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Introduction
In 1999-2000, the Metro Toronto Movement for Literacy conducted a
project called Adapting for a New Environment. The purpose of this project was to
try to relate existing knowledge about literacy work to the new requirements of
the provincial Literacy and Basic Skills Section. Two sets of workshops were
held. The first set of workshops, facilitated by Elaine Benton, was called
Rereading the Matrix and related the new Learning Outcomes Matrix, mandated
by the Literacy and Basic Skills Section, to existing knowledge, both researchbased knowledge and knowledge from practice, about how adults learn to read.
The second set of workshops was called What Doesn't Get Written Down:
How Experienced Literacy Workers Move from the Generalizations of Training Plans to
the Particulars of Daily Practice . These workshops looked at the interaction
between written documentation and spoken language in the new Literacy and
Basic Skills environment, which requires written “training plans” as one kind of
documentation. What kinds of relationships are possible between a written
training plan and the ongoing process in which a learner and the people who
support his or her learning work and plan together?
To initiate discussion at the What Doesn't Get Written Down workshops,
three experienced literacy workers made presentations. David Greig, who is
currently the coordinator at the Independent Studies Program at Frontier
College, has a variety of experience in community literacy programs and board
of education literacy classes. He is the author of a widely-used series of learning
materials for adult literacy learners, Core Sequential Basics . Barbara McFater has a
background in assessment. She honed her skills at the Peel Adult Learning
Centre in Mississauga, and now works for the Preparatory Training Program, an
employment-focused literacy program in Toronto. Gail Funston, an instructor at
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the Toronto District School Board, has taught in a variety of adult basic literacy
classes. She has experimented with various kinds of outcomes-based
programming, including outcomes-based programming for physically disabled
adult literacy students.
This resource book presents some follow-up material from their
presentations. It also includes an interview with Wendy Tanner, a community
literacy worker at Parkdale Project Read. This interview elaborates on an
evocative point that Wendy made at one of the workshops, that “what doesn't
get written down is who the learner is.”
What have we learned from the presentations, and from the discussions
which followed them? Several points stand out.
1. For David Greig, training plans are the “what”.

Having

developed a training plan, one still has to develop the
“how”.

David examines this process by taking notes as he plans the

“how”.
2. By keeping her training plans simple and informal, Barbara McFater is
able to integrate them into an ongoing discussion, in spoken language,
with learners. In the follow-up interview included here, Barbara shows
us how one

can make good use of written language in

assessment and planning while keeping written
language in the background.

3. For Gail Funston, training plans have replaced an earlier form of
written plans that she used. These plans had a simple format, but they
included the “how” in a column called “Tasks, Materials, Tools,
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Techniques.” Gail's plans, included here, speak for themselves. They tell
us that simplicity

in written plans does not indicate a

lack of sophistication.
4. Finally, at the workshop and in the follow-up interview here, Wendy
Tanner has asked us to look beyond training plans to the person whose
learning they are intended to support.

Knowing how to use

written plans sometimes means ignoring these plans
if they aren't right for the person.

This is an important lesson

for staff to pass on to volunteers, who might otherwise be blinded to the
learner by the authority of the learner's written plan.
The new Literacy and Basic Skills environment, with its emphasis on
written records, calls for new ways of applying old knowledge. The material
presented here suggests ideas for doing this, and may be useful in helping
literacy workers to maintain a balance between written language and spoken
language in their work.
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Writing Down What Doesn’t Get
Written Down: Notes by David Greig
In these notes about his presentation at the workshops,
David Greig writes about aspects of planning how to learn
that do not usually get written down. As he explains in
these notes, these aspects got written down this time
because David wanted to make the process more explicit
for volunteer tutors.

• My presentation at the MTML workshop focused on goal setting. I am

working in a community-based program that uses volunteer tutors. I found that
the idea of ensuring that students set and work towards goals that can be
demonstrated after an established time period was usually clear for tutors, but
how to implement it was not. I wanted to demystify the process by getting
tutors to start to think about goal setting for students in the literacy program in
the same way they would think about any kind of goal setting for adults in any
context.
• One reason why tutors had a hard time understanding and then implementing

an ongoing goal setting process with students was because I rarely provided
them with clear written documentation of this process. Many of the written
examples of goal setting from various literacy publications often seemed too
abstract for volunteer tutors to be able to use with students. (Note that I
personally wrote some of those publications so am criticizing myself here!) I felt
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the tutors needed a real life concrete example of the goal setting process that was
clearly written down.
• I realized that I didn't have any clear examples of goal setting from students'

files to show to tutors at the training because I had never written enough of this
information down on paper. I did not write information down because I had it
in my head and found it too time consuming to transcribe it all onto paper. I
realized that a funder or anyone looking at these notes might think that very
little transpired in the goal setting process. To demonstrate that the process was
thorough even though little was recorded, I did a goal setting session with a
student while a literacy staff co-worker watched me.
• At the end of this session, the student's goals were clearly thought through;

language and other areas to work on were clearly identified; steps and timelines
were established; a demonstration was planned out; the student's confidence in
their ability had been increased through realistic reflection on what they could
actually achieve and through encouragement of their abilities to do so; the tutor
had numerous new techniques, materials and ideas to use; and we as staff people
had a complete picture of who this student was and what they would be
working on.
• At the end of this goal setting session, which took about one and a half hours,

my co-worker and I reflected on how meaningful this interaction had been for
everyone involved. I pointed out that despite this, we still had written almost
nothing down on paper! The process was so verbal and intuitive for us that
writing it all down became a chore that was quite difficult to do. Not writing
information down was also a matter of logistics: taking notes while talking to the
student and tutor interfered with the smooth flow of the conversation.
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• This is a critical point for many community-based (and other) literacy workers:

The entire goal setting interaction is a conversation. Almost none of this
conversation is written down because it is too time consuming and because it is
often not necessary. Even though a lot of staff time is used in the goal setting
process (engaging in lengthy conversations) on paper it looks like very little
happened because most of this interaction is not recorded. These kinds of
conversations make up the bulk of staff time spent on goal setting but are not
“visible”. On a training plan, funders may only see a few hasty notes made by
staff to ourselves after the fact, but will never “see” the entire complex process of
conversation that these notes represent.
• One reason for this lack of written notes is professional experience and

expediency. As staff, we have so much experience talking with students that we
fully understood what this student wanted to do and what the tutor and student
would work on despite the fact that we wrote nothing down. An entire picture
of this student was in our heads. Later, at staff meetings to discuss students on
our case loads, we could easily and at length tell other staff about this student
and what they were doing with complete accuracy despite the fact that none of
this information appeared anywhere on paper. We wondered how we could get
this information on paper, and more importantly: what part of this information
should be documented on paper?
• I wanted to experiment with writing down the goal setting process to see if it

could capture a full picture and yet do this quickly and easily. I intended to use
this experiment in a tutor training to see if the idea of the goal setting process
and what needs to be written down about it was clear and could be understood
by tutors.
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• I used an example from my own life. I was trying to learn to play the piano as

an adult. I found there were many similarities between how I would break down
this goal for myself and how I would break down goals for students.
• Step One involves an informal conversation about the goal, as follows.
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The above notes represent some of the general topics that came up in the
conversation about the goal. This preliminary general conversation is important
to establish rapport and trust with the student. It is not merely “chitchat”: it is
the first and crucial step in mapping out the variables that will impact the goal
setting process for a particular student. In my personal example, I talked about
general things I knew or felt about the piano and about taking piano lessons.
During this conversation phase, I might casually scribble down some of the key
points of the conversation in a manner like that presented above.
• Step Two, below, involves getting a bit more directed in the conversation.
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Criteria to direct the goal setting conversation is presented as “elements to
consider” on the left side of the page. These include questions about motivation,
attitude, prior knowledge, transferable skills, and so on. Using these criteria to
direct the conversation, I would ask questions and record general responses.
Again, this process is still informal and random; however, the focus of the
conversation is determined by the criteria that is directing the key question
asked. The key question is “How will you go about this?” I might record
information in the manner presented on the right hand side of the above notes.
• Note: I personally call this entire goal setting process “Outcome Parsing”

though more jargon is perhaps not what anyone in the literacy field needs at this
moment! The concept of “outcome parsing” specifically refers to extracting or
“parsing” out the constituent elements of a goal that are needed to complete it
(language or other skills). The literacy program I work at is developing this idea
further.
• Step Three, on the following page, involves developing actual concrete steps to

take to work towards the goal. Using the conversations from Step Two, a more
direct path of action is developed and notes about this path are written down.
Demonstrations of learning are developed and timelines are introduced.
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• I presented this idea at a tutor training in the fall of 2000. Twenty-five out of

twenty-six tutors along with a number of other staff people present all “got” the
idea. (One tutor did not understand this presentation at all and kept asking what
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piano lessons had to do with reading.) Other than this one person, all the other
tutors felt that this example did two things: it allowed them to understand that
goal setting for literacy students was exactly the same as setting goals as adults
to do anything (and so they could apply it to their own experience as adults
learning anything). It also allowed them to see the process of goal setting that
moves from general conversation to more “formal” steps. More work is needed
on this idea; however, it is a starting point for thinking about the goal setting
process and for reflecting on what doesn't get written down.

12

Talking, Writing and Planning: An
Interview with Barbara McFater
In the following wide-ranging interview with Guy Ewing,
Barbara McFater discusses the importance of the process in
which training plans get written down. The interview
illustrates that when experienced literacy workers plan
learning with the active involvement of learners, what gets
written down can be brief and informal, a reminder of the
more detailed goal setting, discussion and decision making
that doesn't get written down.

G: Many kinds of demands are placed on training plans. How do you see these
demands?
B: To begin with, training plans are written for many audiences: the Ministry,
the program, the instructors and the learners. Having many audiences can take
something that should be relevant and appropriate for the learner, and turn it
into something too complicated, too detailed, too complex. Who they are written
for is just the first demand.
For those of us writing and developing training plans, we need to be aware of all
the elements: background information, short and long term goals, timelines,
initial assessment information, skills to develop, and learning outcomes. What
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we need to do is gather a great deal of information, know how to gather this
information, have good assessment skills and a clear understanding of the LBS
levels across all domains, help learners set goals, and be knowledgeable about
goal requirements. We need to make judgments, plan and predict. So many
demands, I could go on . . .
G: How do you respond to the various kinds of demands?
B: Well, this has changed over the years. I've thought a great deal about what I
could do to simplify training plans while still meeting all the demands. The
training plans I developed in the past were not part of a process. I tried to
include too much, too soon, and they weren't useful. So I have come to realize
that a good plan needs to evolve, to change over time. I do things differently
now.
G: So how do you begin the process?
B: Well, we all know the first step is to meet with the learner and gather all the
necessary information. This information can be documented simply and briefly.
The next step is to place the student in the program and let the process begin.
From this point forward there needs to be ongoing, continuous assessment.
After the initial assessment, when all the information has been gathered, the
process of ongoing assessment, goal setting, instruction, and learning begins.
G: How much of that ongoing assessment gets written down?
B: Well, the program I'm with now . . . not a lot gets written down between
meetings with me. We have a system in place where learners have the
opportunity to write a formal, evaluative assessment at regular intervals
throughout their program. This assessment includes many work-related tasks
and activities that involve reading, writing and math skills.
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After I score this assessment, I meet with the learner for, what we call at PTP, a
“Next Steps” meeting. This meeting is a time for reflection, self-assessment,
sharing results and setting new goals. I write down comments the learner
expresses as a part of his or her own self-assessment. We set new goals, and
these get written down too. It's like a contract. And again, I don't think that
something necessarily happens just because it gets written down.
I think this process works because it has more to do with communication: a
dialogue where the learner has the opportunity to articulate concerns, set new
learning goals as well as future employment goals. After this discussion the
learner returns to his or her program with a renewed sense of commitment. The
notes from this meeting are a guide for the learner and the instructor and for me
to refer back to when we have our next meeting. This is how training plans
become part of a process. It is a movement away from an initial three to four
page document that tries to say too much too soon. What gets written down is
very little.
G: O.k., so just to pin this down a bit, can I ask you to imagine going through an
initial assessment where you gather all the information for developing a learner's
training plan, just to see how you do it?
B: O.k. Well, I begin with a discussion. Initial assessment is about open
dialogue: communication, sharing information, information that covers past
education, training, work experience, transferable skills, financial supports . . .
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Goal setting usually comes next. It's really important to encourage learners to
articulate their short and long-term goals. This area, however, always presents
us with a challenge at PTP because learners in our program usually have
employment goals. Setting short-term learning goals are one thing, but setting
long-term employment goals is another.
This is a challenging and time-consuming process and we often remind ourselves
at PTP that we are not 'employment counsellors'. But learners often need an
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enormous amount of support if they are going to move towards suitable
employment in their chosen field when they leave our program. So, I encourage
learners to do research, or small in-class projects to gather information on their
goals. So, again, setting goals.
We also talk about timelines. I don't know if everyone else finds this in the field,
but I find learners always ask, “How long do you think this will take?” So we set
timelines, with

A Hypothetical Training Plan (Part 1)

the provision
that they can
always change.
This is followed
reading, writing
and math tasks.
But before I
assess, I always
ask lots of
questions, to get
learners to think
about what they
perceive to be
their strengths
and weaknesses
in the areas of
reading, writing,
math, listening

and speaking, as well as computer skills. We also talk about fears and hopes.
This is the beginning of the process, a process called a training plan.
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G: So, under the
various headings

A Hypothetical Training Plan (Part 2)

on the training
plan template
would be your
notes.
B: Yes, including
assessment
information and
levels.
G: What do you
find the most
challenging part
of this process?
B: One of the
hardest parts (but
what we all get
better at over the
years) is assigning LBS levels. This is where experience and judgement come
into play. Well, assigning levels, projecting timelines, outlining skills to be
developed, predicting learning outcomes, setting goals . . . Actually, all of these
things are challenging.
G: When you assign levels to reading and writing, are there particular features
that you concentrate on, or do you have a more holistic sense?
B: I think for me, it's a more holistic sense for sure. It wasn't always this way. I
just have more experience now, and I don't rely on all the little details to make
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my judgements. But I'm very familiar with the level descriptions, and they act as
my 'guide on the side'.
G: If you could stress one thing, what would it be?
B: I guess what I would like to stress, or continue to stress, is that all this
assessment information, goal setting, and assigning of levels are all very
important first steps to begin the process. But don't let this first step become too
burdensome by trying to write down too much information. Write down what is
relevant, useful, appropriate and meaningful for the learner. Simplify, simplify,
simplify. And keep reminding yourself that training plan development is a
process.
G: I suppose, in a way, when a training plan is a more informal document it
allows for more flexibility. Do you think?
B: Yes, exactly.
G: So, training plans are really like notes from an interview, organized in a
certain format.
B: Yes. Especially when the notes are a part of ongoing assessment.
G: Can you give me an example of what happens when goals change, or when a
learner wants a particular kind of training to get a job. How do you include this
is in the training plan?
B: I'll give you an example of a learner from our program who recently changed
her plan and decided she wanted to work in a daycare centre. I suggested she
look into the job requirements and research three short training programs for
Early Childhood Education Assistant. She was also on Employment Insurance
benefits and would need to complete their unusually lengthy and detailed
application forms. I also went to the HRDC Essential Skills profile for ECE
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Assistant to gather information for both the learner and the instructor. We
needed to find out what skills she would need and at what level.
This learner needed a great deal of support from PTP staff; and eventually
everyone's hard work paid off. She was accepted into a training program and it
was approved by HRDC. Our hope is that when we do our call-back in six
months, this learner will have achieved her goal, full-time employment in a
daycare centre. All of this is a difficult and challenging process . . . This takes us
back to your first question about the demands of a training plan.
G: Would you put the HRDC stuff on the training plan?
B: Not necessarily,

A page from the HRDC Essential Skills profiles, available at
http://15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/profiles

but all this 'stuff' is a
part of the training
plan.
G: So the HRDC
information would
be relayed to the
instructor, but it
wouldn't necessarily
go down in writing.
B: Again, it is down
in writing. If I think
the student can
handle the reading, I
give him or her a
copy of the Essential
Skills Profile for the
occupation he or she

20

has chosen to read. The instructor will also review the skills profile to get ideas
for reading, writing and math tasks, which are related to the goal. At PTP we
have a curriculum that includes performance markers based on essential skills
profiles. Instructors can choose appropriate tasks from PTP's performance
markers and individualize a learner's program.
G: Well, actually, to write all of that stuff down again would be redundant.
B: Totally redundant.
G: It's already written. That's why you don't put it in the training plan.
B: But this information is part of the training plan.
G: Well, if you stop looking at the training plan as a set of linear instructions,
first you do this, then you do that, but just a lot of ideas, basically, and a context
for what you're doing, then you can just throw in something like an Essential
Skills Profile and it doesn't trap you in any way . . .
B: It frees you up, actually.
G: So, in a way, what you write down on the training plan are notes for the
instructor, or rather for what you're going to say to the instructor. The materials
from the HRDC Profiles are ideas, source materials. You've said that the most
important information gets communicated orally. Can you expand on this
point?
B: For sure. I think what sticks is what gets communicated orally. When I sit
down with learners to discuss the next steps in their training plans, or have them
self-assess, they commit to the plan. They commit to what they want to focus on
in order to make progress. When they are able to articulate what they want to
achieve, there is more of a chance that they will achieve it. So, very little needs to
be written down.
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G: You were saying earlier that part of the process is people learning how to
articulate their needs and being able to advocate for themselves. Could you talk
a little about that?
B: Well, I think that it is giving learners the language to self-assess. What I've
worked really hard at since I've been at PTP is having learners understand what
“assessment” means. They all know what the word “test” means, but not
“assessment”. If learners know the language of assessment, they are better
equipped to discuss their strengths and weakness. This in turn helps them focus
their energies on the particular areas they need to work on.
G: Any final comments?
B: Well, in the end, I think what's really important is to spark an interest in
language and learning when you meet with a learner. Writing down every little
detail will be irrelevant if you don't have open communication. Through talking,
I think we are more likely to motivate the interest, the curiosity and the
enthusiasm of the learner, and this motivation, in turn, is what I feel leads to
learner progress.
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Learning Plans: What Gail Funston
Used to Write Down
Before the advent of “training plans” in adult literacy
work, Gail Funston used to develop “learning plans” with
her students. The following examples of learning plans,
which Gail used in her workshop presentation, speak for
themselves. Like Barbara McFater’s training plans, they
are notes from the planning process, and written
reminders. Studying these notes, we can imagine some of
the discussion with students from which they came.
Gail’s learning plan includes a category which training
plans leave out: “Tasks, Materials, Tools, Techniques.”
This category points to aspects of planning the learning
process which are often not written down; in fact, Gail
feels that she has now reached a point in her work where
she does not need to write anything down in this category.
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Knowing What Wasn’t Written Down:
An Interview with Wendy Tanner
When the question, “What doesn't get written down?” was
posed to the participants of the first workshop, Wendy
Tanner answered, “What doesn't get written down is who
the learner is.” This answer resonated through much of
the following discussion. In this follow-up interview, Guy
Ewing asks Wendy to discuss her point further, in light of
the workshop discussion. For Wendy, who works with
volunteer tutors, “What doesn't get written down?” leads
to the question, “When I write a training plan for a learner,
how I convey what doesn't get written down to the
learner's volunteer tutor?”

G: What did you mean at the workshop when you said: “What doesn’t get
written down is who the learner is”?
W: You have to know who the student is to do a good job with the teaching,
especially with literacy students. How can you really help somebody when there
are so many other difficulties that they're dealing with? I don't think tutors have
to be counsellors, I'm not talking about that level of involvement, but I do think
that tutors need to understand why students aren't achieving their goals.
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G: Can you think of two students who had quite similar goals, and even quite
similar learning plans on paper, but where the paths that they needed to follow
in order to learn were quite different?
W: Yes. Both students went to George Brown College. Neither student actually
finished the program. But one of them was much more able to ask for the help
she needed, to take on the curriculum and she got further. She was very goaloriented. The goal was: “I'm going to finish my high school education, I'm going
to go to George Brown and I'm going to get there through 'this' route.” And the
other one had the same goal, to get to George Brown, but there were so many
problems that stood in her way, because her personality was very different from
the other student's personality. She needed a lot more support around how to
organize childcare so that that didn't affect her learning and, you know, she was
worried about the child at home, and how to . . . I know that all of that could
have been part of the goal setting, but it wasn't for this student; her goal was to
get through George Brown. She didn't understand that there were all these
things that were going to impinge on her learning and create difficulties for her.
And we didn't know that, either, until she started, and then we could identify
some of the difficulties. All right, well, you're not reaching your goals not
because you're not capable but because there are all these things that are
affecting your life at this point. The other student had more strength to be able
to address some of her barriers. She didn't finish, but she was still able to attack
her learning in a much more direct way.
G: And were both of these students working with tutors?
W: Yes.
G: So how did that work? I mean, the person who needed more support and
help around organizing childcare and those things, was it that the tutor
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responded to that need, or did you help the tutor respond to that need, or how
did it work?
W: No, actually, we sort of took it on. It was something that we helped her with
rather than telling the tutor what she needed. We explained to the tutor that
there's reasons why she's not getting to her sessions on time, and that there are
reasons why she might be struggling with remembering things, and why she's so
disorganized in her work planning and her work habits and everything, but the
actual helping through the process is something that we tried to help her with. It
really was more of a counselling role.
G: When you think of those two people, is there any way that you could explain
why they were so different?
W: I think it's around looking at the individual. People come with different
needs and different histories, and with different resources and different
strengths, so that the student who was clearer about where she was going, more
directed in a way, had also had a tough time, but, in her later experience, she'd
had more success. Her inner resources were, I feel, much stronger than the other
student's. So how do you reflect that on a learning plan? How do you let a tutor
know . . . And probably, for a lot of tutors, they would understand that. That
would be part of our tutor training, that we let people know who the students
are. But it takes a very long time, I think, to understand that teaching is more of
an art than a science. It takes time to understand that. Teaching is not about the
subject, it's about teaching a person. That's something that we look at through
the training, but I think that somehow we've got to get that into the learning
plan, that we're not teaching a subject, we're teaching an individual. So when
you're teaching a goal, you're not really teaching a goal, you're having to look at
who the individual is and how they're going to get to that goal, and not through
the activities, not through the linear activities, but through the whole process of
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encouraging whatever it is: self-esteem or confidence or whatever it takes, or just
helping somebody get dignity. That's going to improve their learning.
G: So you would say that, in general, it's easier for tutors to think about teaching
a subject than teaching a person. Are there some tutors who see that right away,
or . . .
W: Yes. And it's become a much bigger component in the tutor training. We
talk much more about who the learner is, what the difficulties are . . .
G: Do you find that tutors come to you about those kinds of things, or do you
usually find yourself intervening and saying, “Well, you know what this person
needs . . .”
W: I intervene a lot. Especially when I know that a student is particularly
sensitive or vulnerable or that the tutor might be struggling because it's a student
with developmental delays who'd take a long time to learn something or would
learn in a very particular way. It's not really about learning styles. Styles are
very sort of formulaic. I mean, it's about who are you at the core of who you are.

It worries me when I write something down on a form, on a plan for a student
that is this linear approach that I give to a tutor. We try and have a joint meeting
with tutors and students, but it doesn't always work because of times and hours
and things. So I'm giving this plan to somebody, who might then be following
this plan without being able to adapt and change what they're doing to fit the
needs of the student.
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Conclusion
The quality of literacy work is realized in small details: how a tutor
responds to a moment of hesitation by a learner, how carefully an instructor
notes the pattern of spelling mistakes by a learner, how exactly a staff person
describes a learner’s goal in a training plan. To do good literacy work, literacy
workers need the support of workshops that look at the learning process at this
level of detail.
The What Doesn’t Get Written Down workshops, and the follow-up
material in this book, were an example of this kind of detailed work. At the end
of each workshop, participants expressed their interest in further detailed
discussion of process.
Subsequent to this workshop, a group of community literacy workers
began meeting to compare their experiences with training plans.
A number of workshop participants expressed an interest in filtering
different theoretical perspectives on adult literacy learning through concrete
examples of the learning process as they have observed it.
We are only beginning to understand the process of adult literacy
learning. As well as adapting old knowledge to the LBS framework, we must
continue to develop our knowledge further.
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