of the 
categories. One participant was a Community Plus+ employee working in 
another Brisbane neighbourhood centre and two were students undertaking 
their social work placements with Community Plus+. Of the twenty-five 
participants, sixteen were female and nine were male. Their ages ranged from 25 
years to 65 years with an even spread across the decades.7 The participants were 
predominantly Anglo-Saxon with three participants from a culturally and 
linguistically diverse background.  
 
Inviting people in… 
The participants were predominantly invited to join the course through 
Community Plus+ existing networks across the two neighbourhood centres in 
Annerley and Yeronga. This consisted of approaching people in person about the 
course, distributing a flyer through Facebook, email lists, newsletters and 
community noticeboards. Only three participants were not known prior to the 
course commencing- that is, most participants had a pre-existing relationship 
with the workers within the two centres. Motivation and interest in community 
was the priority. Other factors such as age, gender, socio-economic status and 
cultural diversity were not. As part of this ‘inviting in’ process we also made it 
clear that during the course we would be encouraging people to ‘do something’ 
in their community. These actions could be around: forging new relationships, 
linking to an existing project or starting a new initiative. We would then use the 
course to reflect on these “actions” and share our learning. The aspiration was to 
move into praxis, as per action/activity and reflection.  
 
Structure and content 
An open information session was held initially to introduce the BBC course, 
ensuring people both had enough information to know what they were ‘signing 
up-for’, and also to negotiate with people the best times (day of the week/time of 
the day). Almost everyone who came to that convivial information session, which 
included the normal rituals of community building – tea/coffee, cake and so on – 
agreed to continue. There was an exciting energy immediately. The course 
consisted of six three-hour workshops conducted on a Monday evening over a six-
week period with two follow-up sessions. 

The content and format of the course was intentionally relational with a 
circle check-in and reflection at the beginning of each session. A break was also 
taken during each session to share supper together, and as it was during winter 
months a lovely warming soup was enjoyed by all. These intentional relational 
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processes created a shared experience and enabled the weaving of social ties 
within the group. Many of the participants reported how meeting and getting to 
know others in their community was a highlight from the course.  

The first three sessions built the foundation for the course exploring: 
 

•  ‘the kind of community that we would like to live in’.  This explored 
participants experience of community and the values and characteristics 
that enable ‘community;  

• ‘what are the things that block us’ and ‘how to overcome them’.  This 
session considered the difficulties people face in trying to build 
communities under the contemporary conditions of hyper-capitalism, with 
its accompanying ways of living (mobility, labour flexibility, technology 
and so on); we also explored positive ways to increase our power; 

•  ‘some skills and methods around connecting with others in our 
community.’  This core session develops, with participants, a framework 
for community building, inclusive of dialogue, forming small groups, 
sustaining work through appropriate community structures, and then 
‘moving beyond the local’ through coalitions, networks, and federations.  

 
Then, as a group, we chose the topics that were most helpful for where the 
participants were at. Examples of topics covered included: 

- How to motivate people to get involved 
- Working inclusively (culture/class/gender etc.) 
- Starting and sustaining a group 
- The contribution of introverts and extroverts (can an introvert be a good 

community worker?) 
- Careful conflict conflicting  
- Entrepreneurial change versus collaborative-collective efforts 
- Dealing with difficult people or difficult organisations. 

Outcome aspirations  
As per popular education and community development, the intended outcomes 
were for participants to both increase their skills, confidence and knowledge to 
do community work; and to participate in actual collective analysis and action – 
that is, moving towards praxis. Of note, the two facilitators – authors of this 
chapter – made it clear that the collective did not have to be ‘a group formed 
from this course’. People could pair up, form threes, or join with others not in the 
course. The main point was, ‘don’t go it alone – work with others as per the 
community work tradition’. Overall, the course aimed to provide a platform to 
meet others who want to create change. Restated again, and in a slightly 
different way, one of the crucial ideas communicated is that people do not have 
to create change alone as per the heroic or entrepreneurship model (which was 
discussed a lot) - and that instead, people can be active citizens together.  

An evaluation was conducted one-year on from the course whereby 
thirteen participants participated in semi-structured interviews. The findings 
show that the intended outcomes were met in terms of increased confidence, 
skills and knowledge.  
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Actual	outcomes		
Participant confidence 
During the course, there was evidence of increased confidence. People would 
come to sessions willing to share stories of their experiments, often just a new 
kind of conversation with someone in their neighbourhood; or some idea they had 
been pondering during the week. But, during the evaluation, it was clear that 
participants reported an increase in confidence in how to go about being involved 
in their local community. For example, some of the comments included: 
 

I was hesitant to ask people. I have a lot of ideas but now I feel that I can 
do it and people can help me.  
 
The main thing is confidence and I have put it in my work.  

 
In a socio-political context where people’s habituate response to difficulties or 
concerns is individual action or ‘waiting’ for the state, confidence to approach 
others to initiate group or community-oriented activities is significant.  
 
Skills and knowledge 
However, initial confidence, without enough skills, will soon wain. Probably, the 
main outcomes of the course were people’s sense that they’d learned many skills, 
concepts and frameworks relevant to everyday life and also community work. 
Examples, included a framework known as ‘0-1-3’ (Westoby & Owen, 2010) 
which signifies the idea that if you are alone with a dream you have zero 
relationships; if you are with one other person there’s one relationship, but if 
there are three people, there are also three relationships. The course facilitators 
argued that for community development, three was the minimal structure to 
make it ‘a community process’. This differentiated a community praxis clearly 
from a heroic or entrepreneurial approach. Evaluations also showed that the 
idea of ‘holding your own agenda lightly’ was powerful for people. This idea 
supported participants to re-think their habitual way of thinking – away from 
‘yell my idea loudly, and try to convert or recruit people’ – to a more 
conversational approach in which people would enter into conversations with 
others lightly and create ‘shared agendas’. It wasn’t so much about recruitment 
to ‘my idea’, but building energy around ‘shared ideas’. 

A tangible example of a community project emerging from BBC is the 
Share Shed,8 a ‘library of things’ initiative. A participant shared this idea with 
the other course participants. As a result of this, a fellow participant shared a 
Facebook post on a community page regarding an overseas ‘library of things’ 
example and there was energy for the idea from others who worked together to 
make it happen.  
 
Unintended outcomes 
We should add that there were also many unintended outcomes. There are many 
examples of ongoing connections between the participants. For example, 
personal friendships have been formed - two participants are now exercise 
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buddies and sharing a house together. A few people have regular coffee catch-ups 
and others share food from their culture over neighbourly meals.  

Moving towards ‘the political’  
While most of the initiatives could be described as socially-oriented (e.g. Share 
Shed) there were also some experiments in more politically-oriented work. For 
example, Create Annerley, started by one of the BBC participants, and now 
joined with other residents, is a place-making experiment that is trying to deal 
with many issues linked to a large main road cutting through the neighbourhood 
of Annerley.  

One of the outcomes of Create Annerley group, was a town hall meeting in 
October 2017, to which 80 people turned up. The meeting was a space for 
residents to share their concerns around issues of safety, pollution (noise and 
fuel), and city-planning. Actions from the town hall meeting have been to provide 
input into the City Transport Plan and initiate a petition and other tactics are 
being considered into 2018. The group has lots of energy, although there are 
challenges around sustaining and structuring the group to ‘last the distance’.  

Conclusion  
How	do	neighbourhood	centre	workers	support	on-going	community	action?		
Linked to the final point above, one of the questions within neighbourhood centre 
work drawing on popular education initiatives such as the BBC, is that things 
get started, but who is there to support citizen action over the long-haul? From 
the perspective of the community worker, there is little or no time to support 
such politically-oriented citizen activities, or more importantly provide 
mentoring, nurturing or reflective support to some of the key animating citizens. 
People have skills, confidence and knowledge, but we have observed that people 
do still need extra support to sustain and structure the action.  

Our analysis is that the paid community workers of such neighbourhood 
centres as Community Plus+ need to be given some space from ‘service provision’ 
(the requirements of the funding). This space would be used to support 
community-oriented and citizen-led political work and therefore also needs 
supportive managers to act as buffers between funders and citizen action.  
 
Closer	linkages	to	social	movements	
Intriguingly, the people who did the course and who initiated more politically-
oriented collective activities, were also connected to broader social movements. 
Some were linked to sustainability movements (urban and waste), and others to 
anti-coal campaigns. This appears to be important when a neighbourhood centre 
is resourced to work in a geographically-oriented place. It is all too easy for 
issues to become local, and even self-interested (e.g. NIMBY). Citizen and worker 
connections to broader social movements ensure that the local activities (which 
are crucial) are understood within a broader, or even global frame (e.g. “think 
globally, act locally” etc.). 
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