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Days
International Mother Language Day February 21 
www.un.org/Depts/dhl/language/index.html

International Women’s Day March 8 
www.unac.org/en/news_events/un_days/women1.asp

World Telecommunication and  
Information Society Day May 17 
www.itu.int/wtisd/2009/theme.html

World Day for Cultural Diversity,  
Dialogue and Development May 21 
www.un.org/depts/dhl/cultural_diversity/index.html

International Literacy Day September 8 
www.unesco.org/en/literacy/advocacy/ 
international-literacy-day/

International Day of Older Persons October 1 
www.un.org/depts/dhl/olderpersons/index.html

World Teachers’ Day October 5 
www.unesco.org/en/teacher-education/ 
advocacy/world-teachers-day/

United Nations Day October 24 
www.unac.org/en/news_events/un_days/un_day1.asp

Human Rights Day December 10 
www.ohchr.org/EN/AboutUs/Pages/ 
HumanRightsDay2009.aspx

Weeks
International Adult Learners’ Week in Canada March 1–7

Semaine québécoise des adultes en formation  
(Institut de coopération pour l’éducation  
des adultes) March 20–26 
www.icea.qc.ca  

Semaine canadienne des adultes apprenants  
(Fédération canadienne pour l’alphabétisation  
en français)  March 20–26 
www.fcaf.net 

Global Action Week on Financing for Education April 25 – 2 May 
www.ctf-fce.ca/Events/default.aspx?ID=625909 

years
International Year for the Rapprochement of Cultures 2010 
http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ev.php-URL_ID=39761&URL_ 
DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html

International Year of Biodiversity (IYB) 2010 
http://portal.unesco.org/science/en/ev.php-URL_ID=4793&URL_ 
DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html

DecaDes
International Decade for a Culture of Peace and  
Non-Violence for the Children of the World 2001–2010

United Nations Literacy Decade (UNLD) 2003–2012

United Nations Decade of Education for  
Sustainable Development (DESD) 2005–2014

Take aDvanTage of These evenTs To promoTe aDulT learning in your communiTy

on your calendar
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Inclusive education is not only a 
moral principle, but also an economic 
imperative, as diversity contributes to 
creation and innovation, and univer-
sally accessible lifelong learning  
is a sound social and economic 
investment for society. This is  
why adult education policies in the 
21st century must be designed to 
encourage even the most vulnerable 
to pursue learning throughout life.

During International Adult Learners’ 
Week (IALW) in Canada, we are 
celebrating adult learners and inviting 
them to share their fulfilment and 
successes. What can be more encour-
aging for people hesitant to engage  
in a new learning experience than  
to hear someone like them tell their 
story and explain what has motivated 
them? At the same time, this celebra-
tion is an opportunity for all adult 
learning stakeholders in Canada to 
gain greater insight into what is 
needed and to draw lessons from 
these individual journeys. The 2010 
IALW is an opportunity to focus on 
how we can combine our efforts to 
address the strengths and weaknesses 
of adult learning so that other learners 
can be even more successful. 

In this magazine, you will find success 
stories of learners in Canada from 
many different backgrounds, some 

key ideas from CONFINTEA VI  
and the views of various members 
of the adult education community  
on the challenges to building a 
sustainable future.

Once again this year, the Canadian 
Commission for UNESCO has invited 
Canada’s education ministries as 
well its other lifelong learning 
partners to celebrate International 
Adult Learners’ Week from March 1 
to 7, 2010. Each successive celebra-
tion has witnessed increased partner 
participation and greater outreach to 
a wider variety of groups. What the 
learners have to say sheds fresh light 
on what has been accomplished to 
date, as well as current needs and 
possibilities. Congratulations to our 
partners for everything they’ve done 
and many thanks for their ongoing 
support. We welcome this opportu-
nity to showcase some of these 
accomplishments in this publication.

David A. Walden
Secretary-General
Canadian Commission for UNESCO

“Opening up the possibilities” is a must for all of us in 2010. As 
Jacques Delors reminded us during his opening remarks to  
UNESCO’s Sixth International Conference on Adult Learning  
(CONFINTEA VI) in Belém, Brazil, in December 2009, “It is essen-
tial not only to learn how to know and learn how to do, but also 
to learn how to be and how to live together.”

2010 InternatIonal 
adult learners’ 
Week 
The 2010 International Adult 
Learners’ Week (IALW) will give 
adult learners and adult learning 
organizations across Canada 
and around the world an  
opportunity to showcase the 
contributions lifelong learning 
can make to our lives, our  
communities and our world.

Not only does adult learning 
provide skills upgrading, 
employment opportunities,  
work advancement and literacy 
programs, but it also leads to 
individual empowerment, stronger 
citizenship, family education, 
emotional and physical health, 
and social and cultural develop-
ment. Now, more than ever, the 
message of the vital role of 
lifelong learning needs to reach  
all stakeholders—everyone who 
makes adult learning happen.

CONFINTEA VI reinforced the 
need to work together better,  
in particular, to use IALW to 
encourage cooperation among 
stakeholders. Establishing 
communication among adult 
learners, policy makers and 
practitioners will help their 
efforts in research, policy and 
programs make the most of 
lessons learned in the field  
of adult education. 

inTernaTional aDulT learners’ Week in canaDa
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Kevin Gerrior, Manager of Appren-
ticeship at Nova Scotia Community 
College, says that not only are many 
older apprentices signing up for the 
program, but that they’re also very 
competitive in the workforce. “With 
the older students, they’ve got a lot 
of social skills to go with it as well. 
So employers like taking on older 
graduates of ours.”

One of the most prominent trades-
people in Nova Scotia today is 
Elizabeth Cummings, who recently 
received the province’s Apprentice 
Award of Excellence. She worked in 
the printing industry for two decades 
before becoming an electrician—a job 
that attracts very few women. 

Elizabeth was interested in the 
electrician trade as a youth but  
was talked out of it by people who 
warned her of its physical demands. 
Decades later, she finally had a 
chance to get the inside scoop. 

Curious about a female electrician 
who had come to make repairs at 
her workplace, she decided to strike 
up a conversation.

“I just turned on my heels and 
walked right up to her,” Elizabeth 
says. “‘Wow, you must be strong!’”

“She just turned around and said, 
‘I’m absolutely not. Strength has 
nothing to do with it.’”

That did it. Elizabeth made a beeline 
for the nearest apprenticeship centre.

“I started that day.”

Four years later, Elizabeth realized 
that the physical aspect of the work 
hadn’t been the hard part at all. “My 
biggest challenge was overcoming 
the new language,” she says. “There’s 
a completely new set of language 
skills you need.”

Now it’s all second nature. And with 
the new skills she has learned, she is 
considered one of the most important 
workers in Nova Scotia’s economy. 

“One of our biggest trades here in 
Nova Scotia is electrical construction,” 
notes Richard Sharpe, Supervisor of 
Client Services at the Nova Scotia 
Department of Labour and Workforce 
Development. And the demand for 
skilled tradespeople is likely to 
increase in the future, he adds.

“There is a major retirement  
bubble coming.”

Elizabeth is only one of many adults 
who have spent their lives working 
in other fields before deciding to 
learn a completely new work lexicon.

Richard says many adults find that a 
pastime of theirs becomes a passion, 
and then finally, a career. 

Elizabeth says her apprenticeship 
has been a life-changing experience, 
opening the door to a career she 
once only dreamed of. Others who 
have noticed her success are now 
encouraged to follow her lead.

Apprenticeship programs are booming in Nova Scotia. 
And an army of adult learners is moving quickly into 
the trades.

sparked to become 
an electrician

inTernaTional aDulT learners’ Week in canaDa

To find ouT more  

abouT apprenTiceships  

in canada, go To  

www.apprenTiceTrades.ca

http://www.apprenticetrades.ca
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As an economist, Craig Alexander may 
seem an unlikely champion for literacy. 
But as VP and Deputy Chief Economist 
for TD Bank Financial Group, Craig’s 
economic research has convinced him 
that improving literacy among Canadian 
workers would significantly boost the 
nation’s long-term economic outlook.

“If we could take everyone in Canada who currently has 
poor literacy skills and raise those skills to an adequate 
level, we could add as much as 80 billion dollars to the 
Canadian economy,” he says. “We could also create up  
to 800,000 jobs, raise Canada’s productivity level, and 
lower the national unemployment rate by one per cent.”

In fact, the benefits of literacy don’t end there. Craig, 
who is also involved with ABC CANADA Literacy 
Foundation, believes that improving literacy in Canada 
would indirectly help us solve many issues, including 
poverty, high crime rates, low voter turnout, and the 
shortage of skilled workers.

“Literacy has a huge impact on the economy as a whole, 
and it’s also a powerful foundation for an individual. 
Good literacy skills can double a person’s annual income.”

Improving the national literacy rate means first recognizing 
that a problem exists, and Craig believes most Canadians 
can’t imagine that literacy is an issue in our rich, developed 
nation. But the statistics are hard to ignore. According to 
the 2005 Adult Literacy and Lifeskills Survey, 4 in 10 adult 
Canadians—approximately 9 million people—have low 
literacy skills, and most of them don’t even realize it. 

“Inadequate literacy does not necessarily mean that 
people have only rudimentary skills,” explains Craig.  
“It simply means that these people lack sufficient skills 
for a knowledge-based economy. The structure of the 
economy is changing, and many Canadians don’t have 
the skills to unlock their potential.”

The business community has a huge role to play in 
raising literacy rates, Craig believes, but most businesses 
are not receptive to the issue. 

“Businesses are very good at sending workers for training 
in specific skills because they see the obvious payoff, but 
they don’t see how literacy programs help the company’s 
bottom line.” A 2007 Conference Board report, however, 
found that workplace literacy training has direct economic 
effects by enhancing teamwork among workers and 
improving labour-management relations.

TD Bank sponsors many literacy initiatives, including  
a children’s financial literacy program and Summer 
Reading Club. Through its community giving program  
it supports many organizations that support literacy.

The abc canada LiTeracy foundaTion  

works To improve LiTeracy and essenTiaL  

skiLLs in The workpLace. find ouT more  

aT www.abc-canada.org

the payoff of  
workplace literacy

http://www.abc-canada.org
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Recently, a lovely hand-crafted quilt 
was given by a Toronto group of adult 
literacy and basic skills students to  
a group of adult literacy students in 
Kenya, Africa. The Toronto students 
had created the quilt pieces as a way 
to share information about their city 
and country with students who lived 
far away. 

Susan Nielsen, executive director of the Toronto Adult 
Student Association (TASA), packed the patchwork 
quilt in her luggage when she headed to Belém, Brazil, 
for the International Civil Society Forum (FISC) and  
UNESCO’s sixth international conference on adult 
education, CONFINTEA VI, in December 2009. 

The quilt represented the progress adult learners have 
made in the 12 years since CONFINTEA V was held in 
Hamburg, Germany. Although adult learners were the 
focus of the 1997 conference, Susan says, “The learners 
were not integral to the debates or discourse. There  

was no discussion with learners about their desires or 
aspirations.” In the intervening years, adult learners  
have worked to make their voices heard and to become 
active participants in decision making.

global aDulT learners’ neTWork launcheD
The Belém conference created its own quilt of ideas 
and accomplishments, showcasing the progress of  
adult learners and of lifelong learning as a catalyst  
for change. An estimated 150 learner delegates from  
all over the world joined more than 800 participants  
from governments and civil society organizations. 
CONFINTEA VI participants were presented the 
International Adult Learners’ Charter and were part  
of the launch of the Global Adult Learners’ Network. 
Individual learners and their representative organizations 
from more than 50 countries had already signed up to 
join the network, which promotes learner involvement 
and participation in all aspects of learning, from policy  
to practice. 

the international 
adult learners’ quilt

piecing TogeTher a beTTer fuTure

Grace Santeramo Beckles, Magdalene Motsi and Susan Nielsen with the quilt.
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Susan says that TASA has been part of the emerging 
network, exchanging information and learning  
experiences since 2003, adding that TASA was the  
only participant from North America.

hanDs across The WaTer:  
learners helping learners
The exchange has provided many benefits, including 
support in Toronto for a Kenyan project that provides 
income for Kenya Adult Learners Association (KALA) 
students who otherwise might not be able to remain in 
school. For more than two years, TASA has supported 
the “Earn to Learn” project, where adult students learn 
literacy and numeracy through ordering materials and 
creating and selling the resulting crafts. TASA is now 
discussing how to expand this program to other Global 
Adult Learners’ Network members in the hope that  
one day there will be a website to support this kind  
of learners-helping-learners activity. 

One of the programs that emerged from these international 
connections was a letter-writing exchange that TASA 
established with KALA. “Members of our association 
exchange letters with members of KALA. Together we learn 
about each other’s countries and exchange knowledge and 
information,” says Susan. 

The patchwork quilt that Susan took to Brazil was the 
result of student interest and involvement in this letter-
writing project. TASA members, along with students 
from the Toronto District School Board (TDSB) Literacy 
and Basic Skills Program at Bickford Centre, wanted to 
connect with their pen pals by more than letters. That 
led to the idea of a quilt. Students created individual 
quilt squares using designs that reminded them of some 
aspect of their city, Toronto, or their country, Canada. 
The squares were sewn into three quilted panels by  
TASA volunteer Carol Podchashinsky under the guidance 
of Lillian Brasseur, a 97-year-old master quilter.

each square Tells a sTory
Along with the quilt, Susan packed a colourful 62-page 
booklet titled From Rags to Riches. This booklet was 
written by Grace Santeramo Beckles, the Literacy and 
Basic Skills Program Manager (South) at the TDSB, who 
championed the project. The publication contains an 
account of the project as well as a short description of 
each square by those who contributed them. 

In Brazil, the quilt and booklet were displayed at the 
International Council for Adult Education’s booth during 
CONFINTEA VI and then presented to Magdalene Motsi, 
the executive director of KALA, to take back to her 
students in Kenya.

Local adult learners’ groups have set in motion a global 
collaboration of learners and learning. This story shows 
how adult learners around the world are sharing ideas 
and knowledge, cooperating toward a common goal—
education for all—with no exceptions.

From Rags to Riches details the story behind each quilt square.
for more informaTion on Tasa,  

visiT www.Tasa2000.com

http://www.tasa2000.com
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making connections

Iftekhar was six when his family 
arrived in Toronto from Bangladesh 
in 1993. The Chowdhurys settled  
in Regent Park, the largest public 
housing project in Canada, and one 
of Toronto’s most culturally diverse 
neighbourhoods.

When Iftekhar was growing up, the 
neighbourhood had a notoriously 
high crime rate.

“My parents didn’t want us to go 
outside,” Iftekhar, now 22, remembers 
of his childhood. “There were  
bad things happening. It was all 
around us.”

Iftekhar says that he might easily 
have slipped into the same lifestyle 
as other neighbourhood children, 
but he was offered the free pizza by 
a Pathways student/parent support 
worker (SPSW), and that’s when his 
life turned around.

The Pathways to Education program 
(see p. 7) aims to ensure that young 
people from at-risk communities 
can achieve their full potential by 
getting to school, staying in school, 
graduating and moving on to 
post-secondary programs.

Iftekhar, who was in Grade 8, 
remembers, “We were so happy. 
They were passing out free pizza. 
And they’d give us free bus tickets 
for us to go to school.” With the bus 
fare and other help from Pathways, 
Iftekhar and many of his friends 
enrolled in a high school in another 
part of the city, because there are  
no high schools in his community.

Once a week, an SPSW visited 
Iftekhar’s school. The SPSW talked 
to teachers, listened to Iftekhar’s 
concerns, and offered advice and 
encouragement when needed. The 
Pathways program also involved 
Iftekhar in after-school activities.

Iftekhar remembers that in Grade 11 
he thought about quitting school. He 
talked to his support worker, Jamelia, 
and O’Neil Edwards (Pathways’ 
coordinator of mentoring), who told 
him that he should stick it out. O’Neil 
also told Iftekhar about the Youth 
Movement for Change program that 
would take 10 students to Ghana for  
a human rights project. Iftekhar was 
chosen for the project and says that 
the trip changed his focus in life.

“I learned what human rights really 
mean. I began to understand that  
it means more than people being 
tortured in another country. Even  
in Regent Park, people have human 
rights. And I began to think that we 
ourselves will predict the future and 
we will make the change. That’s 
when I decided to stay in school.”

Iftekhar finished high school and 
has since graduated with honours 
from George Brown College’s 
community worker program. 

Iftekhar now manages a restaurant, 
and he’s at Ryerson University 
pursuing his social work degree.  
His goal is to be a teacher.

He continues to be involved with 
the Pathways program. “It helps 
me to make connections and it 
supports me.” 

paThWays program is a springboarD To aDulT learning

The way Iftekhar Chowdhury tells it, free pizza kept 
him from becoming a high school dropout.

HaItI: unesCo’s 
Call for solIdarIty

“If ever there were a time for the 
international community to show  
solidarity, it is now. I issue this  
appeal to all sectors of society— 
governments, foundations and  
other donors, as well as individuals. 
Haiti needs immediate, massive and 
well-integrated relief aid,” said Irina 
Bokova at UNESCO Headquarters in 
Paris on January 14. “Education is at 
the core of Haiti’s recovery and is the 
key to Haiti’s development. We are 
determined to mobilize support for 
temporary emergency educational 
facilities and for reconstruction.”
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Pathways to Education is an organiza-
tion with a mandate of providing hope: 
the critical first step in getting an 
education and opening up the doors 
to enriching lifelong learning. Formed in 
2001 during a particularly rough time for 
the residents of Toronto’s Regent Park 
neighbourhood, Pathways was the 
result of a grassroots effort by families, 
friends and neighbours of local youth.

“It was at a time when there was an awful lot of crime  
in the community,” says David Hughes, president of 
Pathways. “There were nine murders that year.”

Growing up in such an environment left many young 
people in the neighbourhood without their bearings. 
Pathways was intended to fill a void left by crime, 
poverty and, most of all, hopelessness.

“A group of concerned citizens, in collaboration with 
the local community health centre, started to talk about 
ways they could solve the local community problems,” 
says David. “It became clear that education was going  
to be the key.”

The organization’s strategy rests on four pillars—academic, 
financial, social and advocacy. Along with tutoring  
and mentoring, Pathways provides short- and long-
term financial support, everything from bus fare to 
university bursaries. It also forges close links with 
parents and teachers. 

For communities like Regent Park, adds David, formal 
education might be available, but there are few people to 
help students along—even at home. “There’s no question 
that there’s a lack of support at home. Often the families 
that are there don’t have the education themselves or 
aren’t conversant in English. They are unfamiliar with 
our local school system; they are holding two or more 
jobs, so they’re not at home.”

Pathways offers an alternative. “The support they might 
not get at home, they get through tutors and mentors,” 
says David. 

It’s this holistic approach that gets results, he stresses. 
“That’s what the magic is. It’s not that we maintain a 
great tutoring or mentoring program—although we do. 
It’s the combination.”

The program helps through every step of an adolescent’s 
learning journey, David says. “A lot of it is just exposing 
them to things they haven’t been exposed to before, 
giving them life skills.”

“It’s more than just being there for them.”

Rooted in local initiative, Pathways to Education is now 
expanding to five more locations across Canada and its 
successful formula has aroused interest abroad.

“It is a shining example of success in a field where there 
often isn’t much success.”

carving out a path  
to lifelong learning

for more informaTion abouT paThways To  

educaTion, visiT www.paThwayscanada.ca

Ainsworth Morgan (far right) oversees a Pathways tutoring session.

http://www.pathwayscanada.ca
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Tom describes a unique collaboration 
in adult education that began in 2005 
between SFU’s Community Education 
program and a group of Vancouver-
area sex-trade workers who wanted 
to tell their story, in their own voices, 
about the positive contribution sex 
workers had made to the develop-
ment of Vancouver during the past 
100 years. The women wanted to 
move beyond victimhood and present 
other aspects of the sex trade, such as 
human rights and labour issues. 

“They were tired of the constant 
negative portrayals of the sex trade 
in the media,” says Tom. “They 
wanted to represent themselves as 
strong individuals who had made 
difficult choices in the face of 
daunting barriers such as poverty 
and a lack of education.” 

The group wanted to research the 
history of sex work in Vancouver  
and find out how sex workers had 
contributed to Vancouver’s founding, 
growth and character. But the group 
realized that they needed knowledge 
to be able to tell their story. And thus 
began the partnership between the 
women and the staff of the SFU 
Community Education program,  

who developed workshops to help the 
women learn the skills they needed 
for the complex research project. 
Workshop topics included interview-
ing skills, local history and appropriate 
citation of sources. 

The result of the two-year collabora-
tion was a 2007 multi-media art 
exhibit, History of Sex Work: Vancouver, 
which drew thousands of visitors. 
The exhibition also encouraged a 
series of dialogues around some of 
the many difficult issues associated 
with sex work. 

The story doesn’t end there. Each 
participant’s learning was tracked,  
and Vancouver Community College 

agreed to award course credits to 
participants based on the skills they 
had learned.

“For most of the group, their partici-
pation with SFU was the first time 
they had had a positive experience 
with formal education,” says Tom. 
“Their story suggests that when 
educational institutions are willing to 
be flexible and creative in developing 
educational opportunities with and 
for vulnerable communities—and 
when those communities have the 
courage and determination to step 
outside their comfort zones—then the 
possibilities of learning are endless.”

According to Dr. Tom Nesbit, Dean of Continuing  
Studies at Simon Fraser University (SFU) in  
British Columbia, one key to Canada’s success in  
adult education is its practical relevance to peoples’ 
everyday needs and aspirations—especially those  
from often ignored, marginalized or vulnerable groups.

alan tHomas: CanadIan  
PIoneer In adult learnIng

Alan Thomas was one of Canada’s earliest and most influential advocates 
of adult learning. He is best known for advocating the concept of adult 
learning as encompassing not just formal education, but also training in 
industry, literacy, citizenship, individual autonomy and empowerment.  
He also promoted Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition (PLAR).

In 2008, the Carold Institute for the Advancement of Citizenship in Social 
Change launched the Alan Thomas Fellowship, to be awarded annually to 
leaders in the non-profit sector. Information is available at www.carold.ca

a unique collaboraTion in aDulT eDucaTion 

stepping outside  
the comfort zone

http://www.carold.ca


The message of the Sixth International 
Conference on Adult Education  
(CONFINTEA VI), which wrapped up  
in Belém, Brazil, on December 4, 2009, 
was a call to action.

The unanimous adoption by acclamation of the  
Belém Framework for Action was a defining  
moment at the conference.

The Canadian Delegation played its role to build  
consensus at the draft group and develop a final  
document acceptable for all parties.

At the close of the four-day event, Davidson Hepburn, 
the President of the General Conference for UNESCO, 
congratulated participants on their efforts in advancing 
adult education. But he cautioned that much more 
needed to be done. “Let us hope that this momentum 
will now be the force that moves us all forward in 
placing adult education, not least literacy, at the centre  
of international efforts.”

One highlight was the participation of adult learners.  
The learners demonstrated that the most competent 
advisors to help develop good policy are those who  
have personal experience and know what learners 
need. They demonstrated that there is no better way  
to encourage other learners and persuade politicians  
than to share their own stories as learners. 

Two Canadian groups were particularly visible at  
CONFINTEA VI. 

The Toronto Adult Student Association (TASA) partici pated 
in the video presented in a plenary round table that focused 
on the Learners’ Charter. TASA also exhibited a patchwork 
quilt and manual, and were part of the speakers at the 
workshop where the newly launched Global Adult 
Learners’ Network and the charter were discussed to 
broaden collaboration and knowledge sharing (see pp. 4–5).

L’institut de coopération pour l’éducation des adultes 
(ICÉA), from Quebec, provided a workshop on obstacles 
to learning. ICÉA presented the model adopted by Quebec’s 
Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport for the 
governance of adult learning, including the provincial 
ministry’s collaboration with non-governmental organi-
zations (see p. 14) coordinated by ICÉA and learners.

living anD learning for a viable fuTure: The poWer of aDulT learning

CONFINTEA VI

Local artists welcomed CONFINTEA participants each day.

gooD governance
We commit ourselves to:
(a) creating and maintaining mechanisms for the involvement 

of public authorities at all administrative levels, civil 
society organisations, social partners, the private sector, 
community and adult learners’ and educators’ organisa-
tions in the development, implementation and evaluation 
of adult learning and education policies and programmes;

(b) undertaking capacity-building measures to support the 
constructive and informed involvement of civil society 
organisations, community and adult learners’ organisa-
tions, as appropriate, in policy and programme 
development, implementation and evaluation;

(c) promoting and supporting inter-sectoral and inter-
ministerial cooperation;

(d) fostering transnational cooperation through projects and 
networks for sharing know-how and innovative practice.

Article 13, Harnessing the Power and Potential of  
Adult Learning and Education for a Viable Future:  
Belém Framework for Action

inTernaTional aDulT learners’ Week in canaDa

9canaDian commission for unesco
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inTernaTional aDulT learners’ Week in canaDa

WhaT is a prior learning assessmenT  
anD recogniTion (plar)?
The essence of any recognition of prior learning (RPL—
the terms RPL or PLAR are used interchangeably) process 
is an acknowledgement that learning takes place any-
where and everywhere. And further, that knowledge  
and skills can be transferred, utilized and evaluated in 
different settings for different reasons. 

People who get diplomas, licences and degrees expect to 
transfer their knowledge from school to employment to 
improve their prospects in the labour market. However, 
there is less transferability happening in the other 
direction. Adults wanting to go from work to school, to 
upgrade or to complete a credential or certificate often 
have to start at the beginning. 

you’ve useD The Term ‘assessmenT.’  
WhaT Do you mean by ThaT?
Assessment or evaluation for adults allows them to 
demonstrate their skills or talk about what they know 
and can do. There can also be opportunities to reflect on 
past accomplishments through self-assessment tools, 
such as portfolios. Knowledge, skills and abilities come 
from many sources: community involvement, training, 
hobbies, reading, family and life experiences, and 
volunteer work. This is important for adults because  
they tend to forget what they already know. Taking stock 
builds confidence and adds value to career planning.

Assessment tools such as demonstrations, simulations, 
interviews, case studies and knowledge exams are often 
used. It is important to take into account principles of 
adult learning when determining the most effective 
approach—tests involving memorizing many facts and 
figures may not be the best way to measure an adult’s 
knowledge and abilities. 

International Adult Learners’ Week provides an opportunity to celebrate and 
respect adult learning, including promoting assessment and recognition services 
to adults within a lifelong learning culture. We talked with Bonnie Kennedy,  
Executive Director of the Canadian Association for Prior Learning Assessment.

on prior learning assessmenT anD recogniTion

Q&A

more informaTion on The canadian  

associaTion for prior Learning  

assessmenT can be found aT www.capLa.ca 

and www.recogniTionforLearning.ca

ÉmIle ollIvIer: CHamPIon of 
exCluded adult learners

An award-winning novelist, educator and leader in Quebec’s 
adult education movement for many years, Émile Ollivier was 
born in Haiti in 1940. “Émile Ollivier might have been the first 
scholar in Canada’s adult education field of study who came 
from a third-world country,” says Budd Hall, himself one of 
Canada’s foremost researchers in adult education. Émile 
brought a new perspective to adult education. “He was a 
sociologist and interested in adult education and equality.  
He was a champion of the excluded adult learners—the 
disadvantaged and immigrant population.”

In 2006, the ICÉA created the Émile Ollivier prize to 
honour individual dedication to education. More informa-
tion about the award is available at www.icea.qc.ca

10 opening up the possibilities
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“They said I’d done okay even 
though I’d quit before Grade 12,” 
she says, but she was determined 
that her children’s future would  
be different.

So Vickie set an example for them 
by taking night classes at the Dauphin 
Friendship Centre in Dauphin, 
Manitoba, finishing her high school 
diploma and discovering a love for 
calculus along the way. These days 
Vickie manages a bingo facility and 
works with the friendship centre’s 
Food for Thought program, which 
serves children hot lunches twice  
a week. 

Vickie has high praise for her teacher, 
Barb St. Goddard, the centre’s literacy 
coordinator and its only full-time 
instructor. After classes Barb offered 
her individual tutoring sessions, and 
“she wouldn’t let me go further until 
I really knew something.”

Barb says she stresses essential skills 
geared to employment, and those 
skills are continually reinforced 
through the job training that learners 
receive through the centre’s other 
programs. For example, learners 
who work with the Christmas 
hamper program focus on reading 
and communication, while those in 
the Food for Thought program get 
plenty of practice in math since 
recipes must always be adapted to 
varying numbers of children.

About 85 per cent of the learners are 
Aboriginal, so the program includes 
various aspects of Aboriginal culture. 
“Humour and laughter are very 
important in the Aboriginal culture, 
so we use a lot of laughter,” says Barb. 
“It’s the best way to teach anyone.”

laughter 
makes the 
difference

IgnItIng tHe  
PoWer WItHIn  
manItoba’s 
aborIgInal  
CommunIty

Training workshops aimed at 
first-point-of-contact advisors 
and counsellors are helping 
Aboriginal community members 
in Manitoba begin their personal 
journeys toward success.

The series of four workshops, 
called Igniting the Power Within, 
train employment counsellors  
to assist Aboriginal clients in 
identifying their skills and 
strengths, and then begin  
working to achieve education  
and employment goals. 

The workshops are based on 
Recognizing Prior Learning, and 
were developed through a unique 
partnership between First Nations 
and Métis organizations and 
Manitoba Advanced Education 
and Literacy to ensure they 
would address the real needs of 
Aboriginal communities. Based 
on the concepts of wholeness, 
wellness and respect, the 
workshops honour the Aboriginal 
oral tradition, teaching skills 
through storytelling, drama 
performances, role-playing  
and hands-on activities. 

The workshops have helped 
thousands of Manitoba Aboriginal 
community members since being 
developed in 2004. 

For more information, see  
www.ignitingthepowerwithin.ca

When Vickie Klepak’s two teenagers threatened to 
quit school nearly 20 years ago, she knew she had 
to do something to encourage them to stay.

inTernaTional aDulT learners’ Week in canaDa
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Lydia Parenteau, Kristen Racette and Florence  
McKenzie in the community kitchen workshop,  
part of the literacy program.

http://www.ignitingthepowerwithin.ca
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The young Jayananda, who goes by 
the nickname Joy, started going to 
clubs to listen to bands. When he 
was given an electric guitar, he 
found his calling. 

“I had a knack for music. It came to 
me naturally,” he says. “I practised 
and I soon got work playing in local 
groups, rock bands and the French 
pop bands.”

When a friend introduced him to 
jazz, Joy began teaching himself  
the theory and harmony of the 
music. He soon became part of  
the jazz scene.

Nine years ago, Joy began to study 
Indian classical music, a sound he 
remembered from his childhood. 
After Joy had acquired some 
expertise in the Indian classical style, 
he sought a bigger challenge.

“I wanted to study more intensively. 
And I wanted to study with some-
one who could teach me more.”

Joy explains that South Indian 
classical music, called carnatic music, 
has an oral tradition. “It is taught 
vocally, passed down through the 
generations from a teacher to a 
student.” He found a master of 
carnatic music, called Prasanna, in 
Boston, and went to take a lesson 
from him. Like Joy, Prasanna plays 
guitar, an instrument rarely used for 
carnatic music. Joy says, “He was 
the first person who really pushed 
me, and it opened up a whole new 
outlook on music for me.”

With support from the Canada 
Council for the Arts, he continued 
his studies with Prasanna over an 
18-month period. Finally, Prasanna 
told Joy that he had reached a level 
where he should move on to study 
under his own teacher, A. Kanyaku-
mari. Again, Joy applied to the 
Canada Council, which helped pay 
for a six-month study session with 
this master in India. 

Joy says the Canada Council has 
helped him get training that he 
could receive nowhere else in the 
world. “These study opportunities 
have helped me tremendously. Even 
in India, there are fewer and fewer 
people who know how to play this 
Indian classical music. And so the 
opportunities for study are rare.”

The music Joy had embraced when 
arriving in Canada has become his 
life’s work, and the journey that he 
began as a teenager has become a 
lifelong learning adventure.

a life in The arTs is a commiTmenT To lifelong learning

joy of learning

more informaTion abouT  

The canada counciL for  

The arTs is avaiLabLe aT  

www.canadacounciL.ca

When Jayananda Anandasivam arrived in
Canada in 1983 at the age of 18, he was
alone, had no work permit, and spoke only
the Tamil language of his homeland.

Amar Khoday provides a licence to Joy Anandasivam to use this image for personal uses in addition to using it for 
professional promotional purposes. The image may not be resold without express written permission by Amar Khoday.

http://www.canadacouncil.ca
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more informaTion on The  

vermiLion/ywca skiLLs Training 

cenTre is avaiLabLe aT  

www.ywcaofcaLgary.com/Trades

find ouT more abouT  

service canada programs  

aT www.servicecanada.ca

The couple had been hoping to find 
work in construction, but by the 
time they arrived most construction 
companies had either cancelled 
projects or were laying off workers. 
Jade and her boyfriend ended up 
living in a shelter. “I got a job at a 
hotdog stand,” Jade recalls. “We 
stayed in shelters for two months 
because we couldn’t make enough 
money to rent an apartment.”

It was while they were staying in a 
shelter that Jade heard about the 
Vermilion/YWCA Skills Training 
Centre. Through a partnership 
between Vermilion Energy and the 
YWCA of Calgary, the centre trains 
women in the basics of carpentry, 
drywalling, painting and tiling.

Jade had completed most of her 
high school courses, but didn’t have 
her diploma. She applied for the 

program and was accepted—just the 
boost she needed to start her career 
in the construction industry.

Her ambition has always been to 
learn a trade. “I’ve always wanted to 
work with my hands, either in 
construction, mechanics or one of 
the other trades,” she says.

The 16-week program courses 
include not only basic construction 
skills, but fitness, communications 
and life skills training as well. 

“Besides learning how to write 
resumés, prepare for interviews and 
write cover letters, we have learned 
basic coping skills and how to work 
in a man’s world,” Jade says. Some 
of the students, who need financial 
assistance, get funding from Service 
Canada. Vermilion Energy tops up 
their wage. 

Jade and the 18 other students in 
her class got some on-the-job 
experience working on a home-
building project for Habitat for 
Humanity, a non-profit group.

Jane Cooper, manager of the 
Vermilion/YWCA Skills Training 
Centre, says the program “is blazing 
a trail for women in the construc-
tion industry.”

“This program opens up opportuni-
ties for all women who are working 
in dead-end jobs barely surpassing 
or even reaching incomes at the 
poverty line. The trades provide not 
only financial reward, but also a 
chance to use creative licence.”

Jade has lined up an apprenticeship 
with a construction company at 
home. In the future, Jade hopes to 
attend a trades college and “maybe 
go on to university to take structural 
engineering or architecture.”

When Jade Williamson and her boyfriend hopped 
onto a bus to Calgary last June, they expected to 
scoop up jobs in the land of opportunity. 

Jade Williamson shows what she’s learned at the 
Vermilion/YWCA Skills Training Centre.

“i’ve alWays WanTeD To Work WiTh my hanDs”

pursuing her ambition 
to learn a trade

inTernaTional aDulT learners’ Week in canaDa
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For years, British Columbia and 
Quebec have been forging successful 
partnerships for adult learning and 
literacy in their province that thrive 
on constant dialogue and flexibility—
giving Canada shining examples of 
how to deliver on the Framework’s 
commitment.

In British Columbia, Eve Gaudet, 
Director of Provincial Literacy 

Planning and Performance for the 
government, says her province acts 
more as a guide and facilitator than 
an authority in the field of adult 
education. 

“The role that government is playing 
and can play… is providing coordi-
nation,” she says. “Setting out the 
lead and ensuring the strategic 
direction is a sound one.”

At the highest levels, this means 
establishing province-wide programs 
like Read Now BC, a framework to 
promote literacy efforts of all kinds. 
“We also have had government 
partnerships with key provincial 
organizations, one of them Literacy 
BC and the other 2010 Legacies Now.”

At the community level, it means 
partnering with colleges, universities 
and other local organizations, many 
of which enjoy a high degree of 
autonomy.

In Quebec, Dominique Ollivier of 
the Institut de coopération pour 
l’éducation des adultes, an NGO 
with the goal of promoting and 
creating awareness of adult educa-
tion, says flexible partnerships lead 
to more targeted and effective 
programs. 

success builT on inTeracTive relaTions among sTakeholDers

adult learning  
and literacy

… we commiT ourseLves To adopTing a hoLisTic, inTegraTed approach, 

incLuding a mechanism To idenTify sTakehoLders and The responsi-

biLiTies of The sTaTe in parTnership wiTh civiL socieTy organisaTions, 

Labour markeT sTakehoLders, Learners and educaTors…
 

Article 15 (h), hArnessing the Power And PotentiAl of  
Adult leArning And educAtion for A ViAble future:  

belém frAmework for Action
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“Our large projects are always based 
on a model of consultation. They are 
based on the triangle of ‘under-
standing, influencing, and acting’ 
that underlines all of our actions. 
We are thus able to bring people and 
organizations that have different 
needs together under a common 
goal that inspires change. 

“Take, for example, the Quebec 
Adult Learners’ Week, which the 
provincial government asked us  
to coordinate. We make a proposal 
to all the regions that they are  
free to modify to meet the specific 
needs of their regions. We provide 
the tools ready to use, but we also 
want to set up the initiative using 
dynamic two-way communication.”

As a whole, Dominique says, Canada 
still has quite a big task ahead of it. 
“On average, we have found that  
1 in 3 adults in Canada engages  
in a form of structured learning and 
1 in 6 adults is completely illiterate.”

The Council of Ministers of Educa-
tion, Canada (CMEC)—through the 
framework of Learn Canada 2020 
(see sidebar)—identified literacy as  
a top priority and created a literacy 
action plan.

Since it’s difficult to predict the 
future, we must plan for different 
eventualities, says Eve. “The big 
challenges are working quickly to 
ensure people have the literacy 
levels and skills they need to do  
the job and be flexible, and do  
the jobs we need to have filled.”

To find ouT more abouT  

The b.c. governmenT’s  

efforTs in LiTeracy, visiT 

www.gov.bc.ca/Themes/ 

educaTion_LiTeracy.hTmL

for more informaTion abouT 

icéa, visiT www.icea.qc.ca

learn canaDa 2020: liTeracy 
The Council of Ministers of Education, Canada (CMEC) announced the Learn 
Canada initiative in April 2008 as a bold new vision to address the education 
needs and aspirations of Canadians. A year into the Learn Canada 2020 
initiative, CMEC has made significant progress in several priority areas. 

In the key activity area of literacy, CMEC recently created an innovative 
web-based resource aimed at educators, learners, literacy providers and 
Canadians across the country. Three online learning and teaching modules 
were developed using 130 hours of audiovisual materials from the  
Pan-Canadian Interactive Literacy Forum and more than 1,000 questions  
and comments raised by participants. 

To access resources and information about the Council of Ministers of 
Education, Canada, visit www.literacy.cmec.ca

http://www.literacy.cmec.ca
http://www.gov.bc.ca/themes/education_literacy.html
http://www.icea.qc.ca


Adult learners face unique challenges 
in Canada’s Far North, because of its 
sparse population spread over a vast 
area, limited means of transportation 
and harsh climate. 

Overcoming these barriers requires multiple learning 
sites, financial support and teacher training—investments 
that pay off only if the learners themselves are determined.

Nunavut Arctic College (NAC), the only post-secondary 
institution in Nunavut, works in cooperation with the 
Government of Nunavut and other partners to increase 
access to lifelong learning in the territory’s most remote 
regions. With its headquarters in Arviat, NAC has 
campuses in Iqaluit, Rankin Inlet and Cambridge Bay,  
as well as 24 Community Learning Centres (CLCs) for 
adult education dotted across the territory.

Susie Aliqatuqtuq is a student at the CLC in Qikiqtarjuaq, 
a tiny island community just 97 kilometres north of the 
Arctic Circle. 

The 34-year-old mother of four dropped out of school  
in Grade 10. While raising four children, Susie worked  
at several jobs. 

Then, in 2009, Susie enrolled in the Nunavut Teacher 
Education Program (NTEP). The NTEP is being offered 
for the first time at the CLC. The four-year bachelor 

degree program is taught in co-operation with the 
University of Regina. 

Lizzie Aliqatuqtuq (no relation) works full-time at the 
CLC and teaches much of the program. Lizzie has 
first-hand knowledge of the hardships that adult learners 
in the Far North can face.

Lizzie started working as a teacher’s assistant at the local 
school. The isolated community of 470 inhabitants  
was desperately short of teachers, so Lizzie became the 
Grade 1 teacher.

Lizzie later was hired to teach Inuktitut, mathematics 
and an Adult Basic Education upgrading course at the 
CLC, which also had a full-time teacher. She soon found 
herself with a full-time job when the CLC’s full-time 
teacher left abruptly. 

northern lights
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Lizzie Aliqatuqtuq (left) and Susie Aliqatuqtuq at the Community Learning 
Centre in Qikiqtarjuaq.



Then came the challenge of getting post-secondary 
training. In 2006, Lizzie got her certificate from  
Nova Scotia’s St. Francis Xavier University’s Adult 
Education Training Program. The university offers the 
program across Canada, including NAC’s Iqaluit campus. 
For a year, Lizzie took the 90-minute flight to Iqaluit  
for week-long study sessions while continuing to  
teach in Qikiqtarjuaq. Lizzie is now applying to  
St. Francis Xavier for the diploma program, which  
can be done by correspondence.

Susie, who receives financial help from the Financial 
Assistance for Nunavut Students (FANS) program, is 
delighted with the NTEP. “When I heard that the NTEP 
was being offered, I was so excited. I always wanted  
to be a teacher but I didn’t want to go away to school  
in another community.” Now Susie is within reach  
of her dream, to teach at the local school that her 
children attend. 

learn canaDa 2020: aboriginal eDucaTion
In February 2009 CMEC held a historic Summit on Aboriginal Education in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, which served to open 
a national dialogue on Learn Canada’s goal to eliminate the achievement gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
learners. Among the many issues discussed were the specific barriers facing Aboriginal learners, the limited participation of 
Aboriginal students in post-secondary education, and the complex effects of socioeconomic conditions on student success.

Ministers agreed to build on their partnerships with Aboriginal leaders and develop a detailed action plan for provincial and 
territorial follow-up, and they supported participants’ call for more federal funding for Aboriginal learners in Canada.

for informaTion abouT nunavuT arcTic coLLege,  

see www.nac.nu.ca

for more informaTion on fans, see  

www.gov.nu.ca/educaTion/eng/aduLT/fans/index.hTm

17canaDian commission for unesco
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For more success stories, and inFormation on 
adult learning in canada, visit the canadian 
commission For unesco’s education page at: 
www.unesco.ca/en/activity/education/
adultlearners.aspx 

More information about IALW around the world can be 
found on the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning 
web site at: www.unesco.org/uil 

You can Find out more about the themes  
covered in this magazine bY checking out  
the Following websites:
CONFINTEA VI, the Sixth International  
Conference on Adult Education, December 2009 
www.unesco.org/uil/en/focus/confintea.htm

Education for All (EFA) by 2015, UNESCO’s  
top priority 
www.unesco.org/en/efa-international-coordination 

The Six EFA goals
www.unesco.org/en/efa-international-coordination/
the-efa-movement/efa-goals/

Millennium Development Goals
www.un.org/millenniumgoals 

Learn Canada 2020
www.cmec.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/ 
Attachments/187/CMEC-2020-DECLARATION.en.pdf

National Response from Canada  
to UNESCO for CONFINTEA VI
http://cmec.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attach-
ments/194/FINAL%20CONFINTEA%20VI%20EN.pdf 

IALW and Literacy Day events in Canada are listed 
on the National Adult Literacy Database (NALD) 
web site at:
www.nald.ca 

You can also submit your own adult learning  
or literacy event to NALD.

Opening Up the Possibilities is a publication of the 
Canadian Commission for UNESCO and does not 
necessarily represent the views of its members 
and partners. It is available in English and French 
in PDF format at: www.unesco.ca/en/activity/
education/AdultLearners.aspx 
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