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Abstract 

Many commentators have argued that Canadian university continuing education 

has gradually abandoned its historical commitment to social justice in educational 

programming in favour of a market-oriented approach. Although such literature clearly 

expresses a deeply-felt sentiment among continuing educators, it has tended to have two 

problems. First, many proponents of this view have not explained what they mean by 

social justice, which makes informed discussion of this issue difficult. Second, in praising 

historical adult education as a social justice movement many commentators have 

neglected to provide coherent and pragmatic alternatives for the present. This article 

addresses these two problems by providing a dialogic theory of social justice, derived 

from political philosophy, as a conceptual framework to examine ways in which a new 

understanding of social justice could be practically applied in both strategic and program 

planning for university continuing education. This conceptual framework is used, then, to 

guide and inform a discussion of how information and communications technologies 

(ICT) can be used by university-based continuing education units to develop and 

implement learning opportunities designed to empower persons and organizations 

working for social justice. 
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Introduction 

Judging from the literature (Alexander, 1997; Burbules & Callister, 2000; 

Cruikshank, 1994; Haughey, 1998; Isley, 1992; Selman, 1994; Wilson & Cervero, 2001), 

university continuing educators are divided between those who wish to respond to market 

demands and those who advocate a return to our social justice roots, what Selman (1985) 

called the “profession” and the “movement.” This debate has been especially prominent 

in the Canadian Journal of University Continuing Education (Cruikshank, 1996, 1998; 

Cunningham, 1992; Hass, 1992; Karpiak & Kops, 1995; Lamble & Thompson, 2000; 

Lauzon, 2000; McLean, 1996; Selman, 1985; Stern, 1992). We believe the issue is of 

central importance to Canadian university continuing educators, but is not as polarized as 

it first appears. The perceived division stems from a lack of clarity about what constitutes 

social justice. We hope, therefore, to achieve two things. First, we will attempt to provide 

a functional description of social justice based on political theory and, secondly, to link 

that description to some pragmatic implications for current university continuing 

education practice. Tovey’s (1994) work suggests that continuing educators should not be 

surprised at how strongly the question of social justice concerns them. His study showed 

that most UK university continuing educators believed a social mission was more 

important than generating income, a view he found was not shared by continuing 

educators from the private sector and professional associations who were motivated by 

the primary goal of corporate profitability or enhancing the reputation of their profession. 

Generally speaking, they also expected that when collaborating with university 

continuing education units (CEUs), the CEU should simply deliver the product requested 

and not worry about fulfilling social missions. To the extent it can be transferred to the 
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Canadian context, Tovey’s study suggests that university continuing educators wish to be 

driven mainly by a social mission. It should not be surprising, therefore, if university 

CEUs feel pulled in two directions, pursuing a social mission and meeting tougher 

revenue requirements. 

If most university continuing educators support the idea of a social mission, why 

is there so much debate? Although some may argue Tovey’s study is not relevant in the 

Canadian context, this seems doubtful given the historical role of Canadian university 

CEUs (e.g., the Antigonish Movement, the Canadian Association for Adult Education, 

and the Citizen’s Forum). We suspect the problem lies elsewhere. First of all, these 

studies rarely explain what they mean by social justice. Accordingly, the apparent 

division among continuing educators may be less substantive than it appears, because 

they unknowingly talk about different things when they describe social justice. Second, 

appeals for a social justice re-orientation often call for a renewal of the traditions of 

Canadian adult education and tend not to consider whether different approaches may now 

be required (Cruikshank, 1994, 1996; Lauzon, 2000; Selman, 1985). We suspect this 

fondness for past approaches leaves many contemporary continuing educators wondering 

how they might practically introduce a more socially just approach today. We will focus 

on these two issues by providing a clearer picture of what constitutes social justice 

through insights from political philosophy and by attempting to give continuing educators 

some pragmatic approaches to incorporating social justice into their work.  

Continuing educators must live and function within an environment that is 

increasingly market-driven, even within the public sector (Gross Stein, 2001). One may 

dislike or celebrate consumerism and economic globalization, but one cannot escape 
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them. That does not mean succumbing to them. “We are in danger of losing the idea that 

a future is created, bit by bit, out of our political desires and choices.” (Kingwell, 2000, p. 

221). How then does the CEU find a role that meets its need to be entrepreneurial and 

also serves a social mission that involves its university?  

What do we mean by Social Justice? 

It can be argued that we will find evidence for social justice both in the processes 

by which we plan educational programs and facilitate learning and in the products we 

provide as educational programs. Both the process and the products of program planning 

are the most tangible aspect of our work. Over the last decade, Cervero and Wilson 

(1994; 1996; Wilson & Cervero, 1997; 2001) have argued that the educational program 

planning is inherently political, part of a struggle for knowledge and power. “Simply put, 

adult education cannot be a neutral activity; if it were, why would anyone care about it? 

Therein lies educators’ central responsibility–namely, what kind of world will their 

practice shape” (Cervero & Wilson, 1994, p. 5)?  

More fundamentally, how do educators know what is socially just? Until we 

answer this central question, we cannot answer Cervero and Wilson’s questions. Social 

justice has too often been whatever an individual thinks it should be, which can lead to a 

slightly accusatory tone in at least some of the literature. In these instances, a reader 

sometimes feels unwillingly lumped into the group of those who do not care about social 

justice, even though social justice is never explained. Wilson & Cervero (2001, p. 277) 

recognize this flaw, but paper it over: “Although there are some serious questions that 

might be raised around the often uncritical espousal of social justice, we nonetheless 

share the deep conviction that this is what adult education can and should be about.” 
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Perhaps so, but how do we achieve a more critically aware espousal of what is socially 

just? Does this mean, for example, that all corporate training is socially unjust and all 

citizenship education is just? Can we see social justice only in the product, or is it also in 

the process we use to plan our educational programs?  

Continuing Education Program Planning as Politics 

All education is intended to effect some change. Therefore, education must have 

some social and political effect regardless of what a program planner believes about his 

or her political role. This emphasis on education as change is self-evident: education that 

does not lead to change may not be education at all. Certainly, it is not effective 

education (Frankena, 1973). Consequently, responsible program planning requires that 

continuing educators engage with change, which has an inherently political dimension, 

and make strategic choices. They must ask who benefits and who should benefit, and “to 

whom and for what are we responsible” (Wilson & Cervero, 2001, p. 269; also see 

Guinsberg, 1996)? These questions force continuing educators to think consciously about 

values and to act politically in pursuing their goals. Wilson and Cervero (2001) spell out 

the values they believe undergird responsible planning. “If we understand the foundations 

of adult education practice as the struggle for knowledge and power (not as ‘applied 

procedural expertise’), then strategic educational practice means political action that 

forthrightly attempts to alter who benefits in such struggles by seeking to redistribute 

benefits to those who should” (p. 274; italics added).  

This is one of the more explicit conceptions of something like social justice, but it 

still begs the questions: who should decide the nature of the benefit and who will benefit, 

and how are such decisions made? If such processes are not just, can there be responsible 
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program planning? What if a program planner believes a program is socially just when 

the vast majority of citizens clearly would not? What if achieving a socially just goal 

leads a programmer to behave unjustly? Cervero and Wilson’s widely accepted version of 

responsible planning does not address these possibilities and—when applied in some of 

the case studies they have relied upon—has led to program planning activities that are 

questionable on ethical grounds. Sork (1996) points out that in these instances “there is 

little discussion of the moral justification for actions that could easily be viewed as 

manipulative or antidemocratic” (p. 86). Here one sees the danger of espousing social 

justice without serious consideration of how to determine what constitutes social justice. 

If “responsible” program planning means pursuing an exclusively personal vision of 

social justice ends, then questionable means can be rationalized as just. If program 

planning is political, as Wilson and Cervero (2001) have argued, then perhaps a better 

approach to understanding social justice can be found in political theory. Let us turn to a 

conceptual framework for social justice that we believe will help university continuing 

educators avoid the trap of a purely idiosyncratic view of social justice in university 

continuing education.  

The Need for New Approaches to Social Justice in Program Planning 

The debate about the political aims of adult and continuing education “. . . is so 

long standing now as to be beyond the patience of too many adult educators” (Wilson & 

Cervero, 2001, p. 280). That may explain why some seem unwilling to debate the issue, 

while others argue vociferously for a return to university continuing education’s 

historical roots of social justice. We believe the debate should not be ignored. Most 

Canadians live lives of relative privilege. It is too easy to take this for granted and ignore 
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profound examples of injustice. However, it is equally easy to engage in polemical 

discussions rather than balanced ones. Perhaps many ignore the issue because some of the 

social justice literature itself seems irrelevant, even to those who support social activism. 

For example: 

In literature concerning the future of social activism through university continuing 

education, there is a curious silence with regard to the need for radically new 

forms of activist practice. Even though we have recognized that the world is 

changing and that social activism through adult education is becoming more 

difficult to sustain, we have not yet adequately recognized that the connection 

between these two tendencies is inextricable and cannot be explained simply 

through institutional factors such as budget cutbacks, cost-recovery requirements, 

or the conservative machinations of university leaders and government funding 

agencies. The very changes that are making social activism difficult for us to 

sustain are creating patterns of domination that cannot readily be addressed 

through existing forms of activism (McLean, 1996, p. 9).  

Instead of looking for new forms of activism, many social justice proponents analyze the 

causes of the perceived lack of activism, usually blaming it on funding cuts, economic 

globalization, or the professionalization of adult education (Collins, 1992; Cruikshank, 

1994; 1996; Lauzon, 2000; Selman, 1985). It is also easy to see how arguments about the 

commoditization of education (Noble, 2001), especially distance education, could be 

applied to large parts of a university continuing education enterprise. Like McLean 

(1999), Haughey (1998) points out that our field needs to look for new theoretical 
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underpinnings, arguing that it is time that adult educators confronted complex social 

issues through intellectual regeneration by borrowing from new theoretical approaches.  

We agree that social justice is important, but how do continuing educators 

conceptualize it in a way that might bridge the perceived divide between the professional 

and social activist approaches? How do they get beyond their personal views about its 

nature? Following Haughey’s (1998) advice to look to new theoretical approaches—and 

McLean’s (1996) and Welton’s (2002) examples of that—we have turned to political 

philosophy. If Cervero and Wilson (1994; 1996; Wilson & Cervero, 2001) are correct in 

their widely accepted view that program planning is a political process, then political 

philosophy should offer some assistance in delineating a contemporary and relevant 

perspective of the social justice imperative in adult and continuing education 

programming.  

A Dialogic Theory of Social Justice 

For the last three decades, since the publication of John Rawls’ A Theory of 

Justice (1971), debates about what constitutes a just society and how social justice is 

connected to individual pursuits has been a central concern of political philosophers  

(Nussbaum, 2001; Richardson & Weithman, 1999). A full explanation of Rawls’ ideas 

about justice, let alone the debate that has ensued, is well beyond the scope of this article. 

1 Suffice it to say here that Rawls is the leading exponent of the liberal school and many 

commentators have been critical of the liberals’ impractical and excessively 

                                   
1 Richard & Weithman (1999) report that over 3,000 articles have been published on Rawls’ theory of 
justice, many of them critical. Rawls, however, has hardly been a static thinker. His most significant work, 
A Theory of Justice, which was first published in 1971, has been published again (1999) in a revised edition 
in which he refines and updates his thinking in response to some of the criticisms of the first edition. 
Readers interested in an overview of the main ideas of the competing theories can find a good discussion in 
Kingwell (1995). 
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individualistic approach to explaining how we know what is just. As Gray (1992) and 

Kingwell (1995) point out, even if powerful philosophically, such theories seem to have 

little pragmatic application. Their abstract procedural rules for objectivity seem 

impossibly idealistic and unlikely to motivate real people in real situations. Moreover, in 

a postmodern, globalized world, the liberal school’s rationalist roots in the western world 

view cannot give its theories the universal application they attempt to claim. In fact, 

political philosophy has been in something of a state of crisis for the past few decades, 

due in part to the effects of postmodern theory and a more interdependent, globalized 

world. For these reasons, Western thinking about social justice, derived largely from 

Kant and the utilitarians, seems to have lost much of its power.  

As Kingwell (1995) explains, new, more unified theoretical approaches to 

thinking about social justice have been developing—in response to criticism of the liberal 

approach—that draw on the strengths of postmodern, communitarian, and liberal theories 

while discarding their weaknesses. These approaches are beginning to move beyond the 

ideologies of their proponents and sometimes make for strange bedfellows. For example, 

Habermas (1995; also see Rawls, 1995) has waded in from the left in support of Rawls 

and the liberal view. These particular approaches, regardless of the political leanings of 

the theorist, share one thing in common, an orientation to the process of dialogue itself as 

central to social justice. In other words, we may be able to arrive at some tentative 

agreements about social justice, even across differing ideologies and cultures, if we 

recognize that social justice resides less in the products of our continuing education 

programs and more in the processes we follow to create those programs. We can agree 

that the “product” is still of importance. For example, a training program in public 
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relations skills for corporate CEOs is going to do less for social justice than a literacy 

program for the homeless. However, continuing educators do need to focus more on 

process as one of the most important, perhaps the single most important, determinants of 

social justice. As mentioned before, much current political theory looks to dialogic 

processes for evidence of social justice. 

Kingwell (1995) is one Canadian theorist who has attempted to pull the various 

theoretical threads together to put forward his own theory of dialogic justice based 

around his notion of civility. Kingwell’s “civility” is not a minor virtue of manners or 

politeness, but a major virtue of citizenship and an essential component of social justice 

and democracy. Dialogic theories like his locate social justice within processes that we 

use to legitimate what is just, and not within particular ideological or political ends. In 

other words, in a postmodern, globalized world where agreement is difficult, it is better to 

judge whether social change is progressive by the processes we follow in determining 

what social change we want, rather than by judging the particular change in isolation as a 

“product”. This requires that social justice be re-defined according to group ends arrived 

at by a just process (Kingwell, 1995). Although Kingwell is a political philosopher, 

support for this orientation to dialogue can be found within the adult and continuing 

education literature, and among those most would label as social justice advocates. 

Welton (2002), for example, has underscored the importance of dialogue and listening in 

program planning. Cervero and Wilson’s (1994; 1996; Wilson & Cervero, 2001) 

emphasis on understanding “responsible” program planning as a socio-political process 

of negotiation is also an orientation towards dialogue. Freire (1970) is one of the most 

eloquent and well-known social activist defenders of the centrality of dialogue to adult 
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education. He warns how easy it is for radical educators to fall into the trap of promoting 

their own views, ignoring true dialogue, and engaging in a top-down “banking” approach 

to program planning. To counter such propensities, Freire reminds educators: “It is not 

our role to speak to the people about our own view of the world, nor to attempt to impose 

that view on them, but rather to dialogue with the people about their view and ours (p. 

86).” In fact, such dialogic processes are not far removed from the social justice traditions 

of Canadian adult education. One of the most distinctive features of the Antigonish 

Movement was the study club where people would gather in one another’s homes for 

discussion (Alexander, 1997). Citizens’ Forum used radio as a means of involving rural 

people in discussion groups about political issues and helping them to become more 

articulate and involved citizens (Faris, 1975; Selman, 1995a, 1995b; Selman, Cooke, 

Selman & Dampier, 1998). It was the power of a process that involved dialogue amongst 

members of the learning community, not ideology, that gave these movements their 

relevance and capacity to elicit change. The notion of social justice as an outcome of 

dialogical processes, therefore, has been used in the most well-known of Canadian adult 

education program that sought social change. More recently, Welton (2002) has made a 

compelling argument similar to our focus on dialogue, although his interest was primarily 

with listening, which is one critical element of dialogue. “I want to break the concept of 

listening out of the programme planners’ classroom by arguing that listening ought to be 

in the foreground of our thinking about how deliberative democracy works.” (p. 198.) A 

greater focus on dialogue may help to bridge the so-called divide between what Selman 

(1985) calls the social reformers and the professionals in university continuing education. 
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Kingwell’s (1995) dialogic justice process, although based on a complex 

philosophical analysis, is simple and pragmatic in its application. Like similar dialogic 

approaches to justice, it provides a strengthened theoretical underpinning for Freire’s 

influential work. Unlike liberal theorists, Kingwell accepts that dialogic processes cannot 

be objective or individual. Further, it is not just a matter of legalistic rights, but also what 

we deem in our hearts to be the good, i.e. what is moral. Our views about the good, in 

turn, emanate from the traditions of our group(s), our community and represent our 

underlying moral commitments. Kingwell claims that  in order to engage in reasoned and 

principled dialogue we must hold these views in check, without giving them up, when we 

move from the personal to the public realm. Fundamental disagreements about the good 

(e.g. abortion, capital punishment) inhibit real dialogue. The dialogic process requires 

that we take difference seriously by showing restraint about our views of the good and 

subjecting our own groups’ ideas to constant self-critique based on the ideas of other 

groups. Most university continuing educators would claim they engage in dialogue with 

learners and their communities all the time, but Kingwell’s notion of civil dialogue is one 

of purposeful, intentional, reflective dialogue that goes well beyond mere discussion or 

advisory committees.  

Kingwell’s dialogic approach is similar in some respects to Schön’s (1983) call 

for reflective practice, Welton’s (2002) call for listening in adult education, and Freire’s 

dialogics (1970), but with a greater emphasis on group self-critique and on civility. Such 

civility is more than mere politeness and is achieved through dialogue and discussion that 

must be rational and constrained in some ways, even if that departs from strict truth-

telling. To use an example from Kingwell (1995), if an individual asks what one thinks of 
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his new suit, how many would tell him it is ugly? Any person who engaged in such 

blatant truth-telling on a continuous basis would be regarded as deranged. In such cases, 

restraint for the sake of civility is not a failure of character, but part of our role as social 

beings. It is a critical ingredient of all dialogue in that it permits a continuation of the 

discussion. As Kingwell (1995) sums up:  

Thus nondeceitful yet civil dialogue becomes the nexus of decision-making about 

society’s basic structure. This is constrained dialogue, true, but the constraints can 

be justified by reference to pragmatic commitments we all perforce share: the 

need to inhabit a common social space while maintaining as many of our diverse 

personal and group commitments as such commonality will allow. It is, moreover, 

dialogue constrained not by strangely external means imposed from without, but 

rather on the basis of social practices that we all, to the degree we are citizens of a 

single society, take for granted (Kingwell, 1995, pp.223-4). 

Therefore, a just dialogic process needs to combine rationality, self-critique (individually 

and within our group), and civility. 

Civility, in this sense, is an ethical disposition that focuses on listening sensitively 

in order to understand (Kingwell, 1995; also see Welton, 2002) and on not saying all one 

could say. Its goal is to achieve understanding through conversation by practising self-

restraint about one’s own claims and cultivating an ability to interpret and discern the 

force in the claims of others. In this sense civility is hermeneutic. It aims for 

understanding and genuine openness to the views of others, which does not necessarily 

entail agreement or selling out one’s own beliefs. Such dialogic processes of rationality, 

self-critique and civility constitute social justice. They need not govern all interactions, 
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but they should govern those in the public realm, which means continuing educators 

should use Kingwell’s (1995) concept of dialogic justice in their professional roles. In 

that way, they can avoid taking purely personal positions about what constitutes social 

justice and rely instead on insights into social justice that come from the views of others 

and are based on processes of rational, self-critical, and civil dialogue.  

How, then, do continuing educators give pragmatic meaning to such theory in 

their professional activities?  

Agents of Change: Implications for CEUs 

For many, the current environment of economic globalization, market-driven 

education and privatization of public goods seems foreign and unpalatable, but another 

perspective may be in order. Threats can be opportunities. The current pressures facing 

institutions of higher education, especially continuing education, may act as a sort of 

incubator for universities that will be better adapted to meet the demands of the future. 

University CEUs should endeavour to be at the forefront of some of these changes, 

helping to guide their institutions into socially responsible choices. At the same time they 

must fight against the trend to constantly increasing revenue recovery, which makes all 

but profitable programs impossible. 

Some would characterize CEUs as the “proprietaries of the university,” but 

university continuing educators’ desire for a social mission makes them different from 

for-profit continuing educators (Tovey, 1994). It is likely that flexible adult, community, 

professional, distance and continuing education for the general public would be ignored 

by most universities were it not for CEUs that treat it as their primary mandate. Despite 

frequent demands from many senior university managers that CEUs recover all their 
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costs, university-based CEUs are still able to carry out their mandates within the context 

of the university environment in order to provide a critical interface with the larger 

community. This still protects CEUs somewhat from a purely profit orientation and 

provides a significant advantage and niche in any competition with the for-profit world. 

We would argue that Universities need CEUs’ help in adapting to many of today’s 

pressures (e.g. online learning) and keeping themselves rooted in some sense of social 

mission. Dialogic processes, especially in program and strategic planning, can help CEUs 

avoid becoming mere profit-oriented clones of the private sector. True, community-based 

dialogue can also build allies for CEUs in their struggle to maintain base budget support 

from the larger university. 

Strength in a Dialogic Approach to Social Justice 

Education, as we have argued, is inherently political, because its purpose is to 

effect change. Ignoring the socio-political dimension not only avoids the self-critique 

called for by reflective practice and dialogic justice processes, it is also out of touch with 

changing political realities. In the early 1990s, Canadians barely mentioned social issues 

in the annual Maclean’s survey about the most important problems facing the country. By 

1996, 11% of Canadians were citing social issues as important, and by 2000 it had risen 

dramatically to 50% (Cited in Gross Stein, 2001, p. 62). Although this had fallen to 36% 

by 2002, Canadians still thought such issues were by far the most important issue facing 

the country, with second place going to unemployment and the economy, selected by 

only 14% (Maclean’s, January 6, 2003.). 

 In this context, CEUs have historical strengths that are more relevant than ever. 

Although it is a challenging time, university continuing educators can position 
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themselves as the community-university interface and as guides for their institutions as 

universities attempt to respond to new adult and government demands for enhanced 

learning opportunities. This need not have a technical-rational decision-making bias 

(Jarvis, 1999; Schön, 1983). It can be rational, reflective and civil in Kingwell’s (1995) 

sense, and thereby it becomes socially just. 

Therefore, our first and overarching recommendation for practical strategies to 

bridge the divide between professional and social justice models is that at the macro level 

each CEU needs to take seriously the kinds of processes it uses for program and strategic 

planning. Cervero and Wilson (1994; 1996; Wilson & Cervero, 1997; 2001) have been 

instructive in redirecting the attention of adult educators to the degree to which their 

program planning entails negotiating power and interests among individuals and groups. 

This emphasis can be expanded to include strategic planning. CEUs need to establish 

processes that specifically allow for serious, meaningful, and rational self-critique and 

civil dialogue with their stakeholders, including those with opposing views, and within 

their units at both the strategic and program planning levels. Such dialogic processes, 

which in themselves constitute a large part of social justice, should also be integral parts 

of any of the other suggestions we make below. In fact, in one sense we could end our 

suggestions here. A serious commitment to the dialogue of civility within an institution’s 

local communities and external groups would, we believe, constitute a large commitment 

to social justice and lead to increased “socially just products” (not just processes) in the 

form of programs that promoted social reform and social change. This being said, we 

now turn our attention to speculations regarding a perhaps unlikely conduit for 

empowering CEUs and the wider university to better fulfill their social mission, namely, 
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information and communication technology (ICT). In fact, communications technologies, 

like dialogue, have long been used to foster social justice in Canadian adult education. 

Gordon Hawkins, then Associate Director of the Canadian Association for Adult 

Education (CAAE), wrote a piece in 1954 describing how Canadian adult education 

differed from the more elitist approaches seen in Britain. 

With newly formed and changing communities, with immigrant groups, with the 

awful challenge of distance, methods and aims are bound to be different. But 

there is also a newer, consciously evolved philosophy of adult education. It stems 

for a deep concern with the processes of democracy – with how the individual and 

the group and the community work, as much as with what they set out to achieve. 

Hence the emphasis in their scheme of things on group work, community 

organisation, discussion methods and techniques, leadership courses and so on, 

and, as a background to all that, on the use of mass media to spread a common 

basis of information for their discussion and their social actions (Hawkins, 1954, 

p.2; also see Selman et al, 1998, p. 44.). 

University CEUs as Change Agents 

The university’s historical reliance on an information transfer approach to 

pedagogy (e.g., the lecture), with its inherent perpetuation of student passivity and 

dependence, is slowly being displaced by new approaches to teaching and learning. 

These, in turn, have been driven by a number of factors (e.g., increasing competition, 

funding pressures, changing student demographics and expectations), not the least of 

which is rapid advancements in sophisticated information and communication 

technologies (e.g., Internet, WWW).  
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University-based CEUs have historically been early adopters of information and 

communications technologies (e.g., Magic Lanterns, film strips, radio, television, the 

Internet), using them to deliver high quality education to local and/or dispersed learners. 

University-based CEUs have had and continue to have significant advantages in this 

regard. Due to the risk inherent in what Archer et al. (1999) regard as the disruptive 

technologies (i.e., technologies that begin in emerging or insignificant markets, often fail, 

and are initially embraced by a business’s least profitable customers), universities avoid 

them. However, as these authors point out, while large companies avoid them, a small 

unit within a company may adopt them if given sufficient flexibility to innovate. Such is 

the case with university-based CEUs. Universities are wise to encourage the use of such 

technologies in these smaller units so that the larger whole is somewhat protected from 

too much risk, but able to glean the benefits of rapid adoption and adaptation of so-called 

disruptive technologies. This strategy can be identified within the current boom in ICT-

based higher and continuing educational opportunities. Initially, many CEUs rapidly 

adopted these technologies (e.g., computer conferencing) to improve service to students 

and learners at a distance. In turn, as many of these technologies were adapted to serve 

the needs of learners, they forced continuing educators to  rethink their approach to 

pedagogy. Consequently, CEUs often lead the way for their universities, not only in 

applying a variety of technological innovations, but also in developing new approaches to 

teaching and learning. We believe that it is just such activities that are slowly but surely 

influencing the larger university community to respond with their own courses and 

programs using ICT (e.g., online courses). It is clear, as Archer et al. (1999) discuss more 

generally, that CEUs are incubators of change for their University. We underscore the 
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point that through the early adoption of ICT and the innovative adaptation of these to 

educational programming, CEUs move the wider university community in new and 

exciting directions. As laudable as this might be, however, we would argue that it is time 

for university-based CEUs  to manage and guide these activities and innovations as a 

conscious and deliberate strategy, not as a knee-jerk reaction to factors and pressures 

from within and without the university context. In other words, it is time to move beyond 

being incubators for change, to become conduits for change. One such strategy is for 

CEUs to take a leadership role in the adoption and adaptation of ICT for the purposes of 

social justice.  

Using Information and Communication Technologies for Social Justice 

A research report entitled “Audit of ICT initiatives: In social inclusion 

partnerships and working for communities pathfinders in Scotland” (Gilliatt, MacLean, & 

Brogden, 2000) focused on initiatives that promote the use of information and 

communication technologies as a means of encouraging and promoting social inclusion. 

The report claims “the imaginative and effective use of ICT to help people to participate 

more effectively in their communities, or to overcome the problems of remoteness or 

isolation, can be vital elements in achieving the Government vision of achieving 'a 

Scotland where everyone both contributes to and benefits from, the community in which 

they live'. It identifies the key to achieving this objective as 'tackling the problems of 

disadvantage, isolation, lack of opportunity or difficulty in accessing the opportunities 

that are available'” (p. 1). In terms of the potential for ICT to enable social justice goals, 

the report identifies a list of potential benefits to the provision of ICT in the community 

(p. 2):  
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ICT in communities can:  

• Provide access to, or share a wide range of information  

• Provide access to, or allow the development of new skills (social, communication, 

technical)  

• Enable potentially excluded groups (including people with disabilities, ethnic 

minorities, lone parents etc.) to participate more fully in education, employment, 

leisure etc.  

• Enable public organizations such as local authorities to deliver information and 

services more easily or effectively  

• Enable people to participate more fully in the democratic process  

• Enable access to learning from a variety of places, not just schools and colleges, 

and creating a greater equality of access between urban and rural areas  

• Enable people to work from a range of places, enabling more people to enter the 

workforce.  

While the above study focused on the efforts of a large-scale government 

initiative to implement, monitor and evaluate the impacts of ICT on social justice goals, 

we believe that individual university-based CEUs can make also explicit the value of 

using information and communication technology (ICT) in promoting social justice. This 

can be achieved by the innovative adaptation of ICT to continuing education 

programming for the following purposes. 

First and foremost, CEUs should strive for social justice by using ICT to empower 

individuals, community support agencies, and educational institutions. For example, by 

encouraging coordination, cooperative partnerships, dialogue and communication 
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between educational service providers, ICT can foster social justice. A simple way would 

be for CEUs to increase the value and ease of use of community and education services 

through the provision of accurate and current information to end users. This readily 

available information can, in turn, enhance dialogue, cooperation and coordination 

between individuals and agencies engaged in social justice initiatives, and help minimize 

duplication in education service delivery and so enhance efficiency and effectiveness for 

all.  

Another way CEUs can fulfill its social mission by using ICT and the potential 

dialogic processes inherent in such technology is to target and mount specific community 

needs for information technology skills development. If CEUs delivered well-designed 

education and training programs focused on ICT they could raise the knowledge and 

competence in the use information technology for social justice purposes, especially 

among those who need it the most, the marginalized. Such knowledge and competence, 

would, in turn, affect the efficiency and effectiveness of persons and organizations 

working within the community sector to design and deliver social justice educational 

programming. This is not trivial. In our view, increasing competence in workers’ or an 

organization’s ability to use information technology has potential to enhance the 

democratic process. It does this by facilitating the engagement of communities of interest 

in active, serious, meaningful, and rational self-critique and civil dialogue, via the conduit 

of ICT (e.g., online community networks). The adoption and adaptation of these 

technologies have tremendous potential to empower social justice initiatives. In addition, 

by tapping into these online communities and networks, various levels of government are 
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better able to consult the public interest and therefore adjust policy accordingly. This is 

the essence of the goals of social justice.  

While a number of other strategies could be articulated, suffice it to say that the 

university-based CEU, because of its unique configuration, context and mandate, is often 

well situated to use powerful new tools, such as those embedded within ICT, to foster 

reflective, rationale and civil dialogue between and among community members for the 

explicit purposes of articulating socially just products and processes.  

Finally, if CEUs are to be successful in adopting an educational strategy focusing 

on ICT as a primary conduit for dialogical processes for the purposes of socially just 

initiatives, they will need to dothe following:  

• establish and maintain partnerships with individuals, organizations, agencies, and 

community groups involved in social justice initiatives and educational 

programming.  

• provide an educational solution to community groups’ needs for training in using 

ICT for a variety of purposes, including social justice.  

• provide support for professional development in ICT and its applications among 

relevant CEU staff 

• build and make widely available continuing education information systems, 

systems that are designed to be of high value for members of the wider 

community, not just for marketing purposes. (see 

http://www.infoxchange.net.au/index.html)  

• actively evaluate, then promote the CEU’s capacity to address relevant education 

and training needs regarding ICT and social justice initiatives.  
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Our emphasis here on the power of ICT to realize the goals of social justice, 

within the educational mandate of university-based CEUs, is important. By using the 

tools embedded within ICT, and by connecting with other knowers, people involved in 

social justice activities are able to “sharpen and extend their knowledge by taking the 

stances or viewpoints of others within a community of inquiry.” (Hickman, p. 48). The 

importance of this exchange and interchange between people with similar contexts and 

interests (e.g., social justice) is pivotal as “thinking, language, and knowledge are all 

community enterprises, both in terms of their historical development and in terms of their 

ongoing function of construction and reconstruction.” (Hickman, p. 48). We believe that 

CEUs have a responsibility to work with the wider community and its constituents to 

bring the benefits of ICT to all. Further, they have a responsibility to ensure that the 

advantages of using this technology for the purposes of social justice are recognized and 

enabled in the relevant community sectors to the benefit and empowerment of the 

otherwise disenfranchised. The ultimate goal of such efforts is to enable people to make 

informed decisions and initiate actions, through dialogical processes, to change the 

circumstances in which they find themselves.  

Conclusion 

Have CEUs abandoned their commitment to social justice? Based on our 

conception of social justice, that question could only be answered by conducting research 

on the processes used by CEUs to plan their strategic goals, articulate their values, and 

deliver their educational programs. The point of this article has been to reframe the 

debate by offering an alternate view of social justice and suggesting just a few possible, 

practical options that might foster social justice. We hope our conceptual model – 
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focusing as it does on a spirit of group self-critique and civil, rational discussion – invites 

more discussion. Until now, social justice in our field has tended to mean ideological 

positions rather than what contemporary political philosophers would think of as social 

justice. We hope that our attempt to think of social justice as a dialogic process and not 

just as a product can be used for theoretical discussion, practical program planning, and 

continuing education management. 

CEUs, and the universities of which they are an integral part, face enormous 

pressures for change from student demographic trends, financial constraint coupled with 

increasing demands for accountability, rapid developments in information technology, 

globalization, and new, profit-oriented competitors. In the face of these forces, it may 

appear even more difficult to maintain any semblance of a social mission in university 

continuing education. However, an overarching strategy of utilizing dialogic social 

justice processes in the planning, management, and delivery of continuing education 

programs may be a counter to these forces working against social justice as a priority in 

university-based CEUs. 

Historically, university-based continuing educators have been engaged as social 

activists, educational programmers, and in activities critical to the evolution of higher 

education. CEUs ought not to rest on their laurels but should strive to remain at the 

cutting edge of educational innovation and service to society; collectively we must 

simultaneously look inward and outward for new possibilities for integrating social 

justice into our programming priorities. Current innovations in the development and 

delivery of educational offerings, especially those utilizing and emphasizing appropriate 

information and communication technologies for social justice purposes, place CEUs in a 
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unique situation within the University, one ripe with opportunity. Straddling the worlds 

of the entrepreneur and the academic, the social activist and the professional, we can lead 

the way with an approach to higher and continuing education that is both contemporary 

and just.  
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