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The goal of this booklet is to share with other practitioners some of the 
curriculum ideas and activities arising from our own experiences in 
teaching parent literacy.  We held two classes, with project funding from 
the National Literacy Secretariat.  The first, from October 1998 to June 
1999, was facilitated by Lisa Caldwell.  The second phase, from 
September 1999 to May 2000, was taught by Shirley Stone and Elma 
Gerwin, the coordinators of Winnipeg Volunteer Reading Aides. 
 
The curriculum is written largely in a narrative form, in order to set the 
activities in context, and to give some idea of the personalities involved 
and the difficulties they faced. 
 
The appendices contain some samples of the work done by class 
members, as well as some useful resources and websites.  
 
Phase One material was compiled by Lisa Caldwell. Phase Two material 
was compiled by Shirley Stone and Elma Gerwin. 
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PREFACE 



Project Overview 
 
Winnipeg Volunteer Reading Aides’ Parent Literacy 
Outreach and Support Project offered parents or caregivers 
with low-level literacy skills an opportunity to meet on a 
weekly basis with other parents, and a chance to work 
individually with a tutor to improve literacy skills and gain 
confidence in their own ability to learn. Classwork 
consisted of working on the basic literacy and numeracy 
skills required for effective parenting while also focusing 
on social skills development (respecting the rights and 
property of others, taking turns, not interrupting, 
appropriate behavior in public, etc.). All activities were 
developed with these goals in mind. 
 
Most of our participants were Aboriginal or Métis. The 
majority lived in the core area; but others came from 
distant parts of the city. We believe this willingness to 
travel in order to attend is due to our program’s 
acceptance of very low-level learners. We had 13 
participants enrolled, and participation was on a continual 
intake basis. 
 
 
Project Objectives 
 
We identified four primary objectives: 
 

1)  to reach out to level 1 or low-level 2 parents and 
caregivers, especially core area Aboriginal single 
parents 

 
2)  to conduct in-depth assessments to determine such 

things as past educational history, areas of strength 
and weakness, and existence of learning disabilities 
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Project Objectives (cont.) 
 

3) based upon the assessment results, to develop 
learning strategies which would help these learners 
acquire the basic reading and writing skills and 
confidence to foster family literacy and also to 
interact with school and social assistance workers 

 
4)  to utilize materials with a concrete, practical 
     application 

 
5)  to provide one-on-one tutors to supplement class 

material and to focus on learners’ specific needs, 
and, where possible, to act as role models 

 
An additional objective was to work closely with other 
literacy organizations, social service providers, etc. 
 
 
Phase One Topic Outline 
 
A variety of topics was covered: 
 

a)  self-esteem 
b)  communication/listening skills 
c)  stages of child development 
d)  anger management 
e)  positive discipline 
f)  conflict resolution 
g)  talking and listening to your children 
h)  being an advocate for your children 
i)   nutrition 
j)   home safety 
k)  budgeting/money management 

 
A measure of the success of this curriculum was the 
positive response of the learners when asked what topics 
they would recommend for another class -- all of the 
above were mentioned. 



Methodology 
 
Because of the diverse skill levels and the need for social 
skills development, a variety of learning methods was 
employed within the class. We used written materials, 
videos, and hands on methods. Peer tutoring was 
encouraged and group activities (utilizing the strengths 
of all group members) were the norm: for example 
writing a poem in pairs, or writing a story in groups of 
four. A measure of success here was the extent to which 
the class bonded both as a group and with the facilitator. 
 
Parents began to understand the necessity of talking and 
reading to children even in infancy; and the value of oral 
story telling, repeating rhymes, and reading or retelling 
fables and fairy tales to their children. The parents are at 
least beginning to pass on the values of pre-literacy and 
literacy skills and the need for life-long learning. 
 
The majority of the class members also worked with 
tutors on a one-to-one basis. Tutors, with the assistance 
of the program coordinators, developed individual 
strategies to work with the learners. The tutors tended to 
concentrate on academic literacy, while the class 
(incorporating literacy and numeracy activities) focused 
on personal development. 
 
This one-to-one tutoring plus the class instruction model 
was in general highly successful. Tutors were able to 
provide feedback, and the learners enjoyed having 
individualized attention. In retrospect, we would have 
done better with two classes a week, and we should have 
integrated tutoring more specifically with class work. 
 
Concerning our “additional objective”: we worked even 
more closely than we wished to, in some cases, with 
social service providers -- we could almost say that we 
over-achieved in meeting this objective! Our success 
could be partly measured in terms of the number and 
duration of phone calls, e-mails, and faxes. 
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Methodology (cont.) 
 
Ongoing evaluation was a built-in component of the project. 
Participants gave continuous feedback on the class work and their 
tutoring sessions. The learners were individually interviewed by the 
coordinators during the year and at the course’s conclusion, and 
participants made a list of recommendations for a Phase Two class. A 
support and information-sharing group developed as a result of 
meeting as a group. The class also alleviated the social isolation of 
most of the participants. 
 
Materials for the class were gathered from a number of sources. The 
instructor attended the Literacy and Parenting Skills (LAPS) workshop 
and modified and adapted specific sections of the manual to fit the 
class needs. Gathering other resources was on-going and in many 
instances these were assembled on an ad hoc basis. 
 
Participants were introduced to basic computer skills and word 
processing, and the SARAW (Speech Assisted Reading and Writing) 
program was used for writing biographies, stories and poems which 
were eventually computer illustrated and published in our newsletter 
(see Appendix B: Phase One Stories and Poems). SARAW was also 
used for playing word games. 
 
A favourite activity was making gifts and the class learned to write 
instructions for how to do them. Samples of these projects can be 
found in Appendix D: Project Instructions. 
 
We also developed an initial curriculum which we can use as a 
starting point for a further project.  
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The curriculum covered: 
 

1)      What literacy is -- the fact that it is not just reading. Also learning 
nursery rhymes to say or sing to kids, and importance of this kind of 
activity in preparing kids for school. 

 
2) Self-esteem and its importance, including building self-esteem in 

children. (E.g., writing notes to kids to leave in their lunch boxes 
saying “I love you” or “have a great day.”) 

 
3)      Communication skills, both oral and written, and also listening skills, 

including listening to children. Writing notes, letters, poems, 
stories -- and using the computer for these when possible. 

 
4)      Discipline and anger management. 
 
5)      Nutrition: food groups, shopping and using coupons. This included 

parent nutrition, and alcohol and drug use during pregnancy. 
 
6)      Library resources: visits to libraries, talks in class by 

librarian, demonstration of books for kids, etc. 
 
7)      Stages of child development. 
 
8)      Home safety. 
 
9) What are families? Different kinds of family groups, 

the family working as a team (in cooking, making 
presents, etc.) 

 
10)    Children and schools — permission slips, phoning schools, dealing with 

child/teacher conflicts, absenteeism.  
 
11)     Budgeting: in one instance a presentation was made by a class 

member who is a single mother (and grandmother) on welfare. 
 
12)    Passing on traditions and values (often ethnic) and respecting those 

of other groups. 
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• Consult individual tutors more, and integrate class 

work with one-on-one tutoring. 
 
• Ensure funds are available for day-care (including for 

school in-service days) and/or transportation -- if 
learners do not qualify for government assistance, 
such funding should be built into the proposed 
budget. 

 
• Classes need to be highly structured for this level. 

They can work in pairs or groups, but need to be 
supervised at all times by the facilitator. 

 
• Not only do the classes need structure, but each 

theme or activity should be explored in depth before 
moving on to the next. Learners can be confused by 
too rapid a change of subject or focus. One class a 
week is not sufficient, even when the students also 
meet with tutors at other times. Attendance, 
bonding and concentration are all improved when 
there are more frequent group sessions. 

 
• Have more dynamic activities such as role playing a 

given situation -- and writing a script for such an 
activity. 

 
• If possible, bring in more outside speakers and 

presenters -- especially those who can serve as role 
models. Perhaps even more importantly, have class 
members make presentations in their own areas of 
expertise. (See Phase 1 Curriculum, item 11.) 

 
Note: 
Changing eligibility requirements of the new Workfare 
policy, we predict, will place additional enrollment 
pressure on our program. Many of our learners do not 
qualify for mainstream programs which are endorsed 
by Employment and Income Assistance. 
 

Parent Literacy Outreach and Support Project Page 8 

PHASE ONE:  
Recommendations for another group 

considering a similar program 



Overview—Goals 
 
The second phase of Winnipeg Volunteer Reading Aides’ Parent 
Literacy Outreach and Support Project was designed partly to 
continue the activities of the first phase, which offered parents or 
caregivers with low-level literacy skills opportunities to meet on a 
weekly basis with other parents, and to work individually with a tutor 
to improve literacy skills. It also helped them gain confidence in their 
own ability to learn.  
 
Our chief focus during Phase Two was on refining the curriculum 
which had been produced during the first phase. 
 
Certain additional needs had become apparent during Phase One: we 
were aware that we are the only program in the City Centre which 
accepts very low-level literacy learners, but we were not anticipating 
the number of parents whose skills are virtually zero. Nor had we 
taken into account the extent to which they required socialization 
skills, if they were to work in a classroom setting. Our student 
population in this class was now predominantly Aboriginal (eight out 
of nine), and this also affected curriculum focus and delivery in terms 
of cultural interests and preferred learning styles. In addition, a 
number of the parents had, we suspect, been affected by their own 
mothers’ alcohol consumption, and/or had children with FAE/S (Fetal 
Alcohol Effect/Syndrome), factors which have obvious implications 
for teaching methods and learner expectations. 
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Overview —Goals (cont.)  
 
Thus, our main objective was the provision for this group 
of a low-level learner-centred curriculum which 
integrated literacy with social needs. (Social background 
is itself one of the major barriers to acquisition of 
literacy skills for this group.) 
 
All but one of our participants were Aboriginal or Métis, 
and the majority lived in the core area. All were mothers; 
most were single parents. We had nine participants 
enrolled, and participation was on a continual intake 
basis. Of our initial group, some left to attend more 
suitable programs, and some others then came into the 
program.  
 
Overview—Methodology  
 
Classwork consisted of working on the basic literacy and 
numeracy skills required for effective parenting, while 
also focussing on social skills development. All activities 
were developed with these goals in mind. 
 
The class met this year twice a week (for a total of six 
hours weekly -- increasing the number of classes was one 
of our goals), and members also received one-on-one 
tutoring at least once a week. We feel that results for the 
learners were generally very positive, and that the project 
as a whole was a definite success. 
 
The assessments or, in the case of returning students, 
update interviews, were conducted by the coordinators. 
Most of our participants had learning difficulties, and in 
many cases pre-natal exposure to alcohol was probably a 
factor. A great deal of useful background data was 
obtained, and learners were generally open and 
articulate. As we also noted last year, we elicited far 
more information in many cases than social workers had 
been provided with. Many workers seem to have no idea 
what level of literacy skills their clients have. 
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Overview—Methodology (cont.)  
 
Because of the range of skill levels and the need for social 
skills development, a variety of learning methods was 
employed within the class, including written materials, 
videos, computers and hands-on methods. Peer tutoring and 
group activities (utilizing the strengths of all group 
members) were encouraged when possible. 
 
One measure of success here was the fact that we were able 
to include all but one of the activities which the previous 
class had listed as targets for this year’s group. See 
Appendix A: Parent Literacy Needs from Phase One. In 
addition, we implemented virtually all of the 
“recommendations to another organization planning a 
similar project” which we listed at the end of last year’s final 
report. (See Phase One Recommendations , page 8). 
  
Our class facilitator last year developed a life skills-based 
curriculum for parents with extremely low literacy skills, but 
we felt that this curriculum needed reading and writing 
activities to be integrated more effectively into the different 
theme units.  
 
In the course of dealing with these various themes -- such as 
housing, health concerns, dealing with social service 
agencies, using the library, and family literacy; and practical 
skills such as cooking, making holiday decorations, etc. -- 
we enlisted the services of a variety of presenters from our 
own and other organizations to  conduct activities 
pertaining to their fields. One of the class members 
facilitated several sessions involving handicrafts and gift-
making. Classes encompassed a variety of literacy skills 
including reading, writing, math, and basic computer 
familiarity.  
 

PHASE TWO 



Overview—Methodology (cont.)  
 
One of our goals was to increase the social skills of the class 
members and increase their tolerance of each other’s 
differences. Success was high in this area -- the class did a 
great deal of sharing on such subjects as raising kids, dealing 
with anger and abuse, and relationships in general.  
 
Class members voluntarily helped each other with reading and 
spelling, and learned to say “thanks” for such assistance. 
Several outside observers, including volunteer helpers and 
social workers, commented on how much the class’s social 
skills had improved by the end of the year.  
 
 
 
Activities 
 
The class also worked at developing practical life skills 
through activities such as: 
 

a)  looking up names and numbers in the telephone book 
b)  recipe reading/following directions 
c)  map reading 
d)  reading bus schedules and planning routes 
e)  reading labels 
f)  filling out applications (welfare reports, library cards) 
g) writing cheques,  
h) Use of INTERAC cards and ensuring security of PIN 

numbers 
i) writing notes to school, taking messages, leaving 

appropriate voice mail messages 
i)   safety warnings (poison, caution)  
j)   what to do in an emergency (medical, fire, home invasion, 

physical abuse) 
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Materials 
 
Materials for the class were gathered from a number of 
sources. We have a fairly extensive library of our own by 
now, including a number of books written by and for 
Aboriginals. (Particularly popular was the book Spirit 
Within Our Dreams published a number of years ago by 
inmates of Stony Mountain Penitentiary, which includes 
wonderful illustrations done by Native inmates.) 
 
As previously mentioned, we used in the “In the Know” 
series, the “Challenger” series, two different math series, 
and in one instance, the Laubach Way to Reading (all 
published by New Readers’ Press). We also employed 
children’s books, high-interest, low-level fiction and non-
fiction material, some activities from the Adult Literacy 
and Continuing Education Level One certificate course, 
and a variety of computer programs and games, including 
resources on the Internet (especially for math, holidays, 
and medical information).  
 
In addition, we have bought (or have rented or borrowed) 
a number of videos on diverse subjects such as Canadian 
history, job-hunting, prevention of and coping with FAE/S,  
and parent/child literacy activities. These videos not only 
are informative, but can be used for reading practice, 
since they incorporate some printed matter, and also for 
writing skills such as summarizing main points and 
evaluating content. 
 
Gathering other resources was ongoing and in many 
instances these were assembled on an ad hoc basis. Some 
were also taken from the collection assembled by the 
facilitator of the previous class. 
 
Participants were introduced to basic computer skills and 
word processing, and the SARAW program was again used 
for writing biographies, stories and poems which were 
eventually computer illustrated and published in our 
newsletter, and by playing word games. 
 
See also Appendix E: Resources. 
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Introduction 
 
We have developed a number of modules, on the basis of the 
following considerations: what was employed during the previous 
year’s class, the expressed wishes of that class during exit 
interviews, the recommendations they dictated to the then-
coordinator at the end of the year, the list of desired topics 
compiled by the parents at the beginning of the new class, and 
our own estimation of what was necessary to fill certain gaps (as 
well as what would be fun for the participants). 
 
Each member of the class was supplied with a journal in which 
they were required to write at the beginning of each class. They 
could write on whatever topic they chose, and share the results or 
keep them private. A number of members expressed a wish to 
store the journals at the office so that no family members or 
friends would have access to them. (One of the uses of writing 
which we tried to stress was simply to vent anger, depression, 
or frustration.) Writing at the beginning of the class also gave 
them an activity in which to engage while they waited for 
latecomers to arrive. (Due to bus schedules, necessity of taking 
children to school, etc . it was impossible to have a uniform 
time at which all members would show up.) 
 
Class members were given duotangs and a supply of lined hole-
punched paper in which to record their exercises, writing 
assignments, etc. They were encouraged to keep handouts in 
these duotangs. 
 
We also found that is was important for each parent to have a 
specific workbook, whether it was a math book such as Math for 
the Real World, Breakthrough to Math or one of the multi-
purpose books from the Challenger series or the more basic In 
the Know series. (All published by New Readers Press.) By the end 
of the class almost every member had completed at least one 
workbook, and received an official certificate to that effect as well 
as a certificate stating that they had completed the parent literacy 
course. These certificates were extremely meaningful, and after 
the first student had received her certificate for completing 
Challenger 1, the rest were eager and motivated to obtain this 
type of concrete recognition as well. 
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Reading Activities 
 
The class was introduced to reading (and writing) poetry. At 
first they were totally put off by the idea, but when the 
coordinators read a couple of poems aloud while the students 
followed along on their own copies, they became quite 
enthusiastic. 
 
We did a lot of choral group reading, which was useful, since 
their reading levels varied considerably. Emphasis was on 
reading stories and poems written by other students from 
various programs, especially those which had been published, 
as this provided motivation and encouragement for their own 
work. We tried to include a great deal of Aboriginal and rural 
content. Most Native students who have lived or even spent 
holidays on reserves, for example, relate strongly to stories 
pertaining to nature, animals, legends, and elders, especially 
grandparents. (Sources included Spirit Within Our Dreams , by 
the inmates of Stony Mountain Penitentiary; New Words, New 
Worlds , by WVRA students; The Grocery Cart and Other Stories , 
by learners from Laubach Literacy programs across Canada; 
New Beginnings , a collection of student stories and poems 
published by Literacy Workers Alliance of Manitoba (now 
Literacy Partners); and Memories of Manitoba, a prize-winning 
new writers collection sponsored by the Winnipeg Public 
Library. 
 
The parents have all recounted experiences of reading to their 
children, and sharing with them the poems and stories they 
learned (or wrote!) In class, as well as borrowing books from 
both our collection and the Public Library.  
 
Learners also enjoyed reading and writing activities on the 
computer, including the SARAW. They especially liked word 
guessing games such as Mystery Word. A website which 
could be mentioned here is Mohawk Valley Library 
Association: Learn English on the Internet. (See Appendix E 
for web site address). 
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Writing Activities 
 
One key activity here was composing joint thank you letters to all the 
people who made presentations or helped with the class in other ways. 
These letters were scribed either by a class member or by a coordinator; 
some were written on the computer, and most were illustrated. At the 
end of the year, the class wrote a thank you to the coordinators of the 
program entirely on their own initiative (see Appendix F) -- proof that 
they learned something about the value of written thank yous, and that 
they had the courage to undertake such an activity on their own.  
 
In addition, three class members received bursaries fro m Literacy 
Partners of Manitoba, for which they were required to write a description 
of their goals, obstacles to be overcome, etc., and they also sent written 
acknowledgments of these bursaries to LPOM. 
 
The students wrote stories and illustrated them for publication in the 
WVRA newsletter. (See Appendix C.) Note: in this, as in all cases, some 
learners had to have a scribe to assist them -- one of the facilitators, a 
tutor, or another class member. 
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Writing Activities (cont.) 
 
For a number of the parents, favorite activities included word searches and 
puzzles such as simple crosswords. They also enjoyed playing “Hangman” 
or “Wheel of Fortune” on the computer, as well as some of the fill-in-the-
blanks exercises on the SARAW computer. 
 
Another activity which incorporated writing was the creation of story -book 
photo albums. We purchased disposable cameras for the class, as well as 
small albums. This resulted in some comparison shopping for the purchase 
of cameras and photo finishing. We discovered that most of the parents 
were far more familiar with disposable cameras than were the coordinators.  
 
They considered a camera to be a luxury item, but in fact they spend far 
more on the disposables than they would have on such a one-time 
purchase. Unfortunately, this is a problem often encountered by those on 
welfare who live from cheque to cheque and know little about budgeting. 
Also, since most of them live in the downtown area, they would have to 
spend quite a bit on bus fare in order to take their films to cheap photo 
finishers such as Super-Value.  
 
The students took pictures of their children and their friends, their toys, 
and so on. The pictures were put in a photograph album, and the students 
wrote a little story to go with each picture (see below). A few of those 
stories were put on the computer and some were printed by hand. Some 
students added their own illustrations to the story. One student’s daughter 
took her album to school, and the teacher asked to keep it for a while 
because the class enjoyed it so much.  
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Math Skills 
 
Clearly, the photo album project involved the use of 
mathematics, and these skills were incorporated in a 
number of other activities as well, such as following 
recipes and buying books. We tended to use this ad hoc 
approach rather than have formal lessons in math, 
especially since the students were at different levels. 
However, some of them were very keen on having 
problems photocopied from our basic math books, and 
working on them in class or for homework. (These math 
exercises can be especially useful in the case of students 
who are extremely dyslexic, have short attention spans, 
and/or may suffer from Fetal Alcohol Effect. It is possible 
to find reading and writing very frustrating, but make 
considerable progress in math.) 
 
Some of our students also enjoyed working on a 
computer website which is devoted to basic math 
problems. (See Appendix E for address.)  
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Holiday-Based Theme Units 
 
These comprised a major part of the first 
term. For Thanksgiving, we discussed the 
origins, and discovered that they knew 
about the American Thanksgiving tradition, 
but not the origin of the Canadian 
Thanksgiving holiday. We also discussed 
whether Thanksgiving was an appropriate 
title for a holiday commemorating the 
arrival of European settlers, and this in turn 
led to a discussion and a written listing of 
the positive and negative aspects of the 
European influence on aboriginal life. 



Holiday-Based Theme Units (cont.) 
 
Halloween: Students used the computer to 
look up the origins of Halloween, and 
comparable observances in other cultures. 
They also discovered information on 
making costumes and masks, which we 
printed out. They wrote Halloween stories 
as a group, and also composed a song 
which we tape-recorded. (See song on page 
16, sung to the tune of “This Old Man, he 
plays one…”)  
 
One student’s daughter took copies of the stories and the song to school, and 
her whole Grade Two class sang the song. A parent who volunteers in a day-
care showed the rest of the class how to make spiders and little ghosts for 
decorations. (See Appendix D). Finally, we supplied small pumpkins which they 
carved into jack-o-lanterns (see photo above of coordinator Elma), and we held 
a Halloween party. 
 
Remembrance Day: Again, we discussed the origins, did a bit of history on the 
First World War, and also geography, discovering on the globe where Belgium 
is for example. This arose from the fact that the coordinators printed In 
Flanders Field on a flip chart and read it aloud. The students found the poem 
very moving, and they all copied it out into their duotangs. 
 
Christmas: We held a party, for which the students brought the decorations 
and food, and some of them made Christmas cards using a computer program. 
Again, one of the class members demonstrated making simple ornaments. All 
the mothers received small gifts from the coordinators.   
 
Valentine’s Day: Students did research on the computer on the origins of this 
holiday, and made Valentines on a computer.   
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Managing Stress and Anger 
 
A guest speaker talked about stress and anger 
management, and about what things people could do to 
help themselves. The students filled out some 
questionnaires on stress, and read a newspaper article 
on the subject. Some material was taken from a booklet 
on managing stress which is published by New Readers’ 
Press, and some was supplied by the presenter. Note: the 
class requested a second workshop, as they felt that 
anger and stress management were major issues in their 
lives. 
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Health Issues 
 
The students discussed their own health problems, 
including diabetes, overweight, pregnancy and 
pregnancy scares. They discussed safe sex. They used 
the computer for looking up medical information. (See 
especially the diabetes and hepatitis homepages, as well 
as the STD homepage in Appendix E: Resources.) A 
public health worker, who was an occasional volunteer 
tutor in the class, gave a couple of presentations, 
complete with illustrated books, on various medical 
matters, including nutrition. (This is an area in which, in 
practice at least, they had a great deal to learn. A 
breakfast for their children of Coke and potato chips or 
even candy was not uncommon.) 
 
This volunteer was instrumental in helping one member 
obtain information about a possible complication of her 
pregnancy, from the internet, the Women’s Health Clinic, 
and the Health links telephone service. The class hoped 
to have a reunion in September at which they could have 
a joint baby shower for this student and the tutor, both 
of whom were expecting new babies in the fall. 
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Science, History and Culture 
 
This same tutor did a presentation on Australia after her 
visit “back home” with her 2-year-old daughter. She brought 
her lap-top computer to show pictures taken there. This 
sparked a discussion about geography, climate, animals 
from that region, etc. She also brought in some Australian 
children’s books. The class became keenly involved and 
asked many questions, including some about the life of 
Australian Aboriginals -- whether they lived on reservations, 
for example. The class wanted to have pen pals via e-mail to 
Australia, but we were unable to find a website that 
provided this access. (A useful site for geography is 
Canadian Geographic Geomaps — see Appendix E for 
address.)  
 
We also had someone come in who demonstrated quilting 
and telling a story through this medium, thus emphasizing 
that there is more than one way to tell a story. Since quilting 
is a traditional aboriginal activity, most class members were 
intrigued by this idea and expressed a wish to make a quilt 
for a baby’s crib. Unfortunately, there was not sufficient 
time left in the class year to pursue this idea. 
 
One of the coordinators bro ught in a star quilt that she had 
received as a gift from the Pipestone Band (integrated into 
the Oak Lake Band) in thanks for her family’s return of tribal 
peace pipes, which had been entrusted for safe-keeping to a 
white person, in hopes that the ban on possessing pipes 
would be lifted some day. This led to a discussion of the 
history of the banning of peace pipes, along with other 
native practices, which had lasted for over a half century. 
 
A science instructor from the Aboriginal Literacy Centre did 
a presentation in which she had the class participate in three 
simple experiments incorporating problem-solving skills, 
following instructions, etc. 
 
The class wanted to be able to make a trip to the Children’s 
Museum, but we couldn’t find a time when all the children 
of students were out of school. However, we would 
recommend this activity, and also visiting other museums 
and the Planetarium. 
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Motivational Activities 
 
A popular session was held by a learner from another 
program who is a member of the Learner Speakers’ 
Bureau (as was one of the class members). Her story of 
childhood on a remote reserve, the poverty, violence 
and alcoholism of her early life, and her recovery and 
literacy achievements was one to which they could all 
relate, as well as benefiting from her length and 
breadth of experience. They especially respected her 
because she is an elder and has 24 grandchildren, two 
of whom she is currently raising. (One of the latter has 
FAE/S.) 
 
We held a contest for any class member who wished to 
participate to draw an illustration to be used on the 
cover of a WVRA publicity booklet. (The winning design 
is on the cover of this report.) Final selection of the 
winner was made by the WVRA Board, so that the 
coordinators had no influence in this choice -- a fact of 
which we made sure the class was aware. The winner 
received a McNally Robinson book certificate. 
 
 
Practical Applications of Literacy Skills 
 
A volunteer from the Residential Tenancies Branch gave 
a presentation and workshop including the rights of 
tenants and landlords, and a checklist of things to look 
for (such as pre -existing damage), or ask about, when 
renting. As one result, the class learned how to write a 
letters to protest noise being made by other tenants, 
etc. 
 
The class went twice to Wolseley Family Place Center for 
cooking classes. They learned about nutrition and 
measuring; they followed recipes and cooked meals. As 
a follow-up, some used the recipes at home. They also 
received information on high and low blood sugar and 
on diabetes, for which they are generally at high risk. 
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Practical Applications of Literacy Skills (cont.) 
 
One of our other students, who works in a day care, 
donated a large supply of fridge magnets designed to 
hold pictures of children, and bilingual coloring books 
featuring the CBC’s Zap family. These books had a 
number of uses, since the parents could read them to 
children who were unable to read by themselves, and 
they also contained useful information from the 
sponsors, such as Bell Canada’s item about dialing 911 
from a pay phone without needing to pay.  In addition, 
the student pointed out other creative uses of the 
magnets, such as putting letters in them instead of 
pictures. Children could then spell out simple words, 
including their own names, on any metallic surface. 
 
A volunteer took some of the class to a book store to 
look at children’s books. They were asked to choose 
books which would be appropriate for their own children 
at different age levels and to make a list of the books 
including the price. They also discussed issues of 
affordability and which books were good value for the 
money. 
 
Most of the class members did not have telephones, and 
used the ones at the office for a variety of purposes. This 
led to activities such as making doctor’s appointments, 
discussing issues with social workers and children’s 
teachers, making enquiries about day care space 
availability, etc. They learned how to use the phone book 
to look up relevant professionals and Government 
departments, and to access such phone resources as 
Health links. They also discovered other kinds of 
information available in phone books, e.g. emergency 
first aid. 
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Practical Applications of Literacy Skills (cont.) 
 
One guest presenter was a librarian from the Centennial 
Library who brought a selection of children’s books. The 
class read some of them out loud. She also showed them 
how to make “story boxes” for their children. Several 
class members gave these boxes to their children for 
Christmas. (See Appendix D for instructions). 
 
The class also went to the library as a group; some got a 
library card for the first time. They were shown how to 
use the computer to look up books. They chose books to 
take out for their children, and we know they actually 
read these books to the children because they told us the 
children then insisted they take more books out. Not 
surprisingly, they were greatly attracted to the video 
section; but at least they have become aware of a much 
cheaper option for obtaining videos than buying or 
renting! 
 
Conclusion 
 
One measure of this project’s success was the fact that 
parents served as role models to their children of the 
need and desire for education as an ongoing process, 
and the value of lifelong learning. Perhaps this was in 
fact the most important result of all: the class members 
clearly demonstrated that going to school was not just 
boring “kid stuff,” but something which they valued, 
enjoyed, and wished to continue. 
 
Our Parent Literacy learners faced many obstacles, of 
which a low literacy level was only one. But if these 
parents now feel that they have made a beginning in the 
acquisition of skills to help their children and be there  
for them; if they have gained some confidence in their 
own abilities and worth both as individuals and as 
parents; then together we will have taken a small step 
toward breaking the cycle of frustration, under-education 
and poverty.  And that would be a success story indeed. 
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• More reading aloud 
 
• More story books 
 
• Reading and writing fables 
 
• More outings 
 
• Writing stories 
 
• Arts and crafts -- like the elephants we made 
 
• Guest speakers -- people who have been through 

programs 
 
• More math 
 
• 2 to 3 days a week 
 
• Co-operation skills -- getting along with others 
 
• Tutors -- one to one 
 
• Going to the library 
 
• Money management 
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This is My Story 
 
I am writing this story because I want you to know a little about 
myself. 
 
I was born in a little town called Sainte Rose du Lac, Manitoba. 
I was born on October 18, 1959, which makes me 39 years 
old. 
 
When I was two days old my mom took me home which was 
Duck Bay, Manitoba. I lived with my mom, dad, seven sisters 
and six brothers. Later on, my mom moved us to Winnipeg 
because my dad was ill. He had TB. I remember my mom 
putting us kids in school. I was about seven years at the time. 
My mom did the best that she could for us even though my dad 
was sick. Later, I was on my own and I got a job to support 
myself then I moved to Vancouver B.C. There I met a nice 
wonderful man and we shared two beautiful children. I moved 
back to Winnipeg where I had two more beautiful children. I 
then got my driver’s license. I am looking forward to the future 
to find myself a good job to support myself and my children. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

My Dreams 
 
Hi! I’m from White Dog, Ontario. 
 
Sitting at home I realized that I wanted to do more in life, like 
going back to school or going to a job program. Because my 
friends are just partying and wasting their lives every time they 
get money. So I don’t want to be like them. This is why, I’m so 
desperate to do something in my life. Maybe someday in the 
future, I will get a job and I will appreciate myself. This is the 
goal I want to reach someday. 
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My Story 
 
I was born in Pine Falls and I lived with my old folks 
all my years. I hated to live with them sometimes. I 
have kids, two boys and one girl. I like to work with 
children because I like to read and play with them. On 
my dad’s side I have three brothers and two sisters. 
On my mom’s side I have two brothers and one sister 
and me. 
 
The Tree House 
 
In the future I would like to build a tree house for my kids. First 
of all I would buy a house in the quiet country. Then I would 
hire a carpenter to build the tree house for them. I really want 
my kids to have a tree house, because I didn’t have the 
chance to have one when I was growing up. Maybe my fantasy 
will come true if I ever meet the right guy one of these days to 
help me pay the mortgage and to have a peaceful life together. 
 
I have a picture in my mind of the kind of tree house I would 
like to build someday. 
 
 
Examples of Rhymes for Kids  
 
 
Elephants 
 
I like elephants, 
Elephants are fun. 
But if I met an elephant - 
I would run! 
 
 
Shopping 
 
I love to shop 
Until I drop. 
I go to the mall 
And I have a ball! 
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My Children 
 
My oldest son is fourteen.. He lives 
with his Dad and Uncle and 
Grandparents. His name is Riley. He 
has a girlfriend. He’s going to a 
different school. My other children go 
to another school. Deandra is in grade 
two and Ryan is in grade eight. Riley 
is in grade nine, and for myself I am 
going to school and I like coming here 
because I like Reading and Writing 
and I want to learn. 
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My Foster Mom 
 
I have a foster Mom and I have a birth 
Mother. I call my foster Mom “Mom” 
and my real Mother I call by her first 
name, Rhoda. First I lived with my 
grannie before I went to my foster 
Mom. I was about 15 then, and I was 
pregnant with my first daughter. My 
daughter and I lived with her for three 
years. She treated me like I was her 
own daughter and she treats my kids 
like her own grandchildren. We are still 
involved with her. I wish I could do 
something for her, because she was 
always there for me when I needed 
her. 

Life 
 
Life is rocky. It’s like the ocean, one day 
you’re up and sometimes you’re down. Your 
head is spinning round and round. You feel 
like going under but you’ve got to keep on 
trying. You feel breathless and feel tired, your 
arms get sore but you keep on fighting. You 
come up for air, breathe easier and you feel 
so much better, and then you remember 
you’re a mother. So no matter how hard it 
gets and you feel like giving up just look at 
your children who are right there beside you. 
You’ve got to hold on to  them as long as you 
can because before you know it they are 
swimming alone without holding your hand. 



Parent Literacy Outreach and Support Project Page 29 

Appendix C: Examples of Phase Two  
Photo Album Stories 

Tyler is sucking his thumb and 
looking at the camera. 
 
What big eyes you have, Tyler! 
 
Tyler has really nice eyes! 
 
What color are they? 
 
They are brown. 

Here is Sara, sitting at the table. 
 
She is writing herself a story. 
 
Maybe she will be a famous 
writer some day. 
 
Maybe she will write books for 
children. 



Story Boxes (as described on page 24) 
 
• Line a shoebox with felt. 
• Find pictures of characters and objects from fairy story or folk 

tale and  cut them out. Children may color characters found in 
a coloring book, for example. 

• Glue felt on the back of these cutouts. 
• Place figures in the box. The felt acts like Velcro, so the figures 

will stay in place. 
• Optional: decorate outside of box with construction paper, 

tissue paper, jewels, kids’ names in pen or glitter. 
• Read or tell a story while you or child move characters and 

objects around to act out narrative. You can use one box for 
several different stories. 

 
 
Towel Elephants 
(Instructions written by a student—see page 6 for photo) 
 
Materials 
One long bath towel, any color 
Two face cloths any color 
One pipe cleaner for trunk 
Two button or “googly” eyes and about one yard of pretty ribbon 
 
Putting it Together 
 
You take your long towel you fold it in half NOT THE LONG WAY. 
Then you roll the towel ends to the middle of the towel. Then you 
fold the towel in half again downwards.  
 
Then you put the ribbon around the towel and tie it in a bow. Then 
you put the first face cloth through the top of towel and it makes 
ears. The second face cloth you roll it around the pipe cleaner and 
you make the trunk by bending it.  
 
Then you stick the trunk in the fold in the front of the towel. You 
can use any kind of buttons you wish and paste them on the 
towel. They’re for the eyes. Then you can put a bow on top of the 
head if you wish. 
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Appendix D: Project Instructions (cont.) 

Directions written by student;  
Illustration by coordinator Elma Gerwin 



 
Web Sites: 
 
 
Learning English        
Mohawk Valley Library Association: Learn English on the Internet 
            http://www.mvla.org/outreach/learnenglish.html 
 
Exploring Adult Literacy 
            http://www.vcu.edu/eduweb/CRA/eal.html 
 
National Adult Literacy Database: http://www.nald.ca 
 
Basic Math Problems: “Choose an Exercise” at  
            http://www.kindermagic.com/real_math  
 
 
 
Health and Medical Information: 
 
http://www.diabetes.org/ada  (American Diabetes Association) 
  
http://www.hepatitiscinfo.com  (Hepatitis C)   
 
http://std.shs.ilstu.edu/Links/links.htm (STD homepage) 
 
 
Geography: Canadian Geographic Geomaps 
            http://www.cangeo.ca/GEOMAPS.HTM 
 
Food Network’s Cyberkitchen: http://www.foodtv.com 
 
Caring for Kids: http://www.cps.ca/english/carekids 
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Print Materials 
 
In the Know  and Challenger  (more advanced) series - New Readers’ Press 
 
Laubach Way to Reading  - New Readers’ Press 
 
Math for the Real World  - New Readers’ Press 
 
Breakthrough to Math  - New Readers’ Press  
 
 
Spirit Within Our Dreams   - Stony Mountain Penitentiary (stories) 
 
New Words, New World   - WVRA  
 
The Grocery Cart and Other Stories - learners from Laubach Literacy programs 
across Canada 
 
New Beginnings (student stories and poems) - Literacy Workers Alliance of 
Manitoba (now Literacy Partners);  
 
Memories of Manitoba - (new writers) Winnipeg Public Library. 
 
CBC’s Zap family bilingual coloring books 
 
Managing Stress - New Readers’ Press 
 
 
 
Other Resources 
 
Residential Tenancies Branch - tenant rights 
 
Wolseley Family Place Centre - cooking classes, nutrition information 
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Winnipeg Volunteer Reading Aides 
230-500 Portage Avenue 
Winnipeg, MB  R3C 3X1 

(204) 786-1212 
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