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Working with Adult Learners

Confidence
Adults often come into a learning situation with fear and apprehension, following a long 
history of failure. It takes a great deal of courage to admit their needs and ask for assistance. 
Once in a program, some may exhibit negative attitudes because of their past failures.

Competence
Each adult learner has unique talents and has succeeded in some area of life: church, 
neighbourhood, family, job, hobbies, sports or as part of a network of friends. They are 
mature people who deserve to be treated as such. 

Energy
Adults sometimes are tired when they attend classes, as a result of their other responsibilities. 
They may be working fulltime, looking after a family and attending classes.

Goal-orientation
Adult learners usually have definite goals when starting an educational program. These goals 
may include self-improvement, getting a driver’s licence, reading to their children, improving 
job skills, getting a job or a promotion and getting a high school diploma or equivalent.

Learning styles 
Different people have different styles of learning. Some will learn best if they can see or feel 
what is to be learned, while others may have to hear it to know it. Most adult learners know 
how they learn best if you help them to think about it.

Life experience
Adults have a wealth of personal, family, work and life experiences that provide unlimited 
possibilities for the creation and understanding of lessons.

Motivation
Adult learners are usually highly motivated when they begin. Their motivation can quickly 
diminish if they become discouraged, if progress is slow, or as time passes and other 
responsibilities affect the amount of time and energy they can give to their learning.

Motives
Adults often attend classes with a mixed set of motives: educational, social and recreational. 
Sometimes they attend from a sense of duty, or because they are required to by their employer 
or to receive certain benefits.
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Changing needs
The needs of the adult learner will change over time. The goals identified by the learner at the 
beginning may become more realistic, evolve as learning takes place or change with their life 
circumstances. For example, wanting to read with their children may become secondary to 
learning to read messages from the school and write messages to the teacher if a child is sick 
or having problems at school.

Reaction time
Increased age or poor health or even fatigue can affect the reaction time, vision and hearing 
of adult learners. Even time of day can be a factor in how effective learning is. However, 
learners do not lose their capacity to learn simply because they are no longer children.

Responsibilities
Adult learners have many responsibilities. They are busy earning a living, taking care of a 
home and family, often just trying to survive. As a result, many learners have little time to 
review and absorb large amounts of material at one time. They don’t have time to spend on 
things they don’t perceive as contributing directly to their learning or their lives.

Results
Adult learners need to see immediate change and growth. They may be intolerant of 
anything that does not help them achieve their goals. Often, as adults, learners’ goals are 
overly ambitious. It may be necessary to break goals into smaller steps that are more readily 
achieved.

Self-consciousness
Many adults develop strategies to conceal their lack of education and skills. These strategies 
may show up as excuses for non-performance. Being aware of this helps to identify it as a 
cause for lack of performance and helps to find strategies to overcome it.

Self-motivation
Many adult learners are strongly motivated to study because they see education as a way to 
improve their self-image and reach other personal goals.

Uneven learning
Adult learners will not necessarily learn at an even pace. It may simply be because some 
things are more challenging for the learner than others. Or, there may be external factors 
affecting their ability to concentrate.

Red Deer Adult Literacy Program tutor handbook. (n.d.). Red Deer, Alberta: Red Deer Public Library. Adapted with permission.
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General Instructions to Tutors

Remember that it takes a lot of courage for adults to return to learning and to re-address 
skills that many of us take for granted. An adult’s past learning experiences may have been 
frustrating, humiliating, frightening or even neglected altogether. As a tutor, you can help the 
adult learner’s return to learning be very different. Use the following guidelines to help make 
this a positive learning experience for both you and your learner.

1. Be sure you use the learner’s name correctly and can spell it. Ask him what he likes to be 
called.

2. Be sure the learner knows and can use your name correctly.

3. The learner may have been away from school for a long time, or school may have been a 
discouraging place. Your learner will need reassurance and encouragement.

4. Sit next to the learner so you can work with him, not across from him to teach at him.

5. Show an interest in the learner. Your interest will build confidence and trust. Respect the 
line between interest and prying, and treat all information as confidential.

6. Praise the learner frequently. Look for all areas of improvement. Remember, however, to 
praise only for genuine success. Insincere praise is counterproductive.

7. Make sure your directions and instructions are clear and at the appropriate level for 
the learner. Do not preach. Do not talk down. Do not use your time with the learner as 
a forum to show how much you know. If the learner does not understand, assume the 
clarity or complexity of the directions is at fault, not the learner.

8. Use a logical sequence of skills for instruction. Do not skip around or quiz learners on 
something you have not taught yet. Do not try to “trick” the learner to test his skills.

9. Build and expand on what the learner already knows. Do not teach things he already 
knows.

10. Respect the dignity of the learner. Correction is different from criticism. Criticism will 
destroy self-confidence and interest in learning. Do not ridicule or shame the learner. 
Never be sarcastic. Do not “parrot” the learner to point out errors or belittle.

11. Accept the learner’s present level of knowledge. Corrections in too many areas at once 
are discouraging. Concentrate on one small area of skill development at a time. It is 
appropriate to teach and review skills and re-teach when necessary.

12. It is your responsibility to plan carefully for the lesson. A lesson without planning can be 
a frustrating invitation to failure. This will be highly discouraging for both you and the 
learner. At the same time, you must be prepared to be flexible. Take your cue on content 
and pacing from the learner.
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13. In planning the scope of the lesson, your goal should be to have the learner leave the 
lesson with a feeling of accomplishment. 

14. Only promise what you can deliver. Remember, as an adult, your learner may have a 
history of broken promises and disappointments. Make every effort to show that the 
learner can have confidence in you.

15. Be careful not to overwhelm or overburden the learner. Many adult learners are dealing 
with jobs, families and financial challenges in addition to trying to improve their skills. 
You will want to decide with the learner whether homework or additional assignments are 
desirable or feasible.

16. Form questions so that the learner must give the answers thought and attention. Avoid 
phrasing questions so that the learner only needs to answer “yes” or “no.” For example, 
say: tell me about…; what would happen if…; what will you do when…; why do you 
think….

17. When playing an educational game with your learner, do not arrange to lose so that he 
will win. Winning is not the aim of a learning game, and winning is only a victory when 
it is achieved honestly.

18. Be patient. Progress is very slow, especially at the beginning. You cannot hope to catch 
up overnight what the learner has found challenging for years. There may be many 
difficulties to overcome. The learner will likely be apprehensive, may have job or family 
worries, may have a learning difficulty, may be intimidated by memories of a poor school 
experience, may feel insecure and inferior or may have a poor image of his ability to learn. 
Try to remember a time when you were learning something you found difficult to master.

19. It is appropriate to be sure you are both clear about the time and place of your meetings. 
Let your learner know you want him to tell you ahead of time if he needs to cancel a 
meeting. Set up a procedure for cancellation to avoid the frustration and annoyance of 
being prepared and ready for a learner who does not arrive.

Red Deer Adult Literacy Program tutor handbook. (n.d.). Red Deer, Alberta: Red Deer Public Library. Adapted with permission.
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Helping Learning Happen

Tutoring often uses the same skills and techniques as coaching. 

A list of ways you can help your learners

• Provide meaningful content.

• Guide the learning process.

• Share your own experiences of life and learning.

• Share the way you use literacy in daily life by showing the learner letters, 
greeting cards, newspaper clippings, recipes and so on. 

• Get to know your learner.

• Allow time for your relationship to develop.

• Ask what your learner found helpful in the tutoring session.

• Ask what parts of the session were enjoyable.

Three rules to get learners talking

1. Don’t explain anything you don’t have to explain. Find out what your learners 
need to know first.

2. Ask questions your learners can answer.

3. Make sure you allow enough “wait time” for your learners to think through 
the questions you are asking. 

Play the Three Questions Game to get to know your learner:

• Each person asks three questions and then answers three questions.

• Choose topics like favorite sports, TV programs and common interests.

• Make sure the questions are not too personal.
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Qualities Developed by Good Tutors

A survey of adult learners reveals that the qualities they need the most in their tutor was to do with 
the tutor’s attitude, not aptitude. The qualities most often desired in tutors have little to do with 
being “an expert” and everything to do with being a caring human being.

An adult who returns to learning has made a commitment that takes a great deal of courage. People 
are not comfortable when they feel they don’t know something. On the tutor’s part, it takes patience 
and sensitivity to sustain this courage.

Patience

Learning can be very slow. Do not set your expectations too high or you will increase the risk of 
frustration and disappointment.

Understanding

Many learners have other problems in their lives that are compounded by their lack of skills. These 
problems will have an impact on their concentration and ability to learn.

Concentration

You meet with a learner for a learning session. Try to keep your time focused on the lesson you have 
planned or skill you want to develop rather than getting sidetracked by personal or social concerns. 

Adaptability and creativity

Because each learner is unique, you have to adapt your teaching to the individual’s needs and 
abilities.

Enthusiasm and encouragement 

Praise your learner for small successes. He may have found learning discouraging in the past with 
little positive feedback. You may have to establish learning as an opportunity for personal satisfaction 
as well as skill development.

Sense of humour

A sense of humour will reduce tension in what may otherwise be a stressful situation. A shared joke 
or a funny story will help keep the relationship on a light and equal footing.

Awareness of special problems

There can be many reasons why an adult has not learned to read. Some have had limited 
opportunities. Some learn more slowly than others. There may be a sight, hearing or perceptual 
problem. Many adults are experiencing problems at home or work that have an impact on their 
ability to learn. 
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Dedication and influence

Your achievements with your learner may seem small and short-term at times, but you may never 
know what far-reaching influence you may have on your learner and his family.  

Perseverance 

Not all adult learners become successful readers. Some never do. You will confront problems. Don’t 
give up too easily. Working with you may be the learner’s last hope.

Commitment

By making a real commitment to tutoring, you may greatly influence the life of another.

A survey of learners has produced this list of qualities they want their tutors to have. 
	

• are kind  

• talk with the learner

• are open 

• encourage questions

• go over things several times 

• don’t try to do too much in one lesson

• turn failures into victories 

• are sincere

• are prepared 

• let the learner make suggestions and 
then use them

• go over the work and review 

• work on just what the learner needs

• treat you like a grown-up 

• respect and encourage the learner

• don’t yell 

• are patient

• are committed and show up on time

• should listen

• don’t make light of it 

• shouldn’t be phony; they don’t put on 
airs like they care when they don’t

• are honest and let the learner know if 
they do not agree 

• are honest and don’t praise everything

• are not all work and no play   

• include some learning games to show 
learning can be fun!

 

Red Deer Adult Literacy Program tutor handbook. (n.d.). Red Deer, Alberta: Red Deer Public Library. Adapted with permission.
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Active Notes      

Date and Place:

New and exciting 
ideas: How does 
this fit with what 
I already know?

What activities 
helped me learn?

Ideas I can use: 
How does this fit 

in my life?

Things I don’t 
understand

What I want to 
learn more about 
and resources to 

check out
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Barsch Learning Style Reference Form

Developed by Ray Barsch

The series of questions on the next two pages is designed to determine your relative 
learning style (visual, auditory or tactile). No style of learning is better than another. 
However, each style makes its own demands on the environment of the learner. What does 
a tutor perceive to be the learning style of his student? How can he help that student learn, 
given that particular style?

Place a check in the appropriate column after each statement. Follow the directions after 
the questionnaire to score your results.
 Often        Sometimes Seldom

1. Can remember more about a subject through  
listening than reading.

2. Follow written directions better than oral directions.

3. Like to write things down or take notes for visual 
review.

4. Press extremely hard with a pen or pencil when 
writing.

5. Require explanations of diagrams, graphs or visual 
directions.

6. Enjoy working with tools.

7. Am skillful at and enjoy developing and making graphs 
and charts.

8. Can tell if sounds match when presented with pairs of 
sounds.

9. Remember best by writing things down several times.

10. Can understand and follow directions using maps.

11. Do better at academic subjects by listening to lectures 
and tapes.

12. Play with coins and keys in pockets.

13. Learn to spell better by repeating the letters out loud 
than by writing the word on paper.

14. Can better understand a news story by reading about 
it in the paper than by listening to the radio.

15. Chew gum, smoke or snack during studies.

16. Feel the best way to remember is to picture it in my 
head.

Handout 3.1 1/2
UNIT 3  Learning Styles
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17.	 Learn	spelling	by	“finger	spelling”	the	words.

18. Would rather listen to a good lecture or speech than 
read about the same material in a textbook.

19. Am good at solving jigsaw puzzles and mazes.

20. Grip objects in my hands during learning period.

21. Prefer listening to the news on the radio rather than 
reading about it in a newspaper.

22. Obtain information on an interesting subject by 
reading relevant materials.  

23. Feel very comfortable touching others, hugging, 
handshaking, and so on.

24. Follow oral directions better than written ones.

Scoring procedures:

Place the point value on the line next to its corresponding item number. Next, sum the 
values to arrive at your preference scores under each heading.

Often = 5 points, Sometimes = 3 points, Seldom = 1 point

VISUAL AUDITORY TACTILE

 2          1           4          
 3           5          6          

 7           8           9          

 10           11           12          

 14           13           15          

 16           18           17          

 19          21           20          

 22           24           23          

VPS = APS =                               TPS = 
Visual Preference Score        Auditory Preference Score       Tactile Preference Score

 Often        Sometimes Seldom

Handout 3.1 2/2
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Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education 
and Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf.  
Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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Learning Channels Inventory

Place the number 1, 2, or 3 on the line after each statement that best indicates your 
preference. (3 - Often; 2 - Sometimes; 1 - Seldom)

1. I can remember something best if I say it aloud.           

2. I prefer to follow written instructions rather than oral ones.           

3. When studying, I like to chew gum, snack and/or play with something.           

4. I remember things best when I see them written out.           

5. I prefer to learn through simulations, games, and/or role-playing.           

6. I enjoy learning by having someone explain things to me.           

7. I learn best from pictures, diagrams and charts.           

8. I enjoy working with my hands.           

9. I enjoy reading and I read quickly.           

10. I prefer to listen to the news on the radio rather than read it in the newspaper.           

11. I enjoy being near others. (I enjoy hugs, handshakes and touches.)           

12. I listen to the radio, tapes and recordings.           

13. When asked to spell a word, I simply see the word in my mind’s eye.           

14.	 When	learning	new	material,	I	find	myself	sketching,	drawing	and	doodling.	          

15. When I read silently, I say every word to myself.           

In order to get an indication of your learning preference, please add the numbers together 
for the following statements.

Visual Preference Score: 2         , 4         , 7         , 9         , 13          =              

Auditory Preference Score: 1         , 6         , 10         , 12         , 15          =              

K/T (Kinesthetic/Tactual) Score: 3         , 5         , 8         , 11         , 14          =              

The highest score indicates that my learning preference is                                           .

Now that I know which is my dominant learning style, I can learn better by:

Handout 3.2
UNIT 3  Learning Styles

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education 
and Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf.  
Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf


Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    Handout 3.3
UNIT 3  Learning Styles

Learning Styles Matching Activity

The following is a list of tutoring techniques that are most helpful with a particular 
learning	style.	Please	check	the	box	that	best	fits.

Visual Auditory Kinesthetic

Watch a video.

Discuss the story before reading.

Have the learner write a story on the 
computer.

Make a collage about a story.

Teach phonics.

Have the learner beat out the 
syllables.

Give written directions.

Use diagrams and pictures.

Read out loud.

Use Reader’s Theatre.

Teach	difficult	words	using	flash	
cards.

Record spelling words onto a tape.
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Learning Styles Characteristics and Tutoring Tips

Auditory Learners 

Characteristics 

• Enjoy talking
• Like to discuss things
• Prefer oral reading
• Like phonics
• Find sounds distracting
• Move lips when reading
• Like to make noise
• Easily distracted

Learning strengths

• Remember what they hear and say
• Can recall information after hearing it a few times
• Can remember oral instructions well
• Understand information best when they HEAR it

Tutoring tips 

• Use tapes for reading
• Record spelling words on tape
• Give oral explanations and details
• Discuss concepts and ideas
• Use show and tell
• Use verbal games
• Do oral presentations and demonstrations
• Encourage learner to read out loud, spell out loud
• Teach phonics
• Do paired or duet reading
• Discuss the story/article before reading
• Use Reader’s Theatre, choral reading, poems, music
• Use chanting or rhyming to remember things
• Repeat key points
• Indicate relationships verbally with words such as therefore, in contrast,  

at the same time, and so on.
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Learning Styles Characteristics and Tutoring Tips

Visual Learners 

Characteristics 

• Recall images they have seen
• Notice details
• Prefer things to be neat and organized
• Have good proofreading skills
• Like displays and presentations
• Would rather read than be read to
• Need visual aids
• Find making lists helpful
• Think before speaking or acting
• Memorize well
• Need to write things down

Learning strengths

• Remember what they read and write 
• Enjoy visual projects and presentations
• Can remember diagrams, charts and maps well
• Understand information best when they SEE it

Tutoring tips 

• Teach sight words
• Teach phonics 
• Use the symbol and printed word with a picture
• Use pictures and diagrams
• Use written instructions
• Have learners visualize words for spelling
• Have learners memorize information in a logical sequence that can be visualized
•	 Use	flash	cards
• Use highlighters for important information
• Use matching games
• Use pictures, cartoons
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Characteristics 
• Need to move in order to process 

information
• Notice differences in the shapes and 

textures of things they touch
• Enjoy hands-on activities
• Like to take things apart and put them 

back together
• Have a short attention span
• May be good at sports, dance or playing 

an instrument
• Like to use their hands
• Learn by doing
• Recall words after writing or typing them  

a few times

Learning strengths
• Enjoy using tools or lessons that involve 

active/practical participation
• Can remember how to do things after 

they've done them once (motor memory)
• Have good motor coordination
• Remember what they DO, what they 

experience with their hands or bodies 
through movement and touch

Learning Styles Characteristics and Tutoring Tips

Tactile-Kinesthetic Learners 

Tutoring tips 

Tactile 

• Allow learners to feel what they have to do  
by manipulating objects

• Use modelling clay
• Use scrapbooks, colouring books and 

workbooks
• Allow for artistic creations
• Make dioramas, sculptures, mobiles 
• Do needlework 
• Make posters and task cards
• Use blackboard activities 
• Use letters made out of sandpaper and felt 
• Use games
• Use calculators
• Do puzzles 
• Make collections, displays, collages 

Kinesthetic

• Have learners use the computer to type 
answers

• Act out stories
• Tap out syllables 
• Use role-playing, pantomimes, charades, plays
• Allow for frequent breaks
• Do surveys or demonstrations
• Create products
• Make collages, dioramas
• Use body games
• Use three-dimensional objects
•	 Take	field	trips
•	 Be	specific	when	you	give	directions
• Make a video
• Use puzzles and games
•	 Let	learner	doodle	or	fiddle	with	an	object	

when listening
• Allow learner to rock and read
• Vary activities
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Strategies for Learning

Auditory Learners

•	 Study	with	a	friend.	That	way	you	can	talk	about	the	information	
and	HEAR	it	too.	

•	 If	you	want	to	remember	something,	say	it	out	loud	several	times.	

•	 Ask	your	teacher	or	tutor	if	you	can	hand	in	some	work	as	an	oral	
presentation	or	on	audiotape.	

•	 Make	your	own	tapes	of	what	you	want	to	remember.	Listen	to	them	
over	and	over.	This	is	especially	useful	when	you	study	for	tests.	

•	 When	you	read,	start	by	talking	about	the	book.	Look	through	it	
to	see	if	you	can	decide	what	it	is	about.	Talk	about	the	pictures,	
chapter	titles	and	other	clues.	Say	out	loud	what	you	think	this	book	
could	be	about.	

•	 Make	flash	cards	for	what	you	want	to	learn.	Use	them	over	and	
over.	Read	them	out	loud.	

•	 Set	a	goal	for	your	assignments.	Say	your	goals	out	loud	each	time	
you	begin	work	on	that	particular	assignment.	

•	 Read	out	loud	when	possible.	You	need	to	HEAR	the	words	as	you	
read	them	to	understand	them	well.	

•	 When	doing	math,	use	grid	paper	to	help	you	set	your	sums	out	
correctly	and	in	their	correct	columns.	

•	 Use	different	colours	and	pictures	in	your	notes,	exercise	books	and	
so	on.	This	will	help	you	remember	them.
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Strategies for Learning

Visual Learners

•	 Try	to	work	in	a	quiet	place.	Wear	earmuffs	or	earplugs	if	you	need	to.	

•	 Some	visual	learners	like	soft	music	in	the	background.	

•	 You	might	miss	something	your	tutor	or	teacher	says,	or	you	might	not	
understand	it.	If	that	happens,	ask	them	to	please	repeat	or	explain	it.	

•	 Most	visual	learners	learn	best	alone.	If	you	prefer	to	work	by	yourself,	then	let	
your	tutor	or	teacher	know.	

•	 When	you	are	studying,	take	many	notes	and	write	down	lots	of	details.	

•	 When	you	are	writing	out	notes	to	learn	something,	cover	your	notes	and	then	
rewrite	them.	Rewriting	will	help	you	remember	better.	

•	 Use	colour	to	highlight	main	ideas.	

•	 Before	starting	an	assignment,	set	a	goal	and	write	it	down.	Even	post	it	in	front	
of	you.	Read	it	as	you	do	your	assignment.	

•	 Before	reading	a	chapter	or	a	book,	look	it	over	first.	Look	at	the	pictures,	
headings	and	so	on.	

•	 When	you	are	in	a	classroom,	try	to	put	your	desk	away	from	the	door	and	
windows.	Try	to	sit	close	to	the	front	of	the	class.	That	way	you	will	not	have	as	
many	distractions.	It	will	help	you	pay	attention.

•	 Write	your	own	flash	cards.	Look	at	them	often	and	write	out	the	main	points.	
Then	check	them	again.

	•	 Use	visual	aids	to	help	you	study	and	to	present	your	work.	For	example,	use	
charts,	maps,	posters,	films,	videos,	computer	software	and	overhead	projectors.
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Strategies for Learning

Tactile-Kinesthetic Learners

•	 To	memorize	something,	walk	around	
while	you	say	it	to	yourself	over	and	over.	
You	can	also	use	flash	cards	or	notes	while	
you	are	walking	around.

•	 When	you	read	a	short	story	or	chapter	in	
a	book,	try	a	whole-to-part	approach.	This	
means	you	should	look	at	the	whole	thing	
first.	Then	look	at	the	smaller	parts.	Try	to	
get	a	feel	for	the	book.

-	 First	look	through	the	pictures.
-	 Then	read	the	headings.	
-	 Then	read	the	first	and	last	paragraphs	

of	the	story	or	chapter.	
-	 You	could	also	try	skimming	the	

chapter	or	short	story	backwards,	
paragraph	by	paragraph.	Skimming	
means	looking	over	something	quickly.

•	 If	you	need	to	fidget,	try	not	to	disturb	
others.	Try	jiggling	your	legs	or	feet.	You	
could	do	some	hand	and	finger	exercises.	
Or	you	could	handle	a	koosh	ball,	tennis	
ball	or	something	like	that.	

•	 You	might	not	study	best	if	you	are	sitting	
at	a	desk.	Try	lying	on	your	stomach	
or	back.	Try	studying	while	sitting	in	a	
comfortable	chair	or	on	cushions	or	a	
beanbag.	

•	 Studying	with	music	in	the	background	
might	suit	you.	Try	to	use	calm	music,	
like	classical	music.	Baroque	music	is	
often	best.	Music	with	a	heavy	rhythm	
will	be	more	difficult.	

•	 Use	coloured	construction	paper	to	cover	
your	desk	or	even	decorate	your	area.	
Choose	your	favourite	colour	as	this	
will	help	you	focus.	This	is	called	colour 
grounding. 

•	 Try	reading	through	coloured	
transparencies	to	help	focus	your	
attention.	Transparencies	are	clear	plastic	
pages.	They	come	in	different	colours.	Try	
a	variety	of	colours	to	see	which	colours	
work	best	for	you.	

•	 When	you	study,	take	many	breaks	but	be	
sure	to	settle	back	down	to	work	quickly.	
A	reasonable	schedule	would	be	15-25	
minutes	of	study,	3-5	minutes	of	break	
time.	

•	 When	you	memorize	information,	
try	closing	your	eyes	and	writing	the	
information	in	the	air	or	on	something	
with	your	finger.	Try	to	picture	the	words	
in	your	head	as	you	are	doing	this.	Try	to	
hear	the	words	in	your	head	too.	

•	 Later,	when	you	try	to	remember	this	
information,	close	your	eyes	and	try	to	see	
it	with	your	mind’s	eye	and	to	hear	it	in	
your	head.	

•	 When	you	learn	new	information,	it	
will	help	you	to	make	something.	For	
example,	make	task	cards,	flash	cards,	
electro-boards,	card	games,	floor	games	
and	so	on.	This	will	help	you	process	the	
information.
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Right Brain and Left Brain Learning

Characteristics

Left brain / analytical Right brain / global

Is logical Is random

Is sequential Is intuitive

Analyses people and situations Synthesizes information

Likes verbal instruction Likes instructions to be demonstrated

Requires plan and structure Is	spontaneous	and	flexible

Likes to see the steps and details 
before the big picture

Likes to see the big picture then  
go to details

Focuses on facts and details Likes summaries and overviews

Needs	time	for	personal	reflections Likes working with others

Likes schedules and rules Is creative

Tutoring tips

Left brain / analytical Right brain / global

Use rules to teach spelling, phonics Use paired reading

Use outlines and lists Create dioramas and other objects

Study	difficult	words	before	reading Read	first,	then	study	words	afterwards

Dictate sentences to encourage writing Use free writing and journaling
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Cultural attitudes towards education

There	are

•	 different	ideas	on	how	much	time,	money	
and	effort	should	be	given	to	education	(for	
example,	is	it	a	frill,	an	individual	choice	or	a	
necessity?)

•	 different	expectations	of	the	tutor-
learner	relationship,	from	being	distant,	
authoritative,	and	revered	to	being	peers,	
personal,	and	helpful

•	 different	expectations	about	behaviour,	
which	may	be	either	formal	or	informal

•	 different	views	about	the	role	of	the	tutor,	
which	may	range	from	being	a	director	to	a	
facilitator

•	 different	views	about	the	role	of	the	learner,	
which	may	range	from	being	a	passive	
learner	to	being	an	active	learner

Cultural attitudes towards language

There	are

•	 different	ways	of	thinking	about	who	can	
talk	to	whom	and	in	what	manner,	based	on	
gender,	age,	occupation/class/social	position,	
and	so	on.

•	 different	rates	of	speaking,	ranging	from	
“rapid-fire”	to	slower	with	long	pauses

•	 different	boundaries	when	talking	to	others,	
ranging	from	it	being	okay	to	talk	to	peers	
but	not	okay	to	interrupt	the	teacher,	to	it	
being	okay	to	talk	to	anyone,	anytime.

Cultural Attitudes

Cultural attitudes towards social 
interaction

There	are

•	 different	attitudes	about	time,	ranging	from	
doing	things	very	quickly	to	very	slowly

•	 different		ideas	about	how	children,	parents	
and	other	family	members	should	behave	

•	 different	attitudes	towards	interaction	with	
other	people,	ranging	from	being	very	rigid	
and	formal	to	more	flexible	and	informal	

Individual differences

It	should	be	noted	here	that	while	culture	
can	affect	learning,	we	should	not	assume	
that	every	person	within	a	certain	culture	
will	learn	in	the	same	way.	Perhaps	more	
important	are	individual	differences,	such	as

•	 attitudes	about	time,	effort	and	money	
available	for	education	(a	frill,	choice	or	
necessity?)

•	 motivation,	persistence	and	attention	
abilities

•	 cognitive	and/or	physical	learning	style

•	 affective	factors	(for	example,	chronic	
illness,	stress)	personal	abilities	(for	
example,	physical,	intellectual,	emotional,	
interpersonal)

Herod, L. (2000). Learning styles and strategies. Winnipeg, Manitoba: Adult Literacy and Continuing Education, Manitoba Education 
and Training. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/learning_s_s_revised_2000.pdf. Adapted with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/learning_s_s_revised_2000.pdf
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Be aware that many peoples of the world are 
accustomed to offering and demonstrating 
great respect for those in a teaching role.	
Offer	your	learner	a	choice	in	addressing	you	
by	first	name	or	surname.	Accept	the	way	that	
is	most	comfortable	to	her	and	do	the	same.

Make a point to learn and pronounce 
your learner’s name(s) correctly. She	has	
pride	in	her	name(s)	and	identity,	as	you	do.	
Recognize	and	respect	this.	Your	effort	will	be	
appreciated.

Be sensitive to current political situations 
when having discussions. 

Be alert to cultural slurs. Be	open	to	using	
your	learner’s	views	of	a	discussion	topic	
to	give	a	personal	slant.	Take	the	time	for	
clarification	and	examples	when	there	seems	
to	be	evidence	of	prejudice,	discrimination,	
stereotyping	or	simply	a	misunderstanding.

Encourage individual questions and 
contributions relating to cultural 
background.	For	example,	after	you	explain	
a	skill	or	metaphor,	encourage	your	learner	to	
offer	you	different	skills	and	metaphors	from	
her	cultural	context.

Be aware of different language abilities in 
English and take care to speak clearly and 
distinctly.	Use	examples	whenever	possible	
and	encourage	feedback	to	determine	when	
further	repetition	or	a	better	example	may	be	
required.	Simply	speaking	more	slowly	can	be	
of	great	help.

Practical Tips

Be critical of resource materials. Do they 
represent varied points of view? Do	they	avoid	
offending	minority	groups?	Are	they	accurate,	
well	qualified	and	current?

Be alert to different structures in daily 
life.	For	example,	when	you	greet,	invite,	
praise	or	criticize	the	learner	and	she	says	
“yes,”	it	does	not	always	mean	that	she	
understands;	it	may	simply	signify	politeness.	
An	invitation,	however	casually	expressed,	
may	be	taken	seriously.	Laughter	may	
indicate	embarrassment	rather	than	humour.	
There	may	be	initial	misunderstanding	of	
punctuality	and	deadlines.	Respect	your	
learner’s	different	holidays,	eating	restrictions	
or	choice	of	clothing.	Be	aware	of	any	specific	
time	set	aside	to	perform	prayers	and	don’t	
schedule	your	tutoring	session	then.	

Flexibility is important. You	are	in	a	position	
to	point	out	the	similarities	and	differences	
in	any	situation	and	in	this	way	increase	your	
learner’s	involvement	in	your	sessions	as	well	
as	in	the	community.	

Replace mere tolerance with serious and 
continued efforts to understand and 
accept the reality of different values and 
perceptions.

Herod, L. (2000). Learning styles and strategies. Winnipeg, Manitoba: Adult Literacy and Continuing Education, Manitoba Education 
and Training. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/learning_s_s_revised_2000.pdf. Adapted with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/learning_s_s_revised_2000.pdf
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Over	the	years,	approaches	to	the	instruction	
of	ESL	have	changed	to	reflect	studies	on	
language	acquisition	as	well	as	changes	in	the	
global	environment.
We	are	moving	from	a	focus	on	grammar	and	
translation	to	task-based	lessons	as	we	realize	
students	learn	a	language	better	by	using	it,	
not	by	analyzing	and	studying	it.	Language	
becomes	part	of	long-term	memory	when	it	
affects	everyday	life.	Real	language,	interesting	
and	purposeful	for	the	student,	is	more	easily	
retained.	Theme-based	units	are	very	effective,	
especially	if	they	are	in	a	progression	that	is	
relevant	to	the	learner’s	life	in	Canada.
We	are	also	focusing	on	all	the	skills	of	
listening,	speaking,	reading	and	writing	at	
the	same	time,	recognizing	that	the	whole	
language	is	the	sum	of	its	parts	and	all	skills	
can	contribute	to	its	development.	Listening	
and	reading	are	called	the	receptive	skills	
and	are	usually	the	first	that	are	acquired.	To	
effectively	use	a	language,	one	must	be	able	to	
move	on	to	the	productive	skills	of	speaking	
and	writing.
For	maximum	learning	to	take	place,	students	
must	feel	comfortable	and	confident	that	their	
efforts	to	use	language	will	be	valued.	It	is	
important	to	use	positive	reinforcement	with	
learners	to	encourage	them	to	participate	
meaningfully.	This	is	especially	important	in	
getting	them	to	move	from	the	receptive	skills	
of	listening	and	reading	to	the	productive	
skills	of	speaking	and	writing.
Language	must	be	used	in	context	and	
therefore,	cultural	issues	are	included	as	well	
as	the	words	alone.	There	are	appropriate	ways	
to	use	language	and	this	varies	from	country	
to	country	and	depends	on	the	situation.	

Considerations for  
English as a Second Language Learners

These	considerations	are	becoming	part	of	
instruction	and	are	sometimes	referred	to	
as	the	socio-cultural	or	the	socio-political	
context.	This	may	include	body	language	as	
well	as	verbal	use.
The	student’s	first	language	should	be	valued.	
Learning	English	should	be	viewed	as	adding	
a	second	language	rather	than	replacing	the	
first.	The	goal	for	the	learner’s	pronunciation	
should	be	comprehensibility,	not	perfection.	
As	long	as	non-standard	speech	sounds	do	
not	interfere	with	understanding,	they	are	
acceptable.
It	is	very	important	to	recognize	the	student’s	
individuality	in	background	and	needs.	Their	
literacy	level	in	their	first	language,	alphabet,	
religion,	gender,	age,	socio-economic	and	
political	background,	goals,	motivation	and	
other	responsibilities	will	all	have	an	impact	
on	the	ability	and	rate	at	which	they	learn	
English.	Instruction	techniques	may	need	to	
be	adapted	to	reflect	a	wide	range	of	student	
experiences.	Programs	themselves	must	
be	flexible	to	provide	useful	help	to	many	
learners.
ESL	instruction	today	uses	a	wide	variety	
of	tools:	class	discussion,	pair	work,	books,	
workbooks,	audiotapes	and	videotapes,	music,	
telephones,	computers,	role-playing	and	real-
life	situations.	The	list	is	as	long	and	varied	as	
the	instructors’	imaginations	and	the	situation	
and	time	allows.	The	learners	benefit	most	
when	they	feel	valued,	involved,	interested	and	
motivated.	The	learning	becomes	effective	and	
relevant.

Saskatchewan level 2 learning how to learn. (2001). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with permission. 
Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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This chart shows Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal approaches to life in general and learning specifically.	
Because these are generalizations, the ideas will not be true for each individual. Many Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal people may have traits from both lists. The individual’s learning styles and traits are still the most 
important to the instructor/tutor and must be discovered by talking to and learning from the learner.

Aboriginal Non-Aboriginal

World View

Cyclical (oral tradition) Linear (print tradition)

Tribe and extended family as social base Individual and nuclear family as social base

Tolerance of individual differences Emphasis on compliance and conformity

Customs and situational ethics Rules and rigid morality

Less emphasis on materialism Greater emphasis on material values

Language

More non-verbal communication More verbal communication

Observant (less talkative) Participant (more talkative)

Often speaks non-standard English dialect Generally speaks standard English dialect

More visually and orally oriented More print-oriented

Rarely read to, few print materials Often read to; home may have variety of print 
materials

Teaching Style

Concrete demonstration by Elders and experts Lecture	and	reading	by	certified	professionals

Integrated with family, community and life Separated from life and community

Learning takes place in natural setting Learning takes place in restricted (classroom) 
setting

Learning Style

Exploratory Forced

Peer and personal reward system (intrinsic) External rewards

Process-oriented (doing), co-operative Product-oriented (achieving), competitive

Independent and autonomous Dependent and controlled

Learning Routines

Flexible and non-existent Rigid, structured

“Staying	with	a	task”	not	emphasized “Staying	with	a	task”	emphasized

Time a minor factor Time is a factor

Aboriginal/Non-Aboriginal

Saskatchewan level 2 learning how to learn. (2001). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with permission. 
Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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This chart illustrates how differences in the area of language can lead to stereotyping and may diminish 
learning. It also shows that a non-Aboriginal instructor/tutor who is not aware of such things as the need 
for allowing pauses between sentences is much less likely to be effective when working with Aboriginal 
learners.

What’s confusing to English speakers 
about Athabaskans

What’s confusing to Athabaskans  
about English speakers

They do not speak. They talk too much.

They keep silent. They	always	talk	first.

They avoid situations of talking. 
They talk to strangers or people they don’t 
know.

They only want to talk to close 
acquaintances.

They think they can predict the future.

They play down their own abilities. They brag about themselves.

They act as if they expect things to be 
given to them.

They don’t help people even when they 
can.

They deny planning.
They always talk about what’s going to 
happen later.

They avoid direct questions. They ask too many questions.

They talk off topic. They always interrupt.

They never say anything about themselves.
They only talk about what they are 
interested in.

They are slow to take a turn in talking. They don’t give others a chance to talk.

They ask questions in unusual places.
They are always getting excited when they 
talk.

They	talk	with	a	flat	tone	of	voice.
They aren’t careful when they talk about 
things or people.

They are too indirect; they aren’t explicit.

They don’t make sense.

They just leave without saying anything.

What’s Confusing

Saskatchewan level 2 learning how to learn. (2001). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with permission. 
Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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Build Aboriginal culture into 
curriculum

•	 Use	poetry	and	other	arts	activities	such	as	
storytelling,	dance,	song	and	drama	as	a	means	of	
instruction.

•	 Include	learning	activities	and	projects	that	
incorporate	Native	tradition,	symbols,	ways	of	
life,	history,	etc.

•	 Involve	members	of	the	Aboriginal	community	
in	the	learning	as	guest	speakers,	to	give	
demonstrations,	to	give	ideas	for	learning.

Approach instruction of Aboriginal 
learners in a manner generally preferred 
within the culture

•	 Allow	learners	to	privately	rehearse	a	skill	before	
demonstrating	competency	publicly.

•	 Avoid	spot-lighting	learners	(i.e.,	singling	out	
individuals	for	praise,	criticism	or	responses).

•	 De-emphasize	competition	and	emphasize		
cooperative	and	collaborative	learning.

•	 Assist	learners	to	use	prior	knowledge	and	
experiences	to	help	absorb	new	material.

•	 Use	more	global,	holistic	instructional	approaches	
that	emphasize	the	development	of	self-esteem,	
confidence	and	empowerment.

•	 Build	life	skills	into	the	learning.

•	 Use	warmer,	more	personal	teaching	styles	and	
establish	relationships	with	learners.

•	 Actively	demand,	while	remaining	personally	
warm.

Appropriate Instructional Approaches and Techniques

•	 Be	sensitive	to	non-verbal	cues	signalling	the	
need	for	assistance	or	the	desire	to	discuss	an	
issue	with	the	instructor.

•		Accept	silences	and	allow	longer	pauses	after	
asking	questions.

Facilitate rather than direct learning

•	 Share	classroom	control	and	responsibility.

•	 Allow	learners	to	have	as	much	control	as	possible	
over	their	own	learning.

•	 Avoid	doing	all	the	talking	–	listen	as	well	as	talk.

•	 Use	small	group	work	and	discussion	rather	than	
lecturing.

Use experiential learning techniques

•	 Use	hands-on,	active	learning	such	as	field	trips,	
demonstrations.

Use specific instructional techniques to 
develop literacy skills

•	 Emphasize	a	writing	process	approach	rather	
than	a	grammar-based	sub-skills	method	to	
instruction.

•	 Use	a	whole	language,	integrated	approach	that	
emphasizes	the	words	and	experiences	of	the	
students.

Saskatchewan level 2 learning how to learn. (2001). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with permission. 
Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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Global

•	 tends	to	understand	best	when	overall	concept	is	presented	first

• learns best when overview or introduction is emphasized

• needs meaningful context

• sees relationships easily

•	 benefits	from	whole	language	approach

Imaginal

• learns best from images, both concrete and abstract (symbols, 
diagrams, similes, metaphors)

• codes information using images

•	 has	difficulty	verbalizing	own	images	but	can	make	them	and	use	
them for learning

Concrete

• learns best with support from materials that can be seen 
(photographs), touched and heard 

•	 “hands-on”	approach	is	effective

• needs example

Watch – Then Do (also Think – Then Do or Listen – Then Do)

•	 reflective

• needs time to think answer through

Aboriginal Learning Styles 

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education and 
Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf. Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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Getting to Know Your Learner

Ask your learner about her interests and hobbies. It may take a few sessions to get 
the whole picture, but it will come as you begin to build a relationship of trust. The 
purpose of your personal discussion is to guide instruction. It helps you to get to 
know your learner and the areas where you can help her. You also learn about her 
interests, which will help you decide what materials are relevant and meaningful 
in building her skills.

Use open-ended questions. When your learner shares important information with 
you, remember it. Be sure to tell the learner about yourself to help her feel safe and 
comfortable in this new relationship.

You may need to be careful when asking about family, especially if she may have 
unpleasant or traumatic family experiences.

Some things your learner tells you may be confidential. Be sensitive and respectful 
of the information she shares with you.

Use your first meeting to begin the process of getting to know your learner.
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Sample Questionnaire A

Questions to ask a learner

1. Do you need reading to help you at your work? 

2. Do you want to learn how to solve problems in your life? 

3. Do you want to learn more about the world around you (such as information on 
history, geography and great literature)? 

4. Do you want to learn more about yourself? 

5. What are some of the things you are interested in?

6. Do you like working closely with just one person?

7. How do you feel about learning?

8. What have you found helps you in learning new things? 

9. What do you think will make this a good learning experience for you?

10. Can you think of something that would make it difficult for you to meet with a tutor?

11. What are some school experiences you remember?

12. How do you feel about reading?

13. Do you believe a person can get better at reading?

14. Do you believe that learning the sounds of words will make you a good reader?

15. How do you feel about writing?

16. Do you believe that all good readers are also good writers?

17. Do you believe that if you were a good speller you would also be a good writer?

18. How do you remember a telephone number from the first time you hear it to the time 
you use it? (This will find out what learning strategy the learner uses.)

19. How would you remember where you parked your car in a large car park? (Again, this 
will find out what learning strategy the learner uses.)
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Sample Questionnaire B

Interests, activities, hobbies 

Engage the learner in a conversation about favourite recreation, sports and leisure 
activities. Talk about any organizations or groups that the learner belongs to. Talk about 
the kinds of things that he likes to learn, watch on TV or read about. Also, ask about the 
things that he would like to read and write about in class.

The following are sample questions that can be used to initiate this conversation. 

1.   What kinds of activities do you like to do the most?

2.   What kinds of activities don’t you like to do?

3.   What would you do if you won the lottery?

4.   What is the best holiday you have ever had?

5.   If you could spend a whole day doing anything you wanted, what would you do?

6. Tell me about someone you really admire.

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education and 
Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf. Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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Sample Questionnaire C

1. Where have you travelled?

2. What kinds of movies or television programs do you like the best? Why?

3. What stories or kinds of books do you enjoy the most? Why are these your favourites?

4. If you had spare time, what would you like to do?

5. Do you like sports, outdoor activities, cooking or sewing?

6. Do you like to read? Why or why not?

7. How much time and effort do you think you can give to learning? 

8. Have you ever had any of the following physical problems: 

• poor eyesight

• hearing loss

• speech difficulties

Questions to ask ESL learners

1. What is your first language?

2. How old were you when you learned to speak English?

3. When did you come to Canada?

4. Did you have a chance to go to school in your native country?

5. If so, for how many years?

6. Do you read and write in your own language?

7. What language do you speak at home?
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Sample Questionnaire D

Acquired skills

A discussion about work experience and literacy tasks that the learner is currently 
performing will provide information about skills and strategies that the learner can build 
on. It will also help the learner recognize his strengths and competencies.

Work

1. Do you have a job now?

2. If so, what kind of work do you do?

3. If not, what kind of jobs have you had?

4. Do you need to use reading and writing at work?

5. What reading and writing do you do at work?

6. How are you coping with these tasks?

Home

1. Do you do any reading on your own now?

2. What kinds of things do you read at home, in stores, on the street (for example, 
TV schedule, mail, newspapers, stories to children, labels, street signs)?

3. Do you do any writing on your own?

4. What kinds of things do you write (for example, shopping lists, cheques, notes, 
letters)?

5. How do you feel about your spelling?

6. How would improved reading, writing and spelling skills help you at home and at 
work?

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education and 
Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf. Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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How to Handle Concerns

Make time at the beginning or end of each session for your learner to discuss any 
challenges or concerns he might be experiencing. Allowing time at the beginning of your 
session for your learner to talk about his concerns will help clear his mind for learning. 
Always take time to be an empathetic listener. 

Your role as a tutor is not to be a social worker, but to help your learner develop problem-
solving skills. If you share some of your own concerns, you will show yourself as a regular 
human being who has challenges like everyone else. You might want to share how you 
resolved a concern or challenge as a model for your learner.  

You can link your learner’s concerns or challenges to literacy activities. For instance, you 
might help him find out about a particular issue by researching it using the computer, 
library, newspapers and other resources. Depending on the concern, you may want to 
help him draft letters or decide what to say in either face-to-face meetings or telephone 
conversations. You may want to role-play the conversations. You can help him determine 
which agencies or other organizations could offer help. Then you could work with your 
learner to find the contact information for those agencies. Where possible, you and your 
learner could research together how he could find others dealing with similar challenges. 
For example, you could help your learner link up with people dealing with addictions, 
family violence, parenting issues and/or depression. This can give your learner a sense of 
being connected and could help him gain some power and hope.

Remember that the learner needs to “own” his challenges and concerns as well as any 
changes he wants to make. You cannot be the one to solve your learner’s concerns.

You could use some form of art or journal writing in your sessions. This may provide a 
way for your learner to express some of the issues that are bothering him.

If you are concerned about the information your learner shares with you about a 
particular problem or concern, talk to your coordinator.
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Learning Situations

Your learner works a lot and has very little time for learning. She says it is too noisy at home “so 
I can’t study or do homework.” Therefore, whatever happens in your tutoring session is the only 
learning that occurs.

Your learner tells you that she has lost or broken her glasses and is not able to get new ones for 
a variety of reasons. There’s not much learning that can be done until she finds a way to get new 
glasses.

Your learner reveals that he is often short of money and has a family to feed. He needs to get food 
somewhere. The family is Asian and they don’t like the usual kinds of foods that are in a basket from 
the food bank.

Your learner reveals that she is in an abusive situation and is very fearful. She misses a lot of meetings 
and when she comes, most of the time is taken up with listening to her story about the situation and 
her fears. She indicates that she does not know where to turn for a resolution to her situation.

Your learner talks about past bad treatment he has experienced because “everyone said I was stupid. 
But I really want to learn. I know I can learn.” But in every meeting, time is taken up as your learner 
repeats this story about his past.

Your learner comes to a session looking sad.  After a bit of small talk, she says, “I was working on my 
writing.  My husband saw me and said, ‘Why are you doing that? You’re wasting your time.’”

Your learner is a new immigrant who was initially very keen on the sessions.  Five months later, he 
can hardly drag himself into the sessions.  He is exhausted all the time and often feels sick.

Your learner has trouble remembering.  She sometimes forgets things that you think she learned well 
and she has to relearn them.  One of the things that she forgets is to come to sessions, even when you 
phone the day before.

Your learner feels that he is a long way from reaching his goal.  He says, “I’m so slow.”  As his tutor, 
you know that he has made good progress.

Your learner has accomplished all her goals, but she doesn’t seem to want to end the sessions.
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How long does it take to learn to read and 
write?

A good question, but impossible to answer. There are 
many contributing factors that impinge on a learner’s 
ability to learn to read and write, such as motivation, 
ability, other commitments and health. When you have 
been working with your learner for a while, you will 
begin to have a clearer picture of how long it is going to 
take.

What is it like to have problems reading and 
writing?

Some learners have compared it to being blind. As they 
learn to read, new windows on the world open for them. 
They have often lived with poor esteem and feelings 
of failure. They may have hidden their weak reading 
from friends, co-workers and even their families with 
excuses (“I forgot my glasses”). On the other hand, many 
compensate by developing keen listening, observation 
and memory skills.

If adults admit their reading and writing problems 
because they want access to the printed word, then the 
people who act as their eyes have access to much of their 
personal information – information that they might want 
to keep confidential. They are living part of their lives 
through someone else. This can be demoralizing and a 
burden to others, especially when it is a parent relying on 
a child.

Is there a typical learner?

There is no typical learner! They range in age from late 
teens to seniors. Some are employed and some are not. 
Some have completed only elementary school but many 
have completed Grade 12, especially in high schools that 
emphasized vocational training. Many learners who have 
a Grade 12 education function at a much lower level. 
Some deaf learners have been to residential schools; 
others may not have had formal schooling. Some learners 
have learning disabilities but did not get the help they 
needed when they were young.

All learners will be used to communicating orally in 
English, with the exception of some deaf and deaf/blind 
people. Of course, there are varying degrees of fluency. 
Many learners will continue to refine their English 
language skills as they learn to read and write.

Because learners enter programs voluntarily, they are 
often highly motivated to make changes in their lives. 
They know that their weak literacy skills are holding 
them back from reaching their goals.

Questions Tutors Commonly Ask

What do I need to consider when I am 
working with someone whose first language 
is not English?

• Ask how your learner wants to be addressed.
• Make sure you can spell and pronounce her name.
• Ask her to tell you about her culture, compare 

differences and similarities.
• Encourage independence.
• Focus on pronunciation only if errors result in 

misunderstandings.
• Watch facial expressions and body language.
• Speak clearly and use plain English.
• Avoid idioms and jargon – be as direct as possible.
• Use the active voice rather than the passive voice.
• Use visual clues.

How do I help to build my learner’s self-
confidence?

People are usually frightened of change. Your learner is 
about to start something that will make a big impact on 
her life and on the lives of those around her. Relationships 
based on dependency will change as she discovers her 
increased independence. She needs to take an active part 
in deciding how to make and deal with those changes.

Recognize the fear that confronts people when they 
contemplate change. Work together to reduce and 
overcome that fear. Give your learner the opportunity to 
write about her feelings. She will probably feel vulnerable 
and lack confidence. As a tutor, you should accept that 
these feelings exist. Trust and open communication will 
help pave the way for change. You are in a position to 
provide support and encouragement. Believe in your 
learner.

Past failures often result in poor self-image, sensitivity 
to criticism and fear of error. This often has the effect of 
discouraging learners from wanting to use their initiative. 
One of the ways you can help is to discuss and list the 
things your learner has already successfully accomplished 
in her everyday life. The best way to boost confidence is to 
document progress and acknowledge success. Make the 
steps small so that there is lots of success. Encourage her 
to keep past work in a portfolio so that she can refer back 
to it and use it to measure progress.
Learners do not always absorb new information as 
quickly as you would expect. The ability to learn does not 
deteriorate much with age, but the rate of learning might 
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be slower. Be patient. Use a variety of methods to teach 
and review. This helps to eliminate boredom for your 
learner and helps to improve self-esteem.

Your learner will practise a new skill with you, and when 
she feels sufficiently confident, she will go out and use 
it in a real-life situation. Each time she uses a new skill 
successfully, her confidence will grow, and with it her 
self-esteem and the feeling that she has control of her life.

Am I expected to take on a social worker 
role if my learner needs advice on personal 
problems?

You may want to deal with personal problems that 
involve looking for information or writing letters, but 
situations where you lack the necessary experience 
or issues that revolve around personal safety are best 
referred to staff.

Sometimes you might want to tell your learner that you 
feel the issue is important and ask if she would like to 
talk to a staff person. She may want to write about the 
situation as a way to help her decide what action to take.

My learner is very passive. How do I 
encourage more active learning?

A passive person rarely plays any role in her own 
education, but feels comfortable following whatever 
the instructor or volunteer decides is best. She often 
lacks confidence to be assertive,  ask questions or work 
independently. She may meet with you regularly, but 
develop few new concepts and make few decisions. 
You need to introduce her to the idea of goal setting 
and making choices. You also need to encourage active 
participation in lessons. 

Here are some suggestions for doing that:
• Guide and facilitate, don’t direct.
• Give her choices about activities, order of activities 

and break time.
• Let her take responsibility for determining learning 

styles. 
• Ask lots of open-ended questions.
• Ask for feedback.
• Ask her to bring in her own materials.
• Let her help plan the next session.

If you are working in a group setting, encourage lots of 
work in pairs and problem solving in groups.

Believe in your learner. A learner often arrives with poor 
self-esteem and fears yet more failure. Let her know that 
she has taken an important first step in coming to the 
program. Explain that it takes a lot of motivation and 
perseverance to set aside that fear and settle down to 
learn. Discuss what she has already accomplished. Build 
on what she can already do. As her self-esteem begins 

to grow, she will gradually come to believe her ideas are 
worthwhile. She will become more willing to trust others 
and to share ideas. Building trust is a very important part 
of helping a learner become more active.

Let your learner know that you are not perfect. If you 
make mistakes and admit when you don’t know things, 
then it will be easier for her to do the same.

What comments can I use to motivate my 
learner?

You need to be sincere when you comment on your 
learner’s work. Don’t gush. Give praise only when it is 
due. Be specific. Then your learner will know exactly 
what she has achieved.

How can I help my learner to remember 
information?

Your learner will have a lot of new information to 
remember. Thinking about and recording useful 
information is an important skill in itself. She may need 
to develop strategies for doing this. She may also want to 
keep copies of useful personal information. 

Here are a few suggestions for her to follow:
• Keep learning materials in a binder.
• Organize the binder – have dividers to separate 

work.
• Keep useful word lists.
• Keep examples of personal details in the binder, for 

reference.
• Keep examples of completed forms in the binder.
• Keep a copy of her resume in the binder.
• Keep a list of books she has read.

Here are a few suggestions for you and your learner to 
follow:

• Consider her preferred learning style.
• Highlight key words.
• Make flash cards for key words.
• Have a word bank or have her create her own word 

book.
• Have lists of survival words and a personal 

vocabulary list.
• Use colour coding.
• Use rhymes or nonsense phrases (mnemonics).
• Look for word patterns and keep lists.
• Use word associations.
• Make connections.
• Practise and review.
• Look back and reread language experience stories 

on a regular basis.
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I have found an article that my learner would 
be interested in, but the English is too hard. 
What should I do?

You may choose to rewrite the information using plain/
clear English. You can do this while still respecting the 
reader’s level of understanding. To do this, you will need 
to think of the person you are writing for and why you 
are writing. Be a reporter. State the who, what, when, 
where and why. Organize your ideas; put the important 
ideas first. Keep the writing simple and use the active 
voice. Limit the length of sentences to around 10 familiar 
words and write the way you talk. Use a simple sentence 
structure: subject, verb, object. Avoid jargon and use 
active verbs.

If reading material is at a difficult level, such as 
citizenship material or drivers’ information, read it aloud 
with your learner and then discuss the material.

What do I do if I run out of teaching ideas?

This can happen to anyone. It is a good time to talk 
to staff in the program. They have lots of valuable 
experience to share with you and can point you to some 
useful resources. Network with other tutors; ask staff to 
organize “Tutor Nights.” It may be time to go out into 
the community and let your learner practise some of the 
skills she has learned with you. Going to the bank, mall, 
grocery store or library may be just what you need to get 
you out of the rut.

I don’t feel as if we are getting anywhere. 
What do I do next?

If you feel your learner is not making progress, then try to 
find other ways to present the material to her. She may be 
more comfortable using a computer than pen and paper. 
She may need to take a break and come back to this topic. 
Whatever happens, talk to her. It is her decision. Keep 
the feedback flowing. Do not say, “You don’t seem to be 
making progress.” Instead, put the responsibility on your-
self: “I don’t seem to have found the right way to teach 
this yet. Do you have any suggestions?” This is another 
time when it is good to get the support of staff.

How do I work with a multi-level group?

In a group situation, it will usually be the instructor who 
is facilitating the group. Nevertheless, you may wish to 
think about this subject, as the instructor may invite you 
to work with the group as you become more experienced.

When learners are at different levels, it can be a challenge 
to develop activities that will meet the needs of all the 
learners in the group. Here are some suggestions:

• Provide a variety of materials at different levels.
• Use thematic units or project work.
• Pair beginning readers with more advanced readers.
• Rewrite important information in clear language.
• Use non-reading activities (e.g., discussions).
• Use newspaper articles – give different assignments.
• Encourage learners to work things out or solve 

problems in small groups.
• Get learners to plan activities (e.g., field trips or 

speakers).
• Read aloud to your group.
• Brainstorm.
• Use activities that involve various literacy skills, 

such as creating a newsletter or recipe book.
• Gear writing activities to the level of each learner –  

beginning readers can dictate sentences or write 
captions for photographs; more advanced readers 
can write articles.

• Use process writing techniques. 

When learners are comfortable in a group setting, 
learning takes place. The lessons learned in group 
interaction are an important part of personal growth. 
Employers are looking for people with critical thinking 
skills, good communication skills, positive attitudes 
and the ability to work well in groups. These skills can 
be developed in a small group setting. Learners have an 
opportunity to share opinions and explanations. They 
learn to listen to others, value each other’s contributions, 
consider other points of view and achieve agreement. 
They also learn how to resolve group conflict. There is 
interdependence and shared responsibility.

What if the learner and I clash?

Hopefully you will not find yourself in this position; if 
you do, don’t panic. In a classroom setting the instructor 
will help you to handle the situation. Consult with a staff 
person if you are working one-on-one with a learner and 
you feel you need help.

Misunderstandings may occur between individuals or 
in a group. Reasons vary. It may be because one of you 
is often late or forgets to show up, or because of certain 
views relating to culture or religion. Some learners 
may expect you to be the “boss” and see it as a sign of 
weakness if you are not. Some learners may find it hard 
to accept women in authority roles. There may be other 
gender or cultural issues or problems that relate to 
personal space or making eye contact.

Whatever the reason, disagreement and conflict will 
always be a part of our lives. In itself, conflict is neither 
good nor bad. However, it is important to deal with 
situations as they arise. They can be a learning experience 
for you and your learner. Use them as a teaching 
opportunity. How you handle disagreements can 
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encourage your learner to adopt some of your strategies. 
This may help with some life skills issues. Here are some 
suggestions for resolving disagreements:

• State the problem from your perspective.
• Focus on the issue or behaviour, not the person.
• Use “I” statements: “I’m not happy when you….”
• Ask how the other people involved see the problem.
• Acknowledge the significance of the other person’s 

comments.
• Maintain the self-confidence of the others involved.
• Separate fact from opinion.

What are some of the other issues that I 
might encounter?

The table below describes some difficult issues you might 
encounter as you work with your learner. It offers reasons 
for her behaviour and suggestions for dealing with the 
issues.

It is important to keep staff informed if your learner 
loses motivation or misses a few sessions. Do not let this 
become a problem.

Issues Reasons and suggestions

Prefers not to write things 
down

Offer to do the writing or get her to write a few words over a period of time.

Forgets things very easily She may have a poor short-term memory – needs to practise between classes. May be 
affected by other personal problems.

Often grasps ideas more 
slowly than you thought

Build on her past experience. Present concepts in a variety of ways.

Never finishes a story Use materials that can be covered in one lesson.

Knows more about some 
topics than you

Learn from her experience.

Is quiet and does not want 
to communicate much

May have had bad experiences with instructors in the past. Gain her trust.

Chats non-stop May be nervous and want to postpone learning. Use her experience in lessons.

Has difficulty starting new 
habits

It is hard to unlearn mistakes. Be patient.

Is too nervous to 
concentrate for long

Helping to cope with learning is as important as teaching her to read and write. Keep 
materials short. Have plenty of variety.

Is depressed She may have pressures at home. Put prepared lessons aside if she needs to talk. 
Encourage journal writing. Make the learning environment comfortable. Give opportunities 
for success. Consult staff.

Does not like another 
member of the group

She may feel other learners are taking up too much of your time. There may be cultural 
differences. Discuss with the instructor.

Does not like you You may remind her of someone else. She may feel you are not interested. Talk to program 
staff if you cannot resolve the issue or you would like advice.

Is tired Learning should be in short chunks and varied. Perhaps you could arrange a different 
meeting time.

Stops coming You or the instructor will need to contact her and find out what is happening. Sometimes, 
all it takes is a call to show you care. Some programs will have a policy regarding 
attendance.

Harwood, C. (2001). Handbook for literacy tutors. Ottawa, Ontario: Ottawa-Carleton Coalition for Literacy. ISBN 1-894593-10-3. 
Used with permission.
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Setting Goals – An Overview 

Elements of the goal-setting process

• Identify short- and long-term goals.

• Break goals into smaller pieces and be as specific as possible.

• Determine steps to achieve each goal.

• Determine which goals are most important to work on first.

• Record the goals in a learning plan.

• Develop a timetable for accomplishing each goal.

• Determine how you will know when you have reached a goal. 

• Every time you reach a goal, celebrate in a way that is meaningful for the 
learner.

• Review the learning plan regularly and revise it as necessary.

Some tips for setting goals

• Include your learner in the planning process.

• Ask your learner what he hopes to accomplish.

• Establish realistic time frames for achieving the goal.

• Use one of the questionnaires to help determine the learners’ goals.

• Find your learners’ strengths. 
- Idea: You could ask your learner to name three things he is good at.

• Beginning learners have difficulty stating goals. You may need to find out 
- more about your learner 
- what is happening in his life
- if the learner knows what a goal is

• The first goal could even be to focus on learning how to learn.

Review the goals often because they can change. 

Remember that the reason to set goals is to

• help your learner to realize he is making progress

• help you determine what progress he has made

• help you and your learner know what to work on
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Setting Goals 

Goal Learning objectives Criteria for evaluation

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education and 
Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf. Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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Learner Profile A

Alvina

Although Alvina’s brothers and sisters went to school, she was kept home to help with the 
household chores. Now that her children are grown, she would like to learn to read and 
write.

Alvina is a mother and a grandmother. She left her rural home when she was about 18 and 
worked as a live-in housekeeper for a city family. Since marrying, she has helped manage 
family-run businesses. She has four children and five grandchildren. The youngest, a  
two-year-old girl, is the apple of her eye. They spend a lot of time together.

Alvina didn’t have specific reasons for learning to read and write, except that she wanted 
to be like everyone else. During lessons, Alvina said that she wanted to be able to write 
her own story someday.

At the start of tutoring, Alvina recognized most alphabet letters and knew some of the 
sounds. She recognized some words on sight. She could use consonant letters to spell 
words when they were dictated and could sign her name. She knew the order of the 
alphabet; she had used alphabetical order to keep track of files in the family business.

Norton, M. (1990). Preparing literacy tutors: A trainer’s manual. Cold Lake, Alberta: Lakeland College. ISBN 0-980683-10-X. 
Used with permission.
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Learner Profile B

Raymond

Raymond was 15 when he left school, but he hadn’t been going regularly. His parents’ 
separation around that time was difficult for him.

Raymond worked in construction until he had a disabling accident on the job. He wants 
to learn to read and write so he can upgrade his education and get a sit-down job.

When his tutor writes down a story that Raymond dictates, he can read it back with 
little trouble. It is harder for him to read other stories, but he can manage if the topic is 
familiar. He uses the context to predict words, but he has difficulty using the letter cues. 
Often he can predict words in passages, but not recognize them by themselves. At first he 
was nervous about writing or spelling, but with encouragement, he started to spell words 
the way they sounded, and then to spell them from memory of how they looked.

Raymond is sociable and is interested in the news. He likes the outdoors and animals.

Norton, M. (1990). Preparing literacy tutors: A trainer’s manual. Cold Lake, Alberta: Lakeland College. ISBN 0-980683-10-X. 
Used with permission.
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Learner Profile C

Helen

Helen attended a vocational high school. She’s working as a cook’s helper in a fast-food 
restaurant. Her work is quite routine, so she doesn’t have to read new information at work 
very often. However, she would like to improve her reading and writing so she can take 
some courses and advance in her work.

Helen can read the menu from work and can read familiar recipes. Since starting 
tutoring, she has enjoyed reading stories that her tutor has helped her pick out.

Helen sounds out words she doesn’t recognize, but sometimes the words she comes up 
with don’t make sense. Sometimes she can read a passage and recognize almost all of the 
words, but not understand what she has read.

Helen has very neat handwriting and can spell many words correctly. She is reluctant to 
write about her own ideas.

Helen lives at home and sometimes babysits for her older sister. She enjoys bowling.

Norton, M. (1990). Preparing literacy tutors: A trainer’s manual. Cold Lake, Alberta: Lakeland College. ISBN 0-980683-10-X. 
Used with permission.
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Learner Profile D

Carl

Carl was suspended for the last two weeks of school when he was about 13. He found a job 
up north and has been working ever since. He’s worked in mining and construction and 
has run his own businesses. Most recently, he fixed and sold used appliances.

Carl says he can read just about anything he has to, if he can take his time. He uses his 
background knowledge to figure out what something is about, even if he can’t get all 
of the words. He can often figure out a word from context, but he doesn’t know other 
strategies for identifying words that he can’t figure out that way. Even when Carl has 
trouble with the words, he can read something and remember most of what it is about.

Carl says that spelling is his real problem. When asked to spell a word, he tries to 
remember what it looks like – you can see him try to see the word in his head. If he can’t 
remember the word, he doesn’t try to spell it. When encouraged to spell words the way 
they sound, Carl could do so. However, he had a hard time telling the difference between 
sounds. Because of his difficulty with spelling, Carl avoids writing.

Carl tells a good story and is happy to share tips about fixing washing machines.  
He likes to keep up on the news – he watches it on T.V. and looks through the newspaper 
most days.

Norton, M. (1990). Preparing literacy tutors: A trainer’s manual. Cold Lake, Alberta: Lakeland College. ISBN 0-980683-10-X. 
Used with permission.
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Task List for Setting Goals 

Tasks Can do Work on now Work on later Not interested

AT HOME

Read labels

Read mail

Look up phone numbers

Follow directions for assembly

Write shopping list

Read bills

Read/write letters, notes

Read newspaper

Read magazines

Read stories to children

Help with homework

Read medicine directions

Read a lease

Fill out applications

BANKING

Open account

Fill out bank forms

Write cheques

Keep bank book
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Tasks Can do Work on now Work on later Not interested

SHOPPING

Read signs and labels

Compare prices

Count money

Make change

Order something by mail

WORK

Read information about training

Fill out job applications

Prepare resume

Write cover letters

Read/write telephone messages

Read/write memos

Read paycheque

Read work orders

Read safety information

Take telephone messages
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Tasks Can do Work on now Work on later Not interested

GETTING AROUND

Use telephone book

Read street names

Read a map

Write down directions

Read bus schedule

Read a menu

Take driver’s test

Read in church

GENERAL

Read short stories

Write stories

Read stories to my children

Keep a diary

Write letters to the newspaper

Practise cursive writing

Spell better

Learn to add/subtract

Learn fractions

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education and 
Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf. Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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What Makes a Good Lesson Plan?

It comes from the learner’s goals.

It is flexible. 

It is organized. 

It includes a break. 

It connects the learner and everyday life.

It goes from the known to the unknown.

It is in tune with what the learner needs.

It gives variety and practice.

It provides the tutor, at a glance, with the topics 

to be discussed and the resources to use.
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Tips for Planning

• Review the work you did at the last session.

• Plan more than necessary in case you decide to drop an activity and do 
something else.

• Make the session enjoyable.

• Ask yourself if you would be happy with the proposed lesson if you were the 
learner.

• Go from the known to the unknown.

• Remain flexible.

• At the end of each lesson, plan the next one while you have ideas in your 
mind. 

• Tune into what your learner needs.

• Give variety and lots of practice in the session.

Remember to ask yourself

• Did new goals arise?

• Is material related to your learner’s goals and objectives?

• Why are you using particular activities?

• What role does your learner play in planning sessions and selecting materials?

Homework helps your learner to

• practise

• try things on her own

• share her work with others

• maintain continuity between sessions

Although you cannot force your learner to do homework, you can stress that 
progress is more rapid with practice and review.
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Lesson Plans

Two techniques you can use to help plan a lesson

1. A good lesson plan follows ROPES:

Review of the last session

Overview of the material to cover in this session

Presentation of the new material

Exercise - practice of the new material

Summary of what you taught

2. Ask these questions:

• What do I hope to accomplish?

• What will my learner do?

• What will I do?

• What materials will we need?

• How will we know if we made progress?

It does not matter which of the many lesson formats/templates you choose for 
your lesson; just be sure

• your lesson plan is organized

• you can tell at a glance the topic to discuss and materials to use
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Lesson Plan Template A

Name:                                              Date:                                 Lesson:                                 

1. What do we hope to accomplish during this session? 
(These are the goals of the session.)

2. What will the learner do?

3. What will I do? 

4. What resource material do we need?

5. How will we know if we have made progress?

Saskatchewan level 1 tutor training kit: Tutor manual. (2000). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with 
permission. Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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Lesson Plan Template B

Name:                                              Date:                                  

Goals:                                                                                                                                        

           

Learning 
objectives

Teaching 
strategies

Materials
Ongoing 

evaluation

Saskatchewan level 1 tutor training kit: Tutor manual. (2000). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with 
permission. Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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Lesson Plan Template C
 

Goals                                             Activities                                         Comments

Warmup

Review

New lesson

Part one

Part two

Conclusion

Materials
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Lesson Plan Template D

Name:                                                      Date:                                            

What will my learner do?

How will I present this information to my learner?

What resources will I use?

How did it go?
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Lesson Plan Template E
 
Name:                                                       Date:                                   

Lesson:                                                                                                 

 What will the   
learner do?

What will I do? Resources How did it go?
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Assessing the Session

Sessions also have to be assessed to see if they are meeting the needs of the learner. Talk 
about the following together at the end of the lesson:

Learner-related concerns

•	 Was the session at the right pace for the learner?

•	 Did the learner participate in planning and evaluating the lesson?

•	 Was the learner active more often than the tutor?

•	 Did the learner feel good about what happened, more confident about her ability to 
learn or to read or write?

Content-related concerns

• Was the new information useful and related to the goals?

• Did the lesson include enough or too many explanations, demonstrations, and practice 
activities?

• Were the activities interesting and varied?

• Did the session include reading, writing, listening and speaking activities?

• Were the tasks “real”? Were they presented in real situations? Did they involve real 
people?

Materials-related concerns

• Were they

- “real”?
- for adults?
- related to the goal?
- varied?
- at a suitable level?

Other concerns

• Was a goal reached? 

• Did the goal change during the session? 

• Was a new goal set at the end of the session? 

• Were praise and feedback provided?

• Did both the learner and tutor stay on track?

Saskatchewan level 1 tutor training kit: Tutor manual. (2000). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with 
permission. Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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How Well Am I Doing as a Tutor?

1. Do I respect my learner as an adult and meet on equal terms?

2. Do I create a friendly and welcoming atmosphere?

3. Is my learner aware of the purpose of the activities? Do I state the purpose in 
a way the learner understands?

4. Are my learner’s needs being met?

5. Does my learner know when he has reached his stated goal?

6. Am I flexible in my tutoring?

7. Do I take into account my learner’s preferred learning style and use a variety 
of activities?

8. Do I allow my learner to share his experiences and knowledge?

9. Do I explain clearly how to complete an activity?

10. Have I helped my learner feel motivated and be an active learner?

11. Does my learner look forward to next week?

12. Do I remember my learner is important and I need to meet his needs?

13. Do I enjoy what I am doing?
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Lesson Comments

Name:                                                       Date:                                   

Lesson:                                                                                                 

1. How did it go?

2. What worked? What didn’t work?

3. What will the student(s) do at home before the next session?

4. What will I do at home before the next session?

5. What will we do during the next session?

5. 5. 

Saskatchewan level 1 tutor training kit: Tutor manual. (2000). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with 
permission. Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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Developing a Portfolio

Why would I use a portfolio with my learner?

• It is a way of evaluating my learner’s progress.

• It is a sample file of my learner’s work over a period of time.

• I can use it to help empower my learner.

What should be included in a portfolio?

A portfolio may include the following items:

• a title page

• your learner’s goals and the progress made on those goals

• learning plans 

• dated samples of work, including drafts and final versions of your 
learner’s writing

• attitudes and beliefs about reading and writing

• a summary sheet

Before developing a portfolio

• Explain to your learner what a portfolio is.

• Ask if he would be interested in developing one.

• If he is not interested, then do not use it.
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Portfolio Assessment

Portfolio assessment is a way of evaluating a student’s progress by keeping samples of 
the work he has accomplished in one place. It is, in fact, a form of a resume. The student 
keeps ongoing work in folders and from time to time selects and transfers his best work to 
another folder – the portfolio. The concept of a portfolio is very similar to the graphic art 
portfolio where the artist keeps samples of his best work to show prospective clients. The 
thoughtful portfolio provides a snapshot of a student’s capabilities and achievements at a 
given time.

How to put together a portfolio

1. Introduce the idea of a portfolio to your student, explaining why you think it is a good 
idea to use this type of assessment. If your student agrees, go ahead. If not, don’t press 
the issue.

2. Once you and your student have decided to try putting together a portfolio, plan for it. 
Working together, decide on the following:

• What will you collect for the portfolio? The materials you collect should reflect the 
student’s learning goals and interests.

• How often are you going to select materials for the portfolio?

• What criteria are you going to use to determine what is to be selected? Remember the 
portfolio is both a process and a product.

• Where will the portfolio be kept?

How to organize the materials

The material collected for the portfolio should be organized to fit the needs and interests 
of your student. Here are some ideas on how to organize the material:

1. Chronological order

 The sample contains work organized from the earliest to the most recent. This can 
prompt a good discussion on what progress has been made by the student and how best 
to display this progress.

2. Level of complexity

 Start with work of less complexity and add work of greater complexity as the student 
progresses. For example, for a beginning literacy student, you may begin to collect 
examples of first attempts at writing sentences. As your student progresses, you can 
include samples of more complex sentences, paragraphs, stories, etc.
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3. Talents, skills or areas of knowledge

 These samples can be related to activities or accomplishments at work, at home, as part 
of a hobby or a volunteer activity in the community. For example, if your student likes 
fly fishing, include instructions of how to tie flies, examples of flies that the student has 
tied, journal entries about fly fishing etc.

4. Theme

 Samples of work can be collected for such themes as personal growth, risk taking, 
career development, etc.

Examples of materials that can be kept in a portfolio

• writing samples of various types                                                            

• notes on the student’s strengths and needs                                           

• lists of student’s short-term goals                              

• career plan charts

• lists of books, magazines, and articles the student has read

• attendance sheets

• student self-evaluations                                                                            

• highlights of journal entries

• awards

• test results

• photographs                       

• artwork

• various certificates

• letters of reference or commendation

Keeping a portfolio is an effective way of providing a literacy or ESL student with a means 
of critical self-evaluation of what progress he is making. It is a tool for empowering 
students and tutors to think about student evaluation as a process as well as a product.

Frontier College tutor’s handbook. (1997). Toronto, Ontario: Frontier College Press. ISBN 0-921031-20-3. Used with permission.
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Components of a Portfolio 

Sample
PORTFOLIO SUMMARY AND REVIEW SHEET

Learning objectives

In this portfolio, there are/is

Reviewer’s input 

Questions, positive comments, suggestions

1. Samples of writing that 
show complete sentences

2. Samples of writing that 
show a variety of sentence 
types

3. Samples of writing that 
show a clear main idea and 
supporting details

4. Evidence of writing for 
different purposes

5. Evidence of reflective 
thinking about his or her 
writing

6. Evidence of self-monitoring 
and self-correcting 
strategies

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education and 
Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf. Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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Components of a Portfolio

PORTFOLIO SUMMARY AND REVIEW SHEET

Learning objectives

In this portfolio, there are/is

Reviewer’s input 

Questions, positive comments, suggestions

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education and 
Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf. Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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Components of a Portfolio 

Questions for Thinking About a Reading Selection

Name:                                                                                       

Date:                                                                                     

Title of reading:                                                                     

1. Why did you decide to read this?

2. What was important to you when you were reading this?

3. Before you read this, what did you do to understand it better?

4. What problem did you have as you were reading this? 

5. How did you solve this problem?

6. What did you think about this reading?

7. How do the ideas, situations and characters match your own experiences?

8. What kind of article or book would you like to read next? 

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education and 
Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf. Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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Components of a Portfolio 

Reading Self-evaluation

Thinking about yourself as a reader

1. What kinds of reading have you done in the past?

2. What kinds of things do you like to read the most?

3.  What kinds of things do you like to read the least?

4.  How do you decide what you will read?

5.  What do you think one has to do to be a good reader?

6.  What are some things you wish you could do better as a reader?

7.  What are your strengths as a reader?

8.  What has helped you the most with your reading?

9.  What have you learned to do as a reader that you couldn’t do before?

10. What are your future goals as a reader?

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education and 
Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf. Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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Components of a Portfolio 

Reading Progress

What I read:                                                                        

Date:                                                                                   

This was especially important to me when I read this:

This is what I did before I started to read:

I had these problems when I read this:

This is how I solved these problems:

Next, I would like to read:

Saskatchewan level 1 tutor training kit: Tutor manual. (2000). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with 
permission. Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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Components of a Portfolio 

Questions for Thinking About a Piece of Writing

Name:                                                                                       

Date:                                                                                     

Title of work:                                                                     

1.  Why did you choose this writing?

2.  Why did you write this?

3.  What was important to you when you were writing?

4.  What problems did you have?

5.  How did you solve them?

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education and 
Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf. Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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Components of a Portfolio 

Writing Progress

What I read:                                                                        

Date:                                                                                   

I chose this writing to put in my portfolio because:

I decided to write this because:

I like this piece of writing because:

I had these problems when I was writing this:

This is how I solved these problems:

Next, I would like to write:

Saskatchewan level 1 tutor training kit: Tutor manual. (2000). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with 
permission. Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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Components of a Portfolio 

Writing Self-evaluation

Thinking about yourself as a writer

Name:                                                                                       

Date:                                                                                     

1. What kinds of writing have you done in the past?

2. In general, how do you feel about what you write?

3. What kinds of things do you like to write most? Why?

4. What do you think one has to do to be a good writer?

5. What are the three most important things you are able to do as a writer?

6. What are three things you wish you could do better as a writer?

7. In what areas of writing have you noticed improvement?

8. What has helped you the most with your writing?

9. What is the best piece of writing you’ve ever done? What makes it so good?

10. What were your writing goals at the beginning of the term? How well do you 
feel you accomplished these goals? What new writing goals have you made?

Creative student assessment: A guide to developing meaningful evaluation. (1995). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Manitoba Advanced Education and 
Training, Adult Learning and Literacy. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf. Used with permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/creative_student_assessment_oct03.pdf
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Keep literacy in your life. (n.d.). Calgary, Alberta: Literacy Alberta. www.literacyalberta.ca/literacy.htm#b.

• Your brain is a muscle that needs exercise. Use it or lose it! Read something every day.

• Reading can happen anywhere — at the bus stop, hockey game, and doctor’s office —
even the bathroom!

• Let your child help you cook and have him or her read out the ingredients from the recipe.
Doubling the recipe builds great math skills.

• Support your local library by becoming a member. Take one book out at least once a
month. Libraries are a great place to spend a rainy day!

• Literacy is a gift that doesn’t come easily to many people. Share your gift by volunteering
at a local literacy program.

• Here’s a game to play in the car for younger children: write out the alphabet on a piece of
paper. Ask your children to watch the letters on the licence plates of passing cars. The
first child to cross off all the letters is the winner.

• Keep in touch with family and friends by sending birthday greetings, anniversary cards,
notes and e-mails. Remember to use correct grammar and punctuation to keep your
language skills strong.

• Start a family photo album with your child. Below each picture, help your child write a
story describing it. Future generations will thank you for it!

Reading opens the door to a world of fairy tales, fantasy, adventure,
drama, suspense, knowledge and wonder

Literacy is the key to unlocking it!

For more information, contact:

Literacy Alberta
302, 1300 - 8 St. SW
Calgary AB  T2R 1B2
Phone: 403-410-6990
Fax: 403-410-9024
Email: office@literacyalberta.ca
Web: www.literacyalberta.ca
Toll Free Literacy Help Line: 1-800-767-3231

Keep Literacy In Your Life

mailto:office@literacyalberta.ca
http://www.literacyalberta.ca
http://www.literacyalberta.ca/literacy.htm#b
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Word Strips

You can use these words and phrases or some of your own.

Learn how to use the bank machine

The learner decides what to learn (learner-centred instruction)

Job-related reading skills

Developing literacy skills to perform daily tasks

Helping a learner to make changes in his life

The tutor is the guide and resource

Phonics

Learning about the world around us

Learners question and analyze systems around them
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Defining Your Philosophy of Literacy

What do you think is the main reason someone would come for help with literacy? 

Read each of the following questions to help you come to a decision. The question that 
best identifies your belief is your philosophy of literacy.

1. Should adult literacy be mainly to help learners acquire knowledge?

If you answer, “Yes, acquiring knowledge is valuable in itself and is basically why I am 
involved in adult literacy,” then you will focus on teaching skills for the workplace, or 
focus on great literature, history and other subjects.

2. Should adult literacy be mainly for solving problems in society?

If you answer, “Yes, I am here mainly to help learners identify and solve their own 
problems, enhance their problem-solving ability and empower them to bring about 
social change where necessary,” then you will focus on helping the learner to solve 
problems in his personal life. 

3. Should adult literacy be mainly for self-esteem building and self-actualization?

If you answer, “Yes, my main purpose is to help literacy learners feel better about 
themselves, learn more about themselves, and develop their abilities and their 
potential,” then you will focus on using materials and resources that can help the 
learner to feel better about himself. 

Based on Quigley, A. (1996). Rethinking literacy education: The critical need for practice-based change. San Francisco, California: 
Jossey-Bass. ISBN 978-0-7879-0287-2.
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The Shower

The first time my mother told me she was hosting a shower, I thought all the ladies were going 
to have a shower together! I couldn’t figure out how they would all fit in the bathroom. When I 
was a little older, I used to help my                                 host showers. I always wore a party dress. 
But first, I would help her decorate the room. We used lots of paper storks and red and green 
crepe paper. We used to fix up the laundry basket for people to put their gifts in. We made it look 
like a baby cradle. At the party, I would pick out the gifts and hand them to the guest. Then the 
ladies used to                                 games. I used to pass around the paper and                                 for 
word games. One time they had races such as fastening and unfastening safety pins, or snapping 
babies’ clothing. The team I was on                                 . After the games, I helped to serve the 
sandwiches and cookies. The lady from across the street used to bring                                 that were 
shaped like balls and rolled in pink or blue sugar. There was always great food. Nobody seemed to 
worry about calories in those                                 .

1.   What color was the crepe paper?

2.   What did the author wear?

3.   Is the author male or female?

4.   What kind of shower is the author describing?

5.   Did you ever go to showers as a child? Were they like this shower?

6.   Do you think people should be concerned about calories?

Norton, M. (1988). Journeyworkers: Approaches to literacy education with adults – Tutor’s handbook. Calgary, Alberta: ACCESS –  
The Education Station. ISBN 0-921071-38-8. Used with permission.
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Basics of Reading

Reading is often divided into two different skill areas, word recognition and comprehension. To 
learn to read, both skills have to be developed. Adult literacy training manuals often refer to word 
recognition skills as print skills and to comprehension skills as meaning skills. Within these two 
skill areas are the basic components of reading. These components are the foundation of adult 
literacy instruction. Each reading strategy reinforces one or the other of these skills components.

Print skills instruction

Phonemic awareness training teaches a learner to detect, think about and manipulate the 
individual small sound-parts within words. This in turn helps a learner understand how the 
words in our language are represented in print. It moves from an understanding of rhymes 
through an awareness of words in a sentence to an awareness of syllables. Research shows that 
some struggling readers cannot hear the difference between the various sounds we make in 
speech. This can be quite difficult to teach, and those with a reading difficulty may never hear all 
the sounds we make.

Decoding instruction includes teaching a learner about phonics and sight words. Phonics is the 
correspondence between our language’s sounds and the letters we use to represent those sounds. 
Phonics instruction teaches the sound of each letter as well as teaching about syllables, prefixes 
and suffixes. Research shows that some learners need to be taught phonics directly. Sight words 
are words that we learn as a complete unit, by automatic recognition.

Fluency development is learning to read as easily as we speak. It involves knowing all the words 
in a printed text and being able to focus on meaning instead of decoding each individual word.

Meaning skills instruction

Vocabulary development builds knowledge of the words used in a language and extends the 
range of words known to an individual. 

Comprehension strategies help learners to actively understand what they read.

NOTE: It is crucial to remember that readers learn these skills at the same time, not one after 
another. Tutors need to focus on all these skills in each session.

Based on McShane, S. (2005). Applying research in reading instruction for adults: First steps for teachers. Washington, D.C.: National 
Center for Family Literacy and National Institute for Literacy: The Partnership for Reading. www.nifl.gov/partnershipforreading/publications/
applyingresearch.pdf.

http://www.nifl.gov/partnershipforreading/publications/applyingresearch.pdf
http://www.nifl.gov/partnershipforreading/publications/applyingresearch.pdf
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Tips for Phonemic 
Awareness and Phonics

• Research shows that most poor readers have poor 
phonemic awareness. 

• Develop methods of assessing the learner’s 
strengths and weaknesses. An assessment can 
be as simple as observing that a learner cannot 
read blended sounds. It would then be clear that 
blended sounds are an area to teach.

• Focus on sounds the learner is having difficulty 
with. Don’t get bogged down in teaching 
phonemes and phonics the learner already knows.

• Focus on one or two phonemic tasks and provide 
opportunity for practice.

• Use only a small portion of the tutoring session 
to focus on phonics and phonemic awareness. 
Otherwise, the learner will become bored and 
lose interest in the tutoring session. Remember 
that every session should include time focused on 
each component of reading. Combine phonics and 
phoneme awareness with fluency, vocabulary and 
comprehension activities in each tutoring session.

• Adjust the difficulty of your lesson so the learner 
is 80-90 per cent successful. Make the exercises 
easier by having fewer choices and shorter words. 
If the learner is becoming frustrated, discontinue 
the exercise and move onto other activities where 
he or she experiences success.

• Explain to learners that the purpose of learning 
phonemes and phonics is to help them read or 
sound out unknown words and to become better 
readers. Connect the phonics and phonemes they 
learn with text that is immediately relevant to 
them. 

• It is important to teach phonemic awareness and 
phonics together. Focus not only on the sound the 
letter makes (phonics) but on how it sounds in the 
word (phonemic awareness). In other words, do 
not teach sounds in isolation, without connecting 
them to words. Instead, teach sounds using whole 
words.

• Look for a good phonics workbook that focuses on 
using sounds in words.

• Some learners may not be able to hear all the 
sounds in a word. Using rhymes and word families 
to teach sounds can help.

• Teach vowels in word families especially if the 
learner has difficulty hearing the vowel sounds.

• Teach phonics from the easiest sounds to the 
hardest. (See the sequence below.)

Based on McShane, S. (2005). Applying research in reading 
instruction for adults: First steps for teachers. Washington, 
D.C.: National Center for Family Literacy and National Institute 
for Literacy: The Partnership for Reading. www.nifl.gov/
partnershipforreading/publications/applyingresearch.pdf.

Phonics Sequence

Going from easiest to hardest teach phonics in 
the followng order: 

• initial consonants

• final consonants

• short vowels

• consonant blends (bl, fr, gr, spr)

• long vowel sound

• consonant digraph, in other words, two 
consonants but one sound (th, sh ch, ng,ck)

• vowel digraph, in other words two vowels but 
one sound (ea, oa, ee, ai)

• diphthongs, in other words, two vowels and 
two sounds (oi-oil, oy –boy)

• soft c and g (city, giant)

• silent letters (knife, write)

• vowels controlled by r, l and w (car, fawn). 

Adapted from Martin, M. (1999). Phonics sequence. Red Deer, 
Alberta. Training material.

http://www.nifl.gov/partnershipforreading/publications/applyingresearch.pdf
http://www.nifl.gov/partnershipforreading/publications/applyingresearch.pdf
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The Laundromat

Ann and Carol are at Chris’s Laundromat. Neither one has a washing  
                                nor a dryer at home. Ann’s apartment is too small and 
Carol and her husband can’t afford a washer and dryer yet.

They come here to do their laundry once a                                 . Ann has 
a car but Carol hasn’t. Carol has to carry her bags of laundry about one 
kilometre to the laundromat. This is quite difficult, especially in the winter. 
But, because there is no public transportation, she has to                                 . 
Carol’s four-year-old daughter comes to the laundromat with her. At this 
age she loves to help her mother.

Carol and Ann enjoy the friendly atmosphere at the laundromat. They talk 
to each                                 while they are doing the laundry. This helps the 
time pass more quickly.

They also find out about many bargains and jobs by reading the  
                                board. Sometimes they meet people who have just 
moved to town. They try to make them feel                                  because they 
remember how they felt when they first came to Red Lake.

Sometimes a few men will come in and jam all their clothes into one or two 
washers. They don’t separate the light and the                                 clothes and 
they don’t check the pockets. They pour some soap in, put three  
                                in the slot and rush out to drink a                                  
next door at the bar while they wait for their laundry. They say they don’t 
understand why women complain about doing the laundry. Carol and Ann 
just laugh.

Norton, M. (1990). Preparing literacy tutors: A trainer’s manual. Cold Lake, Alberta: Lakeland College. ISBN 0-980683-10-X. 
Used with permission.
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Creating Cloze Text

Cloze is a strategy to help readers learn to predict unfamiliar words by using 
language clues and reading for meaning. 

In a cloze exercise, predictable words are blanked out for the reader to fill in using 
language and meaning clues. The tutors let the learners know that making guesses 
is something that good readers do to determine unfamiliar words. The cloze 
exercise will help them practise making guesses using words that they know.

The procedure

1.  Photocopy a short passage at the learner’s instructional reading level. Leave the 
first sentence complete but delete predictable words in the rest of the passage.

2.  Explain the purpose of the activity to your learner. Ask the learner to fill in the 
blanks with words that make sense and sound right.

3.  Model one of the blanks for the learner if needed.

4.  Have your learner read through the passage filling in the blanks.

5.  Accept all choices that make sense. If your learner uses a word that doesn’t 
make sense, ask her to read the sentence over and ask if her word choice makes 
sense. Help your learner to choose a better word.

Extended ideas for using cloze

•	 For beginners, leave the first letter and delete the rest of the word you are 
working on, so that the learners can predict words using the first letter as a clue.

•	 Try deleting all nouns or verbs or other parts of speech. This would work well 
for ESL learners who are learning prepositions.
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Strategies for Reading

NOTE: Ask your coordinator for more information on the specific strategies you 
are interested in using. 

Beginner Intermediate Advanced

Print Skills

Decoding
• Phonemic awareness and 

basic phonics using a 
structured program

• Word families
• Word sorts
• Sight words

Fluency
• Echo reading
• To, with and by

Decoding
• Prefixes/suffixes
• Advanced phonics
• Sight words

Fluency
• Paired reading
• Reader’s Theatre
• Read along with tapes

Decoding
• Compound words
• Syllabication

Fluency
• Reader’s Theatre
• Silent reading

Meaning Skills

Vocabulary
• Pre-reading unknown 

words
• Word bank
• Life skills technique
• Fill in the blanks
• Modified cloze

Comprehension
• Think-alouds
• Pre-reading
• Question/answer

Vocabulary
• Prefixes/suffixes
• Pre-reading unknown 

words
• Word bank
• Cloze

Comprehension
• DTRA
• ReQuest

Vocabulary
• Idioms
• Dictionary use
• Common root words
• Prefixes/suffixes
• Homographs (look the 

same but have different 
meanings – good for ESL)

Comprehension
• Summarizing
• Critical reading
• SQ3R

Based on McShane, S. (2005). Applying research in reading instruction for adults: First steps for teachers. Washington, D.C.: National 
Center for Family Literacy and National Institute for Literacy: The Partnership for Reading. www.nifl.gov/partnershipforreading/publications/
applyingresearch.pdf.

http://www.nifl.gov/partnershipforreading/publications/applyingresearch.pdf
http://www.nifl.gov/partnershipforreading/publications/applyingresearch.pdf
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Learner Profile A: Pat

Pat works as a cashier in a bakery and was referred to Intermediate Literacy by her 
union representative. She is actively involved in the union and is required to write and 
distribute memos to other employees. This causes her concern because her spelling is not 
very good and she has difficulty saying what she means on paper. The union recognizes 
her value as an employee and would like her to have a more responsible position, but 
also recognizes her limitations and her concerns about her limitations.

Pat has no difficulty reading at the Grade 11/12 level and has very good comprehension 
of what she reads. She is sure this is because she reads novels and non-fiction about 
animals all the time.  In fact, she is very interested in animals and her goal is to 
complete her Grade 12 in an adult education class or by taking the GED exam and then 
go on to become a veterinarian’s assistant or work in some related career dealing with 
animals. She finished Grade 10 but has been out of school for 15 years.

Her writing sample shows a simple cause-and-effect relationship with a beginning, 
middle and end to the story, but it is very sketchy. Sentences are short and simple in 
structure or sometimes incomplete. In order to take high school English classes or write 
the exam for the GED, she will have to read literature for critical analysis, organize her 
thoughts and write at an acceptable level, using correct writing conventions. She will 
also have to increase her general knowledge bank in the major subject areas.

Pat’s spelling test shows this skill to be much less developed than her reading ability. 
She sometimes spells phonetically, sometimes conventionally, but leaves out one or 
more middle syllables, and sometimes she leaves off or writes the suffixes incorrectly. 
She often said that during the test she knew she was wrong but didn’t know the right 
spelling. She can only write correctly the words she knows by sight and uses all the 
time. Perhaps related to this, her handwriting is laboured and it is difficult to tell if the 
spelling is incorrect or simply too messy to decipher.

Strengths

• strong motivation to improve her communication ability and to acquire more 
education to enable her to reach her goals

• recognition from her peers that she has potential
• a well-established pattern of reading for enjoyment and for information gathering
• ability to express her thoughts on paper if the ideas are simple, familiar and short
• ability to recognize when her spelling is wrong.

McCullough, C. (n.d.). Learner profiles: Pat, Chol Thung, Jill and Kevin. Calgary, Alberta: Bow Valley College. Training material. 
Used with permission.
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Chol originally comes from the Sudan. He spent 
20 months in a refugee camp in Kenya. Life was 
difficult in the camp. There was no opportunity to 
work or go to school. Chol said he spent most of 
his time waiting to hear when he could leave the 
camp and come to Canada. He has worked here 
in entry-level jobs such as stocking shelves and 
janitorial work.

Chol was late for his appointment and had 
difficulty finding the room. He was quiet and did 
what was asked of him, but asked no questions. 
It wasn’t until the end of the interview that he 
finally demonstrated his oral skills. He wrote his 
paragraph on the weather in Africa. He became 
quite animated as he talked about the heat, the 
wind and the shifting sand. Chol worked on his 
father’s farm with camels, goats and cows. Only at 
this point did he make eye contact and seem more 
comfortable.

He has been in Canada for five years and had 
three or four months of ESL in British Columbia. 
In his own country he went to school in Arabic 
until Grade 7. He also speaks his own tribal 
language. This is an oral culture and there is no 
written version of this language. As part of the 
coming of age ceremony in his tribe, his four 
bottom front teeth were extracted. This makes it 
more difficult for Chol to pronounce certain letter 
and sound combinations in English.

The sight word portion of the test was well done 
and he was able to read words in the Grade six 
range. However, when asked for the meaning 
of some of these sight words, he was at a loss. 
This lack of vocabulary meant that he really 
struggled with the comprehension portion of the 
assessment. Interpretive questions were also very 
hard to answer. He had some idea of what was 
being asked but couldn’t get to the kernel, essential 
for understanding. His instructional level was  
Grade 2/3.

Learner Profile B: Chol Thung

The interesting anomaly is that he is a very good 
decoder but has little sense of the sounds in 
English. This is especially true of vowel sounds 
and consonant endings. On the Schonell spelling 
placement test, his score on the first column was 
two out of 10 for three-letter words such as net, lid 
and cap. Chol was then able to go on and spell 10 
out of 10 on the third column, which contained 
more common sight words like tree, when and egg. 

Observations

 Reading
•  good decoding skills
•  did well on sight words
•  lacks meaning for words he can easily “read”
•  was nervous and shy on first passage, also 

awkward because he didn’t know what was 
expected

•  lack of comprehension holding back progress
•  oral reading – missed “little words,” verb 

endings
•  weak sound/letter association
•  instruction at Grade 2/3 level
•  didn’t seem engaged in reading process, passive

Writing
•  good ideas
•  able to stay on topic
•  self-corrected when read back orally
•  missed articles
•  writes like spoken language
•  sentences not formed
•  lacks conventions/grammar/structure
•  lacks vocabulary for self expression

McCullough, C. (n.d.). Learner profiles: Pat, Chol Thung, Jill and Kevin. Calgary, Alberta: Bow Valley College. Training material. 
Used with permission.
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Learner Profile C: Jill

Jill attended a series of special classes as a young girl growing up in Ontario. She also 
moved around a great deal, sometimes attending two or three different schools in one 
year. Jill came from a large family; one brother and two sisters also had difficulty learning.

She left school at 15 and worked in a shoe factory. After moving to Calgary, she held the 
same job in a warehouse for nine years before recent downsizing meant Jill’s job was 
eliminated.

Jill is married and has a preteen who also has trouble reading. She would like to read 
better to help her son avoid placement in a special education class. But most important 
to Jill is finding another job. Even to look for the same type of work she would have to 
improve her skills.

Assessment

Word recognition
Jill’s sight vocabulary was strong for her stage of learning. She could read 80 per cent of 
the words at Grade 4 on a graded word list. At this point her scores dropped dramatically. 
She was unable to sound out new words and lacked word attack skills. When reading 
passages, Jill scored 93 per cent at Grade 3 and 95 per cent at Grade 4.

Comprehension
Jill was able to decode, but her comprehension scores were not consistent. They were 67 
per cent at Grade 3 and 52 per cent at Grade 4. When Jill retold stories, she was able to 
give an overview but could not supply the details of the stories.

Writing
Jill chose to write about her son. She was able to stay on topic and develop ideas. Her 
writing showed no understanding of punctuation, use of capitals or structure. Spelling 
was very weak:

My sone name is Bob he is evelly year old he likes to run and play scooc and be with 
his fualdy he like to draw a loud my son cam nats someytime but he cam make me 
life a lote.

Jill read this back to me fluently and with expression. Missing words or endings were 
supplied. Can YOU do the same?

Summary

A very outgoing and friendly person, Jill was a pleasure to interview. She shared stories 
about her past without hesitation. She talked about her family, her volunteer work and 
her desperate search for a job. The thoughts she presented were clear and sequential. She 
spoke rapidly and sometimes became restless. If you met Jill at the supermarket or a bus 
stop, the difficulty she experiences with literacy would not be evident.

McCullough, C. (n.d.). Learner profiles: Pat, Chol Thung, Jill and Kevin. Calgary, Alberta: Bow Valley College. Training material. 
Used with permission.
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Learner Profile D: Kevin

Kevin began school in an English-speaking environment, but due to family 
difficulties was taken out of his home and placed in foster care. He was then forced 
to go to a French school and speak only French at home. He decided at that point 
that he did not want to learn anything and became a behavioural problem in 
school.
Kevin quit school at 15 and spent his time on the road taking any kind of labour 
jobs he could get. He spent a few years in jail in his early twenties and has worked 
since then with his brother as a mechanic.
Now, in his late thirties, Kevin would like to be able to read well enough to 
increase his chances of getting a good job. He also does not want to have to 
depend on anyone to read his mail or help him with personal decisions.

Assessment

Word recognition
Kevin could recognize some words if they were presented in context, (e.g., stop 
on a stop sign.) He could read only 70 per cent at the pre-primer level on a graded 
word list. 

Comprehension
Kevin was not able to read passages in his assessment, but when read to, he had a 
very clear understanding of the story. His recall of details was very acute, as well 
as his overall impressions of the stories. 

Writing
Kevin was unable to write anything other than his name. He did reproduce the 
alphabet but did not remember the exact order. Kevin did not feel comfortable in 
this part of the assessment. 

Summary

Kevin was a very well-spoken gentleman. He was most anxious to get started with 
his schooling, and displayed a keen awareness of the amount of work that would 
be involved. He did not appear to have unrealistic expectations of himself or the 
program. His comment was, “I want the chance to do it right this time.”

McCullough, C. (n.d.). Learner profiles: Pat, Chol Thung, Jill and Kevin. Calgary, Alberta: Bow Valley College. Training material. 
Used with permission.
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RAP
is used for reading comprehension

R Read the passage.

A Ask yourself: What is the main idea? What are two details?

P Put in your own words (paraphrase).

RIDER
is used to create visual images in the reader’s mind. 

This helps to add meaning to the text.

R Read the first sentence.

I Using the content of the sentence, create a mental Image.

D Describe the image.

E Evaluate the image.

R Repeat the RIDE steps for each sentence.

Saskatchewan level 1 tutor training kit: Tutor manual. (2000). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with 
permission. Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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Phonics

Purpose: Phonics is appropriate for beginning readers because they need to learn 
how to process print. Teaching sound- and letter-relationships for consonants 
involves the following steps:

Step 1: Provide objects beginning with the sound you are teaching.

Step 2: Ask your learner to identify the beginning sound.

Step 3: Print the words as your learner names objects.

Step 4:  Ask your learner to think of words beginning with a similar sound.

Step 5: Ask your learner to identify written words beginning with a similar sound.

Step 6: Say several words and ask your learner to identify those beginning with 
the sound you are teaching.

Step 7: Create words by joining the sound or letter to a list of sight words.

Step 8: Say several words and ask your learner to identify those ending with the 
sound you are teaching.

Step 9: Ask your leaner to use sound to figure out unfamiliar words in context.

Step 10: Ask your learner to choose a key word that will help him to remember the 
sound or letter association.

More Strategies  
UNIT 6  Reading

Campbell, P., & Brokop, F. (1996). STAPLE ’96. Edmonton, Alberta: Grass Roots Press. Copyright held by Literacy Alberta. 
ISBN for CD ROM 0-9680235-1-7, for handbook 0-9680235-0. Used with permission.
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Sight Word Activities

Sight words are those words we see so often we 
know them by “sight.” They are memorized and 
need no “sounding out” to read them. In fact, 
most of the words regarded as sight words are 
those simple everyday words that do not follow 
phonics rules and so do not respond to the 
“sounding out” technique. 

Words that are exceptions to phonics rules can be 
taught as sight words. 

Presenting words as sight words is especially 
beneficial for learners who have difficulty with the 
“phonics” method and for those learners who have 
difficulty distinguishing sounds in English.

Teach words that are immediate and needed in the 
learner’s life, even if they are more difficult than 
his actual reading level.

A list of sight words follows on the next page.

Incorporate the following sight word activities into 
lessons when your learner is reading. They can be 
very valuable for building vocabulary.

• Have the learner begin a dictionary of personal 
sight words. He can add words learned from 
each reading.

• Use the daily newspaper, or a controlled-
vocabulary newspaper such as English 
Express (available in Alberta, check with your 
coordinator). Ask the learner to find and 
underline, or highlight, sight words he has 
learned. You may want to make a flash card of 
the words as he learns them to use in practice 
drill.

• Before the learner reads a selection, ask him 
to skim through to identify unknown words. 
Make a list of the words to discuss later.

• For sight words that can be illustrated, make 
flash cards with words on the front and pictures 
on the back.

• Ask the learner to make sentences using the 
words from three sight words flash cards.

• Flash a stack of five sight words cards at the 
learner, slowly at first and then faster until he 
can read all the words rapidly. Add new cards 
to the stack and delete cards as he learns them.

• Categorize some of the new sight words 
alphabetically, by meaning, by sound similarity 
and so on.

• Spread some flash cards on a table with the 
sight words facing up. Have the learner find 
words as you say them.

• Deliberately mispronounce some of the words 
on the flash cards and have your learner catch 
the mispronunciations. (Be sure to explain to 
the learner that this is what you are doing.)

• Make up a crossword puzzle for some of the 
sight words.

Red Deer Adult Literacy Program tutor handbook. (n.d.). Red Deer, Alberta: Red Deer Public Library. Used with permission.

More Strategies  
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Dolch Basic Sight Word List

Group One

a and away
at big blue
can come down
find for funny
go help here
I in is
it jump little
look make me
my not one
not one play
red run said
see the three
to two up
we where yellow
you

Group Two

all am are
ate be black
brown but came
did do eat
for get good
have he into
like must new
no now on
our please ran
pretty she ride
saw that so
soon this there
they want too
under went was
well who what
white yes will
with

Group Three

after again an
any as ask
by could every 
fly from give 
going had has 
his him her 
how just know 
let live may 
of old once 
open over put 
round some stop 
take thank them 
think walk when 
were

Group Four

always around because been 
before best both buy
call cold does don’t 
fast first five found
gave goes green its
made many off or 
pull read right sing
sit sleep tell their 
those upon us use 
very wash which why
wish work would write
your

Group Five

about better bring carry 
clean cut done draw 
drink eight fall full 
got grows held hot 
hurt if keep kind 
laugh light long much 
myself never only own 
pick seven shall show 
six small start ten 
today together try warm

More Strategies  
UNIT 6  Reading



Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    

Information Reading Technique (IRT)

Adult readers need to read a variety of text. It can be very important to help 
our learners deal with the difficulty and frustration of this variety. Newspapers, 
notices from employers, union newsletters, brochures about benefits, repair 
manuals, and so on require different sets of skills to read.

This method will help learners to read for information from all kinds of text. 

1. Select an article, brochure or book containing the information your learner 
needs to have.

2. Begin to read the material to him, one or two paragraphs at a time.

3. Discuss the material after each paragraph or two. Ask the learner questions to 
check his understanding. (Try to avoid questions the learner can reply to with 
only a “yes” or a “no.” Ask him instead to repeat in his own words, or explain, 
or give an example, or to summarize what you have said. In this way you will 
know he understands rather than just agrees with you.)

4. Clarify with the learner any misunderstandings he may have about the 
content.

5. Write out the important information the learner has learned in his own words.

6. Have the learner read his responses. Note any words that cause difficulty for 
review or for further study.

More Strategies  
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Red Deer Adult Literacy Program tutor handbook. (n.d.). Red Deer, Alberta: Red Deer Public Library. Used with permission.
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Life Skills Technique for Reading (LST)

This technique is used to help learners deal with print that surrounds us daily. The tutor and learner 
work with familiar materials and those likely to be encountered on a regular basis:
• food and medicine labels  • bus schedules
• coupons      • recipes
• grocery ads     • sewing patterns
• TV listings     • clothing tags
• movie guides     • help wanted ads
• newspaper stories    • telephone book

Skill needed           Suggested activities

Learning words Identify brand names of familiar products using pictures from flyers, 
newspaper ads, magazines, labels and so on.

 Print the names and match to the pictures.

Finding specific information Give the learner a piece of  information to find and ask him to find it in 
the print. For example: “How many tablets should an adult take at one 
time?”

Comparing information Have the learner compare costs of items from flyers from different stores.

Analyzing information Have the learner compare ingredients, nutritional information, calories 
and prices of a variety of breakfast cereals, and then decide which is the 
best value for himself or his family.

Following directions Have the learner read and follow directions to make or assemble 
something.

Evaluating information Have the learner read an advertisement in a magazine or discuss a TV
(critical thinking)  commercial you have seen and discover the ways words and pictures are 

used to persuade the consumer to buy the product.

Reading charts and graphs Have the learner use a bus schedule to plan a bus trip from one point 
in Canada to another, noting times of departure and arrival. Note any 
transfers that must be made and the cities in which the bus will stop on 
the way.

Interpreting symbols, slogans, Discuss political cartoons from the daily newspaper.
slang and popular terms    

More Strategies  
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Red Deer Adult Literacy Program tutor handbook. (n.d.). Red Deer, Alberta: Red Deer Public Library. Used with permission.
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Sometimes English is difficult to learn because 
of the many times it does not follow “the rules.” 
Fortunately “the rules,” or patterns of letters, letter 
combinations, word meanings and word usage, are 
usually predictable.
Context is the text environment in which we 
find the word. Based on surrounding words and 
word structures, we can often “read” a difficult 
word from what should “make sense” in the 
circumstances. The connection between words 
and meaning helps us to follow the thoughts and 
predict what “should” be there.
For example: After he brushed his teeth and 
combed his hair, the little                put on his 
pajamas.
Based on other words in the sentence the reader 
can assume that the best word for the blank space 
is probably “boy.” The context and the reader’s 
own experience provide clues to word meaning.
Prediction is an important technique that all good 
readers use at all levels of reading.
It does not hinder the development of reading 
skills to guess a word here and there. It actually 
helps. “Guessing” requires the mind to be actively 
engaged while the learner is decoding. The learner 
is searching for some meaningful connection to 
hang this new word on.
It doesn’t matter if the learner selects a word that 
isn’t correct if it has the same meaning as the word 
he is trying to “guess.” For example, if the learner 
reads, “They ran all the way to the cottage,” 
instead of “… all the way to the cabin,” do not 
interrupt the flow of reading to stop to correct the 
word. Go back to point out the similarities and 
differences in the word later.

Letter predictability

Good readers use the letters of words to develop 
a system or set of rules to predict what the letters 
will “say.” Readers who need assistance need us 
to point out distinctive features of the letters 
in order to build their strategies to understand 
and remember them. Once they develop 
understanding from experience and exposure, 
learners will be able to “guess” what a word is 
likely to say or mean on their own.

Letter combination predictability 

Because certain letter combinations are often used 
in English, we build a bank of combinations that 
are reliable, that “look right.” For example, we can 
be fairly sure that when we see the combination 
“at” it will be read like it is in hat, bat, rat, cat and 
so on.

 Word usage predictability

A great deal of meaning in English is derived from 
the order words take in the sentence (syntax). In 
other words, “The dog bit the man,” has the exact 
same words, but entirely different meaning from, 
“The man bit the dog.”
The word’s place in the sentence will often tell us 
if it is a noun, a verb, an adjective or an adverb. 
Without knowing the definitions or the rules, a 
reader, from the context of language, will be able 
to “guess” or build expectations of meaning by the 
words that surround a problem word.
These clues operate in conjunction with each 
other. It is not necessary to “teach” them, just to 
use them.
It is common in this technique to ask the learner 
to skip a problem word and read to the end of the 
sentence. This often provides enough context for 
the learner to go back and repeat the sentence, 
filling in correctly the word he missed in the first 
reading.

Context Clues Technique for Reading (CCT)

 or “Educated Guessing”

More Strategies  
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Red Deer Adult Literacy Program tutor handbook. (n.d.). Red Deer, Alberta: Red Deer Public Library. Used with permission.
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Silent Reading Technique (SRT)

Reading is usually done silently. In order to help your learner to become an 
independent reader, you may help him make the transition from oral reading, 
where you are active in assisting in word recognition and comprehension, to 
reading silently.

This procedure will help the learner to read silently for comprehension.

1. The learner selects what he would like to read.

2. Discuss the general content of the material and what the learner thinks it will 
be about (predicting).

3. Ask questions that you think the material will answer. This will give a 
focus and a reason for reading the material. It helps to keep the mind from 
wandering while reading is in progress.

4. Tell the learner to read silently and to point to any word that he does not know 
or cannot figure out by himself. You provide the word immediately. (Note it 
for later teaching. Do not take the time to interrupt the flow and teach the 
word at this point.)

5. Discuss the material. Did it say what the learner thought it was going to say? 
Did the learner have good comprehension? Is his interpretation of the material 
the same as yours? Did the learner learn anything new?  Was there anything in 
the material that surprised him?

6. Teach any words that gave problems.

7. Read the material again either silently or orally for fluency and increased 
comprehension and confidence.

More Strategies  
UNIT 6  Reading

Red Deer Adult Literacy Program tutor handbook. (n.d.). Red Deer, Alberta: Red Deer Public Library. Used with permission.
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Neurological Impress Technique

Don’t let the name frighten you. This is a very easy and effective method.
This is a way for the learner to read along. The learner will read along out loud as you read 
aloud. It can help the learner who is frustrated because he reads slowly, decoding word by 
word, and so loses track of the meaning.

Step one

Choose a reading selection that is at the learner’s independent reading level, that is, 
something easy enough for him to read on his own. Material that is a little harder can be 
used later.

Step two

Have the learner hold the book, while you sit close to him and a little behind so you can 
read along.

Step three

Read aloud from the book, at a normal speed, as you move your index finger under the 
line of print as you read. The learner reads along with you, trying to keep up.

Step four

If the learner hesitates a bit, keep on going and let him catch up. If he stops completely, 
stop and rest for a moment and then continue. If he is extremely frustrated, stop and try 
again with easier material another day.
About 10 minutes of this practice is enough for one sitting. The goal is simply to give the 
learner a chance to read with better fluency. 

Reminders

Do not try to correct errors. Do not ask comprehension questions. You may tell the 
learner a word if he asks a direct question about it when you have finished reading.
Do not interrupt the flow to discuss the content or reading errors during the actual 
reading. Save any instruction for after you have finished reading orally.
If the learner is reading very well, you may use slightly harder reading material next time.
The effectiveness of this technique increases with frequency. It is better to do it for 10 
minutes a day, every day, than for an hour, once a week. 
Like some of the other reading techniques, its success is based on the number of 
“channels” used to feed the information into the brain.

More Strategies  
UNIT 6  Reading

Red Deer Adult Literacy Program tutor handbook. (n.d.). Red Deer, Alberta: Red Deer Public Library. Used with permission.
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Survey, Question, Read, Recall, Review Technique

(SQ3R)

The best use of this technique is to help remember information from reading. This is a very good 
study technique.

This method is reliable for reading materials on which there will be a test. It is used primarily for 
reading textbook chapters for information, comprehension and retention.

Step one:  Survey

Look over the chapter, paying particular attention to headings, pictures, charts, diagrams, maps and 
so on. Pay special attention to titles, headings and all that is in bold print. Use all the visual clues 
provided. (You’d be surprised to know how many readers skip reading titles, chapter headings, print 
below pictures and so on.)

Step two:  Question

Make a list of the questions you have about what is in the chapter. What do you think you will learn 
(predicting) from reading this chapter?  Include definitions, processes, cause and effect, reasons, 
ideas, theories, and so on.

Step three:  Read

Read the chapter quickly, looking specifically for answers to your questions. There is no need to stop 
and make notes at this point.

Step four:  Recall

Reread your questions and try to recall the answers you found in the text. Write brief answers 
without referring to the text. Add other questions and the answers you found.

Step five:  Review

Reread the chapter to correct or improve on the answers you have written down. Make a list of the 
questions you have about the topic that were not answered in the chapter. These may be topics for 
discussion in a tutoring session.

More Strategies  
UNIT 6  Reading

Red Deer Adult Literacy Program tutor handbook. (n.d.). Red Deer, Alberta: Red Deer Public Library. Used with permission.
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Symbols

= D

= A

= H

= S

= P

= W

= T

= E

= B

= L

= Y

= C

= O

= M

= N

= I

Solution to Symbol Story for Section 2. Activity A  
UNIT 6  Reading

Source unknown.
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How to Help Your Learner

Before writing

•	 Make	writing	activities	relevant,	meaningful	and	connected	to	your	learner’s	goals.

•	 Explain	the	reason	for	each	writing	activity.

•	 Establish	a	purpose	for	writing	–	your	learner	needs	to	see	the	purpose	of	writing	to	
make	it	enjoyable.

•	 Develop	a	language-rich	environment	by	integrating	reading,	writing,	speaking	and	
listening.

•	 Your	learner	needs	to	begin	with	what	she	knows	and	cares	about	and	use	words	
familiar	to	her.

•	 Help	your	learner	decide	who	the	audience	is	for	the	particular	piece	of	writing.

•	 Writing	follows	a	process	–	it	takes	time	and	effort	to	write	a	good	piece.	First,	help	your	
learner	to	get	ideas	on	paper	and	then	help	her	learn	to	improve	them.

During writing/editing

•	 Allow	your	learner	to	make	mistakes	–	don’t	correct	everything.

•	 Don’t	just	focus	on	the	mechanics	of	writing	but	allow	time	to	practise	forming	ideas.

•	 The	message	is	more	important	than	the	mechanics.

•	 Allow	your	learner	to	use	temporary	or	invented	spelling.	This	helps	your	learner	to	get	
the	words	down	on	paper	without	getting	bogged	down	in	spelling.

•	 Review	spelling	errors	later,	as	part	of	the	editing	process.

•	 Teach	proofreading	and	monitoring	strategies.

•	 Show	your	learner	how	and	when	to	use	tools	such	as	dictionaries	and	spell	checkers.

•	 Develop	a	personal	dictionary	that	is	relevant	to	your	learner.

To maintain writing

•	 Make	sure	you	and	your	learner	write	during	each	lesson.	

•	 Encourage	your	learner	to	keep	a	journal.

•	 Create	a	positive	and	supportive	environment	that	promotes	risk	taking.

•	 Use	your	learner’s	writing	to	teach	writing.
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Brainstorming or Mind-mapping

Brainstorming	or	mind-mapping	can	be	used	to	organize	ideas.	It	can	also	be	used	
to	record	discussions.

Mapping	will	help	a	writer:

•	 think	of	details

•	 organize	ideas	and	details	before	and	during	writing

•	 know	where	to	start,	which	information	to	give	first

1.	Ask	the	learner	to	choose	a	topic	of	interest.	Discuss	the	topic.	Write	it	in	the	
centre	of	a	piece	of	scrap	paper.	Draw	a	circle	around	it.	If	you	are	working	
with	a	beginning	writer,	you	may	wish	to	do	most	of	the	writing	during	
the	mapping.	More	experienced	writers	will	likely	be	able	to	do	the	writing	
themselves	once	they	are	familiar	with	the	activity.

2.	As	you	discuss	the	topic,	write	down	each	idea	as	it	is	discussed.	Write	the	ideas	
around	the	original	idea	and	join	them	to	it	with	a	line.

Why hunt 
deer?

sport food

cooking
skill

finding

dressing cutting

shooting

trophy

types of 
meat
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3.	Talk	about	what’s	going	on	during	the	writing	process.	Learners	need	to	hear	
what	people	think	about	when	writing	and	what	kinds	of	decisions	they	make.	
This	will	help	them	to	understand	the	writing	process.

4.	Look	at	all	the	ideas.	Find	the	ideas	that	are	similar	and	place	them	next	to	
each	other.	This	is	called	clustering.	Learners	may	do	this	as	they	are	mapping	
or	after	the	map	is	complete.	Some	people	circle	their	clusters	when	they	have	
finished.

5.	When	the	map	is	complete,	look	at	the	details	again.	What	is	a	logical	order	for	
them?	Which	should	come	first,	second,	etc.?	Number	the	details	or	clusters	in	
that	order.	You	might	want	to	help	the	learner	find	a	heading	for	each	cluster.

6.	The	learner	can	begin	to	write	a	paragraph	from	the	information	and	
organization	in	the	map.	Start	the	paragraph	with	a	sentence	about	the	topic	
(maybe	the	original	idea).	Then	put	the	details	into	sentences	and	add	them	in	
the	order	given	in	the	map.	If	the	topic	is	specific	and	not	too	broad,	beginning	
writers	can	write	one	sentence	about	each	detail.	More	advanced	writers	will	
have	more	details	and	clusters	so	their	stories	will	be	longer.

	 However,	each	detail	could	make	one	simple	sentence;	each	cluster	could	be	a	
separate	paragraph.	(Remember	that	the	paragraph	needs	a	closing	sentence.	
This	could	be	restating	the	first	sentence,	summarizing	the	details,	or	giving	an	
opinion	or	emotional	response	to	the	topic).

Saskatchewan level 1 tutor training kit: Tutor manual. (2000). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with permission. 
Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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Composing Pre-questionnaire

Circle True or False for each statement.

T F 1. Composing actually begins during pre-writing when the writer gathers 
ideas for writing.

T F 2.  Writing a rough draft and dictating a language experience story are forms 
of composing.

T F 3.  Writing is important but the focus of tutoring should be on reading 
instruction.

T	 F	 4.		 Lack	of	spelling	and	grammar	skills	makes	composing	so	difficult	for	
learners that it is best to postpone writing instruction until these skills are 
better developed.

T F 5.  Composing is risky for many learners because they must communicate 
in a medium in which they have limited skills.

T F 6. Writing samples are best composed outside of tutoring time.

T F  7.  It is all right to scribe for your learner.

T F 8.  Copying a language experience story is a good strategy for an 
inexperienced writer.

T F 9. It is important to begin revising the writer’s work immediately after or 
even during composing. This gives the writer immediate feedback on his 
ideas and he can more easily remember what he meant to communicate.

T F 10.  The writing your learner composes during your tutoring sessions should 
be revised, edited and published. Other writing should be done outside 
the tutoring time.

Adapted from Campbell, P., & Brokop, F. (1996). STAPLE ’96. Edmonton, Alberta: Grass Roots Press. Copyright held by Literacy Alberta. 
ISBN for CD ROM 0-9680235-1-7, for handbook 0-9680235-0. Used with permission.
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How to Assist Composing

Getting started

•	 Provide	lots	of	ideas	for	the	learner	to	include	in	the	writing	piece.

•	 Help	your	learner	to	get	past	editing	to	the	actual	creating.

•	 Provide	a	way	for	your	learner	to	express	her	ideas	even	though	she	may	have	
limited	writing	skills.

•	 Give	your	learner	opportunities	to	share	and	discuss	her	ideas.

•	 Share	with	your	learner	your	thoughts	and	feelings	about	writing	and	the	process	
you	follow	when	writing.

•	 Give	your	learner	opportunities	to	practise	writing	on	a	regular	basis	and	on	a	
variety	of	projects.

Composing

•	 Scribe	for	the	inexperienced	writer.	Use	this	material	for	reading	and	writing	
activities.

•	 Remember	that	the	importance	of	a	first	draft	is	to	“get	the	ideas	down.”

•	 Allow	your	learner	to	use	invented	spelling	(spelling	the	way	it	sounds	to	them).

•	 Allow	your	learner	to	copy	other	writing	–	it	helps	with	learning	spelling	and	sight	
words	and	is	good	for	visual	and	kinesthetic	learning	styles.

•	 Help	your	learner	to	understand	that	even	good	writers	don’t	write	a	perfect	draft	
the	first	time	–	or	even	the	second!
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Composing Post-questionnaire

Circle True or False for each statement.

T F 1.  Composing actually begins during pre-writing when the writer gathers 
ideas for writing.

T F 2.  Writing a rough draft and dictating a language experience story are forms 
of composing.

T F 3.  Writing is important but the focus of tutoring should be on reading 
instruction.

T	 F	 4.		 Lack	of	spelling	and	grammar	skills	makes	composing	so	difficult	for	
learners that it is best to postpone writing instruction until these skills are 
better developed.

T F 5.  Composing is risky for many learners because they must communicate 
in a medium in which they have limited skills.

T F 6.   Writing samples are best composed outside of tutoring time.

T F  7.  It is all right to scribe for your learner.

T F 8.  Copying a language experience story is a good strategy for an 
inexperienced writer.

T F 9.  It is important to begin revising the writer’s work immediately after or 
even during composing. This gives the writer immediate feedback on his 
ideas and he can more easily remember what he meant to communicate.

T F 10.  The writing your learner composes during your tutoring sessions should 
be revised, edited and published. Other writing should be done outside 
the tutoring time.

Adapted from Campbell, P., & Brokop, F. (1996). STAPLE ’96. Edmonton, Alberta: Grass Roots Press. Copyright held by Literacy Alberta. 
ISBN for CD ROM 0-9680235-1-7, for handbook 0-9680235-0. Used with permission.
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What Is My Writing Style? 

The	following	is	a	list	of	four	different	writing	styles.	Read	over	each	style	
and	its	characteristics	to	determine	which	is	your	writing	style.

Roller coaster and the local train 

•	 I	speed	through	the	pre-writing	and	first	draft.

•	 My	ideas	come	quickly	and	I	quickly	write	them	down.

•	 Once	my	piece	is	written,	I	go	back	and	slowly	review	it.

Shooting from the hip

•	 I	rewrite	the	entire	piece	over	and	over	again	until	I	get	to	the	meaning	I	
want	to	express.

•	 I	may	write	a	piece	four	or	five	times.

Building writing one board at a time

•	 I	spend	a	lot	of	time	freethinking.

•	 I	write	slowly	and	take	frequent	breaks.

•	 I	think	through	my	ideas	before	putting	them	down	on	paper.

Dressing a skeleton 

•	 I	write	a	bare	bones	first	draft.

•	 Then	I	look	at	different	sections	in	random	order	and	fill	out	or	“dress”	
them	with	more	details.

Adapted from Campbell, P., & Brokop, F. (1996). STAPLE ’96. Edmonton, Alberta: Grass Roots Press. Copyright held by Literacy Alberta. 
ISBN for CD ROM 0-9680235-1-7, for handbook 0-9680235-0. Used with permission.
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What Do I Know About Revising?

Circle True or False for the following statements:

T F 1.  Revising means the tutor corrects the learner’s writing.

T F 2.  It is important that the learner and tutor check spelling and 
punctuation when they are revising the learner’s work.

T F 3.  The learner should revise her work three times before it is considered 
for publication.

T F 4.  The focus in revising is on composing. The tutor helps the learner  
“re-see” her composition from the point of view of an audience.

T F 5.  A learner who is an inexperienced writer should begin revising her 
writing immediately.

T F 6.  To begin revising, the tutor should offer a positive overall reaction to 
the learner’s work.

T F 7.  The learner should read the composition to the tutor because it allows 
her to look at her writing sample and see the reaction of an audience.

T	 F	 8.		 The	only	point	of	revising	is	to	find	errors.

T F 9.  Revising is best done in a one-on-one tutoring situation.

Adapted from Campbell, P., & Brokop, F. (1996). STAPLE ’96. Edmonton, Alberta: Grass Roots Press. Copyright held by Literacy Alberta. 
ISBN for CD ROM 0-9680235-1-7, for handbook 0-9680235-0. Used with permission.
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Revising

Reasons for revising

•	 Revising	allows	the	writer	to	reshape	the	writing	and	make	the	meaning	clearer.

•	 You	can	use	this	time	to	address	any	writing	concerns.

•	 Use	this	time	to	help	your	learner	explain	what	he	is	attempting	to	communicate.

•	 When	you	work	on	revising	together,	it	shows	that	you	are	interested	in	your	
learner’s	writing.

While revising

•	 Listen	carefully	and	pay	close	attention	as	the	writer	reads	his	work.

•	 Allow	your	learner	to	ask	for	clarification	on	points	he	is	unsure	about.

•	 Focus	on	the	content	and	not	on	mechanics	(spelling,	grammar,	and	so	on).

•	 Always	tell	him	why	you	liked	something	or	did	not	understand	something	to	give	
the	writer	more	information.

Points to consider

•	 It’s	not	necessary	for	your	learner	to	revise	every	piece	of	writing.

•	 Allow	your	learner	to	revise	until	he	is	satisfied	with	the	work.

•	 Your	learner	needs	to	feel	in	control	of	the	revision	–	he	can	ask	for	advice	and	
either	accept	it	or	reject	it.
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Writing Checklist

Good Needs to  
work on

N/A

Handwriting/printing is easy to read

Words are spaced well

Letters are formed correctly

Spelling

Proofreads work

Edits work

Writes in complete sentences

Uses correct punctuation

Uses capital letters correctly

           - at the beginning of sentences

           - for names

Uses complete sentences

Uses paragraph form

Paragraphs contain one topic

Writing is well-organized

Writing is clear

Writing is accurate

Gaining	confidence	as	a	writer

Willing to revise

Willing to share writing with others

Able to write for a variety of purposes

Able to select topics to write about

Saskatchewan level 1 tutor training kit: Tutor manual. (2000). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with permission. 
Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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 Writing Sample Analysis

Can do Needs work Not in 
sample

Prewriting
Chooses topic
Generates ideas
Composing
Is willing to put ideas on paper
Develops topic with details
Writes with audience in mind
Shows a clear purpose for writing
Revising
Revises writing
Organizes paragraphs
Sentence level
     Variety of sentence structures
     Writes complete sentences
Words
     Variety of words
     Appropriate use of words
Editing
Proofreads
Spelling
     Spells phonetically
     Sounds are in correct order
     Spells visually
     Letters are in correct order
     Knows spelling rules
Grammar
     Complete sentences
     Subjects and verbs agree
     Correct verb tense
     Pronouns agree
     Correct joining words
     No double negatives
Punctuation
     End punctuation
     Commas
     Apostrophes
     Quotation
     Capitalization
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Other skills:

Writing program should include:

Campbell, P., & Brokop, F. (1996). STAPLE ’96. Edmonton, Alberta: Grass Roots Press. Copyright held by Literacy Alberta. 
ISBN for CD ROM 0-9680235-1-7, for handbook 0-9680235-0. Used with permission.
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COPS

COPS is a proofreading strategy.

C Capitalization

•	 first	word	in	a	sentence

• proper nouns 

• if not sure - ask

O Overall editing

• handwriting

• paper neat

• margins indented (or paragraphs double-spaced)

• complete sentences 

• if not sure – ask

P Punctuation

• end of sentence: period, question mark, exclamation mark

• comma – series

• if not sure – ask

S Spelling

• eyeball: does it look right? Circle misspelled words

• sound it out

• dictionary

• if not sure – ask

Saskatchewan level 1 tutor training kit: Tutor manual. (2000). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with permission. 
Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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PARAST

PARAST is a paragraph writing strategy.

P Preview ideas

•	 If	the	learner	has	difficulty	coming	up	with	an	idea,	ask	questions	about	
daily life, work, family, relationships, upcoming events, current events, etc. 
The learner should choose the idea.

A Assemble ideas

•	 Use	mind-maps	to	find	related	ideas	and	details	to	fill	out	the	paragraph.

R Reveal main idea

• Ask the learner to write a sentence that states the main idea (or thought) 
of her paragraph. (The main body of the mind-map may show her the 
main idea.) Work on writing a clear sentence with only one main idea.

A Add detail sentences

• If the paragraph is descriptive, add details that describe the main thought. 
If the paragraph is based on an opinion, add details to support the 
argument.

S Summarize with clincher

•	 The	final	sentence	of	the	paragraph	should	summarize	the	main	idea.	

T Trash errors, using the COPS strategy

Saskatchewan level 1 tutor training kit: Tutor manual. (2000). Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: Saskatchewan Literacy Network. Used with permission. 
Contact the Network at www.sk.literacy.ca or 1-888-511-2111.

http://www.sk.literacy.ca
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Language Experience Procedure

Use	this	procedure	for	beginning	or	reluctant	writers.	Change	and	adapt	to	your	
learner’s	strengths,	abilities	and	needs.

1.	 Help	your	learner	determine	a	story	about	which	he	would	like	to	write.	You	can	do	
this	by	talking	and	brainstorming	together.

2.	 Have	your	learner	share	the	story	with	you.	You	may	ask	questions	to	draw	out	
more	information.

3.	 Print	the	story	on	a	sheet	of	paper	exactly	as	your	learner	tells	it	to	you	whether	or	
not	it	is	standard	grammar.	Keep	the	story	short.

4.	 Read	the	story	together	with	your	learner.	Read	one	word	or	sentence	at	a	time	
if	necessary.	Reread	the	story	as	often	as	necessary	for	your	learner	to	read	it	
comfortably	with	you.

5.	 Have	your	learner	read	the	story	alone	once	he	is	familiar	enough	with	it.	Help	him	
if	he	gets	stuck	on	a	word,	but	allow	time	for	him	to	remember	and	figure	it	out	if	
he	can.

6.	 Ask	questions	about	the	story	to	see	if	there	need	to	be	any	changes	or	additions	
made.

7.	 Pull	out	sight	words	or	word	families	from	the	story.	Use	the	words	to	work	on	one	
of	the	phonic	skills	he	needs	to	practise.	These	words	can	go	on	flash	cards	and	be	
used	in	other	lessons.

8.	 Have	your	learner	copy	his	story	into	his	notebook	or	on	a	piece	of	paper.	If	your	
learner	is	creating	a	portfolio,	have	him	add	the	story	to	his	portfolio.
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Learner Profile 1
Personal

•	 Female,	late	20s,	married,	two	children	(one	just	starting	school)

School experiences

•	 You	dropped	out	of	school	in	Grade	10	because	you	did	not	see	the	point	of	
continuing.

•	 You	went	to	work	shortly	after.	You	have	a	full-time	job	now.
•	 You	attended	night	school	(GED)	for	a	while,	but	found	the	classes	too	hard.	You	

feel	the	pace	was	too	fast.

Needs/wants

•	 You	want	to	move	up	to	another	position	in	your	workplace.	To	do	this,	you	need	
Grade	12.

•	 You	have	to	do	more	writing	at	work.
•	 You	have	transportation	in	the	evenings.
•	 Your	husband	will	take	care	of	the	children.

Reading

•	 You	can	read	sections	of	the	newspaper	and	most	stories	in	magazines,	but	you	
have	to	take	your	time.

•	 You	like	to	read.
•	 You	read	at	work	every	day.

Writing

•	 You	have	difficulty	writing	and	feel	your	reading	is	much	better	than	your	writing.	
•	 You	want	to	improve	your	spelling.
•	 You	have	trouble	getting	your	ideas	down	on	paper.	You	feel	that	what	you	write	

down	does	not	always	make	sense.
•	 You	write	memos	and	accident	reports	at	work.	You	sometimes	write	a	response	to	

your	child’s	teacher	who	has	written	a	note.

Math

•	 You	feel	that	your	math	skills	are	OK.	You	would	like	to	work	on	your	reading	and	
writing	first	and	then	work	on	your	math	skills	later.

Profiles of Learners and Their Writing Samples

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Writing Sample for Profile 1

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.



Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    Handout 7.14  3/8
UNIT 7  Writing

Learner Profile 2
Personal

•	 Male,	early	20s,	single.

School experiences

•	 You	dropped	out	of	school	in	Grade	8	because	you	were	frustrated	with	the	work.
•	 You	were	not	in	any	special	education	classes	in	school.	You	did,	however,	get	extra	

help	in	grades	7	and	8.
•	 You	got	a	job	shortly	after	leaving	school.	You	have	a	part-time	job	now.	
•	 You	went	to	an	upgrading	program	for	youth,	but	did	not	like	it.	You	felt	you	were	

not	learning	anything.

Needs/wants

•	 You	would	like	to	take	a	mechanics	course,	but	you	need	Grade	10.	
•	 You	would	like	to	get	your	Grade	12	someday.
•	 You	have	a	car,	but	can	only	come	when	you	are	not	working.	
•	 You	work	flexible	hours.
•	 You	take	great	care	of	your	body	and	work	out	at	a	gym	regularly.	You	follow	

boxing	and	wrestling	events	closely.

Reading

•	 You	can	read	some	articles	in	the	newspaper.
•	 You	can	read	the	TV	Guide.
•	 You	like	to	read.
•	 You	have	trouble	with	certain	words,	but	you	skip	over	them	and	try	to	understand	

parts	of	what	you	read.

Writing

•	 You	feel	that	you	write	well.
•	 You	do	not	really	like	to	write,	but	would	like	to	improve	your	writing.
•	 You	avoid	writing	when	possible.

Math

•	 You	feel	that	you	are	pretty	good	with	numbers.
•	 You	can	add,	subtract,	multiply,	and	divide.
•	 You	can	estimate	percentage	discounts	and	you	understand	how	fractions	work.
•	 You	like	mathematics.

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Writing Sample for Profile 2

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Learner Profile 3

Personal

•	 Female,	early	30s,	single	parent,	two	children	(one	preschooler,	the	other	in	Grade	3).

School experiences

•	 You	left	school	in	Grade	6.
•	 You	spent	some	time	in	a	special	education	class,	but	you	felt	that	you	should	not	

have	been	there.
•	 You	have	not	taken	any	upgrading	since	leaving	school.
•	 You	heard	about	the	upgrading	program	through	a	friend.

Needs/wants

•	 You	want	to	help	your	children	with	their	school	work.
•	 You	need	child	care	if	the	program	is	in	the	evening.
•	 You	do	not	have	transportation.

Reading

•	 You	can	read	part	of	the	TV	Guide.
•	 You	can	read	some	of	the	headlines	in	the	paper.
•	 You	would	like	to	be	able	to	read	books	to	your	children.
•	 You	read	slowly,	trying	to	figure	out	each	word.

Writing

•	 You	can	write	your	name,	address	and	phone	number.
•	 You	are	really	nervous	about	your	writing,	but	you	can	write	a	few	sentences.
•	 You	concentrate	on	writing	words	as	neatly	as	you	can.
•	 You	worry	about	your	spelling.

Math

•	 You	have	developed	a	system	to	handle	the	bills.
•	 You	can	add,	subtract,	and	do	some	multiplication	and	division.
•	 You	have	some	understanding	of	the	metric	system	(through	shopping	and	watching	

the	weather).
•	 You	liked	math	in	school.

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.



Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    Handout 7.14  6/8
UNIT 7  Writing

Writing Sample for Profile 3

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Learner Profile 4

Personal

•	 Male,	56	years	old,	retired,	widowed.

School experiences

•	 You	had	limited	schooling.
•	 You	went	to	school	until	you	found	work.
•	 You	were	not	in	any	special	education	classes	when	you	were	in	school.
•	 You	thought	about	going	to	night	school,	but	this	is	the	first	time	you’ve	enquired	

about	upgrading.

Needs/wants

•	 Your	wife	used	to	handle	most	of	the	reading	and	writing.	You	need	to	improve	
your	reading	and	writing	skills	so	that	you	can	manage	for	yourself.

•	 You	have	transportation	and	lots	of	time.

Reading

•	 You	can	read	a	few	signs	and	labels.	
•	 You	can	read	you	name,	address	and	phone	number.
•	 You	want	to	be	able	to	read	information	you	get	in	the	mail,	your	phone	bill,	light	

bill	and	so	on.
•	 You	would	like	to	read	about	people	and	places	(non-fiction).
•	 You	feel	embarrassed	when	you	have	to	read	something	and	usually	find	an	excuse	

not	to	read.
•	 You	have	a	friend	who	helps	you	with	reading	and	writing.

Writing

•	 You	can	write	your	name,	address	(with	assistance)	and	phone	number.
•	 You	are	very	nervous	about	writing.
•	 You	usually	get	someone	else	to	write	for	you.
•	 You	try	to	avoid	writing.

Math

•	 You	can	add	and	subtract,	but	have	difficulty	with	multiplication	and	division.
•	 You	can	figure	out	some	of	your	bills	and	most	of	your	cheques.
•	 You	would	like	to	know	more	about	the	metric	system.
•	 You	think	your	math	skills	are	okay.

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.



Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    Handout 7.14  8/8
UNIT 7  Writing

Writing Sample for Profile 4

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.



Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    Handout 7.15
UNIT 7  Writing

Writing Topic Sentences

When a learner writes topic sentences for her paragraphs or stories, she 
needs to be sure of the following:

• Each topic sentence clearly states what the paragraph is about.

• The topic sentence contains words that limit and control the content of the 
paragraph.

• The topic sentence is not too general.

STEP 1: Ask your learner to tell you what her paragraph is about.

STEP 2: Ask your learner to identify the details.

STEP 3: Ask your learner to state the point she wants to make with her 
details or the purpose of her writing.

STEP 4: Write a topic sentence that controls and limits the content of the 
paragraph to the details that are included.

STEP 5: Apply the concept of topic sentences to other writing and reading.

Campbell, P., & Brokop, F. (1996). STAPLE ’96. Edmonton, Alberta: Grass Roots Press. Copyright held by Literacy Alberta. 
ISBN for CD ROM 0-9680235-1-7, for handbook 0-9680235-0. Used with permission.
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Sentence Expansion through Questions 

Purpose: Some learners limit their writing to simple sentences that do not 
include enough detail to make their intended meaning clear to a reader. 
Through asking the writer questions, additional information can be generated 
and added to the simple sentence.

STEP 1: Choose a sentence from the learner’s work that requires more 
information.

STEP 2: Ask the following kinds of questions to gather more information: 
When? Who? Where? How? Why? What happened then?

STEP 3: You may choose to record the learner’s responses.

STEP 4: Revise the sentence by incorporating the information you gathered 
by asking questions.

Campbell, P., & Brokop, F. (1996). STAPLE ’96. Edmonton, Alberta: Grass Roots Press. Copyright held by Literacy Alberta. 
ISBN for CD ROM 0-9680235-1-7, for handbook 0-9680235-0. Used with permission.
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Why Is Spelling so Difficult? 
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Spelling Test!

The following words have been respelled the way they sound. Your task is to spell 
them the usual (correct) way. Their meanings are written beside them.

a kom uh DAY shun. Living premises.                                                            

BEN uh fit ed. Did good to.                                                              

seej. Blockade of a fortified place.                                                            

EK sta see. Feeling of great joy.                                                             

em BAH rus. Make feel awkward.                                                             

HEM muh rij. Bleeding.                                                              

 i NOK yu layt. Treat with vaccine.                                                             

i REL uh vant. Not pertinent.                                                             

lee AY zun. A go-between.                                                              

RIH thum. A regular pattern.                                                              

weerd. Strange.                                                               

Norton, M. (1990). Preparing literacy tutors: A trainer’s manual. Cold Lake, Alberta: Lakeland College. ISBN 0-980683-10-X. 
Used with permission.



Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    Handout 8.3
UNIT 8 Spelling

Spelling Test Answers

accommodation

benefited

siege

ecstasy

embarrass

hemorrhage or haemorrhage

inoculate

irrelevant

liaison

rhythm

weird

Norton, M. (1990). Preparing literacy tutors: A trainer’s manual. Cold Lake, Alberta: Lakeland College. ISBN 0-980683-10-X. 
Used with permission.
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Five Words

pteridophyte

quidnunc

elegiacal

irreplaceable

sacrilegious

Norton, M. (1990). Preparing literacy tutors: A trainer’s manual. Cold Lake, Alberta: Lakeland College. ISBN 0-980683-10-X. 
Used with permission.
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Memory and Spelling

Research by psychologists on learning has given us some useful information about 
how our memory works:

A. We remember things more easily if we organize them into groups, patterns, 
categories.

B. We remember unusual things.

C. We remember things that interest us most. 

D. We can only remember a few things at a time (7, plus or minus 2 “chunks”).

E. It is difficult to remember things we don’t understand. 

F. Our memory works by building links.

G. We remember things better if we already know something about them.

H. Learning is an active task – we have to think about how we can remember 
something.

Klein, C., & Millar, R. R. (1990). Unscrambling spelling. London, England: Hodder and Stoughton. ISBN 0-340-51234-2. Reproduced by 
permission of Hodder and Stoughton Ltd.
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1.	 Tutor:	Asks	for	a	word	the	learner	wants	to	
learn.

2.	 Learner:	Selects	word.

3.	 Tutor:	Asks	for	meaning	of	word	or	correct	
use	in	a	sentence.

4.	 Learner:	Demonstrates	knowledge	of	the	
word.

5.	 Tutor:	Asks	how	many	parts	(syllables)	
learner	hears	in	the	word.

6.	 Learner:	Responds	and	verifies	by	using	the	
dictionary	with	the	tutor’s	help.	(Learners	
at	this	stage	are	unable	to	use	the	dictionary	
themselves).

7.	 Tutor:	Writes	the	word	in	manuscript	on		
4"	by	12"	paper,	then:
•	 says	the	word
•	 says	each	syllable	in	the	word	without	

distortion	as	each	part	is	written	
(pronunciation	of	syllables)

•	 crosses	ts	and	dots	is
•	 says	each	part	as	each	syllable	is	underlined
•	 says	whole	word

8.	 Tutor:	Demonstrates	tracing	technique	as	
follows:
•	 two	fingers	in	contact	with	writing	(index	

and	second	finger	–	fingers	kept	stiff)	
•	 says	word
•	 says	each	part	without	distortion	on	the	

initial	stroke	as	each	syllable	is	traced
•	 crosses	ts	and	dots is	from	left	to	right
•	 says	each	syllable	as	each	syllable	is	

underlined
•	 says	the	word
•	 repeats	demonstration	until	learner	expresses	

readiness	to	do	it

Fernald-Keller Technique (Adaptation)

9.	 Learner:	Traces	as	described	in	step	8,	above,	
until	learner	feels	she	can	write	the	word	
without	the	copy.

10.	 Tutor:	Checks	tracing	as	follows:
•	 stops	learner	upon	error	or	hesitation
•	 recommends	number	of	tracings
•	 commends	success

11.	 Learner:	Turns	paper	over,	writes	the		
word,	and:
•	 says	the	word	aloud		
•	 says	each	syllable	as	she	begins	to	write	it	
•	 says	each	as	she	underlines	it

12.	Learner:	Checks	word	against	original	copy:
•	 if	correct,	writes	word	again	without	copy	

and	checks	against	original	copy	–	word	must	
be	written	correctly	two	successive	times

•	 if	unsuccessful,	may	make	second	attempt	or	
may	retrace	word	until	she	learns	it

13.	 Learner:	Dates	the	paper.

14.	 Learner:	Files	the	word.

15.	 Tutor:	Checks	retention	the	next	day.	Include	
words	in	flash	word	recognition	list.

Adult literacy tutor training manual. (1996). Regina, Saskatchewan: Regina Public Library. Used with permission.
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See, Say and Spell 

1. Study the word. 

• What part of the word seems hard to remember? 

• Can you separate the letters in the word into small groups to help you better 
remember the word? 

• Can you already spell some of the small groups?

2. Close your eyes. 

• Try to visualize the word in your head.

• Look and check whether you visualized it accurately. 

• Try again if you need to. 

3. Mark in red or circle the letters you might forget.

4. While looking carefully at the word, say the word and spell it out loud.

5. Cover the word and spell it out loud. Check your spelling. Repeat if you need to.

6. Cover the word again, say it and write it. Check your work.

7. Write the word in a sentence. Can you still spell it correctly?

8. Repeat these steps until you have spelled the word correctly a few times.

9. Review the word over the next week.

Tutor tools. (2003). Calgary, Alberta: Literacy Alberta. Used with permission.
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Word Sorts

Word	sort	activities	encourage	learners	to	study	and	categorize	words	for	themselves.	
This	helps	them	notice	common	patterns	and	other	features	in	words.	This	can	be	used	to	
assist	in	reading	or	spelling.

To	prepare	for	a	word	sort,	print	words	the	student	knows	on	cards	(or	use	words	from	the	
student’s	word	bank).	Give	the	student	the	set	of	cards	and	ask	him	or	her	to	group	them	
in	one	of	the	following	ways:

Structured word sort

You	tell	the	student	to	sort	the	cards	according	to	some	pattern	or	feature	that	you	want	
him	or	her	to	be	aware	of,	e.g.,	common	spelling	patterns	(in,	ain),	common	endings	(ed,	
ing),	common	letters,	silent	letters.

Open-ended word sort

The	student	decides	how	to	sort	the	words.	In	this	case,	the	student	has	to	look	for	
common	features	and	decide	on	categories.	After	the	student	has	sorted	the	words	into	
categories,	ask	for	an	explanation	of	how	they	were	sorted.

Norton, M. (1990). Preparing literacy tutors: A trainer’s manual. Cold Lake, Alberta: Lakeland College. ISBN 0-980683-10-X. 
Used with permission.
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Prefixes and Suffixes

Prefixes of quantity Prefixes of direction or position

Prefix Meaning Prefix Meaning

amphi-, diplo- both, double, two ab-, de-, ef-, ex- away, away from

bi-, di- two acro-, apici- top, highest

centi- one hundredth ad-, af- to, toward

equi-, iso- equal antero-, proto- front

haplo- single, simple anti-, contra- against, opposite

hemi-, semi- one-half archi-, primi-, proto- first

hex- six  circum-, peri- around 

holo- whole  deutero- second 

quadri- four dia-, trans- across 

milli- one thousandth  ecto-, exo-, extra- outside 

mono-, uni- one  endo-, ento-, intra- inner, within

multi-, poly- many  epi- upon, over 

oligo- few  hyper-, supra- above, over 

omni- all  hypo-, infra-, sub- under, below

pento- five  inter-, meta- between 

tri- three  medi-, meso- middle

post-, postero- behind

 pre-, pro- before, in front of

 retro- backward

 ultra- beyond
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Miscellaneous prefixes Miscellaneous suffixes

Prefix Meaning Suffix Meaning

a-, an-, e- without, lack of -ac, -al, -alis, -an, 
-ar, -ary

pertaining to

chloro- green -asis, -asia, -esis condition of 

con- together, with -blast bud, sprout 

contra- against -cide killer 

dis- apart, away -clast break down, broken 

dys- difficult, painful -elle, -il little, small 

erythro- red -emia condition of blood 

 eu- true, good -fer to bear 

 hetero- different, other -la, -ism condition of 

 homo-, homeo- same, similar -ic, -ical, -ine, -ous pertaining to

leuco-, leuko- white -id member of group 

 meta- change, after -itis inflammation 

 micro- small -lysis loosening, split  
apart 

 neo- new -oid like, similar to 

necro- dead, corpse -logy study of 

 pseudo- false -oma tumour 

 re- again -osis a condition, disease 

 sym-, syn- together, with -pathy disease 

 tachy- quick, rapid -phore, -phora bearer

-sect, -tome, -tomy cut

-some, -soma body

-stat stationary, placed 

-tropic change, influence 

-vor to eat

Harvill, M. (n.d.). Common prefixes, suffixes and root words. Columbus, Mississippi: Dr. Marty Harvill’s Website at the Mississippi University for 
Women. http://www2.muw.edu/~mharvill/Prefixes.rtf. Used with permission.

http://www2.muw.edu/~mharvill/Prefixes.rtf
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•	 Highlight	or	circle	the	parts	of	the	word	
that	are	hard	to	spell.	For	example,	write	the	
difficult	bits	in	different	colours.

•	 Change	the	way	the	word	looks.	Divide	it	up	
differently: l iai son

•	 Find	words	in	the	words:	cat a log	

•	 Try	scratch	sheet	spelling.	Write	down	the	
word	that	you	can’t	remember	using	all	the	
phonetic	variations	you	can	think	of.	Scratch	
out	the	versions	that	don’t	look	right.	You	
might	be	able	to	pick	out	the	right	version	by	
comparing	them	visually.	

•	 Make	flash	cards	for	the	difficult	words.	Put	
a	picture	on	the	front	of	the	card	and	the	
correct	spelling	on	the	back.	Try	spelling	the	
word	mentally,	out	loud	or	on	paper	while	
you	look	at	the	picture.	Check	your	spelling	
by	turning	over	the	flash	card.

•	 You	can	also	put	the	words	up	at	various	
spots	at	home	or	work	where	you	can	look	at	
them	frequently.

•	 Work	with	a	group	of	words	that	have	
similar	tough	bits.

•	 Make	a	mental	picture	that	will	help	in	
remembering	the	word:	Flowers flowing 
down a hill.

•	 Create	a	personal	dictionary	if	you	think	you	
will	take	the	time	to	look	at	it.

•	 Make	a	Scrabble	game	based	on	the	spelling	
words.	Use	a	blank	Scrabble	board	and	
place	the	words	on	the	board	using	pieces	
of	paper	marked	with	letters	instead	of	the	
usual	Scrabble	tiles.	Remember	to	connect	
the	words	as	in	the	usual	game.	Then,	

Spelling and Sensory Learning Styles
Visual

each	player	takes	some	letter	tiles	from	
the	Scrabble	game	(seven	or	more	tiles	
depending	on	your	rules).	The	players	take	
turns	placing	the	letter	tiles	on	the	paper	
letters.	Each	one’s	turn	ends	when	he	cannot	
place	another	tile	on	the	paper	letter	words.	
The	first	one	to	finish	a	word	gets	the	points	
for	that	word	including	any	bonus	points	
under	the	letters.	Keep	taking	tiles	as	each	
person	finishes	a	turn	so	that	everyone	has	
enough	tiles	to	play	with.	In	this	game,	
people	spend	a	lot	of	time	looking	at	the	
words	and	the	exact	placement	of	letters.

•	 Make	up	word	searches	with	the	spelling	
words.

•	 Look	at	the	shape	of	a	word.	Outline	it.

•	 Write	words	so	their	shapes	make	pictures	of	
the	words	or	so	they	illustrate	the	meaning.	
For	example,	make	a	broomstick	for	the	t	in	
witch.

•	 Write	down	the	prefix	for	the	learner	
and	leave	a	blank	beside	it.	Then	give	the	
definition	of	the	word	you	want	the	learner	
to	write	and	he	fills	in	the	rest	of	the	word.	
For	example,	sub																			,	a	transportation	
system	that	goes	underground	=	subway.
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•	 Figure	out	if	you	already	know	a	word	
from	this	word	family	(i.e.	from	the	group	
of	words	that	have	parts	that	sound	or	are	
spelled	the	same).	Then	use	this	word	as	a	
key	to	remembering	the	new	word:		
sleigh – neigh.

•	 Change	the	sound	of	the	word	by	
exaggerating	what	you	have	trouble	with:		
lit er acy (don’t	say	litracy).

•	 Say	the	letters	in	rhythm:	de le te.

•	 Make	a	tape	recording	of	the	words	you	want	
to	work	on.	Say	a	word	(and	its	meaning,	if	
necessary),	then	leave	a	blank	space	on	the	
tape	to	give	you	time	to	try	spelling	it	out	
loud	or	writing	it	down.	Then	slowly	say	
each	letter	in	the	word.	Also	mention	any	
tricks	that	you	have	figured	out	to	remember	
the	word.	Play	the	tape	as	often	as	you	need	
to	until	you	can	write	the	words	correctly.

•	 Pronounce	the	word	and	try	to	spell	it	
phonetically.	Slow	down	so	every	syllable	is	
pronounced.

•	 Make	up	little	sayings	to	remember	the	
spelling:	E.T. was quiet. You hear with  
your ear.

•	 Sing	the	word.

•	 Homonyms	are	words	that	sound	the	
same	but	are	spelled	differently.	They	are	
especially	difficult	for	auditory	learners.	
Learn	the	spelling	of	homonyms	separately	
and	use	them	in	context	before	attempting	to	
use	both	in	the	same	piece	of	writing	or	on	
the	same	spelling	list.	

Spelling and Sensory Learning Styles
Auditory 

•	 Break	the	word	into	syllables	and	spell	
each	syllable	separately.	You	can	describe	
a	syllable	to	your	learner	as	the	group	of	
sounds	between	each	drop	of	our	chin.

•	 Mispronounce	the	word	so	that	it	sounds	the	
way	it	is	spelled:		k nife.

•	 Read	your	writing	out	loud	to	help	in	
proofreading.

•	 Make	sure	that	you	can	hear	the	word	
correctly	and	say	it	correctly.

•	 Make	up	a	sentence	using	the	letters	in	the	
word	to	remember	how	to	spell	it	(soar	=	
some	osprey	always	rise).



Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    Handout 8.10 3/3
UNIT 8 Spelling

•	 Write	the	word	in	large	letters	on	a	
blackboard.

•	 Cut	up	the	word	into	letters.	Put	it	back	
together.	

•	 Write	the	word	in	large	letters	in	the	air.	

•	 Make	the	word	with	Plasticine.	Can	you	
make	it	from	the	front	to	the	back	and	from	
the	back	to	the	front?

•	 Highlight	the	difficult	parts	of	a	word	with	
different	textures.	For	example,	the	word	
could	be	written	with	large	letters.	Then	the	
difficult	letters	could	be	outlined	in	glue	
and	sand	sprinkled	on	top.	When	dry,	the	
learner	can	gently	touch	the	word	to	feel	the	
difference.	

•	 Copy	the	word	in	large	letters	on	paper	and	
then	trace	it	several	times.

•	 Stamp	the	word	in	the	snow.

•	 Practise	spelling	the	word	out	loud	by	
walking	and	saying	one	letter	per	step.

•	 Print	the	word	with	your	finger	on	your	arm.

•	 Write	the	word	with	your	finger	on	
sandpaper	or	coarse	cloth.

•	 Re-spell	the	whole	word	when	you’ve	made	
a	mistake	rather	than	inserting	or	deleting	
letters.

•	 Use	magnetic	letters	to	make	words.

Spelling and Sensory Learning Styles
Tactile and Kinesthetic 

•	 Become	a	photocopy	machine.	Have	
someone	trace	the	letters	on	your	back.	Then	
you	copy	the	letters	onto	the	paper.

•	 Write	the	word	down	many	times.

•	 Write	the	words	down	a	variety	of	ways	
with	a	different	letter	missing	every	time.	
Leave	a	dash	for	that	letter	and	then	fill	in	
the	missing	letters	when	you	have	all	the	
versions	written	down.

•	 Put	prefixes,	suffixes	and	root	words	on	
different	cards.	Match	up	the	cards	to	make	
real	words.

•	 Separate	out	sounds	by	placing	something	in	
each	of	a	series	of	containers	as	you	hear	and	
identify	the	sound.	Also	just	put	up	a	hand	
each	time	you	hear	a	sound.

•	 Look	for	word	games	in	which	you	move	or	
shake	pieces.	You	can	use	a	letter	dice	that	
has	all	the	letters	on	it	as	a	basis	for	a	lot	of	
spelling	games.
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At	their	third	tutorial	session,	Mike	and	his	
tutor,	Frank,	talked	about	Mike’s	difficulties	
with	spelling.	Frank	asked	him	how	he	went	
about	learning	to	spell	a	word.	At	first,	Mike	
wasn’t	quite	sure	what	Frank	meant,	but	with	
a	bit	more	discussion	he	said	that	he	looked	
at	the	word	and	sometimes	he	wrote	it.	Frank	
suggested	that	if	Mike	had	some	new	ways	
to	learn	words	it	might	be	easier	for	him	to	
remember	them.	Mike	was	interested,	but	not	
convinced.	Frank	further	suggested	that	they	
hold	off	on	spelling	for	a	few	weeks	until	he	had	
a	chance	to	see	more	of	Mike’s	writing	and	could	
pinpoint	problem	areas.	Relieved,	Mike	agreed.

For	the	next	two	weeks	Frank	kept	a	record	of	
the	types	of	errors	that	Mike	made	in	spelling.	
He	thought	that	Mike	made	errors	in	four	major	
categories.

Category 1 – Sight Words

Word	 Mike’s	Version
eye		 i,	ey
was	 wos,	wus
of	 uf
have	 hav
one	 won
because	 becuss
before	 befour
people	 pepul
they	 thay

Category 2 – Phonic Words

Word	 Mike’s	Version
made	 mad
boil	 bole
rain	 rane
hope	 hop

read	 red
able	 abul
again	 agane

Category 3 – Special Word Families

Word	 Mike’s	Version
mind	 mine
sight	 site
rough	 ruff

Category 4 – Suffixes

Word	 Mike’s	Version
boxes	 boxs
really	 realy
tries	 trys

At	the	next	session,	Frank	brought	the	list	
and	explained	to	Mike	the	four	categories	of	
misspelled	words:

•	 Sight	Words	–	Words	that	are	commonly	used,	
but	which	often	do	not	follow	regular	phonic	
patterns,	e.g.	eye,	of.

•	 Phonic	Words	–	Words	that	follow	general	
rules	about	letters	and	sounds.

•	 Special	Word	Families	–	Small	groups	of	
words	that	have	a	similar,	but	uncommon	
pattern,	e.g.,	rough, tough, enough.

•	 Suffixes	–	Words	that	follow	rules	about	
adding	endings.

Frank	and	Mike	agreed	that	the	errors	Mike	
made	suggested	that	he	knew	some	of	the	
rules,	but	had	difficulty	knowing	when	they	
applied	and	when	they	didn’t.	He	also	had	
difficulty	remembering	words	that	required	
memorization.	For	instance,	he	knew	that	was	
wasn’t	spelled	wuz,	which	was	how	it	sounded,	

Spelling Case Study 



Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    Handout 8.11 2/2
UNIT 8 Spelling

but	he	couldn’t	recall	which	vowel	was	the	
correct	one.

They	spent	some	time	talking	about	whether	
they	should	concentrate	on	one	category	of	
words	before	going	on	to	another	or	do	words	
from	every	category.	Eventually	they	decided	
that	they	would	select	words	from	Mike’s	
writing,	regardless	of	the	category.	Mike	would	
learn	spelling	rules,	phonic	patterns	and	word	
families	as	they	came	up.

Together	they	brainstormed	for	ideas	on	things	
that	Mike	could	do	to	help	learn	his	spelling	
words.	Frank	wrote	them	down	for	Mike.

SPELLING HELPS

1.	 Write	the	word.

2.	 Say	the	word.

3.	 Spell	the	word	while	looking	at	it.

4.	 Picture	it	in	my	mind.

5.	 Pin	the	word	on	the	mirror	at	home	and	spell	
it	every	time	I	see	it.

6.	 Test	myself	by	covering	it	up	and	then	mark	
it.

7.	 Figure	out	where	the	mistake	is	and	think	of	
a	way	to	remember	it.

8.	 Print	the	word	on	a	card	and	trace	it	with	my	
finger.

Mike	began	his	spelling	list	with	five	words.	
In	the	next	sessions,	and	between	sessions,	he	
practised	his	spelling	using	the	techniques	he	
and	Frank	had	listed.	Although	they	seemed	to	
take	a	long	time	while	he	was	doing	them,	Mike	
was	encouraged	by	the	fact	that	he	was	spelling	
the	five	words	correctly.	Frank	had	made	up	a	
worksheet	based	on	the	“Spelling	Helps”	list	and	
Mike	found	that	this	made	it	easier	to	do	the	
steps.	

As	the	sessions	progressed,	they	kept	track	of	
Mike’s	spelling	words	and	every	time	a	word	

was	spelled	correctly	three	times	in	a	row,	they	
moved	it	to	a	list	they	called	the	review	list.

Because	his	review	quizzes	were	showing	that	
he	remembered	the	words,	and	as	the	strategies	
for	learning	words	were	becoming	a	habit,	they	
decided	that	Mike	should	try	learning	10	words	
at	a	time.	By	recording	when	he	spelled	correctly	
and	when	he	made	an	error,	new	words	could	be	
added	as	soon	as	some	were	moved	to	the	review	
list.	In	this	way	the	list	of	words	he	was	learning	
was	always	maintained	at	10	words.

Sometimes	the	spelling	words	came	directly	
from	Mike’s	writing	and	sometimes	one	or	two	
words	led	to	tackling	a	whole	group	of	words.	
For	instance,	when	Mike	misspelled	lead (leed)	
and	each (ech),	they	spent	the	spelling	portion	
of	their	sessions	creating	a	list	of	ea/e/	words	
and	from	these	Mike	chose	several	to	learn	to	
spell.	Another	time	they	decided	to	work	on	
the	“change	the	y to	i	rule”	and	this	spread	over	
three	sessions.

Throughout	their	sessions	Frank	emphasized	
Mike’s	successes	and	strengths.	When	he	spelled	
a	word	correctly,	Frank	encouraged	Mike	to	
talk	about	the	strategies	he	had	used	by	asking	
him	how	he	knew	how	to	spell	it.	Despite	the	
fact	that	spelling	instruction	took	a	relatively	
short	time	in	each	session	(approximately	15	or	
20	minutes),	Mike	was	able	to	see	improvement	
in	his	spelling.	This	was	because	he	worked	
on	it	at	home	using	a	spelling	worksheet	and	
he	reviewed	his	words	frequently.	It	was	also	
because	Mike	had	developed	strategies	for	
learning	to	spell	and	so	could	more	efficiently	
learn	and	recall	the	correct	spelling.	He	was	now	
a	better	learner.

Cameron, J., & Rabinowitz, M. (1988). A guide for tutoring adult 
literacy students. Victoria, British Columbia: Province of British 
Columbia Ministry of Advanced Education and Job Training. 
ISBN 0-7718-8698-5. Copyright © Province of British Columbia. 
All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission of the Province of 
British Columbia. www.ipp.gov.bc.ca. 

http://www.ipp.gov.bc.ca
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Analyzing Your Spelling

Some Common Types of Spelling Errors

Type of Error Example Tips

Right sound but wrong 
letters

menshun – mention Keep lists of similarly 
spelled words

Look at them regularly

Didn’t apply a spelling 
rule

comeing – coming  
(drop the e)

Get to know which rules 
you need to learn or 
which you often forget

Missing letters 

Extra letters

becase – because

everery – every

Highlight or mark the 
parts

Wrong word two much work – too Use memory hooks 
(mnemonics) to help 
and learn each word 
separately

Reversed letters Firday – Friday Look at the difficult 
parts of the word and 
sound them out or 
underline them

Spelled the way you 
speak

Accent/dialect

Somefing – something

Flim – film

Keep lists of your 
typical errors and know 
your weak spots

If you want to improve your spelling, your errors are a great resource for you.

Knowing and understanding why you make errors in spelling will help you to:

• know what to look out for in proofreading

• identify the areas you need to work at, i.e. ends of words, wrong order, 
particular words

• take control of your spelling development

The spelling pack. (1993). London, England: Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit. Used with permission.
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Analyzing Your Spelling

Sample Analysis

This is an example of one student’s analysis of his spelling errors. The student is on a 
cooking course so the words tend to be about food. They are words that are important to 
his life and so they are worth taking time over.

usely
          usually

wrong base word

foleded
          folded

base word =

quaqulited
          coagulated

say the word correctly
co agulated                          co agu lated

ingredents
          ingredients

missed out       i         ingred i ents

procest
          processed

    ed     ending       process +    ed

fring
             frying

fry + ing      don’t change y    i   if adding -ing

particualy
          particularly

particular + ly = particularly

distants
          distance

wrong ending       dist ance

porcision
          portion

portion            ci = sh – but not here

contan
          contain

contain ai = A (remain)  a = ape, able
    a = apple pie 

dijest
             digest

digest     g  =  gullet, guts

usual
use

+ ly suffix 
ending

fold + ed suffix ending

The spelling pack. (1993). London, England: Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit. Used with permission.
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Spelling Error Worksheet

Incorrect spelling Correct spelling How I got it wrong and how to 
remember the correct spelling 
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Choosing Spelling Words

Choose words that the learner has misspelled in written work.

At first, choose words at first that the learner can almost spell correctly.

Choose words that the learner will need to write often.

Choose words that are similar to ones that the learner already knows how 
to spell.

Choose words that have similar letter patterns or are from the same word 
family.

Choose words that have the same root words.

Choose common words.

Learn words that sound the same but are spelled differently by first 
practising them in separate lessons.

Choose five or more words. You can choose more than five words if they 
are similar to one another or if the learner’s spelling of them is close to 
being correct already.

Provide time to review words by including these words occasionally within 
subsequent spelling lists.
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A Few Useful Spelling Rules 

There	are	a	number	of	rules	and	guidelines	that	learners	may	find	useful	when	
spelling.	They	are	provided	to	you,	as	a	tutor,	for	your	reference.

The doubling rule:	When	adding	an	ending	to	a	one-syllable	word	that	ends	in	a	
consonant	after	one	vowel,	double	the	final	consonant	if	the	ending	begins	with	a	
vowel.	(sit/sitting,	stop/stopping)

The i before e rule:	Put	i	before	e	(pier,	field),	except	after	c	(receipt,	deceive),	or	
when	sounding	like	ay	(neighbour,	weigh).

The y to i rule:	If	a	word	ends	in	y	preceded	by	a	consonant,	change	the	y	to	i	
when	adding	an	ending	(steady/steadiness)	except	when	the	ending	is	ing.	In	this	
case	the	y	is	retained	(steady,	steadying).	If	a	word	ends	in	a	y	preceded	by	a	vowel,	
the	y	doesn’t	change	when	adding	an	ending	(buy/buyer,	say/saying).

The final e rule:	If	a	word	ends	in	a	silent	e,	drop	the	e	before	adding	an	ending	
that	starts	with	a	vowel	(hope/hoped/hoping,	dance/danced/dancing).	Exceptions	
to	this	rule	include	words	such	as	hoeing	and	courageous.

Forming plurals:	When	forming	plurals,	add	an	s	(cat/cats,	bill/bills).	If	the	word	
ends	with	sh, ch, s, x	or	z,	add	es	instead	of	s	(glass/glasses,	roach/roaches).

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of the Nova Scotia 
Department of Education. Used with permission.
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100 Most Often Misspelled Words 

again dropped looked their

all right every many then

always February money there

an first morning they

and for mother they’re

animals friend name things

another friends named thought

around frightened off threw

asked from once through

babies getting our to

beautiful going people together

because happening pretty too

before hear received tried

believe heard running two

bought here said until

came him school very

caught interesting some wanted

children its something went

clothes it’s sometimes were

coming jumped started when

course knew stopped where

cousin know surprise with

decided let’s swimming woman

didn’t like than would

different little that’s you’re

SpellWell Bookmarks. (1994). 100 most often misspelled words. North Billerica, Massachusetts: Curriculum Associates. © Curriculum 
Associates, Inc. Reproduced by permission of the publisher.



Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    Handout 8.17 1/8
UNIT 8 Spelling

Learner Profile 1
Personal

•	 Female,	late	20s,	married,	two	children	(one	just	starting	school).

School experiences

•	 You	dropped	out	of	school	in	Grade	10	because	you	did	not	see	the	point	of	
continuing.

•	 You	went	to	work	shortly	after.	You	have	a	full-time	job	now.
•	 You	attended	night	school	(GED)	for	a	while,	but	found	the	classes	too	hard.	You	

feel	the	pace	was	too	fast.

Needs/wants

•	 You	want	to	move	up	to	another	position	in	your	workplace.	To	do	this,	you	need	
Grade	12.

•	 You	have	to	do	more	writing	at	work.
•	 You	have	transportation	in	the	evenings.
•	 Your	husband	will	take	care	of	the	children.

Reading

•	 You	can	read	sections	of	the	newspaper	and	most	stories	in	magazines,	but	you	
have	to	take	your	time.

•	 You	like	to	read.
•	 You	read	at	work	every	day.

Writing

•	 You	have	difficulty	writing	and	feel	your	reading	is	much	better	than	your	writing.	
•	 You	want	to	improve	your	spelling.
•	 You	have	trouble	getting	your	ideas	down	on	paper.	You	feel	that	what	you	write	

down	does	not	always	make	sense.
•	 You	write	memos	and	accident	reports	at	work.	You	sometimes	write	a	response	to	

your	child’s	teacher	who	has	written	a	note.

Math

•	 You	feel	that	your	math	skills	are	okay.	You	would	like	to	work	on	your	reading	and	
writing	first	and	then	work	on	your	math	skills	later.

Profiles of Learners and Their Writing Samples

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Writing Sample for Profile 1

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Learner Profile 2
Personal

•	 Male,	early	20s,	single.

School experiences

•	 You	dropped	out	of	school	in	Grade	8	because	you	were	frustrated	with	the	work.
•	 You	were	not	in	any	special	education	classes	in	school.	You	did,	however,	get	extra	

help	in	grades	7	and	8.
•	 You	got	a	job	shortly	after	leaving	school.	You	have	a	part-time	job	now.	
•	 You	went	to	an	upgrading	program	for	youth,	but	did	not	like	it.	You	felt	you	were	

not	learning	anything.

Needs/wants

•	 You	would	like	to	take	a	mechanics	course,	but	you	need	Grade	10.	
•	 You	would	like	to	get	your	Grade	12	someday.
•	 You	have	a	car,	but	can	only	come	when	you	are	not	working.	
•	 You	work	flexible	hours.
•	 You	take	great	care	of	your	body	and	work	out	at	a	gym	regularly.	You	follow	

boxing	and	wrestling	events	closely.

Reading

•	 You	can	read	some	articles	in	the	newspaper.
•	 You	can	read	the	TV	Guide.
•	 You	like	to	read.
•	 You	have	trouble	with	certain	words,	but	you	skip	over	them	and	try	to	understand	

parts	of	what	you	read.

Writing

•	 You	feel	that	you	write	well.
•	 You	do	not	really	like	to	write,	but	would	like	to	improve	your	writing.
•	 You	avoid	writing	when	possible.

Math

•	 You	feel	that	you	are	pretty	good	with	numbers.
•	 You	can	add,	subtract,	multiply	and	divide.
•	 You	can	estimate	percentage	discounts	and	you	understand	how	fractions	work.
•	 You	like	mathematics.

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Writing Sample for Profile 2

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Learner Profile 3

Personal

•	 Female,	early	30s,	single	parent,	two	children	(one	pre-schooler,	the	other	in		
Grade	3).

School experiences

•	 You	left	school	in	Grade	6.
•	 You	spent	some	time	in	a	special	education	class,	but	you	felt	that	you	should	not	

have	been	there.
•	 You	have	not	taken	any	upgrading	since	leaving	school.
•	 You	heard	about	the	upgrading	program	through	a	friend.

Needs/wants

•	 You	want	to	help	your	children	with	their	school	work.
•	 You	need	child	care	if	the	program	is	in	the	evening.
•	 You	do	not	have	transportation.

Reading

•	 You	can	read	part	of	the	TV	Guide.
•	 You	can	read	some	of	the	headlines	in	the	paper.
•	 You	would	like	to	be	able	to	read	books	to	your	children.
•	 You	read	slowly,	trying	to	figure	out	each	word.

Writing

•	 You	can	write	your	name,	address	and	phone	number.
•	 You	are	really	nervous	about	your	writing,	but	you	can	write	a	few	sentences.
•	 You	concentrate	on	writing	words	as	neatly	as	you	can.
•	 You	worry	about	your	spelling.

Math

•	 You	have	developed	a	system	to	handle	the	bills.
•	 You	can	add,	subtract,	and	do	some	multiplication	and	division.
•	 You	have	some	understanding	of	the	metric	system	(through	shopping	and	

watching	the	weather).
•	 You	liked	math	in	school.

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Writing Sample for Profile 3

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Learner Profile 4

Personal

•	 Male,	56	years	old,	retired,	widowed.

School experiences

•	 You	had	limited	schooling.
•	 You	went	to	school	until	you	found	work.
•	 You	were	not	in	any	special	education	classes	when	you	were	in	school.
•	 You	thought	about	going	to	night	school,	but	this	is	the	first	time	you’ve	enquired	

about	upgrading.

Needs/wants

•	 Your	wife	used	to	handle	most	of	the	reading	and	writing.	You	need	to	improve	
your	reading	and	writing	skills	so	that	you	can	manage	for	yourself.

•	 You	have	transportation	and	lots	of	time.

Reading

•	 You	can	read	a	few	signs	and	labels.	
•	 You	can	read	your	name,	address	and	phone	number.
•	 You	want	to	be	able	to	read	information	you	get	in	the	mail,	your	phone	bill,	light	

bill	and	so	on.
•	 You	would	like	to	read	about	people	and	places	(non-fiction).
•	 You	feel	embarrassed	when	you	have	to	read	something	and	usually	find	an	excuse	

not	to	read.
•	 You	have	a	friend	who	helps	you	with	reading	and	writing.

Writing

•	 You	can	write	your	name,	address	(with	assistance)	and	phone	number.
•	 You	are	very	nervous	about	writing.
•	 You	usually	get	someone	else	to	write	for	you.
•	 You	try	to	avoid	writing.

Math

•	 You	can	add	and	subtract,	but	have	difficulty	with	multiplication	and	division.
•	 You	can	figure	out	some	of	your	bills	and	most	of	your	cheques.
•	 You	would	like	to	know	more	about	the	metric	system.
•	 You	think	your	math	skills	are	okay.

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Writing Sample for Profile 4

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide. (n.d.). Halifax, Nova Scotia: Adult Education Division of 
the Nova Scotia Department of Education. Used with permission.
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Thirteen Ways to Renew  
Your Relationship with Math

1.	 Recall	math	memories.	Reflect	on	your	past	experiences	learning	math.

2.	 Self-monitor	while	doing	math.	This	requires	attending	to	your	thoughts	and	
feelings	while	doing	math.	

3.	 Notice	what	you	do,	think	and	feel	when	you’re	in	a	frustrating	situation	unrelated	to	
math.

4.	 Flounder	constructively	–	experiment	with	possible	ways	of	solving	a	problem	and	
record	findings.

5.	 Change	from	“the	way	to	do	it”	to	“the	ways	to	do	it.”	Doing	it	your	way	is	okay.

6.	 Eliminate	anxiety-producing	experiences:	allow	time	to	figure	out	the	work;	share	
your	work	if	you	feel	comfortable;	use	stress	reduction	exercises	such	as:	breathing	
slowly,	stretching,	looking	out	the	window	or	going	for	a	walk.

7.	 Note	how	the	learning	situation	is	different	now	as	an	adult.	You	know	how	to	learn	
and	the	teaching	situation	is	set	up	differently.

8.	 Use	mistakes	differently.	Instead	of	looking	at	them	as	being	“wrong,”	look	at	them	
as	ways	of	learning.	Understand	that	making	mistakes	is	part	of	the	process.

9.	 Take	time	to	practise	math.	It	also	takes	time	to	read	math	and	to	work	it	out.

10.	 Talk	to	yourself	and	others	–	have	a	“math	conversation.”

11.	 Make	representations	of	stories,	drawings,	anything	you	like	that	you	can	move	
around.	They	help	you	to	understand	or	see	how	things	change	or	why	things	are	
done	a	certain	way.	They	also	help	you	remember	concepts	learned.	You	can	make	
posters	or	cards	to	help	you	remember.

12.	 Approach	math	from	an	angle	that	interests	you.	For	example,	study	the	history	of	
math	or	use	manipulatives.	See	math	as	a	task	rather	than	a	series	of	exercises.

13.	 Have	a	taste	of	success.

Blayney,	I.,	&	Hagedorn,	L.	(2004).	Developing learning materials for adult numeracy.	Ottawa,	Ontario:	Ottawa-Carleton	District	School	Board,	
Literacy	and	Basic	Skills	Program.	www.ocdsb.edu.on.ca/Continuweb/ESL/adultn.htm.	Used	with	permission.

http://www.ocdsb.edu.on.ca/Continuweb/ESL/adultn.htm
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Framework for Math Instruction

1. Analyze a problem

•	 Identify	when	your	learner	needs	to	use	math.

•	 Pick	one	of	these	situations	and	have	him	describe	it	further.

•	 Record	the	description.

•	 Read	through	the	description.

•	 Develop	a	word	problem	based	on	this	description.

2. Figure out the problem

•	 Identify	the	operations	skills	needed	to	complete	the	problem	
(addition,	subtraction,	etc.).

•	 Complete	the	math	operations.

•	 Expand	on	the	word	problem	by	practising	the	operation	as	
needed.

3. Keep a record of progress

•	 Record	and	keep	track	of	the	math	skills	that	have	been	used.

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program.	(n.d.).	Halifax,	Nova	Scotia:	Adult	Education	Division	of	the	Nova	Scotia	
Department	of	Education.	Used	with	permission.
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Math Learning Style Strategies

Auditory strategies

•	 songs	or	rhymes	of	number	facts

•	 reading	questions	aloud

•	 verbalizing	thinking	processes	while	solving	problems

•	 mnemonic	clues:	“Big	number	on	the	Bottom	means	Borrow	(BBB)	
rule	in	subtraction”

Visual strategies

•	 flash	cards

•	 colour	coding

•	 stoplight	addition	(ones	column	is	green,	tens	column	is	yellow,	
hundreds	column	is	red:	start	on	green,	stop	on	red)

Kinesthetic strategies

•	 manipulatives	(flash	cards,	buttons,	Lego)

•	 use	actual	coins,	cheque	book,	pie	cut	in	fractions,	and	so	on

•	 board	and	card	games
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Instructional Strategies

•	 Address	attitudes	to	learning	and	using	math.

•	 Find	out	what	the	learner	already	knows.

•	 Use	visual	and	hands-on	activities	to	develop	understanding.

•	 Encourage	estimation	skills.

•	 Computation	is	a	tool	for	problem-solving	–	not	an	end	in	itself.

•	 Help	a	learner	understand	there	are	many	different	strategies	to	solve	a	
math	problem.

•	 Develop	calculator	skills	and	the	ability	to	use	computer	technology.

•	 Provide	opportunities	for	group	work	or	to	discuss	work	with	others.

•	 Link	numeracy	and	literacy	together	by	discussing	math	issues.

•	 Do	problem-solving	in	relevant	real-life	contexts	to	transfer	learning.

•	 Help	the	learner	interpret	numbers	and	graphs	in	documents.

•	 Use	a	broad	range	of	methods.

Based	on	Developing adult numeracy: Practitioner training course.	(n.d.).	Ontario:	Literacy	and	Basic	Skills	Program	of	Ontario.	
www.lbspractitionertraining.com/html/developing_adult_numeracy.html.

http://www.lbspractitionertraining.com/html/developing_adult_numeracy.html
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Assorted Tips and Tricks

Number rhymes

You	can	use	the	following	rhymes	to	help	learners	remember	how	to	write	numbers.

1. Make a straight line down. One is fun.

2. Around and down, and back on track: two, two.

3. Around the tree, and around the tree; then we have three.

4. Down and across, then stand him on his leg last.

5. Make a neck, then a belly, put his hat on last. 

6. Around the curve and make a loop. You have a six.

7. Across the sky and down from heaven. That makes a seven.

8. Make an s, don’t you wait; up to the top and you have an eight.

9. Make a balloon, put it on a stick for a nine.

Stoplight 

Ones column is green (go), tens are yellow, hundreds are red (stop).  
Start with the green number and go to the red.

Triple B rule 

Big number on the Bottom means Borrow 

Subtraction rhymes

More on top? No need to stop.

More on the floor? Go next door. Get 10 more.

Number’s the same? Zero’s the game.

No carrying required

This	is	for	students	who	hate	carrying	when	doing	addition	problems.
Add	each	column	separately,	starting	from	the	left.	Then	add	the	totals	together.

				 35					 1.		Add	the	tens	first:	 30	+	20	=	50
  +	24	 2.		Add	the	ones:	 5	+	4	=	9
	 	 3.		Add	the	totals:		 50	+	9	=	59

 378 300 70 8 1200
+	958 +	900 +	50 +	8 120
  1200 120 16 +			16 
     1336
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Ruler addition/subtraction 

In	this	example,	we	are	adding	4	+	3	to	get	7.	Place	two	rulers	next	to	each	other	so	
the	top	ruler’s	end	is	lined	up	with	the	first	number	in	the	equation,	as	below.	Move	
your	finger	along	the	top	ruler	to	match	the	second	number	in	the	equation.	Then	
move	your	finger	down	from	that	point.	The	number	on	the	ruler	below	will	be	the	
answer	to	the	equation.			

Fractions to decimals

Use	the	following	saying	to	help	you	remember	where	to	place	the	numerator	and	
denominator	in	changing	fractions	to	decimals.	

Numerator Nancy goes in the house, but Denominator Dog stays outside.

Denominator	Dog				Numerator	Nancy

Long division 

Use	the	following	saying	to	help	you	remember	where	to	place	the	numerator	and	
denominator	in	problems	of	long	division.	

Put	the	“toppings”	and	the	“leftovers”	in	the	refrigerator.	

Examples:

 12	 	 12	is	the	“topping”	because	it’s	on	top,	
 3

   so	it	goes	in	the	refrigerator		 3		12 

262	÷	6	 262	is	the	“leftover”	number	because	it’s	on	the	left

	 	 so	it	goes	in	the	refrigerator	 6		 262

1      2      3      4      5      6      7      8      9     10     11     12

1      2      3      4      5      6      7      8      9     10     11     12

4      +      3  = 7
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Mixed number to improper fraction

Chant: Bottom times side plus top 

Example:		 3 5	=	6	x	3	=	18	+	5	=	23       
  

6  6

Metric prefixes

The	following	sayings	can	help	you	remember	the	metric	prefixes.

• My Cat Died Unusually Drinking Hot Ketchup	=	 
Milli	Centi	Deci	Unit	Deca	Hecto	Kilo	

• Henry Died Monday Drinking Chocolate Milk	=	 
Hecto	Deca	Metre	Deci	Centi	Milli

Definition clues

Perimeter	measures	the	rim	of	a	shape.

Per cent	means	“part	of	cent.”	Cent	is	French	for	100.

•	 To	change	from	a	per	cent	to	a	decimal,	we	divide	by	100.	

•	 Dividing	by	100	means	we	move	the	decimal	2	places	to	the	left.

•	 Look	at	the	per	cent	sign:	%.	The	two	circles	remind	us	to	move	two	places,	and	
the	line	is	pointing	down	and	to	the	left	to	remind	us	to	move	the	decimal	point	to	
the left.

Clue words for word problems

• Addition:	add,	altogether,	both,	in	all,	sum,	total,	increased,	combined,	additional,	
plus,	also	

• Subtraction:	difference,	fewer,	how	many	more,	how	much	more,	left,	less,	minus,	
need	to,	remains,	subtract,	decreased	by,	take	away	

• Multiplication:	times,	every,	at	this	rate,	of,	multiplied	by	

• Division:	each,	per,	out	of,	divided	by/into,	ratio

Long division steps

The	following	saying	can	help	you	remember	the	steps	to	long	division.

• Drink my soda, Charlie Brown =  
Divide,	multiply,	subtract,	check,	bring	down
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Times Table Trick Sheet

Do the easy ones first: 0, 1, 2, 5, 10, 11

Any	number	times	0	equals	0							8 x 0 = 0

Any	number	times	1	equals	the	same	number							6 x 1 = 6

Practise	counting	by	2s	up	to	20						 (all the even numbers)

Practise	counting	by	5s	up	to	50						 (always ends in 5 or 0)

Any	number	times	10	equals	that	number	with	a	0	on	the	end						 7 x 10 = 70

Any	number	times	11	equals	that	number	repeated						 4 x 11 = 44

Learn to count by 3s up to 30

3,	6,	9,	12,	15,	18,	21,	24,	27,	30

9s – Use your fingers

Hold	your	hands	out	in	front	of	you	with	your	palms	facing	away	from	you.	Each	
finger	represents	a	number.	Start	counting	from	the	left,	so	the	little	finger	of	
your	left	hand	is	number	one,	the	next	finger	is	number	two	and	so	on,	until	the	
little	finger	of	your	right	hand,	which	is	10.	To	multiply	any	number	by	nine,	you	
will	bend	down	the	finger	representing	that	number.

Examples: 

9 x 6	–	To	multiply	9	by	6,	bend	down	your	sixth	finger	(the	thumb	of	your	right	
hand).	Notice	the	remaining	fingers	standing	up.	You	have	five	fingers	up	to	the	
left	of	the	bent	finger	and	four	up	to	the	right	of	the	bent	finger.	Five	fingers	and	
four	fingers	=	54	and	9	x	6	=	54.

9 x 3	–	Bend	down	the	finger	representing	the	number	3	(the	middle	finger	of	
your	left	hand).	Notice	the	remaining	fingers	standing	up.	You	have	two	fingers	
up	to	the	left	of	the	bent	finger	and	seven	fingers	up	to	the	right	of	the	bent	
finger.	Two	fingers	and	seven	fingers	=	27	and	9	x	3	=	27.
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That leaves only 10 facts to learn:

The	hardest	fact	of	all:	 7	x	6	=	42

The	rhyming	six	facts:	 6	x	4	=	24	 6	x	6	=	36	 6	x	8	=	48

A	couple	of	square	poems:

You are cool, you are fine; 7 x 7 is 49.

Close your mouth, shut the door; 8 x 8 is 64.

The	backwards	fact:		5,	6,	7,	8:	56	=	7	x	8

And	the	last	three:

4	x	4	=	16	 buy	a	4x4	when	you	are	16

4	x	7	=	28	 February	fact:	4	weeks	of	7	days	=	28	days

4	x	8	=	32	 4	people	ate	(8)	but	they	were	thirsty	too	(32)

One last hint

Don’t	forget	that	these	number	sentences	can	be	switched,	8	x	4	has	the	same	
answer	as	4	x	8.	That	means	you	only	need	to	learn	half	of	the	times	table!	
Once	you	learn	half,	you’ve	learned	them	all.	If	you	can’t	remember	the	trick	
you	learned	to	answer	a	question,	rearrange	the	numbers	and	see	if	you	can	
remember	the	answer	then.
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Building a Shed

An Estimation Activity

You	are	going	to	build	the	walls	and	roof	of	a	shed	based	on	the	 
following	information:

•	 Size	of	shed	–	8	x	12	x	8	feet	high

•	 2	x	4	spaced	2	feet	apart	(centres)

•	 Trusses	spaced	2	feet	apart	(centres)

•	 4	x	8	sheet	of	plywood

1.	 Draw	the	dimensions	of	the	shed	onto	graph	paper.	Determine	the	
scale	you	are	going	to	use	on	the	graph	paper	(for	example,	four	
squares	on	the	graph	paper	equals	a	foot).

2.	 Estimate	how	many	2	x	4s	you	will	need.

3.	 Estimate	how	many	trusses	you	will	need.

4.	 Estimate	how	many	sheets	of	plywood	you	will	need.
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Learner Profile 1

Personal
•	 Female,	late	20s,	married,	two	children	(one	just	starting	school).

School experiences
•	 You	dropped	out	of	school	in	Grade	10	because	you	did	not	see	the	point	of	

continuing.
•	 You	went	to	work	shortly	after.	You	have	a	full-time	job	now.
•	 You	attended	night	school	(GED)	for	a	while,	but	found	the	classes	too	hard.	You	

feel	the	pace	was	too	fast.

Needs/wants
•	 You	want	to	move	up	to	another	position	in	your	workplace.	To	do	this,	you	need	

Grade	12.
•	 You	have	to	do	more	writing	at	work.
•	 You	have	transportation	in	the	evenings.
•	 Your	husband	will	take	care	of	the	children.

Reading
•	 You	can	read	sections	of	the	newspaper	and	most	stories	in	magazines,	but	you	

have	to	take	your	time.
•	 You	like	to	read.
•	 You	read	at	work	every	day.

Writing
•	 You	have	difficulty	writing	and	feel	your	reading	is	much	better	than	your	writing.	
•	 You	want	to	improve	your	spelling.
•	 You	have	trouble	getting	your	ideas	down	on	paper.	You	feel	that	what	you	write	

down	does	not	always	make	sense.
•	 You	write	memos	and	accident	reports	at	work.	You	sometimes	write	a	response	to	

your	child’s	teacher	who	has	written	a	note.

Math
•	 You	feel	that	your	math	skills	are	okay.	You	would	like	to	work	on	your	reading	and	

writing	first	and	then	work	on	your	math	skills	later.

Profiles of Learners

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide.	(n.d.).	Halifax,	Nova	Scotia:	Adult	Education	Division	of	
the	Nova	Scotia	Department	of	Education.	Used	with	permission.
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Learner Profile 2

Personal
•	 Male,	early	20s,	single.

School experiences
•	 You	dropped	out	of	school	in	Grade	8	because	you	were	frustrated	with	the	work.
•	 You	were	not	in	any	special	education	classes	in	school.	You	did,	however,	get	extra	

help	in	grades	7	and	8.
•	 You	got	a	job	shortly	after	leaving	school.	You	have	a	part-time	job	now.	
•	 You	went	to	an	upgrading	program	for	youth,	but	did	not	like	it.	You	felt	you	were	

not	learning	anything.

Needs/wants
•	 You	would	like	to	take	a	mechanics	course,	but	you	need	Grade	10.	
•	 You	would	like	to	get	your	Grade	12	someday.
•	 You	have	a	car,	but	can	only	come	when	you	are	not	working.	
•	 You	work	flexible	hours.
•	 You	take	great	care	of	your	body	and	work	out	at	a	gym	regularly.	You	follow	

boxing	and	wrestling	events	closely.

Reading
•	 You	can	read	some	articles	in	the	newspaper.
•	 You	can	read	the	TV	Guide.
•	 You	like	to	read.
•	 You	have	trouble	with	certain	words,	but	you	skip	over	them	and	try	to	understand	

parts	of	what	you	read.

Writing
•	 You	feel	that	you	write	well.
•	 You	do	not	really	like	to	write,	but	would	like	to	improve	your	writing.
•	 You	avoid	writing	when	possible.

Math
•	 You	feel	that	you	are	pretty	good	with	numbers.
•	 You	can	add,	subtract,	multiply	and	divide.
•	 You	can	estimate	percentage	discounts	and	you	understand	how	fractions	work.
•	 You	like	mathematics.

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide.	(n.d.).	Halifax,	Nova	Scotia:	Adult	Education	Division	of	
the	Nova	Scotia	Department	of	Education.	Used	with	permission.
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Learner Profile 3

Personal
•	 Female,	early	30s,	single	parent,	two	children	(one	preschooler,	the	other	in		

Grade	3).

School experiences
•	 You	left	school	in	Grade	6.
•	 You	spent	some	time	in	a	special	education	class,	but	you	felt	that	you	should	not	

have	been	there.
•	 You	have	not	taken	any	upgrading	since	leaving	school.
•	 You	heard	about	the	upgrading	program	through	a	friend.

Needs/wants
•	 You	want	to	help	your	children	with	their	school	work.
•	 You	need	child	care	if	the	program	is	in	the	evening.
•	 You	do	not	have	transportation.

Reading
•	 You	can	read	part	of	the	TV	Guide.
•	 You	can	read	some	of	the	headlines	in	the	paper.
•	 You	would	like	to	be	able	to	read	books	to	your	children.
•	 You	read	slowly,	trying	to	figure	out	each	word.

Writing
•	 You	can	write	your	name,	address	and	phone	number.
•	 You	are	really	nervous	about	your	writing,	but	you	can	write	a	few	sentences.
•	 You	concentrate	on	writing	words	as	neatly	as	you	can.
•	 You	worry	about	your	spelling.

Math
•	 You	have	developed	a	system	to	handle	the	bills.
•	 You	can	add,	subtract	and	do	some	multiplication	and	division.
•	 You	have	some	understanding	of	the	metric	system	(through	shopping	and	

watching	the	weather).
•	 You	liked	math	in	school.

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide.	(n.d.).	Halifax,	Nova	Scotia:	Adult	Education	Division	of	
the	Nova	Scotia	Department	of	Education.	Used	with	permission.
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Learner Profile 4

Personal
•	 Male,	56	years	old,	retired,	widowed.

School experiences
•	 You	had	limited	schooling.
•	 You	went	to	school	until	you	found	work.
•	 You	were	not	in	any	special	education	classes	when	you	were	in	school.
•	 You	thought	about	going	to	night	school,	but	this	is	the	first	time	you’ve	enquired	

about	upgrading.

Needs/wants
•	 Your	wife	used	to	handle	most	of	the	reading	and	writing.	You	need	to	improve	

your	reading	and	writing	skills	so	that	you	can	manage	for	yourself.
•	 You	have	transportation	and	lots	of	time.

Reading
•	 You	can	read	a	few	signs	and	labels.	
•	 You	can	read	your	name,	address	and	phone	number.
•	 You	want	to	be	able	to	read	information	you	get	in	the	mail,	your	phone	bill,	light	

bill	and	so	on.
•	 You	would	like	to	read	about	people	and	places	(non-fiction).
•	 You	feel	embarrassed	when	you	have	to	read	something	and	usually	find	an	excuse	

not	to	read.
•	 You	have	a	friend	who	helps	you	with	reading	and	writing.

Writing
•	 You	can	write	your	name,	address	(with	assistance)	and	phone	number.
•	 You	are	very	nervous	about	writing.
•	 You	usually	get	someone	else	to	write	for	you.
•	 You	try	to	avoid	writing.

Math
•	 You	can	add	and	subtract,	but	have	difficulty	with	multiplication	and	division.
•	 You	can	figure	out	some	of	your	bills	and	most	of	your	cheques.
•	 You	would	like	to	know	more	about	the	metric	system.
•	 You	think	your	math	skills	are	okay.

Nova Scotia tutor and instructor training and certification program: Facilitator’s guide.	(n.d.).	Halifax,	Nova	Scotia:	Adult	Education	Division	of	
the	Nova	Scotia	Department	of	Education.	Used	with	permission.
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With	an	extended	activity,	the	tutor	uses	a	
theme	of	interest	to	the	learner	to	develop	a	
series	of	active	and	authentic	numeracy	“units”	
such	as	the	one	outlined	below.

•	 Use	lessons	covering	the	following	concepts	
before	doing	this	extended	activity:

•	 Percentages
•	 Chequing	accounts
•	 Savings	accounts
•	 Wages	–	including	deductions
•	 Household	expenses
•	 Grocery	shopping
•	 Budgets
•	 Reconciling	a	bank	statement

•	 Objective:	Give	your	learner	a	real-life	
situation	that	requires	the	use	of	all	he	has	
learned,	in	a	realistic	situation.	

•	 Give	your	learner	“a	life”:
-	 In	advance,	write	out	different	scenarios	

that	your	learner	may	have	(for	example,	
single	parent	with	one	child	age	four;	
married	with	spouse	not	working	with	
three	children	ages	four,	five	and	eight).

-	 Write	out	different	jobs	–	server,	sales	
clerk,	waiter,	teacher,	nurse,	etc.,	and	
include	his	salary,	any	benefits	he	gets,	
how	often	he	gets	paid	and	so	on.

-	 Give	him	a	cheque	book	and	a	certain	
balance	to	start	with.

•	 Inform	your	learner	he	will	have	to	find	a	
place	to	live.	Have	several	newspapers	ready	
for	him	to	find	a	suitable	place	to	fit	his	
“family.”	He	has	to	write	a	cheque	to	you	for	

rent,	deposit,	and	so	on.	He	will	also	have	to	
write	out	cheques	for	all	his	bills	and	extra	
spending	that	might	pop	up.	Have	him	write	
two	cheques	per	week	for	miscellaneous	
items.	Ask	your	learner	to	draw	from	a	
number	of	slips	of	paper	you	have	prepared	
describing	various	scenarios,	for	example,	to	
determine	whether	or	not	he	has	a	car	and	
whether	or	not	he	has	to	make	car	payments.

•	 Tell	your	learner	that	all	cheques	go	to	
you.	(You	are	the	bank.)	Every	learning	
session,	he	receives	a	different	statement	
about	things	that	can	happen	to	a	person	
in	real	life	(for	example,	child	needs	braces;	
pay	orthodontist	$200	each	month	for	the	
next	10	months).	At	the	end	of	two	weeks,	
give	him	a	bank	statement	and	have	him	
reconcile	his	cheque	book.

•	 Items	to	be	turned	in	include	the	following:
-	 budget	–	per	month
-	 revised	budgets	–	if	his	first	one	didn’t	

work
-	 deposit	slips	for	all	deposits	going	into	

the	chequing	account.

•	 Extend	the	problem	even	further	to	buying	a	
house,	developing	a	long-term	financial	plan,	
learning	about	credit	and	investing,	and	so	
on.

There	are	a	great	many	opportunities	to	
blend	in	reading,	writing	and	spelling	in	this	
activity.

Extended Activity

Adapted	from	Herod,	L.	(2000).	Numeracy for adult literacy learners.	Winnipeg,	Manitoba:	Adult	Literacy	and	Continuing	Education,	Manitoba	
Education	and	Training.	For	this	publication	www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/numeracy_revised_oct00.pdf,	for	a	list	of	all	publications	
www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications.html.	Used	with	permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/numeracy_revised_oct00.pdf
http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications.html
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Examples of Activities for  
Everyday Living Numeracy

NEWSPAPER ACTIVITIES 

Lottery Dreamer Gambles $50,000 and Loses 

Lynn Borisoff wanted to be rich. First she sold her house in Hamilton for $50,000. Then 
she spent this money on lottery tickets. The tickets cost $10 each. Lynn spent her summer 
vacation driving to different towns to buy the tickets. “With so many tickets, I figured I 
had to win big,” she said. All she won was $1,300. “I think the lottery hooks people with 
lots of small cash prizes. How many people get close to the really big money?” She grabbed 
a handful of tickets and said, “You know, these tickets look like money, but they’re just 
garbage!” Lynn sees some hope. “I spent all my money and only won peanuts. I’m pretty 
broke right now, but I can make more money by working hard.”

•	 It	cost	Lynn	$50,000	to	make	$1,300.	What	was	her	net	loss?

•	 Ticket	sellers	make	$0.15	on	each	ticket	they	sell.	How	much	money	did	they	make	
from	the	tickets	Lynn	bought?

•	 Suppose	it	took	Lynn	12	seconds	to	check	each	lottery	ticket	to	see	if	she	had	won	
any	money.	How	many	hours	and	minutes	will	it	take	Lynn	to	check	all	of	her	
tickets?

•	 The	big	winner	was	a	group	of	13	people.	The	group	had	to	split	a	million	dollars.	
How	much	will	each	winner	receive?

Complete the headlines

•	 Melbourne, Australia - An Australian physical fitness expert is really not walking! 
He walked for 71 hours at an average of 5 km/h. After completing his “stroll,” he said 
he felt fine. He went to the hospital for a checkup and was released after treatment 
for blistered feet.

 Complete	this	headline:	Australian	Completes	Walk	of														km

•	 Montrose, USA - Jim and his fiancée planned to be married. Unfortunately, the 
plans fell apart. Jim received his ring back and 12 cookies for every day they had 
been together. His former fiancée gave him a total of 4,380 cookies.

 Complete	this	headline:	Couple	Breaks	Up	After														Days	Together
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BLENDED ACTIVITIES

Learner-developed problems

Try	asking	your	learners	to	develop	math	problems	based	on	their	lives.	One	learner	came	
up	with	the	following:

• My name is                            . I ride the bus Mody, Wensday, Friday to GED class at 
Trinity Episcopal church on Jackson Avenue. I pay at 90 cents coming and going. For 
week would be? For a month? For three mons? For a year?

 There	are	lots	of	opportunities	here	for	the	tutor	to	work	on	various	literacy	skills	
in	the	context	of	a	meaningful	problem	that	the	learner	has	developed	himself.

Employment

Your	learner	has	indicated	he	would	like	to	work	on	literacy	and	numeracy	related	to	
employment.	You	can	give	him	the	following	two	newspaper	advertisements:	

•	 Person Friday wanted – $250/week. A good junior job. Must type 50 wpm. Also 
involves filing, switchboard, mail, copying and supplies. Hours are 8:30 AM to 5:00 
PM with a 60-minute lunch and two 15-minute breaks. Phone Barb at 586-9834.

•	 Receptionist/Typist – Needed immediately in Fallingbrook area. This person will 
type 60 wpm, be well-groomed and have a pleasant demeanor. Good company 
benefits. Salary $24,000 annually. Hours are 8:45 AM to 5:15 PM daily, 60-minute 
lunch and two 30-minute breaks. Send resume to Box 609, Stn “C,” Winnipeg, MB 
R7B 2K2 before March 15th.

	 Which	position	has	the	longest	working	day	and	by	how	much?

	 How	much	will	the	Person	Friday	position	pay	yearly?	(52	weeks)

	 How	much	will	the	Person	Friday	position	pay	weekly?	(five	days)

	 Which	position	pays	more	per	hour	and	by	how	much?

	 Writing,	reading	and	spelling	activities	–	develop	a	resume,	write	a	cover	letter,	
write	a	“Job	Wanted”	advertisement,	read	about	job	interviews,	and	so	on.

Taking medicine

Ask	your	learner	to	write	a	short	paragraph	describing	a	recent	illness	(his	own,	a	
family	member’s	or	a	friend’s).	Use	a	medical	reference	book	to	read	about	the	illness.	
Discuss	ways	to	measure	liquid	medicines.	Use	water	to	demonstrate	the	difference	in	
quantities	measured	by	teaspoons,	soup	spoons	and	tablespoons.	Compare	the	differences	
in	quantities	measured	by	tableware	and	measuring	spoons.	Read	the	labels	on	non-
prescription	medicine	bottles.	Prepare	a	chart	showing	the	time	of	day	when	the	medicine	
should	be	taken	and	the	dose.	Calculate	the	total	number	of	doses	over	a	period	of	days.
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Using a budget

•	 You	and	a	friend	want	to	share	an	apartment.	Find	each	of	you	a	job	in	the	“help	wanted”	
section	of	the	newspaper’s	classifieds.	List	the	name	of	a	job	and	its	monthly	salary.

Job	1:																																																																				 $																											monthly

Job	2:																																																																				 $																											monthly

Total	income	for	two	roommates		 $																											

Subtract	35%	for	deductions	(taxes,	etc.)		 $																											

Final	income:		 $																											

•	 Using	the	total	monthly	income	above	as	a	guide,	find	an	apartment	you	can	afford.	Look	
in	the	“real	estate”	or	“apartments	for	rent”	section.	List	the	monthly	rent.		$																											

•	 Water,	electricity	and	cable	TV	cost	money.	Estimate	their	cost	as	10	per	cent	of	the	rent	
money.		$																											monthly

•	 You	will	probably	also	want	a	telephone.		$																											monthly

•	 How	much	do	you	have	left	over	for	food	and	entertainment?	$																											monthly

•	 Write	a	list	of	the	things	you	will	need	for	the	apartment	(e.g.,	furniture,	dishes).

Other themes

Only	one	example	is	shown	for	each	of	the	following	“themes,”	but	of	course,	there	are	many,	
many	activities	that	can	be	built	around	each.

•	 Grocery shopping	–	Use	newspaper	flyers	from	various	grocery	stores	and	have	students	
prepare	a	list	of	5	to	10	items	that	are	available	in	each	flyer,	noting	the	price	at	each	store.	
Calculate	the	total	cost	for	each	store	and	prepare	a	chart	that	compares	the	savings.

•	 Restaurants	–	Use	menus	from	local	restaurants	to	order	meals	for	several	people.	Total	the	
bill	and	calculate	the	taxes	and	tip.	Divide	the	total	among	the	number	of	people	who	ate.

•	 Catalogue shopping	–	Use	mail-order	catalogues	and	select	several	items	to	order.	Fill	out	
the	order	form	and	calculate	the	total	cost	of	the	items,	the	taxes	and	the	shipping	costs.	
Compare	the	costs	of	the	items	to	buying	them	in	a	local	store.

•	 Cooking	–	Write	out	recipes	for	favourite	dishes.	Double	or	triple	the	ingredients	to	
increase	the	number	of	servings.	Reduce	quantities	to	decrease	the	number	of	servings.	
Use	hands-on	activities	to	measure	and	compare	quantities	(for	example,	1/2,	1/3,	1/4).	
Convert	Imperial	to	metric	quantities	and	vice	versa.

•	 Buying gasoline	–	Determine	the	distance	from	your	city	to	other	cities	using	a	road	
map.	List	this	information	on	a	chart.	Estimate	the	kilometres	per	litre	of	gas	for	your	
car.	Calculate	the	cost	of	gas	to	drive	between	various	cities.	Prepare	a	chart	to	record	
speedometer	readings	and	litres	of	gas	purchased	to	confirm	the	estimated	kilometre	per	
litre	gasoline	use	for	your	car	over	a	period	of	time.

Adapted	from	Herod,	L.	(2000).	Numeracy for adult literacy learners.	Winnipeg,	Manitoba:	Adult	Literacy	and	Continuing	Education,	Manitoba	
Education	and	Training.	For	this	publication	www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/numeracy_revised_oct00.pdf,	for	a	list	of	all	publications	
www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications.html.	Used	with	permission.

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/numeracy_revised_oct00.pdf
http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications.html
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What Is a Learning Disability?

• An information-processing disability

• Affects the way someone takes in, remembers, understands and expresses 
information

• A neurological disability

• Something that affects 10-15% of the population

• Occurs when there are very large differences between a person’s learning 
strengths and weaknesses so that the weaknesses seem to continually get 
in the way and prevent the individual from demonstrating her strengths

• An invisible handicap

• A real disability that is recognized in legislation as a handicap

• A condition that can affect reading, writing, spelling, calculation, 
communication, memory, attention, organization, coordination and/or social 
competence

• Something that can have an ongoing impact on friendships, school, work, 
self-esteem and daily life

• A lifelong disability

• A distinct handicapping condition in the presence of average to above 
average intelligence  

• A condition that varies in severity and type
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How Learning Disabilities Can Impact  
the Information-processing Cycle

There are three stages to learning: 

1.	 inputting	information	

2.	 processing	information	

3.	 outputting	information

There	is	a	breakdown	at	one	or	all	three	of	the	stages	for	adults	with	learning	disabilities.

Signs at the input stage:

•	 limited	amount	of	information	taken	in	at	once	

•	 distraction	or	short	attention	span,	which	can	result	in	a	loss	of	all	or	some	of	the	
information	

•	 one	or	more	of	the	five	senses	hindering	the	ability	to	take	in	information

Signs at the processing stage:

•	 difficulty	organizing	and	putting	information	in	order	

•	 difficulty	integrating	new	information	with	old	information	

•	 limited	short-	or	long-term	memory,	resulting	in	information	being	forgotten	or	lost	

•	 difficulty	transferring	information	learned	visually	with	information	learned	auditorily	
or	vice	versa	

•	 difficulty	encoding	and	decoding	information

Signs at the output stage:

•	 difficulty	writing	information	even	though	it	is	understood	or	can	be	expressed	
verbally	

•	 difficulty	completing	tasks	even	though	the	knowledge	is	present	

•	 difficulty	expressing	verbal	knowledge

Fowler, J. A. (2003). Learning disabilities training: A new approach. London, Ontario: Literacy Link South Central. Used with permission.
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• Visual processing dysfunction 

• Auditory processing dysfunction 

• Motor processing dysfunction

A	visual processing	or	perceptual	disorder	
refers	to	a	diminished	ability	to	make	sense	of	
information	taken	in	through	the	eyes.	This	
is	different	from	problems	involving	sight	or	
sharpness	of	vision.	Difficulties	with	visual	
processing	affect	how	visual	information	is	
interpreted	or	processed	by	the	brain.

Learners	with	visual	processing	difficulties	
would	tend	to	have	problems:

•	 visualizing	words	

•	 recalling	letter	sequence	properly	

•	 reversing	or	rotating	letters	(most	
commonly	b	and	d	but	also	p/g/q,	w/m	
and	n/u)	

•	 copying	accurately

•	 keeping	their	place	when	reading	(for	
example,	skipping	lines).

An	auditory processing disorder interferes	
with	an	individual’s	ability	to	analyze	or	make	
sense	of	information	taken	in	through	the	
ears.	This	is	different	from	problems	involving	
hearing	per	se,	such	as	deafness	or	being	
hard	of	hearing.	Difficulties	with	auditory	
processing	do	not	affect	what	the	ear	hears,	but	
do	affect	how	this	information	is	interpreted	
or	processed	by	the	brain.

Herod, L. (2000). Learning differently: An introduction to learning disabilities and adult literacy (2nd ed.). Winnipeg, Manitoba: Adult Learning 
and Literacy Department of Manitoba Education, Training and Youth. www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/learning_diff_revised_jan02.pdf. 
Used with permission.

An	auditory	processing	deficit	can	interfere	
directly	with	speech	and	language,	but	can	
also	affect	all	areas	of	learning,	especially	
reading	and	spelling.	When	instruction	in	
school	relies	primarily	on	spoken	language,	
the	individual	with	an	auditory	processing	
disorder	may	have	serious	difficulty	
understanding	the	lesson	or	the	directions.	
Learners	with	auditory	processing	difficulties	
commonly	experience	problems:

•	 segmenting	or	sequencing	words	

•	 “holding”	the	sound	in	his	or	her	head	
while	writing	it	out	

•	 checking	a	spelling	phonetically	

•	 filtering	out	background	sound	

•	 distinguishing	differences	in	sounds.

A	motor processing	dysfunction	refers	to	
difficulties	in	fine	and/or	gross	motor	skills.	
Some	common	difficulties	include:

•	 clumsiness	(gross	motor),	lack	of	
coordination	

•	 poor	handwriting

•	 poor	sense	of	direction	(for	example,	
right/left	discrimination)	

•	 poor	verbal	expression	(for	example,	
usiing	words	out	of	context).

Three General Types of  
Information-processing Difficulties

http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/ael/all/publications/learning_diff_revised_jan02.pdf
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An Image

Source unknown.
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Decoding Simulation

Aman went in toa dar and saib tot    he partenber, “If you giveme freeqrinks 

all night, Iwil lentertain you rcustomers  somuch they will stayall night and 

prink lotsandlots.” “Oh yes,” saysthe dart ender. “How areyou goingtopo 

that?” 

The man getsaham ster out of his dock et and quts

                 itonthe diano. The hamster runs uq and down the keyboard 

blaying the 

greatest dianomu sic anyone hapever he ard. “That’s increbidle!” saysthe 

partender.

 “Haveyou got any thingelse?” Theman gets abarrot outofhis

ot her docket andquts it onthepar. The ham sterdegins ot blay thediano again 

and the barrot

singsa long - sounding jus tlike P a v arot ti. Every one in the dar isam azed 

and stay edall night prinking and listen ing tothe hamster

and darrot. Thepart enber is pe lighted. “I must have these ani mals. Will 

yous ell themtome?” he asks. The man shook his heapno. “Will yousell just 

one then?” asks the dartenper. “OK, I’ll sell you thedar rot for $100” the 

man says. The dart enperis penlight ed and hanpsover them on ey. Another 

manstan ding nextto the man whoow ned the ham stersaid, “You’re a dit 

stuqip sel ling that cle verbar rot foronly $100”. “No I’m not,” the man 

reb lied. “The ham steris aventril opuist”!!!

Brokop, F. (2004). Learning disabilities workshop. Edmonton, Alberta: NorQuest College. Powerpoint and video. Used with permission.
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Learners may have trouble with:

Memory

•	 Remembering	newly	learned	information	
because	of	either	visual	or	auditory	problems.	

Organization

•	 Staying	organized,	thinking	in	a	logical	and	
orderly	manner.

•	 Remembering	and	sticking	to	deadlines.	They	
may	have	difficulty	with	awareness	of	time	
because	they	don’t	have	an	internal	sense	of	
time	and	can’t	predict	how	long	a	task	may	
take	or	because	they	have	difficulty	telling	
time.	

Understanding

•	 Understanding	what	they	read.

•	 Following	directions,	creating	mental	images,	
dealing	with	size,	physical	geographic	
features	and	spatial	dimensions.

Communicating

•	 Understanding	jokes	that	are	subtle	or	
sarcastic.	

•	 Making	fitting	remarks.	

•	 Expressing	thoughts	orally	or	in	writing.

•	 Getting	along	with	peers	or	co-workers,	
usually	stemming	from	a	lack	of	skill	
in	interpreting	non-verbal	cues	such	as	
body	language,	requirements	for	personal	
space,	taking	turns	in	the	conversation	or	
recognizing	implicit	messages	in	“tone	of	
voice.”

•	 Using	proper	grammar	in	spoken	or	written	
communication.

Adapted from Fowler, J. A. (2003). Learning disabilities training: A new approach. London, Ontario: Literacy Link South Central. 
Used with permission.

Learning

•	 Learning	basic	skills	such	as	reading,	writing,	
spelling	and	mathematics.

•	 Skills	are	below	expectations	in	some	areas	
but	not	in	others,	for	example,	poor	writing	
skills	but	excellent	comprehension	skills	

Handling changes

•	 Generalizing	skills	from	one	situation	to	
another.	

•	 Changing	their	approach	to	a	task	even	when	
the	initial	approach	has	proven	unsuccessful.

Self-esteem

•	 Exhibiting	strong	self-esteem	issues	resulting	
from	a	poor	sense	of	self	from	years	of	
failure	in	academic,	social	and	employment	
situations	–	they	may	give	up	easily	and	put	
themselves	down.	

Jobs

•	 Finding	or	keeping	a	job.

Learners may also have:

•	 Mastered	other	skills.

•	 An	outgoing	personality	to	mask	learning	
problems.

•	 Developed	skills	to	compensate	for	their	
learning	disabilities.

•	 Empathy	because	they	can	relate	to	others	
going	through	periods	of	failure.

•	 Persistence	because	if	they	are	coming	for	
tutoring,	it	proves	they	don’t	give	up	easily.

General Characteristics of  
Learners with Learning Disabilities
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Start with your attitude

•	 Believe	in	your	learner’s	ability	to	learn	–	he	
may	not	have	much	faith	in	his	abilities.	
Involve	significant	people	in	the	learner’s	
life,	if	possible,	to	encourage	him.

•	 Treat	your	learner	with	respect	and	dignity.

•	 Recognize	that	your	learner	has	abilities	
and	strengths	as	well	as	a	learning	
disability.

•	 Pay	attention	to	the	clues	that	your	learner	
gives	you	when	he	is	talking	about	his	
learning.

•	 Be	flexible.	Think	“Is	there	a	different	
(maybe	unconventional)	way	to	learn	
this	that	might	work	better?”	Constantly	
evaluate	how	the	lesson	is	going	and	be	
prepared	to	make	changes.

•	 Help	your	student	to	become	an	active	
learner.

When planning

•	 Think	ahead	about	what	possible	problems	
your	learner	could	have	in	processing	the	
information.

•	 Involve	your	learner	in	planning	and	
evaluating.

•	 Adapt	your	work	area.	Remove	noise	and	
visual	distractions	as	necessary.	Provide	
room	for	movement	if	necessary.	

•	 Organize	material	so	that	the	important	
information	is	easily	accessible	to	the	
learner.	This	may	mean	creating	charts,	
highlighting,	discussing	concepts,	etc.

•	 Use	easy	material	first.	This	allows	the	
learner	to	focus	on	practising	the	strategy	
rather	than	learning	the	content	(i.e.	using	
memorization	techniques	–	start	with	
something	simple	to	memorize	so	that	the	
learner	becomes	familiar	with	the	strategy	
of	memorization).

When presenting material

•	 Begin	with	a	review	of	the	previous	
material.

•	 Capitalize	on	the	learner’s	learning	styles	
and	realize	that	he	may	not	be	able	to	
be	very	flexible	in	this	area.	Use	those	
sense	modalities	to	increase	tutoring	
effectiveness.

•	 Instruct	explicitly.	A	direct	approach	
to	teaching	strategies	is	more	effective	
than	a	“discovery	approach.”	Examples	
of	direct	approaches	are	providing	clear	
expectations,	stating	objectives,	giving	
specific	instructions	and	providing	
numerous	examples.

•	 Reduce	the	number	of	concepts	presented	
in	one	lesson.

•	 Use	real	life	examples.	Strategies	and	skills	
should	be	taught	and	practised	in	the	
context	of	“real	life”	and	relevant	situations.

•	 Generalize.	Help	the	learner	see	other	
applications	of	the	knowledge,	techniques,	
etc.	

Helpful Pointers When Tutoring
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•	 Explain	what	strategy	will	be	learned	and	
why. Explain the purpose of the strategy 
prior to using it with the learner to clarify 
expectations.	Make	sure	you	teach	the	‘how’	
and	“why”	in	order	for	the	learner	to	get	to	
the	“what”	of	the	material.

•	 Model	what	is	to	be	learned	and	what	you	
are	thinking	as	you	do	a	strategy.	Provide	a	
clear	demonstration	of	the	strategy	before	
practising	it.	Think-aloud	as	you	do	it.

•	 Choose	instructional	words	carefully	so	
they	match	what	you	want	to	convey	clearly.

•	 Present	the	material	in	a	variety	of	ways.	
Don’t	just	repeat	yourself.

When practising

•	 Use	supportive	practice.	Provide	a	series	of	
prompts	and/or	questions	to	help	guide	the	
learner	through	the	strategy.

•	 Ask	frequent	questions.	Maintain	
communication	with	the	learner	as	he	
practises	the	strategy.	Ask	questions	
to	ensure	he	is	focused	on	the	task	and	
understands	the	steps	in	the	strategy.

•	 Break	down	tasks	into	little	chunks.

•	 Provide	scaffolding.	Do	some	of	the	work	
for	a	learner	who	cannot	do	all	of	the	task	
by	himself	so	that	the	learner	can	focus	on	
parts	of	the	task.	Later,	remove	the	support	
so	he	can	do	the	entire	task	independently.	

•	 Use	checklists	and	memory	devices	to	
remember	steps.

•	 Don’t	use	more	than	approximately	seven	
steps	in	a	technique.

•	 Adapt	the	pace	of	the	lesson	to	the	difficulty	
of	the	task	for	that	learner.	Provide	breaks	
based	on	the	learner’s	needs.

•	 Provide	lots	of	opportunity	for	practice.	
Learners	with	learning	disabilities	require	
plenty	of	opportunities	to	practise	retaining	
new	skills	and/or	information.

•	 Provide	corrective	feedback	immediately	in	
a	straightforward	manner.		

•	 Make	sure	that	the	learner	understands	all	
essential	information	before	moving	on.

Adapted from Fowler, J. A. (2003). Learning disabilities training: A new approach. London, Ontario: Literacy Link South Central. 
Used with permission.
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Finding Out More While Tutoring

The	examples	below	of	what	you	can	listen	for,	observe,	gather	and	evaluate	will	
give	you	ideas	about	how	you	can	find	out	more	as	you	work	with	a	learner.	Over	
time,	you	will	be	able	to	add	many	more	ideas	to	the	lists.

LISTEN FOR the following during informal conversations with the learner

•	 An	“I	can”	or	“I	can’t”	attitude
•	 “I’m	good	at…”	or	“I	love	to….”
•	 Comments	about	feeling	stressed	or	having	headaches
•	 “This	works	for	me”	or	“This	doesn’t	work	for	me”	when	reading	or	writing.	
•	 Indications	of	troubles	with	daily	living	skills
•	 Feelings	that	he	doesn’t	learn	like	everyone	else	seems	to
•	 Any	comments	about	personal	learning	history
•	 Mentioning	others	in	his	family	who	have	learning	problems
•	 Difficulties	with	putting	ideas	into	words
•	 Conversation	breaks	caused	by	lack	of	understanding
•	 Trouble	in	answering	“why”	questions
•	 Limited	vocabulary
•	 Humour	that	is	out	of	context
•	 Answers	or	comments	that	don’t	connect	with	the	topic

OBSERVE the learner’s work habits during sessions

•	 Lesson-pacing	preferences
•	 The	need	to	keep	the	tutoring	session	format	the	same	at	all	times
•	 Which	tasks	the	learner	doesn’t	want	to	do
•	 Times	when	tasks	seem	overwhelming	and	the	learner	gets	frustrated
•	 Times	when	homework	isn’t	done	or	is	late
•	 Difficulties	concentrating	
•	 Changes	in	the	environment	that	help	learning
•	 Organizational	ability	and	trouble	getting	started
•	 Trouble	with	verbal	or	written	instructions
•	 Needing	a	lot	of	feedback	or	the	ability	to	work	independently	for	a	while
•	 The	context	of	successes	or	difficulties

GATHER AND EVALUATE learner’s work samples

•	 Evidence	of	how	he	handled	the	task	
•	 Ability	to	follow	the	procedures	of	a	specific	task	and	to	follow	the	steps	in	order
•	 Trouble	applying	a	known	strategy	to	a	new	task
•	 Evidence	that	the	learner	has	self-correction	strategies	or	tools
•	 Strategies	that	work	well	or	poorly	for	the	learner
•	 Consistent	and	erratic	error	patterns
•	 Fluency	that	seems	to	come	and	go
•	 The	amount	of	review	needed	to	learn	new	items	well
•	 Memory	difficulties
•	 Large	differences	in	the	level	of	abilities	between	different	skill	areas
•	 Messy	work	that	may	indicate	poor	visual/spatial	or	fine	motor	skill	abilities
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Steps to Strategy Creation

A. IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM: 

1. Indicate the general problem area.

2. Specify the problem area further – to pinpoint the objective. 
(Break it down to the smallest parts.)

3. Identify the strategy that the learner is currently using. (Ask “How 
do you do that now?”)

4.	 Record	the	difficulty	with	the	current	strategy.

B. UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM:

5.	 Compare	this	difficulty	to	what	you	know	about	the	learner’s	
strengths and weaknesses.

C. FINDING A SOLUTION:

6. Select or create an alternative way to accomplish this step.

7. Introduce the strategy.

8. The learner tries to apply the strategy independently. 

9. The learner evaluates the effectiveness of the strategy. 

10. If appropriate, further modify the strategy.

 

Johnston, J. (1996). Adults with learning disabilities: The road to success. Saint Catharines, Ontario: Surren Publishing and Productions/
Learning Potentials. ISBN 1-896883-00-1. Includes book and video. Used with permission.
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Skill Characteristics and Strategies Chart 

Reading characteristics Potential strategies

• Engage in leisure activities other than 
reading. 

• Prefer more active pursuits.

• Discuss with learners why they have limited interest. 

• Find out about other interests and begin introducing material that is related 
to their interests.

• Cannot easily use materials like 
newspapers	and	classified	ads	to	obtain	
information

• Demonstrate how the documents are organized. 

• Provide reading comprehension strategies, questioning and paraphrasing 
and provide a step-by-step process to search the material in an organized 
manner.

• Do not attempt to sound out words in 
reading or do so incorrectly. 

• May read words with syllables 
backwards (was for saw; net for ten).

• Introduce strategies such as word-to-word matching, blending and word-
part highlighting. 

• Build a list of words that contain syllables learners read backwards. Learners 
can refer to this list before reading to help them watch for reversals. 

• Encourage learners to self-correct.

• May encounter a newly learned word in a 
text and not recognize it when it appears 
later in that text.

• Before reading, pre-teach unfamiliar but important words.

• During the reading have learners add new words to a list.

• After reading have learners review the words and use their own words to 
explain the meaning. 

•	 Use	word-building	strategies	to	teach	prefixes,	suffixes	and	combining	
words. 

• Have them build their own dictionaries of new words by listing the word, 
writing	a	brief	definition,	drawing	a	picture	to	illustrate	the	meaning	and	
identifying an antonym or synonym for the word, if possible. 

• Read slowly and laboriously, if at all. 

• May skip words, leave endings off and 
make frequent repetitions. 

• May refuse to read orally. 

•	 Work	on	fluency	and	use	a	variety	of	cueing	strategies	such	as	background	
knowledge, pictures, meaning, structure/grammar and sound/symbol 
correspondence. 

•	 Build	on	word	identification	and	word-part	highlighting	strategies.	

•	 Offer	to	read	together	to	build	confidence	in	oral	reading.	

• Lose the meaning of text, but understand 
the same material when it is read aloud 
– visual processing disabilities.

• Have them read the text or passage into a tape recorder and then listen to it 
to increase reading comprehension. 

• Introduce reading comprehension strategies for silent reading.

• Do not understand the text when it is 
read to them – auditory disability. 

• Provide a copy of the material so they can follow along. 

• Help them recognize this disability and encourage them to review chapters 
prior to lessons if they are in a classroom format or if they plan to access 
further education/training. 

• When prompted to do so, do not 
describe the strategies they use to assist 
them with decoding and comprehending 
text. 

• Introduce the concept of strategies. 

• Teach reading and decoding strategies and work with learners to build their 
ability to use the strategies independently. 
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• Recognize and use fewer words, 
expressions and sentence structures 
than peers. 

• Before reading, pre-teach unfamiliar but important words.

• During reading, have learners add new words to a list.

• After reading, have learners review the words and use their own words to 
explain the meaning. 

•	 Use	word-building	strategies	to	teach	prefixes,	suffixes	and	combining	
words.

•	 Build	personal	dictionaries	by	listing	the	word,	writing	a	brief	definition,	
drawing a picture to illustrate the meaning and identifying an antonym or 
synonym for the word, if possible. 

Writing characteristics Potential strategies

• Rarely write letters or notes. 

• Need help completing forms such as job 
applications. 

• Start with tasks that interest them and as they see success, begin to 
introduce	writing	tasks	that	are	more	difficult.	

• Struggle to produce a written product. 

• Produce short sentences and text with 
limited vocabulary. 

• Make spelling errors, may confuse 
letter order, miss middle syllables, 
spell exclusively by sound and/or 
fiind	some	words	may	be	completely	
unrecognizable. 

• Teach the basic framework for writing (planning, writing and revision).

• Within this, incorporate strategies to assist with the process such as:  think 
sheets that use a series of prompting questions to help plan writing tasks, 
mind-mapping, putting sentences on index cards and organizing them into 
paragraphs. 

• Work on vocabulary and spelling by introducing word-building strategies to 
teach	prefixes,	suffixes	and	combining	words.	

• Create personal dictionaries. 

• To also help with spelling, you may choose to access some of the following 
strategies: develop a list of trouble words and highlight the problem areas, 
use chunking, help with tracking the sound sequence, use See, Say and 
Spell or Fernald-Keller technique trace to increase visualization of the word. 

• Omit critical content or put information in 
the wrong place. 

• Omit transition words. 

• Build vocabulary and writing process. 

• Encourage learners to devise a series of prompts to help them through the 
writing process. 

• Build vocabulary list of transition words (chronological, cause effect, 
comparison and contrast words). 

• Work on using the words in sentences and understanding the meaning. 

• Do not communicate a clear message. 

• Express thoughts that don’t contribute to 
the main idea.

• Introduce the main components of a story such as main character, action 
and outcome so they understand the basics of a narrative. 

• Use mind-mapping to help organize thoughts. 

• Provide a list of writing process steps to help write a composition. 

• Use sentences that contain errors in 
syntax or word choice. 

• Fail to clearly indicate the referent of a 
pronoun. Unable to determine which 
noun they are referring to, i.e. “She 
glanced at him while looking through the 
window.” 

• Work on sentence structure – provide grammar checklist to help them 
recognize and self-monitor problem areas. 



Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    

• Spell only phonetically. 

• Leave out letters. 

• Write numbers or letters backwards or 
upside down. 

• Refrain from writing words that are 
difficult	to	spell.	

• Discuss spelling strategies with learners to help determine cause of errors. 

• Develop a list of words and letters they reverse to help them recognize and 
self-monitor. 

• May choose to incorporate some of the following spelling strategies: See, 
Say and Spell, Fernald-Keller, use a tape recorder to make sure they are 
pronouncing the word correctly, chunking, highlight the hard parts so they 
visualize the correct spelling. 

• Regardless of the strategy selected, use a multi-sensory approach. 

• Omit or misuse sentence markers such 
as capitals and end punctuation, making 
it	difficult	for	the	reader	to	understand	
the text. 

• Determine their level of understanding for capitals and punctuation – teach 
them the basics if necessary and model editing strategies to help them self-
monitor for these types of errors.

• Have awkward writing grip or position. 

• Space inappropriately or misalign letters, 
words and lines. 

• Make frequent punctuation errors and 
mix capital and lower-case letters 
inappropriately. 

• Check learners’ writing positions, their pencil grip, paper angle and general 
balance. 

• If the learners and tutors sit side by side, ensure that left-handers are 
correctly placed so as not to crowd out their right-handed neighbours. 

• Encourage a cursive handwriting style, linked to the printed form, to 
establish a movement memory. 

• Are reluctant to proofread or do not 
catch errors. 

• May spell the same word differently in 
the same writing sample. 

• Focus mostly on the mechanics of 
writing.

• Introduce the elements of a story (main character, etc.) along with mind-
mapping to work on style and content. 

• Help them understand the whole writing process including editing and 
revising. 

• Teach them editing strategies.

Listening characteristics Potential strategies

• Misunderstand a message because they 
mistake one word for a similar word. 
Might say, “Pick up the grass,” instead 
of, “Pick up the glass.” 

• Ask learners to repeat what they heard or encourage them to paraphrase to 
make sure they heard the instructions correctly.

• Recognize and use fewer words than 
peers when engaged in conversation or 
when gathering information by listening. 

• Build vocabulary through word-building strategies. 

•	 Build	personal	dictionaries	by	listing	the	word,	writing	a	brief	definition,	
drawing a picture to illustrate the meaning and identifying an antonym or 
synonym for the word, if possible.

• Request repetitions or more concrete 
explanations of ideas. 

• Frequently ask for examples.

• Reinforce this strategy and encourage them to paraphrase their 
understanding instead of asking them to continue to give examples. 

• Teach listening skills and clarifying questions.

•	 Will	eat	lunch	first	if	given	the	direction,	
“Eat lunch after you take this to the mail 
room.” 

• Help them become aware of this challenge. 

• Encourage them to paraphrase to make sure they heard the instructions.

• Encourage them to make “to do” lists and number the items chronologically.  

• Don’t remember directions, phone 
numbers, jokes, stories, etc.

• Help them become aware of why they have this challenge. 

• Encourage learners to ask people to write out directions and phone 
numbers and/or encourage the person to record the information.

Handout 10.11 3/7
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• Get lost listening in classroom or to large 
group presentations, complaining that 
people talk too fast. 

• Become inattentive during the 
presentation. 

• Help learners become aware of this disability and of ways to advocate 
for themselves, such as asking the teacher to give details on what will be 
covered in the classroom so they can read the material in advance. 

• Ask the teacher for an outline of the lesson prior to class.

• Teach note-taking strategies. 

Speaking characteristics Potential strategies

• Add, substitute or rearrange sounds 
in words, as in phemomenon for 
phenomenon or Pacific for specific. 

• Help learners recognize this challenge. 

• Work on vocabulary and phonetic skills such as: word-part highlighting and 
visually highlighting the differences in the words. 

• Make a list of words that they commonly substitute to help them increase 
their awareness and ability to self-monitor. 

• Provide practice listening for, identifying and producing the sounds. 

• Omit or use grammatical markers 
incorrectly, such as tense, number, 
possession and negation. 

• Help learners become aware of this challenge. 

• Determine what areas are incorrect most frequently and make these the 
focus areas for remediation. 

• Use a similar sounding word, like generic 
instead of genetic. 

• Use the wrong form of a word, such as 
calling the Declaration of Independence 
the Declaring of Independence.

• Help them recognize this challenge. 

• Work on vocabulary and phonetic skills such as: word-part highlighting and 
visually highlighting the differences in the words. 

• Make a list of words that they commonly substitute to help them increase 
their awareness and ability to self-monitor. 

• Provide practice listening for, identifying and producing the sounds. 

• Use the same words over and over in 
giving information and explaining ideas. 

•	 Have	difficulty	in	conveying	ideas.	

• Work on building vocabulary. 

• Encourage learners to write down their thoughts prior to speaking.

• Use mostly simple sentence 
construction. 

• Overuse and to connect thoughts and 
make statements.

• Build vocabulary through the use of word-building, word maps that give 
words to concepts that are part of a theme, and personal dictionary 
strategies. 

• Have problems giving directions or 
explaining a recipe.

• Talk around the topic, but don’t get to the 
point. 

• Help learners recognize this challenge. 

• Have them write down key points and use them as a reference when talking 
or providing information. 

• Teach learners to plan, make notes and rehearse when preparing for 
important communications. 

• Interject irrelevant information into a 
story. 

• Start out discussing one thing and 
then go off in another direction without 
making the connection. 

• Help learners recognize this challenge. 

• Help them understand the components of a story. 

• Encourage learners to write down their thoughts before speaking. 

• Encourage learners to slow down and pace themselves. 

• Can’t call forth a known word when it 
is	needed	and	may	use	fillers,	such	as	
“ummm,” and “you know.”

• May substitute a word related in meaning 
or sound, as in boat for submarine or 
selfish for bashful. 

• Help learners recognize this challenge.  

• Encourage learners to write down their thoughts, including key words, prior 
to speaking.
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• Do not follow rules of conversation like 
taking turns. 

• Do not switch styles of speaking when 
addressing different people. 

• Help learners recognize this challenge.

• Provide individualized practice listening for and identifying different styles of 
speech and practise taking turns and following the rules of conversation. 

Thinking characteristics Potential strategies

• Often prefer hands-on ways of learning 
new ideas. 

• Sometimes ask to see ideas on paper.

• Use the concepts in a practical hands-on way or role-play. 

• Provide information visually where possible.

 

• Resist new ideas or ways of doing things 
and	may	have	difficulty	adjusting	to	
changes on the job. 

• Help learners develop a daily routine. 

• Model how new tasks can be broken down into manageable chunks to make 
tasks simpler. 

• Encourage them to complete tasks one step at a time. 

• Build in praise and constant feedback. 

• May have good ideas that seem 
disjointed, unrelated or out of sequence. 

• Teach strategies to help organize information. 

• Encourage learners to take time prior to speaking to organize thoughts. 

• Pay too much attention to detail and miss 
the big picture or idea when encountering 
specific	situations	at	home	or	at	work.	

• Use a form of mind-mapping to look at all aspects of the task or situation. 

• Teach and model problem solving. 

• “Shoot from the hip” when arriving at 
decisions. 

• Don’t use a structured approach to weigh 
options. 

• Help learners explore various solutions to problems.

• Model problem-solving strategies and integrate into training activities. 

• Encourage them to stop and think. 

• Practise role-playing to prepare learners for various situations. 

• Approach situations without a game plan, 
acting without a guiding set of principles. 

• Model effective action planning – involve learners right from the beginning in 
assessment and training plan development. 

• Begin with small and realistic projects to practise and model. 

• Encourage learners to refer to their plan and check off each task as they 
complete it. 

• Encourage them to stop and think. 

• Utilize mnemonics to help remember steps to effective planning. 

“Other difficulties” – 
characteristics 

Potential strategies

• Don’t focus on a task for an appropriate 
length of time. 

• Can’t seem to get things done. 

• Do better with short tasks. 

• Help learners break tasks into manageable chunks.

• Teach and model time management techniques. 
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• Don’t know where to begin tasks or how 
to proceed. 

• Don’t work within time limits, failing to 
meet deadlines. 

•	 Have	difficulty	prioritizing	tasks.	

• Workspace and personal space are 
messy. 

• Model effective action planning – involve learners right from the beginning in 
assessment and training plan development. 

• Begin with small realistic projects to practise and model. 

• Encourage learners to refer to their plan and check off each task as it is 
completed. 

• Encourage them to stop and think. 

• Utilize mnemonics to help remember steps to effective planning. 

• Omit or substitute elements when 
copying information from one place to 
another, as in invoices or schedules. 

• Often confuse left from right and up from 
down. 

• Help learners recognize and understand why they are having this challenge. 

• Encourage them to double-check work and make note of words or numbers 
that they often miscopy. 

• Get them to stop and think before acting. 

• Avoid jobs requiring manipulation of 
small items. 

• Become frustrated when putting together 
toys for children. 

• Help learners break down tasks into smaller chunks. 

• Encourage a break in an activity when they become frustrated. 

• Stand too close to people when 
conversing. 

• Don’t perceive situations accurately. 

• May laugh when something serious is 
happening.

• Do not seem to know how to act and 
what	to	say	to	people	in	specific	social	
situations and may withdraw.

• Discuss undesired behaviour with learners. 

• Work on role-playing and discuss appropriate behaviour in certain 
situations.

•	 Help	learners	become	aware	of	their	behaviour	–	this	is	the	first	and	most	
critical step.

• Demonstrate over-reliance on others for 
assistance or fail to ask for help. 

• Blame external factors for lack of 
success. 

• Don’t set personal goals.

• Provide modelling and teach goal setting. 

• Actively involve learners in the learning process by encouraging self-
assessments.

•  Involve another learner who has experienced similar challenges but has 
learned to work with them. 

Mathematics characteristics Potential strategies

•	 Use	a	calculator	or	count	on	fingers	for	
answers to simple problems, for example 
2 x 5. 

• Make use of regularities in the number system such as 2, 5, l0s. 

• Show short cuts to memorizing the multiplication table, i.e. 2 x 5 = 10  
then 5 x 2 = 10. 

• Build on existing knowledge and work from what learners know: 2 x 6 = 12 
then 3 x 6 = 12 + 6 = 18. 

• Encourage them to use the calculator but help them build their estimating 
skills, so that they can recognize if they made an error inputting the numbers 
when the answer seems incorrect on the calculator. 

• Provide practice frequently but in small doses (two 15-minute sessions per 
day). 

• Have them chart their progress. 
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• Can’t do math in their heads and write 
down even simple problems. 

•	 Have	difficulty	making	change.

• Build in real-life manipulatives to do basic math problems. 

• Provide learners with strategies to make change. 

• Practise with real money, writing down the problems and responses as they 
are completed. 

• Use a multi-sensory approach. 

• Show that math problems can be approached in many different ways, for 
example by adding or subtracting. 

• Try to teach as many ways as possible of solving a given type of problem, so 
that if they forget one way, they will have an alternative. For example, 3 x 4= 
2 x 4 + 4. 

• A game-oriented approach to learning facts may be productive. For 
example, using number cards or dice, pick a sum (addition) or a product 
(multiplication) and see how many different cards or dice can be used to 
create that answer. 

• Confuse math symbols. 

• Misread numbers. 

• Don’t interpret graphs or tables 
accurately. 

• May make careless mistakes in written 
work. 

• Have trouble maintaining a cheque book. 

• Help learners become aware of this challenge. 

• Encourage review of work and double-checking of information. 

• Practise tracing numbers they reverse or misread. 

• Build in self-monitoring strategies. 

• Encourage the learners to circle the calculation symbols. In most cases, 
learners understand the concepts but make mistakes with their calculations.  

• Leave out steps in math problem solving 
and do them in the wrong order. 

• Cannot do long division except with a 
calculator. 

• Have trouble budgeting. 

• Teach problem-solving steps to use with each math problem: read and 
understand the problem; look for the key questions and recognize the 
important words; select the appropriate operation; write the equation and 
solve it. 

• Help learners chunk the information into smaller units. 

• Use mnemonics for long division to help remember the steps. 

• Model manipulation so that learners understand that math problems can be 
looked at in a number of ways. 

• Use real-life situations to understand the meaning. 

• Continually model that concrete materials can be moved, held and physically 
grouped and separated – this provides more vivid teaching tools than a 
pictorial diagram or grouping. 

• Don’t translate real-life problems into the 
appropriate mathematical processes. 

• Avoid employment situations that involve 
this set of skills. 

• Practise what operations are needed and have learners make up their own 
word problems from number statements. This helps learners to understand 
how the language is structured. 

• Highlight key words, numbers and/or calculations. 

• Alter instruction, i.e. give the answers and allow learners to explain how the 
answer was obtained. 

• Help learners with auditory disabilities visualize the word problem, i.e. if the 
problem mentions two cars at different prices, have them draw the cars with 
the prices. 

 

Adapted from Fowler, J. A. (2003). Learning disabilities training: A new approach. London, Ontario: Literacy Link South Central. 
Used with permission.



Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    Handout 10.12 1/2
UNIT 10  Learning Disabilities

Case Study – Tom

Information gathered during initial meeting

•	 Male,	age	29,	resides	on	his	own.
•	 Divorced	4	years	ago	and	has	one	son	age	8	with	whom	he	spends	every	third	weekend.
•	 Attended	high	school	until	he	was	16	but	left	due	to	poor	attendance,	lack	of	interest	and	failing	

grades.	
•	 Worked	in	a	beer	manufacturing	plant	for	13	years	and	recently	lost	his	job	due	to	plant	closure	–	he	

was	making	good	money	and	is	bitter	about	the	plant	closure.
•	 Over	the	past	6	months	he	has	tried	to	get	a	“good	paying	job”	at	the	local	factories	but	they	won’t	look	

at	him	since	he	doesn’t	have	his	Grade	12	diploma.	
•	 Tom	often	mentioned	that	it	is	the	“company’s”	fault	that	he	is	in	this	situation.

Tom	came	to	the	learning	centre	to	get	high	school	upgrading.	After	three	months	he	was	close	to	
dropping	out	because	he	was	continually	failing	his	written	assignment.	However,	Tom’s	English	teacher	
convinced	him	to	give	it	another	chance	and	referred	him	to	the	“literacy	program”	in	the	learning	
centre.

Assessment results

Expressive writing:
•	 Tom	had	frequent	and	some	inconsistent	spelling	errors.	
•	 He	tended	to	add	or	miss	parts	of	multi-syllabic	words.
•	 Tom	had	spelling	problems	with	suffixes	and	prefixes.
•	 Tom	used	poor	grammar,	mixed	tenses,	fragmented	and	run-on	sentences.
•	 He	used	limited	vocabulary	when	writing,	most	likely	due	to	poor	spelling	because	his	verbal	

vocabulary	is	strong.	
•	 He	had	difficulty	organizing	thoughts	in	his	writing.	He	just	put	down	the	thoughts	as	they	

occurred.
•	 Tom’s	handwriting	was	poor	–	his	letters	were	hard	to	distinguish.	
•	 Tom	was	unable	to	see	most	of	the	errors	in	his	writing,	but	could	spot	a	few	spelling	errors	when	

he	really	struggled	with	the	words.	
•	 He	had	difficulty	hearing	the	letters	when	he	asked	for	the	correct	spelling	of	a	word	–	the	letters	

had	to	be	stated	very	slowly	in	order	for	him	to	write	the	word.

Reading and comprehension:
•	 Tom	struggled	with	oral	reading	when	confronted	with	new	words	or	multi-syllabic	words	–	poor	

word attack skills (could not sound out the word and missed parts of the words). 

•	 While	reading	orally,	he	was	faced	with	a	number	of	words	he	was	unable	to	pronounce	and	his	
comprehension	declined,	as	compared	to	when	he	was	able	to	read	silently.
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•	 Tom’s	comprehension	was	much	stronger	when	he	was	given	time	to	silently	read	the	passage	versus	
when	he	heard	the	passage	orally.	

•	 He	was	able	to	find	factual	answers,	predict	and	discuss	inferences	from	the	passage,	and	he	
enjoyed	making	conclusions	and	judgments.	

•	 His	verbal	expression	of	his	understanding	of	the	passage	was	stronger	than	his	written	expression.
•	 Tom	was	able	to	follow	multi-step	instructions	when	he	read	them	versus	when	he	heard	them	

orally.

Oral communication:
•	 Tom	often	interrupted	before	the	speaker	was	able	to	finish	his	or	her	comments.	
•	 He	often	picked	up	on	one	point	and	seemed	anxious	to	express	himself	by	blurting	out	his	

response,	even	though	it	wasn’t	the	key	point	in	the	discussion.
•	 He	often	asked	the	practitioner	to	repeat	what	was	said.
•	 His	verbal	vocabulary	appeared	stronger	than	his	written	vocabulary;	however	when	he	was	asked	

to	read	some	of	his	words	that	were	misspelled,	he	did	not	notice	that	he	mispronounced	them	as	
well	(i.e. valentime, libary).

Auditory versus visual:
•	 Tom’s	score	was	much	higher	when	he	was	asked	to	circle	the	word	that	was	different	versus	having	

to	hear	the	different	word.

Math skills:
•	 Overall,	Tom’s	math	skills	appeared	to	be	fairly	strong.	
•	 He	tended	to	rush	through	and	thus	made	careless	mistakes.	
•	 He	did	not	see	his	mistakes	and	often	it	was	a	result	of	recording	the	numbers	incorrectly	(i.e.	he	

would	write	256	as	265).
•	 His	poor	writing	also	created	errors	since	he	was	unable	to	read	his	work	and	had	difficulty	keeping	

the	column	of	numbers	straight	–	this	was	problematic	when	he	had	to	do	3-digit	calculations	(+,	-).	
•	 When	making	change	he	found	it	difficult	without	the	use	of	scrap	paper	to	figure	out	the	answer.
•	 Although	he	did	struggle	with	fractions,	once	he	was	reminded	of	the	rules	he	improved.
•	 Tom	appeared	to	understand	calculations	but	once	they	were	combined	in	a	word	problem,	he	

could	not	figure	out	what	calculation	to	use	and	which	one	to	do	first.	
•	 Tom	had	difficulty	verbalizing	large	numbers	(i.e.	156,342	–	he	got	his	thousands	and	hundreds	

mixed	up).

Overall attitude and motivation:
Tom	tends	to	minimize	the	importance	of	spelling	and	writing,	given	that	he	really	hasn’t	had	to	use	
them	a	lot	in	his	job;	his	verbal	skills	have	compensated	for	these	areas.	He	feels	that	teachers	are	picky	
and	don’t	know	what	you	really	need	to	survive.	He	is	motivated	to	get	his	Grade	12	diploma	but	tends	to	
want	immediate	action.	He	appears	to	know	when	he	has	a	problem	but	hasn’t	ever	thought	of	why	and	
how	he	can	fix	it.

Fowler, J. A. (2003). Learning disabilities training: A new approach. London, Ontario: Literacy Link South Central. Used with permission.
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Things I Would Like Teachers to Know 

1.  I ALWAYS TRY MY BEST.

2.  I AM NOT LAZY.

3.  TELLING ME TO TRY HARDER DOES NOT HELP.

4.  LIGHTEN THE WORKLOAD.

5.  I NEED EXTRA TIME TO COMPLETE WORK (ACCEPT LATES).

6.  EXPLAIN THINGS SIMPLY.

7.  I NEED THINGS TO BE REPEATED MANY, MANY TIMES.

8.  I NEED MINIMUM DISTRACTIONS (NOISE, PEOPLE, OTHER SOUNDS AND  
OTHER VISUALS).

9.  I DON’T GET HYPER ON PURPOSE – I CAN’T HELP IT. I WOULD LIKE TO,  
BUT I CAN’T.

10. THERE ARE SOME THINGS I CANNOT LEARN NO MATTER WHAT!!! OR  
WHO TEACHES IT!! 

11. I GET FRUSTRATED EASILY, WHEN I CAN’T DO THINGS I THINK I AM  
SUPPOSED TO.

12. I LEARN THINGS SLOWER THAN OTHER PEOPLE. 

13. I DON’T MEAN TO FORGET MY HOMEWORK. 

14. I AM NOT TRYING TO BE ANNOYING ON PURPOSE. 

15. I MOVE AROUND IN MY DESK A LOT OF TIMES (FIDGETING). 

16. I LOSE THINGS A LOT!!! (LIKE TEXTBOOKS). 

17. I CAN’T PAY ATTENTION FOR A LONG TIME. 
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18. I FORGET MANY THINGS (NOT ON PURPOSE – I GET JUST AS FRUSTRATED  
AS THE TEACHER!!). 

19. I NEED TO ASK A LOT OF QUESTIONS – SOMETIMES THE SAME ONE OVER 
AND OVER.

20. I AM NOT GOOD AT ORGANIZATION (I NEED LOTS OF HELP).

21. I HAVE TROUBLE TELLING TIME AND I DON’T KNOW HOW LONG THE  
CLASSES ARE. I DON’T UNDERSTAND HOW TIME WORKS. 

22. I DON’T MEAN TO BE LATE FOR CLASS. 

23. I NEED TO DO THINGS IN THE SAME ORDER ALL THE TIME. IF I DON’T, MY 
WHOLE DAY GETS MESSED UP!!! 

24. I NEED EXPECTATIONS I CAN MEET – DIFFERENT FROM THE OTHER KIDS. 

25. MY HANDWRITING AND DRAWING SKILLS SUCK!!!! I HAVE TROUBLE WITH 
HAND-EYE COORDINATION. I CAN USE A COMPUTER AND IT CAN CHECK  
MY SPELLING TOO. 

26. I LOVE GYM BUT I HAVE A HARD TIME BALANCING. 

27. OTHER KIDS ARE SOMETIMES A LITTLE NASTY TO ME (THEY DON’T LIKE  
ANYONE DIFFERENT OR SLOWER). 

28. COMBINATION LOCKS ARE IMPOSSIBLE (YOU HAVE TO DO MANY  
DIRECTIONS). 

29. I NEED PEOPLE TO TALK TO ME IN SMALL WORDS AND TO SLOW DOWN WHEN 
THEY TALK TO ME SO I CAN UNDERSTAND WHAT THEY ARE TALKING ABOUT. 

30. DO NOT GIVE UP ON TEACHING ME – I CAN LEARN LOTS OF THINGS – JUST 
DIFFERENT THINGS.

THESE ARE MY OWN THOUGHTS FROM EXPERIENCE.
I WROTE THIS MYSELF.

I THINK THESE THINGS ARE TRUE OR SIMILAR FOR MOST
KIDS WITH FAS.

 C. J. LUTKE

Lutke, C. J. (n.d.). Things I would like teachers to know. FASD Connections. www.fasdconnections.ca/id33.htm. Used with permission.

http://www.fasdconnections.ca/id33.htm
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Think of going out

before you enter. (Arabian)

Learning is a treasure that will follow 

its owner everywhere. (Chinese)

He who does not know one thing, 

knows another. (Kenyan)

As we live, 

so we learn. (Yiddish)

Experience is not always the kindest of teachers, 

but it is surely the best. (Spanish)

If you can’t get through, 

walk around. (Finnish)

Do not blame God for having created the tiger, 

but thank him for not having given it wings. (Indian)

A hippo does not have a sting in its tail, 

but a wise man would still rather be sat on by a bee. 
(Polish)

You can outdistance that which is running after you, 

but not that which is running inside you. (Rwandan)

When the mouse laughs at the cat, 

there is a hole nearby. (Nigerian)

Dumplings are better 

than cherry blossoms. (Japanese)

A sparrow in the hand is 

better than a dove on the roof. (German)

A cow that is dragged to Beijing

 is still a cow. (Taiwanese)

Whoever runs 

can get a dinner. (Kimbundo, Angola)

There is no discrimination 

in the forest of the dead. (Annang, African)

There is no prison 

like a guilty conscience. (Welsh)

Proverb Pairs 1

Source unknown.
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Think of going out before you enter. (Arabian)

Learning is a treasure that will follow its owner everywhere. (Chinese)

He who does not know one thing, knows another. (Kenyan)

As we live, so we learn. (Yiddish)

Experience is not always the kindest of teachers, but it is surely the best. (Spanish)

If you can’t get through, walk around. (Finnish)

Do not blame God for having created the tiger, but thank him for not having given it wings. (Indian)

A hippo does not have a sting in its tail, but a wise man would still rather be sat on by a bee. (Polish)

You can outdistance that which is running after you, but not that which is running inside you. (Rwandan)

When the mouse laughs at the cat, there is a hole nearby. (Nigerian)

Dumplings are better than cherry blossoms. (Japanese)

A sparrow in the hand is better than a dove on the roof. (German)

A cow that is dragged to Beijing is still a cow. (Taiwanese)

Whoever runs can get a dinner. (Kimbundo, Angola)

There is no discrimination in the forest of the dead. (Annang, African)

There is no prison like a guilty conscience. (Welsh)

Proverb Pairs 2
Answers

Source unknown.
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One Saying

Pearson, R., Pankratz, P., & Hammond, K. (1995). Tutor talk: A training series for ESL tutors. Calgary, Alberta: Bow Valley College. 
Used with permission.
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Current issues

Motivation 
ESL learners are highly motivated to communicate well if 
they interact with English speakers often. Motivation is a 
very important key to learning.

Needs and goals 
Are their goals related to everyday communication needs, 
jobs, citizenship, further education, family, and so on? The 
learners’ needs and goals will provide you with the basis 
for your lessons. Matching lessons to needs and goals will 
increase motivation.

Time
It can take 500 to 1,000 hours of instruction for adults who 
are literate in their native language, but have had no prior 
English instruction, to handle basic day-to-day interactions 
in English. It takes much longer to develop the skills to 
handle all English communication tasks. Academic tasks 
can require five to seven years. The more time learners have 
to practise their English skills, the faster this process goes 
for them.

Interaction with English speakers
Interacting with native speakers provides authentic 
learning situations, motivation and practice for English 
learners. Learners who are isolated find it more difficult to 
learn English.

Familiarity with Canadian culture 
It’s easier to learn when people feel comfortable.  Although 
immigrants may never feel at home, they can gain a 
familiarity with the Canadian culture.

Settlement issues (for immigrants) 
Settlement issues such as housing, decreased socio-
economic status, lack of community and family 
support, different child-rearing practices, changing 
roles and responsibilities of family members, racism 
and discrimination, mental health issues, change in 
home language and culture, and differences in children’s 
education make it difficult for adults to focus on learning 
and attend sessions.

Energy 
Learning a new language takes a lot of energy. Learners 
who have just settled in your community may be exhausted 
from other demands in their lives and thus find ESL lessons 
draining.

Fear 
Learning a new language is a venture in risk taking. Fear of 
embarrassment can inhibit learning.

Background issues

Previous experience learning English 
Their previous lessons may not have covered all the aspects 
of communication that learners now need to address. For 
instance, learners may have little experience in speaking 
English because previous lessons may have focused on 
written grammar. Learners may have gaps in their learning 
and may have formed expectations based on their previous 
experience. For example, if previous lessons focused on 
written grammar, the learners may expect subsequent 
lessons to do so even when they need to work on other 
aspects of the English language. 

Previous experience learning another language 
If they have learned a second language already, learners 
will be able to transfer some of their successful learning 
methods to their experience learning English.

Ability to read and write well in their first language 
The understanding of how reading and writing works in 
one language gives learners a basis for their next reading 
and writing experience.

Similarity of their first language to English 
It’s easier to learn a language that has similar sounds, 
structure, words, writing system, and so on.

Family support 
Attitudes towards learning English related to gender and 
age may influence whether learners have the support of 
family members to study and go to tutoring sessions. This 
may be particularly challenging for women raising young 
children, women in relationships of unequal power or 
grandparents with child-rearing responsibilities.

Reason(s) for coming to Canada (if they are immigrants) 
If they wanted to come to Canada, learners are more likely 
to want to learn English.

Cultural attitudes towards teacher/student relationships and 
education 
For some learners, a tutor/learner relationship may be 
new and take some time to get used to. For example, some 
learners are used to very formal relationships and will call 
tutors “teacher” rather than by name. Others may have 
concepts of education that it might be helpful for you to 
understand. For example, some learners may feel that they 
must always be correct before they venture an answer. This 
can stop them from making guesses with unknown words, 
which is something we all do when reading. 

The other factors that might affect any adult learners’ ability 
to learn were covered in Unit 2, Adults as Learners.

Factors Affecting ESL Learners’ Ability to Learn
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 Stress

• Your learners may tired. Coping with a stressful 
situation such as talking in a new language all day 
long is exhausting. Build extra breaks into your 
sessions and don’t take the yawns personally.

• Your learners may be more prone to colds, influenza 
and intestinal problems. Realize that they may be 
cancelling sessions due to illness. Prepare them with 
the telephone language that they will need to tell 
you that they are ill. Prepare them for trips to the 
doctor. They will need to be able to describe their 
problems, understand directions and questions, read 
instructions and fill out forms.

• Your learners may be depressed. Be, for them, that 
friendly face in a stressful week. Be encouraging and 
sympathetic. Tell the learners about support agencies 
that might help with problems. Make sure that they 
have the vocabulary to describe their feelings. 

• Your learners may come to a point when they are so 
depressed that they feel they haven’t done very well 
in learning English. Make sure you have language 
samples from when they first started. This could 
include a speech recording or review, a listening 
comprehension exercise, a piece they could read  
with comments and a sample of their writing. 
Compare these samples with what they are currently 
able to do.

Culture

• Be culturally aware. Talk with your learners, if 
possible, about cultural differences between their 
previous culture and the Canadian culture. If they 
can’t describe the differences, ask other members 
of that immigrant group or do research in the 
library or on the Internet. Also talk about cultural 
similarities.

• Once you know more about the learners’ cultural 
backgrounds, you will be able to see possible 
trouble spots that may come up in the tutor/learner 
relationship, in educational values and in general 
life. This will help you know what to explain and 
how to explain the new culture to your learners 
when they need clarification.

• You may want to modify your behaviour when 
working with new immigrants to make their 

transition easier. For example, omit gestures that 
they would find offensive. Eventually, however, they 
will have to get accustomed to Canadian norms.

• You may be looked on as a cultural norm for all 
Canadians. Be sure to explain about variations in 
customs in Canada. 

• Let the learners know you are interested in learning 
about their culture and that you want to understand 
what it is like to adjust to the new culture. This is 
one way of having a Canadian validate their culture 
and it makes the learning a two-way street. Share 
your cultures in a variety of ways. For example, look 
at photo albums, share food dishes, try traditional 
games, learn children’s rhymes, and so on. 

• Our seasons and weather have influenced the 
Canadian culture. For example, we always talk about 
the weather. That isn’t a small-talk topic in many 
countries. If your learners aren’t used to such a 
variation in seasons or temperature, you can help by 
including weather-related themes in your lessons. A 
winter clothing theme could include what clothing 
to buy for cold weather, what the clothing items are 
called, a discussion of the merits of down versus 
synthetic fill and a trip to the clothing store. 

Outside of the classroom

• Help your learners become more comfortable in the 
new community. Take them on field trips and equip 
them with the language appropriate to the purpose 
of the trip. For example, if they are interested in 
swimming, go to the pool but prepare by learning 
pool terms and questions to ask. Follow up, for 
example, by reading the pool schedule that the 
learners picked up during the trip and figure out 
when the learners could go swimming. 

• Encourage them to practise English outside of class 
so they can be more independent. Make sure your 
lessons connect to what they could use in daily life.

• Encourage them to make Canadian friends. In your 
sessions, cover small talk and other conversation 
topics that can help this happen.

In general 

• Be patient.
• Respect the learners and their values and beliefs.

Coping with Culture Shock
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Here are some sample questions you might ask a learner during your first meeting. You may want to 
leave some for the next meeting. Use only the questions that seem applicable and add ones of your 
own. If necessary, use pictures and examples to help the learner understand the questions. When the 
learner starts finding the questions difficult to answer, stop. 

• How do you say your name? (Ask this if you are not sure of how to 
pronounce their name. Write it down phonetically and practise it.)

• How long have you lived in Canada?

• How long have you lived in (this town/city)?

• What is your job (work) now?

• What was your job (work) in (other country)?

• Do you have family here?

• How many years did you go to school in (other country)?

•	 Can	you	read	and	write	well	in	your	first	language?

• Where did you learn English?

• How many years have you taken English classes?

• What did you study in other English classes?

• Why do you want to learn more English?

• What do you want to learn more about?

• Do you have time for homework?

• Do you talk to English speakers every day?

• Do you listen to English radio? Do you watch English television?

• What do you read or write in English?

First Meeting Questions
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If your student has basic language needs and you do not speak her first language, your task of 
learning about her life will be more challenging. In this case, it might be best to use a mapping 
technique which usually provides lots of information and some comic relief.

Mapping works like this. During you session, draw a simple map of the places you visit on a daily or 
weekly basis. As you draw, (or when the map is complete) explain where you go, what you do there 
and, most importantly, which of the four language skills (speaking, listening, reading, writing) you 
use at each of the stops. 

Next, ask your student (or gesture appropriately) to draw a map and explain as you did. Ask her 
to circle all the places where she was required to speak English. Create a needs grid based on this 
information as in the following handout.   

Mapping Technique

Conway, S. (1996). The English as a Second Language tutor’s handbook. Toronto, Ontario: Frontier College Press. ISBN 0-921031-17-3. 
http://literacy.sa.utoronto.ca/resources/esltutorhandbook.html. Used with permission.

http://literacy.sa.utoronto.ca/resources/esltutorhandbook.html
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Another way of discovering general information about your student is to discuss the roles he plays in 
his daily life. You could start by drawing a role diagram of your own like this:

Here is the procedure for creating a role diagram:

1. Ask your student to draw his own diagram, or determine his roles through simple questions 
about his life.

2. Determine the responsibilities that go along with each role. For example, as a worker, does he 
need to respond to requests for information and relate to colleagues?

3. Determine with whom he communicates.

4. Determine the situations in which he will have to communicate. For example, in his job, does he 
communicate at an information desk and on the telephone?

5. Determine the language, factual information and cultural knowledge he will need in order to 
communicate effectively.

Based on your discussion about the student’s needs and circumstances, talk about goals in general 
and, if possible, try to define them in more specific terms.

Role Technique

Conway, S. (1996). The English as a Second Language tutor’s handbook. Toronto, Ontario: Frontier College Press. ISBN 0-921031-17-3. 
http://literacy.sa.utoronto.ca/resources/esltutorhandbook.html. Used with permission.

http://literacy.sa.utoronto.ca/resources/esltutorhandbook.html


Creating Learning Partners  Literacy Alberta    Handout 11.10  1/2
UNIT 11  ESL Learner and Tutor

Read and check A lot Sometimes A little

Example:  I like to learn grammar.   

A. In English class     

1.  I like to learn by listening.    

2.  I like to learn grammar rules.    

3.  I like to talk in English even if I make mistakes.    

4.  I like to read.    

5.  I like to write everything in my notebook.    

6.  I like to see the spelling for new words.    

7.  I like to use a textbook.    

8.  I like to repeat with the tutor.    

9.  I like the tutor to tell me all my mistakes.    

10.		I	like	to	find	my	own	mistakes.    

11.  I like to practise the sounds and pronunciation.    

12.  I listen to my pronunciation when I am learning.    

13.  I like to have tests.    

14.  I like to memorize words and expressions.    

15.		I	find	my	special	problems	in	English	and	try	to	fix	them.    

What Helps You to Learn English?

Name:                                                                 
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Read and check A lot Sometimes A little

Example:  When I don’t understand, I ask questions.   

B. Outside English class     

1. I watch T.V.
   

2. I watch people’s faces and hands to help me understand 
what they say.

   

3. I listen to people on the bus and in stores.
   

4. I practice before I make a phone call or have an important 
conversation.

   

5. I read English books and magazines.
   

6. I try to start conversations at church, in my neighbourhood 
or at work.

   

7. I write to a friend in English.
   

8. I	find	things	I	like	to	do	in	my	new	city	or	town.	For	
example, I go dancing and play volleyball.

   

9. I write down interesting things I hear, read and learn.
   

10. I remember confusing things that happen to me in 
Canada. Then I ask my teacher or a friend to explain.

   

11. I choose small things to learn and I try to learn them.
   

12. I try to use new words in conversation.
   

13. I try to understand Canadian life.
   

14. If someone does not understand me, I try to say things in 
a different way.

   

15. When I don’t understand, I ask questions.
   

Ormiston, M., De Coursey, R., & Fredden, S. (1994). The ESL tool box. Saskatoon, Saskatchewan: University of Saskatchewan Extension 
Press. ISBN: 0-88880-309-5. Used with permission.
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Being clear
• Slow down your speech. Speak at a normal unhurried rate, but leave short pauses between 

sentences or clauses. This allows time for the learner to process the language.
• Make sure the learner can hear you and all the sounds clearly.
• Teach instructional language, that is, those phrases that give instructions to the learner so 

that learning activities can move along smoothly.  For example, teach what “repeat” means 
so that it is easy to work on pronunciation by having learners repeat words or phrases when 
you use the instructional word “repeat.”

• Use idioms (expressions) sparingly and always explain any new ones that you use.
• Limit talking about abstract concepts at first.
• Try to use an active voice. Billy rode the bike. Not – The bike was ridden by Billy.
• Use positive sentences at first. Take the stairs. Not – Don’t use the elevator.
• Keep sentences short at first.
• Use simple tenses at first. Jenny was sick. Not – Jenny had been sick but now she is better.
• Limit the number of new words introduced in each lesson.

Reinforcing the verbal message
• Direct the learner’s attention to the important words or phrases by saying them a little 

louder, repeating them, writing them down or underlining, circling or highlighting them.
• Use visual clues, gestures and real objects.
• Use role-plays.
• Give examples.
• Use themes so the language is in context.

Working on comprehension
• When you don’t understand, you can say, “I hear you saying                      . Can you tell me 

again with a different word?”  The learner needs to know what she sounds like to a native 
speaker so she knows what changes to make to be more understandable.

• When your learner doesn’t understand, try repeating but use slightly different words. It 
could be that the learner doesn’t understand a content word. Also try some of the other tips 
listed here.

• Check for understanding. Don’t ask “Do you understand?” as many learners will say 
“yes” just to please the tutor. Ask questions that require the learner to give an answer that 
shows some understanding of the topic. For those learners who can understand but do not 
speak English, you can ask them to point to pictures or make a movement to show their 
understanding. (For example, ask the learner to show you her leg or to show you what we use 
for walking.)

J  Smile and relax.

Tutoring Communication Tips
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1. I’m sorry. I don’t understand.

2. Please speak slowly.

3. Please say that again.

4. What does                       mean?

5. How do you say this/that?

6. How do you spell                        ?

7. What is this called in English?

8. Please write that.

9. Is this correct?

10.  Thank you.

Having Trouble? Helpful Sentences
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The Four Skills

Communication Chart

Colvin, R. J. (1997). I speak English (4th ed.). Syracuse, New York: New Readers Press, a division of ProLiteracy Worldwide. ISBN 0-930713-90-7. 
Used with permission.

Handout 12.1
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As you think about how to address each of the four language skills, you should also 
keep in mind that every time people use language, they do so for a particular purpose 
or function.

Examples:

greeting parting inviting accepting

making excuses requesting interrupting complaining

arguing complimenting congratulating flattering

seducing evading lying shifting blame

changing the subject criticizing reprimanding ridiculing

insulting warning accusing denying

reporting evaluating commenting asserting

sympathizing commanding ordering advising

questioning probing teaching passing the time

Each of these functions has specific language associated with it. To communicate 
successfully, people need to learn the appropriate language to carry out each function. 
For example, you might teach some of the following phrases if you want to teach about 
“inviting.”

Would you like to                     ?

How would you like to                     ? 

How about                     ?

I’d be pleased if you would                     .

Teaching adults: An ESL resource. (1996). Syracuse, New York: New Reader’s Press, a division of ProLiteracy Worldwide. ISBN 1-564201-30-9.
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Most listening tasks include the recognition, identification, selection or completion of a task. 
Creating a task or a purpose for listening will help the learner listen more actively.
The following listening activities may be useful in your lessons.

Listening and speaking

• Have a discussion based on something that the learner has been listening to.
• Ask the learner to paraphrase something that you or someone else has said or read out loud.
• Use comprehension questions. Don’t just ask if the learner understood you. She may say “yes” 

because she wants to please you and not because she really understood what she heard.

Focused listening

• Make a grid that includes various items and have the learner check off items as you mention 
them while reading one or two paragraphs. Include some items that you will not mention and 
tell them that they will not be checking off all the items.

• Listen to a variety of discourses (e.g., announcements, weather reports, interviews, lectures).
• Have the learner listen to a variety of speakers (e.g., low and high vocal ranges, different 

dialects, etc.) so the learner can understand more than just the tutor.
• Jigsaw listening – If you are working with two learners, have tapes with different information 

on the same topic. The different learners listen to different tapes and answer questions or fill 
in blanks based on the topic. They then get together to share the information and write down 
their combined answers to accomplish the task. If you are only working with one learner, you 
could take on the role of the second learner.

• Listen to information to make a decision.
• Talk about the visual part of listening and share gestures, movements and facial expressions 

(with their accompanying sounds) for some situations and concepts if your learner is from a 
different culture. Situations, feelings and concepts expressed visually (sometimes with sounds) 
can include the following: 

surprise
anger
“I made a big mistake” 
“Be quiet” 
“Come here” 
greeting

pointing at something
“Stop” 
okay or great
good luck
“We won” 
nervousness

boredom
don’t know
good food
don’t understand
relief
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• Practise telephone conversations by turning your chairs so you are back to back and can’t see 
each other. Also, arrange to phone your learner and have her phone you for further practice.

• You can turn off the visual part of a video to practise listening to the words and tone. Then 
turn off the audio part of a video to practise looking for non-verbal clues. 

Listening and writing

• Fill in blanks on a script of an audiotape, video, music CD or something that you read out 
loud.

• Use dictation to find out the difference between what is said and what the learner perceives is 
being said. 

Listening and action

• Practise identifying sounds by using minimal pairs (two words that sound the same except for 
one sound, such as pat and bat). The learner has to point to the correct written word after he 
figures out which word she heard.

• Cut apart sentences from the transcript of a spoken message. Ask the learner to put the 
sentences in order.

• Play picture, word or number bingo.
• Listen to directions and follow the instructions for something like a craft, a recipe, using a 

tool, following on a map to an unknown destination, and so on.

• Total Physical Response – Learners gain new vocabulary by listening to and carrying out 
spoken commands such as “stand up” or “open the window.” At first, the tutor models the 
responses to the commands.

Remember! Keep samples of listening work and add them to a portfolio. 
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Facts About Speaking

Changing speech takes time

Speech is a neuromuscular activity that is learned very early in life. Those early lessons 
have become individual – a part of the self just like the way someone walks or does other 
activities. To change speaking patterns, people must retrain their muscles – it cannot be 
done overnight!

Changing speech takes practice

To change a physical habit, you must repeat the new activity 25-30 times each practice 
period. There is no substitute for regular practice. We recommend two or three short (10- 
to 15-minute) practice periods per day between sessions.

Changing speech takes guts

Speech is a part of ourselves. Learners may feel that some of their personality is being 
threatened by learning to speak in a different language. Also, others may be upset by the 
learner’s new skill.  But remind the learners that they are not changing who they are, just 
what they do!

Changing speech puts the learner in control

When learners know how to speak clearly, they can concentrate on what they are saying, 
secure in the knowledge that they will be heard and understood.

Clear and effective speech will give the learners power!

Lawson, V. K. (1995). English as a Second Language trainer’s guide: 18-hour core tutor training. Syracuse, New York: New Reader’s Press, 
division of ProLiteracy Worldwide. ISBN 0-930713-74-5.
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Vowel Sounds in Canadian English

This is a simplified look at Canadian English. Dialects have 
differences in vowel sounds so this chart will vary from dialect  
to dialect.  

KEY WORD SYMBOL

bit /ɪ/

bat  /æ/

about /ǝ/

but /∧/

book /Ʊ/

beat /iy/

bait /ey/

bet /ℇ/ 

boot /uw/

boat /ow/

bought /a/

buy /ay/

bough /aw/

boy /oy/
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Consonant Sounds in Canadian English

This chart is similar to ones used for American English because there isn’t 
a lot of difference in consonants between dialects.

KEY WORD SYMBOL

pea /p/

bee /b/

toe /t/

doe /d/

cap /k/

gap /g/

feet /f/

vat /v/

thing /θ/

this /ð/

sip /s/

zip /z/

ship /∫/

measure /Ʒ/

hat /h/

map /m/

nap /n/

sing /ŋ/

chin /t∫/

gin /dƷ/

led /l/

red /r/

yet /y/

wet /w/
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Lawson, V. K. (1995). English as a Second Language trainer’s guide: 18-hour core tutor training. Syracuse, New York: New Reader’s Press, a 
division of ProLiteracy Worldwide. ISBN 0-930713-74-5.
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Minimal Pairs

Unvoiced “TH”

Forty-one language groups have difficulty with this sound in English! 
Here are some minimal pairs that show th versus t. Other alternate 
pronunciations may be used by your learner for the th sound.

thank tank

thorn torn

three tree

thought taught

tenths tents

fourths forts

deaths debts

myths mitts

math mat

both boat

broth brought

wrath rat

Sentences

• That’s a good theme/team.

• He thought/taught about himself.

• She paid her deaths/debts.

• It’s the bath math/mat.

• He can’t stand the sewer wrath/rat.

Note: It is not always possible to construct sentences meaningful to the 
learner when working with minimal pairs.

Lawson, V. K. (1995). English as a Second Language trainer’s guide: 18-hour core tutor training. Syracuse, New York: New Reader’s Press, a 
division of ProLiteracy Worldwide. ISBN 0-930713-74-5.
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Steps to Teaching Pronunciation

1. Decide between you, whether the learner wants to be corrected during 
everyday speech. Also decide on what sounds to work on.

2. Teach only one sound at a time.

3. Show a diagram of the sound or model how to make the sound using a mirror, 
a strip of paper, an elastic band or with your hand feeling your throat. Explain 
how the mouth is positioned. 

4. Model the correct pronunciation again.

5. Can they discriminate this sound from other sounds? In other words, can 
they hear it apart from other sounds? Write down minimal pairs of words the 
learner understands, say one of the words and ask the learner to point to the 
correct sound.

6. Practise using words the learner knows. Try to use words with the sound to 
be learned in various positions in the word. Students may have trouble with 
a sound only when it is at the beginning of a word. It is important to try all 
positions to see where the trouble spots are. For example, thin, author, with.

7. Put the words into a sentence. It is important to practise the words in a 
sentence because this is the way we speak. When words are next to each 
other, they interact. We refer to this as linking. For example, in the sentence 
“Thelma took a bath,” the final k in took is linked to the a so that we hear too-
ka. Illustrate linking by writing it as it sounds. For some fun, try sentences in 
which many of the words start with the same sound (tongue twisters).

8. Transfer the sound into their conversation.

9. Encourage your student to practise between sessions.

Adapted from English as a Second Language tutor training manual. (n.d.). Regina, Saskatchewan: Regina Public Library. Used with permission.
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Guidelines for Teaching English Stress 

1. Accent most two-syllable words on the first syllable (Monday, paper, dinner).

2. Accent compound nouns on the first part (drugstore, sunshine, pancakes).

3. Accent compound verbs on the second part (undertake, outlast, overcome).

4. With words that can be either nouns or verbs, accent the noun on the first 
syllable and the verb on the second syllable (object, suspect, record).

5. In sentences, stress content words (nouns, most verbs, adjectives, adverbs), 
demonstratives (this, that, these, those), interrogatives (who, what, where, when 
and how) and words used for emphasis or special meaning.

6. Do not stress function words (articles like the, prepositions like in, 
conjunctions like or and most pronouns like he) or helping verbs (be, have, do, 
will, would, should could, can, may, etc.).

English as a Second Language tutor training manual. (n.d.). Regina, Saskatchewan: Regina Public Library. Used with permission.
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Use real objects whenever possible; if you can’t 
get real objects, use pictures. It is sometimes 
impractical to bring real-life situations into 
your teaching sessions, but you can always 
bring in pictures. For introducing new words 
even in a simple substitution drill, pictures can 
reveal a meaning immediately and help make it 
memorable.

Pictures from catalogues, magazines, 
newspapers, calendars, advertisements, maps, 
photographs or postcards can be useful for 
teaching English. It is wise to collect these 
illustrations before their need arises. A doctor’s 
office, a beauty salon or a barber shop may be 
good places to pick up free issues of magazines 
with useful pictures. Ask for old issues at your 
library.

File your pictures by topic for ready reference. 
Mounting pictures on heavy paper or cardboard 
keeps them from getting ruined. Pictures 
generally fall into two categories:
• those illustrating a single object or action 
• those depicting an entire situation.

As you start to collect pictures, you might find 
the following suggestions helpful:

• Cut out everything you think you might use. It 
is often difficult to locate pictures you need for 
a specific lesson when you want them. 

• Select pictures that illustrate a specific object, 
place, individual scene or action.

• Select pictures that depict an entire situation 
that could be used as a topic for conversation 
(for example, a family picnic).

• Collect pictures that illustrate contrasts 
(for example, big/small, fat/thin, happy/sad, 
wide/narrow) or represent concepts that are 
difficult to describe (for example, above, under, 

between, up, down, numbers, colours). Look for 
pictures that depict emotions (for example, love, 
hate, jealousy, arrogance, kindness).

• Although many pictures in your file will reflect 
North American culture, include some pictures of 
other cultures. Ask your students to share pictures 
of their native cultures as well.

• Avoid using pictures with extraneous printing on 
them that may be confusing. 

• Set up a simple set of categories: 

• animals (cats, dogs, other animals) 

• body (arm, leg, head, hair) 

• clothing (men’s, women’s, children’s) 

• colours, shapes, sizes (red/blue, round/square, 
big/small) 

• family (mother, father, children, grandparents) 

• food (vegetables, meals) 

• household (kitchen appliances, bedroom, bath) 

• occupations/jobs (clerk, carpenter, team leader) 

• problems (pictures that portray problems 
students may face – hospital scenes, inadequate 
housing, etc.) 

• recreation/sports (soccer, baseball, swimming) 

• seasons (spring, summer, fall/autumn, winter)

• transportation (boat, bus, plane, train).

 Add any other categories you find might be helpful 
on the back of the pictures, identify them and write 
questions or suggestions for using them.

Pictures and Picture Files

Colvin, R. J. (1997). I speak English (4th ed.). Syracuse, New York: New Readers Press, a division of ProLiteracy Worldwide. ISBN 0-930713-90-7. 
Used with permission.
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Drought?

1st Nice out, eh?

2nd Yeah, but we need some more rain. 
 The soil is pretty dry. 
 We didn’t get enough snow this winter.

1st You’re right. We don’t want another dry spring and summer. 
 Last year was tough on the farmers. 
 Even the wells were going dry.

2nd Remember the water bans in town last year?  
 It was like we were in a drought zone.

1st You know, I think we are. 
 It’s been dry for five years.

2nd Five years is too long. 
 Farmers are going under.

1st Well, I hope it rains soon.

2nd Me too. I gotta go. See you.

1st See you. 

Lloyd, D., & Weir, L. (1999). Town and country conversations: Dialogues for tutoring adult English as a Second Language students. 
Lac La Biche, Alberta: Program for Adult Learning. Used with permission.
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Tutoring Ideas for Drought Dialogue

VOCABULARY CHECK: drought, tough, even, wells (may need to use picture for 
this to differentiate from the other meaning of well), bans, zone, going under

SPELLING/READING: Contrast sounds of gh in drought and tough.

INFORMALITY: Contrast “I gotta go” or “gotta go” with “I have to go now.”

TENSES: Look at the switch between present to past to present tense in the 
conversation. 

GRAMMAR: Take apart sentence “Remember the watering bans in town last 
year?” Point out the placement of time at the end of the sentence. Also, point 
out that the beginning of the sentence is really “Do you...”

DISCUSSION: Talk about other examples besides dry wells that show the impact 
of droughts. Talk about farming in the area. 

PATTERN EXTENSION  

Beginner:  Fill in the blanks with various examples for “The         is pretty           .”

Intermediate: Use a few examples of “even” in context and get the students to 
use it as well. Or use the phrase “it was like” in context.

EXPRESSION  

Emphasize “five,” “too long” and “me too.” Make sure the questions’ intonations 
are lifted at the end.

Lloyd, D., & Weir, L. (1999). Town and country conversations: Dialogues for tutoring adult English as a Second Language students. 
Lac La Biche, Alberta: Program for Adult Learning. Used with permission.
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“News Flash” Activity

Conversation is often about learning some little bit of news from a friend and asking 
many questions. For example:

Person A:  “My daughter just had a baby!” 
Person B:  “Oh really! How is she doing?” 
Person A:  “She is doing just fine.”
Person B:  “How much did the baby weigh?”
  “Where was the baby born?”
  “What are they naming the baby?” 
  “When is she coming home from the hospital?”

Formalizing this into a daily activity works very well to instill good question-and-
answer dialogue, and encourages good listening habits as well.

Invite your learner to share one piece of news from their lives. They should keep it 
short – like a headline. Ask some questions using different question words:

 Who?             Do you?       Did you?  
 What?             Does she?       Did she? 
 Where?            Can you?       Could you? 
 When?             Are you?        Were you? 
 Why?             Is he?         Was he?

 How often? 
 How many?
 When was the last time?

Then share a piece of news from your life and ask your learner to do the questioning.

If the learner’s questions are poorly formed, put the questions correctly on a piece of 
paper and have the learner repeat the questions. Make sure the tenses are appropriate 
to the news being shared.

Gross, S. E. (2004). Manual for volunteers facilitating ESL conversation classes. Edmonton, Alberta: Edmonton Mennonite Centre for 
Newcomers. Used with permission.
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Role-plays offer a chance to practise language 
for a particular situation in a way that better 
reflects conversation outside of the classroom. 
They will show the tutor if the learner has 
internalized the language he and the tutor 
have been learning together, and they will 
provide additional vocabulary to work 
on. Role-plays work more effectively with 
confident students.

Preparation

• Base the role-play on a topic that is relevant 
to the learner. This role-play might follow 
a theme you have been working on. You 
should already have covered the role-play’s 
topic, in vocabulary, grammar, reading, 
writing or dialogues.  

• Choose the general context (for example, 
two people talking about fishing), the 
roles, the purpose of the conversation (for 
example, apologizing, explaining), the 
attitudes of the characters, the personalities 
of the characters (if the learner has a 
dramatic flair) and the physical setting. You 
can make these choices with your learners’ 
input.

• Write up the above items so they are handy 
for both of you to use. Some people use 
index cards for each role, covering the 
general context and information specific to 
that role.  

• Provide the learner with any information 
that he will need to handle the role-play. 
You may need to go over possible new 
vocabulary, new phrases that might be 
used, cultural or situational information. 

• If your learner is not familiar with this 
technique, demonstrate it by acting out the 
two roles. Change places or hats or name 
tags to show that you are representing two 
people.

• Give out props if you want to.
• Make sure the learner is familiar with her 

role before starting.

During the role-play

• Start the role-play yourself for the first time 
through.

• The learner can ask for help.
• Deal with errors only if it is necessary to 

keep the role-play going.
• Make mental notes about items that could 

be the focus of further practice or lessons.
• Repeat the role-play. Switch parts when the 

learner has practised his first role enough.
• Change some items in the role-play, like 

the attitude of the characters, to get more 
mileage out of the role-play.

Follow up

• Compliment the learner on some points of 
the role-play.

• Talk about the role-play and get the 
learner’s feedback and questions.  

• Make a few suggestions. 
• Follow with further practice of language 

points you noticed that need more work. 
This could take place now or in another 
lesson and could include mini-grammar 
lessons, writing down of parts of the role-
play, and so on.

Role-playing 
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Role-play Cue Cards

ROLE PLAY 1

Talking about long weekend plans with a friend.

ROLE PLAY 2

Tutor arrives late to tutoring session.  
The learner is already there but is still getting out lesson materials.

SPEAKER 1

• Greet friend that you meet on the 
street.

• Ask about her long weekend plans 
and be enthusiastic about her plans.

• Say that you are just staying home 
and relaxing. 

• Return farewell.

SPEAKER 2

• Return greeting.

• Talk about your long weekend plans to 
go somewhere.

• Ask about his long weekend plans.

• Agree that it’s nice to stay home and 
give a farewell. 

TUTOR

• Tutor arrives late and out of breath 
and apologizes.

• Tell about getting stuck and how you 
managed to finally make it.

• Ask what happened to make the 
student late and be sympathetic.

• Say that it’s time to start the lesson.

LEARNER

• Ask about what happened and be 
sympathetic.

• Admit that you were late too.

• Tell about some family problems 
that made you late.

• Agree that it’s time to start the 
lesson.
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Correcting Spoken Language

• At all stages in speaking practice you need to give the learner feedback about how 
well he has achieved the task and how it could be improved. Be encouraging and do 
not expect perfection.

• It is important to distinguish mistakes, where the learner really knows what is 
correct, and errors, where the learner does not know the correct form. In the 
first case, a quick reminder may be sufficient. It is also a good idea to point out a 
mistake and see if the learner can correct it himself. This encourages language 
awareness. If the learner makes an error, then you may correct it, but should also 
record it as a language need to be dealt with in the learning program.

• How much you correct depends a lot on the nature of the task. If the learner is 
repeating and practising new language, you need to give immediate feedback and 
correct for accuracy. Controlled practice such as a drill or a dialogue also focuses 
on accuracy. However, if a learner has difficulty, you have to decide at what point 
further correction is counter-productive and leave it to another time.

• If, on the other hand, the purpose of the activity is to develop fluency and to 
practise communication skills, then accuracy is less important than the successful 
outcome of the task. First give feedback on how well the activity has been carried 
out before dealing with grammatical errors or pronunciation difficulties.

• It is important not to interrupt the learner’s flow or train of thought. Wait till  
at least the end of the sentence in controlled practice or the completion of the task 
in communicative activities. You can make a note of problems and decide what 
needs dealing with immediately and what can be incorporated into the program in 
future lessons.

• Focus on errors that make a difference in meaning at first.

Jordan, J. (1998). English as an additional language for adults (3rd ed.). London, England: The Basic Skills Agency. ISBN 1-85990-0828. 
Used with permission.
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Fix These   

This is grammar example.

Tomorrow, I jog two kilometres.

I will be taking the bus to class every week.

We should go on Tuesday to the city.

This is my new friends.

I have more daffodils.

How long do you live in Canada?

He live in Vancouver but he got tired of the rain.

Do you have any buffalo in your farm?

By the end of this year, I will be tutoring for three months.
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That is neither the question nor the answer.

Size matters not.

There ain’t no runts.

No doubt.

You probably think that I’m crazy but I really think that grammar 
is fun.

My friend, he sings in the band.

April showers bring May flowers.

What is that person?

You go Banff?

She loves the Christmas.

Some of these examples come from Dorothy Lloyd, a tutor from Lac La Biche.
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Parts of Speech

Sentences are made up of words that can be combined in many different ways. How this is 
done is called grammar. Each word in a sentence is used in a particular way, which means it 
belongs to a particular class of words. These classes of words are called parts of speech.

CLASS SUBCLASS DEFINITION EXAMPLE

Noun name of a person, place or thing 
(including ideas)

common noun written with lower case unless beginning 
a sentence

woman, house, dog, tree, love

proper noun particular person, place or thing - always 
capitalized

Maureen, Cold Lake, Canada Post

Pronoun stands for or takes the place of a noun The boys were hungry, so they 
made lunch.

Verb talks about an action or a state of being

simple or main 
verbs

walk, eats, typed, is, are, was, were

helper or auxiliary 
verbs

used to help a main verb or form other 
tenses

is walking, was eating, will have 
typed

verb tense tells when (present past or 
future)

Adverb adverbial tells how or how much an action is 
done, or when or where it takes place

She ran quickly. He is coming now. It 
is here. He is much bigger.

modifier can also be used to describe an 
adjective or introduce a sentence

a fairly good throw; Honestly, I can’t 
help it.

often ends in ly

Adjective describes a noun; specifies size, colour, 
quantity, characteristics  

tall man, fresh green salad, small 
black kitten

Preposition tells about position or movement

modifier shows how a noun or pronoun is related 
to the rest of the sentence

on the road, beside the girl, towards 
the front

prepositional 
adverb

used with a noun, can do the work of an 
adverb

I found him there. I found him near 
the gate.

prepositional verb used with a verb to give a different 
meaning than the verb alone

laugh at, look into

Conjunction connects two (or more) words or 
phrases or clauses

coordinating connects two things of the same value 
like single words, phrases, or clauses

or, for, nor, and, so, but, yet

subordinating joins independent and dependent 
clauses; places a condition on the 
sentence

though, since, because, although, 
until, while

Interjection an exclamation Oh! Egad! Bah! Yecch!

Determiner definite (the) and indefinite (a, an) articles 
and possessives; can be difficult for 
some ESL learners

the boot, a tree, an apple, my pencil, 
Mary’s chair

English, I. (n.d.). Parts of speech. Workshop handout. Used with permission.
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Modal Auxiliaries

Modals auxiliaries are a special class of verbs that indicate degrees of probability and 
necessity. Many ESL learners have trouble with modal auxiliaries. Below is a chart giving 
examples. Verbs in italics are not used very often.

MODALS USES PRESENT/FUTURE PAST

May Polite request

Formal permission

Possibility

May I borrow your pen?

You may leave the room.

Where’s John? He may be at the 
library. I’m not sure.

Where was John? He might 
have been at the library.

Might Possibility

Polite request

Where’s John? He might be at the 
library. I’m not sure.

Might I borrow your pen?

Where was John? He might 
have been at the library.

Should, had better

Ought to

Advisability

90% certain

I should study tonight. 
I had better study tonight.

She studied very hard. She should 
do well on the exam tomorrow.

She ought to do well on the exam 
tomorrow.

I should have studied last 
night.

She studied very hard. She 
should have done well on 
the exam yesterday. 

She ought to have done 
well on the exam yesterday.

Could Past ability

Polite request 

Suggestion

Less than 50% possibility

Impossibility

Could I borrow your pen?

I need help in math. You could talk 
to your teacher.

Where is John?  He could be at 
home.

That couldn’t be true!

I could run fast when I was 
a child.

You could have talked to 
your teacher.

Where was John? He could 
have been at home.

That couldn’t have been 
true!

Would Polite request

Preference

Repeated action in the 
past

Would you please pass the salt?  

Would you mind if I left early?

I would rather go to the park than 
stay home.

I would rather have gone to 
the park.

When I was a child, I would 
visit my grandparents every 
weekend.
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Must/
Have to

Necessity

Prohibition

Logical deduction

I must go to class today because 
there is a test. 

I have to go to class today 
because there is a test.

You must not open that door. It’s 
dangerous!

Mary isn’t in class today. She must 
be sick.

I had to go to class 
yesterday because there 
was a test. 

I had to go to class 
yesterday because there 
was a test.

Mary wasn’t in class 
yesterday. She must have 
been sick.

Will
Be going to

100% certainty

100% certainty

Willingness

Polite request

Definite plan

I will be there at 6:00.

I’m going to be there at 6:00. 

The phone is ringing. I’ll get it.

Will you please pass the salt?

I’m going to paint my room. I was going to paint my 
room, but I didn’t have 
time.

Can Ability

Informal permission

Informal polite request

Impossibility

I can run fast. 

I can’t run fast.

You can use my car tomorrow.

Can I borrow your pen?

That can’t be true!

I couldn’t run fast when I 
was a child.

That can’t have been true!

Gross, S. E. (2004). Manual for volunteers facilitating ESL conversation classes. Edmonton, Alberta: Edmonton Mennonite Centre for 
Newcomers. Used with permission.
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Brief Overview of Verbs

The six basic tenses

There are six basic tenses in English. There are also progressive forms of the six tenses that show 
continued action and some conditional forms that talk about something that might or might not 
happen. The six basic tenses are listed below:

Name of tense Sample basic sentence Sample of progressive or conditional forms

Present I dance. I am dancing. 

I can dance.

Past I danced. I was dancing.

Future I will dance. I will be dancing.

I can be dancing.

Present Perfect I have danced. I have been dancing.

I could have been dancing.

Past Perfect I had danced. I had been dancing.

Future Perfect I will have danced. I will have been dancing.

• The most important tenses for a beginner are the simple present (I dance), simple past (I danced), 
simple future (I will dance), and present progressive (I am dancing). 

• Learners will find it difficult to understand tenses for which there is no corresponding tense in 
their first language.

Changing verb tenses

Regular verbs have a common pattern with changes in tenses as in the dance example above.
Irregular verbs don’t follow the same pattern. They are often our oldest verbs and are well used. For 
example, the following verb doesn’t use the ed ending.

• I eat. (I am eating. I can eat.)
• I ate. (I was eating.)
• I will eat. (I will be eating.)
• I have eaten. (I have been eating. I could have been eating.)
• I had eaten. (I had been eating.)
• I will have eaten. (I will have been eating.)

Verbs are changed to indicate the tense. They also agree with the subject of the sentence. For 
example, I dance changes to she/he/it dances. 
Beginners will have to learn some of the irregular verbs that are very common as well as the regular 
verb pattern.
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Writing Samples
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Reading, Writing, Spelling and the ESL Learner

Reading and the ESL Learner

• Does your learner know the meaning of the words in the reading material? Always go 
over new vocabulary with beginner learners.

• Always check that your learners actually understand what they have read. Some 
learners are very good at breaking the code and can read out loud well but have very 
little idea what they have just read. Ask comprehension questions that they can answer 
within their speaking ability.

• Some learners will have to change their eye movements in order to read English. For 
example, Arabic readers read from the left to the right and from the “back” of the book 
to the “front.” They may have trouble with eyestrain at first and losing their place. 
Highlighting the page so that they know where to start can help in this transition.

• Some learners will find the reading requirements for daily life and their job to be 
overwhelming as they learn English. Helping them to identify what is important to 
read (for example, highlighted items) can cut down on the task. 

• Some written information may appear in a different format from what they are 
accustomed to. Help them to figure out how to read the information as necessary.

• If the learner knows a first language that uses the same letters as English, be aware that 
the letter may not have the same sound in English as in their first language.

• Other alphabetic written languages are more phonetically regular than English. 
Learners from these language backgrounds will find the irregularities annoying.

• Differences in word order between the first language and English can make 
deciphering a sentence a real chore at first.

• Learners from different parts of the globe may also need to learn a bit about a topic 
to provide context so they can make sense of what they are reading. For example, an 
article on the Metis may be difficult to understand if the learner has never heard of 
them.

• Some learners will be much better readers of English than speakers. They can use this 
ability to build their vocabulary.

Brokop, F. (n.d.). Spelling and the ESL learner. Edmonton, Alberta: NorQuest College. Workshop handout. Used with permission.
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Reading, Writing, Spelling and the ESL Learner

Writing and the ESL Learner

• Does your learner know enough vocabulary to provide words and expressions for the 
written work that you are proposing? Make sure the learner has enough knowledge to 
handle the written work. 

• Do you teach printing or cursive writing (handwriting)? Some learners will prefer 
cursive writing because it is closer to writing in their first language. Others will balk 
at cursive writing and only want to print as that resembles the strokes they use in their 
first language. However, learners should be able to read handwritten notes and be able 
to have a handwritten signature. 

• Learning new symbols and the related pen strokes can be exhausting. Use writing 
relaxation exercises that tighten and then loosen muscles before starting and provide 
breaks. Practise pen strokes before trying the whole letter.

• Writing may be last on the learner’s list of needs but it can help reinforce other 
language skills.

• Dictation isn’t just used for spelling practice with ESL learners, it also provides a 
grammar check. Small words (e.g., in, at) may be omitted. Some words may be out of 
order. This allows a glimpse of how the learner is processing English.

• Grammar differences will cause frustration for beginners who may also be struggling 
with writing a letter or word. Provide easier grammar work like cut-apart sentences for 
beginners.

• Beginner ESL learners will benefit from writing their own stories with you as the 
scribe.

• Your learner may not know what heights to make each letter because in some 
languages all letters/characters are the same height.

• Capitalization may be problematic because some languages have no capitals and others 
have mainly capitals. Capitalization may be represented by bolding in other languages.

• Learners may have to learn how to space between words and when to separate or join 
letters within a word.

• Provide sample writing formats (letters, essays, etc.) and practise in the formats they 
need to learn.

• Some learners may be very familiar with computers but may need to learn the 
keyboard used here.

Brokop, F. (n.d.). Spelling and the ESL learner. Edmonton, Alberta: NorQuest College. Workshop handout. Used with permission.
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Reading, Writing, Spelling and the ESL Learner

Spelling and the ESL Learner

• ESL students may have special difficulty spelling by phoneme/grapheme (sound/
symbol) correspondence due to their limited exposure to spoken English. Most EFL 
(English as a Foreign Language) and many ESL students have most of their exposure to 
English through reading, not speaking.

• If the native language uses Roman script, like English does, there may be some letters 
that represent different phonemes in their native language than in English. These 
letters will require extra attention.

• Some researchers argue that spelling is a very useful tool for teaching and refining 
pronunciation. Some advanced pronunciation classes carefully analyze spelling cues. 
For example, knowing syllabication rules will give clues to which syllables need to be 
stressed and whether a vowel should be a long or short sound.

• The “listening difficulties” that ESL learners experience often transfer into spelling 
difficulties. The learner may not “hear” or is not attending to particular sounds or 
syllables. Or learners may insert additional sounds or syllables into their speech and 
writing. For example, Spanish speakers spell “estudent.” Often word endings cause 
problems and students will omit them in their writing. Pronunciation training, which 
includes training students to notice pronunciation, can improve spelling. (Helen 
Aitken-Ritzer, NorQuest College instructor)

• Some researchers argue that ESL students should use English-only dictionaries as 
soon as possible. They suggest that the English dictionary will give a more precise 
English definition and will include synonyms and related words that build students’ 
vocabulary. English dictionaries also include etymological (word history) information, 
which is helpful for understanding the word’s meaning and spelling.

• Just as with native English speakers, ESL students need to be encouraged to read widely 
and continue to build vocabulary and spelling in context.

• And again, just as with native English speakers, spelling should not be so heavily 
emphasized that it hinders a learner’s willingness to write. Spelling corrections are 
made at the editing stage in the writing process.

Brokop, F. (n.d.). Spelling and the ESL learner. Edmonton, Alberta: NorQuest College. Workshop handout. Used with permission.
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Chol originally comes from the Sudan. He spent 
20 months in a refugee camp in Kenya. Life was 
difficult in the camp. There was no opportunity to 
work or go to school. Chol said he spent most of 
his time waiting to hear when he could leave the 
camp and come to Canada. He has worked here 
in entry-level jobs such as stocking shelves and 
janitorial work.

Chol was late for his appointment and had 
difficulty finding the room. He was quiet and did 
what was asked of him, but asked no questions. 
It wasn’t until the end of the interview that he 
finally demonstrated his oral skills. He wrote his 
paragraph on the weather in Africa. He became 
quite animated as he talked about the heat, the 
wind and the shifting sand. Chol worked on his 
father’s farm with camels, goats and cows. Only at 
this point did he make eye contact and seem more 
comfortable.

He has been in Canada for five years and had 
three or four months of ESL in British Columbia. 
In his own country he went to school in Arabic 
until Grade 7. He also speaks his own tribal 
language. This is an oral culture and there is no 
written version of this language. As part of the 
coming of age ceremony in his tribe, his four 
bottom front teeth were extracted. This makes it 
more difficult for Chol to pronounce certain letter 
and sound combinations in English.

The sight word portion of the test was well done 
and he was able to read words in the Grade 6 
range. However, when asked for the meaning 
of some of these sight words, he was at a loss. 
This lack of vocabulary meant that he really 
struggled with the comprehension portion of the 
assessment. Interpretive questions were also very 
hard to answer. He had some idea of what was 
being asked but couldn’t get to the kernel, essential 
for understanding. His instructional level was  
Grade 2/3.

ESL Learner Profile: Chol Thung

The interesting anomaly is that he is a very good 
decoder but has little sense of the sounds in 
English. This is especially true of vowel sounds 
and consonant endings. On the Schonell spelling 
placement test, his score on the first column was 
two out of 10 for three-letter words such as net, lid, 
and cap. Chol was then able to go on and spell 10 
out of 10 on the third column, which contained 
more common sight words like tree, when and egg. 

Observations

 Reading
•  good decoding skills
•  did well on sight words
•  lacks meaning for words he can easily “read”
•  was nervous and shy on first passage, also 

awkward because he didn’t know what was 
expected

•  lack of comprehension holding back progress
•  oral reading – missed “little words,” verb 

endings
•  weak sound/letter association
•  instruction at Grade 2/3 level
•  didn’t seem engaged in reading process, passive

Writing
•  good ideas
•  able to stay on topic
•  self-corrected when read back orally
•  missed articles
•  writes like spoken language
•  sentences not formed
•  lacks conventions/grammar/structure
•  lacks vocabulary for self expression

McCullough, C. (n.d.). ESL learner profile: Chol Thung. Calgary, Alberta: Bow Valley College. Training material. Used with permission.
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